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Please review







Hey, it's Thurston, 




If you made it this far with Matty, Jordan, Natalie, Soli and Roxy, it’d mean a lot if you dropped a quick review. Nothing fancy, just a couple of lines about what stuck with you. 




A rating also really helps. This is an ongoing indie project. The more readers I reach, the more books I can write. Your ratings and reviews contribute directly to there being more cozy, slice of life haremlit in the world. This is a superpower. 

So if you’ve got a minute, share your take. Doesn’t have to be polished—just real.  

Thanks, guys!
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The Smogtown Film Festival, so called because it’s held in LA and all the better names were taken, may not be Cannes. You’re not going to run into DeNiro or Tarantino in the men’s room, and I’m pretty sure there aren’t any paparazzi lurking around behind the trash cans. It’s more a showcase of local talent, short films and small budget projects that aren’t going to land in a theater near you but might end up on streaming. Believe it or not, there are still people who make a living making small projects like these. 

That’s what we’re counting on. We don’t have a movie of our own to show. We’re here hoping to scare up some funding to make Natalie’s dream project come to life. To showcase the script and get people excited about the story, we’re doing a “table read.” All the actors sit and read their parts in front of an audience to give a sense of what the real thing will look like. All the actors, plus me.

“Do you believe in fate?” Roxy asks, here reading the part of Vivienne.

“I believe in physics,” I say. “Objects in motion tend to stay in motion until something stops them. Cars collide. There’s nothing mysterious about it.”

“It doesn’t need to be mysterious,” says Soli, reading for Maria. “A thing can be both magnificent and everyday.”

“True,” I say. “I completely agree. But that doesn’t suggest there’s any such thing as fate.”

“Why can’t there be?” Soli says, reading from the script. “I kinda like the idea.”

“Well, so do I,” I say. “But that doesn’t change things, does it?”

“I can’t figure you out,” Roxy says. “Are you some mushy romantic, or some hard-hearted cynic?”

Now, if this were me talking, I’d point out that cynical is a totally misunderstood word. But I’m pretty sure that the audience listening to this table read aren’t that interested in the real definition of Cynicism and why it’s not the same as cynicism. Besides, I’m not me right now. I’m Daniel Tolson, and he doesn’t know anything about philosophy and probably doesn’t care, which is why I’m delivering the lines just as they’re written on the page in front of me.

“Call me cynical if you like,” I read aloud from the script in front of me. “But I don’t think love is a myth. It’s just the idea that everything is preordained that I can’t get behind. To me, the fact that we can sort meaning from a sequence of events is beautiful in its own way.”

“I think what happened to us was meant to happen,” Roxy says. “We’re three people who have nothing in common, no reason to meet. Then, bam! A car crash brings us together. If you hadn’t chosen to cross the street at that exact moment, I would have driven by. And Maria would have too. That’s not what happened. Because fate took a hand.”

“I don’t see it that way,” I say.

“What?” says Soli, “you walked in front of my car on purpose?”

“No, of course not,” I read aloud. “But why does it have to be binary? Either everything is magical and people are fated to find each other, or there’s no order to anything and everything is just random? How can it only be a choice between those two things?”

“Well, what do you suggest, to bridge the divide?” Roxy asks.

“I think that people can come together,” I say. “And it can be meaningful and beautiful, but there’s no such thing as soulmates, no happily ever after.”

“I think I wanna cry,” Soli says, with a grin.

She’s really reading this character. I think she’s understanding Maria perfectly. The witty sarcasm, the cool detachment but with vulnerability underneath. The line may be “I think I wanna cry” but Soli understands that’s just Maria’s banter.

“Hey, I’m not saying that everyone ends up miserable in the end,” I say. “People can make each other happy. It happens all the time. But that doesn’t mean it’s destiny. I can’t stand the idea that the choice is between delusion and misery. That’s crazy. We came together. It happened, and that’s enough. What matters now is what we choose to do about it.”

“Well, I know what I’m going to do about it,” says Roxy, here reading the part of Vivianne, “I’m going to hold on tight and not let go. I feel like if my grip slips, I’ll be thrown by the force of what’s hit me. You talk about forces colliding. Well, I’ve never felt an impact like this one. If I don’t keep myself together, I don’t think I’ll survive.”

The lights flash off and on, which is meant to simulate stage lights. Of course, we’re actually in a big conference hall at the Radisson by LAX. On a stage, there would be someone in the light booth handling that kind of stuff. In our case, it’s being handled by my all-purpose superwoman, Jordan.

“And that’s our scene,” says Natalie, speaking into the mic.

There’s some hoots and cheering from the crowd, which, even though it’s small, seems enthusiastic.

“Give it up for Roxy Wells,” Natalie says. “Marisol Avenida and Matteo Navarro!”

We each stand up and take a little bow. It’s pretty fun being an actor. And it’s easy when you don’t even need to memorize your lines. All I had to do was sit and read the script, but I guess that was enough. The crowd loves it. If this group of twenty people at the Smogtown Film Festival are a representative sample, this movie might just have a chance of getting made. There’s a lot of polite clapping and even a few cheers.

“Thanks, everyone, for joining us this afternoon,” Natalie says. “We’re really so excited to share this project with you. I want to give a shoutout to our very talented screenwriter. Eliza Ellis, take a bow, please.”

Natalie beckons the screenwriter to take the mic from her. Knowing Natalie like I do, I’m sure she’s desperate to get rid of it. You’d never know it though, from looking at her. She seems totally poised and collected up there on that stage. And the outfit she’s got on, the white pants, a tight little black top with a white dress shirt over it, skirts the line between professional and sexy in that perfectly LA kind of way. 

Eliza waves and smiles before quickly returning to her seat. Natalie continues–

“This project is a labor of love for everyone who is taking part,” she says. “We’re all like a family, and that’s why we all want so much to share this story with the world. We’re looking for funding to produce the film, and yes I can see you already guarding your wallets and looking for the exits–”

There’s a little scattered laughter.

“But whether you can contribute to the project as an investor or not, we’d love your support if you can spread the word about Collision Course. Tell your friends, post pictures from our table read. Everything you can do helps us to make this dream possible. So, thanks everyone!”

Natalie puts the microphone back on the stand and there’s one more round of applause. She goes over to talk to some people wearing lanyards who I guess are from the business or the festival or something, leaving Roxy, Soli and me to hang out and chat. 

“What’d you think?” Soli says, running the tips of her fingers down my forearm.

“You were fantastic,” I say.

“Who was better?” Soli asks. “Roxy or me? Be honest.”

“This is the best part about being in our relationship,” I say. “I don’t have to choose. And that’s what this story is all about.”

I can’t believe how fast things have happened. Just a few months ago, this script was little more than an idea. But it’s been fun to watch it grow. Natalie told me the story. And as they came in, I read new drafts of the script. But this is the first time that we’re letting it out of the lab and seeing if it can actually spark interest with the public. Or at least people who hang out at film festivals.

“You know, you were pretty good,” says Roxy. “Nice reading.”

“Yeah, well,” I say. “After you’ve mastered the ABCs, the rest is a breeze.”

“Seriously though,” Roxy says. “You held your own with professional actors.”

“All I had to do was read the words,” I say. “No acting required.”

“It takes more skill than you think to be natural in front of an audience,” Roxy says. “A lot of people would have frozen up.”

I don’t point out the fact that our audience was only twenty people. We were hoping for a bigger crowd, but why take away from the moment?

“Well, the fact that I was with you two made it easy,” I say. “You’re my inspiration.”

“You guys did so great!” says Jordan, who crosses over to throw her arms around me.

“You too!” I say, hugging her back.

“All I did was flash the lights on and off,” Jordan says.

“And it was crucial,” I say. “The show simply couldn’t have gone on without you.” 

I squeeze her and she pretends to gag.

“I’m just happy to be part of the team,” Jordan says. “And when we get this baby funded, I’ll be wearing many hats. Production Assistant, Set Designer, Head of the Costumes Department, maybe even Best Boy.”

