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1.

“How can you still tell me you love me,” he asks her, “when I’m dying?”
“How can I pretend that I don’t?” Roxy replies.

I’m really struggling to keep it together. Honestly, I am. I hide my face in my palm, sinking deeper into my seat, but there’s no way that I can keep from snickering.

I get it. I’m not exactly the target audience here. But even if romantic dramas were my thing, I couldn’t possibly take this one seriously. Bad dialogue, a low budget. About the only thing this film does have going for it is the reason why I’m sitting here with my girls beside me, watching this slop—

Roxy Wells.

“You’ll go on,” he says, running a hand along her cheek. “You’ll rise just like this sunrise. Keep rising, my bright girl.”

Roxy, to her credit, manages to muster some tears at this idiotic exchange.

“Every time I rise, I’ll see you,” she says. “I’ll think of you. You’ll never be far from my heart. Forever.”

Someone in the seat in front of me is sniffling. I’m hearing some actual sobs coming from the row behind me. Have I lost it? Is it really just me?

I glance to my right. Soli is absorbed by what she’s watching. Is it possible that I’m missing something? Then I turn to my left. Jordan turns with her eyebrows raised, eyes wide, like—her expression says it all: what the hell is this? She brings her face closer to mine, her eyes unblinking as they get closer to mine. Kill me, please. End this torment.

I lose it. I start laughing so hard and so loud that I actually drown out the dreck the leading man with the bushy eyebrows and sprayed-on tan is blandly reciting on-screen. All at once, the whole theater turns against me. I’m assaulted for my insensitivity, shushed and booed and hissed at. Someone even pelts the back of my head with popcorn kernels. But all this does is make me laugh harder. I rock forward, putting my hands on my knees as a deep belly laugh tears through me. It’s like I’m vomiting up laughter, and while just as embarrassing and inappropriate, it is no less exquisite.

Jordan puts a hand on my thigh. Soli hits me in the arm. I struggle to get a hold of myself, but in some ways the reaction of the crowd is making it so much harder to stop laughing. It’s like—I realize that this is embarrassing, but I can’t help it. I can’t stop myself.

Then I notice the real Roxy Wells, her face a mask of anger and embarrassment. It’s not a huge theater, probably just a few dozen seats, so there’s absolutely no way she doesn’t hear me, no way that I can claim later it wasn’t me. I feel shitty, I do. Honestly, her acting isn’t bad. But that’s the worst part. She’s saying these terrible lines with complete earnestness, which only serves to make them even more hilarious.

I’m determined to keep it together. I don’t have to love this movie, but I do have to at least be respectful. Finally, I regain my composure enough to sit quietly. For a minute.

Then, on screen, a tearful Roxy’s character says—
“I know I’ll never forget you, never let go of you in my heart.”

Which prompts Natalie, who is sitting behind me, to whisper—
“My heart will go on.”

And I lose it again. I cackle madly. More hisses, more jeers.

“Just get out of here!” cries someone.

It’s the girl sitting next to Roxy, her date presumably.

Damn it, that last one wasn’t even my fault! I have no choice. I have to get out of here. I hold my hand over my mouth, then stand and shuffle past Jordan’s legs and then out of the theater.

Out in the lobby, I am now free to laugh as much as I want. I allow myself to laugh, to embrace the absolute absurdity of what I’ve just watched. Yet, for some reason, now that I’m free, it no longer seems as funny as it did before.

Natalie exits the theater a moment later, a sheepish smile on her face, which, characteristic of her, is bright red.

“You’re evil!” I say.
“You were the one who laughed!” she says.
“Yeah,” I say. “Because you made me!”
“Guilty,” she says. “But come on, how could I resist?”

I take her by the hand and we walk a little further from the theater, just in case hordes with pitchforks come streaming out to finish me off. But no, the lobby remains still and quiet. I miss the smell of stale popcorn, which should be a requirement for any theater anywhere. The Pack Theater is really small—too small to have a staff to clean up the popcorn everyone leaves streamed on the floor of the theater after each show. So, they don’t serve it at all.

“Do you think Soli is going to hate me?” I ask.
“No, but don’t expect to be invited to any premieres again,” Natalie says.
“Poor Roxy,” Natalie says. “It really is a terrible movie. But she’s honestly not bad in it.”
“I know,” I say. “In some ways, that’s the worst part. If her performance was as bad as the rest of it, I’d feel entitled to laugh my head off.”

Maybe it’s the fact that ever since I became a technical advisor I’ve been taking movies more seriously, but I just couldn’t ignore how much the movie stunk. It even managed to avoid that so-bad-it’s-good territory some movies achieve. Classics like The Room, Troll 2 or Birdemic have a kind of unintentional charm thanks to their complete lack of professionalism. But For Everhart doesn’t quite hit that sweet spot. It’s cheesy with a cliché plot and bad dialogue, but looks just professional enough that it’s almost painful how hard they’re trying.

“It’s a little indie flick,” Natalie says. “It’s not like it’s some box office bomb. Nobody’s going to see it anyway, and that’s probably for the best.”
“Yeah,” I say. “Some gems remain undiscovered for a reason. But I don’t know how I can go back in there after that,” I say.
“You maybe shouldn’t,” Natalie says.
“There’s like another hour of run time, though,” I say.
“More,” Natalie says. “It’s almost three hours long.”
“That’s almost three hours?” I say.
“Plus the Q&A,” Natalie says.

“Okay,” I say, trying to steel myself. “I can keep it together in there. I just have to keep reminding myself that cancer isn’t funny.”
“It’s not,” Natalie says. “It’s really not. When it happens to real people. When it happens to that guy, it’s hilarious.”
“Stop,” I say. “I have to sit through the rest of that dud if it kills me.”
“Hey, so do I,” Natalie says. “But, honestly, if I were Giselle—”

That’s Roxy’s character’s name, which I had forgotten until just now—
“I would smother Liam with a pillow.”

“Okay, so it’s not just me,” I say.
“No,” Natalie says. “Definitely not just you.”
“I thought girls were supposed to like tear jerkers,” I say.
“When they’re done well, sure,” Natalie says. “But it’s the most amateurish mistake writers make, thinking that heavy subject matter makes for good drama. Like, oh, I know, I’ll give somebody cancer—that way everyone will be crying.”
“Yes, exactly,” I say. “That’s what it feels like. We’re getting hit over the head with it. That’s why it’s bad. Also the guy’s acting. Roxy’s acting is okay.”

“Just remember who you’re doing this for,” I say.
“Soli,” I say.
“And she’s doing it for Roxy because they’re friends,” Natalie says. “Don’t forget, I’m here for you.”
“That’s why I wish we were sitting together,” I say.

So, the thing is that Natalie doesn’t want it to get around town that she’s dating a guy who is also dating two other girls at the same time. That means we have to exercise just a little caution when we’re out and about together, at least when we’re at events where someone from “the business” might see us—like tonight.

“I’m just one row behind you,” Natalie says. “And you’ve got two girls to hold hands with already.”
“That’s true,” I say. “And I understand why we’re keeping a low profile about our… status. It’s just, there are times when it’s not easy.”
“I know,” Natalie says. “For me, too.”

She takes my hand in hers and gives it a little squeeze.
“I’ll blow gently on the back of your head,” Natalie says. “That way you’ll know I’m thinking of you.”
“No, don’t,” I say. “I’ll just start laughing again, and I don’t think I could handle making any more of a scene than I already have.”
“You’d pretty much have to piss your pants,” Natalie says.

I grin. So does she, but then she tries to turn it into a glare, getting in drill sergeant mode.
“Get serious, Matty,” she says. “Put your game face on. Cancer! Remember?”
“Got it,” I say. “Cancer. Not funny, not gonna laugh. I’m gonna go in there and appreciate that film in a totally unironic way.”
“Atta boy,” Natalie says. “I’ll go in first.”

We kiss and then I let her go back into the theater, making a few laps around the lobby before joining her. I tread quietly as I reenter the theater and return to my seat, feeling the eyes of everyone in the back rows even if they’re not on me at all. Jordan pulls in her legs and I crouch down, tumbling into the seat beside her.

“Sorry,” I whisper.

Soli puts her dainty, manicured hand on mine and I wrap my fingers around hers. Luckily, the cheesy male lead isn’t on screen, so I just try to space out and forget the story. Instead, I try to amuse myself by watching the extras, looking at the locations and trying to guess where the movie was shot. Vancouver, probably.

I also can’t help but notice Roxy. No matter what she’s doing or who she’s with, she’s a scene stealer. Those pale green eyes against that caramel skin, her black curls that cascade over her back as she walks. And her body, damn. Her body. She’s got these insane curves that someone in the wardrobe department really knew how to work with. It may be a terrible movie overall, but at least some members of the crew found a way to shine.

More than just her looks, it’s Roxy’s look that’s enchanting—that way her face can become curious and vulnerable, or playful and kind with just a glance or a wink. I guess there are no small parts after all; just bad movies.

I glance at Soli occasionally, and I guess that she’s not seeing what I’m seeing because she can’t take her eyes off the screen. Jordan rests her head on my shoulder, and I put a hand on her thigh.

Finally, mercifully for both him and us, Liam dies. It’s the whole schtick: slowly fading away in a hospital room, sunlight streaming through the window, a rose dropping a single browning petal as the breeze stirs the curtains. Even without describing it, you could have probably imagined it better than if you’d really seen it.

Roxy looks appropriately devastated, and I believe her, too. The tears look so real I want to put my arms around her. In the end, her character finds a way to carry on without him and is stronger for it. This gets me yawning, and it’s not even 10 p.m.

The credits roll, lights come on. There’s polite, even vigorous applause from some quarters of the theater. It’s a small crowd made up of a lot of friends of the cast and crew. The first row stands up and takes a bow.

And, I swear that I’m not making it up, Roxy Wells glares straight at me with those hypnotic cat eyes burning with pure hate.

I gulp, sinking a little bit lower in my seat. The MC hands the mic to the director, who starts answering questions about the production. Someone asks the director, who is also the screenwriter, how he came up with the story.

“Well,” he says. “It was a labor of love. A story that I felt passionate about telling because it’s so impactful and necessary in our time.”

A perfectly generic answer about his absolutely generic love story.

There are more questions, but not many, with painfully long pauses in between where nobody knows what to say. Most of the questions aren’t really about the movie at all but are more about how to make a movie without much money. I guess that’s really what people want to know. The MC says that it’s almost time to wrap up.

“Hold on,” says the director. “Has anyone got a question for a member of our cast?”

Soli raises her hand. The director nods and she stands to be heard clearly.

“My question is for Roxy,” Soli says. “What advice would you give an aspiring actress who is trying to make it but worried she isn’t good enough?”

Roxy gives a grateful smile and takes a moment to think about it.
“Everyone in Hollywood is like a hobo looking for a train,” Roxy says finally. “I want to be the train. That’s the best advice I can give. Stop looking for people who can help you and start looking for ways that you can provide something to someone else. If you can do that, the whole question of making it takes care of itself.”

This brings some strong applause from the little group, and from me too. It’s a damn good answer.

“And,” Roxy says, turning her gaze straight on me, “don’t pay attention to the people who will belittle you. There are people who just want to laugh at you, to tear you down to make themselves feel better. Don’t let them. I don’t let haters push me around or make me feel small. I’m proud of every project I’ve ever done because I was able to bring something of myself to it. Do that, and you’ll make a difference to someone—even if someone else doesn’t approve.”

This brings even more effusive clapping and cheering. People start getting out of their seats, and honestly I want to join them. But I also want to sink into the floor and disappear. Soli tugs at my arm and gets me to stand. I clap, a little awkwardly, because I know how I must appear to Roxy. It’s not like I want to be the jerk who ruined her premiere. It was involuntary, honestly!

Finally, the clapping and cheering dies down enough for the MC to wave his hands and call for quiet.
“You can meet the cast and crew for pictures in the lobby,” he says. “Thanks, everyone!”
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I’m relieved that it’s finally over as we file out. I don’t want to make eye contact with anyone, although one guy who looks like he came with his girlfriend gives me a wink like he didn’t want to come either.

I follow Jordan with Soli behind me, and the three of us find Natalie in the lobby with people passing all around her. We huddle around each other, and I prepare for what’s coming.

“I’m never taking you anywhere again,” Soli says in a voice she hopes will be soft enough not to be picked up in the crowded lobby.

“Look, I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to laugh, and I shouldn’t have. I tried not to. But come on, I wasn’t the only one who thought it sucked, right?”

“It was… not great,” Jordan says.

“But Roxy was so good in it,” Soli says.

“I agree, she was the best part of it,” I say. “But that’s honestly not saying much.”

“It wasn’t that bad!” Soli says. “Right?”

Jordan makes a cringe face.

“It kinda was, though,” she says.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “Roxy is talented, but there’s only so much she can do. As for Matty making a scene, I’m partly to blame. I kinda egged him on a little bit.”

“I might have done the same,” Jordan says. “Unintentionally.”

“Right, see, but that’s okay,” I say. “We go to the movies to have fun. That’s the point. And laughing at them is one way to have fun.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “And that’s fine—except when you’re a guest of a friend of a member of the cast who can hear you laughing at her from the front row.”

I put my hands up in surrender. On the other side of the lobby, I see Roxy and that director guy talking with this kinda pale thin chick with a masculine haircut clutching her arm. They’re smiling, but it looks a little forced, like Ellen DeGeneres and Portia de Rossi.

“You’re right,” I say. “I’m fully ready to apologize to Roxy.”

“Let me do it for you first,” Soli says. “I might be able to smooth things over and make it easier. You wait here while I talk to her. Jordy, come with me?”

“Sure, babe,” Jordan says. “We’ll be back.”

Natalie gives a little wave as they depart.

“I honestly would understand why Roxy would hate me,” I say.

“Sure,” Natalie says.

“Do you think there’s any way of Soli smoothing things over?” I ask.

“Matty, you’re adorable, really,” Natalie says. “But you can’t expect every woman in the world to like you. Some never will, no matter how much you want them to.”

“I can accept that,” I say. “I just don’t want this woman to hate me. She’s friends with Soli, which means she’s friends with Jordan, which means that no good can possibly come from her disliking me.”

“True,” Natalie says. “But it’s not the end of the world if she does.”

“Maybe I can say I was on something?” I say. “Like, maybe I could claim that I’ve just had surgery and I haven’t gotten used to my meds yet.”

“Meh,” Natalie says. “Speaking as a woman, if somebody told me that, I would know it was obviously a lie and I would respect you less for it. I recommend that if you get the chance to talk to her face to face, don’t give any explanation. Just apologize. If she accepts it, great. If not, at least you tried and you were honest about it.”

“Hmm,” I say. “You’re right. That’s better. It probably won’t help much anyway—”

“Nope,” Natalie agrees.

“But better not to lie. It never helps,” I say.

A few moments later, Soli comes bounding over, holding Jordan’s hand. Both have big smiles on their faces. Good sign, very good sign.

“Hey,” I say. “Is Roxy willing to forgive me?”

“No!” says Soli. “But we got invited to a party!”

“A party?” I say. “Tonight?”

“Yes, Matty,” Jordan says. “A friend of Roxy’s has a house in Malibu and Roxy invited us.”

“I don’t know if I’m really feeling a party tonight,” I say.

“Perfect!” Soli says. “You aren’t invited!”

Hold on—so Roxy is inviting my girlfriends to a party and I can’t come? I can’t say that I blame Roxy, but still. Am I supposed to be fine with this?

“Don’t make that face,” Jordan says. “It’s just a girl thing, that’s all. She’d invite you too, Natalie, but she doesn’t know you that well. Plus, it’s like a girl couples’ thing.”

“The fact that you laughed at Roxy during her dramatic scene in front of her friends and everyone she works with has nothing to do with her not inviting you,” Soli says, rubbing my arm.

“Really?” I say. “Nothing to do with it?”

Soli shrugs, like, what do you want me to say?

“You don’t want to be there, either,” Soli says. “And you won’t be. Where’s the issue?”

“Roxy did say that she forgave you,” Jordan says. “So you don’t even need to go over and apologize.”

“Really?” I say. “I guess that’s something.”

Obviously, I didn’t want to go over there and apologize to Roxy in front of those people, even if I still kinda feel like I should.

“Don’t sweat it,” Soli says, resting her palm on my chest and then kissing me on the chin, which she can do when she’s standing in heels. “We’ll go, have a good time, and we’ll see you later, yeah?”

“That works for me,” Natalie says. “Matty and I can maybe get a drink or something, then head home. What do you say?”

“Hold on,” I say, turning to Soli. “You drove us. How are we supposed to get home?”

“You can take my keys,” Soli says, sliding her bag off her shoulder to look inside it. A moment later, she takes out the key fob. “Just drive carefully, okay? I don’t need another accident.”

“Sure,” I say, taking the key fob from her.

I beckon Jordan over and the three of us do a group hug.

“Be safe tonight,” I say. “I love you both. Have fun.”

“Love ya,” says Jordan, kissing me on the cheek.

I give both girls kisses for good measure and then let them go. There’s this current of visible excitement passing through Soli as she struts away. She shakes her ass and her hips in her heels, the little gold purse she’s wearing swinging on her elbow. Jordan has to hustle a little to keep up with her, making her own short skirt shimmy. I hate when they leave, but I don’t mind watching them go.

“Two girlfriends down,” Natalie says. “Good thing you’ve got a spare.”

I roll my eyes and gesture toward the door.

“I am very happy to be spending the night with you and you alone,” I say. “The only question is, where are we going?”

“Surprise me,” Natalie says, as I hold the door open for her.

We step out into the night air, which is appropriately cool though not cold. The scent on the air is nothing special—exhaust fumes as always—but there’s still a crispness to it all the same.

“How about the Taft Hotel?” I say. “That’s got a classic Old Hollywood vibe. No, wait. Even better. Let’s go to the Frolic Room.”

“Bukowski’s old watering hole,” Natalie says. “Very nice, good thinking.”

“Is it even worth reparking?” I say out loud, taking out my phone to figure out the distance from where we are to see if it’s close enough for us to walk. “Twenty-five minutes on foot.”

“I say we hoof it,” Natalie says, taking my hand. “It’s a nice night anyway, and I think the car will be okay in the lot as long as we’re back by midnight.”

“Let’s do it,” I say.
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If you’ve never been to the city, it’s easy to imagine Hollywood is a glamorous place. But it’s really more like Manhattan in the 90s; kinda funky, kinda dingy, and way too expensive for being so run-down. But one thing you can’t say is that it doesn’t have personality.

We walk along the Walk of Fame and look down at the stars we pass. Covered in old gum and grime as they are, it’s still a fun activity.

“Hey, Don Knotts,” I say. “Barney Fife. I used to watch reruns of Andy Griffith with my dad when I was little.”

“I never saw that show,” Natalie says.

“Really?” I say. “You don’t know this?”

I whistle the theme song.

“No,” says Natalie. “But I’m impressed that you can whistle like that.”

“Really?” I say. “My parents always found it annoying. I’d walk around the house whistling for hours. It drove my mother insane.”

“Can you whistle any song?” she asks.

“If it’s one I know, sure,” I say.

“Do the Game of Thrones theme,” she says.

So, I do it—a little out of tune, maybe. It’s not easy to hit the high notes. But it’s basically recognizable.

“I think it’s neat,” Natalie says. “It’s a talent. A useless talent, maybe. But you’ve got to have an ear for music.”

“Yeah, if whistling was like playing the saxophone, I could sell out stadiums,” I say.

We reach a critical mass of tourists on the street as we pass by the Pantages Theater. That’s another reason why Hollywood is like Manhattan—it’s one of the few places in the city where there’s dense foot traffic. There’s a woman with her foot in a bandage sitting on a plastic box in front of a business that’s closed for the day. She holds up her plastic cup, and I empty the change from my pocket inside.

“I heard somewhere that homeless people in LA make as much as forty thousand a year on average,” Natalie says.

“Seems kinda high,” I say. “But who knows? It’s possible. I just know that I could find myself where they are someday. Better to pay a little forward now.”

“That’s a good way to think about it,” Natalie says. “You’re racking up some karmic credit.”

We wait for the light at the corner of Hollywood and Highland, the heart of Hollywood. It’s kitschy and touristy, but it’s undeniably got a fun atmosphere—tourists rubbing elbows and bumping shoulders with dreadlocked druggies and stoner teens. Down the road, in front of the Chinese Theater, there are guys dressed as Transformers and Batman who will take pictures with you for a buck. I wonder who these guys are in their normal life, but I’m guessing that anyone who chooses to make money this way has chosen to live an unconventional lifestyle.

“Oh, ya know there’s this great thrift shop down there,” Natalie says. “Iguana Vintage. If we ever get the chance, we can go sometime.”

“Sure,” I say. “We’ll have to come back when they’re open.”

The light changes and we walk down Hollywood Boulevard.

“When I was in film school, we watched this old film called Sunset Boulevard,” Natalie says. “This old film star from the silent movie era seduces this young screenwriter and then kills him in the end. I looked for the house where they filmed the movie, or one like it, when I moved here. But those old houses are all gone now.”

“Yeah, those old mansions were special,” I say. “Of course, if they were still around, where would they put the phở restaurants and check-cashing places? You can’t stop progress.”

We duck inside the Frolic Room, which—just like all the surviving Hollywood landmarks—is mostly noteworthy for staying exactly the same. The place is narrow and dark and still smells of tobacco even though it hasn’t been legal to smoke inside for decades. The walls are wood-paneled except for the mural on one wall. It’s of this surreal circus scene which is just a little unsettling and makes me think of the clown from the Circus Liquor sign in North Hollywood. Circuses surely weren’t always seen as creepy—so why does it seem like they all are now?

We take a couple of seats at the end of the narrow bar. The bartender has probably been working here for two decades or more. She’s got one of those careworn faces—she’s seen a lot of long nights come and go, but I’ll bet if you asked her she wouldn’t live any other way.

“What’ll you have?” she asks.

“Dirty gin martini,” Natalie says.

“I’ll have an old-fashioned,” I say.

We take a moment just to sit and soak up the ambiance. It’s lively but not quite crowded yet, which makes it a haven from the crush of the crowds outside.

“You know,” says Natalie, “For Everhart was a dog, but I still admire the director for pulling it off. I know how much work they must have put into that thing. Indie projects are never easy.”

“So, here’s a question,” I say. “Is it better to make a bad movie than no movie at all?”

“How do you mean?” Natalie asks. “Better for your career, or just metaphysically?”

“Both, I guess,” I say.

“Well, I mean, just having made a movie shows producers you can do it,” Natalie says. “So, it probably helps your career some. Whether it’s better for the world to make something bad rather than nothing, I can’t say. Somebody somewhere is probably going to like it, right?”

“True,” I say. “Even the worst movie still has some fans.”

“But for me, if I was working on a movie that I knew was terrible, I would rather just pull the plug before it messed up my reputation.”

The bartender returns with Natalie’s martini and my cocktail on little embroidered napkins and she slides them toward us.

“What if you were dying?” I ask. “You only have three months to live, and it’s only enough time to make one really lousy film and there’s no chance to make a better one. What would you do?”

She takes a sip before answering.

“In that case, I’d want to make the very best bad movie I could make,” she says. “Like an epically bad movie. One for the ages.”

“Yeah?” I say.

“Sure,” she says. “Some of my favorite movies are terrible. Like Plan 9 from Outer Space, ya know?”

“I think the problem is you can’t make a so-bad-it’s-good movie on purpose,” I say. “You have to think you’re making something brilliant to pull it off.”

“You’re right,” she says. “Screw the movie. I’d spend my remaining months in Hawaii.”

We clink glasses.

“I got into this business because I wanted to make something that would last, to leave a legacy,” Natalie says. “But I still haven’t made anything of my own.”

“You’re young,” I say. “You’ll get your chance.”

“I know that I’ll get the chance to do things, to make movies,” Natalie says. “But the business isn’t the same as it used to be. In ten years, everyone will be a producer. That’ll be the last job there is. The rest will be done by AI.”

“I don’t know if that’s true,” I say. “I think people will always want to watch movies made by real people. Nostalgia can be powerful, and people’s tastes don’t really change that much.”

I hold out my hands as if to draw in the bustling bar around us as an example.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “Hollywood won’t disappear. But the business is already struggling. More jobs leave California every year. You hardly even see movies shot here anymore. The productions are always chasing bigger tax breaks.”

“Well,” I say, “if you weren’t doing this, what would you rather be doing instead?”

Natalie plays with the toothpick sticking from the olive resting on the edge of her glass.

“I have no idea,” she says. “I think there are some good things about technology making filmmaking cheaper. More people will get involved, and a lot of them will be people that wouldn’t be heard otherwise. But if we’re all watching two-minute videos on our phones instead of these films that are supposed to be masterpieces, then who cares? Even if you find an audience and make money, the whole thing feels so insignificant.”

“I think it all depends on how you look at it,” I say. “If making movies wasn’t so stressful and expensive, more people would do it.”

“Yeah, but the easier it becomes, the less it matters,” Natalie says.

We talk a little longer about movies and what we would do to fix For Everhart if we could. I never really thought of myself as being some passionate movie geek, but since I started dating Natalie and working as a technical advisor, I realize that there’s a lot about the entertainment business I really love. I don’t think I could write my own movie, but I might be able to take a bad movie and make it a better one. And Natalie has so many great ideas—stuff I never would have thought of. I can see why she’s so successful.

“How about this?” I say. “What movie would you make if you had unlimited time and an unlimited budget?”

“I’d make a romance,” Natalie says without any hesitation. “An epic romance. Not like a war epic or something like that. It wouldn’t be a period piece like Pride and Prejudice. More like Richard Linklater’s Before Sunrise.”

“I love that movie,” I say.

“Really?” Natalie says. “Guys never like romances.”

“Not true,” I say. “Guys don’t like romances made for women. But think about it—name one action movie that doesn’t have some kind of a love story?”

“Those are never realistic,” Natalie says. “The guy beats up a bunch of other guys, and then in the last five minutes of the movie the girl he’s been chasing suddenly falls in his lap.”

“Not always,” I say. “Although now that I think about it, the romance isn’t usually what the story is really about.”

“Exactly,” Natalie says. “It’s always squeezed in just to give the women in the audience something to like about it. Girls love love. It’s how we’re wired. It’s what we’re all about. For guys, it’s just one of many things to care about.”

“I guess I never really thought about it like that,” I say.

“I understand why guys don’t like bodice rippers,” Natalie says. “It’s told from women’s perspective.”

“True,” I say. “A lot of shirtless guys. Plus, the plots are always cheesy.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “But the plots don’t matter. It’s all about the steam. Women are more interested in the characters. I think that’s what makes us different.”

“Guys like character,” I say. “We like dialogue. Especially when it leads to sex.”

“I think you’re right,” I say. “But that’s what makes Before Sunrise so great. It’s just two young people who meet and walk around Vienna all night long and have conversations.”

“Exactly,” Natalie says. “It’s understated and simple, and it feels real. You actually believe these two people are falling in love. Then, with all the sequels, you get to revisit these same characters over and over and spend time with them.”

“It’s hard to pull off,” I say. “But I think the world needs more movies like that. You don’t need CGI or a big budget. If you can find something personal in the story you’re telling, then it will be unique.”

“Maybe I’ll get the chance,” Natalie says.

We finish our drinks and sit talking a little longer. Eventually, the bartender comes back around.

“Ready for the next round?” she asks.

I look at Natalie, but she just shakes her head.

“We should probably start walking back,” she says.

“Yeah,” I say. “We’ll just take the check.”

She shrugs, maybe not used to patrons who close out this early, and leaves to get the bill.

“Let’s get a selfie to send Jordan and Soli before we go,” I say. “Show ’em what they’re missing.”

“Sure,” Natalie says.

The lighting sucks—the red and blue ceiling lights fighting the flash from my camera—but you can still see our smiling faces.

I pay for our drinks and we head back into the night. I wish the girls were here with us, but I don’t feel like we’re missing out by not joining them in Malibu. We can have just as much fun, just the two of us.


4.

“Yesss,” she says, the word sliding slowly down her tongue and then falling from her lips.

I kiss her nipple gently, nuzzling and licking it from under the curtain of her hair. She’s on top of me, straddling me on the bed, her long black hair covering her face and mine. I feel safe here, secure and protected, as I kiss and lick her breasts.

“Oh god,” she mumbles. “Why does that feel so good?”

I’m not supposed to answer, and I’m not going to. I’m just going to keep my attention right where it belongs. Natalie’s breasts are filling up my senses: the way they feel and taste and smell, the look of her dark nipples, which I can make out even in the low light cast from behind the bathroom door. God, they are such damn good nipples. I love boobs. And I love the way she moans when I play with hers.

“Oohh,” she sighs as I suck her nipple, palming the other. I switch, giving her just enough pressure to make her lean forward gently to heighten the pleasure. She’s squirming now, pressing her hips to my mounting erection. As I continue pleasuring her breasts, her hips keep moving, eager for her wetness to envelop my shaft. “Fuck me, please!”

“You want me inside you?” I ask.

“Yes, daddy,” she says. “This is just what I need.”

“I want to hear you beg for it,” I say.

“Please, fuck me,” Natalie says. “You get me so wet I need your thick, hard cock throbbing inside me.”

“Go on,” I say.

She reaches down and grabs the tip of my hard cock, guiding me in. I watch her face as she leans her head back, her lips curled for a moment as the discomfort of anticipation turns to relief. She spreads herself, lowers herself over me as my cock presses deep inside her. She starts to bounce on top of me, tits jiggling as she rides me.

“Oh, god!” she says.

I buck into her, lifting my back and hips to sink deeper. Her neck is reclined, eyes pointed at the ceiling. She bounces in rhythm, her chest extended as her back arches. She’s giggling now, groaning at the sheer relief of it.

“Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me, fuck me,” the words spilling from her lips without thought, like a prayer.

“You’re so fucking hot,” I tell her.

She leans forward, placing her hands on my chest as she straddles me. She bears down, using her hands to drive herself against the tip of my cock, stimulating her clit as she thrusts. She bites her lip, but the groan escapes her lips anyway. She puts all her strength in her hips now, in fucking me as hard as she can. My hands are on those hips, guiding her, assuring her. When she comes, she screams—

“Aaaaahoooooooooo!”

She’s gasping as she comes down, but she doesn’t stop riding me. For a moment, she’s thrown off of the rhythm, but she finds it again. She’s so soaking wet, she might slip off me, but her inner walls constrict around me, begging her hips to remain in place.

I come hard, and that sends her over the edge too. For the second time, she orgasms with a roar—

“Aaaaaaaaahhaa!!” she wails.

“Fuck, yeah!” I say.

She’s almost delirious for a moment. Then she looks at me and gives a little nod, as if she’s becoming aware of herself again. I take her hips in my hands and help her to slide free of my still-hard cock. She shifts her weight and lays her hip beside mine, resting her head against my chest.

“That was so great,” I say.

She can’t answer yet, just breathes hot breath on my chest hairs.

“Yeah,” she says finally.

I place a hand on her cheek, running my fingers across it and down her chin. She puts her hands on me, wraps her legs around mine, and we just enjoy the stillness of our breathing. I could fall asleep like this, and I expect to. But we only lie together a few moments before I’m stirred by the marimba of my phone—

“Ting-ting-ting-ting!” and again, “Ting-ting-ting-ting!”

Reluctantly, Natalie slides off me and lets me rise and scoop my pants off the floor. I fish the phone out of my pocket.

Jordan

“Hey,” I say, voice still groggy and post-coital.

“Hey,” she says loudly back.

Even as she struggles to be heard against the ambient noise around her, I hear it—that apprehension in her voice that starts my heart beating faster.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“Soli’s drunk,” Jordan says. “She needs to get home, and I think she needs someone to help her. I’m not sure if she can walk on her own. We really need a guy.”

Shit. Not good. My brain is flushed with adrenaline as I focus on what I have to do.

“Okay,” I say. “Do you know the address of the party?”

I hear more background noise, music and voices as she takes the phone from her ear, turning to someone nearby and asking them, inaudibly, for the address.

“It’s, uh, three-eight–seven-five,” she says, the words spilling out of her.

I wait, and then I say—

“That’s not enough numbers. I need one more digit.”

More background noise as she goes to check the address again.

“Uh, okay,” she says, “It’s three-seven-six-five-eight.”

“Three-seven-six-five-eight?” I say. “You said it was three-eight-seven-five before.”

“Uhh,” Jordan says. “Can you just read the number off the mailbox when you get here?”

Drunk logic. She’s clearly wasted, too.

“I can’t come to you unless I have the right address,” I say. “Is it three-six-seven or three-seven-six?”

“The first one,” she says.

“Okay,” I say. “Now I need the street name. What street are you on?”

She gurgles a little as she struggles to remember.

“Pacific Crest Trail,” she says.

“Okay, you’re sure?” I say.

“Yeah,” Jordan says, sounding not sure at all.

“Where’s Soli now?” I say.

“She’s throwing up,” she says. “Roxy’s helping her.”

Jesus.

“Okay,” I say. “I’m coming over. I’ll be there soon.”

“Thanks,” she says. “Bye.”

I hang up and start putting on my clothes.

“What’s wrong?” Natalie asks, coming over wrapped in a sheet.

“Soli’s drunk,” I say. “Jordan too. They’re still at the party in Malibu. Soli needs someone to take her home.”

“Why can’t she just take an Uber?” Natalie asks.

“I think she’s really drunk,” I say. “She may need someone to carry her out.”

“Should I come with you?” she asks.

“No, you should stay,” I say. “I need to return Soli’s car, anyway. I’ll drive them back and sleep at her place.”

Natalie flips the hair out of her eyes and fixes me with a worried expression.

“Keep me posted, okay?” she says. “I want to make sure they’re alright.”

“Yeah,” I say, pulling her in for a kiss.

I grab Soli’s key fob off the counter and then slip on my flip-flops. I have to stop myself from racing to the street where Soli’s car is parked. What the hell could they be thinking? Soli doesn’t get drunk like this, and neither does Jordan.

There’s only one obvious culprit—Roxy.

For some reason, she convinced my girls to drink way past their limit and now they’re in trouble. I’m lucky that there won’t be much traffic at night, but traffic isn’t the only thing I have to worry about. Even if there’s no road construction or accidents to slow me down, Malibu is close to an hour away.

Hold on, girls. I’m on my way.
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I pull up to the house on Pacific Crest Trail. Even without the exact address, there’s no way I could miss it. The valet, wearing a black vest and cumberbund, waves me over to this gravel side lot where I squeeze in between someone’s Tesla and a motorcycle that might have belonged to Dennis Hopper in Easy Rider. Walking toward the house, colored lights flash from big glass windows. The whole house looks like it’s made of glass and concrete, all low angles and minimalist, like it’s something a designer took from Japan in the 1960s.

I walk up and the front door is standing wide open, polished concrete under my feet. A crowd of people parts around me as I press my way through the throng to get a look at the living room. Good God, this place is huge.

I scan the people sitting and milling around, looking for the faces I recognize. There’s a guy doing coke off a hardcover copy of Joan Didion’s The White Album, but no Soli. No Jordan. I take out my phone and call her. I walk into the kitchen as it rings. On the counter, there are dozens of shot glasses lined up in messy, incomplete rows. The sink is filled to the brim with ice and beer, along with spiked seltzers, wine coolers, and various pre-made vodka concoctions.

No wonder things got out of control fast.

There’s no answer from Jordan’s phone, so I try again. This time, she answers.
“I’m here,” I say. “Where are you?”
“We’re by the pool,” she says.

I walk over to the floor-to-ceiling windows and look down. The pool is like a round blue lens against the dark. I can make out some daybeds surrounding it, lit by fairy lights.
“I see the pool,” I say. “Hold on, I’m coming down.”

I pass through the kitchen and down the hall to a staircase. At the bottom, there’s a platform cantilevered across the hill. I walk down steps made of frosted glass and lit from inside so that they glow the same blue as the pool. It’s eerie but undeniably cool. There’s an amazing view of the Santa Monica Mountains and the ocean below, which, even at night, is impressive.

Reaching the bottom of the steps, I follow the path around the fire pit and walk toward the sunbeds.
“Matty!” Jordan calls out.

I turn and see the three of them at the end of the row. Soli’s sitting up, a good sign. She’s got her hands on her knees and looks like she could puke at any time. When I get closer, the smell from her palm tells me she already has.

Jordan is standing, waving me over. Roxy is kneeling next to Soli, a bottle of water in her hand. She trains those green eyes on me as I stand over her.
“Hi,” says Soli, sheepishly.
“Are you alright?” I ask.
“I threw up,” she answers.
“I know,” I say.
“She’s okay,” Roxy says. “She just needs more water.”

I unconsciously put my hands on my hips, but it feels too much like I’m “Dad” coming to rescue a misbehaving kid, so I drop them.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” I say. “Can you walk on your own?”
“Yes, she can walk,” Roxy answers for her, her voice petulant. “She’s doing fine, better now that she’s had some water.”
“Good, fine,” I say.

Jordan comes over and throws her hands around me. I wrap my arm around her, my eyes still focused on Soli.
“Why did you all drink so much?” I say.
Roxy snorts.
“It is a party,” she says.

I can’t blame her for still being pissed at me. But does Roxy really have to test me, after everything? And she’s the one who has obviously been a bad influence on my girls.

Shit, I really do have to knock it off with the “dad” stuff. But I’m protective, ya know? How could I not be?
“Let’s go, yeah?” I say to Jordan.

The party seems to be winding down anyway. I check my phone. Almost three-thirty already. God damn.
“Yeah,” Jordan says. She brings her lips to my cheek, and I can smell the booze on her breath. I hold her in my arms. I’m glad they’re both safe.
“Roxy needs a ride home, too,” Soli says.
“Okay, where do you live, Roxy?” I ask.
“Third Street and Flower,” she says.

Downtown LA. Great, that’s well out of our way, so it’s nice and inconvenient.
“Alright,” I say. Then, I remember something. “What about your girlfriend?”
“Don’t worry about it,” Roxy practically snarls. “She’s getting her own ride home.”
“Fun stuff,” I say, clapping my hands. “Let’s go.”

Soli stands up, a little unsteady on her feet, but follows us in train as we walk back up those crazy glowing stairs to the house. I look behind me, making sure the girls don’t stumble as they ascend.
“If anyone needs to use the bathroom, now might be the time,” I say.
“It’s like a forty-minute wait,” Jordan says.
“Right,” I say. “Let’s press on then.”

We make it through the crowd and exit out the front. The party is definitely winding down now. I still have no idea whose house this is, or how, if at all, Roxy knows the host. But whoever they are, they have to be Gatsby-level rich to invite a bunch of strangers to come, throw up, trash the place, and then take off.

The girls are quiet as they follow me to the car. I realize that Soli and Jordan are probably embarrassed. As for Roxy, I have no idea what she’s thinking. She avoids eye contact as much as possible. I can’t focus on her now. I’ve got my girls to think about. Before we reach the car, I consider the seating arrangement.
“Maybe you should ride in back,” I say to Soli. “It might help you from getting queasy on the road.”
“No, that’s wrong,” says Roxy. “You should watch the road to keep from getting carsick. She should sit in front.”
“I want to sit in the back,” Soli says. “That way, I can lie down.”
“I’ll sit with her,” Jordan says, essentially volunteering to be in the splash zone if Soli gets sick again.

That leaves Roxy sitting shotgun with me, which is not my favorite prospect, and probably not hers either. But Jordan and Soli are already beelining for the back seat. I hit the button on the keyfob, unlocking the car. Roxy hesitates a moment. I gesture for her to go ahead.
“After you,” I say.

She nods by way of acknowledgment. The thought occurs that it might be better to get Soli a sick bag to throw up in if she needs it, but at this point, I’ll be lucky to make it home with the girls by dawn. What can I do? I have to take it on faith that Soli’s already emptied the contents of her stomach for the evening.

After a few minutes, we leave the strip of houses hugging the cliffside along the coastline. There’s no way to avoid lots of twists and turns; Malibu is practically nothing but switchbacks for canyon after canyon. I slow a little to help negotiate tight turns.
“How are we doing back there?” I ask after about fifteen minutes.

No answer. I check the rearview and see Soli asleep on Jordan’s shoulder. Jordan too is either asleep or resting with her neck craning against the headrest. Beside me, Roxy is laser-focused and alert. The silence between us is like a physical distance separating us. I want to bridge the gulf between us because it’s there, at least in part, because of me.

“How was your night?” I ask softly. “I mean, besides, ya know.”
Roxy just huffs.

Okay, fine. She’s upset and doesn’t want to talk. Fine by me. I’m not crazy about having to drive all the way to Malibu and back to pick up my girls who only got so drunk because of Roxy. But there is something I need to get off my chest. It’s not because she’s friends with my girlfriends. I owe her an apology.

“Look, about the theater,” I say. “I’m sorry about that.”
“I don’t know what you mean,” Roxy says.
“I’m sorry I laughed,” I say. “I really didn’t want to.”

This earns me another haughty little huff from Roxy.
“All that stuff you said on stage during the Q&A,” I say. “I understand where you’re coming from. I know how you must have perceived it.”
“Oh, how I perceived it?” Roxy repeats, her voice full of venom even as she keeps her volume controlled. “I was just mistaken, is that it? Are you from a culture where people laugh at a doomed romance, at the declaration of undying love for someone they know they’ll never get the chance to be with?”
“No, I’m from here,” I say.
“What kind of sick person thinks watching someone die of cancer is funny?” Roxy asks.
“Whoa, hold on,” I say, unable to hold back my smile. “That is not what I did.”
“Oh, is this amusing to you, too?” Roxy asks. “Everything is just so hilarious, isn’t it Matty? People’s feelings are just there to entertain you, huh?”

I power through the turn, one hand at ten o’clock. I check the speedometer and ease up a little.
“It was a movie,” I say, trying to keep my own voice from rising. “Let’s not muddy the issue.”
“You humiliated me,” she says, crossing her arms across her chest.
“That’s right,” I say. “That’s the real issue. And I’m sorry, Roxy. I apologize for doing that.”

There’s a pause, and I can tell she’s not ready to accept my apology but can’t think of a good enough reason to refuse it.
“Why did you do it?” she asks finally.
“Come on,” I say.
She has to know the reason. She can’t not know.
“Come on, what?” she says.
She really is determined to dig in her heels, despite my best efforts at reconciliation.
“I’m trying to mend fences with you,” I say. “Have I accused you of dragging my girlfriends to a party I wasn’t invited to and getting them both way too drunk?”
“Uh, I think you just, actually?” Roxy says.
“No, I didn’t,” I say. “But if I were to say that, it would be true. And if I were to further say that that movie you’re in was a steaming pile of shit, that would also be true.”
“How dare you!?” she shrieks, jabbing her finger at me.
“What’s going on?” Jordan says, her voice from the back seat soft and cautious like a small child who has wandered into her parents’ fight.
“It’s okay,” I say. “We’re just talking.”
“Indie cinema is criminally underappreciated in this country,” Roxy rants. “It’s not that way in France.”

The road divider is just a faint dotted outline against the asphalt. I tilt the wheel slightly just to keep us on course.
“Oh, please!” I say. “It was cheesier than a nacho supreme. The writing was laughably bad. Hence my laughter.”
“Go to hell!” Roxy shouts.
“Look, I was trying to apologize,” I say. “I’m not trying to—”
“Look out!” Roxy yells, practically diving at me, her hands clawing for the wheel. On instinct, I grip it tighter, brushing her arm away with my own.

Then I look forward and see the headlights rounding the corner. Oh fuck!
“Shit!” I yell.

I jerk the wheel hard to the right, causing the car to skid onto the gravel shoulder. But we fishtail, causing the oncoming car to slam into us from the left.
BANG!

Then comes the horrible screech of tires as we’re flung into the oncoming lane. Something big and white comes out of nowhere to punch me in the face. I reel from the blow at the same time that a loud crash breaks behind us.
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A thousand thoughts swirl through my head—Soli, Jordan, Natalie back home, the party, the moments that just passed—but I don’t get any flashes of my life before my eyes. I guess I wasn’t that close to biting it.

My lip feels swollen. The airbag is now as limp as an empty plastic bag, and I bat it away from my face.

“Is everyone okay?” I ask.

I look over at Roxy. Her airbag didn’t deploy, but she sits upright and alert.

“I’m alright,” she says softly.

I tear off my seatbelt and turn back to look at Soli and Jordan.

Jordan’s hands are on Soli’s arm. Soli’s head is lurched forward, a trail of spit dripping from her lip to her lap. She’s puked on herself.

“Soli?” I ask. “Baby, are you okay?”

She tilts her head up, eyes listless.

“Yeah,” she says finally. “I’m okay.”

“Jordan?” I ask.

“I’m alright, Matty,” Jordan says. “We had our seatbelts on. We’re okay.”

I allow myself a deep exhale.

“Oh, fuck,” I mutter.

The weight of what just happened hits me. Oh fuck, we’ve been in an accident. I was driving. It was my fault—oh fuck. Soli’s car! No, actually, it was Roxy’s fault. Can’t worry about that now, oh fuck! Fuck! I have to go check on the other driver. I have to move the car out of the road. I can’t move the car because there’s been an accident. You’re not supposed to do that. They need to check for—skids, or whatever. I don’t know. But we’re sitting in the middle of the fucking road. And the car’s still on. I hit the button and switch it off.

“What are you doing?” Roxy demands.

“Just give me a second,” I say.

My brain is overloaded. I don’t know what to do.

“Matty,” Jordan says, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Turn the car back on. You need to get over to the side of the road first. That’s the first step.”

I nod, still a little numb. I press the button, and the engine purrs to life. I put the car in drive and gently, ever so gently, ease us onto the gravel shoulder as far as we’ll go. The car’s left front side is still bent, and I think one of the tires may be flat, but it’s about as good as I can do. I put it in park.

“I gotta check on the other driver,” I say.

“Turn the hazards on first,” Jordan says.

“Oh, yeah,” I say.

I look around for the button, but it’s not my car, and my brain’s a little scrambled.

“Oh, for the love of—here!” Roxy says, hitting a button on the dashboard with a red triangle.

“Thank you,” I say coldly. “I’ll be back.”

Stepping out of the car, I’m consumed by the blackness of the night. I didn’t know it could even get this dark in LA. Leaving the car, I approach a black Sentra with a busted front end that has skidded off the road. The driver is already out of the car. He approaches me.

Now, I’ve been in a crash and got hit with the airbag, so for a second I wonder whether I’m hallucinating. But the face in front of me doesn’t change, except to match the expression of amazement on mine. I still have to take out my phone and flash the flashlight at him before I’m totally sure. But once I do, I am. It’s him alright.

Ian “Hamlet” Ghazarian.

“Navarro?” he says, wincing at the light in his face. “What the hell?” 

“One of us should call the police,” I say. “You’re not… wanted, are you?”

“Wanted?” Hamlet repeats, as if he’s unsure of the word’s definition. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“NovaCare,” I say. “The FBI. You were arrested. I thought you’d be in jail.”

“Jail? That case is pending,” Hamlet snaps. “They don’t just throw you in prison because you’re accused. Christ, how ignorant are you?”

“All right,” I say. “Give me a second here. I’m processing. This may be a dream.”

“This isn’t a fucking dream, you asshole!” he shouts. “You wrecked my fucking car!”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “It seems like a plausible explanation. I mean, you’re here. It’s three in the morning. And you’re dressed like a movie theater usher.”

It’s true. I didn’t get the chance to mention it before, but he’s got on a black shirt and pants with a white bow tie and cummerbund.

“It’s my work uniform!” he says, spitting like he always did whenever he’d get really mad.

“Alright, Jesus,” I say. “So you’re an usher now. That’s cool.”

“I’m a caterer!” he says, same volume. “I needed a job. This one pays. That’s why I’m in Malibu at night. Are you drunk or something?”

“I’m not drunk,” I say. “I was giving my girls a ride home.”

“Your girls?” Hamlet repeats.

“Whatever. Doesn’t matter,” I say. “I just want to make sure you’re not hurt.”

“You don’t know that I’m not hurt,” Hamlet says.

“Well,” I say. “Are you?”

“I’ve got neck pain,” Hamlet says. He rubs his neck and winces a little, as if to provide proof. Not liking the look of that at all.

“All right,” I say. “We’ll just wait for the police. You can get checked out by the EMTs when they get here.”

“You’re gonna pay for the damage to my car,” Hamlet growls.

“Yeah?” I say. “Let’s see what the police say.”

“You swung into my lane!” Hamlet shouts.

“Just take it easy,” I say. “Let’s let the police handle this.”

I start walking back to the car, feeling his icy stare on the back of my neck the whole way.

Soli and Jordan are standing behind the car. Soli’s pouring the contents of her water bottle down her skirt, trying to clear off some of the puke.

“You’re not going to believe this,” I say.

“Did you call the police?” Jordan asks.

“Uh, no,” I say. “I haven’t gotten the chance yet.”

“It’s fine,” she says. “I’ll call them.” She goes to retrieve her purse from the back seat.

“Hamlet is the other driver,” I say. “He’s a caterer now.”

“What?” Soli asks, not understanding. “Who’s Hamlet?”

“My boss from NovaCare, remember?” I say. “The guy who was always pushing me to make sales? Of all the people we could run into, it’s him! Isn’t that insane?”

“Crazy,” Soli says, practically gagging on the word.

She leans over and barfs again, luckily without it getting on her clothes this time. I approach and place a hand on her back, rubbing little circles as she spits on the ground.

“You didn’t hit your head, did you?” I ask.

“No,” she says. “It’s just from the booze and the ride.”

She straightens out and then takes the last sip of water, gulping it loudly.

“Fuck, Matty,” she sighs. “My car!”

“I know,” I say.

“And you’re not even insured to drive it,” she says.

“I know,” I say again.

Worst possible timing, the worst possible luck.

“I don’t have great insurance,” Soli says. “And they’ve already paid out once this year. My premiums—fuck. My premiums.”

“Don’t worry about that now,” I say, taking her in my arms. “We’ll worry about everything later.”

Jordan comes over.

“The police are on their way,” Jordan says. “EMTs too.”

“Okay, great,” I say, pulling her to me and kissing her on the cheek. “We’re gonna get through this. I’m sorry for everything.”

Jordan wraps her arms around me and holds me, her fingers tracing lines on my back.

“It’s okay,” she says. “Accidents happen. It wasn’t all your fault.”

“Yeah,” I say. “It was Roxy’s. If she didn’t distract me—”

“Okay,” Jordan says. “Go easy on her. She’s had a rough night, too.”

“What? Because I laughed at her stupid movie?” I say.

“No,” Soli interjects. “Because she had this big blowout with her girlfriend in front of everybody.”

“It was ugly,” Jordan adds. “After that, we started drinking, and…”

“Oh,” I say. “I didn’t know that.”

I’m still upset with her, but the fact that she might have hurt feelings that didn’t revolve around me hadn’t occurred to me, and it probably should have. She hasn’t moved from the front seat, choosing to sit in the smashed car, which now smells of Soli’s alcohol-soaked puke, rather than stand around with the rest of us. That rubs me wrong until I realize how ridiculous and petty it sounds, even in my head.

We stand around for another fifteen or twenty minutes before a Los Angeles County Sheriff’s cruiser pulls up, its lights flashing. Two deputies get out. One, tall and lanky, comes over to talk to us while his partner takes out some traffic cones and covers the road.

I tell the lanky sheriff’s deputy what happened, recalling how the whole night played out from the time I got the call from Jordan. I’m haggard, the weight of the whole night bearing down on me. It’ll be light out soon, and I haven’t gotten any sleep. My brain is shot.

An ambulance arrives and checks on the girls, shining lights in their eyes and giving them water and blankets to wrap up in. You wouldn’t think it would be cold in Malibu, but on a windy night just before dawn, it is.

The deputy calls me over to stand next to his cab so he can take notes.

“So, you were giving these girls a ride home from the party?” the officer asks, scribbling in his pad.

“Yeah,” I say.

“How many hours were you at the party?” he asks.

“Not long,” I say. “I just came to pick them up.”

“Did you drink at the party?” he asks. “Any drugs?”

“No,” I say.

“How about earlier in the night?” he asks.

“I had a drink in a bar,” I say. “That was around ten-thirty or eleven. I went home after that. Then I got the call from the girls.”

“What’s your relationship with them?” he asks.

“Uh, romantic?” I answer.

He looks up from his pad to stare at me.

“All of them?” he asks.

“No,” I say. “Not all of them.”

I decline to elaborate, and after a moment he decides to move on.

“You say that the passenger grabbed the wheel while you were driving?”

“Yeah,” I say. Then, “No. Not exactly. But she looked like she was reaching for it.”

“So, you’re not sure whether she reached for it, but she distracted you?” he asks.

“Yes,” I say. “That’s right.”

“Do you know how fast you were going?” he asks.

“Uh, well, I was making the turn,” I say. “Probably about thirty-five or forty.”

“Probably?” he repeats. “But you’re not sure?”

“I was paying attention to my speed,” I say. “It’s dark and the roads are winding, so I kept it below fifty. But I can’t say how fast I was going at that moment.”

“How about the other driver?” he asks.

“I couldn’t say. It happened fast.”

“Okay,” he says, nodding and writing.

The sheriff clicks his tongue against his palate.

“All right, Mr. Navarro,” he says. “I’m going to perform a breath test. You okay with that?”

I nod. What choice do I have?

He removes the test from the console and starts fumbling with the little plastic, sterilized pieces. When it’s ready, I blow into the breathalyzer. A minute later, he shows me the result.

“Point-oh-two,” he says.

“So… I’m good, then?” I say.

“You are under the legal limit, yes,” he says.

“Is there any more information that you need from me?” I ask.

“That’s all I need from you,” he says. “I just need to interview your, uh, passengers.”

I walk in circles around the car as the deputy talks to Soli and Jordan, then separately to Roxy. The EMTs check me out, but I tell them I don’t have any serious injuries besides my lip, from the airbag. They administer a few quick tests, and once that’s done, the deputy I was talking to earlier waves me over.

“Let me confer with Deputy Neilson,” he says. “He’s interviewing the other driver. I promise we’ll get you out of here as soon as we can. You can call a tow truck to take away your vehicle.”

I tell Jordan and Soli what I just heard.

“I’ll make the call,” Jordan says.

“Here,” I say. “Take my credit card. Soli, I’ll pay for everything. If your insurance won’t pay for the damages, I’ll pay for those too.”

It’s gonna be a very big bite out of my savings. And unlike last time, I probably won’t get reimbursed.

“I said this car was cursed,” says Soli. “Didn’t I say it was cursed?”

“You were right,” I say. “Just like always.”

The two deputies come back over, and we all huddle around them.

“All right, folks,” says the other deputy, whose nametag I note says Deputy Neilson. “It’s our determination that the fault for the collision was mixed.”

“Tuh,” says Hamlet.

Neilson glares at him, then continues—

“All this means is that nobody is going to be charged with a crime. You’re all free to go as long as you’ve been checked out by the emergency responders and have attested that you don’t need to be medevaced.”

He looks at each of us, and when nobody says anything, his partner says—

“All right, thanks for your patience. You’re free to go. Good morning.”

The deputies walk back to take the hazard equipment out of the road. We wait for the tow truck as the sun rises.

In a few minutes, a tow truck shows up—but it’s Hamlet’s. He walks back toward the car as it raises his vehicle, which doesn’t look all that seriously damaged in the morning light. I watch Hamlet climb into the truck’s cab. He stops before getting in and looks at me. He rubs his neck as he glares at me.

“Oh, please,” I mutter.

Once his tow truck takes off, a grey Honda pulls over to the side of the road behind the sheriff’s cruiser.

“I think that’s my ride,” Roxy says. “I called an Uber.”

Jordan goes to throw her arms around Roxy.

“Sorry the night kinda sucked,” Jordan tells her.

“Wasn’t your fault,” Roxy answers.

I frown, because she’s clearly talking about me. Then I remember what Soli said about Roxy’s girlfriend and their breakup. Okay, so maybe it’s not entirely about me. But a dig about me was definitely in there somewhere.

“I’d hug, but I’m all pukey,” Soli says, extending her hand.

Roxy clasps Soli’s hand and strokes the back of it with her thumb.

“Sorry I got us all wasted,” Roxy says.

“Wasn’t your fault,” Soli says. “You may have been the one passing out the vodka shots, but I was the one throwing them back.”

The Honda flashes its headlights—the warning signal. Keep him waiting longer and soon it’ll be a light honk.

“I gotta go,” Roxy says. “Matty, uh… thanks for driving, I guess.”

Really? She’s gonna make a crack about my driving after she was the one who distracted me like that?

She smiles, like she’s being cute. I don’t smile back, don’t say a word. I’m fried, I’m starving, I’m on the hook to pay for damages to Soli’s car, and we could have all been hurt or worse because of her bad decisions. What about me says to her, I’m somebody to be trifled with?

“Get home safe, okay?” Roxy says.

“Hmm!” I say.

“Take it easy,” Soli says.

Roxy doesn’t even acknowledge me; she just turns on her heel and walks away. No apology, nothing. God damn it. Maybe hate is a strong word, but I really, really, really don’t like Roxy Wells. If I never see her again, it’ll be too soon. Damn her for all the trouble she causes, and without any consideration. But I can’t worry about that now.

The tow truck comes, and we ride back in the driver’s cab, dragging the hulk that was Soli’s car back to LA with us. Soon enough, I’ll learn how much the repairs are going to cost me. But for now, I’m looking forward to some sleep and the promise of a new day.

The sun is shining. It’s Saturday morning.


7.

I wake up in Soli’s bed. Harsh daylight pries open my eyes. No relief from the sun’s rays as they sneak in through the tightly shut Venetian blinds. Slowly and carefully, I rise from the bed. Soli and Jordan are still tangled in each other’s arms. I’ll let them sleep.

A run is out of the question, but after I grab the pre-made cold brew from Soli’s fridge and put it on ice, I’m feeling ready to… not tackle the day exactly, but at least throw my arms around it and wrestle it into a low-effort bear hug.

Rehydrated and caffeinated, I decide I’m going to take a walk. Once I’m on the street, I call Natalie and fill her in on everything that happened the night before.

“Oh my god, Matty!” Natalie says. “Why didn’t you call me earlier?”

“What could you have done?” I say.

“I could have given you all a ride home at least,” she says.

“It was five in the morning,” I say. “The tow gave us a ride. Besides, I didn’t want to risk it.”

“Risk what?” Natalie says. “Risk me getting in an accident on the way to pick you up?”

“Is it a rational fear? No, not really,” I say. “But that’s where my brain was at. Another accident so soon after the one that totaled Soli’s car the first time? It’s weird, right? I mean, what are the odds?”

“Not really that bad, actually,” Natalie says. “You were driving through the canyons of Malibu at night. These things happen every day.”

“Yeah, but why always to me?” I say. “And with Hamlet being the other driver? It’s spooky, right? I mean, Soli keeps talking about a curse. It’s seeming less crazy all the time.”

“What can I do for you?” Natalie asks. “And for the girls?”

“Nothing, it’s settled,” I say. “At least for now.”

I follow the bend in the road until I come to Veteran’s Park. Like Superman—or somewhat less heroically, a plant—I’m drawing energy and power from Earth’s yellow sun. I feel myself coming back to life, back to health, feeling like myself again. I smile as I tilt my face toward the sun. I’m alive. We’re all alive. We faced death on the road, but we came out alive. I’m grateful. I’m happy. I accept what the universe hands down to me in the hope that my gratitude will protect me from the bullshit it can, and possibly will, choose to send my way next.

“Why don’t you come over?” I say. “Let’s just have a fun Saturday. No stress, no driving anywhere. Let’s just stay home and chill.”

“I want to,” Natalie says. “But I have a lot of scripts to read, plus a bunch of other stuff to take care of before Monday. It’ll really help my stress level to make some progress on it today.”

“Anything I could take off your plate?” I say. “With the scripts, I mean?”

“You’re sweet,” Natalie says. “But you’ve got enough to think about. Besides, I’ve got it covered. If there’s anything interesting, though, I’ll put it aside so you can read it too. I like hearing your opinions—after I’ve formed my own.”

“Okay,” I say. “We’ll do something fun together this week, yeah?”

“Perfect,” Natalie says. “I miss Jordan and Soli. Let’s all hang out together soon.”

“Love you,” I say.

“You too,” she says. “Take care of yourself.”

After I hang up, I wander down to the horse trails. When I was studying at CSUN, I couldn’t afford a parking decal, which meant I had to leave my car at my parents’ house and walk everywhere. Even living in LA, I never broke the walking habit. It’s the best way I know to decompress, especially with some music. I put in my AirPods and play Jack Johnson for some Saturday vibes. I walk the dusty horse trails, soon imagining myself serving my ladies some big, fluffy stacks of banana pancakes.

Hunger hits me suddenly, like a punch in the gut. When was the last time I’d eaten? I check my phone. It’s almost one. I haven’t made it halfway down the first bend in the trail, but I decide it’s time to head back. Maybe the girls are awake. If they’re not, I’m eating without them.

When I return to Soli’s place, I find her washed and dressed, sitting on the bed, brushing split ends out of her freshly shampooed hair.

“Hey,” she says, wincing as she pulls out a knot.

I have a seat next to her, taking a deep whiff of the lavender scent as I kiss the top of her head.

“Hello, my beautiful one,” I say.

“Aww,” she says, pursing her lips and planting a kiss on me. “Where’d ya go?”

“Just walked around,” I say. “Had to clear my head.”

“Did it work?” she asks.

“Actually, yeah, kinda,” I say. “Is Jordan in the shower?”

I can hear the water running, so I know she is. But it’s just one of those questions you ask when you enter a room.

“Yeah, she’s in there,” Soli says. “Look, I’m sorry about last night. If I hadn’t gotten completely shitfaced—”

“It isn’t your fault,” I say. “It’s no one’s fault. Except Roxy’s.”

She smiles but tilts her head toward me with a look of mild disapproval.

“Do you hate her now?” she asks.

Yes.

“No,” I say.

“Are you lying?” she asks.

Yes.

“No,” I say again. “I mean, yes, none of us would have been on the road except for her, and yes, she distracted me at that critical moment when I might have avoided that collision, but—”

“But?” Soli says.

“I won’t say anything more about her,” I say. “Promise.”

“She’s actually a cool person,” Soli says. “And a good friend.”

“And she’s into you,” I say.

Soli looks suddenly guarded.

“Who told you that?” she says.

Her tone suggests that it’s true and she knows it. Interesting. I don’t want to betray Jordan’s confidence, especially when the bathroom door creaks open and a cloud of steam and Jordan spill out.

“It’s just a feeling I get,” I say. “Remember when we were on set and she put her hand on your leg?”

“That was in a scene,” Soli protests.

“Sure,” I say. “But it wasn’t just about that, right? Especially since after that, you became fast friends.”

“Can I wear your green camisole?” Jordan asks.

Soli waves a hand at her closet as if to say, take it all!

“All true,” Soli says. “But that doesn’t mean anything.”

“She’s also bi,” I say. I glance at Jordan, but she’s got her back to me and doesn’t turn. “And as of last night, she doesn’t have a girlfriend.”

“Where are you going with this?” Soli asks.

“I want you to know how you feel about her,” I say.

“She’s my friend,” Soli says. “And I don’t want to cut her out of my life because you don’t like her. So, start liking her.”

Soli stands, resplendent in a purple crop top and canary yellow harem pants. She bends forward, tossing her gorgeous black tresses and running her fingers through them. Her fingers slip through her hair, tugging at knots. The smell of her wet hair is intoxicating, and I breathe deep.

“What if I can’t?” I say. “Would you break off your friendship with her for me?”

Soli straightens, tossing her hair back across her shoulders.

“That’s not fair to ask,” Soli says. “You shouldn’t ask me to do something like that.”

“You’re right,” I say. “I have no right to tell you who you can be friends with. But I’m telling you, I’m not sure that I can get along with this girl.”

“Maybe you need to have sex first,” Soli says with a wink.

“Be serious,” I say. “Sex? With her? Bah! Bah, I say!”

“Actually, it’s not totally crazy,” Jordan says, stepping into a pair of Soli’s light blue panties, which she tugs up her milky thighs, coming to rest in the space between them.

What were we talking about? Oh, yeah.

“How?” I say. “Because it seems totally crazy to me.”

“Well,” Jordan says. “She’s single now.”

“And she likes women,” I say.

“So do I,” says Soli.

“Me too!” chirps Jordan.

“Okay, but there’s also the fact that she hates me,” I say. “And the feeling is mutual.”

“Doesn’t mean anything,” Soli says. “Lots of people who want to fight each other end up fucking instead.”

“But not in this case,” I say.

“Why?” Jordan asks.

“I can’t stand to be around her,” I say. “I don’t want to fight her or fuck her. I just want to let her live her life, and to live mine with you two. And Natalie. Isn’t three women enough for any man?”

Soli shrugs.

“I’m just putting out suggestions,” she says. “Because, Matty, I have to respectfully decline your request that I not see Roxy anymore.”

“Oh, well, if you do it respectfully, then fine,” I say.

She smiles.

“I want you to give her another chance,” Soli says. “You might change your mind about her.”

I go over and brush an errant lock of hair out of her eyes.

“What if I can’t?”

“Try,” Soli says.

“And if I fail?” I ask.

“Try, try again,” Soli says.

“You really like her?” I ask.

“Yes,” says Soli.

“And you really like her too, don’t you?”

Jordan pulls the camisole over her head and tugs it over the curves of her body.

“Roxy’s great,” Jordan says, putting a hand on her hip. “You two have gotten off to a bad start, but that’s fixable. Soli’s right. Give her a chance.”

“Okay,” I say. “I promise I’ll be open minded. About not hating her. That’s about all I can do right now. Are we ready? I’m starving.”

“Where are we going?” Jordan asks.

“I don’t want to deal with cars today,” I say.

“No arguments here,” Jordan says.

“So, I guess, Lola’s?” Soli says.

“Yes,” I say. “I need grease. I need something sugary and salty, with some strong coffee.”

“That’s Lola’s,” says Jordan.

“Let’s hit it,” says Soli.

We get all our shoes and stuff together and walk across the street. It’s now close to 2 PM, but they’ve got all-day breakfast. I want lunch too, so I order a short stack of banana pancakes and a taco plate.

I don’t notice it until I take the first bite of hard-shell taco, but my lip still stings a little from the crash.

“Have I got a fat lip?” I ask.

Jordan scrutinizes me carefully.

“Oh, yeah,” she says. “You want some of my lipstick to cover it up?”

“No,” I say. “Just kiss it and make it feel better.”

Jordan sets down her fork and leans over. I get up out of my seat so she doesn’t have to reach, and we kiss.

“You want one from me too, baby?” Soli asks.

“Yes, phwease,” I say, in my little kid voice.

I turn to kiss her, and she presses her lips hard against mine. Like, with an intentional amount of pressure.

“Um, ouch,” I say, with only mild indignance.

“A little pain heightens the pleasure,” Soli says with a wicked grin.

“I’ll have to remember that,” I say.

I turn back to eat my nice soft pancakes. Soli nibbles daintily at her huevos rancheros, and Jordan gets a cob salad. We don’t talk much. No need to until we’ve all finished eating.

“So, what do we want to do with the remains of the day?” Jordan finally says.

“We could watch Remains of the Day,” I say.

“Do you know what that movie is about?” Jordan asks.

“No,” I say.

“Do you actually want to watch it?” she asks.

“Umm, no,” I say.

“I thought this was already decided,” Soli says. “Orgy.”

“Not objecting,” I say. “I want to make that emphatically clear. But when exactly was this decided?”

“Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?” Soli says, pausing to take a sip of water. She clears her throat. “We’re not going anywhere, not without driving. That means we’re going to stay home. Ipso facto, that means we’re gonna have sex.”

“Can’t argue with that logic,” Jordan says.

“Nor can I,” I say. “Let’s get the bill.”

“Hold on,” Jordan says, picking up her fork. “I’m not done yet.”

“No rush,” I say. “Let’s all build up our strength.”

I take a few more bites of pancake, knowing that I’m not going to finish the stack but still wanting to clear away as much as I can. Soli takes her napkin from her lap, placing it on her plate. She has this look in her eye.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Today, let’s fuck raw,” she says.

“Yeah?” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “Let’s live dangerously. Jordan, are you good with that?”

Jordan covers her mouth as she chews, swallows.

“Fine with me,” she says. “Just don’t come inside me, ‘kay?”

“Absolutely,” I say. “You can keep eating, but I’ve got a half a chubby already, so I’m going to at least settle up.”

I put a finger in the air, the waitress comes around, and fifteen minutes later we’re heading back to the love pad. It may not have been the best start to a day, but I have to say that things are definitely starting to turn around.


8.

The floor of the living room is littered with Jordan’s borrowed camisole, Soli’s harem pants, my shirt and shorts, and panties—gloriously frilly and risqué.

Soli and Jordan kneel on the couch facing each other. The soft curves of their completely naked bodies rub together as they kiss and caress. Jordan’s necking with Soli, kissing her as she gets her breasts massaged in turn. The little moans and grunts as they tweak each other’s nipples, pleasuring each other’s bodies, give me a powerful need to rut.

I’m standing with my cock in my hand, feeling the raw power these two fallen angels are stirring inside me. As I stroke myself, I get lost in the sexuality of their display. Soli opens her eyes to look at me. Jordan stops nuzzling and kissing long enough to do the same. I smile at both of them.

“Holy Christ,” I say. “You two together are the most beautiful sight a man could ask for.”

“Hear that?” Soli tells Jordan. “He’s happy just watching and playing with himself.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” I say, putting my hands on my hips and thrusting with my erect member. “I intend to use this thing.”

Soli gives a little “hmm” and shrugs. We’ll see, her look seems to say.

Oh, that’s how it’s gonna be?

The girls resume kissing and rubbing each other. Jordan gasps as Soli reaches down and starts stimulating her wet pussy.

I’ve held out as long as I can. Now it’s just a matter of deciding which one I’m going to enter first. Soli’s being bratty, which I love, and I want to fuck that little pout right off her face. But I’m going to be raw-doggin’ it, and I don’t want to do Soli first and then switch to Jordan since I might accidentally come inside her.

Jordan it is, then.

I walk over and climb onto the couch behind her. I run my hands from her shoulders down her back to her hips. I press my hard cock against her ass, letting her body know I’m ready. She leans her back against me, and I gently spread her hips. Soli’s fingers are spreading her lips, but she slides out to let me enter.

Still kissing Soli, Jordan spreads her legs and sticks out her ass. I grab her hips, positioning her body, then press myself inside her pussy. Her breath hitches as I slide into her. She lets her neck arch back as Soli palms her nipples with both hands, roughly handling her breasts while she starts to bounce on my cock.

Dear God, this is good. I let my hands wander from Jordan’s thighs to Soli’s stomach. They’re both so soft, so beautiful, and so completely mine. We move and hump in a train. I thrust deep, giving Jordan everything I have. When I feel myself close to peaking, I slide out.

The girls keep going. Jordan starts kissing and licking Soli’s nipples as I move around to the other end of the couch to get behind her. I crouch behind Soli. She spreads herself as wide as she can, and I slowly enter her. She’s soaking wet already, so I slide in easily. She leans into me, allowing her back to arch as I push up inside her. As Jordan’s tongue runs from Soli’s belly button to her cleavage, I cover her breasts with both hands.

“Oooh!” she yelps.