“That’s an actual title?” Soli says.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “It’s the electrician’s assistant. I guess they used to only use boys back in the day.”

“You’ll make the sexiest Best Boy ever,” I say. “No boy could do better.”

She rolls her eyes.

“Thanks, Matty,” she says. 

“Who are those people Natalie’s talking to?” Soli asks.

“Small fries, mostly,” Roxy says. “It’s to be expected. Most of the big producers are at the screening of Cold Revenge in the other conference room.”

“I wish the festival had given us a better time to hold our table read,” Jordan says. “We might have drawn a bigger crowd if we’d been here Friday.”

“We’re not big movers and shakers,” I say. “But our project has heart, we’ve got… spunk.”

“Spunk?” Roxy says. “You make us sound like a Little League team with an alcoholic coach and no shot at the playoffs.”

“Don’t you watch movies?” I say. “That’s exactly the kind of team that succeeds in the end. I like our long odds. It just makes us plucky and relatable.”

“That’s great,” Jordan says. “And I like that too. But I think what Roxy’s saying is that if we’re going to succeed we need to seem less like loveable underdogs and more like champions. At least if we want anyone to give us cash to make our film.”

“We haven’t done so bad so far,” I say. “I mean, we’re already pretty close to making our budget.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “But that’s because Natalie has been pulling out every stop, staking her reputation with everyone she knows to scrap the money together.”

“Yes,” I say. “But also because of our incredible star power. You heard that polite applause. They went crazy for the incomparable Roxy Wells, the equally incomparable Soli Avenida, and this guy,” I say, pointing my thumb at myself.

“Matty’s right,” Jordan says. “Let’s do like Aretha Franklin said and ac-cent-tchu-ate the positive. We’re gonna get this movie made, and when we do we’ll find an audience.”

“Yeah, okay,” says Soli, throwing her fist in the air. “Go, team!”

“We’re awesome badasses,” Roxy agrees. “Just trying to keep our expectations realistic. We’ve still got a lot of money to raise. So, maybe we should all do a little circulating.”

“Good idea,” Soli says. “Let’s split up and chat up some people in the other conference rooms. There have to be some investors around her somewhere. We’ll find them faster if we cover more ground.”

“I don’t want to try to get money from strangers by myself,” Jordan says. “Roxy, come with me?”

“Of course, doll,” Roxy says.

“Okay, well if you two are going to hang out together, I want to come with you, too,” Soli says.

“So much for us splitting up to cover more ground,” Roxy says.

“We’re good as a unit, too,” Soli says. “Come on, Cold Revenge is just about to finish. We can hang around outside so we’ll be ready to mingle when the movie gets out.” 

“You’ll definitely draw attention,” I say. “Just be careful that it’s the professional kind.”   

“Come with us,” Soli says. “You can be our bodyguard.”

“I don’t wanna bail on Natalie,” I say. “I’ll catch up with you. Just stay together. There’s safety in numbers.”

I throw my arms out and each of the girls squeezes in for a quick hug and a kiss.

“All right, all stars,” I say, after we separate. “Hit one for me. I’m rooting for you kids!”

“Did you just become our alcoholic little league coach?” Roxy asks.

“With a heart of gold,” I answer with a smile and a wave.

“Love ya, Matty!” says Jordan, blowing a kiss as she walks off. I grab it out of the air, and then slap it against my cheek, making her smile.

The truth is, I want to be here to support Natalie. But I’m also kinda hoping I’ll get the chance to talk to the screenwriter. Eliza. 
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I know what you’re thinking. Four girlfriends, and he’s scoping out another woman? 

But my interest in Eliza is strictly professional. Well, maybe not strictly. She is ravishing. Red hair, blown out and a little curly. Jeans that fit her curves perfect, a blouse that shows just a hint of belly and more than a hint of cleavage. She’s got this gypsy vibe, and the ‘so shy it’s cute’ thing she has going reminds me of Natalie in the best way. But at the same time, I really want to get to know the person who wrote that script. I’d really like to know what inspired her to come up with this story which seems so eerily similar to my own.

Natalie’s still engaged with the little knot of people around her. It’s impressive. Watching her in her element like this reminds me of everything I love about her. She’s driven, intelligent, and just a little dorky as she laughs too loud at someone’s lame joke.

Eliza, on the other hand, is sitting by herself looking at her phone. So, I saunter over and introduce myself.

“Hi, Eliza,” I say.

She looks up at me with momentary surprise, then a warm smile.

“Oh, hey, Matteo,” she says.

“You can call me Matty,” I say. “Can I have a seat?”

“Sure,” she says, gesturing to the empty chair beside her.

“So, how’d I do?” I say. “I’m no actor, but I hope I didn’t screw up your vision too much.”

“Not at all. You weren’t bad as Daniel,” she says. “Thanks for giving it a shot. He’s proven to be a difficult part to cast.”

“Really?” I say. “Why’s that?”

“Well, he’s got to be this everyman,” Eliza says. “But an everyman who is also irresistible to women.”

“Hollywood’s full of handsome faces,” I say.

“Sure,” Eliza says. “But that’s not enough. It’s not just that this guy is good looking. He’s got to be drop-dead sexy in a way that isn’t just about appearance. In fact, it can’t be about his appearance at all. He has to embody male sexuality in a way that doesn’t turn off straight men either. That’s a tougher line to walk. The guys in the audience have to not only believe that this guy can carry the story but also that he’s basically like them.” 
“And I did that?” I say with a laugh.

“You were close enough,” Eliza says. “For the table read at least.”

“Well, I’m glad,” I say. “Any way I can help out, I’m happy to do that.”

She gives me this look like she’s appraising me, or maybe judging me. But with this strange little smile on her face, I get the impression that she’s maybe already made up her mind about me and is just waiting to see whether I’ll live up to her expectations or disappoint. 

“I love your script,” I say, reflecting on how nice it is to actually mean it. “The car crash, the love affair. Where’d you come up with the idea?”

“Oh, it’s just a metaphor for relationships,” Eliza says. “Like Crash. You remember that movie?”

“Oh yeah,” I say. “It’s been a while, but I remember it. Good film. Very different tone.”

“Completely different,” Eliza agrees. “But the kernel of the idea is the same. Collision as intimacy; people literally colliding with each other just to come together.”

“It’s great,” I say. “Almost spooky how close it is to an experience I had.”

“Soli told me that this story was pretty close to home for you,” Eliza says. “Is that right?”

“It’s true,” I say. “I guess you could say that I have an ironic connection to the source material.”

“I wouldn’t call it ironic,” Eliza says. “I’d call it cosmic.”

“Careful,” I say. “You keep talking like that, and I might get cynical. Well, not cynical, actually. The term is a misnomer."

“Oh, intellectual,” Eliza says. “That’s another side of you I didn’t see before.”

“I don’t know if it’s that interesting,” I say. “But the ancient Cynics weren’t cynical at all. They were completely sincere, even militantly so. They lived according to their principles and rejected every kind of social convention. For that, they were called doglike. That’s where the word comes from.”

“That doesn’t seem very doglike to me,” Eliza says.

“Well, they also peed wherever they happened to be,” I say. “And masturbated in public.”

She laughs.

“Seriously?” Eliza says.

“Seriously,” I say. “And they were always completely sincere about it.”

She laughs even louder at this.

“Well, how could you not be, right?” she says.

“Exactly,” I say. “Can you imagine masturbating insincerely? Oh, sure, I’m jerking off, but I’m only doing it because that’s what society tells me I should want to do.”

“Kinda takes the fun out of it, right?” she says.

“I think so,” I say.

There’s a pause in the conversation, not an awkward one but just one of those that inevitably happens when two people meet for the first time. It gives Eliza the opening she needs to transition subjects.

“So, what do you do, when you’re not doing table reads?” she asks.

“To be honest,” I say. “I’m kinda between things at the moment.”

Natalie’s firing was mine too, in a way. I wasn’t actually an employee, just a freelancer whose contract didn’t get renewed. Of course, it amounted to the same thing in the end. Now I’ve got no money coming in and nothing I can claim to be doing. Just a big hole in the resume without a clear idea of how I’m gonna fill it.

“I’ve been doing all I can to support my girls in making this movie,” I say.

“Your girls?” Eliza says with a raised eyebrow.

“My women, I mean,” I say. “Or partners, or whatever the preferred term may be.”

Eliza laughs.

“I wasn’t trying to police your language,” she says. “But I am honestly interested.”

“Well, that’s part of the reason why I wanted to introduce myself,” I say. “I’m fascinated by your story because it’s rare to find a love story where the male character has a relationship with two women instead of having to choose between one of them.”

“Yeah,” Eliza says. “It’s true. The typical storyline would involve this whole love triangle, someone’s heart gets broken. A twisted love affair. That can work. Plenty of stories have done it.”

“But the fact that you’re breaking the mold is much more interesting,” I say. “At least to me.”

“Thank you,” she says.

“And the truth, which you may have already learned, is that I’m dating Natalie and Roxy and Soli,” I say. “And Jordan too.”

“I did hear something like that,” Eliza says.

“I trust based on what you wrote that you won’t judge,” I say.

“Of course not,” Eliza says. “I find polyamory fascinating.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Except what we have going isn’t polyamory. Not exactly.”

“Oh?” Eliza asks. “How would you define it?”

“Well, that’s just it,” I say. “I don’t know how to define it. Polyamory involves everyone pursuing their own partners, which is fine. But in our relationship, it’s more that each of the girls is dating me, and I’m dating each of them, and some of them are sorta dating each other but it’s a little bit complicated.”

“I see,” Eliza says. “I think you might call that ethical non-monogamy.”

“Really?” I say. “I’ve never even heard that term before.”

“Oh yeah,” she says. “There are whole communities of people practicing ENM. It’s not common, but it’s not as rare as it used to be.”

“Huh,” I say. “Well, I guess that defines it. The only other term I know to describe it is harem, which I realize doesn’t have a positive connotation for most women.” 

“Don’t be so sure about that,” Eliza says. “It’s a female fantasy, too,”

“Right,” I say. “There are romance novels with reverse harems. One woman with a pack of hunky guys who are all werewolves, or whatever.”

“True,” Eliza says. “That’s out there. But that wasn’t what I was talking about.”

“So, what are you saying?” I ask.

“Believe it not, a lot of women are turned on by the idea of sharing a man,” Eliza says. “The idea of being in a harem turns some women on. Not all, but more than you would think.”

“Really?” I say. “Now, see, okay, this is an insight that I wouldn’t otherwise get. Tell me more. I’m fascinated. What’s the appeal for a woman?”

“Many things,” Eliza says. “There’s the idea of having a close bond with a group of women.”

“Yep,” I say. “That’s absolutely part of what my girls like. It’s not just their relationship with me. They have their own relationship with each other that isn’t about me at all.”

“Then there’s the unequal power dynamic,” Eliza says. “The man has got so much sex appeal and stamina that he can attract and keep multiple partners while each woman in the relationship remains tied only to him. That power imbalance can be attractive.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I get that. But I thought that unequal power dynamics and the patriarchy and all that is just what women don’t want.”

“Well,” Eliza says. “Keep in mind, we’re talking about fantasies here. A lot of women like the idea of being in a relationship like yours. But it’s rare to find a group of women who actually want to be in one.”

“Especially when the guy they’re sharing isn’t some kind of a cult leader or guru or something,” I say.

“Exactly,” Eliza says. “Which would be an example of unethical nonmonogamy since there’s manipulation and abuse. That’s not sexy. Well, maybe a little. But as a fantasy. In real life, it’s not okay.”

“Right,” I say. “But I can understand that there’s a difference between what women in real life and what they like to fantasize about.”

“That’s just it,” Eliza says. “It’s a vicarious experience. You can allow your imagination to run wild and explore this taboo side of romance. That’s what I wanted to explore, and it’s why I wrote Collision Course the way I did. Originally, I had in my mind a pretty standard romance where Daniel chooses Maria in the end. But then I thought, why does it have to be that way? I realized that the story could evolve with the times, and that was more interesting to me.” 

“I’m glad you took that risk,” I say. “It makes the story a lot more interesting in my opinion. Of course, I’m biased.”

“Sure,” she says. “But thanks. It means a lot.”

“Hey!”

I turn and see Natalie approaching. She’s got her arms extended, and I throw my arms around her. We hug, and it’s a deep hug. The kind of hug that broadcasts that fact that we’re lovers. We’re not trying to hide it anymore, so at least some good came of us both losing our jobs. 

“Sorry, sorry,” Natalie says. “I got held up talking to those guys.”

“Don’t apologize,” I say. “How’d it go?”

“I got a soft commitment from one guy for six-percent of the budget!” Natalie says.

“That’s amazing!” I say, going in for one more big hug.

Natalie grins, not used to all this PDA and not completely comfortable with it yet, but loving it all the same.

“Awesome work,” Eliza says, holding out her palm for a high five. Natalie gives her one.

“It’s all thanks to your hard work, really,” Natalie says. “Of course, the girls did their part. And you too, Matty.”

“Your excitement about the project is infectious,” I say. “That’s what sold it.”

“Matty and I have been having a fascinating conversation about non-monogamy,” Eliza says.

“She’s got some incredible insights on the subject,” I say. “Here I was not even realizing that I was in an ethical, non-monogamous relationship. I just thought I won some kind of cosmic lottery.”

“Yeah, it’s been a learning experience for all of us,” Natalie says. “I never thought I’d be in a relationship like this. Sometimes I’m surprised by how well it works. By the way, where are the girls?”

“Off hoping to hook a big fish at the screening of Cold Revenge,” I say. “Wanna go find them?”

“Sure,” Natalie says. “Eliza, would you like to join us?”

“I was kinda hoping to slip out and abandon my duty to schmooze,” Eliza says with a smile. “I’m actually a total introvert.”

“Girl, me too,” says Natalie. “But we’re all doing what we can. Making sacrifices for our art, and all that.”

“You’re a rockstar,” Eliza says. “You work the crowd like you were born to do it. Seriously, though, I gotta beg off this time. But I do have a favor to ask.”

“Anything,” Natalie says.

“I’d like, uh, to meet with Soli and Roxy to go, uh, over some scenes,” Eliza says. “The script is still a work in progress, and I’d like to do some workshopping with both actors to refine it and maybe explore some new areas. And I’d like Matty to be there, too.”

“Really?” I say. “I mean, I’d be happy to do it. But I don’t know how helpful I’d be. I don’t know anything about acting.”

“That’s alright,” Eliza says. “I want to explore your real relationship so that I can use it to inform the relationship that I’m building between these three characters.” 

“Whatever helps your process,” Natalie says with a little smile.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’ll help however I can. When do you want to do it?”

“Maybe you three can come to my house in Silver Lake?” Eliza says. “I’m free on Thursday.”

“Well, I gotta check with the girls first,” I say. “But I’m sure we can make it happen.”

“Great,” Eliza says.

She goes over to hug Natalie.

“Thanks for everything you’ve done,” she says. “I’m so lucky to have you as my champion.”

“Aww, thanks for trusting me,” Natalie says.

“I’ve never sold a script before,” Eliza tells me, still with her arm around Natalie. “But Natalie has been one-hundred percent supportive. You’re lucky to have this woman as your partner.”

“Believe me, I know,” I tell her.  

The love fest between them finally ends with kisses on both cheeks, then Natalie and I leave to go find the rest of our little family.

“Talk soon!” Eliza calls after us as we go.

I give a little wave then take Natalie’s hand as we exit the conference room.

“She seems really cool,” I say.