I lean over so that my face is close to her ear.

“You like that I’ve got your girlfriend’s juices all over my cock as I fuck you?” I whisper.

“Fuck, yeah!” Soli groans.

“Come for us,” I say to her. “I want you to come.”

She’s really groaning now.

“Come, come,” I chant.

And, well, it does something to me too, because I explode inside her. I don’t fight it—just let my balls empty inside this slutty goddess of mine.

“Ohhh,” Soli says. “Shit, yeah.”

I give her a few more thrusts and let my seed shoot inside her. Then, after a moment, I pull out. My cum drips out in big, fat drops, and I jump up and grab a couple of squares from the paper towel roll on the kitchen counter. I bring them over and offer them to Soli, who dabs gently at the semen spilling from her pussy.

“I, uh,” I start to say, not sure how I want to phrase it, but not wanting to ruin the mood. “We’re good, right?”

“I think so,” Soli says, her face resting against Jordan’s breast. “I mean, I forgot to take my pill today. And yesterday.”

“Oh,” I say.

“Don’t worry,” she says. “I wouldn’t have suggested we fuck without a condom if I wasn’t pretty sure I was safe. I got my period about a week ago. We should be okay.”

“Okay,” I say. “Good.”

“Your heart’s beating fast,” Soli says to Jordan. “Can I finish her off?”

“Yeah,” Jordan asks. “Can she finish me off?”

“Go right ahead,” I say. “I’ll just watch.”

Soli slides down off the couch and kneels on the floor in front of Jordan. Jordan turns and spreads her legs in front of Soli’s face, inviting her to press her face between her thighs.

Soli has a special passion for giving cunnilingus. She does it well because she loves doing it. No matter how many times I watch her, it’s always sexy as hell. I take a seat in the chair and watch Jordan. The expressions of pleasure and arousal on her face, the way her legs twitch as she raises them up above Soli’s shoulders. Soon, the moans start coming.

“Ohh, oooooh,” Jordan coos as Soli licks and nuzzles her inner thighs.

Those soft little moans turn to full-on cries when Soli turns her attention to her clit.

“Oh, shit! Shit, yeah!” Jordan wails.

She starts playing with her breasts, raising her hips to bring her face closer to Soli’s, willing her tongue to go deeper.

“Oh, God!” Jordan says.

My cock is starting to stiffen again. I tease the tip lazily, but I’m too engrossed by the scene in front of me to give it much attention. I’m focused on the girls—on Jordan, touching and rubbing herself as Soli’s tongue fucks her gently. Soli’s a maestro, and before long she’s got Jordan cumming loudly.

“Ohh!” Jordan shrieks. Then, “Aaaaaaaahhhaaaaa!”

What must the neighbors think?

Once the wave of her orgasm has crested and Jordan is feeling relaxed, Soli climbs back onto the couch and I go over and join the two of them. I rest my head on Jordan’s bare thigh and she plays with my hair. Beside her, Soli runs her fingers over Jordan’s thighs. We just pause for a moment, letting ourselves decompress.

I needed that. I mean, I’m a man, so I always need it. I’m constantly moving from a state of needing it, to having it, to feeling satisfied, to needing it again. But what I mean is that I needed the release that sex offers more than usual—not just for its own sake, but for what it does for my overall mood and outlook. I’m feeling much better now. Not just relaxed, but really well. Sex can be magical like that.

“So,” Jordan says. “What should we do now?”

“Who wants to get high and watch Clueless?” Soli asks.

Jordan’s hand shoots in the air.

“I do!” she declares.

“Yeah,” I say. “That sounds pretty great.”

Our clothes still lay discarded on the floor, but I’m in no rush to get dressed again. There’s something so primal and deeply satisfying about being naked with a woman. Even better when there are two. I get to feast my eyes on Soli’s ass as she bends over her stack of DVDs.

“I’ve never actually seen Clueless,” I say. “I mean, I’ve seen scenes from it, but never the whole thing.”

“I haven’t seen it at all,” Jordan says.

“Oh, my god, you guys,” Soli says, holding the square DVD case in front of us. “How can you not have seen this?”

Jordan takes the case and reads it over.

“Well, when it came out in theaters, I was…” she checks the release date and quickly does the math, “zero.”

“Sleepovers! Reruns on TV!” Soli says. “You must have gotten a chance to see it sometime.”

“I was a boy,” I say with a shrug.

“No excuse,” Soli says. “This is, like, the ultimate ’90s movie. Seriously, you’ve never seen a movie that is more ’90s than this.”

I hop up and go to the kitchen. Jordan grabs the bong from the end table and starts packing it.

“Have we got anything to drink?” I ask.

“There’s sun tea,” Soli says. “I just brewed it two days ago.”

“I love sun tea,” Jordan says. “I used to make it with my mom and my sister when I was a kid.”

I find the tea in a glass pitcher. I dig up a bunch of mismatched mugs and glasses and start pouring cups for the three of us.

I bring the girls their tea. Soli’s putting the disc inside the PS3. I grab my own glass and have a seat on the couch.

We just sit there like that—passing the bong between us and watching the movie as naked as the day we were born, which for Jordan was sometime after 1995. Surely the weed helps, but I think Soli’s right: it’s an excellent movie, and I’m enjoying it more than I expected. Especially a pre-Scrubs Donald Faison.

“Ya know,” Jordan says, “there’s something very male-gazey about the way Alicia Silverstone is shot.”

“The director is a woman,” Soli says.

“Really?” Jordan asks.

“I agree with you, though,” I say. “Those skirts they’ve got her wearing are really short. I thought it was just me.”

“No, it’s definitely meant to be sexy,” Jordan says. “I mean, these girls are supposed to be fifteen but are obviously, like, twenty. They even drink coffee from Starbucks.”

“Poor Brittany Murphy,” Soli says. “She died way too young.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says.

Later, the kids are learning to drive and accidentally get on the freeway, causing them to freak out and almost crash.

“You see?” I say. “Driving is hard. I feel vindicated.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “It’s especially hard in L.A. And when you’re a teenager. And clueless.”

We keep watching to the end, which is satisfying but also kinda strange, as Jordan points out.

“Paul Rudd’s cute,” she says. “But it’s a little weird in the end when she realizes she’s been in love with this guy who’s basically like her brother.”

“They’re just step-siblings,” Soli says. “Ex-step-siblings, actually. Doesn’t count the same.”

“Still kinda weird, though,” Jordan says. “Especially because he’s in college and she’s fifteen.”

“Even weirder was the way the dad was trying to set them up,” I say.

“What do you mean?” Soli asks.

“Remember the scene where they’re going to the party in the Valley?” I ask.

“Sure,” says Jordan.

“Well, Paul Rudd asks to go too, to keep Alicia Silverstone safe,” I say. “And the dad gets this look in his eye, like, I know you’re into my daughter, son—and I love it! You two crazy kids need to get together! What sense does that make? I mean, even if they’re not step-siblings anymore, he’s secretly hoping they’ll hook up? That’s weird.”

“Hey, yeah,” Jordan says. “I hadn’t noticed that.”

“I think you might be reading too much into it,” Soli says.

“Nah, I think Matty’s right,” Jordan says. “It’s fun to pick apart movies, to notice weird things about them. That’s part of the fun.”

“Exactly,” I say. “If I can’t point out quasi-incestuous undertones in movies, why bother watching?”

“You know, I was horny just now,” Soli says. “But since the conversation has turned to incest—now I’m positively soaked.”

We all laugh.

“Come here, little sister,” I say, beckoning her over with one finger. “Come fuck Daddy.”

“Eww,” says Jordan, cackling. “Is this going to turn into some kind of weird fantasy play?”

“What’s wrong with it?” I say. “We’re practically a family already. Come on, I want to suck on Mommy’s tits while Baby Sister watches.”

Jordan laughs so hard she slides off the couch, her ass hitting the carpet, which sends us all into fits of laughter. Once it subsides, I look at my two lovable, fuckable, and completely naked babes and get the idea that another round may be just what we all need.

“Jokes aside,” I say. “Who’s ready for more?”

Soli rises from the couch, putting her hands on her hips as she strides across the room toward me.

“For me, banter is foreplay,” Soli says. “I’ve been ready.”

Jordan shrugs.

“Okay,” she says. “Me too.”

“Let’s take this to the bedroom,” I say. “I’ve got an idea.”

We move into Soli’s bedroom, and I take a seat on the edge, climbing to the head of the bed and propping a couple of pillows behind my back.

“Soli,” I say, “get me off with your mouth.”

“Yes, Master Sir,” Soli says, giving a little salute.

“Jordan?” I say. “You get behind Soli and reach under her. That way, you can eat her pussy.”

“Oh, yes, Master Sir,” Jordan says. “I’d just love to get Soli back for that orgasm she gave me before.”

“Perfect,” I say, spreading my legs in front of me and putting my hands behind my head.

Soli climbs onto the bed and crawls toward me, slinking slowly to give Jordan a view of her ass. I can feel myself stiffening from just the playful look in her eyes, the way she licks her lips.

She leans down, kisses my cock. She licks the head, and I’m already starting to harden. She gives it a few quick pumps with her hand while Jordan gets behind her, caressing her thighs all over. Soli shudders with pleasure as Jordan plays with her, fingers touching intimate places just enough to make her ticklish. There’s something about seeing the pleasure on Soli’s face that heightens my own, and I’m fully stiff almost immediately. That’s when Soli leans down and takes me in her mouth.

I lean back and close my eyes, already in a comfortable position. I don’t need to do a thing. I just let her take over, focusing on the sensations at the tip of my cock as she tongues and caresses me with her mouth.

“Oh, yeah,” I say.

I open my eyes to see Jordan’s face peering at me with Soli between us. She’s kissing the curves of Soli’s ass, preparing to slide her tongue into Soli’s pussy. My cock bobs in Soli’s mouth, excited by the sensations she’s about to experience.

Jordan presses her face in the space between Soli’s legs, and Soli visibly shudders at the intensity. She opens her mouth wide and gurgles, then runs her tongue along the underside of my cock like it’s an ice cream cone—and I explode, fast and hard.

Soli gulps down my seed as I finish in her mouth. She opens to let my cock slide out, but Jordan is far from finished with her. With Soli on all fours, though, she’s having a tough time getting the angles she wants without craning her neck.

“You know,” she says, coming up for air, “this would probably be easier with you on your back.”

“Good thinking,” I say. “You can rest your head on me.”

Soli flips onto her back, resting her head against my thigh. She spreads her legs wide, giving Jordan more room for her tongue to penetrate her. This gives me a better view of both of them as Jordan goes to town, licking Soli’s pussy. Jordan spreads her further, licking her outer lips and then pressing her nose against her clit.

“Oooh!” Soli whines.

She arches her back, pinching and playing with her nipples. She leans back, arching more as she lets the orgasm come crashing through her.

“AAaah!” she shrieks.

She moans as her body twitches and convulses, coming down from an ecstatic high. Moments later, she’s still resting her head on my leg. Jordan crawls toward me, and I cradle her head in the crook of my arm. It’s barely even dark out, but I’m feeling sleepy. Between the sex, the weed, the huge lunch—which was basically two meals—and now the supreme comfort I’m feeling, I could honestly just drift off to sleep. So, that’s what I do. We all do.
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“What do you think about this one?” Soli asks.
“Looks, uh, safe,” I say.

We both stop and stare at the four-door in what the paper taped to the windshield identifies as “forest green.” Since Soli’s old car was completely totaled, and because even if it wasn’t, she didn’t want to drive the car anymore anyway, here we are.

We’re at a used car dealership in Woodland Hills, a “once-a-year blowout!” according to the sign. I’m blown away alright. If I were any more blown away, my head would be splattered all over the wall. When did they start charging this much for used cars? They are still producing new ones, right?

“What did I bring you for?” Soli says. “I was always taught that guys know about cars. I thought you all loved them.”
“Have you seen my car?” I say. “What makes you think that I’m a car guy?”

“Maybe we should look under the hood?” Soli suggests.
“Good idea,” I say.

I go around and open the driver’s side door, peering at the console and looking under it for some kind of switch or button or something. Finding nothing, I go around to the front and start trying to pry the hood open with my fingers.

“What are you doing?” Soli asks.
“There has to be some trick to this,” I say, rapping my knuckle against the hood in one place, then another, hoping it will unlatch the little lock underneath.

Soli goes around and slides into the driver’s seat and reaches down under the steering column, just as if she’d done it a thousand times before.
“Oh,” I say.

I lift up the hood and use that little retractable metal piece to prop it in place.

Soli comes around and we stare at the engine block.
“Yep,” I say. “Everything seems to, uh, be there.”
“You have no idea what you’re looking at,” Soli says.
“I have a general sense,” I say.
“Yeah?” Soli says, pointing to some long tube. “What’s that?”
“That?” I say. “That’s the, uh, defibrillator.”

She laughs.
“What?! Bullshit.”
“That’s the technical term,” I say.
“And that?” she says, pointing at a long black bar.
“Oh, that?” I say. “That’s the refibrillator.”

This makes her laugh again. Two for two.
“Such a dad joke,” she says.
I shrug.
“What can I say? I never knew or cared anything about cars. It’s all just a way to get from someplace to someplace else.”

“Well,” Soli says, “we can’t ask the salesman. If we don’t seem like we know what we’re talking about, how are we going to bargain? We don’t even know how any of this works.”
“I’ve got an idea,” I say.

I snap a photo of the car and then give AI some basic details. It gives me a handy little breakdown. Apparently, there aren’t any obvious warning flags. The dealership has a pretty good reputation, and the car is reasonably priced for its make, model, and year.

I show Soli what I’ve gathered. She’s less than convinced.
“Are we really going to leave it up to AI?” she asks.
“You were ready to leave it up to my judgement,” I say. “AI can’t be more unreliable than me.”
“It makes shit up,” she says.
“Uh, refibrillator?” I say. “Humans make shit up. Why is AI less reliable?”
“Okay, so you’re both unreliable,” she says. “I wish Jordan and Natalie were here.”
“Me too,” I say.

Soli walks around the car a few times. She pauses and looks at it. She bites her lip.
“Hold on,” she says. “I’m gonna text ‘em.”

She snaps a few photos of the car. I look around, surprised that we haven’t been assaulted by some overeager salesman already. But nobody crowds us with the hard sell. Maybe used car salesmen have eased off that already. More likely, they’re just busy with some other suckers and they’ll come to gouge us when it’s our turn.

The girls respond in the group chat. Natalie asks some sensible questions about mileage and whether a fully electric car might not be better.
“That’s a good point,” I say.
“What do you think?” Soli asks me.
“Well,” I say, “I’m all for low-carbon, but where are you going to find a charging station?”
“Yeah,” she says. “This one is a hybrid.”
“Let’s have a seat inside,” I say. “Get a sense of what it feels like from the inside. Then, if you like it, we’ll see about a test drive.”

So, we climb in and Soli puts her hands at ten and two, gripping the wheel cover. She sniffs the air.
“You smell that?” she asks.
“Yeah,” I say.
“What is that?” she asks.

I sniff the interior of the car.
“It’s kinda indefinable,” I say. “Full disclosure, I don’t exactly excel at identifying odors — which, unlike the lack of interest in cars, is pretty consistent with gender expectations.”
“Yeah,” she says. “You guys are weird about not being able to smell as well as us.”

I rap my knuckle against the handrest.
“It’s like a dusty smell,” she says. “Or like, old dust that’s gotten hot and fused with the interior, right?”
“Something like that,” I say. “Look, if you’re not sold on this one, there’s no reason why we have to rush to buy.”
“How am I supposed to get around?” she asks.
“Well,” I say, “you can always take my car. I know, it’s not nice. But it’s reliable, and I hardly use it.”
“You don’t need it?” Soli asks.
“Strictly speaking, no,” I say. “I can always get a ride with Natalie or Jordan to the studio, and for other stuff there’s rideshares. It’s just temporary, and it takes the pressure off you to commit to something right now.”

She leans over and kisses me.
“Thank you, Matty,” she says.
“Of course,” I say. “It’s the least I can do.”

We get out of the car just in time for a prematurely bald salesman wearing a Hawaiian shirt over his collared white shirt to rush over.
“Hey!” he says. “What are we thinking? Time for a test drive?”
“We’re gonna take a rain check.”

He crosses his arms, weirdly scowling and smiling at the same time.
“May not be here by the time you get back!” he says.

His voice is almost taunting, as if he expects us to rush back to this little four-door and slap our hands on the hood to claim it.
“We’ll take our chances,” I say.

I put a hand on the small of Soli’s back and we pick up the pace, walking off the lot to my car.
“I knew you’d be useful for something,” she says. “Even if you don’t know cars, you can at least keep away the creeps.”
“Come on,” I say. “Let’s go get an In-N-Out Burger.”

In the drive-thru line, which stretches around the block as usual, I walk through all the little quirks of driving my car.

“Don’t worry about the check engine light,” I say. “It’ll come on sometimes if you gun the engine while accelerating up a hill. Ignore that. But there’s nothing really wrong with it. It’ll just turn itself off on its own.”
“Got it,” she says.
“Oh, and there’s a Red Hot Chili Peppers CD stuck in the disc drive,” I say. “But you’ll probably just listen to music on your iPhone, right? You can plug it into the port. That works fine.”

“Hey,” she says. “I’ve got some news.”

Her eyes are locked straight ahead, her tone flat.

Oh, shit.

How many days has it been since we fucked without a condom?

Hold on—she said she was on the pill.

Wait. What she actually said was that she missed a day or two.

My heart rate starts climbing. I take a deep breath.

“It’s nothing bad,” she says. “Actually, it could be really good.”

That could mean a lot of things. Babies aren’t bad. I mean, not in theory.

“Okay,” I say. “What’s up?”
“Roxy—”

Oh, boy. This should be good.

“—got me an audition with her agent,” Soli says.
“Really?” I say. “That’s great.”
“Are you shocked?” she asks with a smile.
“I didn’t even realize that was something you wanted,” I say.

We pull forward a few feet, then stop again.

“Well, it wasn’t,” she says. “I was having fun doing the whole background thing. I never thought I’d be an actor, but Roxy thinks that I’ve got talent. They’ve been using me a lot on the show, and pretty soon I’ll be eligible to join the Screen Actors Guild.”
“Wow,” I say. “Yeah, that’s awesome!”
“I don’t know if it’s something that I want to do,” she says. “I mean, it’s one of the most competitive jobs there is. And most of the girls I’ll be auditioning against have probably wanted to do this since they were, like, four…”
“Yeah,” I say. “But anyone can discover a talent at any age. Don’t count yourself out. You could be as good as them, or better.”
“You think so?” she asks.
“I’ve never seen you try to be anyone other than who you are,” I say. “But you have an incandescent personality that draws people to you.”
“Aww,” she says. “You mean that?”
“Of course I do,” I say. “You’re a presence. You steal the scene every time even with no script, no cameras, and, uh… hey, here comes someone to take our order.”

Soli turns and sees a guy in a white shirt and pants, wearing a red hat and a headset with a tablet in his hands. He’s waiting for Soli to roll down the window. She fumbles for the button, and we order a couple of Double-Doubles with fries, a Coke, and a Dr. Pepper. Soli gets her fries animal style, which—if you don’t know what that is—is on the “secret menu.” It’s not advertised, but upon request they’ll smother your fries in grilled onions and melted cheese.

“Okay,” Soli says, once we’ve placed the order, “you were… praising me?”
“That’s right,” I say. “You’re incredible, and sexy, and if you can find a role that’s right for you, I think you could be amazing as an actor.”

As we pull forward and then stop in our slow crawl to the drive-thru window, Soli’s eyes stay fixed ahead of us. But she’s got this smile curling at the corners of her lips that won’t disappear.
“Matty, thank you,” she says.
“Hey, I’m only telling the truth,” I say. “You’ve been looking for something that can make you feel fulfilled. This could be that thing for you.”
“I really hope so too,” she says. “I mean, I know that it’s hard. I know I’ll face rejection, and I’m not expecting to get famous overnight. But it’s not like everyone needs to be a big star. I could find a niche, and that would be enough for me.”
“Well, I support you completely,” I say.
“Thanks,” she says. “That’s really good to hear, because I don’t want to drive anymore. I mean, I want to take a break from driving Uber. After the accident, and then me driving your car, it would all be really complicated if I had to go to auditions during the day and drive on top of that.”
“Okay,” I say. “I get that.”
“Which means I won’t have as much income coming in,” she continues. “I mean, I’ll be earning money from background gigs. But I can really only book, like, maybe two or three days a week doing that.”
“Sure,” I say. “Well, don’t worry,” I say. “I’ve got you.”

I reach under me to slip my wallet out of my pants, but Soli waves me away.
“It’s fine,” she says. “I’ve got it.”

She taps with her phone to pay, and we get our drinks, burgers, and fries. Then we pull forward.

“There’s a parking spot over there,” I say.
“You want to eat it in the car?” she asks.

I give her a look of absolute seriousness.
“We have to eat it in the car,” I say. “In-N-Out Burger should always be consumed within minutes of when it’s received. If you wait to eat it when you get home, you’re not eating it at peak freshness. That’s unacceptable.”
“Okay, so you’re fine with people eating in your car?” Soli asks.
“If what we’re eating is In-N-Out Burger,” I say, “I insist on it.”
“Aye-aye, captain,” she says.

She turns into the spot, snagging it just in time. I distribute the burgers and fries, tearing open the bag along the seam to make it easier to grab at the fries.

I can’t describe to you why In-N-Out is special if you’ve never eaten there. It’s more than just a burger. To me, it’s the burger—the burger which all others are measured against. Tucker Max does a good job of trying to get at In-N-Out’s special allure. If you get the chance, pick up his book I Hope They Serve Beer in Hell, because he does a better job of articulating it than I can. It’s also pretty hilarious, so it’s worth the read even if you’re not into paeans to a fast food franchise.

We don’t speak again until we’re finished with the food, which means that for seven to ten minutes we’re just blissfully chewing and swallowing. Then—
“I was thinking, maybe it’s time we simplify and reduce our living expenses,” Soli says.
“You mean move in together?” I ask. “Yeah, that makes a lot of sense. I mean, it’s made sense for a while, but now we’ve got the perfect excuse. Plus, my lease is up next month.”
“So, you want to move in with me, in Sylmar?” she asks.
“It makes the most sense,” I say. “I’d be closer to you and Jordan. Of course, I’d be farther away from Natalie.”
“It’s still a pretty short drive though,” Soli says.
“Right,” I say. “Besides, your apartment is like our unofficial clubhouse already. Everyone already hangs out there, so it’s the natural choice.”

Soli smiles, probably feeling flattered.
“Yeah,” she says. “The unofficial clubhouse. I like that.”

We don’t say anything for a moment. It’s better to just let all these possibilities swirling around us settle for a moment.
“Big things are happening, huh?” I say.
“Big things,” she says.

I lean over and kiss her, our lips tasting of cheese and grilled onions. 
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Soli gives me a ride back to my place. I’ve got some scripts to read over, and she’ll put some gas in my car, which is her car now.
“So, when’s this audition?” I ask.
“It’s Thursday,” she says. “I have to prepare, though. Roxy offered to help me. She’s really nice, ya know.”
“Good,” I say.
“Do you still hate her?” she asks.
“I never did,” I say.
“You know what I mean,” Soli says. “We can hang out sometime, right?”
“Well, yeah,” I say. “There’s not actually a good reason why we couldn’t do that.”
“Except that you hate her,” Soli says.
“Right,” I say. “Except for that.”
“Give her a chance?” Soli asks. “She’s really doing a lot to help me. I wouldn’t have this opportunity if it wasn’t for her.”
“Yeah,” I say. “I get that. I’ll give her another chance, if she’ll give me the same.”
“Yay!” she says.

We kiss again, long and deep this time.
“See you later,” I say.

I get out and wave as Soli drives off. I’m feeling good about everything. The move makes sense, and I’m fine with lending Soli my car. I do wonder if Natalie’s going to be completely okay with me moving. It’s nice, the two of us being neighbors, even if we do have completely different schedules.

I’m thinking about this when I walk up to my place and see this young guy wearing a dark suit and sunglasses standing outside my door.
“Matteo Navarro?” he asks.

Shit, not again.
“You’re not from the FBI, are you?” I ask.

He takes off his sunglasses to look at me.
“No,” he says, holding out a tan envelope. “Are you Matteo Navarro?”
“Uh, yeah?” I say.

He thrusts the envelope into my hands and my fingers close around it.
“You’ve been served,” he says.

Should have seen that one coming.

The guy walks off and I tear open the envelope. Inside is a summons.
Fuck me — it’s from Hamlet!
Plaintiff: Ian Ghazarian. Complaint for Personal Injury, Negligence, Property Damage, and Emotional Distress…

Oh, what the hell? That bastard is suing me now?
“Personal injury?” Damn it, he was rubbing his neck after the crash. He’s going to hit me with a bogus suit just for some petty revenge. 
“Wherefore, plaintiff prays for judgment against defendant in an amount according to proof at trial, but not less than $250,000…”

“Unbelievable,” I say out loud.

$250,000? That’s all I have and more. This could ruin me. And not just me — Soli is depending on me. All my girls are.

My first thought is to go downstairs and knock on Natalie’s door, even though I know she isn’t home. I need someone to complain to. Then, I remember that’s what lawyers are for. So, I call Michael.
“Matty,” he says after I’ve explained what happened, “I’m a criminal lawyer. This is a civil suit. You need a lawyer who practices civil law.”
“Oh, right,” I say. “Sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it,” he says. “I won’t even charge you for the phone call.”

I hang up with Michael and then try to remember the name of the other lawyer, the one Natalie put me in contact with.

Donna, that’s right.

I search my contacts and give her office a call. I get her assistant, then half an hour later Donna calls me back. I tell her the whole story, refreshing her memory about the whole NovaCare saga again.
“The same guy who was suing you before is suing you again?” Donna asks.
“Yeah,” I say. “Except now it has nothing to do with NovaCare. Well, not directly.”
“This is unbelievable,” she says. “I think we have a very good chance of getting the case thrown out on prejudicial grounds.”
“Really?” I say.
“Yes, there’s a strong justification for a move to strike,” Donna says. “You two have a prior history that would prejudice him against you.”
“So, you’ll take my case?” I ask.
“Absolutely,” she says. “If all goes well, we’ll get this case thrown out before you even have to appear in court.”
“Oh, that’s great,” I say. “I mean, I know he’s probably making all of this up, having a neck injury and all that—”
“You say that he was complaining about it at the site of the accident?” Donna asks.
“Yes,” I say. “He told me, you don’t know I’m not injured and started rubbing his neck, almost like he was starting to build a case then and there.”
“Well, it’s going to be your word against his,” she says. “But even so, that’s good. We can use that to build the case that this complaint is spurious and vindictive in nature.”
“Right?” I say. “So, how do we do that?”
“Well, you’ll need to sign some paperwork. I can email it to you if you’d like,” she says. “Then it’s just a matter of submitting the motion to strike.”
“Great,” I say. “But what if it doesn’t work?”
“Well, if the judge denies the motion, then we’ll go to trial,” she says. “Bottom line, I think you’ve got a good case. But I try to always caution my clients against assuming the best-case scenario.”
“Right,” I say. “That makes sense. I get that. So, what will you charge to take my case?”
“Typically, I work on a retainer,” she says. “For a case like yours, it’s $7,500.”
“Whoa,” I say. “I thought all we have to do is file a motion?”
“We do,” she says. “My office bills a standard rate of $300 an hour. But to retain my services, I’ll need a lump sum. From that, I’ll draw down depending on the number of hours I and my associates work. If it takes less time than what you’ve been billed for, then we’ll reimburse you.”
“Okay,” I say. “So, what do you think the chances are that it will end up being less than $7,500?”
“Well,” she says, “there’s always the chance. Especially if the motion to strike is denied. If it isn’t, it’s hard to say how much it could be. I’m sorry. I know it’s a lot, but my rates are standard for Los Angeles civil court.”

There’s this burning sensation in the pit of my stomach as I start to imagine how fast my savings could be drained. First Soli’s car, then this lawsuit. Here I thought I was set for… well, not for life, but for the foreseeable future at least. Now that’s all about to be shattered.
“Okay,” I say. “I can arrange to pay your retainer. I have the money.”
“Then I’ll get started as soon as the paperwork is signed,” Donna says. “Don’t worry too much. This will probably blow over soon.”
“Thanks, Donna,” I say. “Thanks for your help.”
“No problem,” she says. “Take care, and drive safe!”

I smile — a weak smile, but her attempt at humor is weirdly comforting.
“I’m trying to avoid driving as much as I can,” I say. “But thanks.”

After I hang up, I find myself pacing the floor of my studio apartment. What if the trial drags on for months? Years?
Hamlet, that bastard. It would be him who would do this to me. I can’t believe that I stand to lose all the money I made at NovaCare to the same psychopath who gave me the job that let me earn it in the first place. Fuck me!

I take a deep breath and try to remember that it’s not certain the trial will even happen. Maybe Donna’s right and the case will get thrown out. This may all be over soon. $7,500 is a lot of money, but if that’s all it turns out to be, I’ll probably be lucky.

Roxy.

If she hadn’t distracted me…
She grabbed the wheel. Or she tried to. That has to count for something, right? Maybe I could tell the judge that. If I can do that, would Hamlet try to get the money out of her instead of me? Or both of us? These are questions for my lawyer, but at $300 an hour, I’ll save that until later. Motion to strike — that’s first. One step at a time.

I’m glum for the next few days, because how could I not be? I have to send back the paperwork and pay the retainer. I tell the girls about it, all of whom offer their support. Other than that, things keep happening. Life doesn’t stop.

If there’s one consolation, it’s that I still have lots of sex. It’s one of the reasons that I’m glad I’m a man. Women, I’m told, have to be in the right frame of mind to get aroused. If there’s something bothering them, something they’re stressed about, they just can’t get in the mood.

Not so with guys — at least not with me. Sure, I’m not horny right after I get the letter. But eventually, my feelings stabilize, as they’re bound to do, and I’m back to my usual self.

I have a nice, quiet, and mostly enjoyable dinner date at home with Natalie, and afterwards we fuck. The next morning, she gives me a ride over to Soli’s place, where we have sex in the morning and then again with Jordan when she gets back. Things could be worse, I think to myself as I thrust into Jordan as she moans, taking my cock and enjoying every minute of it. Things could definitely be worse.

On Thursday morning, I’m looking forward to going to the studio to do some work as a technical advisor. It’s been a few weeks, and I need the paycheck more than ever. More than that, it will be a welcome distraction and the opportunity to do something productive instead of just sulking and waiting around. Plus, I get to commute to the studio with Jordan. We do the drive-through at Starbucks and then we’re on the road.
“I’m nervous for Soli,” Jordan says.

She passed her big audition with Roxy’s agent, and that means she can start going out for auditions and maybe get booked for acting and modelling work.
“I’m not,” I say. “I think she’ll do great. She’s got a real shot at a career, right?”

“Oh, totally,” Jordan says. “I don’t mean that I’m worried she won’t do well. It’s more that she might…”
“Succeed?” I offer.
Jordan crinkles her nose as she turns the wheel, trying to articulate what it is she’s worried about.
“This is a tough business,” she says. “It’s not just dealing with rejection that gets people down. You get in and you realize how much is involved, how much you have to give of yourself, and it’s more than you imagined.”
“I think she needs this,” I say. “She’s been needing some direction, and this gives her that.”
Jordan nods.
“She needs something,” she says. “This could be it. But what if it’s not?”
“Well,” I say. “Then she can move on to the next thing. What else can any of us do?”
“I just worry that she’ll have an easy time getting in because Roxy is helping her out,” Jordan says. “Then, when she realizes how punishing the business is, it will crush her. It happens to most actors eventually.”

Really? That seems overly pessimistic, especially for Jordan. She’s usually supportive of people going after their dreams—especially people she loves. I take a sip of my iced matcha latte and think about it. Then I get the idea that maybe there’s something else on her mind.

“Be honest,” I say. “Is this really about Soli?”
She flashes me a guilty look and then turns her attention back to the road.
“Mostly,” she says.
“Jordan, are you happy with your job on set?” I ask.
“Yes! Oh, god, I can see why you think…” She stumbles for a moment. “I didn’t mean me. I was talking about someone else.”
“Who?” I ask.
“I can’t say,” Jordan says. “I’m bound to confidentiality. I mean, legally. I can’t tell you about it.”
“Uh, okay,” I say. “Well, how? I mean, you’d get sued if you told me?”
“Maybe,” she says. “I dunno.”

We reach a red light, and I see my opening.
“Jordan,” I say. “I only have Soli’s best interest and yours in mind. If there’s something that’s bothering you, you can tell me.”
“Matty,” she groans. “Grrrr. I’m not supposed to talk about it, okay? I could get in a lot of trouble if it gets out.”
“Trouble with who?” I ask.
“Okay, fine,” she says. “Roxy’s going to get killed.”
“What?!” I exclaim, almost spilling my latte.

Honk! Honk!

The light is green ahead of us. Jordan pulls forward, waving to let the asshole behind us go around.
“Not in real life,” she says, exasperated. “On the show We Are Us. They’re killing off her character. Nobody knows yet, including her. I only know because I read the advanced scripts.”
“Oh,” I say. “Well, that’s not such a big deal. I mean, I feel sorry for her, but that’s normal for actors, right?”
“Uh, yeah,” Jordan says. “That’s exactly my point. Soli’s going to have to deal with these same letdowns and rejections all the time if she wants to act. And it’s not like she can fall back on being in the background either. Nobody will take you seriously if you do that kind of work.”

She turns onto the lot and we approach the security gate. I put the latte in the cup holder and lift the right side of my ass slightly to slide my wallet out.
“Look, we’re getting ahead of ourselves,” I say. “I understand your concern for Soli, but I think we should wait until she has a career before we start worrying about whether that career is going off the rails. She’s a strong person, whatever happens. I think she can adapt.”
“And Roxy?” she asks.

Roxy can go screw as far as I’m concerned.
“She’ll bounce back,” I say. “If For Everhart gets an international release, it might get some Oscar buzz going.”

Jordan chuckles in spite of herself. We hand over our driver’s licenses and we’re waved onto the lot.
“You know, the fact that she had to do that movie means that she can’t book better work,” she says.

We pull into the parking garage and start trying to find parking on one of the higher levels. The less important you are, the higher up in the structure they tell you to park.
“Well, that’s how life goes,” I say. “We oughta be focusing on those inside our little magic circle, our group. Soli has a chance to do great and start a new career. I think we should be sending her good vibes today.”
“I will be,” Jordan says, a little defensively. “I love Soli. I want her to succeed, obviously.”
“Good, me too,” I say. “And Roxy, too. But, ya know—less so.”

Jordan rolls her eyes as we pull onto the top of the parking structure. I grab my latte and my tote bag as we get out.
Peering out from the top of the structure, I wonder who really has the privilege. Someone who gets to park on the ground level gets to the office fast. But we’ve got this gorgeous view of the San Jacinto Foothills and all of Burbank. It’s a beautiful day.

Yes, I think as we walk to the elevator. Things could definitely be worse.
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“How about this line?” Arnie asks. “Is he a Stoic or a stoic? I don’t get the difference.”
Arnie’s one of the writers in the writer’s room.
“Stoics aren’t actually stoic,” I say. “That’s a misconception. The real Stoics believed that you should accept life as it comes but not hide your emotions. You’re supposed to interrogate and work through them, not deny them. A college professor would know the difference between a Stoic and someone being stoical.”

Len levels that stare at me, behind his rounded bright-red frames — the stare that says, stop making me look dumb.
Sorry, man. But it is my job. Correcting things, that is — not making Len look stupid.

“Thanks, Matty,” says Arnie.
“Sure,” I say.