“And really into you,” Natalie answers.  


3.




“Okay,” I say. “Maybe I should just accept that you’re right from the start—”

“Definitely,” Natalie cuts in.

“—But what makes you think that?” I say.

“A few things,” Natalie says. “I clocked the way she was looking at you while you two were talking. Her eyes never left yours. But that’s innocent enough. Then, after she recommended you join the girls for a little acting exercise, that confirmed it.”

“I dunno,” I say. “Maybe she’s just hands-on.” 

“And maybe she wants your hands on her,” Natalie says.

“Come on,” I say. “Can’t a woman ever have innocent intentions toward a man?”

“What did the two of you talk about?” she asks.

“Relationships, mostly,” I say.

“So, sex, then,” Natalie says.

“No, relationships,” I say. “It’s not like we were trading stories about scores or discussing favorite positions, or something.”

“Oh, Matty,” Natalie says. “To a woman, talking about relationships is sexier than talking about actual sex.”

“No way!” I say with a laugh.

“It’s true,” Natalie says. “You just don’t understand how women think.”

“I’m starting to,” I say. “And what I’m learning is that they’re hornier than I could have imagined.”

“Took ya long enough,” she says.

I squeeze her hand as we walk, entwining her fingers and mine.

We walk downstairs, filing past a few bored-looking convention goers. I just realized what this festival really needs is for everyone to be in costume like Comic-Con. These middle-aged industry types wearing khakis and pastel polos, and the shabby college students whose interest they’re trying to capture, would look a lot more interesting, and probably have more fun, if they were all dressed as Spiderman or Jean-Luc Piccard.

There’s a small crowd gathered outside the big conference room where Cold Revenge is being screened. It’s advertised by a plain white piece of computer paper with the words printed in some standard-looking font. That’s not doing much to catch anyone’s attention. But something else is. Three smokeshows who are standing outside snapping photos with some schmuck wearing a lanyard and a big goofy smile like he’s eight years old and they’re princesses at Disneyland.

“Hey,” I say as we approach. “Upstaging the cast?”

“We didn’t ask for this!” Jordan protests.

“Yeah,” says Roxy. “We were just standing around and some guy asked to take a picture with us.”

“With Roxy, actually,” Soli chimes in.

“Before we knew it, a line had formed,” Roxy says.

The guy with the lanyard steps off and two more guys, aspiring directors by the look of them, step in. All three girls pose, tilting their heads to let their hair fall across their faces. They’ve got hands on hips, leaning forward slightly to show off cleavage. Oh yeah, they know exactly what they’re doing. They can act like it isn’t deliberate, but they know very well the effect that the three of them together will have on a bunch of lonely film nerds.

“Can I cut in line?” I ask once those two guys have gotten their shots with the girls.

Groans of protest erupt from the crowd.

“Hey!” I say. “They’re my girlfriends!”

“Yeah, right!” says some chubby Comic-Book-Guy type.

“Is she your girlfriend, too?” asks another, pointing at Natalie.

“Well, yeah,” I say, still holding her hand. 

“Seriously, bro?” says Comic Book Guy.

“Yeah, bro,” I say, guiding Natalie over to stand beside Jordan and Soli.

Hey, I’m just invoking my privilege as their boyfriend. And if these guys don’t like it, well, too bad. Roxy rushes over to hand her phone to someone then quickly retreats into position.

“Say, Collision Course!” Soli yells.

“Collision Course!” we all say as we smile.

No actual flashes or camera clicks, since it’s digital. After a few pics, the guy Roxy handed her phone to gives an “okay” sign.

“All right,” announces Jordan to the eager group of men. “I think that’s all for now.”

There’s another collective groan from the guys.

“But you can follow us on Instagram at Collision Course Official!” Soli adds.

“When we get one million subscribers,” Roxy says. “We’ll post nudes!”

“All of you?” asks the camera man.

“Sure!” says Soli. The crowd mutters its approval and we’re allowed to slip away. Then, once we’ve walked away, Soli squeezes my arm.

Then she quickly adds, sotto voce, “Not that there’s much chance we’ll get a million subs anyway. We’ve got a hundred and five right now.”

“So, how’d we do?” Natalie asks. “Any contacts? Prospects?”

“We mingled, we chatted, we flattered,” Roxy reports. “We met lots of guys but nobody with any real suction, no one with juice.”

“I’m pretty sure some of those guys had some juice that required suction,” I say.

“Ha-ha,” Jordan says. “But no producers or money men. Nobody who could actually help us reach our funding goals.”

“What about the GoFundYourself page?” I ask.

Soli spends a couple minutes checking the page on her phone.

“Hey, we got another pledge!” she announces. “Fifteen bucks since we’ve been here!”

“I think GoFundYourself takes a percentage,” says Jordan. “So it’s slightly less than fifteen bucks.”

“Well, every little bit helps,” I say. “Natalie got some big money out of one guy, although she’s too humble to brag about it.”

“For real?!” Roxy says. “Way to go, girl!”

“Yay, Nat!” says Jordan.

“And what have you been doing?” asks Soli, with mock seriousness. “While we’ve been seducing simps for the sake of our righteous cause, what have you done to help the project?”

“Oh, he’s just been chatting with Eliza,” Natalie says. “She flirted with him, but as usual he was totally oblivious.”

“Okay,” I say. “This is a good opportunity to get a second opinion. Is it sexier for a woman to talk about relationships than actual sex?”

“If she likes you it is,” Jordan says. “It gets her thinking about what a relationship with you would be like, which leads to sexual thoughts, fantasies, it’s kind of like a back door that bypasses all the anxieties surrounding sex most women have.”

“I think a guy who says straight up that he wants in my back door is kinda hot,” Soli says. “Of course, that’s only he’s cute, and, ya know, Matty.”

I wrap my knuckle gently against the curve of her ass.

“Knock, knock,” I say.

She squeals and then pinches me. I swat her arm away and we start play fighting.

“So, what are we doing for the rest of the day?” Jordan asks.

“There are a few more screenings we can go to this evening,” Natalie says. “You never know who might show up. Could be some good networking opportunities.”

“Or,” Roxy says. “We could day drink at a big blowout in the Hollywood Hills.”

She passes me her phone and I take a look.

“Washed Up Party, huh?” I say, reading the evite.

“No way!” Jordan says. “I’ve heard of this. It’s hosted by these YouTubers who have this big house in the hills. Everything’s in the splash zone. The only rule is, if you show up you’d better be prepared to get wet. I thought it was invite only.”

“It is,” Roxy says. “A friend just sent the link.”

“And we can all get in the door with just one invitation?”

“Four women to one guy? Yeah, I think we can pretty much get in anywhere with that ratio,” says Roxy.

“It sounds good to me,” I say. “We’ve just got to have to get changed. And figure out a ride to get over there.”

After the year I’ve had, I’ll never take arriving safely for granted again. If we’re going to be drinking and smoking weed, which is likely, we really have to get a ride over there.  

“True,” Natalie says. “Parking in the Hills is a nightmare. And while I don’t mind being the designated driver, I kinda wanna let loose a little.”

“You deserve it,” Soli says. “You’ve earned some time off. I think we all have.”

“So, we go home, get changed, call a ride, and then we head over,” I say. “Sound like a plan?”

“Okay, but let’s at least try to network a little while we’re there, okay?” Natalie says.

“Totally,” Jordan says.

It takes more than an hour to snake our way all the way back to the valley, split up and get changed into our swim stuff and then all meet up in Sylmar before carpooling over in a rideshare party van. But once we’re on the road to Hollywood, I’m starting to feel the party vibe. The girls are looking incredible, of course. Those bikinis I bought Jordan, Soli, and Natalie were a long term investment that keeps paying dividends every time I get to see them wearing them. Not to be outdone, Roxy is wearing a peach-colored drool-inducing two piece. Even my short shorts are getting some use.