“How about this quote he uses by Marcus Aurelius?” Teresa asks. “‘Learn to slow the mind, and the world will follow.’”
“It’s a good line,” I say. “And it fits Marcus’s philosophy and writing style. But he never said that. I checked it out, and I can’t find it anywhere. Might have been written by ChatGPT.”

Len clears his throat.
“That, uh, might have been a misattribution,” Len says. “I never meant for it to be used as a quote.”
“So, should I change the line?” Teressa the writing assistant asks.
“Leave it for now,” Len says. “I’ll take care of it.”

I have no idea how long it’s been since we started this meeting. Time seems to freeze in the writer’s room. It’s windowless, with nothing to rest your eyes on except the black mirror of the TV monitor and the other poor, benighted souls who are trapped in the depths of this casual-attire dungeon.

“So, why do people call Stoics stoic?” Andre asks.
I shrug.
“Words change their meanings over time,” I say. “It’s the same with the other major schools of Greek philosophy. Stoics aren’t stoical, Epicureans aren’t epicurean, Cynics aren’t cynical, Academics aren’t academic. Well, they sort of are, but I don’t feel the meaning really fits. The meanings get mixed up and misrepresented. Only Skeptics are actually skeptical.”

“Skeptics? That’s an Ancient Greek school?” asks Ellen.
“More of a movement,” I say. “They didn’t believe in anything, so there was nothing to learn. The whole point was to poke holes in other schools’ arguments. It was kind of a philosophical turf war.”

“Wow!” Arnie says. “I never knew that.”
“Could women join these schools?” Lydia asks.
“Some,” I say. “Epicureans welcomed women, and there were a few female Stoics. Peripatetics, never.”
“Para… what?” says Teressa the assistant.

She’s trying to take notes and isn’t going to even attempt to write ‘Peripatetic.’
“That’s the school Aristotle founded,” I say. “The word means walking around. He would always go walking while he lectured and men would follow him, so the name stuck. He hated women. But it wasn’t like that for all of the schools.”

“I’d be an Epicurean,” says Lydia. “I like the sound of it.”
“Good choice,” I say.

“Huh,” says Arnie. “From now on, I’m not going to write anything with philosophy until I clear it with you first.”
I give a modest little smile.
“That’s what I’m here for,” I say.

“Can we circle back to the task at hand?” Len asks. “I think that’s all the philosophy stuff we have to do for now. We’ll just focus on breaking the next story. Thanks, Matty.”
“Sure,” I say, leaning back in my chair.

Len looks down at his script and then double-underlines something with a red pen. He looks up at me with this questing expression.
“Don’t let us keep you,” Len says. “You’re free to go.”

This is met with some grumbles by the writers on the staff.
“Come on, Len,” says Arnie. “Let Matty hang around if he wants to.”
“He’s an advisor, not a writer,” Len says. “He doesn’t want to be stuck here longer than he has to, right, Matty?”
“I serve at your pleasure, my liege,” I say, sliding my notebook in my totebag.

Len winks and clicks his tongue.
“Atta boy,” he says. “Everybody say goodbye to Matty.”

The room erupts into warm goodbyes and homoerotic come-ons from some of the guys. It’s a fun group, writers. It helps to make the work more tolerable and, even, fun.

Still, part of me is relieved to escape, even if I know that Len is trying to hustle me out the door just so I won’t embarrass him. These meetings can go on for hours, and Len wasn’t kidding about the writers being trapped all day. I’m the only one escaping, but it’s not even three o’clock, and now I’ve got nothing to do.

I decide to see if Natalie’s free, but I have to check that she’s alone. She made it clear that it would complicate things for her if our little relationship became public knowledge, so I have to cool it with the PDA. In fact, I have to be a little strategic about where and when I appear. I want to avoid prying eyes if I can. Since we’re in the middle of a shoot day, I’ll just have a look around and see if there’s a break in the schedule where I can slip in and say hi.

I leave the sound stages and walk over to the offices. I walk down the hall of her office and see her walking toward me, but she’s with someone. It’s that producer guy I met before whose name I can’t remember. Sam?

Natalie sees me, slips into work mode.
“Hi, Matty!” she says, giving what to me feels like an exaggerated wave.

The message is clear: we’re work colleagues who give cordial hellos, but that’s it. You can fuck my brains out later — in fact, that’s what I’ve been needing you for — but not now. Just wait till I get you alone.

That’s what her wave said. If you’d been there, you would have picked up the same thing.

Now I need a new destination. Time to score some free grub. Walking down the hall and out of the executive offices, I walk along the tree-lined path to the soundstage across the little service road. The red light above the door isn’t flashing, which means it’s safe to enter without screwing up the take.

I duck inside and beeline for the craft services table. That’s the standing snack table which is always amply supplied with too much of everything. So, even though I actually work on a different show, no one’s going to miss an apple from the bowl or a cup of coffee. Actually, I’m ensuring that nothing gets thrown away at the end of the day. Like any bottom feeder, I’m a vital but underappreciated part of the ecosystem.

I pick some M&Ms out of the trail mix bowl and pop them in my mouth. When I turn, I see a hand reaching for the fruit bowl. I follow this hand to the body it’s attached to. The head belonging to this body turns, training a pair of green eyes on me.

“Hey, Roxy,” I say, trying to keep my tone neutral.
“Hi,” she says, a little coolly.

Oh, fine. Be like that.

She’s about to walk away, not even bothering to stop and talk with someone she shared a pretty consequential night with not that long ago.

Saying it like it, I’m making it sound like we hooked up. But you remember what happened. It was consequential, especially for me. And now she’s just going to breeze past me without even a “hi.”

Okay, Matty. She did say “hi.”

Maybe it’s a mistake, but I’m remembering everything that Soli told me. Not the stuff about the two of us needing to have sex to get rid of all this tension. But the other stuff, about me giving her a chance and all that.

“Roxy,” I say. “Hold on. I, uh, I want to thank you.”

She stops, tilts her head, and then lifts one eyebrow, like the little princess she is, waiting for the praise to which she is so richly entitled.

“Soli is really grateful for the audition with your agent,” I say. “Making that happen… that was very cool of you.”

Roxy actually has the audacity to shrug.
“I love Soli,” she says.

Not as much as me!

Damn, that was kinda aggro. Relax, man.

“Yeah,” I say. “Well, she loves you, too. She’s lucky to have you as a friend. She thinks, uh, we should be friends.”

Roxy strides over to me, her heels muffled so that they make no sound on the soundstage. She’s so close she could spit in my face if she wanted to. Instead, she asks, doe-eyed and innocent—

“Aren’t we friends?”

“Haha,” I say. “No. But we could be, right?”

There are more people crowding around the snack table, trying to get their bowl of hummus and carrots, or whatever. And they probably do actual work on this show, so I put a hand on Roxy’s back and guide her away from the table so we can continue our conversation. When we’re far enough away from everyone to be out of earshot, Roxy says—

“I don’t think I want to be your friend.”

“Why?” I ask.

“I’m not into liars,” she says. “And I don’t make friends with cheaters.”

“Uh, what?!” I say, trying not to laugh. “Cheating? Who am I cheating with?”

“Don’t think I haven’t seen you hovering around her office,” Roxy says. “You’re not subtle. I watched you. You just walked past her office and then walked out again. And it’s not the first time I’ve seen you with her.”

Shit, she’s more observant than I thought. Or maybe I’m just more obvious than I realized.

“Okay,” I say, my voice low. “You’re right. About everything—except for one important detail. I’m not cheating.”

“You’re just friends?” Roxy asks, her tone haughty.

“No,” I say. “Natalie and I are lovers. But Soli knows about her, and so does Jordan. I’m dating all of them. We’re all dating each other. Sorta. It’s complicated, but there’s absolutely no cheating going on. I swear.”

“Hold on,” Roxy says. “You’re dating Soli and Jordan and Natalie all at the same time? How?”

“Fair question,” I say. “If I knew, I’d tell you.”

Roxy looks me up and down, as if there’s some clue that she’ll spot that will explain how three insanely hot, intelligent, and ambitious women would all choose to share me.

“Who the hell are you?” Roxy asks.

“I’m just a guy, really,” I say. “Look, I know you probably don’t like me that much. To be honest, the feeling is mutual.”

She makes a little harumph sound.

“But I want to change that,” I continue. “Roxy—I want us to be friends. Let’s start over. Who needs more enemies? Especially in this town. I can be a great guy to the women I’m close to. Ask any one of them.”

I hold out my hand. She looks at it a moment, then places her small, delicate hand in mine and gives a stiff, formal shake—up and down, up and down. I have to smile. She knows exactly how to go through the motions of being friendly while being so on-the-nose with it that she manages to make it seem sarcastic as she’s doing it.

“Okay,” she says. “Truce. We’re friends. Provisionally.”

“Provisionally?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says. “You’re my friend unless and until you give me some reason not to trust you.”

Like, for instance, if you happen to have secret knowledge that I’m about to lose my job and do nothing to tell me about it.

“I’ll take it,” I say.

And then, as if on cue, Jordan appears.

“Hey, Roxy?” she says. “We’re ready for you.”

“Thanks, Jordan,” she says. “Hey, Matty, here is your boyfriend, right?”

“Um… yeah,” Jordan says, feeling a little sheepish to be put on the spot like this.

“And he’s dating Natalie, too?” Roxy says.

Jordan freezes.

“It’s okay,” I say. “She knows. I told her.”

“Oh, uh, yeah,” Jordan says. “We’re all dating. It’s kinda this whole thing. We don’t like to get into it at work.”

Roxy gives me an appraising nod.
“You weren’t lying,” she says.

“Nope,” I say. “I wasn’t.”

Jordan adjusts the headset in her ear.
“Yep, copy,” she says. “We really gotta go.”

Jordan looks about ready to drag Roxy to set with her.

“Bye, friend,” she says, giving me that winning smile that could land her a Crest commercial.

“Hold on,” I say. “Come hang out with us this weekend. We’ll do something fun together.”

“What?” Roxy asks.

“Matty, we need to go now,” Jordan says. “Roxy’s needed on set.”

“Magic Mountain?” I say. “That’s fun. We’ll ride roller coasters, hang out.”

“Jordan?” Roxy asks.

“Yes, yes, we’ll go,” she says. “Set. Now. Please.”

“It’s a date,” Roxy says.

Jordan turns and blows me a kiss as she leads Roxy away.

“Have fun,” I say with a wave.

Damn. I feel bad now that I know what’s coming. This morning, it didn’t bother me to learn that Roxy was getting the axe. Now that we’re friends, I feel a twinge of guilt about what’s coming, even if it was a decision I had nothing to do with.

But the good news is that my mission is accomplished. I’m no longer enemies with Roxy. Actually, once you get past how obnoxious she is, she’s not bad at all. Maybe we could all be friends. Maybe we could even be…

Nah, too soon. Five minutes ago, I hated her. The possibility that we could turn into lovers strikes me like whiplash. I touch the back of my neck, almost by reflex.

Hey, maybe I can sue somebody and make some money just like Hamlet.

Better not to think about that. I’d much rather think about this weekend. I have no idea what made me choose Six Flags: Magic Mountain. I haven’t been since I was fourteen. But, hey, when you’re looking for wholesome fun for the whole family—or harem—what better place is there?
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It’s just half an hour from Soli’s apartment to Magic Mountain. Closer and cheaper than Disneyland, and less crowded too.

Walking through the gates, it’s looking—as if I need to say so—like another beautiful and nearly cloudless day in Los Angeles.

We’ve got our neon wristbands on, walking hand in hand. All around us are families, couples pushing strollers, guys wearing shorts and dad hats. And here I am with a rainbow coalition of some of LA’s finest women. The girls have really turned it up, letting their hair down and dressing for a day of fun and sun: spaghetti straps, short shorts, fashionably short skirts, and lots of makeup. Every opportunity to go anywhere is a chance to dress up and take pictures. Well, you won’t hear me complaining about having to play photog. I’m snapping photos of all of them as we walk along, capturing some candid moments as we enter the park.

I’m not the only one. Some jackass snaps a photo of Roxy. Doesn’t ask first, doesn’t even acknowledge her. Just flashes a photo. Worst of all, he’s walking with his wife and kids. Roxy is classy about it, giving just a hint of a smile as she turns her head away—not encouraging him, but not calling him out either. I feel for her. This kind of stuff must happen all the time. She doesn’t seem too bothered by it, but it’s not hard to see that her plastered-on smile is fake.

“Ugh,” Jordan says. “What a pig.”

“It’s something you get used to,” Roxy says. “Even when you’re only sorta famous, when you’re on TV people think it’s allowed.”

To Soli, she says—
“This is what you’ve got to look forward to,” she says. “After you start booking jobs, strangers will start recognizing you everywhere. Then you belong to them.”

“Eh,” Soli says. “Guys have been staring at me since I was fourteen.”

“Twelve for me,” Roxy says. “I developed early.”

I’m walking with Natalie. Soli and Jordan are holding hands. Roxy walks a little behind Jordan, and Jordan offers her hand too. Aww, sweet. I remember only now that Roxy has had a recent breakup. I wonder how long it’s been since she’s been out with friends. I’m glad Soli suggested we bring her along.

“So, besides roller coasters, what have they got here?” Natalie asks. “Bumper cars? Bowling? One of those games where you shoot water in the clown’s mouth?”

“Uh, I’m not sure,” I say. “I think they may have some games. But it’s mostly roller coasters.”

Her hand squeezes mine just a little bit tighter.

“You okay?” I ask.

“I have this fear about roller coasters,” she says. “It’s not the speed that I’m afraid of. In fact, I kinda like it. It’s more the fear that the car will stop when I’m upside down and I’ll be stuck up there for hours and hours and then they’ll say that it’s not safe to continue the ride and so they’ll put a big net for all of us to fall into because there’s no other way to get us down.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I get that. That’s pretty normal.”

“Really?” she says, a slight edge in her voice.

“I mean, it’s a normal thing to be afraid of,” I say. “Not that it’s a thing that happens normally.”

“Right,” she says.

“Don’t worry,” I say. “I think most of these roller coasters are pretty small. We’ll check them before we get on to make sure there aren’t any big loops.”

“Thanks,” she says, putting her head on my shoulder. “I know it’s silly, but it’s nice not having to feel silly admitting it.”

“I really don’t think it’s silly at all,” I say. “It’s a childhood fear. This is a childhood experience. There’s nothing in the grownup world that would get you past this very particular fear.”

She squeezes my hand as we follow the girls to a big wooden roller coaster. This one is called Colossus. We look up at the track and Natalie gives a nod of approval.

“No going upside down,” she says. “I can do this one.”

We get in line, walking through the maze of corridors that snake around leading to the entrance.

“Hey,” Soli says, taking a small round tin from her purse, “I’ve got gummies.”

“Score,” says Jordan.

“Very good thinking,” I say. “I remember reading about a study that says edibles can help prevent motion sickness on roller coasters.”

“I hadn’t even thought of that,” Soli says. “I just brought them so we wouldn’t get bored standing in line.”

Soli opens the tin and passes it around. I take two gummies, enough for a nice mild buzz. Natalie waves them away, though. She’s driving, and she really doesn’t like weed much anyway.

The line moves pretty quickly. For a Saturday, the crowds are really not bad. I guess that fall isn’t really the season for tourists. Besides the groups of teenagers, it seems to be mostly families, like the one in front of us. We’ve got a pretty typical setup: two point five kids. One’s in a stroller, two more are running around, trying their haggard parents’ thin patience. The baby cries and the dad, wearing a t-shirt that declares to the world that “life is good,” scoops him up and attempts to comfort him. Dad’s got sunglasses on, stooped over to take the baby from the stroller. Ten years ago, he’d probably be hungover on a Saturday afternoon. Today, he’s probably just running on three hours of sleep.

He glances behind him and does a double take. First noticing Soli and Jordan holding hands. Not so subtly, his eyes pass to Roxy, and then Natalie, and finally at the guy who’s holding her hand. He jiggles the baby but keeps his eyes on me, a scowl on his face.

“Dude—how?” his look seems to say.

I shrug. How did I end up spending my Saturday escorting these hotties? I’ve got no idea.

“When I was in eighth grade we took a bus ride to California,” Jordan says. “It was maybe eight hours from Tucson. We came here—Knott’s Berry Farm, Disneyland, and Universal Studios. It’s pretty much the only thing I remember about eighth grade. Or at least the only thing I still want to remember. Even then, I wished I lived in California. This was the kind of place where people did fun stuff like this all the time.”

“I never went to any of the parks when I was little,” Soli says. “I’ve still never been to Disneyland. There wasn't any money for it, and anyway my parents didn’t really see the point.”

“There are pictures of me at Disneyland,” I say. “But I don’t actually remember going. Well, I remember the Pirates of the Caribbean, I think. Maybe I dreamed it.”

We get to the front of the line. The family in front of us can’t get on. Apparently, it didn’t occur to them that roller coasters come with height requirements. Clearly pissed at having wasted their time, they collect the kids, who start crying, and lead them off to go stand around somewhere else.

It’s three to a car, so the attendant, who looks like he’s fifteen, waves us into the car with his little plastic wand. Soli and Jordan get into a car with another single rider. Roxy gets in and I take the seat next to her, with Natalie on my other side. The big foam-padded bar comes down and we grab it. I notice Roxy’s holding on pretty tightly.

“Does this one go… fast?” she asks.

“Uh, I guess,” I say. “No loops though. We checked.”

Roxy nods, her green eyes locked straight ahead with a look of intense focus.

“Nervous?” I ask.

“Something like that,” she says. “I have this thing about roller coasters.”

“It’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” I say. “Natalie’s scared of loops.”

“I don’t get scared,” she says. “It’s the, uh, vibrations…they do things to me.”

“Oh,” I say.

“Oh my god, I get that,” says Natalie. “It’s like, some girls get it when they ride horses.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says, her voice breathy. “It’s like, once I strap in, I know I’m gonna be shaken around, the force of those Gs pressing down on my nipples, on my thighs. It’s weird, but I kinda can’t help myself.”

Roxy crosses her legs, pressing her thighs together. Damn, that’s hot. To anyone else, it would look like she’s just adjusting herself. But listening to her describe getting horny from the roller coaster, I can’t help myself. All of a sudden, I can feel the head of my cock pressing against my inner thigh.

The car jerks forward suddenly and we start moving slowly forward, ascending. Natalie grabs my hand and holds on. We climb higher and higher, and I can feel the butterflies in my stomach rising. I can only imagine what Roxy is feeling, what the anticipation must be doing to her, the reactions it’s setting off.

Oh, fuck. I’m fully hard right now.

“If I start screaming,” Roxy says, “it just means that I’m—”

She doesn’t get to finish, doesn’t have to. Our car crests the top of the incline, then the sudden plunge and we’re falling fast. Natalie screams with delight, but a completely different kind of sound comes out of Roxy—animalistic and raw, and, well, orgasmic—

“AAaaaaaaahhaaaaa!!!”

We are flying as the car banks. I squeeze Natalie’s hand and, with my free hand, I grab the foam bar in front of me. My fingers touch Roxy’s. The car straightens out but it hardly loses speed as it climbs, preparing to plunge us down the track again. Even as the peak thrill has passed, Roxy’s fingers don’t move. Mine don’t either. Our pinkies are touching, and it feels completely natural. She’s panting hard.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says. “Great.”

When we plunge again, Roxy screams, this time placing her hand on mine. She squirms in her seat as the vibrations rock our car. I’m still stiff, aroused by the knowledge that Roxy is getting off right next to me with nothing but the rollercoaster doing it to her. I grip Natalie’s hand tighter.

Matty, seriously dude. You’ve got three girlfriends, and you’re getting hard thinking about Roxy?

But what can I do? My head fills with dirty thoughts. If she’s this open about getting aroused in public, what does she do when she’s alone?

We make one more loop around. Roxy’s hand doesn’t move away from mine, and I do nothing to pull it away. Eventually, the car slows to a stop, and Roxy removes her hand, placing it in her lap.

“That was awesome!” Natalie says.

“God, yeah,” Roxy says. “I haven’t felt that in way too long.”

“Yep,” I say. “Quite an adventure.”

I try to think of something—anything—that will make my erection recede. I’ve heard guys think of baseball, or old people, or something. But that’s never worked for me. I just have to try to clear my head and hope my cock follows. Of course, it’s not like I’ve got much time, since the bar suddenly comes up and we’re all expected to climb out and exit in an orderly manner.

“Uh, Matty?” Roxy asks. “Can I get off now?”

I thought you just did.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’ve just got a leg cramp.”

Well, it’s not like I can do much about it, so I just pray nobody’s looking at my crotch as I slide out and follow Natalie and the other girls to the exit.

“I think I’m starting to feel the gummies kick in,” Jordan says.

“It always takes me forever with edibles,” Soli says. “Matty?”

“Definitely feeling something,” I say.

After a few minutes, my erection recedes and I’m able to walk normally. Roxy rejoins her little clique with Jordan and Soli ahead, and Natalie and I follow them, holding hands. I try to forget what just happened. Okay, I was—briefly—attracted to Roxy. So what? It was just because she was doing her whole “When Harry Met Sally” routine on the rollercoaster right next to me. It was hot, and my body reacted.

Normal. Nothing to worry about.

“Oh, I want a frozen Coke,” Natalie says.

“Sure,” I say.

We stop at the frozen Coke stand. The girls continue ahead, unaware that we’ve stopped.

“Give us a sec!” I yell.

Soli turns and gives a thumbs-up.

I order us a pair of slushie treats from the vendor. As I take out my wallet to pay, Natalie tugs on my sleeve and whispers—

“Let’s go somewhere private.”

“Here?” I say. “At Magic Mountain?”

“Yeah,” she says. “I need to talk to you. Alone.”
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My heart starts beating fast. I try to read from her tone if she’s upset. She doesn’t sound upset, but it’s hard to tell with girls sometimes. Maybe she knows that I got a hard-on and she wants us to have a talk about it.

“Sure,” I say. “Give me a sec.”

I go over to where the girls are waiting.

“We’re gonna do Ninja next,” Roxy says.

Ninja. Lots of loops. Perfect.

“I think we’re gonna sit this one out,” I say. “Natalie’s afraid of any ride that goes upside down. Let’s meet Goliath in like, half an hour?”

“Cool,” Soli says, her eyes already starting to get cloudy. “Cool, cool.”

“See ya,” I say, smiling and waving.

I turn back toward Natalie. When I get close, she turns away, beckoning me to follow her with one little bend of her hand. I walk behind her, taking her hand. She lets me but doesn’t look up, doesn’t say anything. Is she pissed? It’s not like her to be passive aggressive, but it’s not always easy to tell with women.

Finally, we get to this spot in front of a train ride that looks like it’s been closed down with nothing new put in its place.

“What’s up?” I ask, feeling a little panic entering my voice.

Natalie looks at me, her gaze deep and imploring.

“On the ride,” Natalie says. “You were turned on, right?”

For a moment, I think of lying. But I can’t do it. Even if I wanted to, I’m sure she’d be able to tell.

“Yeah,” I say.

“God, me too,” Natalie says. “The way Roxy was practically having a screaming orgasm right there on the ride, right next to us. It was so hot.”

A wave of relief crashes over me.

“Yeah,” I say. “It was.”

“You were practically busting out of your pants,” she says, grinning.

She runs a finger along my inseam, teasing my cock. I start to stir at her touch, already swelling again.

“I was that obvious?” I say.

“You’ve got your work cut out for you trying to conceal that thing,” she says with a wink. “I don’t know how you walk straight with it swinging in your shorts.”

I smile.

“Just an involuntary reaction, ya know?” I say.

“Just like my hard nipples,” Natalie says. “And my wet pussy.”

“You like that I got turned on by another girl?” I ask.

She keeps running her fingers along the outline of my cock, teasing me through my shorts.

“I like,” she says. “That you’re insatiable. That when you get turned on, you can’t help yourself. Just like me.”

“What are you gonna do?” I ask, so giddy I’m already beaming.

“What are you gonna make me do?” she asks.

I take a quick glance around. Coast is clear. No sign that anyone’s coming. But they could come. At any minute. And that just makes it all the hotter.

“There could be cameras,” I warn. “They could be set up all over to keep people from doing, well, what we’re about to do.”

“Are you actually trying to talk me out of it?” Natalie asks. “How are you gonna go all day without a release?”

I’ve got a big goofy grin on my face that has almost nothing to do with the weed gummies which are just now kicking in.

“Yeah, okay,” I say. “I want you to blow me. Right here and now.”

“You really want me to do it?” Natalie asks, her bottom lip quivering just a little.

“Yes,” I say. “Now.”

She grins and then bends at her waist, descending until her face is level with my cock. She takes my frozen Coke and hers and put them on the ground next to her. Then her slender fingers start unbuttoning my shorts, unzipping my fly. Those fingers guide my cock, which spills out, already hard and ready.

Without a moment’s hesitation, she wraps her lips around my head, then sucks up my shaft. She starts bobbing, running the head of my cock against the inside of one cheek, licking the tip gently with her tongue. I put my hands on her head and keep them there, fingers gently massaging her as she goes to work on me.

I sigh, contented, but try to stay alert, aware that any moment we could get caught and possibly arrested, or at least reprimanded. It only makes the bliss that much sweeter.

Natalie starts working me harder, getting out all her arousal in this act of total sexual submission. She keeps her knees bent, not kneeling on the ground but bending her body to service mine. Her tongue runs over the head of my cock and then down the seam, her lips sucking and blowing all the time. Each suck and stroke sends waves of pleasure through me. Judging by the noises of pleasure coming from her as she works, she might be enjoying this even more than I am.

She’s not just sucking me to get me off, it’s her pleasure to do something so dirty in public. If there wasn’t the threat of getting caught hanging over both of us, she’d take her time. But the frantic energy she brings just makes it all the hotter, and it’s not long before I can feel myself about to reach my limit. I want to prolong the pleasure, but I know that we’ll have plenty more chances. So, as I feel myself reaching my climax, I thrust harder, pulling her head closer to my crotch, willing her to take all of my shaft as deep as she can go.

Natalie has always been the best at deepthroating, and today is no exception. She relaxes her throat, allowing my cock to slide so far inside her that I’m practically touching her tonsils. I can feel when I bottom out, my tip colliding with her pallet. When I come, it’s fast and Natalie is ready, sucking up all of it and not letting a single drop escape those talented lips.

I take her hands and support her as she rises from her crouching position.

“The thigh burn is crazy good,” she says. “It’s, like, the best exercise you can do.”

“I can’t believe you can hold that position for so long,” I say.

“Really?” she says with a grin. “That’s what you’re impressed by.”

“Well, that and your amazing skills in giving head,” I say. “But we both knew about that already, didn’t we?”

She leans over, picks up her frozen Coke, and takes a sip.

“I just got excited,” she says. “When that happens, I do things.”

I slide my cock back in my shorts and zip up, satisfied that we’ve gotten away with it but not trying to press our luck. I pick up my frozen Coke.

“Let’s take a walk,” I say.

Rejoining the crowd, I’m satisfied that we’re not about to be arrested by security. We’re gonna get away with it. We have gotten away with it. God damn that was hot!

“I can’t believe that just happened,” I say. “Of all the inappropriate erections I’ve ever gotten in public, that had to be the very best possible resolution I’ve ever had.”

“I’ve always wanted to do that in public,” she says. “The risk is such a turn-on, plus it’s just so brazen. Sometimes, I like to think that kind of thing is happening all around us, all the time. In office buildings and schools and even theme parks people are fucking and about to get caught doing it. Do you ever think about that? You ever wonder if, when you round a corner, you’re gonna accidentally come upon two people doing it?”

“No, but I will now,” I say.

“Love is wonderful,” Natalie says, “and sex is its greatest expression.”

“Here, here,” I say.

As if I needed an excuse to be happy, I’m now feeling even better than before. The weed gummies are giving the world an extra-friendly sheen. I take Natalie’s hand and let her lead me all around the park. We walk in the direction of the Ninja ride, but we’re not in any hurry. The girls are having their fun, and we’ve already had ours.

All around us people are having wholesome fun, which only makes the secret knowledge of what we just did together all the more enjoyable. All these people who came just for the rollercoasters don’t know that I just experienced the main event, a private ride just for me.

We find our way to the Ninja ride. I put my arms around Natalie as we watch the riders zoom by. I wonder if the girls are riding right now or just waiting in line. My brain is flooded with oxytocin and I feel this need to connect, to feel closer to the women I love.

“So, this might be a weird question,” I say. “But was the fact that it was Roxy, a girl outside of our group, that made it somehow hotter?”

“Hmm,” Natalie says, considering the question. “I think if it had been Jordan or Soli who got off on that rollercoaster, it would have been pretty much as hot. Of course, Roxy is really sexy. But it was more the fact that a girl was getting aroused in public, and the way you reacted that made it hot for me.”

“Interesting,” I say.

“Why do you ask?” Natalie says. “Because you’re attracted to her?”

“Well,” I say. “I’m honestly not sure how I feel. I’m still getting used to the idea that I don’t hate her. Am I attracted to her? I’m not sure.”

“Oh, come on,” Natalie says. “You so clearly are.”

“Okay, do I think she’s attractive?” I say. “Yes, I do. But that’s not the same as saying I’m attracted to her.”

“What’s the difference, exactly?” Natalie asks.

“It’s subtle, but it’s there,” I say. “I can say I think she’s attractive. But I could say that about a lot of women I’m not interested in. And until recently, if you’d asked me, no question, I would have said that I could acknowledge that she was attractive without being attracted to her.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “That makes sense. So, what changed?”

“Well, I’m starting to let go of the things that annoyed me about her,” I say. “And I think she’s seeing me in a new light, too.”

“Right,” Natalie says. “She had plenty of reasons to dislike you at first.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But I think we’re starting to warm up to each other.”

“So… are you thinking about bringing her into the group?” Natalie asks.

“No,” I say. “At least, not yet. I mean, I have no reason to think that’s something she wants. But Soli was pushing me to consider it.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “That sounds like her.”

“I don’t know what it is,” I say. “She won’t be satisfied until I’ve got a whole harem.”

“Poor you,” Natalie says.

I laugh.

“I’m merely a pawn in this game,” I say. “Women rule my world.”

We watch the riders as they zoom by on the track, spiraling up and around at top speed, getting hurled about and loving it.

“You want to be up there riding with them, right?” Natalie says.

“It does look like fun,” I say.

“Well, then I want you to do it,” Natalie says. “I want you to have everything you want.”

“You won’t feel left out?” I ask.

“I’ve had my special time with you,” she says. “You always make me feel cared for, like I matter. But you don’t need to favor me every time. Go have fun. I’ll be waiting for you when you get back.”

“We’re not talking about rollercoasters, are we?” I say.

“Not exclusively,” she answers with a gentle smile. “Go ride what you like.”

“God, you’re amazing,” I say. “You’re this unbelievably cool and hot chick who is not the least bit jealous or insecure. How did I end up with you?”

“You’re a special guy, too,” she says. “Believe me, I feel lucky.”

“Thank you,” I say. “But if there is one MVP today, it’s you. Hands down. I have to be firm on that.”

I wrap my arms around her and kiss her neck.

“Okay, accepted,” Natalie says. “I just want you to be happy, because I love you. So go do what makes you happy. Be with who you want. It doesn’t take away anything from me.”

“I’m so glad you feel that way,” I say. “I just want to make sure you feel fully included.”

“Believe me,” she says. “I’m happy with the way things are. I think everything’s working really well. Don’t you?”

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “I don’t think I could be happier with our arrangement. I just wanted to check in and make sure we’re both on the same page.”

“Well, thank you,” Natalie says. “I’m glad we’re connecting and talking about this stuff.”

We kiss again, and I just hold her, feeling a little lighter and just a little bit more stoned by the minute. I have to pace myself. If it were possible to drop dead from an overdose of happiness, I’d say that I’ve got all the relevant risk factors.
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We’re waiting at the bottom of the hill for the girls when they get off the ride. Their hair is a mess, and they have this giddy, almost delirious expression on each of their faces as they approach.

“Wow,” I say. “That ride really blew your hair back.”

This sends them into fits of hysterical laughter, really open-mouthed cackling.

“Didn’t think it was that funny,” I say. “But I have to say, I’m pleased with the reaction.”

“They are stoned,” Natalie says.

“Yeah,” Soli says. “That’s it. We’re high. We’re really high.”

Jordan and Roxy are absolutely unhinged, laughing like mad and leaning on each other for support. I giggle too. Yes, I’m also stoned at this point. But there’s also something contagious about their laughter. I try to pull myself together, putting on a straight face.

“Okay,” I say, “what do you wanna do now? Who’s hungry?”

“Oh, me,” Soli says.

“Me too,” Jordan says.

“I think there’s a food court over this way,” I say, pointing around the corner. “Let’s take a break.”

In the center of the park, there are some vendors. We break off, everyone gets what they want, and we regroup at the shaded picnic tables. I got a hot dog, tacos, and a fruit smoothie. The girls each chose their own junk food feasts: tacos, churros, candy, ice cream, pizza.

They’re are still giggly as they eat, snapping photos of the junk food and themselves. Soli sprinkles candy on her slice of pizza as she bends it in her hand, holding it up to her mouth while Jordan takes her picture. The girls indulge in their pigging out in a way only girls can. Guys eat what we want when we want, but for women, there’s this feeling of, we’re getting away with this! Look what we’re eating; we’re all complicit in this together. There’s this sense of pent-up tension being released as they consume all they can, and it’s fun to watch, especially because every moment seems tinged with laughter.

“Be honest,” Jordan says. “You were bored without us, weren’t you?”

“Yep,” I say with a smile. “Natalie and I didn’t know what to do with ourselves.”

Natalie smiles too, her quickly reddening face giving us away.

“Hold on,” Soli says. “You two got up to something, didn’t you?”

I shrug.

“Maybe,” I say.

Jordan turns on Natalie, who is sitting on the bench beside her.

“Okay, spill it,” Jordan says. “What did you do while we were on the ride?”

Natalie leans over and whispers in Jordan’s ear.

“No way!” Jordan says, a huge grin spreading across her face.

“What is it?” Soli says.

“Yeah, tell us,” says Roxy.

Jordan gets up and leans over so she can whisper in Soli’s ear.

“Ooh, nice one, Natalie!” Soli says.

“Okay, I want to hear,” says Roxy.

So, like a game of telephone, Soli whispers in Roxy’s ear. I can only imagine how the message is getting garbled with each repetition, so that Roxy is probably hearing—I glue Matty.

Roxy smiles.

“In the park, really?” she says. “That’s pretty bold.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “I thought what we did was adventurous.”

“Hold on,” I say, setting down my hot dog mid-bite. “What you did? What did you do?”

The girls look at each other, smiling conspiratorially. Roxy looks around, as if someone could be eavesdropping. Then she leans over to whisper something in Natalie’s ear. She goes even redder.

“Okay,” I say. “Can I please learn the secret?”

Natalie whispers in my ear.

“While they were riding, they touched themselves, and each other,” she recounts breathlessly.

“Well, well,” I say with a grin. “Wasn’t that naughty? Now I understand what all the giggling was about.”

“Roxy started it,” Soli says.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “And we joined in.”

“She was clearly having so much fun,” Soli says. “How could we resist?”

“Who would try to stop you?” I say.

“What can I say?” Roxy says. “Rollercoasters do something to me. They’re better than guys that way.”

“Oh, they are?” I say.

Roxy shrugs.

“Just one girl’s opinion,” she says.

“I get it,” I say. “I’m not forty feet tall, and I can’t vibrate or go a hundred fifty miles per hour. I don’t think there’s a guy alive who can claim he is the equal of a rollercoaster. Maybe Superman.”

“Oh, let’s do that one next,” Roxy says. “I love that one. You go up really, really slowly, then you see Superman standing on the wall, then there’s the sudden drop. Natalie, does that sound like one you could do?”

“I think so,” Natalie says. “Just as long as I don’t get stuck upside down, I’m fine.”

“Okay, perfect,” Roxy says.

“I can’t believe I ate so much,” Jordan says. Then she brightens. “Hey, maybe I’ll barf and I won’t have to worry about it!”

Everyone laughs.

“Alright,” I say, finishing the last of my smoothie. “Are we ready to get back to it?”

Soli lets out an exaggerated sigh of relief, a kind of Aaaah.

Being the gentleman that I am, I collect all of our trays and deposit them in the trash. Then we make our way over to the Superman ride. As we’re walking, Jordan takes Natalie’s hand this time. I grab Soli’s and start walking with her. Then I feel another hand take mine. I look over to find that I’m now holding hands with Roxy too.

I examine her hand with exaggerated curiosity, almost as if I’ve never seen one before.

“What?” says Roxy.

“Nothing,” I say. “Just surprised.”

“Don’t think it means anything,” Roxy says. “I held hands with your girlfriends, too.”

“That’s not all you held,” I say.

Roxy gives this little playful expression, pretending to be innocent.

“That doesn’t shock me,” I say. “But my understanding was with you it’s women first, rollercoasters second, men third.”

“Well, I’m not about to hold hands with Colossus,” Roxy says. “Besides, it’s not like I think boys are icky or anything.”

“Good to know,” I say. “I don’t think you’re icky either, for what it’s worth.”

Roxy swings her arm. Soli sees what she’s doing and does the same. Soon, all three of us are skipping.

“We’re off to see the wizard!” I sing.

“The wonderful Wizard of Oz,” sing Roxy and Soli in unison.

Seeing us, Natalie and Jordan get in on the act and join us, forming a daisy chain. We’re uncoordinated, since most of us are high, and we almost stumble and fall, but the laughter this induces from the group is well worth it.

We get stares, obviously. Even without skipping through the park, we’d make quite a scene. I can’t think of a time when I ever saw a guy like me running around an amusement park with four smoking-hot women in tow. A pair of teen boys stare at me, sizing me up like I have to be famous or something.

When we reach the line for the Superman ride, we release each other’s hands and walk single file through the maze of barriers to the front. Just as before, it’s not a crowded day. But we do eventually reach a point where the line has stopped in front of us. As we move through the line in starts and stops, we chat a little about the ride and the others we want to go on before it gets dark.

“This has been so fun,” Roxy says. “Thanks for inviting me today.”

“Of course,” Soli says, throwing her arms around her. “You’ve treated me just like a sister since the day we met. I can’t believe you’d be so nice to me, especially when I was just an extra.”

The two girls hug sweetly.

“You’re fierce, you’re fun,” Roxy says. “Besides, we all start somewhere, right? What does it matter if you were an extra? I believe it’s best to be nice to everyone you meet on set. You never know who might become your friend someday.”

“Aww!” Soli says, squeezing Roxy even tighter. “We are gonna have so much fun on set!”

I look at Jordan, who has the same uncomfortable expression on her face. Only we know that Roxy’s days on the show are numbered. Luckily, nobody else seems to notice.

We ride the Superman ride. I’m not riding in the car with her, but Roxy doesn’t seem to be coming unglued from the vibrations rocking the cars. If the girls are still playing their little game, they’re discreet about it this time.

After we get off, it’s time to decide what to ride next.

“I think I need a break,” says Roxy. “Don’t want to have too much of a good thing.”

“I could take a break, too,” Natalie says. “Matty?”

“Sure,” I say.

“Well, I still want to do a few more before we go,” Jordan says. “Let’s do Scream.”

“We’ll be right over there,” I say, pointing to a shady bench that’s free.

“See ya,” Soli says.

“Hold on,” I say. “Give me a hug first.”

“Okay, Dad,” Jordan says.

We do a little group hug. Is it cheesy? Even clingy? Yeah, sure. But I don’t care. I want to show these two affection every chance I can. They deserve it, and I want them to know it.

“Don’t have too much fun,” I say with a smile.

The girls hurry off to ride more rides, and I take a seat on the bench next to Natalie, putting my hand on her knee as she talks with Roxy.

“We appreciate you being discreet about our whole… situation,” Natalie says.

“Oh, yeah, are you kidding?” Roxy says. “I’ve been in some relationships that you could consider pretty unconventional by most standards. No judgment at all. Yours looks a lot healthier than my last one, FYI.”

Natalie puts her hand on mine as I squeeze her knee.

“We’re lucky that it works as well as it does,” she says. “Soli and Jordan are special people. Matty’s okay too.”

“You ever get tired?” Roxy says. “With all these women always making demands on your time, and body?”

“Believe me,” I say. “Natalie, Jordan, and Soli are my refuge. It’s everything else that I wish I could spend less time on.”

“Ugh, I know,” Natalie says. “I feel the same. Work is just insane right now.”

“Oh, I know the feeling,” Roxy says. “I’m grateful for the work. But We Are Us? I mean, it’s basically a prime-time soap opera.”

Okay, so maybe it’s not so bad that she’s getting written off. She’ll go on to bigger, better things. Then comes the gut punch—

“I just don’t know how I’d afford the rent at my place without my recurring role,” Roxy says. “People assume that because I’m on TV I must be rich. Doesn’t actually work that way.”

Great. So she actually does need the work. Now I feel terrible.

“Yeah, everyone assumes that about me, too,” Natalie says. “The truth is that I rent a pretty ordinary apartment in North Hollywood. Not that I’m complaining. It’s how we met.”

“We were neighbors,” I say. “Still are.”

Although that may be changing soon, not that I want to bring that up right this minute. Wow, this conversation has really turned into a minefield.

“What about you, Matty?” Roxy asks. “How do you get by?”

“Well,” I say. “I’ve got my job as Technical Advisor on Professor. And my apartment isn’t really all that expensive. So it’s enough to live on.”

For now. But with this lawsuit, who knows?

“You’re pretty down to earth,” Roxy says.

I smile.

“What do I have to compensate for?” I say. “Simplicity suits me just fine. Besides, it’s better to live simply so you have a financial cushion when you need it.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “Good advice. But long ago, I discovered retail therapy. Since then, I’ve been self-prescribing liberally.”

I shrug.

“We all have our vices,” I say. “And from the look of your dress, I don’t think you can say the money was wasted.”

Roxy’s dress is peach-colored and flowing, covering just one of her shoulders while leaving the other deliciously bare. She rises from the bench, grabbing the hem of her skirt and giving a little curtsy to show off, before sitting down again.

“When you’re in my line of work, showing up in something new isn’t just a good idea,” Roxy says. “It’s practically required.”

“It must be hard feeling like you’re on display,” Natalie says. “I don’t think I could ever do that.”

“You don’t think guys are staring at you?” Then to me, Roxy says—

“Do you not tell this woman she’s beautiful? What is wrong with you?”

“I try to make her feel beautiful every chance I get,” I say. “Honestly, I stare at her constantly.”

I widen my eyes and bring my face progressively closer to Natalie, as if I’m burrowing into her skull. She squirms and laughs.

“Matty’s great,” she says, squeezing my thigh. “I’m just shy, that’s all. If guys are looking at me, I don’t even notice.”

“Oh, they’re definitely staring at you,” Roxy says. “But as you say, I am on display. It comes with the territory, right? How could I be mad about it when it’s something I’ve asked for?”

“That’s a healthy attitude,” I say.

“It’s one you may have to adopt yourself,” Roxy says. “I’ve seen plenty of women doing double takes looking at you today.”

“Really?” I say. “I’ve mostly been noticing the women’s husbands, who all look like they want to give me a high-five or a slug in the face, and maybe both.”

“Women notice a guy who women notice,” Roxy says. “It’s like, the hard work has been done for us so we can swoop in and take him. Like we’re carrion circling a kill.”

“I thought you preferred women,” I say.

“I’m speaking in general,” Roxy says. “Natalie, speaking as a woman, you back me up on this, right?”

“Absolutely,” she says. “But Matty’s a guy… so he’s clueless. The simplest things need to be explained to him.”

“I may be,” I say. “But I am coming around to the idea that I’m attractive to women. Can’t argue with the facts, right? It doesn’t seem fair, though. Why should some guys have so many women while others have none?”

“In my experience, nothing in life is evenly distributed,” Roxy says. “You have to take what you can while you have it.”

“And be grateful for it,” I say. “That’s the most important thing. You never know how long it will last.”

We keep talking for a while as the light changes, taking on that golden, late-afternoon tinge. Soli and Jordan come back before long. I guess the lines are getting shorter toward the end of the day.

“So, are we ready?” I ask after we’ve regrouped and are walking in the direction of the parking lot.

“I am,” Roxy says.

“Me too,” seconds Natalie.

“Yeah,” Soli says, throwing an arm around Jordan. “I think we’ve got our money’s worth.”

“Thanks for inviting me,” Roxy says. “I really needed it.”

“You’re welcome any time,” I say. “Right, gang?”

Everyone gives their assent, in the form of a “wooo!”

I feel good that Roxy and I have gotten past our rough start. Everyone seems to get along with her. In fact, she already feels like a member of the group. She’s got a bratty, entitled side, but I now see that she’s also got a lot of vulnerability and sweetness too. I’m not perfect either. If I’d been in Roxy’s shoes, I would have thought that guy laughing at my big tear-jerking scene was a total douche. Given that, it’s almost miraculous how quickly she’s forgiven me.

As we head back toward Sylmar, Natalie at the wheel, the sun retreating behind us, everything seems pretty close to perfect. I’ve got my girls, and we all have a new friend. If things can just stay this way, I won’t have any problems.

But, as Cher Horowitz would say—

“As if!”
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For the next several weeks, everything goes along smoothly. I’m spending most of my time at Soli’s place. Pretty soon, I’ll move my stuff out of the old place, give away most of it, and bring whatever remains over here. I don’t have much to begin with, and most of the furniture came with the place anyway. I understand why some guys feel a loss of independence when they move into their girlfriend’s place. I don’t really feel that at all. But I do have one reservation, and that’s about telling Natalie my plan.

I wait until we’re alone together. We have a movie date scheduled—just the two of us staying in to watch The 400 Blows. After the movie’s over, I see an opportunity to broach the subject. Natalie’s clearing away the plates from dinner and carrying them to the sink.

“So, what’s the latest with the lawsuit?” she asks.

“I don’t know anything yet,” I say. “Donna’s working on submitting paperwork. She’s confident she can get the case thrown out.”

“You think there’s any chance that Hamlet really is injured?” Natalie asks. “Maybe his injury is legit.”

“It would be pretty convenient if it was,” I say. “Considering our history, I have to assume that he’s making it up. I’d guess a judge will say the same.”

“I can’t believe that he’s suing you while he’s on trial himself,” Natalie says. “Why doesn’t he focus on staying out of jail?”

“The wheels of justice turn slowly, I guess,” I say. “In the end, he may go to prison, and then my problems with the civil trial are over. Until then, he can just keep eating away at me by costing me in legal fees.”

“How much is it costing you?” Natalie says.

“A lot,” I say. “And it just keeps adding up. That reminds me of something I wanted to talk to you about. Soli suggested I move in with her—to save money, you know?”

“Oh,” Natalie says. “Okay, that makes sense.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I mean, she’s driving my car until she buys one of her own, so it’s practical. Easier to share the car, I mean.”

“True,” Natalie says. Then she says it again, like she’s making the case to herself—“true.”

She clears clean dishes from the drying rack and puts them away, clearly processing. I come around to put my hands on her hips and kiss her neck.

“Hey,” I say. “Are you okay with this?”

“Yeah,” she says, her tone rising, like she’s not exactly sure whether she is or isn’t. “I think so.”

“It’s okay not to be,” I say. “If you have any reservations, let’s talk about it.”

She turns on the faucet, wetting the plates, then shuts it off again.

“So, you’re moving in with Soli to save money,” Natalie says. “That makes sense. You’re already over there a lot, and I’m not at home as much as she is, so even when you’re here we aren’t together for most of that time.”

“Right,” I say.

“But,” she says, “have you considered the alternative?”

“What alternative?” I say.

“Well, what if you moved in here,” Natalie says, “and Jordan moved in with Soli, then everyone is economizing on living space without changing things too much.”

She scrubs the plates and then rinses them before putting them in the drying rack.

“Yeah,” I say. “That would work, too.”

“Just a thought,” she says.

She turns and looks at me. I run my thumb down her chin and rub her back gently with my other hand.

“I like the idea of us living together,” I say.

“Okay, well, let’s do it, then,” she says.

“But I think it makes more sense for me to move into Soli’s place in Sylmar,” I say.

“Okay,” Natalie says. “Do that, then.”

Her tone is flat—not angry, not hostile. But she’s not happy, and she’s letting me know it.

“I will,” I say. “But only if it’s clear to everyone concerned that I’m not choosing Soli and Jordan over you.”

“How do you plan to make that clear?” Natalie asks, her eyes peering deep into mine. “Draft a declaration? You want to call Donna, get it notarized, and in writing?”

“Okay,” I say, “I want to be sensitive to your feelings. Tell me how I can do that.”

She sighs and hugs me, and I can feel her tone softening a little. Her still-wet hands dampen my shirt.

“You’re doing fine,” Natalie says, breaking away from our embrace to look at me. “I’m just processing my feelings as they’re coming, ya know?”

“Sure,” I say. “I get that.”

“I knew what I was signing up for when we got together,” Natalie says. “And I’m comfortable with the status quo. We live near each other, but not together. I can focus on my career, and you have your other relationships so neither of us feels neglected.”

“Right,” I say. “I like that, too. I’m comfortable, too. But change is natural.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “That’s true. It’s just, in a normal relationship, progress involves us moving closer, not further apart.”

“We’re still making progress, you and me,” I say.

“Okay, but you’re moving further away from me,” she says. “That doesn’t feel like progress to me. Do you see what I mean?”

“I do,” I say. “But I think this gets to the core of something else I’ve been feeling. Come on, let’s go sit on the couch.”

We release each other from our embrace and take our places on our respective sides of the couch.

“I’ve been feeling that ever since we started dating, there’s been a barrier,” I say. “Not between you and me—it’s been me and Soli and Jordan, and me and you. It’s like we’re two units. I split time between both parts, and everyone’s basically happy, but there’s still this divide. And I don’t want that divide to be there.”

“Okay,” she says. “I see what you’re saying.”

“I want for us to be one complete unit,” I say. “No divisions. Just a single whole. Like a family.”

“Except that adult family members don’t live together, usually,” Natalie says.

“Fair enough,” I say. “Family, group, tribe—whatever you want to call it. It’s fine that we each exercise our independence. But what I’m saying is that progress, for me, feels like us all ultimately coming together and becoming one thing.”

“So… how does you moving in over there fit into that plan?” Natalie asks.

“Good question,” I say. “I hadn’t exactly worked that out.”

“Well,” Natalie says, “if the three of you are all in Sylmar, then if we’re all a unit, it makes the most sense for me to move to Sylmar too, eventually. Did you maybe have that in mind as a kind of long-term goal, at least subconsciously?”

“Maybe,” I say.

“Well,” Natalie says, “that doesn’t sound terrible. It’s an option. It’s not like I planned on dying in this apartment. But I can’t help but notice that Soli is apparently the nucleus of this family, and I have to wonder why that is.”

“Huh,” I say. “That’s a completely reasonable thing to ask. Okay, I’m realizing now that I probably should have raised that issue before. I’m sorry that I didn’t.”

Natalie shrugs.

“You’re raising it now,” she says. “Anyway, these are things that were bound to come up eventually. With a relationship like ours, these issues have to appear sometime.”

“True,” I say. “I really appreciate how mature you’re being about the whole thing.”

I’m amazed that we can have a conversation like this one with no tears, no accusations—just calm, rational discussion. I’ve had enough relationships to know how rare and precious it is.

“Thank you,” she says. “Now, be honest—where do you want to live?”

I think about it for a moment, giving the matter due consideration. I try to weigh the evidence, but for a lot of reasons the choice isn’t that hard.

“I think, for a lot of reasons, I feel more comfortable over there,” I say. “Her apartment is bigger, for one thing. There’s a lot more open space around her complex. Parks I like to go to. And I like that Sylmar has that small-town feel.”

“Those things all matter,” Natalie says.

“They do,” I say. “My biggest reason to stay here is you. But as you say, we really only have time for each other a couple nights per week. I could still come over here just as often.”

“Yeah,” she says. “That’s true. In practical terms, it doesn’t really change things all that much.”

“Symbolically, though, it doesn’t feel like we’re growing closer,” I say. “I totally acknowledge that.”

“Right?” she says. “Thank you for that.”

“I want us to be as close as possible,” I say.

“You mean, as close as possible without actually occupying the same physical space, right?” she says with a smile.

“Okay,” I say. “I walked into that one.”

She curls her legs up on the couch and then scoots closer to me, laying against me and resting her head in my lap.

“I can be calm,” Natalie says, peering up at me. “I can be rational. But I’m still a girl. I need to feel valued and treasured. I need to feel like I’m not losing you a little bit at a time.”

“You are,” I say. “And you’re not.”

I stroke her face with both hands, letting my fingers run over her head and shoulders.

“I love you,” I say. “I’m so in love with you.”

“But you have other girlfriends, too,” Natalie says. “And they need your love, too.”

“That doesn’t bother you, does it?” I ask.

“It didn’t bother me when we first got together,” Natalie says. “And it doesn’t bother me now. It just requires some… adjustments.”

I stroke her hair and neither of us says anything for a while. In spite of our frank discussion, or maybe because of it, I think tonight might be a good night to try to get something going. Nothing cements the bond between two lovers better than sex, especially when that bond looks tenuous. I massage Natalie’s temples gently and her eyelids shut. Then, when she’s good and relaxed—
“What do you want to do tonight?” I ask in a tone of voice that lets her know what I’ve got in mind.
A smile forms on her lips, then her eyes suddenly open.
“Oh, shit,” she says.
“What?” I say.
“I forgot to finish reading that script,” she says. “I’ve got an early meeting and I need to have an opinion on it. And it had better be the right opinion, because we’re deciding whether we want to move forward on it. Damn it. I completely forgot. Now I’ve got to stay up.”
She sits up, trying to get herself back into work mode when she thought the evening was just about relaxing.
“Can I help?” I ask.
“Thank you, but no,” she says. “I need to do it myself.”
“Well, that’s okay,” I say. “I’ll make you some mint tea while you work on it. I’m gonna be on set tomorrow for rehearsals. In the morning, we can drive to the studio together.”
“Right, except…” Natalie says.
There’s no need to finish her thought.
“Except you don’t want anyone to know we’re dating,” I say.
“I do,” Natalie says. “I really do. Sometimes it would make my life easier if we were public, for work functions and stuff, but I don’t want everyone to know that my boyfriend has two other girlfriends, both of whom work at the studio, you know?”
“I know,” I say. “I get it. It’s awkward.”
“Can I drop you off around the block?” Natalie asks. “You could walk up to the security gate and get on the lot that way.”
“If it’s gonna be like that,” I say, “I’d rather just ride to work with Jordan.”
Natalie’s already moving to the bowl where she keeps her keys by the door.
“Okay,” she says. “I’ll give you a ride over there.”
“I can call an Uber,” I say.
“Don’t be silly,” she says. “The sooner I drop you off, the sooner I can get to work.”
I grab my stuff, slip on my shoes, and we head out. It’s just 15 or 20 minutes to get to Sylmar from North Hollywood. Easy commute.

We don’t say much on the drive over. It’s not tense exactly, but I can sense that she’s mentally occupied with this script, and probably a lot else. I accept that with an unconventional relationship like ours, there are bound to be some bumps. But in spite of it all, I’m really grateful for Natalie. She’s willing to compromise, to think about my needs first, and she deserves to feel appreciated—not just for being willing to share me with two other women, but also for being willing to help me out when I need it.

I just wish there was a way I could express this to her. I tell myself we’ll get our chance, but I realize that by giving Soli the use of my car, I was, in a way, putting a burden on Natalie and Jordan and everyone else around me. I thought what I was doing was selfless, but actually I was creating a chore for the women I love. Obviously, the smart thing would have been to avoid that accident in the first place. But what can I do about it now?

When we pull up outside the apartment complex, I unbuckle my seatbelt and lean over to kiss Natalie. Our lips touch, and that tenderness I’ve been craving is there—that subtle reassurance that we’re okay and we’ll get through this rough patch is there in her kiss.
“Thank you for tonight,” I say. “For everything you are, I love you.”
“I love you, too,” she says. “Things can’t always be easy in a relationship, but you make it worth it.”
I take a deep, calming breath and feel that things will be okay.
“I’ll see you soon,” I say as I exit the car.
It’s bittersweet as I watch her drive off. I know she’s stressed and I want to help her but can’t. I want to make her happy but also have to do what I think is right for both of us. Maybe it’s impossible to get everything perfect. Sometimes being satisfied with things as they are is enough. And on the whole, things are good. Very good, as I’m about to find out.

I unlock the door to Soli’s place and, as I walk in, I can hear the sweet sounds of pleasure coming from the bedroom.
“Who goes there?” Jordan calls from the bedroom.
“Rapist!” I answer.
“Better hurry!” Jordan says.
I lock the door behind me, kick off my shoes, and hurry over to the bedroom. The bedroom door is open, the lights are on, and on the bed are splayed my two naked beauties, holding each other, tangled in an embrace. The girls look at me with hooded eyes, cloudy with lust.
“What have we here?” I say, putting my hands on my hips.
“Who told you you were invited?” Soli asks.
“Yeah,” Jordan says. “You strike out with Natalie, so you come over here thinking you’re gonna get some sloppy seconds?”
“My slutty sense was tingling,” I say. “Don’t let me interrupt, please. That’s the last thing I want to do.”
“He’s just gonna stand there staring,” Soli says. “So dull.”
“Enough quipping,” I say, undoing my belt and pulling it open. “Master Sir is home, and it’s time for him to take command.”
“Oh, yes, Master Sir!” says Jordan, in her horny little-girl voice.
“Soli,” I say. “Let’s see you eat out Jordan.”
“You really want me to?” Soli asks, playing coy.
“No, no,” I say. “No talking back, and no questions. That’s over now. Be a good girl and do as you’re told.”
“Sorry, Master Sir,” Soli says, disentangling herself from Jordan’s arms.

She crawls down Jordan’s body, kissing her as she slinks ever farther down. With each kiss—on her breast, her stomach, then her thighs—Jordan’s body reacts to Soli’s mouth, the expression on her face making clear that she’s already got the impending orgasm in mind.
Jordan arches her back, fondling her nipples as she spreads her legs wide. Soli takes the invitation and brings her face between Jordan’s inner thighs. I pull down my pants and then slide my shorts off, peeling off my shirt and tossing it on the floor.

I’m already starting to get stiff, but it doesn’t take more than a few pumps with my hand before I’m rock hard. Jordan’s expression is priceless. She’s so carried away with what Soli is doing that I might as well not be there—her world is so completely filled with pleasure, the sensations happening between her legs radiating up her spine—that she’s numb to everything else.
And Soli—God, she’s looking hot. Her slender brown body is lithe and lean, nothing but soft and smooth curves from her hips and thighs to her ass. Soli hums softly as she presses her lips to Jordan’s wet opening. I’m stroking myself hard and fast, wanting to pace myself but finding it impossible with this lurid scene in front of me.

Soli plumbs Jordan’s depths with her tongue, making her squirm. The tip of my cock is slick and I’m sure that if I don’t cool it I’m going to shoot my load fast. But I’ve got something else in mind.
“That’s good, Soli,” I say. “You’ve done well. Now let me take over.”
Soli shuffles out of the way as I climb into the bed, positioning my hard cock between Jordan’s legs. I slap her smooth, wet thigh with my dick, teasing her with it.
“You want this hard dick?” I ask.
“Yes, Master Sir,” Jordan answers.
“You’ve got it,” I say.

I lean down and slide myself inside her. She’s so wet and ready, she accepts me easily. I glide inside her, my hands running from her smooth shoulders to her breasts. I palm her breasts, using the leverage to thrust myself inside her. Careful not to press too hard, I apply just the right amount of pressure to make her wince just a little.
“Fuck, yeah!” she squeals. “Fuck me, Master Sir!”
“You took your birth control, right?” I say, momentarily breaking character.
“Yeah,” she says.

Now I’ve got no reason to hold back. I pick up the pace, impaling her from the inside with my stiffness. Soli’s hands are on me, caressing my shoulder and back. I turn to look at her, and she brings her face to mine, our lips meeting for one hot moment before I turn my attention back to Jordan.

I come first, erupting inside her and coating her inner walls with my seed. Her thighs quiver like Jell-O as she responds to me. I rub my still-hard cock against her clit, focusing all my attention on getting her off fast. Then, she throws her head back and screams—
“Aaaahaaa!”

I pull out and rest my thigh on the mattress.

But Soli isn’t done.

She takes my cock in her hand and then, with Jordan’s juices still coating me, she wraps her lips around me.
I think there’s no way I can get going again so soon. But Soli’s tongue is masterful, and ninety seconds later I’m hard again. I recline on one arm, watching as Soli’s head bobs up and down on my cock. She hums, sending pleasure radiating from the tip of my cock down to my balls.
“Jesus,” I huff. “That’s so fucking good.”

Soli tightens her grip on my cock, running her front teeth along my shaft. I only last another two or three minutes before I feel the seed spilling from my hard cock once again. Soli drinks me up and then swallows with theatrical flourish.
“Glad you could make it,” she says, once her mouth is clear.
“Not as glad as I am,” I say.

Soli climbs off the bed and stands straight, then rolls her neck like she’s worried she might get a kink in it. Jordan splays out on the bed, so blissed out from her orgasm that she seems content not to move. I sit up and look at the two of them, first one and then the other.
“Who’s sleepy?” I ask.
Jordan raises one weary arm.
“Soli?” I ask.
She lets her neck go limp, as if she’s already dead on her feet.
“Okay,” I say. “Then it’s now time for every man’s favorite part: the post-sex cuddling.”
“Aww, you mean it?” Jordan asks.
“No cap, coming was my favorite part,” I say. “But cuddling is pretty great, too.”
“Let’s brush our teeth first,” Soli says.

I go first and take my spot in front of the mirror. Soli follows, reaching past me to grab her toothbrush and the Crest. Still feeling a little lazy, Jordan rises from bed and follows us into the bathroom. I step back to make room for her in front of the mirror. Full house. Is this how it’s going to be every night when I move in? A traffic jam before lights out, when everyone is brushing their teeth at once? Hey, I know—champagne problems. But still, it will require a period of adjustment.

I keep lathering and then spit in the toilet. When the girls have finished, I rinse my toothbrush and drop it in the cup. Everyone files out and I switch off the light.

Soli and Jordan climb into bed and I switch off the bedroom light. Then I crawl into bed, taking the spot closest to the door. It’s silly, but I like feeling like I’m their first line of defense. We each turn in bed and try to get comfortable, then everything is still.
“Good night, Sue Ellen,” I say.
“Good night, John Boy,” says Jordan.
“What are you talking about?” Soli asks.
“Nothing,” I say. “Just an old TV show. Good night, my lovelies. Sleep well. We’ll all need to get our rest. You never know what tomorrow may bring.”

Famous last words.
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I’m standing behind the director and the assistant director and the second AD and Len, the makeup team, and all the rest, watching the action through the monitor. I don’t merit one of those little collapsible studio chairs, so I just hover around, watching and listening.

And, well, I can’t say I like what I’m seeing. It’s not the acting. I mean, it’s mediocre, but that doesn’t bother me. That’s normal.

No, it’s something else. It’s the lines they’re reading. They’re the exact same lines that I saw before. No changes, even after that meeting where we went over all the problems I pointed out with the script. Len sat there with the whole writing staff and nodded along, and then changed precisely nothing from the script.

On screen, I’m watching as the series lead delivers his line—
“Learn to slow the mind, and the world will follow.”

“Oh, come on!” I mutter under my breath.

“Cut!” yells the director, getting up from his chair.

“That’s lunch, people!” calls the assistant director.

A buzzer sounds, and the dozens of people all standing around holding their breath start moving toward the exit for the lunch truck waiting outside.

I follow along, feeling my anxiety growing. I know I have to confront Len, and I want to do it in the gentlest way possible. I hope it won’t be a big scene, but that’s not really up to me. It’s for Len to decide.

I jockey my way through the crowd, eager to get behind him in line so I can talk.

“Hey, Len,” I say, quiet as I can.

“Hey, Matty,” he says.

How do I phrase this in a way that doesn’t come off as dickish?

“Good stuff today,” I say, realizing even as I say it that I’m turning into one of those obnoxious studio types. “But I can’t help but notice that it doesn’t seem like much was changed from the first script to the last.”

“Well, revision is a process,” Len says, grabbing a tray and getting his silverware, never once looking at me.

“Yeah,” I say. “But since we’re already shooting, it seems like the script revisions are done, right? It’s too late to change anything now.”

“Oh, right,” Len says, playing dumb. “I see what you mean.”

“Well,” I say. “The reason I made those suggestions was to improve the script. It’s my job.”

“And I value your input,” Len says.

Yeah, right. I get it. Up yours, buddy!

“It’s your show,” I say, taking my silverware and a plate as I go through the line.

“It is my show,” Len agrees, smiling.

“I just want to make some kind of a contribution,” I say. “I gave you a lot of notes, and from what I can tell not one of them has been followed.”

“Well, Matty,” Len says, “maybe you should apply that philosophical mind of yours to the question of why that might be.”

“Uh huh,” I say, grabbing a roll and tossing it on my plate. “So, I’m guessing it’s going to be more of the same, then? I make suggestions and you continue to ignore them.”

“You know, Natalie is right about you,” Len says. “You are smart.”

I have to grin. Len’s got me.

“All right, what is it?” I ask, still trying to keep my voice low. “Is it a seniority thing? I haven’t earned the right to criticize, is that it?”

“You have a lot to learn about how the business works,” Len says. “You have no prior experience and no business rewriting my scripts. You give suggestions; I accept them or reject them as I feel in accordance with what is best for the show. That’s how this works.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But you haven’t accepted any of my suggestions. I’m only trying to help here.”

“If that’s true, you should have no problems,” Len says. “You’re doing what you’re supposed to, and if anyone asks you can say so. Just keep doing your job, and I’ll keep doing mine.”

I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I always knew Len was kinda petty, but this takes things to a whole other level. Maybe he thinks he needs to do this. By pointing out his errors, I’ve become a threat to him.

“Look, Len,” I say. “I want to help you, not work against you. Is there any way that I can change what I’m doing to better support you?”

“Why, Matty, what a lovely sentiment,” Len says. “If I could offer a suggestion, it might streamline the process if, instead of coming to the studio, you could just send your scripts directly to my office.”

“Get them into the trash can that much faster, eh?” I say, not even trying to hide the bitterness in my voice.

Balancing his lunch tray in one hand, Len reaches over and grabs my head, ruffling my hair, running his fingers along my scalp.

“See? Just like I say,” he says. “What a mind!”

I’m not amused. But what can I do? He outranks me, and he knows it. All I can do is eat shit, say thank you, and live to fight another day.

“Good talk, Len,” I say.

“Great talk, Matty,” he says, walking over to sit with the other big wigs at their table, a big grin on his face. I just stand there, holding my lunch tray. I look down and realize I’ve gone through the whole line and only picked up a roll. No matter. I’ve lost my appetite anyway.

I stuff the roll in my mouth, then walk over and slide my tray into the return slot. I walk off, tearing off parts of the roll with my teeth and swallowing them. The roll tastes like bitter defeat in my mouth, plus it’s probably made with refined flour, but I choke it down anyway.

It’s official. I have what is technically referred to as a “bullshit job.” I do nothing, and my contribution is a dead letter. But I’m still getting paid. Things could be worse. I could be breaking rocks on a chain gang, or I could be back working for a scam company that gets busted defrauding Medicare. This is still better than either of those. At least I’m not suffering. So, why do I want to storm back over there and toss the rest of this half-eaten roll at Len’s head?

I can tell myself I don’t need this, that I could be doing anything. And that’s true, sort of. But between Soli’s car, which I’ll have to cover eventually, and the expenses from this civil trial, I’m not as secure as I was before. I need to work, to build a career, and that’s clearly not happening. What’s worse, whatever Len says, if I can’t prove I’m making some kind of an impact, then I become just another useless line item on the show’s budget. Sooner or later, someone’s gonna notice. The fact I’m sleeping with the producer can only keep me employed for so long.

I swallow the rest of the dry roll and walk back toward the parking lot. Then I remember I don’t have a car. Jordan’s my ride, and she’s not going to finish until the sun is down—and probably long after.

I could call an Uber to take me home. I could even wander the streets in search of the mythical LA subway, but it doesn’t run to Sylmar anyway. It does run to North Hollywood, though. I could go sit and sulk at my apartment. Whatever I do, I sure don’t want to stick around here. Better to wander the streets aimlessly than waste my time.

Then, just in time, my lawyer calls.

“Hey, Donna,” I say.

“Hi, Matty,” she says. “I’ve got some news. The motion to strike was denied. I’m sorry.”

“So, he’s got a case?” I say, feeling myself deflate.

“Not necessarily,” Donna says. “Really, what it means is that the claim needs to be investigated. There’s still a chance that it won’t go to trial.”

“Really?” I say. “How?”

“The next stage is discovery,” she says. “This is where his lawyer and our office will be gathering evidence. That means that they’ll be issuing subpoenas. The case turns on a traffic accident, so there’s not a lot of paperwork. It’s going to come down to police reports and eyewitnesses.”

“The police said at the time that we were both at fault,” I say. “So, how can he claim that I was responsible?”

“He’s suing you for personal injury,” Donna says. “But they have to prove wrongdoing. It’s not a strong case, but apparently a judge thinks there’s at least enough evidence to refuse to strike it.”

“What is Hamlet actually claiming, exactly?” I ask.

“From what I can gather,” Donna says, “according to what documentation has already been filed, he is claiming a spinal injury and ongoing soft-tissue damage to his neck and upper back.”

“Oh, bullshit,” I say. “This is a personal vendetta, I know it. We have a history.”

“You may be right,” Donna says. “Soft tissue damage is hard to prove. But it’s also hard to disprove. He’ll be checked out by doctors.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Doctors he’ll handpick to give the report that he wants. He must know hundreds of doctors—shady ones, too. He can pick anyone who will back up his story.”

“And when he does that, we’ll be ready,” Donna says. “We can investigate every claim they make. But I won’t lie to you—this will mean really getting into the weeds. It will get expensive to adjudicate a case like this.”

I sigh audibly. I can see my bank account draining in front of my eyes. Not just my money but my freedom—all of it slipping away.

“I know this is scary,” Donna continues. “And I know it’s not fair. I’ll do what I can to structure the payments. But there will be a lot of people to pay if we end up going to trial.”

“I get it,” I say. “It’s just how these things work. How are we doing on that retainer?”

“It hasn’t been exhausted yet,” Donna says. “But this next phase is going to involve a lot more work than the last one. We’re really only getting started.”

“Great,” I say.

“There is a possible alternative,” Donna says. “His lawyers might offer a settlement. Or we could offer one.”

“That’s just what he wants,” I say. “That’s exactly what he’s playing at. He’s planning on it being cheaper to settle than to fight it.”

“You may be right,” Donna says. “But you also need to consider whether it might not really be cheaper. It might.”

“What do you think I should do?” I ask. “Settle or fight?”

“It’s early days,” Donna says. “There’s a lot we don’t know yet. We don’t know what kind of evidence he’ll put forward or how much he’d accept in settlement. I can’t advise you until I know more.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But there’s no way to learn more without spending a lot more money, right?”

“I’m afraid so,” Donna says.

“How does he even have the money to do this?” I ask.

“He probably found a lawyer who is working on a contingency basis,” Donna says. “Personal injury lawyers usually do.”

“Those guys from the bus ads?” I say.