We get dropped off on a cul-de-sac somewhere above Mulholland Drive. From the next block over, you can hear the sound of the bass bumping. I settle up with the rideshare driver, then we head up to this big house with people in various states of undress hanging around outside.

Security guards stand at the ready in front of the front door. Instead of weapons, they have water guns strapped to their hips. I smile. Unless there’s pepper spray in those things, I don’t see how they’re actually going to protect anybody. But I guess it’s part of the charm. One of the guards asks for our invitation, and Roxy hands over her phone. The guard scans the QR code on her screen. Then he checks the girls’ bags for weapons. What would he do if he found some? Luckily, we don’t have to find out. We’re given the wave. We’re in. 

Inside are white leather couches shrink-wrapped in plastic, shag rugs also plastic-wrapped. Even the paintings on the walls, which all appear to be Banksy knockoffs (or originals?) are covered in splash-proof glass. Spaced every few feet are kiddie pools full of ice, beer and premade mixers. Some chairs are inflatable, and there are pool toys scattered all around. A blowup doll is riding an inflatable alligator suspended from the ceiling, surrounded by pink flamingos. 

“So, how do you know the guys who live here?” I ask.

“I don’t really,” says Roxy. “A friend sent me the evite. I think these guys want the crowd as big as they can make it.”

They certainly seem to be succeeding. People in swimwear are circulating, carrying squirt guns, some of which must be filled with liquor because I see one guy squirting into a row of girls’ open mouths.

“So, where do we start?” I ask. “Inside? Outside?”

“There must be a pool out back, right?” Natalie asks. “I’d like to get in, if it’s not too crazy.”

“Let’s see,” I say.

I grab a few beers and wine coolers from the kiddie pool as we walk past, twisting open the caps and handing them to each of my girls. We’re standing just next to the staircase and there are shirtless guys passing from the kitchen. Not that I’m the jealous type, but I’m gonna keep an eye on all my ladies while we’re here, if I can. There’s just one of me and four of them, and the guys are circling like sharks, so I’ve got to keep an eye out.

I think the girls are probably sensing the same thing, because we move through the hallway in a tight formation, passing from the main room into this big dining room with high ceilings. Just like in the main room, there are decorations hanging from the ceiling, plastic floaties and fish. The dining room table is covered in snacks, most of them completely waterlogged, and rows and rows of shots.

Through the wide-open French doors, we can see the whole balcony with a pool built into the side of the hill. The pool is packed with people thrashing, diving. There’s even a deck chair sticking out from the deep end.

“I can’t believe this place is real,” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s like Louis XIV’s wet dream.”

Bu the craziest part by far is the slide. It’s a twenty-foot twisty slide, like you’d find at a water park, which I guess was brought in for just this occasion. If this is what you can buy making videos on YouTube, I think it might be time for me to start a channel. 

“I think I changed my mind about getting in the pool,” Natalie says, observing the chaos. “It seems a little too wild.”

“Good call,” Soli says. “Let’s grab a little spot on the grass and sunbathe.”

We make our way over to the lawn which slopes downward. There are little groups sitting on picnic blankets and inflatable chairs, most of which have towels draped over them to show they’re already claimed.

But we find one at the lip of the slope, giving us a view of the big waterslide that rolls all the way down the hill to the base of the hill. Just thinking about the cost per square foot of a place like this is absolutely staggering.

Laying on the lawn, we watch as people slide down the hill, slide into the pool, jump in, towel off. In spite of the chaos, it’s still possible to find some stillness and a moment to breathe.

“I don’t see anyone I know here,” Natalie says, peering out from under her sunhat. “Everybody looks like they’re twenty years old.”

“I think this crowd is from the streaming era,” Roxy says. “But that doesn’t mean there aren’t any big players.”

“True,” Natalie says. “But the truth is that Hollywood is run by geriatrics.”

“Maybe they’re off taking an afternoon nap and they’ll come later,” I say.

“Well, I just want to chill,” Soli says. “I mean, I’m happy to support the mission, but we can’t be on the hunt for sponsors every minute, right?”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Natalie says. “And to be honest, it’s never fun trying to network with a crowd of people you don’t know. I’ve never had much luck that way, anyway.”

“I think that’s the secret,” Soli says. “Genuine connections happen by accident when you aren’t expecting them. So, the best thing we can do is just go with the flow and not try to force anything.”

“Agreed,” says Jordan, putting her hands behind her back and stretching out on the blanket. “Better to relax and let it happen. Or not.”

So, that’s what we do. We go with the flow. For about twenty minutes. Until a pack of three guys walk over. They look like frat guys, or around that age. They’ve all got their shirts off and drinks in each hand.

“Hey,” he says. “I’m Andre. This is Tim and this is Adam.”

“Hi,” says Roxy.

“Can we sit with you?” asks Adam.

“We’re actually already here with somebody,” Roxy says.

Soli throws her arms around me. I give a friendly little salute.

“Wait,” Adam says, smiling to try and hide his confusion. “All of you?”

“Yep,” says Jordan. “We’re with him. He’s with us. There’s not really any more room on the blanket, ya know?”

“Uh… okay,” says Adam, clearly confused by the way this conversation is going. 

“You want some drinks anyway?” asks Tim.

They’re sweating in his palm, and he was expecting to hand them off.

“Thanks!” says Soli, jumping up to take the drinks from the confused looking guys. “That’s really sweet of you guys.”

I can tell these guys don’t know exactly what to do now. They don’t look like the kind of guys who are used to getting turned down this fast.

“Well, uh, have fun,” Adam mutters.

The guys walk off and I give a little friendly wave after them. Not sure if they clock it, but if they do they must hate me for it.

“You’re, like, the perfect guy repellant,” Roxy says. “I mean, you’re a perfect repellant for guys.”

“And that’s a good thing?” I say with a smile.

“They seemed nice,” Soli says. “But I’ve had guys like that hit on me before. They’re usually polite at first, when they’re sober. But they always expect that any little gesture they make entitles them to sex.”

“Yeah, it’s always just better when you’re already in a relationship,” Jordan says. “It just takes the tension out of these interactions. We’re spoken for. That shuts the door on a lot of awkwardness and just makes everything a lot smoother.”

“As a guy who was once in the awkward position of having to approach women at parties, I can sympathize with those guys,” I say. “But I’m glad to know that you can hold your own too. You certainly handled yourselves well.”

“We have to,” Roxy says. “Learning how to politely turn down guys is just one of those things girls have to learn to do.”

We hang out just reclining and watching people sliding on their bellies down the water slide laid out on the lawn. I finish my beer and place the bottle on the grass.

Now, here’s the rub. There are guys all over this place. My girls are attracting their attention, and, well, that’s unavoidable. Each can draw plenty of attention alone. But together, it’s a wonder they don’t stop traffic. Still, they need refreshments, and so do I. So, what do I do?

If I go to get them drinks, I have to leave them alone. On the other hand, if it’s not me, someone else has got to get some drinks, and that someone will then put herself in the vulnerable position of surrounding herself with a bunch of guys who will probably try to hit on her. What does chivalry demand in this situation?

Luckily, I don’t have to puzzle over this for long, because the conversation next goes in an unexpected but very welcome direction.
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“I so wanna go topless,” Soli says with a sigh.

“Yeah,” Jordan agrees. “I’m gonna tan everywhere but my bikini zone. I’ll be left with two cup-shaped white spots and then it’s gonna be impossible to tan evenly.”

“I wish we could just get a Chinese screen or something, just something for a little privacy,” Roxy says. 

Mentally, I’m already rummaging through the house looking for just such a screen. Maybe upstairs? What are the odds that I could find it, haul it downstairs, then erect it around our group and that all the girls will take off their tops behind it?

“Uh, it looks like they don’t mind,” Natalie says.

“Who?” asks Soli.

Natalie discretely points across the lawn at two very drunk looking girls, both of whom are completely nude from the waist up— and all but nude from the waist down.

“Whoa,” Jordan says. “Okay, it’s that kind of party already. And it’s not even four o’clock?”             

“Damn those are some nice tits.”

This sentiment comes not from me, but from Roxy. An excellent judge of other girls’ tits, in my experience.

“Well, girls?” Soli says. “When in Rome?”

“Just take off our tops right here?” Natalie asks.

“Mine snaps off in the back,” Soli says. “Doesn’t yours?”

Natalie’s got that look on her face, and I can see that excitement building. She’s about to do something naughty, and she knows it, and she really loves nothing better.

“We’re really doing this, huh?” she says. “All of us?”

“Well, as long as we aren’t the first,” Roxy says. “And we’re all doing it together. Why not?”

And, for those of you following along at home, this conversation is happening after each of them has had two drinks each. Alcohol is barely even a factor in this decision. Is this not insane? Scour the globe, search the world and you might go your whole life like these four. Truly, they’re treasures.

“Matty?” Jordan asks. “You okay?”

“Hey, I’ve been topless this whole time,” I say. “I’d be a hypocrite to tell you that you can’t do the same. Just know, we live in an age of camera phones.” 

“That’s true,” Natalie says, seizing on this as a reason not to go through with it. “Who knows where pics of us might end up? It’s not like we’re sorority girls. We have lives, reputations.”

“I’m an actress,” Roxy says. “The publicity could only help.”

“And I’m an unknown actress,” Soli says. “So, it goes double for me.”

I can see the different parts of Natalie’s personality internally warring with each other. It’s playing out all across her face. The responsible professional who wants to be taken seriously as a producer is arguing with the dirty-minded girl who once gave me a blowjob at a theme park. Both are equally part of who she is. It’s just a question of which side will win out.

I worry that I might have thrown cold water on what might have been a truly magical moment of bonding and sharing between my girls. Also, I’m pretty sure I screwed myself out of seeing tits now. I will later, but not now.              

Roxy, thankfully, puts a reassuring hand on Natalie’s arm.

“Nobody who matters will judge,” she says. “It’s a party. We’re all here together, and we’re all just having fun.”

I think that’s just what Natalie needed to hear to put her over the edge. 

“Okay,” she says. “But let’s jump in the pool too, yeah?”

“Deal!” Soli says.

I look over at the pool. It’s not empty by any means. People are swimming, thrashing around. But it isn’t as mobbed as it was when we first came outside. I look back, and Jordan and Soli are already sitting up, taking off their tops.

“Okay, nice and easy,” Soli says. “This is about comfort, not exhibition. We’re just trying to get an all over tan. So, let’s just act casual like it’s a totally normal thing to do. Just pretend we’re on the French Riviera. French women go topless all the time. It’s not even considered sexual in their culture.”

“Good idea,” says Roxy, shedding her own top. “If anyone asks, we’re French.”

“Pardon à moi,” says Jordan. “No parlé vou Anglais.” 

“Okay,” says Natalie. “Let’s go for it!”

“No need to rush,” Soli says.

But Natalie has already taken off, practically sprinting toward the pool, her bare breasts jiggling wildly as she runs.

“Okay,” says Soli. “Rushing’s fine too!”

Suddenly, it’s like a starting gun went off and we’re all rushing toward the pool, screaming as we go. I almost step on a champagne flute left in the grass but manage to hop over it at the last minute. Soli and Roxy almost collide with each other, but we all make it to the pool without injury or incident. Hesitating just long enough to make sure we’re not about to jump on top of someone, everyone jumps in at once, and I tuck my legs in to do a cannonball.

Splash!

I usually hate opening my eyes under water, but I dive down, sitting on the bottom of the pool, watching the blurry outlines of my girls, their bare bodies gliding through the water until the chlorine stings my eyes. When I rise to the surface, I’m greeted by the sound of their laughter. I wipe the water from my eyes and smile at each one of them, just happy to have them all. And, frankly, feeling lucky to be alive. 

From here, everyone swims and splashes around. The pool is huge. Maybe not regulation-sized for swim meets, or whatever, but definitely one of the biggest I’ve seen in someone’s home. So big, in fact, that I don’t even realize that there’s a floating cooler in the pool until I accidentally run into it on my second lap around. Despite the fact that it’s gotten splashed on, the ice is still holding up rather well. I pull out a Miller High Life and find it cold to the touch. Score.

I twist the top off, depositing the cap in the cooler (leaving it on the bottom of the pool would be a real party foul) and then do the same with another. I swim over to Natalie and hand off one bottle to her as I swim past her. Then I tap Jordan on the shoulder and offer her the other.

“Aww!” she says. “How sweet. Thanks, Matty.”

“Where’d you get that?” Roxy asks.

“Follow me,” I say.

I bound over there, kinda doing that combination walking and hopping that you do in a pool. I turn to see that Roxy isn’t following me. Then I look down and see her moving like a shark across the bottom of the pool.

You know how when people can really swim they seem to move like fish? There’s no wasted movement; every muscle is moving the exact minimum amount. That’s what Roxy is doing. She surfaces next to the floating cooler and I thrash my way gracelessly over to her, splashing all the way.

“How did you do that?” I ask when we’re both at the cooler.

“Swim team,” she says, taking a sip of beer. “Pretty much since I was five.”

“Whoa,” I say. “That’s unbelievable. Can you dive? Like, do a real dive?”

“Of course,” she says. “But don’t ask me to do it now. There’s a bunch of lawn chairs someone threw in the deep end.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” I ask. “If I could swim like you, I would have jumped in this pool the moment I saw it.” 

“Sometimes it’s better to let people discover things about you,” Roxy says. “Besides, there’s nobody here who can compete with me. Takes some of the fun out of it.”

I grab two more beers from the cooler and give one of them to Roxy. We walk across the pool in search of the rest of the girls. 

“So, besides the competition, what made you do it for so long?” I ask.

“Well, when you’re good at something, you tend to stick with it,” she says.

“And you were good?” I say.

“Very good,” she says. “Not the best, not Olympic material. But I was good. Of course, we moved a lot so not every school I went to had a good swim team. There were gaps, years where I didn’t do it.”

“But the skill doesn’t leave you,” I say. 

“Exactly,” Roxy answers. “Plus, swimming is pretty much the best form of cardio there is. Low impact, you don’t get hot and thirsty as easily, and you don’t stink when you finish no matter how long you swim.”

“That’s true,” I say.

A couple glides past us, splashing so hard it’s like they’re trying to water the lawn. We wait for them to pass, then we keep going, back to the rest of the girls, who are floating in a circle, chatting and sipping.

“Nobody’s looking at us!” Natalie says. “Well, glancing, obviously.”

“I’d be offended if I didn’t at least get a glance,” Soli says.

“But nobody’s glaring,” Natalie says. “Either nobody notices or nobody cares. I feel so free!”

She raises her chest up out of the water, letting streams of water run down her two peaks.

“I’m pretty sure they notice,” I say. “But, yeah, they don’t seem to be judging you at all.”

“I’m getting kinda pruny,” Jordan says, holding up her hands. “Anyone else?”

“I could stay in for hours,” Roxy says.

“That’s true,” I say. “I just learned that Roxy is like a fish. She’s a champion swimmer.”

“I never said I was a champion,” Roxy says. “Although I did place fourth in the state of Michigan.”

“Awesome!” Natalie says. “Well, I’m ready to get out, too.”  

I check my beer and see that there’s about a third left. Since it’s rapidly becoming the same temperature as the pool water, I polish it off with a long pull.

“I’m ready to get out too,” I say.

I set my empty beer bottle on the nearest edge and then climb out, helping each of the girls climb out in turn. Without the thrill of racing to the pool, I can see that Natalie is starting to get a little embarrassed about being topless, since she’s covering her chest with her arm. But Soli walks with the kind of confidence that says— I walk around topless in public all the time. If you think it’s strange, then you have a problem.

I’m proud of my girls, every one of them, regardless of her confidence level. But a thought occurs to me that didn’t before. Nobody has been watching our stuff.