“Well, yeah,” she says. “A lot of them advertise that way.”

“So, Hamlet gets a lawyer who will only get paid if he wins,” I say. “If he wins, he gets my money, and if he loses, he’ll probably end up in jail anyway.”

“That’s a plausible summary of what’s happening,” Donna says.

“Damn,” I say. “Is there any way to fight back? Beat him at his own game—sue him for the lawsuit? Like, for bringing it without cause?”

“The problem is, at this point we can’t prove there isn’t cause,” Donna says. “We have to go through the process first. A judge isn’t going to entertain a countersuit without the original complaint being adjudicated first.”

“Okay,” I say. “I get that.”

“If we win the case and can convince the judge that he’s faking his injuries—or even just exaggerating them for the sake of bringing a lawsuit—we’ll be in a great position to countersue,” Donna says. “But honestly, it’s pretty difficult to prove that definitively.”

“Even with our history?” I say. “This guy has more than enough reason to be prejudiced against me. Any judge will see that.”

“That’s true,” Donna says. “But you still have to prove that he’s faking. That’s not easy.”

“What about the fact that he’s being charged with fraud?” I say. “That has to factor in his credibility, right?”

“Yes, of course,” says Donna.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I want to fight it. I’m sure that he’s just trying to get a settlement—probably so he can pay his defense attorneys to keep him out of jail.”

“And we may be able to prove just that,” she says. “It’s just a matter of how much you’re going to have to spend in the meantime.”

“So you think settlement makes more sense?” I say. “Based on what we know?”

“Like I said, it’s still too early,” she says. “But settlement is often cheaper in the long run, and I say this as someone who will make more money if you don’t settle and go to trial.”

“Thanks, Donna,” I say. “I appreciate your honesty.”

“Hey, I’m your advocate,” she says. “I’m on your side.”

“Do I have time to decide?” I ask.

“Absolutely,” she says. “I’d counsel you against doing anything yet. Let’s wait and see what comes out in discovery.”

“What can I do in the meantime?” I ask.

“Let’s talk about the witnesses you can produce on your behalf,” Donna says. “Who can you bring in who will be on your side?”

“Oh, this is good!” I say, getting excited. “The car was full of sympathetic witnesses who will back me up.”

“That is good,” Donna says. “Are they reliable? I mean, in the eyes of the judge?”

“Totally,” I say. “They’re all upstanding citizens… they were drunk, though.”

“That’s less good,” Donna says. “Anyone sober who can corroborate your story?”

“Roxy had been drinking pretty heavily,” I say. “But she wasn’t out of her mind or anything. She was in the front seat, and—”

Suddenly it hits me. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before.

“She reached for the wheel!” I say.

“Are you sure?” Donna asks. “Did you share this with the police on the scene?”

“Yes,” I say. “But I said I wasn’t sure. It happened so fast, ya know?”

“Okay,” Donna says. “We’ll read over the police report. This could definitely be material.”

“Material how?” I ask.

“Well, if she had a role in the accident,” Donna says, “then your passenger may be liable for a portion of the damages if the judge decides to award any.”

“So, Roxy would be on the hook for the money?” I ask.

“Yes, potentially,” Donna says. “Of course, your ambiguity will be a factor. It will help your case if you can get a statement from her saying she reached for the wheel.”

“But she wouldn’t do that if she knows she might be opening herself up to liability, right?” I ask.

“You’ve got it,” Donna says.

“Well, damn,” I say. “I don’t think I can get her to say that.”

“It may not matter,” Donna says. “But then again, it may.”

“Okay, well, you’ve given me a lot to think about,” I say. “Thanks for trying with the motion to strike. That was still a good idea.”

“No problem,” she says. “Just remember, we don’t know what kind of case they’ll bring. It may be weaker than we think. And the clock is ticking on this guy—he may be in federal prison before the trial can even start.”

“Fingers crossed,” I say. “Thanks.”

“Take care,” she says.

I take a deep breath and let it out. Fucking Hamlet. This bastard is either going to take every cent I have or bankrupt me trying. Unbelievable.

Well, if there’s one good thing I can say, it’s that at least Len blowing off my advice isn’t the worst thing that happened to me today. There’s nothing like a looming catastrophe to put your everyday disasters in perspective. And though it may not sound like it from my grousing, this actually does help me feel a little better. I could have things much worse, and maybe I soon will.

But I’m also not the only one suffering. Round any corner and you’ll find someone in distress.


17.

I’m walking between these big soundstages when I see her. Roxy Wells, my former nemesis and now—friend? She’s got her sunglasses on, her head tucked in slightly. She’s hunched over, sitting in the passenger seat of one of those little carts that big shots ride in when they’re on the lot. She’s probably waiting to get delivered somewhere else because I don’t see anybody with her.

Just then, a production assistant beelines for the cart. And not just any production assistant, but a sexy one with a blond ponytail swaying behind her as she hurries into the cart.

Jordan.

She’s about to take off in the little electric car, but before she does, I run over to jump in. If I misjudge how fast the cart is going, I’ll end up with my ass hitting the concrete. So I jump, launching myself and landing roughly in the seat, causing the cart to rock. Then—screech!—it comes to a halt.

“Jesus!” Jordan exclaims. Her eyes meet mine in the cart’s rearview mirror. “What the hell, Matty?”

I put up my hands.
“Sorry, sorry,” I say. “I was trying to catch you before you drove off.”

“I would’ve stopped,” Jordan says. “You could have waved.”

“Yeah, mea culpa,” I say. “Thought it would look cool. Realize now it was a little childish.”

Jordan takes a deep breath, then hits the accelerator and we take off. The breeze whistles through the cart, but no one says anything. It’s awkward, and I want to do something to fill the silence.

“Hi, Roxy,” I say.

“Hey,” she says softly.

I detect a note of pain in her voice, switch gears.
“What’s going on?” I ask, gentler.

“Matty, Roxy isn’t having a great day,” Jordan says.

“I got canned,” Roxy says bitterly.

Oh, that’s today. Shit, I forgot.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m sure it wasn’t your fault. It was probably just because of the way they were writing the season, right?”

“Maybe I’m just a terrible actor,” Roxy says. “The kind that people laugh at.”

“Okay,” I say. “I guess I deserve that.”

I had hoped we’d gotten past that, but I get that she’s upset. She deserves a little leeway.

“I put my heart into this role,” Roxy says. “And it was not what I wanted to be doing. Stupid soap opera. I turned down a play, a good play, to do this show. Now the recurring role they promised me doesn’t fit the executive producer’s vision.”

“That’s unfair,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s show business,” Roxy says, her voice weary.

It seems like if they wanted to get rid of her character, they could have at least told her sooner. Jordan knew weeks in advance. Hell, even I knew. Every job ends sometime. But does the farewell really need to be so abrupt—not to mention heartless?

“I’m giving Roxy a ride to her car,” Jordan says.

“Well, I have no better place to be,” I say. “That’s why I hopped on.”

Roxy’s turning things over in her head, I can tell.

“God, my ex was right,” Roxy says. “This was a big career mistake.”

“You never know,” I say. “It might have been the role that lands you the next one.”

“I just want to take a bunch of pills and fall asleep in the bathtub,” Roxy says with just a trace of humor. “Too dramatic, right?”

“Aww, sweetie,” Jordan says. “It’s okay to feel shitty. You just got dealt a shitty hand.”

“I’m probably just being pissy,” Roxy says. “I know I’ve got to just suck it up and deal with it.”

“Let yourself process first,” Jordan says. “It’s healthy.”

“That’s good advice,” I add.

“Thanks,” Roxy says.

She doesn’t say anything more, just lets her emotions steep as we zoom toward the parking garage. Jordan pulls up next to the structure and then gets out, coming around to Roxy’s side of the cart. Roxy gets out and Jordan throws her arms around her, pulling her into a deep hug.

“You’re a superstar,” Jordan says. “This is just the first road bump, the inciting incident that kicks things off. Your story hasn’t even started yet, believe me.”

“Thanks,” Roxy says. “You’re sweet.”

“I’m sorry I can’t come with you,” Jordan says. “I feel like I’m abandoning you.”

“It’s fine,” Roxy says. “You’ve got a job to do. I’ll be okay.”

“I can hang out,” I say.

Both women turn to look at me. They seem to have forgotten I was there. Or maybe they just didn’t expect me to say anything.

“I mean, if you want to be alone, that’s fine too,” I say. “I wouldn’t blame you.”

Weeks ago, the idea of my presence comforting Roxy Wells would have been ludicrous to us both. But that trip to Six Flags changed things between us, I think.

“What do you want to do?” Roxy asks.

“Whatever you want to do,” I say.

“Drink,” Roxy says. “Probably not the best idea if I’m driving. Which I am, right? You still don’t have a car?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Sorry, but you’ll have to drive.”

“Well, let’s go,” Roxy says. “We’ll figure out where we’re going on the road.”

“Hold on,” I say.

I wrap my arms around Jordan and kiss her neck shamelessly. She giggles, happy but also realizing it’s not appropriate given her friend’s shitty mood. What can I say? I’m a big proponent of PDA. Not trying to be insensitive to Roxy’s feelings. But hers aren’t the only ones I care about. Gotta show my lady she’s loved.

“Okay, okay, down boy,” Jordan says.

“See ya later,” I say.

We share a quick peck on the lips, then I release her. Jordan climbs back into the cart and waves as she speeds off.

“After you,” I say.

I follow Roxy into the parking structure where her silver Lexus is parked on the first level.

“Nice car,” I tell her.

“I leased it,” Roxy says. “Not sure how I’m gonna make the payments now. It’ll probably have to go back.”

“That’s rough,” I say.

“Sorry,” she says. “I realize I’m acting like a bitch. Believe it or not, this isn’t my only mode.”

“You’re fine,” I say. “Thanks for the ride.”

We get in and Roxy drives off the lot. After the security booth arm rises and we turn onto Magnolia Boulevard, Roxy guns it, swerving around another car, then comes to a screeching halt at the red light.

Fuck me. This is how she drives? It can’t just be her bad mood. Something tells me this is how she gets everywhere.

“So, how was your day?” she asks, as if her erratic driving was completely normal. And I guess by not engaging, I’m normalizing it.

“Seems I’ve been wasting my breath trying to give advice to the Head Writer on Professor. He doesn’t want to hear it.”

“Are you out of a job, too?” Roxy asks.

“Not yet,” I say. “Just shoved to the side. Could be worse, I know.”

“At least your value isn’t dependent on your rapidly vanishing youth and beauty,” Roxy says. “I feel like rotting fruit. I’ll be thirty in four months.”

I can’t help but smile at this.

“You think it’s all in my head?” Roxy demands. “Trust me, it’s not. I’ve gotten half as many auditions this year as I got last year. I’m a depreciating asset. From the minute I drive off the lot, I’m worth a little less.”

Funny you bring that up, because it would really help me if you could let the lawyers after me know that the accident in Malibu was your fault.

Yeah, can’t exactly say that now.

“What?” Roxy says. “Why are you smiling?”

“Nothing,” I say.

The light turns green and suddenly the car lurches past the white line and I’m pushed back in the seat from the force of the acceleration.

“Hey, Roxy,” I say. “If you think there are paparazzi chasing us, you’ve lost them.”

“Ha ha,” Roxy says.

“Seriously, though,” I say. “You’re taking corners like you’re Cliff Booth.”

“Who’s Cliff Booth?” she asks.

“Brad Pitt in Once Upon a Time in Hollywood,” I say.

“Oh,” she says. “So I guess that makes you the stray hippie girl I pick up on the street. You gonna make me drive you out to the desert so I can meet the Manson Family?”

She drifts into the other lane without signaling. I grip the handrest, like that’s gonna help if I go flying through the windshield.

“Okay, really,” I say. “Not bantering anymore. Do you always drive like this?”

“Ugh,” she says. “I don’t really need this from you right now, Matty.”

“I’m just saying, for the sake of protecting life and limb—and not only ours—please slow down and exercise a little caution,” I say. “Please.”

She lets out the deep, exasperated gasp of the long-suffering.
“Okay, daddy,” she says.

Something about her use of that word, that way, doesn’t seem so innocent. Probably just my imagination, but when a woman this fine uses the word daddy on you, you’d be turning over its meaning too, believe me.

To my surprise—and relief—Roxy decelerates.

“Thank you,” I say.
“I don’t know why I bother,” she says. “I’d probably be more famous if my career ended with my untimely death.”
“Just remember that leaving a beautiful corpse is a myth,” I say. “You go through a windshield, forget about an open casket.”
“How did this conversation suddenly turn so morbid?” Roxy asks.
“You were the one who brought up dying young,” I say. “And whatever you think, you’re still very young.”
“How old are you?” she asks.
“Pretty close to your age,” I say.
“Older or younger?” she asks.
“Doesn’t matter,” I say.
“So, you’re younger than me?” she says. “Gross.”
“How is that gross?” I say. “Besides, I’m not saying either way. It’s just a number.”
“Unless you’re an actress,” Roxy says. “Especially one who is still trying to break in.”
“Things will turn around,” I say.
“Oh, that reminds me,” she says. “I gotta flip a bitch.”

I grab the handrest and grip my seatbelt, expecting she’s about to turn on a dime.
“Relax,” she says. “Just making a U-turn, safely and responsibly, thank you.”

And she does. She decelerates and then carefully looks before merging. As we get on the I-134 freeway, Roxy continues successfully passing for a responsible motorist. She not only maintains the speed limit but actually signals when she changes lanes. So, she could have been doing this the whole time but chose not to. There’s something galling about that, somehow. I should be grateful. Instead, I’m asking myself, why doesn’t she drive like this all the time?

“So, where are we going?” I ask.
“How should I know?” she answers. “I’m just the one at the wheel.”
“Well, we’re headed into Hollywood,” I say. “Unless you get off on Cahuenga.”
“Okay,” Roxy says.

In an instant, she’s slid into the lane next to us, which is magically vacant. The precision of the motion impresses me, even if I can’t admit it.
“That wasn’t a suggestion,” I say. “Just thinking out loud.”
“Too late now,” she says.

We turn off the freeway, and then Roxy makes a left and we’re headed up into the Hollywood Hills.
“I had in mind this steadily ascending trajectory,” she says. “It would be hard at first, no work and no one giving me a chance, but then I’d get my big break and it would end in triumph. But it’s nothing like that.”
“How so?” I say.
“Well, instead of facing constant rejection, I got work right away,” she says. “I got a Doritos commercial after living here for three months. Then after that, it was little recurring parts on sitcoms and stuff like that. I even got cast as the daughter in this sitcom that didn’t get picked up.”
“So, things were better than you expected,” I say. “That sounds encouraging.”

We’re banking around sharp turns now. I don’t blame Roxy, though. Gliding along on Mulholland, you have to take these turns fast. Locals know all of them by heart, and they’ll honk at you for exercising caution.

“Yeah, they were better,” Roxy says. “Then after that pilot didn’t go forward, I didn’t book anything for ten months. I was auditioning the whole time, putting myself out there, going to parties and networking and doing all the stuff you’re supposed to do. I even leased this car even though I could just barely make the payments — all to keep up appearances. Then I got This Is Us, and pretty soon after that I got a movie.”

The infamous For Everhart.

“So, it’s ups and downs,” I say. “Sounds like you’re probably due for another win.”
“But that’s just it,” Roxy says. “What’s scary is that there’s no shape to it. No way to build a story around it and make sense of it. Rags to riches — that’s an arc. Instead, it’s just one damn thing after another, and none of it seems to mean anything. Like, what’s my story?”
“Real life just doesn’t happen like that,” I say. “It doesn’t organize your experiences so that they are neat and orderly.”
“So, it’s all just chaos?” Roxy says. “I don’t believe it. There has to be some kind of organizing principle.”
“Why?” I say.
“Because if there’s not, how can you wake up and live your life every day?” she asks. “How can you deal with the uncertainty?”
“What other choice is there?” I say.
“Belief,” she says. “But the problem is, what is there to believe in? I don’t believe in God. I can’t still believe after the way that I was raised. But I just feel so lost, without an anchor. You understand what I mean?”
“I think so,” I say. “I’ve felt the same at different times. I just didn’t have the words to express it.”

We keep through the narrow two-lane road that snakes through the hills. Even the smaller houses here cost tens of millions. It’s the view — and maybe the bragging rights too — that people pay through the nose for.

We’re getting close to a lookout where we can turn off. There are a few cars parked along the side of the road, but—
“You wanna stop?” I ask.

Roxy doesn’t answer, just deftly crosses over into the strip of dirt along the shoulder of the road, bringing the car to a sudden stop. We sit there for a moment, then the car powers down, the hybrid’s engine shutting itself off automatically.
“Now I don’t even know if I want to live in a big mansion overlooking Hollywood,” Roxy says. “But if I don’t have that goal in front of me, then what do I want? It may sound shallow, but that dream at least gave me something to swim towards. Now I’m lost at sea.”
“Well, what would you rather be doing instead?” I say. “If you have no idea, it’s a sign you can’t be that far off the mark.”
“Maybe,” she says. “Or maybe I’ve already missed my chance and I’m to spend years spinning my wheels and only realize later that I threw away the only shot I had.”
“I don’t think that’s true,” I say. “Speaking as someone whose life was pretty okay, then terrible, and now better than I ever could have hoped for, I can say that life always can always surprise you.”

Roxy turns and looks at me.
“Your life is really better than you could have hoped for?” she asks.

There’s something intense in her gaze, like she’s imploring me to share some secret I’ve discovered about the human condition.
“Yeah,” I say. “Mostly. I mean, there are still complications. Things go wrong. Today has actually been one bad thing after another. But I also have this abundance of love in my life. It’s hard not to be grateful when you have that.”
“Yeah, how did you do that?” Roxy asks.
“I didn’t,” I say. “It happened to me. And since it did, I believe it can happen to anyone. I believe in that.”
“That’s… sexy,” Roxy says.

I laugh, surprised by her choice of words.
“Really, it is,” she says. “Girls are sexy when we’re soft and frail and vulnerable. Not that confidence isn’t attractive in a girl. A girl who’s confident can be so hot.”
I nod.
“Soli,” we both say at exactly the same time. We both laugh, surprising each other that we’re so in sync.
“But guys, you’re just brimming with it,” Roxy says. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s like catnip for a girl.”
“Yeah, I get that,” I say. “It’s strength, resolve. Bravery.”
“Exactly,” she says. “But it’s more than that. It’s like, you being centered helps me not to feel like I’m spinning out of control.”
“Me?” I ask.

The question is playful, but there’s an urgency in it, too.
“I’m speaking in general,” she says.
“That’s the second time you’ve done that,” I say. “But the first that we’ve been alone in a car together while you did it.”

I see an expression that might be a smile play across Roxy’s face.
“Matty, are you flirting with me?” she asks.
“I think I was actually calling you out,” I say. “For flirting with me.”

She turns her attention straight ahead for a moment, as if contemplating the road in front of us, ready to peel out and keep driving. Instead, she unbuckles her seatbelt and throws open the door.
“Let’s get out,” she says. “I want to be the one to look down on this town for a change.”

We get out, and I walk around to the driver’s side of the car. We walk over to the sunshade on the side of the hill. There are a couple of people, probably tourists, taking photos, but otherwise it’s not crowded. In another couple of hours, it’ll be sunset and it’s certain to be mobbed. Now it’s tranquil, probably the way it was intended to be when it was built.

We walk the edge of and look down. It’s more impressive at night, I’m sure. The glare of mid-afternoon doesn’t quite do it justice. But the shimmer from the glass of the buildings in Hollywood is impressive too. You can see the outside edge of Downtown LA as well, with its big skyscrapers.

The expansive space of the outdoors isn’t as claustrophobic as the car, but the sexual tension is as strong as before. I want to take Roxy’s hand. Something about it feels right. But I don’t know what it will mean if I do. It would mean acknowledging what’s happening between us, and I don’t know if that’s what I really want to do.

Friends hold hands sometimes, right? They can have an innocent, sexually-tinged conversation, then hold hands as they look down from a romantic viewpoint and still remain totally platonic, right?

Even as I turn the thought over in my head, it seems absurd.

Roxy seems absorbed with the enormity of the city laid out in front of us. When she speaks, it’s almost like a personal meditation.
“I always wanted to be somebody,” Roxy says. “Anyone really. As long as I could have a break from being me.”
“What’s wrong with being you?” I ask.
“That’s not what I mean,” she says. “I wanted to be bigger, to expand and be filled up with something grand and beautiful and eternal.”
“Don’t jump,” I say. “I’ll grab you if you try.”

Then she turns those big green eyes and looks at me with this look of complete composure and absolute seriousness.
“Sometimes it’s better not to make a joke out of things,” she says.

For a moment, I don’t know what to say. Irony didn’t work, so instead I try for sincerity.
“You have the most gorgeous eyes,” I say. “Do you know that?”
She lets those eyes go wide in surprise for a moment, then turns them away.
“They’re contacts,” she says.
“Really?” I say.
“Of course,” she says. “My eyes are really brown.”
“Fooled me,” I say.
“That’s the idea,” she says.

Okay, I’m just going to go for it. I turn my head to look down at the valley below. Then I reach out and take Roxy’s hand in mine. She closes her fingers around mine, and it’s like a plug jamming into a socket — instant sparks.
“Do you really need another girlfriend?” she asks.
“No,” I say.
“Then what are you doing with your hand?” she asks.
“You can let go at any time,” I say.

She does. But not immediately. There’s a good ninety seconds where we just stand there, not moving, not saying a word or even looking at each other. Just standing there with our hands entwined.

Yeah, alright. It sounds mushy. But it doesn’t feel that way. It feels… perfect.


18.

Mel’s Diner is exactly what you’d expect from the name—classic diner food in a restaurant that probably hasn’t changed since it opened in the ’50s. It likely would have vanished years ago if it weren’t less than a block from Hollywood and Highland, ground zero for tourists. Everything here—from the wax museum to the shops hawking Elvis and Marilyn Monroe memorabilia—is frozen in time.

We grab a booth in the corner.

“I think we’re in time for the early bird special,” I say.

“I love eating at this time,” Roxy says. “Who says you need to wait until six-thirty?”

“It’s one of those rituals that makes sense when you’re cooking for a bunch of kids,” I say. “But it makes a lot less sense when you’re a single adult.”

A guy in a white shirt, apron, and one of those paper hats waiters used to wear in the ’50s comes to take our order. I get the patty melt and a strawberry milkshake; Roxy orders a tuna melt and a chocolate shake.

“I haven’t had diner food like this in so long,” she says.

“I get it all the time. There’s this place, Lola’s, near Soli’s apartment. Well—my apartment soon.”

“You’re moving in together. Nice.”

“Yeah, it’s good. You should come over sometime. The place itself isn’t much, but Soli makes it feel special. She knows how to have fun. Jordan too.”

“Oh, I know,” Roxy says. “But where does Natalie fit into this new plan?”

“That’s the thing. It’s been… not tense exactly, but something like that.”

“Have you asked her to move in too?”

“Not exactly. I brought up all of us living together, but it was vague. Open-ended.”

“Where does she live now?”

“Same complex as me. Same apartment I’ll be vacating at the end of the month.”

“Have you told the landlord?”

“Oh—no. Hadn’t even thought about it. Why?”

“No reason. Go on.”

“Right, well, Soli asked me to move in, and I said yes—it made the most sense. But I didn’t talk to Natalie first.”

“And she took it well? Impressive. But she’s not thrilled, and now it’s weighing on you.”

“Spot on. How’d you get that so fast?”

“I’m a girl. We’re perceptive. Plus, I’ve been in your situation.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I was dating a guy, and we both met this girl—Sadie.”

“That’s your ex, right?”

“Right. He was the one who wanted it, but I was attracted to her too. After a while, more to her than to him.”

“So what happened?”

“I told Sadie, but she wanted all three of us together. We kept it going until he got really into coke—paranoid, jumpy, exhausting. Not abusive, but I didn’t want to be around him. Sadie still did. I said we had to start fresh somewhere new or we’d be stuck forever. So we moved to LA.”

“How long were you together?”

“About three years. Ended the night of that party.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It happens.”

Our milkshakes arrive. Roxy drains half of hers in one long gulp.

“When you’re in a relationship,” she says, “you’re responsible for another person’s feelings, but you can’t control their actions. Like—Natalie probably wants you to stay where you are or ask her to move in. She can’t demand it, but she expects you to acknowledge it and maybe act on it.”

“Huh. Hadn’t thought of it that way. I do care about her feelings. I just don’t know if there’s a solution where everyone’s happy.”

“Maybe not. But you’re lucky—you’re not having to choose one girl over another. Most people would make you choose.”

“That’s true. I’ve got a lot to be grateful for.”

Our food arrives—hot, crispy, smelling amazing. The guy in the paper hat warns us the plates are too hot to touch.

“So, what do you think I should do?” I ask.

“Let me move in,” Roxy says, sipping her shake with a playful glint in her eye.

I blink. “What?”

“You move into Soli’s place, I take your place and pay rent,” Roxy says

“Uh… okay,” I say. “Why?”

“Because I just lost my job today,” she says. “My rent’s insane, and I need the favor.”

“Right… and this helps me with Natalie how?” I say.

“Now you’re not just moving for Soli—you’re giving your apartment to a friend,” Roxy says. “It changes the optics.”

“Well… yeah, I guess. I’d rather you be Natalie’s neighbor than a stranger,” I say. “But the landlord might raise the rent.”

“Or—I move into Soli’s place and you stay near Natalie,” Roxy says.

“How does that help me?” I ask.

“It doesn’t,” she says. “Helps me, though.”

“You know Soli’s place has one bedroom and one bed, right?” I say.

“I wouldn’t mind,” Roxy says. “And I don’t think she would either.”

“So you are attracted to Soli,” I say.

“I never said I wasn’t,” she says. “Problem?”

“Depends,” I say. “Soli’s part of a package. I’m part of that package.”

“Well, I’m interested in your package too,” she says with a smile.

“Really?” I say.

“I’ve been pretty obvious,” Roxy says. “I held your hand at Six Flags, you held mine on Mulholland Drive. We’ve been flirting. Why’d you even hang out with me if you weren’t interested?”

“All right,” I say, “I’ll say it. I find you attractive.”

Which, if you’ll remember my previous conversation, is not the same thing as being attracted to her. At least for me.

“I’ve also talked about the possibility,” I say. “With Soli and Jordan. They’re both on board as far as I can tell. Natalie too. We had a discussion about whether I was attracted to you.”

“Oh?” Roxy says.

She takes a big bite of her sandwich and I try to choose my words carefully.

“I wasn’t sure how I felt about you at the time,” I say. “We had gotten off to a rocky start at first, and when she asked me if I was attracted to you, I told her I wasn’t sure.”

“When was this?” Roxy asks, covering her mouth because it’s still full of food.

“At Six Flags,” I say. “We’d just gotten off the ride. Well, you had just gotten off on the ride.”

“Yes,” Roxy says, without a hint of embarrassment. “I remember.”

“What I said was, finding yourself attracted to someone and finding them attractive are not necessarily the same thing,” I say.

“Right, totally,” she says, taking another fry and crunching it between her teeth.

“My food is getting cold,” I say. “Can we pause for a sec?”

“Totally,” she says.

So, we sit and chew our food. My eyes are on Roxy, and she stares right back at me. It’s a playful, flirty stare and it’s getting my heart racing all over again. Finally, I can’t use food as a distraction and continue–

“So,” I say, wiping my mouth with a napkin, “I told Natalie that I found you attractive but I wasn’t attracted to. I could acknowledge your hotness, I mean, a nun could do that. But I said it didn’t mean that I wanted to jump your bones.”

“And now?” she asks.

“Now… I’m attracted to you,” I say. “Since getting to know you better—yeah. Very attracted.”

“Good,” she says.

“Your turn,” I say.

“You’re attractive, Matty,” Roxy says.

“Thank you,” I say. “But that is not what we’re talking about here. I’m not fishing for compliments. I don’t really need the ego boost. I want to hear you say what I said.”

“Okay,” Roxy says. “I’m kinda in love with you.”

“That’s actually way stronger than what I said,” I say. “That’s a disproportionate response. Like going nuclear right away.”

“I said kinda,” Roxy says, shrugging her delicate brown shoulder. “Besides, I’m surprised by it too. I wasn’t expecting to feel this way. I didn’t even realize it until just now.”

“Well,” I say. “It’s not like I’m arguing with you, but can I ask why?”

“Sure you can,” she says. “My answer is, I don’t know. I mean, I think you’re sexy. Like a young Pedro Pascal.”

“Seriously?” I say.

“You’ve never gotten that before?” Roxy asks, batting her big eyelashes.

“No,” I say. “But thanks.”

“But that’s not why I like you,” she says. “Maybe I don’t have a reason, and maybe I don’t have to have one.”

“Fair enough,” I say. “So, we’re on the same page?”

“Not yet,” she says. “If we’re both attracted to each other, don’t we owe it to each other to do something about it?”

“What did you have in mind?” I ask.

“Don’t do that,” Roxy says. “Don’t make me the responsible party, like I’m the one making the choices. Girls—and here I’m speaking from direct personal experience—prefer to be in the passenger seat.”

“Okay,” I say. “Well, look, you know my whole situation at this point, and you’re obviously fine with it.”

“Obviously,” she says.

“But there’s a lot more for us to work out here,” I say. “If you’re going to move into my place, maybe I don’t need to move out right away.”

“True,” Roxy says. “Of course, that would mean starting a new relationship with a live-in girlfriend in the same complex as your current girlfriend. If we have a fight, where can you run to?”

“I’ve never actually had a fight with one of my girlfriends,” I say.

“That could change,” she says, tilting her head and staring at me. “I may be more trouble than you’re willing to handle.”

Her tone is ironic, but it still feels a little ominous. It’s true, after all. Maybe truer than she’d freely admit.

“Right,” I say. “It is possible. And if things go so badly between us that we break up, that would be really terrible—for obvious reasons, but also because it would make this whole situation much harder.”

“Just so I’m clear,” she says. “We’re talking about a messy end to a relationship that hasn’t actually started yet, right?”

“That’s right,” I say. “But nobody ever talks about the downsides. I mean, everybody assumes every relationship will be wonderful.”

“You’re right,” she says. “I never thought things would turn bad like they did in my last relationship. Of course, in my defense, a lot of that wasn’t on me. But some of it was.”

“Care to share?” I ask.

“It’s personal,” she says.

“Well, I guess we could compare sandwiches. Patty melt or tuna—what does it really say about you?”

“Okay,” Roxy says. “I’ll come clean. Sadie dumped me because she accused me of being in love with someone else. And the truth is, I was… in fact, if you want to know the truth, Matty, I was in love with your girlfriend.”
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“Soli?” I say. “She’s the reason you broke up with Sadie that night?”

“Not exclusively,” Roxy says. “There was other stuff. I mean, things hadn’t been happening between us for a while. You ever hear of lesbian bed death? I’m not sure what it was, but we just weren’t having sex anymore. It was so hard, and lonely. To be perfectly honest, I was missing cock.”

“Oh,” I say. “Well, Soli can’t help you there.”

“Yeah, well,” Roxy says. “Heart and head don’t always get along. I found myself craving cock but still noticing girls I liked more. And Soli is… wow.”

“I get it,” I say. “She’s a force of nature. Jordan is just as sexy, but Soli’s just so forceful—”

“Exactly,” Roxy says. “I wanted to be in a throuple with the two of them…but someone already beat me there.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I get it.”

“I wasn’t expecting to fall for you too,” she says. “I thought you were a jerk.”

“Understandably,” I say.

The waiter comes to the table and asks if we want anything else. I ask for the bill.

“I realize it probably sounds like I’m just trying to get to Soli through you,” Roxy says.

“Well, you did just toy with the idea of moving in with her,” I say.

“I know,” she says. “I guess I have some complicated feelings. But, believe me, I’m not lying when I tell you that I love you. I really, really feel that. It’s weird that it’s so strong this early. It usually doesn’t happen like that for me.”

“I get it,” I say. “Feelings can surprise you. Mine are doing the same thing to me right now.”

“So, what do you want to do?” she asks.

“Well,” I say. “If we can count this as our first date, I want to at least have a second before we make any plans to move in together.”

“Yes, that makes sense,” Roxy says.

“When do you need to be out of your place?” I ask.

“I’m already two months behind on the rent,” Roxy says.

“Damn, seriously?” I say. “You didn’t think to mention this before?”

“I’ve had a very crappy day,” she says. “Besides, I had a plan. I’m about to get a big paycheck for the work I did on Us. It was meant to tide me over for a while. Then I learned it’s got to last until I get another job, whenever that is. So, that changes things.”

“Okay,” I say. “I get that. Maybe we can talk with my landlord and see about getting you a contract at the same rate I’m paying now. I can’t guarantee he’ll go for it, though.”

“He’s a guy?” Roxy says. “That’s never hurt me before.”

“Right,” I say. “It must be useful being a girl sometimes.”

“Well,” Roxy says. “We think the same about you guys.”

“I’ll warn you now,” I say. “The place isn’t much by LA standards. Just a studio.”

“I get it,” she says. “I’m not expecting a lot.”

“Of course,” I say. “The rent isn’t much either.”

“So, can I see this place?” she says. “I mean, I know beggars can’t be choosers, but…”

“Sure,” I say. “You should see what you’d be getting before you decide.”

I leave some money on the table, then walk ahead of Roxy to open the door for her. An old-fashioned gesture, maybe, but it’s an old-fashioned place, and I’m in the mood for it.

It’s a short drive from Hollywood to North Hollywood, just about twenty minutes via the Cahuenga Pass.

“There’s only street parking,” I warn.

“Oh, this place just keeps getting better and better,” Roxy says.

“Welcome to North Hollywood,” I say. “Don’t say you haven’t been warned.”

I lead Roxy inside, and she has a seat on my twin-sized mattress and gives me that come-hither stare. Not wanting to rush anything, I sit across from her in my swivel chair. She crosses her legs, one caramel-colored thigh pressed tightly against the other. She casts those luminescent green eyes at each of the four walls and says with a smile—

“It’s… palatial.”

“Yeah, well,” I say. “I realize it isn’t much. But it’s affordable.”

“That’s something I could really use right now,” she says. “But that’s not all I could use.”

She rubs the bed beside her suggestively, gripping the sheet.

The way she sits there, those thighs barely covered by her short skirt, her breasts, her heart-shaped face, and those eyes—god damn. They may be contacts, but it doesn’t take away anything from the fluttering in my stomach when she looks at me. And that’s to say nothing about my cock.

“Well,” Roxy says, rising from the bed, “I guess I’ve seen what I came here to see.”

“So, you’ll take the place?” I say. “Assuming the landlord is on board, of course?”

She looks around the room, appraising everything. She prances around in her heels, leaving a trail of perfume as she moves. God, there’s something intoxicating about the fragrance. She ducks her head into the bathroom, turns on the light, and quickly glances at the small space. It’s not much to look at, but at least I keep it clean.

“It’s adequate,” she declares. “I can live with it.”

“Great,” I say. “Well, me casa es su casa.”

She sashays over and puts her hands on her hips.

“Gonna give me something, that’ll make this dump feel like home?” she asks.

I stand and stare into Roxy’s green eyes. In her heels, she’s only an inch or two shorter than I am barefoot. Those eyes, so inviting and almost predatory, draw me closer. I admire everything about her—from the smell of her hair, papaya, and the shape of her nose. As I lean close to kiss her, it’s not her breasts or the shape of her ass that draws me in. It’s not even her face so much as the expression she wears.

It’s impish, playful, with a kind of ironic detachment. But underneath that facade, I sense a vulnerable side she isn’t showing. As our lips meet, I feel her eagerness, the anticipation as she holds her breath. Our lips press together, and as I rub mine along hers, willing her mouth to open as I open mine, a little spark of electricity ignites as our tongues find each other.