It dawns on me just before we get back to the blanket on the grass, but Jordan is the first to verbalize it–

“Uh, guys,” she says. “Where are our tops?” 
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It only takes a moment to confirm: all four bikini tops are AWOL. The girls frantically start checking their belongings, going through bags and purses.

“Is anything else missing?” Natalie asks.

“My phone is here,” Soli says. “Purse too.”

“I don’t think my bag has been disturbed,” Jordan says.

“Damn it,” I say. “I’ll bet it was those guys.”

I look around for them but don’t see them anywhere in the crowd. 

“Okay, this doesn’t have to be a disaster,” Soli says. “We can just… wear it with confidence. Like we said before.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “But how are we supposed to walk out of this party topless?”

“We can take some towels with us,” Roxy says. “I’m sure the owners won’t miss a few towels.”

“I think we should at least look for those guys before we give up all hope of recovering our bikini tops,” says Jordan. “They aren’t cheap, and besides we can’t let them get away with it.”

“We don’t actually know it was them,” Soli says. “They’re suspects, but we don’t actually have any proof it was them.” 

“Either way, we need to find them,” Natalie says.

“First thing’s first,” I say. “We’ll draw less attention if we get you girls some towels. I think I saw a stack of them by the pool house. Let me grab some.”

I leave the girls and walk back toward the pool area. There’s this little cabana area with a bar and a stack of towels in a deck chair. I wave to the bartender and he comes over.

“Can I take a few of these?” I ask.

“Sure,” he says.

“Did you see some guys over there?” I ask, pointing toward our blanket and the girls.

Well, I almost forgot that I was pointed at a group of topless girls, and the bartender is understandably flustered. Then he glances back at me and just shakes his head.

“Are there security cameras around here?” I ask.

“All around,” he says, pointing to one in the corner of the cabana, another on the exterior of the house.

“That’s what I figured,” I say. “Thanks.”

I take the stack of fluffy white towels over to my girls and am greeted like a conquering hero.

“Thanks, Matty,” Natalie says, wrapping the towel around her shoulders and cinching it in the front with a sense of relief.

The others dry off with the towels, trying to get the knots out of their hair. Soli drapes hers across her shoulders.

“I’ll cover up,” Soli says. “But I refused to be embarrassed. We’re empowered women. Like the French. Those bastards can’t shame us!”

“There are cameras all over,” I say. “So, we can find out for sure who took the tops, if we can find Jay Gatsby himself, or whoever lives here.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “That may be easier said than done. We’re better off just looking for those guys.”

Well, if you thought that it was going to be a long and drawn out investigation to figure out who took the tops and then an epic struggle to retrieve them, the truth is a lot more mundane. Within five minutes, we find the guys standing in the kitchen next to a rapidly melting ice sculpture. The sculpture is meant to cool vodka as it slides from the top of the head of some kind of a videogame character, maybe somebody from Fortnite? There’s a girl kneeling in front of it, letting the shot run straight down the sluice and into her waiting mouth. The same guys from before, Adam and whoever, are standing around, cheering her on as she sticks out her tongue to lick up the last drops.

One of the guys, I think he said his name is Andre, sees me and immediately puts his hand behind his back. I see a flash of brightly colored fabric, and a stupid little shiteating smile forming on his face as he sees that I know.

“All right, kids,” I say. “Fun’s fun, but let’s have ‘em.”

“Sorry, grandpa,” Adam asks. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“What are you, like fourteen?” Soli demands.

“These little pricks stole our tops!” Jordan announces to the crowd.

This news gets a mixed reaction. Some whoops and some boos. Not sure whether they’re directed at us or the guys, but I don’t much care.  

“Give me the tops,” I say. “The ones your friend is hiding behind his back.”

Andre takes the tops in his hands and starts running his fingers through them, as if contemplating them.

“We’ll give you the chance to earn ‘em back,” Andre says. “If you’ll do shots with us.”

“No games,” I say. “We’re not playing around. This place has cameras. What you did was legally questionable at best.”

“What, are you gonna call a cop?!” Adam says.

This time, the chorus of boos is unanimous.

“Okay, look,” Roxy says. “You guys are hoping to get us drunk, right? You think we’ll fuck you if you do? Not gonna happen.”

“Girls don’t like little boys who play pranks,” Natalie says. “Especially when they’ve already got a real man who knows how to satisfy them.”

“Ooooooh!” 

The guys try to smile, taking the diss. I can see that tensions are building, and somebody might throw a punch at any moment.

“Alright,” Tim says. “At least let’s see ‘em.”

He makes a gesture like he’s shrugging off a towel around his shoulder, then waves his chest like he’s showing off his rack.

“No way!” shouts Natalie.

“You showed the whole party in the pool!” Andre says. “We all saw what you got going on.”

“Sounds like you’ve seen enough,” I say. “It’s over. The longer you keep this up, the better the chance that somebody’s going to get hurt.”

“Ohhhh!” comes the cry from the peanut gallery.  

“Do you even know where you are right now?” Andre asks.

“Hollywood?” I say.

“You’re in our house,” Andre says.

“Yours?” I say. “You’re those YouTube guys?”

Andre laughs, then mockingly repeats my line loudly for anyone who didn’t hear—

“You’re those YouTube guys?”

Well, this gets a big laugh from the crowd, who apparently have known who this house belongs to this whole time. I might have noticed the fact that the film crew that’s hovering around them seems to be favoring them. I guess they must be pretty famous. They’d have to be to afford this kind of opulence. Okay, maybe I’m out of touch. You turn thirty and content meant for fourteen-year-olds no longer appeals. What can I say? Media fragmentation is a thing.

“You’re guests here,” Adam says. “Why don’t you act like it?”

I take a deep breath and consider.

“All right,” I say. “I didn’t realize this was your home. It’s a nice place. So, why not show everybody here what nice guys you are and give these ladies back the rest of their attire?”

The guys trade glances, shrugs. Then, Andre produces the tops from behind this back and drapes them across his arms. He holds them out to the girls who each snag theirs in turn.

“There,” says Andre. “Happy? Let’s see some smiles at least.”

I check with the girls. Everyone seems more or less satisfied, or at least ready to put the whole thing behind us.

“Okay,” I say. “Enjoy your party.”

We’re about to walk away, when Andre throws an arm around my shoulder.

“Hold up,” he says. “We were just having fun. Don’t walk away angry. We can be nice guys. Come smoke weed upstairs.”

“Thanks,” I say. “But I think we’re good.”

“You speak for all of ‘em?” he says. “Put it to a vote, at least.”

I gotta admire his confidence. They’re certainly not geniuses of seduction, but I’m guessing these tactics work more often than not. They’re not going to work with my little tribe, though.

“Okay, girls,” I say. “Would you like to get upstairs with our new friends?”

I’m expecting this to get voted down right away. But I’m surprised. And by the one person I least expected to partake.

“We could stay,” Natalie says, still holding her bikini top.

“Really?” I say.

“Well, they do kinda owe us,” Soli says. “After what they did.”

“I don’t see how you could think that, given that you showed up uninvited without so much as a thank you,” Andre says. “But, doesn’t matter. Anyone who’s coming, let’s go!”  

A whole contingent from the kitchen breaks off to follow us up the stairs. Even the bannisters are covered in plastic wrap or some kind of nylon, as are the stairs, which, because they’re wet too, makes them even more treacherous. Someone on the stair behind me stumbles and grabs me to steady herself. I look back and see it’s Roxy, who gives me a wink. Luckily, nobody slips because if they did they might fall backwards and cause a pileup. Dozens of bodies seem to be on the movie now, either up or down. I see one guy trying to fight his way through the throng to go downstairs only to give up and turn around.

Upstairs there’s a balcony overlooking the chaos of the living room. There are clusters of wet bodies in various states of undress, some lounging on inflatables just like the ones outside. They must have filled up the whole place with these. Smart, I guess. If you’re going to throw open your home to hundreds of strangers, at least you know that they won’t be trashing the furniture.