As they do, this sexy movie-star folds into me, letting me guide her as I press her body to mine. I wrap my arms around her, and she places her hands on the back of my neck, her fingers caressing me gently and running across the hairs there.

“Wow!” she whispers. “You really like kissing.”

“Oh, and you don’t?” I say with a smile.

“When I’m kissing someone who really loves kissing,” she says, “I love kissing. You don’t kiss like a girl at all.”

“You kiss exactly like a girl,” I say.

“You always get this excited over kissing?” she asks.

Her slender fingers rub my shaft through my pants, teasing me.

“Not always,” I say. “You do something to me.”

“What else do you want me to do to you?” she asks.

I take her hand and rub it against my cock, which is quickly becoming engorged. Then I pull her close to me, our bodies crashing together as my hands explore her body. I grind my erection against her thigh, making her gasp.

“Oh shit,” she whispers.

I whisper straight in her ear as I unzip the back of her dress.

“What did you say before,” I tease. “Something about missing cock?”

“Erm, yeah,” she groans. “I need it. Bad.”

I tug the zipper of the dress and it falls to the floor. She’s standing there in just those black panties and a matching bra. Her hands move to undress me quickly, pulling off my belt and undoing my zipper. I fall out.

“Fuck, you’re big!” she says.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m told I have a good cock.”

“Shut up and fuck me with it then,” she says, pressing her lips to mine.

I wrap my arms around her, grinding against her with my swollen cock. We kiss and rub each other, fingers massaging skin and caressing each other. I unhook her bra, letting it fall to the floor. Our chests meet and I press her soft breasts with those hard little nipples against my pecs. Then I pick her up so that her legs wrap around me and fling her down onto the bed. I climb on top of her. I tug off her panties, revealing her wetness. Then, I tug my own underwear over my erection, pull them down, kicking them off so that they land on the floor beside the bed.

Since it’s my first time with her, I think about getting her off with my mouth first. But the truth is, I’m just way too hard for that. I’ve gotta rut, and I mean now. I slip a finger inside of her, making sure she’s wet and ready.

“Oh!” she gasps.

I probe her gently, touching her clit and feeling a jolt of electricity shoot through her. She’s ready, alright. But I can see she’s surprised when I next sink my cock into her, her hot wetness accepting me almost immediately.

“Ah,” she winces, then her mouth goes slack.

“Don’t worry,” I say. “I’ll put out.”

“I’m on the pill,” she says. “Just come.” 

I retreat and then sink even deeper into her. She exhales deeply each time I thrust, as if I’m squeezing out of her all this pent up tension she didn’t even realize she was carrying. She rests her ankle on my shoulder, willing me deeper into her.

“Oh,” she sighs. “Oh, fuck that’s good.”

I lean down and capture her mouth in a kiss which grows deeper, matching the rhythm as our hips collide. Everything is wetness and heat, and I can feel a pressure building up inside of me. Her muscles clench around me and then release.

The kiss and the movements of our bodies compliment each other, enhancing the sensation that’s growing between us.

“Oh,” she says. “Oh, Matty, oh God!”

“You like that, don’t you?” I huff, panting.

“Don’t stop,” she begs. “Jesus, don’t stop.”

I try to hold myself back, but I know that if I don’t do something soon, there’s going to be no way to keep from coming inside her.

“Let’s switch positions,” I say.

I guide her to turn around, positioning herself in a reverse cowgirl. As she shifts, I'm treated to a breathtaking view of her back, the curve of her spine, and the way her body moves with each thrust. Her skin is flushed, glistening with a sheen of sweat, and the sight of her is almost too much to bear. I grip her hips, my fingers digging into her soft flesh, guiding her movements with a firm but gentle touch.

The angle is different, deeper, and I can feel her body responding in ways that she hadn’t before. Every movement she makes is a testament to her desire, her body arching and undulating in a way that drives me wild. My cock is responding differently, too. I can feel myself able to hold out for longer, but not much longer.

Roxy leans back, her hands reaching for my thighs, her body arching in a way that allows me to go even deeper. I reach up, my hands finding her breasts, squeezing and kneading, my fingers rolling her nipples. They're hard and sensitive, and I can feel her respond, her body arching into my touch, her moans filling the room.

“Ahhhaaa!” she shrieks.

Her sounds are louder now, more desperate, her body moving with a wild abandon that matches my own. I can feel her body responding to mine, her hips moving in perfect sync with my own.

So, I grab onto her tits, give her a few quick, hard thrusts, and then release inside her.

“Ohhh,” I gasp. “Oh, fuck yeah!”

Her back arches, then she moans louder. She comes right after me, creaming on my cock as I massage her tits, my heavy weight bearing down on her splayed frame.

“God damn,” she says, almost to herself. “What the hell was that?”

“You brought the heat,” I say. “I just responded to what you were bringing out in men.”

“Nah,” she says. “That was something else.”

We lay on my bed, which is barely wide enough for both of us. I stroke her hair and spoon her, my other arm wrapped around her. In the silence between us I’m reminded of the life I used to have before I met Soli and then each of the rest of the girls, when I slept on this solitary bed every night. Back then, my biggest issue was making enough sales to keep Hamlet off my back. I think about Roxy, of course, anticipating what our future together is going to be like.

Then, I picture all of my girls, their bodies and faces in turn. They are all there in front of me, participating in one perfect sexual union. In my mind, I fuck all of them at the same time, a perfect confluence of all four of them, each loved, treasured, and satisfied.

Now it’s just a matter of making that vision in my head a reality.
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We’re having breakfast when I tell the girls my plan. It’s Saturday morning, and Natalie drove over to met Jordan, Soli, and me at Lola’s. I’ve already told them all everything that happened between Roxy and me. Now that we’ve each ordered, it’s time for me to bring up the matter that I’ve gathered us to discuss.

“Roxy had the idea to move into my place,” I say. “She can’t afford the rent she’s paying now, and this would mean a soft landing for her.”

“And?” Jordan asks.

“And, I’m going to move in with Soli,” I say. “If there are no objections and everyone’s on the same page.”

Natalie nods.

“I’m on board with that,” she says.

“Okay,” I say. “Are you sure? Because I wanted us all to meet and discuss any reservations we might have. About anything.”

“I get it, thank you,” Natalie says. “I’m fine. I approve of the plan.”

“And?” Soli says.

“And what, my darling?” I reply.

“And you’re bringing Roxy into the group, right?” Soli asks.

“Please say ‘yes,’” Jordan says.

“Yes,” I say. “If—and only if—everyone is okay with it.”

“Well, you know where I stand,” Soli says.

“Me too!” Jordan says.

“Okay, so I’m guessing this meeting is really for my benefit, right?” Natalie asks.

“Pretty much, yeah,” I say. “I need to be sure you’re really comfortable with all of this. It’s a big change. It will mean all of us taking a big step together. And I don’t want to make any major decisions unless we all agree that it’s the right thing for all of us.”

Natalie brushes a strand of hair from her face as she thinks.

“I don’t have any problems bringing Roxy into the group,” she says. “I mean, I know she turns you on. I don’t feel threatened by that. In fact, I think it’s kinda hot.”

“Yeah?” I say.

“Totally agree,” Jordan says. “You’re so cute when you get horny, Matty. Plus, you’re such a good lover that when I watch you with another girl, I get turned on thinking about what she must be feeling. It’s kind of addictive, actually.”

“The feeling is mutual,” I say. “Believe me.”

I take a sip from my coffee mug.

“Okay,” I say, “so we’re good on everything, then?”

“I think so,” Natalie says. “But what about the court case? Aren’t you planning to give us the latest about that?”

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “Damn, I almost forgot. Okay, so I talked with Donna. She says the trial is moving into the discovery phase. That means everyone’s going to get a subpoena. Hamlet is claiming that he suffered a neck injury because I was driving recklessly that night. I need all of you to tell the court that I wasn’t.”

“And we will,” Jordan says. “But what if they ask us specifics?”

“Well, just go by what you remember,” I say.

“I don’t remember anything from that night,” Soli says.

“And I was in the back seat,” Jordan says. “I think I might have dozed off.”

“What did you tell the police at the scene?” I ask.

“We didn’t see the accident happen,” Soli says. “That’s what we said.”

“So, you can’t provide any evidence to help me out?” I ask.

“I wasn’t even there,” Natalie says.

“Sorry, Matty,” Jordan says. “We’ll say whatever you want. It’s just that we can’t remember things we never even saw. And we didn’t actually see the accident.”

“I guess that just leaves Roxy,” I say. “She was in the front seat. She saw the crash happen. She was drinking too, which doesn’t help. But she was awake and alert when it happened.”

“Have you talked to her about the accident?” Natalie asks.

“No,” I say. “I haven’t mentioned it yet. She doesn’t even know about the lawsuit.”

“Why not?” Natalie asks. “It’s been on your mind. It’s your main source of stress at the moment, right?”

“I guess so,” I say. “But there’s been a lot of other things to talk about.”

“Matty,” Jordan says gently. “Are you sure you’re not avoiding talking about it?”

“Why would I do that?” I ask.

“Well,” Jordan says. “You’re trying to start this new relationship with her.”

“And you didn’t even like each other when you first met,” Soli adds. “Maybe you’re afraid that if you bring it up, it’ll spark a fight between you.”

I pierce my pancakes with my fork, tearing their fluffy, golden-brown flesh and plopping a big triangular stack into my mouth.

“I don’t think I’m doing that,” I say.

“Don’t forget,” Jordan says. “She didn’t like you after the premiere. You didn’t like her after the crash.”

I chew on this problem, and the pancakes, before swallowing both.

“You might be right,” I say. “But that doesn’t make sense, right? If anything, the fact that we’re lovers should make it easier to talk about whatever, right?”

“Mmm,” Soli says. “That’s true. Science has proven that after two people have had sex, it’s impossible for them to fight.”

I roll my eyes.

“Okay, yes, there is the possibility that Roxy might remember the car ride differently,” I say. “But even if she does, it’s not that big of a deal.”

“What did Donna say?” Natalie asks.

“She said that because there’s not much paperwork, it’s all going to turn on eyewitnesses,” I say. “Hamlet doesn’t have any witnesses on his side. I’ve got three.”

“Two of whom aren’t much help,” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” Soli says. “I mean, we’ll say whatever you want us to. But if we start making up new details that we didn’t provide before, that’s only going to hurt your case. We can’t suddenly say we remember things we didn’t say before. We can say that you were sober and didn’t drink at the party, but we already said that.”

“And coming from us,” Jordan adds, “what’s that really worth?”

“The fact that they were both very drunk and asleep, not to mention sleeping with you at the time, may compromise things,” Natalie says. “And the fact that the only person in any position to have witnessed the crash is now your latest lover—that’s going to complicate things too, right? I don’t see how that detail won’t come out.”

“So, what should I do?” I ask. “I can’t exactly tell Roxy that it’s over because the timing is inconvenient.”

“Just know,” Natalie says, her tone even and patient, “this court battle is going to put a spotlight on all of us and our situation.”

“If there’s even a trial,” I say. “There may not be. We’re still just at the discovery phase. It’s still possible there won’t even be a trial, and none of this is going to matter.”

“Sure, sweetie,” Soli says. “But if there isn’t a trial, it will be because you settled with Hamlet to avoid having one, right? How do you feel about that?”

“I feel like that would just be playing into his hands,” I say. “And it’s not fair. He’s just after my money.”

“Yes,” Jordan says. “That’s probably true. But if you give it to him, you get to move on with your life.”

“But I have to stand up to him,” I say. “Guys like him are what’s wrong with this country. He’s broken the law, and now he’s trying to use it to get what he wants. I can’t let him get away with it.”

“Okay,” Natalie says. “Just know that if you’re going to fight him, there will be a cost. And it’s not just money.”

“All right,” I say. “Let’s talk about this. Show of hands—who thinks I should settle with Hamlet?”

No one wants to be the first to raise her hand.

“We’d have to know how much is at stake first,” Soli says. “He’s seeking two hundred fifty thousand dollars, right? What if you offered him fifty thousand? He’s desperate for cash to defend himself in court. He’d probably take it.”

“Yeah,” I say. “He probably would. And I could do that, except that it’s wrong. He has no right to any of my money. The cops even said we were both at fault, so how is he going to sue me?”

“That’s all true,” Soli says. “But you’ll probably spend more than fifty thousand defending yourself in court. Is it worth throwing all your money away just to keep him from winning?”

“I think you should listen to her, Matty,” Natalie says. “Be practical and at least consider it.”

“Okay, so the consensus is for me to consider a settlement, right?” I say. “No need to show hands. Just say nothing if you give your assent.”

The girls each look at me and then at each other.

“Okay,” I say. “I get it. It’s worth considering a settlement as an option if it will make all our lives easier.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “It is. But it’s still your choice to make. We’ll support you in whatever you decide.”

“Thanks, you guys,” I say. “I’m glad to have you in my corner. This has to be the sexiest brain trust ever assembled.”

It’s true. Even at breakfast they’re each looking stunning. Natalie’s in full makeup with her hair blown out. Jordan and Soli look great too, even without as much prep work. Soli’s eyes are smoky, and the tight little tank she’s wearing draws my eye to her breasts even when I should be focusing on other things. The way each of them can switch from flirty and playful to practical and serious-minded just reminds me how lucky I am.

“Okay,” I say. “We’re not going to let this talk ruin our Saturday. For now, let’s put all this talk of the lawsuit aside.”

“So, what is the plan for today?” Natalie asks.

“Well,” I say, “I was planning on us going swimming first, and then seeing where the rest of the day takes us.”

“Ugh, what?!” Soli says, mock horror in her voice. “You’re telling us this now?”

“Seriously, Matty,” Jordan says. “You have to give women some warning before you invite them to pig out on pancakes and then announce that it’s time to put on bikinis.”

“You three magnificent smoke shows have nothing to worry about,” I say. “Soli, I’ve never even seen you exercise, and you never seem to gain a pound.”

“He’s right,” Soli says, pushing her plate away with a theatrical flourish. “Now that I’m an actress, it’s time I started working out again. Jordy, your gym accepts day passes, right?”

“Totally!” Jordan says. “We can do yoga or a spin class, and Matty can lift weights—or whatever.”

“Okay,” I say. “That was actually not my point. In fact, I want to reiterate that you are all scalding hot and don’t need to be self-conscious about anything. But, yeah, why not? Let’s work out. That sounds fun.”

Just then, Jordan lets out a huge belch, which, loud as it is, is still kind of girly. It’s not got the same force as a guy’s burp, and gross as it is, there’s something weirdly cute about it.

“Okay,” she says, cracking her knuckles. “Now I’m ready.”

“Natalie,” Soli says, “I’ll lend you some workout clothes.”

“Thanks, Soli,” Natalie says.

“We’re inviting Roxy to come with us, right?” Jordan asks.

“Good idea,” I say. “Let’s all call her.”

I find Roxy’s number in my contacts and hit call, then put the phone on speaker and place it in the middle of the table.

“Hello?” Roxy says.

“Hey,” I say.

“Matty just told us,” Jordan says in a sing-song voice, “welcome to the family, girly!”

“I already love you like a sister,” Soli says. “And I can’t wait to eat you out.”

“I’m wet already,” Roxy answers.

“Hey, Roxy, it’s Natalie,” she says shyly. “I want you to know that you’re welcome and that you can feel so welcome to call me any time. And that’s from all of us, I mean. I just want you to feel included like I felt included the first time.”

It’s a sentiment that fits her perfectly—very sweet, just a little awkward; very Natalie.

“Hey, bitch,” Soli says. “We’re working off our cottage cheese thighs this afternoon. Everyone is going to the 24-Fitness in Sylmar. Your presence is mandatory.”

“Ugh, I hate you all!” Roxy says. “I’ll be there.”


21.

I haven’t been to a gym in ages. Except for the runs on the trails near the apartment, I haven’t even worked out. But as soon as I walk through the door, I feel like I’m getting clocked in a way I never used to. Maybe it’s just because I’m an unfamiliar face, or my stylish “athleisure” attire. Come to think of it, walking in with four stunning babes in skimpy workout gear might have something to do with it.

Each of my girls shines in her own outfit—skin-tight spandex that covers just enough to be relatively tasteful. I remember the first time we met, Jordan said she didn’t like the stares she’d get coming here. Now, part of a pack, she’s more comfortable showing some skin. And the bodies underneath… my god. You’d never believe they don’t spend hours a day burning every calorie; individually and as a unit, they’re hot enough to melt steel.

It takes some time getting day passes for all of us since Jordan is the only one with a membership, but once the formalities are done, we turn our attention to what we want to do.

“I want to do some stretches with weights,” Jordan says, hesitating. “But not alone.”

I nod. It’s not easy being a woman in a gym like this. Jordan wasn’t kidding. Mostly men in the weight training area. Seeing the space through her eyes gives me a new perspective—how she perceives it, its hazards, the subtle threats I never notice.

“Can we enlist our charming male escort for this one?” Roxy asks.

“Of course,” I say. “I can’t promise to fight any guy who stares, but I’ll stand near you so you don’t have to feel alone.”

We make our way to the wall with stacks of free weights. A few guys are lifting, watching themselves in mirrors or using benches for support. I don’t swagger or try to pick up dumbbells bigger than I can handle. There’s nothing I have to prove.

The girls select their weights, smallish ones for stretching. Natalie holds a pair of dumbbells at her sides as she lunges, her ass stretching with each bend. Roxy extends her arms with a weight in each hand, pressing her breasts together with each motion.

A super-buff guy in a loose tank top catches my eye. But he’s not staring at the girls—he’s looking at me. Perfectly groomed eyebrows, a confident little wink.

Ohhh. I smile and shake my head gently.

Yeah, I suppose if I saw a guy working out with four women, I might assume he’s the girls’ gay friend too. Between that and the truth—that I’m with all of them—the misconception is more plausible than reality.

I manage a few sets of dumbbell curls while keeping an eye on the girls. Twenty minutes later, they’re ready to move on.

“Let’s do some core exercises,” Natalie says.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “There are exercise balls in the corner. Trampolines too.”

“That sounds good,” Roxy says. She pats her non-existent stomach like it’s got a baby bulge. “I gotta work this off.”

“Seriously,” I say. “Somebody’s going to get a distorted body image or something. You look fine.”

“Relax,” Roxy says. “This is just how girls talk when we’re together, right?”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “It may not be healthy, but it’s normal.”

“I think it’s sweet that he’s concerned,” Jordan says. “You’re a good guy, Matty.”

“Are you going to join us for core workouts?” Roxy asks. “They might be a little girly for you.”

“I think I’ll do the bench press,” I say.

“I’ll join you,” Soli says.

“Really? You sure?” I ask.

“What? You don’t think I can do it?” she says, playfully punching my arm. “Better watch yourself. I’m gonna get huge, then you’ll be in trouble! I’ll clean your clock and kick your ass!”

“All right, easy killer,” I say. “Let’s do it.”

Natalie, Roxy, and Jordan wave goodbye and head to a cordoned area for stretches.

“So,” I say, once we’re alone, “why the bench press?”

“I don’t want to get swole and big like a dude,” Soli says. “I just want to try it. I’ve never done it before, and it looks intimidating. There’s always some guy already there with his buddy waiting to help him.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s called spotting.”

“Right,” she says, mentally assimilating the info. “Can you do it for me?”

“Of course,” I say. “Let’s get you set up on the bench.”

Luckily, it’s free. I put a ten-pound weight on each end of the bar.

“I can do more than that,” Soli says.

“The bar itself is forty-five pounds,” I say. “So, with these two, it’s sixty-five. That’s plenty for now. If you can do five reps, we’ll add more. Lie back.”

She positions herself under the bar and reaches up.

“Scoot up a little,” I say. “You want the bar parallel with your sternum.”

“What part is the sternum?” she asks. I point it out on my own body and she adjusts.

“Breathing is key,” I say. “Suck in air, then release as you push up.”

She nods, closes her eyes, and lifts the bar. Her arms wobble as the weight presses down. I hover just below the bar, ready to catch it.

On the next rep, she forgets to breathe and can’t push the bar up. I grab it and, with her help, rerack it.

“Dios mio!” she pants, shaken. “Fuck… me.”

“You forgot to breathe,” I say.

“I never had to… remember to breathe before,” she huffs.

“Breath technique is everything,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “I get that now.”

“Want to try another station?” I ask.

“We’re not done here,” she says, her inner beast emerging. “Let’s do another.”

The next set goes better, though she bumps the bar on the rack once, almost losing her grip. I assist, lightly reracking.

“You did great,” I say.

“Thanks,” she says, blushing. “I didn’t mind having my face so close to your cock, especially after you’ve been sweating.”

“Careful now,” I smile. “Might awaken the beast.”

“What do you think I was trying to do?” she teases.

I extend my hands. She takes them and rises from the bench.

“Now it’s my turn,” I say.

“What?” Soli says. “I can’t lift the bar by myself.”

“You won’t,” I say, sliding more weight on. “I’ll go easy. You just give a little help if I need it. You don’t have to lift the whole bar. I’ll do the rest.”

Soli looks unsure, but this is about building confidence.

“You’ll do great,” I say, giving her a quick kiss. “Just stand behind me.”

I sit on the bench, grip the bar, and lift. Even using less weight than I can handle, it’s still challenging. I focus on technique, smooth and even. Peeking at Soli, I watch her expression change—from concern to ease, then mild boredom.

Once done, I rerack.

“You don’t even need me,” Soli says. “You’re strong. You can do it on your own.”

“I might need you,” I say. “The more you do, the easier it gets to fatigue.”

I wait until I feel like I’ve rested enough. I never use a timer between sets—I’m not that precise. Sometimes I think I spend five minutes waiting between sets, maybe more. I could use the stopwatch feature on my phone, but I never do. After what feels like enough time, I’m ready to go again.

I do a few reps and glance up to see Soli admiring my pecs as my chest rises.

“Damn, you’re hot,” she whispers.

“Yeah,” I grunt.

“I just want to straddle you right here on this bench,” she says.

If you can focus on your breathing while hearing that whispered in your ear, you have powers beyond my ability to fathom. I lose my grip, and the weight wobbles.

“Whoa!” she gasps, grabbing the bar.

She struggles with the weight—it’s way too much for her—but that little extra stabilizing force helps me muster the strength to lift the bar and rerack it.

“Sorry,” Soli says, her voice revealing she really means it. “That was stupid. I shouldn’t have done that.”

“Okay,” I say after I’ve recovered. “Let’s do something else.”

I slide out and stretch my back, checking to see if I wrenched anything. I feel fine, so I think I’m in the clear.

“Was that really dumb?” Soli asks. “You can be annoyed if you want. I probably deserve it.”

“It’s okay,” I say. “You were sure I had the weight—and I did. Until all the blood coursing through my arms moved somewhere else.”

“I think I’m gonna leave the weight bench to the guys,” she says. “I want to do some girl workouts. You want to do some with me?”

“Uh, okay,” I say, amused. “Like… what?”

She takes my hand and leads me to some machines designed for inner-thigh exercises. Maybe not exclusively for women, but I’ve never seen a man use this one. Soli gets on and demonstrates, the sight of her compressing her thighs almost hypnotic.

“Like what you see?” she asks.

“Simply studying carefully,” I say. “Ooh… ah… that’s good.”

“See?” she says. “Watching someone sexy work out is hot. My reaction before was justified.”

“Totally,” I agree.

When it’s my turn, I find the exercise more challenging than expected. I add a little more weight and feel a deep burn. Probably should focus on developing my legs—I heard somewhere it can help testosterone production.

“Burns pretty good, right?” Soli says.

“Yeah,” I say. “I could work this into my regular routine. We could do this anytime. Definitely getting a membership. Ten bucks a month? How could that not be worth it?”

I’m really feeling it when Roxy and Jordan find us.

“We’re doing a spin class,” Roxy says. “Natalie’s holding our spots. You in?”

“Uh… those are kinda intense, right? How long does it go for?”

“It’s a starter class,” Jordan says. “Just thirty minutes.”

“Okay, yeah,” I say. “I think I can handle that.”

“I can already feel my ass melting,” Soli says.

We follow the girls into the room, where an ultra-fit, almost emaciated trainer is holding court at the front. She’s got a club playlist going, and the beat sets a lively vibe. We’ve got our open bikes in a rhombus around Natalie. Taking my seat, I look around and realize I’m the only guy in the room.

“Okay, ladies!” the instructor says. “Time to move it!”

I glance at Jordan; she shrugs. You said you’d try it—now’s your chance.

The screen projected on the wall shows a countdown. 3-2-1—Go!

At first, the pace is reasonable. I even have a chance to admire Natalie’s and Soli’s asses as they pedal, cheek bouncing against cheek. I feel entitled to stare—my girls, after all.

Soon, things get intense. What started as a leisurely ride becomes a full-on challenge.

“Hill!” screams Skeletor. “Let’s hustle!”

I don’t see any hill, but apparently it means pedal like someone’s chasing your ass. My girls glisten as they heat up, sweat forming on their backs and sliding down their necks. I’m sweating bullets, gushing from every pore. Should’ve worn a hat.

“Having fun?” Jordan asks.

I feign a heart attack, clutching my chest, eyes bulging. I thought I was in decent shape, but you’d have to put a gun to me to pedal like this normally.

“Hill number two!” shouts the sadist at the front.

How is that even possible? Hills have valleys here on Earth… right?

After clearing the “hill,” the pace slows. Compared to before, this feels restful. Still, deep burn everywhere.

“How we doing?” Roxy asks, tossing her ponytail over her shoulder. I give a thumbs-up, still huffing.

Mercifully, the class ends soon after. The cool-down feels practically orgasmic. All this exercise has stoked a flame inside me—maybe chakras, maybe karma. Maybe the cloud of female pheromones. Whatever it is, I know exactly what I want when I get home.

Leaving the spin class, we head straight for the water fountain.

“Yuck. I’m like a swamp creature,” Roxy says. “I didn’t even know I could sweat like this. Need a shower so bad.”

“I didn’t bring flip-flops,” Natalie says. “Does the gym provide those?”

“For ten bucks a month?” Jordan says. “We’re lucky the water fountain is free.” Then she looks at me with a devilish smile.

“Besides,” she adds, “if we shower here, Matty can’t join us.”
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Soli’s shower is not huge. In fact, it’s really only meant for one person at a time; two tops. But as soon as we get inside her apartment, the girls begin stripping wherever they happen to be standing around the living room. It’s a bounty of beautiful bodies, and I don’t know in which direction to look.

Soft flesh wriggles out of tight spandex; glistening skin in shades from porcelain to caramel dances in front of me.

“Who’s gonna be first?” Soli asks.

“First one to shower?” Roxy asks. “Or first turn with our boy toy?”

“Ladies, ladies,” I say. “No need to fight over me. Unless, of course, you want to.”

“I’m not doing anything with him until he’s clean,” Natalie announces.

“I’ve had him recently,” Jordan says. “It has to be someone else’s turn first, right?”

Soli rubs a bare nipple lazily. Then when she sees me staring, she presses her boobs together with her palms just to entice me.

“Eh,” Soli says. “You can take him first, Roxy.”

“No, no,” Roxy says. “I insist you take him. It’s your place. You deserve to take him.”

“Please, after you,” Soli says. “I insist.”

“No, after you,” Roxy says, keeping up the game.

“Does anyone want Matty?” Natalie asks aloud.

“Okay, okay,” I say, grinning. “Ego bruised. I think I’m gonna rub my sweaty balls over Soli’s bed sheets and then cry.”

“Aww, poor baby,” Soli says. “Seriously, though. Do that and die.”

I put my hands on my hips, in my best impression of outrage.

“Well, I don’t need to take this treatment,” I say.

I pull down my shorts and boxers, stepping out of both.

“I’m cutting you all off,” I say. “Go ahead and beg for it. It won’t do any good.”

“Hear that?” Soli says. “Crickets.”

“I’m not kidding,” I scold. “I’m sharing this cock with no one. And, I’m taking the first shower.”

I stride across the living room, wagging my dick as I go. I enter the bathroom via the bedroom. I turn on the shower, not even waiting for the water to get warm before stepping in. God that feels good. Cold showers are totally underrated. I rinse and lather, then I hear what can only be described as a collective screech.

All of a sudden, four naked girls come streaming into the bathroom like a stampede. It’s like a dam burst and they flood in, a confused mess of bodies all trying to get under the shower head’s water stream at once.

The girls laugh and giggle as they struggle to squeeze in.

“Hey, pass the soap!” Jordan says.

“Me next!” says Natalie.

“Can somebody do my back?” Roxy asks.

“Oh, I will,” says Soli.

It’s a tight squeeze. I don’t get the chance to shampoo my hair or wash my feet, and I get elbowed a couple times, but you won’t hear me complaining. The girls giggle, pressing their breasts together as they soap up one another’s bodies. I take my turn, rubbing and touching and scrubbing wherever my hands find an available back, shoulder, hip, breast.

The girls rotate so that everyone gets a little turn under the water. I reach up to redirect the nozzle, hoping to redistribute the stream a little more evenly. But every time I move it an inch, somebody protests.

Finally, it becomes too much.

“Okay,” Soli announces, “this has been fun but impractical. Anyone who still needs to get clean can stay in. But I’m getting out.”

“Me too,” Roxy says.

Soli steps out onto the bath mat and grabs a towel. Roxy follows, then it’s just Natalie, Jordan and myself. We pass the soap between each other. I do their backs, rubbing their shoulders down to their hips.

“Okay,” Natalie says. “I’m ready to get out, too.”

We all file out and find that there’s just one towel left on the rack.

“I guess we’re gonna need more towels,” I say. “I’ll make a note of that. You two can take it first.”

Jordan towels off and then hands it to Natalie. It’s pretty soggy and a little gross by the time I get it, but I don’t really mind.

Jordan enters the bedroom, has a look at something on the bed and then turns back to me with a coy smile.

“Hey, Matty!” she says. “There’s something in here I think you’re gonna want to see.”

I drop the soggy towel on the bathroom floor and follow Jordan into the bedroom.

On the bed, I find Roxy splayed out with Soli’s face between her legs.

“I guess you weren’t kidding,” I say. “You really couldn’t wait.”

Soli doesn’t even pause to acknowledge the rest of us have entered the room. Roxy only opens her eyes to smile, one hand playing with her breast as Soli tongues her pussy.

“Well, they’re already occupied,” Jordan says. “So, how are we going to do this?”

“I think I just wanna watch,” Natalie says.

“You sure?” Jordan asks.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “You two go ahead. I’m just gonna be in this chair, getting myself off on the show.”

Natalie goes to sit on a chair as Roxy begins to moan gently.

“Looks like you’re stuck with me,” I say to Jordan.

“I don’t mind,” she says. “I’ve wanted you all to myself. Now I’ll get the chance.”

I move to embrace her, wrapping my arm around her back and staring into her eyes.

“So, what are you gonna do with me?” I say. “Now that you’ve got me just where you want me?”

“I’m gonna ride your hard cock,” Jordan says. “I just want to put that big hard thing between my legs and fuck myself with it until I can see stars.”

“Oh, god,” Natalie says. “Yes!”

“You’ve got her excited,” I say. “Keep going.”

“I’m going to get off on your big, fat cock,” Jordan says. “I’m going to grind you until you spurt your hot seed up inside me. I’m gonna make you come so hard that I’ll burst.”

“Ohhhhhaaaa,” Natalie groans.

She has legs spread apart as she fingers her own pussy with growing intensity.

“Sounds good to me,” I say, climbing onto the bed next to Roxy and Soli. Roxy is rubbing and touching her breasts, mumbling as Soli’s tongue plumbs her depths.

Jordan climbs onto the bed and crawls toward me, her eyes locked on my rapidly stiffening cock. With her hands, she takes my swollen dick, watching with rapt fascination as it grows big and hard. It doesn’t take too many pumps before I’m stiff. Then, she kisses and licks my head before slipping my shaft between her lips. She licks the sensitive head and then runs her tongue along the seam of my shaft. It’s not long before she’s warmed up and ready to mount me. She lets my cock flop out of her mouth with a wet, smacking sound. Then she climbs on top of me, positioning her hips above my stiff shaft.

She puts her hands on my chest and leans down to kiss my face. I sit up so that our faces can draw closer. As our lips meet, she takes my cock between her inner thighs and rubs it between them. The feeling of that softest of soft skin, slick with her juices, makes me even harder. Jordan’s mouth goes wide as she rubs and grinds my cock between her knees.

“Want to feel you inside,” she mutters. “Need it. Now!”

“Do it baby,” I say. “I’m ready.”

Sliding down, Jordan presses herself into me, her pussy lips parting to let my cock slide in. She moans as she invites my cock deeper. Slowly and carefully, she sets the pace and I just relax and let myself enjoy it.

Grinding my cock inside herself, Jordan uses her hands against my chest and stomach to balance as she begins to hop up and down on me, stimulating her inner walls with my erection. Natalie mews like a kitten, getting off on the pleasure that Jordan is taking. Meanwhile, Roxy is approaching her own orgasm as Soli’s tongue works its magic.

“Oaaaaaahhhaa!” she stammers. “Fuck! Oh, god! Fuck that’s so good. Oh, baby!”

Hearing her only gets all of us more excited. I reach over and grab Soli’s ankle, rubbing her skin with my thumb just to remind her that I’m there, experiencing all this with her. Then I take my hand and run my fingers across Roxy’s hip as the orgasm makes her squirm with pleasure. Her hand reaches out and takes mine. Her fingers wrapping around my hand as animalistic grunts overtake her.

“Ugggh! Ohhaaaa!” she shrieks.

“Oh fuck!” Jordan says, squeezing my head between her thighs, grinding me against her clit. She spreads her legs, stretching herself around me as she sinks deeper into my lap. She bears down hard, forcing me in as far as I’ll go.

“So big!” she says as she throws her head back.

She bounces on my cock, trying to stimulate every part of her pussy with my dick at once. I can feel myself getting close. If she keeps handling my shaft like this, I might explode at any minute.

“Fuck her good, Matty!” Natalie cheers.

“Awwaaaaah!” Roxy yells.

As an orgasm explodes in her brain, Roxy’s shouts tear from her throat with a rabid intensity. I can watch the effect this is having on Jordan, the sounds of sex in her ears amplifying the feelings inside her.

Then, Jordan crosses the breaking point herself, creaming all over my cock as she howls in delight.

“AAAAAAaaaaah!”

As she leans forward, sweat dripping down her nose and landing on my stomach, I erupt into her, sending my hot liquid spilling into her.

“Jesus,” Roxy mumbles. “That was so hot.”

“Oh, yeah,” I say.

Jordan raises her hips, releasing my cock. Then she climbs on me, resting her head on my chest.

“You came inside me,” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” I say. “Is that okay?”

“Of course,” she says. “I’m on birth control. And if it fails, well…”

“Oh,” I say.

“But I’m pretty sure it won’t,” Jordan says.

“That was so hot, you guys,” Natalie says from the chair.

“Hey, come join us,” I say.

Natalie comes over and crawls across the bed to rest her head on the other side of my chest, her naked body soft and warm as her hips touch mine. I reach over to touch Soli while Roxy leans over and ruffles my hair. I’m touching all four of them somewhere, our bodies all in contact. I feel like the circuit is complete, that I’m completely surrounded by girls on all sides.

If three is a crowd, four is certainly a handful. But I don’t mind the challenge. I feel grounded, connected to each one of them. It’s not about who pleasures who. It’s about the pleasure that all of us get to enjoy as a group. There’s something nourishing about that, something that makes me feel safe and at home.

“I could pass out right now,” Soli says.

“Go ahead,” I say. “I feel the same thing.”

Nobody speaks for a little while. There’s just a collective breath as we all take a moment to just enjoy the moment. I don’t think I could be any more relaxed, or more satisfied.

Then again, I’ve been wrong before. This might just be the beginning.
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Hours later, we’re lounging in the living room listening to Soli’s low-fi playlist. All of us are naked. Soli handed down a house rule that nobody is to put on clothes, and who am I to argue? There’s something so sensual, so primal about being naked with your lovers. It’s somehow even more comforting and familiar than being naked alone. I feel like I’m in the garden of Eden; blissful and peaceful, totally without sin. Except that in this version God, in his wisdom, took four of my ribs. I wasn’t using them anyway.

“Have you got anything healthy to eat?” Jordan asks, peering out from behind the refrigerator door.

“I think there’s an orange on the top shelf,” Soli calls back.

“Meh,” Jordan replies. “Oh, whipped cream, perfect!”

Jordan grins as she shuts the refrigerator door, shaking the aerosol can as she returns to the living room.

“Who wants some?” she asks. “Stick out your tongues.”

Soli wants to play and opens her mouth wide, extending her talented tongue. Jordan presses the nozzle, depositing a glob of sugary foam on Soli’s tongue. The whipped cream gets all over her mouth and she licks it off with her lips.

“Mmm,” says Natalie.

“Nat, you want some?” Jordan asks.

“Yes, please,” Natalie says.

Jordan spreads the foam on her own finger, then holds it out for Natalie to lick it off. A little challenge. Natalie shows she’s game, licking the cream off Jordan’s finger. She tongues the sugary substance and swallows, then goes back to lick Jordan’s finger clean.

“Oh, feisty!” Roxy says.

“Can you believe Natalie used to be the shy one?” Soli asks.

“Really?” Roxy says. “I wouldn’t have known.”

Natalie smiles, her face reddening.

“Nat didn’t have a lot of experience with girls before she met us,” says Jordan. “We’ve introduced her to some new experiences. Right?”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “I can honestly say that you girls are some of the most adventurous I’ve ever known.”

“It feels so good to just let yourself go, doesn’t it?” Roxy asks. “I mean, no offense to Matty here, but girls are just different, right?”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “I’ve done some things with other girls I never thought I’d do.”

“That’s wonderful,” Roxy says. “It’s liberating, right?”

“Totally,” Soli says. “We’re women and we can get pleasure however we like.”

“Exactly,” Natalie says. “You girls are like sisters to me, except, well…”

“More intimate,” Roxy says, finishing her thought.

“Right,” Natalie says.

Jordan turns to me and smiles.

“All this girl talk doesn’t make you feel left out, does it?” she asks.

“Are you kidding?” I say. “I think what you’ve got going together is beautiful. I just consider myself lucky to be a part of it.”

“Damn right,” Roxy says. “You are in a very rare position, sir. A lot of guys have no women, and here you are with four, and we’re all good at keeping each other satisfied.”

“Yep,” I say. “Hard to improve on what we’ve got.”

I clap my hands together then spread them, gesturing to say, wing me over that whipped cream!

Jordan lobs the can over to me underhanded and I catch it. I turn to Soli, who is sitting beside me, and deposit a dollop on her nipple. I take special pleasure carefully licking it off with the tip of my tongue.

“Ah!” Soli exclaims. “You have no idea how sensitive that area is.”

“Sorry,” I say.

“No,” she says. “Don’t apologize. Just…go slow.”

I lean over and gently nuzzle her nipple with my nose, then lick the tip of her peak again. I keep it up, kissing and caressing her breast and mouth with my hand.

“Hey!” says Natalie sitting on my other side, “I want some of that.”

Still focused on Soli’s nipple, I hand over the can of whipped cream.

“Not that!” Natalie says, reaching over to turn my chin in her hand. “I want some of this!”

“Oh,” I say. “Well, that I’m happy to assist with.”

Natalie shakes the can of whipped cream and then spreads the stuff all along the peaks of both breasts, turning slightly to offer her chest to me. I lean over and start licking the whipped cream off her, paying special attention to her nipples.

“Yeah,” she says. “God, it feels so good to have your tits licked.”

I keep it up, kissing and caressing her breasts, licking in circles around her areolas in a figure-8.

“Hey,” says Jordan. “I want a turn.”

“Me too!” says Roxy.

Soli gets up from the couch and Jordan takes her place.

“Girls,” I say. “I think I’ve had enough of this whipped topping at this point.”

“Silence, slave boy!” Soli says. “You lick Jordan’s tits right now. It’s her turn. When we’re down with you, we’ll tell you.”

“Woe is me!” I say. “How will I ever escape from this trap I’m in?”

I top off Jordan’s nipple with a big glob, then lick it off. By the time I’m finished with both tits, I turn and find Roxy sitting on the couch, her arms pressing her chest together. I lean down and lick her fat nipples, with no whipped cream this time. Just the taste of her fresh, clean skin is plenty delicious already. She strokes my hair as I play with her nipples and stroke her breasts.

Then, I try something a little risky. I don’t bite, but I use my teeth and apply just the tiniest bit of pressure.

“Ow!” Roxy says. “You bad boy!”

“Sorry,” I say. “I had a feeling it was something you’d like.”

“Who says it’s not?” Roxy says. “Just go easy, okay?”

I nod and resume again. After a few minutes, she’s had enough.

“Okay, that’s enough,” Roxy finally declares. “Thank you, Matty.”

“No problem,” I say.

Then, I get an idea for some more cheeky fun. Slowly, theatrically, I inhale as if preparing to sneeze. Then, instead of sneezing, I press the nozzle, squeezing whipped cream all over my cock.

“Excuse me,” I say, wiping my nose.

“Now look what you did,” says Natalie.

“It’s just like a banana split,” says Jordan.

“Who’s gonna take it?” Soli asks.

“I think it should be Roxy,” Natalie says.

“Me?” Roxy says.

“You’re the newest member of the group,” Natalie says. “Plus, this is the first time we’ve watched you with Matty.”

“Hey, that’s true,” Soli says. “Let’s see it, Roxy!”

“It’s not going to wait forever,” I say.

“Oh, fine!” Roxy says, feigning annoyance. “I guess I’ll just have to have this big thing all to myself.”

She slides off the end of the couch so she can crane her neck down to suck my cock. I’m not hard yet when her lips wrap around me. But it isn’t long, as her tongue stimulates the sensitive spot on the tip of my cock, before I’m stiff again. She works my shaft expertly, taking her time to build up a steady rhythm. Taking her auburn hair in my hands, I rest them on her head and guide her as she slides up and down my cock. I sigh a deep contented sigh, wondering whether I’ve got enough left in the tank to come again. After a few moments of bobbing up and down, she stops and lets her lips slide off me.

“More, please,” she says.

I take the whipped cream and spread it around the head of my cock, spreading as much of the stuff as I can on the tip without spilling. A little still slides down my shaft, but she flicks it into her mouth with her finger, then resumes.

She opens her mouth and envelops me, the tip of her tongue probing and caressing my head, stimulating the sensitive skin and bringing me closer to orgasm. As I watch her getting me off, I look into those big green eyes. I don’t even care that they aren’t her real eye color. In fact, I almost welcome that I know this secret about her. The need in those eyes is real all right, and so is the glee that she clearly feels as she takes me in her mouth.

I spurt, spilling seed into her mouth. Roxy gulps, prompting a cheer from the rest of the girls. Wooo!

“How’s it taste?” Soli asks.

Roxy has to swallow a few more times before she’s ready to answer.

“Creamy,” she says. “But not too sweet.”

“Bravo!” Natalie says. “That was really well done. And believe me, I know.”

“She does,” I say. “That’s high praise coming from her.”

“Think you’ve got another one in you?” Jordan asks, licking her lips with a Cheshire Cat grin.

“If only I had two prostates,” I say. “I think I’m spent, at least for now. But in another hour? We’ll have to wait and see.”

“Soli,” Natalie asks, “can I put on clothes now?”

“Why, darling?” Soli teases.

“I think it’s time I head back to my place,” Natalie says. “I’ve got some work for a new project.”

“Work on a Saturday?” Jordan groans. “Boo!”

“This one’s a labor of love,” Natalie says. “I’m so excited about it it doesn’t feel like work.”

“Oh, yeah?” I lean forward. “What’s it called?”

“Collision Course,” Natalie says. “It’s a love story. Simple, personal—the kind of thing I’ve wanted to develop for a while.”

“Sounds interesting,” Roxy says. “Would this romance happen to have a female lead?”

“Yes,” Natalie says. “But I can’t get into that yet. Casting is way in the future. The project has to learn to crawl before it can walk, you know?”

“Sounds like you’ve got your hands full,” Soli says, raising her fingers toward Natalie in a playful benediction. “I release you.”

“Thanks,” Natalie says, then remembers, “Oh! I left my change of clothes in the car. Can I borrow something of yours? I promise I won’t steal it.”

“You’re welcome to raid the closet,” Soli says. “Go on.”

A few moments later, Natalie returns wearing a simple cream-colored pullover dress with a floral pattern. She twirls, tugging the hem, seeking approval.

“It’s good, right? Plus I only have to borrow and return one thing. No underwear even,” she adds with a grin.

“Lovely,” Soli says. “Looks great on you. I’d almost rather you keep it so I can see you wear it.”

Natalie smiles, playing with the hem like a little girl.

“You’re adorable,” I say.

“See ya soon?” she asks

“Definitely,” I reply.

“Will you be at Magnolia on Wednesday?” Natalie asks. “We could do lunch. Jordan, you can come too. If anyone sees us, it won’t look so… coupley.”

“I don’t think I’ll be back to the studio for a while,” I say. “Len made it clear that my presence is unnecessary.”

“What?” Natalie says. “Why?” 

I shrug. “He’s been ignoring my suggestions. He doesn’t want me to have any influence over what shows up on screen.”

“What’s his problem?” Natalie asks.

“Guess he feels threatened—or insecure. It comes out as pettiness.”

“Oh, poor Matty!” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” Soli adds, “what a dickwad.”

“Natalie, there’s got to be something you can do, right?” Roxy asks.

Natalie’s expression hardens, problem-solving mode engaged.

“I can’t force him to accept your feedback,” she says, “but I can call him out. Maybe highlight some of your suggestions he ignored.”

“Thanks,” I say. “I almost forgot I have leverage. I don’t want to make waves, and I realize you already took a risk getting me the job.”

“You have a right to be at that table, Matty,” Natalie says. “You’ve done good work. The show would be better if he listened to you. If it’s just his ego, I’d rush to your defense even if we hadn’t… had some fun with whipped cream earlier.”

The group laughs.

“Thanks, Nat,” I say. “You’re like a white knight riding to the rescue—but, you know, girlboss version.”

“Yep,” she tosses her hair. “That’s me.”

“Love you,” I say.

“Love you!” everyone choruses.

Natalie blows kisses and departs.

“Now I feel like an underachiever,” Roxy says. “She’s off kicking ass and here I am, naked and doing nothing.”

“I’ve got the antidote for that,” Soli says, taking the bong from its hiding place.

“Perfect,” Roxy says.

“Give me a sec,” Soli says, heading for the freezer.

“I’ve got some flower,” I say, grabbing it from my bag. Within moments, the bong is packed and handed to Roxy.

“The honor is yours,” I say.

She takes a monster rip, coughing.

“Ugh,” she hacks. “I thought the ice was supposed to make it mild.”

“It does,” Jordan says. “You just went big.”

The bong passes to Jordan, then Soli, and back to me—by which point it’s just ash. I reload, spark it, and take a long, slow hit.

“Oh, yeah,” I exhale. “How’s everyone feeling?”

“Unproductive,” Roxy admits.

“There’s plenty of time to figure things out,” Soli says. “That’s what Mondays are for.”

“You never know,” I add. “Maybe this is research for a future audition. What if you have to play a stoner in a scene?”

“I was a stoner before I met you,” Roxy says.

“Okay,” I say. “But what if you had to know how it feels to be stoned and… well, undressed?”

“I’ve had plenty of experience doing that, too,” Roxy says with a grin.

I glance down to see if the thought stirs me, but I’m still on standby for now.

“It’s so cool we’re all a group now,” Jordan says. “If it weren’t for that accident, maybe none of this would have happened.”

“I think she’s right,” I say. “It was a formative experience—just like me and Soli.”

“And us and Jordan,” Soli adds.

“Hey, yeah,” I say. “Imagine if you hadn’t grabbed for the wheel that night.”

Roxy frowns. “Wait, what?”

“The night driving back, just before the accident,” I say.

“I didn’t grab the wheel,” Roxy says.

“Well… you grabbed for it,” I say.

“What?” she protests. “Grabbing for it isn’t the same as grabbing!”

“Reached for it,” I mutter, stoned.

“Must be affecting your memory,” she says. “That never happened.”

“Maybe I’m remembering wrong,” I offer. “I told the police—”

“You told them it was my fault?” Roxy interrupts.

“I just told them what I remembered. It happened fast.”

“Why would I reach for the wheel? That’s crazy.”

“Well,” I hedge, “maybe you did.”

“That’s the same thing!” she snaps.

Tension hangs in the room.

“This is bringing some bad vibes,” Soli says. “Let’s table it for now.”

“Good idea,” I say. “I like that plan.”

“Me too,” Jordan agrees.

“Hold on,” Roxy says. “When you talk to your lawyer, are you going to say I caused the crash?”

“I… we can worry about that later,” I reply.

“Matty,” Roxy warns, “I didn’t cause it. Definitely wasn’t me.”

“Okay, I’m sorry I brought it up,” I say. “I promised I wouldn’t.”

“But you must have had a reason?” she presses. “It’s obviously on your mind.”

“Yes,” I admit. “I wanted to see your reaction.”

“How do you feel about that decision?” Roxy asks.

“I’ve made better ones today,” I say, smiling.

She softens. “Okay. I get that you weren’t actually accusing me. Just felt like it.”

“I can see her point,” Jordan says gently. “Your words came off a bit passive-aggressive, though.”

“Fair,” I say. “Sorry. I didn’t know the right way to express my feelings.”

“It’s okay,” Roxy says. “I might have been too defensive too.”

“Very good,” Soli says. “Let’s just relax and take stock of what we have.”

“That’s right,” I say, spreading my hands. “We’ve got all of this—stocked fridge, plenty of weed, and look, we’re all naked. Arguing would take away from what we have. Let’s kiss and make up. Want to?”

Roxy pouts, then smiles. “Fine. Get over here.”

I slide onto the armrest next to her, careful not to shift my weight and break the thing. She giggles as I sit, cracking her defenses. We share a brief, playful kiss.

“Okay, enough,” she breaks off, smiling. “I’ve got cotton mouth.”

“Me too,” I say.

Soli rises. “I’ve got sun tea,” she says, sashaying to the fridge.

“Got anything healthy to eat?” Jordan asks.

Soli tosses an orange to her. Jordan catches it and starts peeling.
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“What’ll we do if he’s not in there?” Roxy asks, adjusting her dangerously short skirt.

“Trust me,” I say. “He’ll be in there. He may have been born in that dingy little office.”

“How do I look?” Roxy asks, twirling slightly.

I had told her to come prepared, and she didn’t disappoint. The dress draws the eye exactly where it should. Shimmering red velvet plunges dangerously low, and the skirt is short enough to reveal a hint of thigh every time she moves.

“You look great,” I say. “Deadly.”

She puts her hands on her hips and shimmies.

“Let’s do this,” she says.

It’s Monday, and we’re going to see Manny—the landlord. He owns about half of the units in this dump. Most landlords with his many properties would hire a manager to handle things. Not Manny. He’s like a troll, territorial over the building manager’s office as if nothing else could occupy his time.

We find Manny in his office, as expected. He may be one of God’s creatures, but he’s a creature nonetheless. Right now, he’s gorging himself on a party sub. Imagine Brendan Fraser in The Whale—you’re close.

“Hey, Manny,” I say. “Got a minute?”

“Sure,” he says, mouth full of sandwich.

He waves a chubby hand at the dusty chairs in front of his desk. Roxy and I sit.

“Manny,” I say, “I’m moving out at the end of the month.”

“Great!” he replies.

“Right,” I say. “Well, Roxy here needs a place to stay. I was thinking she could take my unit.”

He eyes Roxy from head to toe, chewing all the while.

“Nah,” he says.

“Um… why?” Roxy asks, testily.

Manny swallows and reaches for a napkin among the chaos on his desk. Not finding one, he wipes his mouth on a receipt. Roxy visibly recoils. Who wouldn’t? But Manny stares ahead like a cow chewing cud.

“I’m selling the unit,” he says.

“What?” I say. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I hadn’t gotten around to it,” he shrugs, diving back into his sandwich as if business demands nothing else.

“Come on,” I say. “You’re supposed to give sixty days’ notice.”

“So are you,” he says, mouth full.

“Can we negotiate at least?” Roxy asks.

“Nah,” Manny says.

I thought Roxy’s raw sexuality might give us leverage, but I miscalculated. Manny has no interest, even transactional.

“At least let her make an offer,” I say.

Manny swallows, clears his throat, then nods.

“I’m willing to pay fifteen percent above what Matty’s paying now,” Roxy says.

“Nah,” Manny replies. “Fifty percent.”

“That’s illegal!” I protest.

“It’s legal to remove a renter for cause and set the new rate fifty percent higher for a new tenant,” he says.

“What cause?” I ask.

“It’s ‘cause I’m selling the unit,” he says, laughing.

“Alright,” I say. “I see you have no qualms about putting a woman in a vulnerable position.”

“I’ve got nowhere else to go,” Roxy says, voice suddenly tight with emotion. “I could end up on the street.”

“That could be lucrative for you,” Manny quips.

“Ugh!” Roxy scowls, crossing her legs. “Pig.”

“Alright, we’re leaving,” I say.

We shuffle toward the door.

“Be out by the end of the month,” Manny calls after us.

“Fine,” I say. “But I’ll be back for the deposit.”

“Mmm-hmm,” he says, self-satisfied. I’m not seeing that deposit.

“Sorry,” I say outside. “Forgot that the whiff of sexuality only works if you have a functioning penis.”

“I wasn’t expecting that,” Roxy says.

“Worth a shot,” I reply.

“We probably should’ve figured something out earlier,” I say. “We just sat around getting high while this problem loomed.”

“Not your fault,” Roxy says. “I put it off. I’ve been coasting along, not noticing where I was headed. The deadline snuck up on me.”

“Soli’s place will be tight,” I say. “But there’s always her living room.”

“That’s fine,” Roxy says. “It may seem weird, but I expected to couch-surf. I did it when I first moved here —I just don’t want to spring it on her.”

“As if,” I say. “She’ll be more excited to have you than me. You have a lot of stuff?”

“Not really,” Roxy says. “Clothes and makeup, but that’s it. I’ve moved a lot, so I never buy furniture. I just take what’s around.”

“Good way to be,” I say. “Roll with the punches.”

“When they come one after another, you just have to roll,” Roxy says. “The only other choice is to take them on the chin.”

“True,” I say.

“You’re taking this awfully well,” I say.

Roxy shrugs. “Sometimes I just go into present mode. Not solving, just letting things happen.”

Crossing the courtyard, I notice Natalie’s kitchen light through the venetian blinds.

“Hold on,” I tell Roxy. “Let’s check on Natalie.”

“You think she’s home?” Roxy asks.

“She shouldn’t be,” I say. “Middle of the day. But the light’s on.”

“Maybe for lunch,” Roxy says.

“Yeah. Maybe.”

I walk up, pulse quickening, scanning for anything unusual. Nothing. I knock.

“Natalie!” I call.

Shuffling inside. The door opens. Natalie stands there, mascara running, hair a mess—she’s been crying.

“Hi,” she says meekly.

I step inside, taking her face in my hands.

“What’s wrong?” I ask. “What happened?”

“I, uh, found out today that I’m going independent,” Natalie says.

“Okay,” I say, not fully comprehending. “What does that mean?”

“It means I didn’t get fired,” Natalie says. “But I don’t have a job anymore.”

“Oh my god!” Roxy says, covering her face. “Natalie, I’m so sorry.”

Knowing there’s nothing I can say, I just wrap my arms around her and hold her.

“It’s my fault,” Natalie says, voice cracking.

“Shhh,” I say gently. “Don’t say that.”

“Maybe we should… come inside?” Roxy suggests. “We can talk.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “Come. Come.”

I let go of her hand, and the three of us step inside. I lock the door behind us, more from instinct than reason.

Natalie wipes a tear from her lash.

“Sorry,” she says to Roxy. “I’m kind of a mess.”

“What are you talking about?” Roxy says, wrapping her arms around her. “Don’t worry about that. Let’s just sit.”

Roxy guides Natalie to the couch. I kick off my shoes out of habit, then sit beside her, taking her hand in mine—no questions, just presence.

“I can’t believe how fast it happened,” Natalie says. “I was in my office when I got the email. They told me to be in the conference room in twenty minutes, which is weird. You don’t do that unless… something’s wrong.”

I nod, running my thumb along her hand.

“So, I get there, and Sam, the executive producer, is sitting at the conference table,” Natalie says. “And I see Sarah, who’s our in-house counsel, and Len, and in my mind, for some reason, I think Sam’s going to fire Len. And I’m thinking, why didn’t he tell me this before?”

“Okay,” I say.

“Because Len has been difficult,” Natalie says. “From the start. Just not an easy working relationship.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Tell me about it.”

“So, I smile, and I have a seat,” Natalie says. “And I can just tell from looking at Sam that something is off. And Len, he’s looking totally calm. Cool as a cucumber. He even had cucumber water, actually.”

“Uh huh,” I say.

“And it dawns on me, that he knows,” Natalie says. “He’s figured it out and he told Sam.”

“Told him what?” I ask.

“Matty,” Natalie says. “About us.”

“Oh,” I say. “Right. Well, I mean, what did he know, really? I mean, it wasn’t like we were stealing from the company or something.”

“I got you a job because you were my boyfriend,” Natalie says. “I showed blatant favoritism in hiring you. I knew what I was doing could get us both in trouble, but I did it anyway.”

“Hold on,” Roxy says. “How did he know?”

“I don’t know,” Natalie says. “I guess there were rumors going around, and he must have heard something.”

“What did you say?” I ask.

“Well, I could have lied,” Natalie says. “I should have. To save my job. I mean, Len didn’t have any solid proof. But I just… I didn’t want to do that anymore.”

She squeezes my hand harder as she says that. I can feel the muscles in my face forming a smile, even though I know it’s not appropriate for the situation. So, it becomes a gentle, encouraging smile. Or at least, that’s what I hope it looks like.

“I’ve spent a long time not taking our relationship seriously,” Natalie says. “I’ve had to hide you, the fact that we’re together. And I know that hurt you.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I say. “I’m fine.”

“But it hurt me too, ya know?” Natalie says. “I didn’t realize how much until it was all in front of me.”

“So, what did they say?” Roxy asks.

“Sarah went over the policies that I violated,” Natalie says. “And then Sam asked me what I thought we should do. I know that my only options were to throw you under the bus and try to save my job, or just let go of all of it. And I couldn’t do that to you, so…”

“You resigned?” I offer.

“Basically,” Natalie says. “Officially, I decided to go independent and venture off to do my own thing. But anyone who will read about it in Deadline: Hollywood knows what that means.”

Well, I feel like shit.

“Natalie, I’m so sorry,” I say. “This is my fault.”

“No, it’s not,” Natalie says.

“But it is,” I say. “It clearly is. If it weren’t for me, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“I offered you the job,” Natalie says. “I knew the consequences of what I was doing. I thought I was being careful.”

“But how did Len know?” I ask. “Who told him?”

“It was going around,” Roxy says. “Even I knew before I was involved with any of you. Natalie, I’m sorry that I didn’t say anything to you. But I heard the rumors too. I should have told you that it was going around. But I wasn’t really close to you before, and even after we did become close I didn’t think somebody was going to use it against you.”

“It’s okay,” Natalie says. “I wasn’t thinking. But that doesn’t matter anymore. It’s nobody’s fault. It’s just something that happened.”

I don’t have any idea what to do now, but I realize that putting the question to Natalie is just going to make her even more scared and uncertain than she already is. What she needs from me is reassurance.

“This is totally unfair,” I say. “But you are an amazing talent.”

She smiles, but it looks almost like a wince, like she doesn’t believe it but also doesn’t have the strength to argue.

“We should think of this as you going independent. Not as a euphemism, but for real,” I tell her.

“Exactly,” Roxy says. “You’re a producer at large now. You’re dangerous. You’re gonna kick ass and produce projects way better than what you would have done at Magnolia.”

Natalie sighs.

“Thanks, you guys,” she says. “But it’s gonna be really hard to come back from this. I mean, it took years to get to where I was. The whole point was to build up a reputation before I went out on my own. Who’s going to work with me now?”

“You must have contacts,” I say.

“Some, sure,” Natalie says. “But none of them are really friends. When you talk to people in this town, you can’t admit you’re down. You have to always be on the upswing.”

“You have good news to share,” I say. “You’re in love!”

She smiles, then jabs me in the ribs with her knuckle.

“But what am I doing?” she says. “What do I tell people? What do I bring?”

“What about people you’ve worked with?” Roxy asks. “Writers, directors. There must be people who you are working on something you can help with.”

Natalie leans her head back, staring at the ceiling. She takes a deep breath and lets it out.

“It’s tough,” she says. “Really, the producer’s job is to find money for the project, or manage it. No creative wants their project managed unless there’s money involved.”

“What about your projects from Magnolia?” I ask. “Can some of them follow you?”

“No, it doesn’t work like that,” Natalie says. “Since I’m gone, all the projects I was overseeing will get reassigned or shelved.”

Then she sits bolt upright.

“Except Collision Course,” she says. “That one I was just doing on spec. I hadn’t even shown it to Sam yet. I’ve been developing it with the screenwriter. We were just working together on spec.”

“That means no money, right?” Roxy says. “So, maybe this screenwriter would be satisfied to keep not getting paid if it means working with you.”

“It’s not the same,” Natalie says. “I can’t offer her anything now. She’s not going to work with me just because she likes me.”

“So, you find some funding,” I say. “Or set up some meetings, or something. At least you’re not starting completely from scratch, right?”

“Not completely,” Natalie admits.

She rubs her temples, feeling the weight of it crashing down on her.

“You’re gonna get through this,” I say. “We’re gonna help you.”

“I don’t know if it helps or not,” Roxy says. “But I’m kinda in the same boat. I’ve got no idea where my next job is going to come from, and no idea where I’m going to live.”

Natalie turns to Roxy and takes her hand.

“You can live with me,” Natalie says.

“What?” Roxy says. “Really?”

“Yes,” Natalie says, her tone emphatic. “We’ll help each other, support each other, financially and otherwise. You can cover half the rent, right?”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “I can totally do that. But what about that guy Manny?”

“Who?” Natalie asks.

“Human slug,” I say. “Owns my apartment.”

“I don’t rent from him,” Natalie says. “My unit is owned by some real estate company. As long as my check arrives on time, they leave me alone and don’t care what I do. Plus, my lease isn’t up until next year.”

“So, you’re really okay having a roommate?” Roxy asks.

“Who doesn’t, in LA?” Natalie says, mustering a smile.

“Aww!” says Roxy, sliding her arms around Natalie. The two hug, a warm, effusive hug, and I smile.

“This is perfect,” I say. “I mean, not perfect, but I love that you two are helping each other. This is what it is to be a family… or a tribe, or whatever.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “Thanks, Matty.”

“For what?” I ask.

“You’re like the nucleus that keeps us all together,” Natalie says.

“I don’t know about that,” I say.

“You kinda are though,” says Roxy. “I wouldn’t be moving in with Natalie if it wasn’t for our relationship with you.”

“Well,” I say, knitting my fingers and resting my neck against them, “having done absolutely nothing, I’m happy to take the credit for having made it all come together.”

Natalie jabs me under the ribs with her knuckle again.

“That hurts, ya know,” I say.

“You’re a guy,” says Roxy. “You’re not supposed to admit when something hurts. You’re supposed to say it tickles.”

“Yeah?” I say, squirming as Natalie keeps jabbing me. “Well, it tickles. A lot.”

“Good,” Natalie says.

Then she grabs my arm and pulls it around herself.

“I’m glad I have you,” she says. “Both of you.”

“Aww!” says Roxy. “Me too!”

Roxy and Natalie kiss on either cheek and then hold each other. We all just sit there a moment, feeling the love between us. The tribe is going strong.
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“Let me take that one,” I say, nodding at the box in the corner. “It’s kinda heavy.”

“We can do it,” says Jordan. “With two of us lifting, it’s fine.”

“You sure?” I say.

“I’m a gym-goer now,” Soli says. “Pretty soon I’ll be deadlifting you.”

She flexes her skinny arm with her lean bicep as proof.

It’s Moving Day, for me and Roxy. We’re clearing out my place and transferring Roxy’s stuff into Natalie’s apartment. It’s a whirlwind of activity, kinda chaotic with everyone boxing up and moving things at once. I don’t mind. I’ve got LA’s hottest moving crew. The girls are all in boy shorts, spandex bike shorts, and short t-shirts that leave plenty of midriff exposed. Roxy is taping up boxes, Natalie is folding towels and fabrics.

I set down the lamp and the rice cooker in my hands to watch Jordan and Soli. Both girls lean down, butts out and thighs popping as they squat. Soli slides her hands under the huge box full of my disassembled weights. Jordan looks into her eyes and they nod. One, two, three!

They start to lift, struggling to get it up—

And… they don’t got it.

They set it back on the ground again.

“We can let Matty handle this one,” Jordan says.

“Good call,” says Soli, examining her cuticles. “Let him break a nail.”

“Oh snap!” says Roxy. “Look what I found under Matty’s old mattress!”

Dangling between two fingers, Roxy waves my old sock around for the girls to giggle at.

“Ugh, Matty!” Natalie says. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Oh yeah,” says Roxy, giving the sock a sniff.

She tosses the crusty thing at me. I bat it away from my face and it lands on the floor.

“What do you want from me?” I say. “I was single. And lonely.”

“You wanna bring it with you?” Jordan asks. “A memento from a simpler time, before you found yourself drowning in pussy?”

“Don’t leave it on the floor, whatever you do,” says Roxy.

“Why not?” I say. “I’m sure Manny will know what to do with it.”

The girls give off a collective “Eww!”

“Alright, alright,” I say, going over and snapping the sock off the floor. “I’ll take it with me.”

I ball the crusty sock up and then do a free-throw shot, aiming for the box of towels with the lid open—but it falls far short, landing on the floor again a few feet from where it landed before.

“Matty,” Soli says. “As someone who has handled my share of your genetic material, take it from me—when it gets dry and crusty, it’s gross.”

“Okay, okay,” I say, going over to retrieve the sock and depositing it in the plastic shopping bag we’ve designated as the trash. “I’m throwing it out.”

“What about its twin?” says Natalie. “It must be lying around here somewhere.”

“I’ll turn it into a sock puppet,” I say. “Let’s leave those two boxes over there and come back for them. I think everything else can fit in the car. Everyone want to grab a box? One appropriate to their strength, of course.”

At this rate, we might actually get this place cleared and get Roxy settled in downstairs before sunset.

“I thought you called yourself a minimalist,” says Soli. “How did you end up with all this crap?”

“Seven boxes?” I say. “Come on. That’s not bad. Besides, I want to take everything I can, whether it came with the place or not. Since my landlord’s probably gonna screw me on the deposit anyway, I might as well take what petty revenge I can.”

I grab the big box of weights, careful to lift with my legs.

“You got that all by yourself?” Natalie asks.

I nod, grunt.

“You don’t need to prove yourself, He-Man,” says Roxy. “We already know you’re plenty virile.”

But I’m already lugging the thing out the door and down the stairs, picturing with something close to rapture the moment when I’ll be able to lay my burden down. The girls follow in a line, just like ants marching, down the stairs and across the courtyard.

Moving is a pain, but there’s pleasure in it too. New beginnings, clearing away the old. Plus, there’s just something wonderful about tackling the task as a group. I huff a little as I carry the box, feeling my arms trembling with the weight. When we round the building and come to the curb outside, I bend with my knees to set the thing down. Ahh. That’s better.

Phew! I wipe my brow and smile at the girls. Natalie stacks her smaller box on top of mine.

Soli takes out the keys and unlocks the car. Beep beep!

“I think the big one is going to have to go in the trunk,” I say. “But this one can probably fit in the back seat.”

Jordan and Soli grab the bottom of the big box to help me guide it into the trunk. Then we put the other three in the back and turn to grab the rest. I look back to see Roxy turned, looking at something.

“What’s up?” I call over to her.

“I think that guy’s taking pictures,” she says. “Of us.”

“Who?” I say.

She points and my eyes scan the cars, landing on the one at the end of the street. There’s a black Sentra parked not quite parallel with the curb. In the driver’s seat is a guy with dark wraparound sunglasses and a neck brace.

“What the hell?” I say. “Is that Hamlet?”

The car engine starts, but I hurry over and block his front.

“What are you doing here?” I shout.

He just sits there, trying to wave me out of the way like he thinks I’m just going to step aside and let him take off.

“You taking pictures of me?” I say. “Why? Hamlet, I know it’s you. I can see that it’s you.”

Honk!

“I’m not moving!” I say. “You gonna get out of that car or not?”

Honk! Honk!

Now the girls are rushing over, all of them looking to hold me back in case I try to smack him or something.

“Matty,” Soli says. “Let’s go inside.”

“Hold on,” I say. “This is harassment. We don’t have to take this.”

Hamlet’s window rolls down.

“I’m filming all this,” he says, waving his iPhone at me.

“Go ahead!” I say. “I’m not the one doing anything wrong.”

Jordan puts a hand on my elbow.

“Come on,” she says. “We don’t need to engage with him.”

“I’m fully within my rights,” Hamlet says.

“Yeah,” I say. “Well, so am I.”

Hamlet tries to inch forward, hoping that he can get me to move out of the way. But I stand my ground.

“Why are you taking pictures of us?” I demand. “How does this help your case?”

“I’m not talking to you,” Hamlet says. “I’m not engaging.”

“You’re surveilling us!” I say. “You’re invading our privacy!”

“There’s no privacy in public!” he fires back.

“This could qualify as harassment,” Roxy says. “If I were you, I’d delete those photos—and the video.”

Hamlet responds by aiming the phone at her and filming her.

“Is this what you want?” Roxy says.

She brushes her hair over one shoulder, then puts a hand on her hip and starts flirting with the camera. Seeing what she’s doing, Soli starts doing the same. Soon, all four girls are posing and preening.

“Like what you see?” Jordan jeers.

“Get a good look!” Natalie says.

Soli runs her hands down her body, bending and shaking in a provocative display. Roxy gets behind her, gesturing like she’s smacking that ass. Soon, the displays get even more exaggerated.

All this raw sexuality on display must be getting to Hamlet, because he takes his foot off the brake and—

Pow! He hits the bumper of the car parked in front of him. Bonk! Bonk! Bonk! Bonk! The car alarm goes off and Hamlet panics, dropping his phone and attempting to back up.

“Oh! That’s gonna be some damage!” says Soli.

“What’s it gonna cost to buff that out?” Roxy says.

Hamlet puts the car in park, then steps out to survey the damage. His neck is concealed in one of those big foam neck braces, and he has to bend over to get a good look.

“Damn it!” Hamlet snarls.

I whip out my own phone, not wanting to miss this chance to document the damage.

All the while, the parked car’s alarm just keeps going. Bonk! Bonk! Bonk!

“Oh, Christ!” Hamlet shouts.

“Serves you right!” I say.

“Better leave a note!” says Soli.

“I’m gonna make you pay for this!” Hamlet shouts, then winces.

“It was your fault,” I say.

The girls laugh and so do I.

“Alright,” I say. “Look, Hamlet, I was getting ready to settle with you instead of going to court. I don’t need the headache. But ya know what? I don’t care if it costs me everything. You’ll be seeing us in court.”

That’s all for now, but look out for the next Collision Course book by Thurston Kade— available now!
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