We follow these guys into one bedroom at the end of the hall. No beds in this one. Just bean bag chairs arranged in a circle and so many bongs they could open a head shop. In the center of each circle is a gigantic pile of weed. I’d say there’s at least thirty grams on the table, some of it ground and some whole buds.

“Take what you need and pass it along,” says Adam. “But don’t slip it in your pockets, ‘cause that’s not cool.”

The guys slump down into their respective bean bags and start loading bowls. I see three empty bean bags in Andre’s circle and we have a seat, some of the girls are sitting two to a chair.

“You guys are living like Jesse Pinkman,” I say. “In his dark period.”

“We’re just having fun,” says Andre, his fingers covered in sticky weed as he finishes packing the bowl.

“Is this an every night kind of thing for you?” I ask.

“Not on this scale,” he says, then hands the bong off to Soli on his left. “But yeah, most nights we’ll have a few people.”

“Thanks,” Soli says, grabbing a lighter from the table and taking a hit.

“It’s a very cool party,” I say. “But why do all this? Why invite people to come over and risk the deposit on this place that I’m guessing you must be leasing?”

“For the lolz, man,” he says. “What else are we gonna do?”

“And you have to have something to film, right?” Natalie says.

“Every moment of life is content,” Andre says.

“How zen,” Jordan says.

The bong passes to me, and I take a little hit, not wanting to get too stoned but also wanting to do as the Romans do. I am a guest, as he said. Also, I do love getting stoned.

I offer the bong to Natalie, who’s on my left, but she passes it along.

“So, what’s your average retention curve on long form vs. short form content?” she asks Andre.

He raises an eyebrow then smiles, clearly intrigued by this development. 

“The weed is free,” he says. “Our analytic data isn’t.”

“Just curious,” Natalie says. “It’s not my area, I’m a producer, but everyone has to understand streaming these days.”

“Producer,” Andre repeats, as if the word isn’t in his vocabulary. “What do you produce?”

“Right now, I’m producing an indie film,” she says. “Actually, all five of us are involved in it.”

“Yeah?” Andre says, his attention wandering. A girl in a pink two-piece comes up behind him and ruffles his hair. He swats at her playfully, then she goes to sit in another circle. Then, remembering he’s in the middle of a conversation, he asks–

“What’s your movie about?” he asks.

“Sex,” Soli answers quickly. “And love.”

I clock this little moment of understanding pass between the girls. Adam’s too stoned to notice, but there’s a subtle shift in their gestures. They’re switching from play mode to work mode. Jordan points from Roxy to Soli, then asks—

“How’d you like to see those two kiss?”
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“On screen, I mean,” Jordan adds quickly. 

“You got the video on your phone?” Adam asks.

“We haven’t shot it yet,” Natalie says. “We need money first.”

“Not really,” Adam says, sliding his newest-model iPhone out of his pocket and waving it. 

“We’re producing our project on a microbudget,” Natalie says. “But we’re going for a theatrical release, a real film.”

“Old school, huh,” Adam says.

He’s apparently tired of waiting for the bong to come around the circle back to him, so he’s grabbed some rolling papers and is sprinkling in a bag wad of shredded weed.

“Real cinema takes time and resources,” Jordan says. “But we’re efficient and we know how to use them to make something timely.”

“Timeless, really,” Natalie says.

“It’s not just about the number of eyeballs we get,” Roxy says. “It’s about making something with heart. Something that’s gonna last.”

“Sounds like you care more about what you want to make than about what your people want to see,” says Andre.

“We’re just passionate,” Jordan says.

Andre rolls his eyes, practically collapsing into the bean bag.

“Passion,” he says. “Passion, passion, passion. Ya know, I hear the word all the time. From everyone. But I don’t see it. In my business, ya nut up or shut up. Nobody cares about your little vision. You put something out there that’s gonna hook. It’s do or die. No theory, just practice.”

“Okay, so, we need about two point three million dollars to make our budget,” Natalie says. “You guys seem pretty liquid. If you throw in for some of it, we could show what we can do.”

“You’re not hearing me,” he says. “If your shit is good, you don’t need any money. If it’s not, then you could be Elon and you’d still make dogshit.”

He may not be a genius, but Andre does at least understand the fundamentals. In a funny way, I almost prefer dealing with guys like him than suits like that guy Sam from Magnolia. At least he’s calling things as he sees them. 

“We don’t need Elon money,” Roxy says. “But this isn’t some three-minute clip we’re talking about.”

“It’s three-minute clips that built this house!” Andre says, taking a puff then craning his neck back and sending it floating toward the room’s unnecessarily high ceiling.

“We’re not some bloated old studio,” Natalie says. “We understand that viewers chase what’s hot now.”

“The thing is,” Andre says. “You’ve told me why you care. I’m still waiting to hear why I should care.”

“We can ensure a healthy return for you,” Natalie says.

“See? That’s not what I care about though.”

“So, what do you want?” Soli asks.

“A sample,” he says. “Let’s see what I’m buying here.”

“Whoa, hold on,” I say. “You don’t have to do that.”

“How much would you put in?” Soli asks.

“Two hundred fifty thousand,” Adam says.

“That’s one tenth of what we need,” Natalie says.

“You didn’t think I was just gonna open up my wallet, all Daddy Warbucks and shit, and say, here ya go! Come on. Check the suit,” he says with a grin, tugging on the hem of his board shorts. “I’m a businessman.”  

Next to those industry jerkoffs who are always talking out the side of their mouths, this guy’s candor is actually a welcome change, even if his bravado feels a bit cliche. But it’s the fact that he thinks he can treat my girls like they’re pieces of meat that rankles me. I don’t like the way that this conversation is headed, and I’m guessing that my displeasure is registering on my face.

“So, that’s the deal, right?” Roxy says. “You wanna see us kiss?”

“Yeah,” he says, sliding open the camera on his phone and aiming it in Roxy and Soli’s direction. “I wanna see you kiss. For a start.” 

“Okay,” I say. “Screw this guy.”

“That was more than I was even asking for,” Andre says with a grin. “But, go ahead. You heard your man. Get to it!”

“Fuck off,” I say. “I’m getting tired of this whole Caligula schtick. Let’s go.”

“Matty, hold on,” Roxy says. “If he’s serious about funding the project, then I think we should do it.”

“Seriously?” I say.

“Not fuck him, obviously,” Roxy says. “But I kiss Soli every day for free. What’s the big deal about doing it here and now?”

“On camera?” I say.

“That’s what we’re working so hard funding this movie hoping that we’ll get to do,” Soli says. “Best case scenario, we make out and millions of people watch us do it on screen.”

“They have a point,” Jordan says. “And it should be their choice.”

“But Matty deserves a vote, too,” Roxy says. “His feelings are also important.”

I take a deep breath, which because about a dozen people are hotboxing this bedroom doesn’t exactly offer the mental clarity I was hoping for.

All right, Matty. These women are adults and your trusted lovers, not your possessions. You’ve made it clear that you won’t allow them to be exploited. But they’re telling you where their boundaries are, and you should respect them and let them exercise their own judgement. 

“Okay,” I say. “If you’re comfortable and you think it’s worth it, I won’t try to stop you. But what assurances do you have that Andre will keep his word?”

“You don’t,” he says. “I’m not gonna sign a contract while I’m high. That’s crazy. Think of this as a sign of good faith to open up a lucrative partnership.”

Soli turns to Roxy.

“What do you think, babe?” she asks.

“I think,” says Roxy. “That I’ll kiss you any time. I don’t care who’s watching.” 

Soli shrugs.

“Same.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” says Andre, hitting the big red square on his phone screen. “Okay, go!” 

They don’t rush into it. I can see the subtle changes in their body language as they slip into their roles. Soli shifts her hips on the bean bag, sliding lower so she can bring her face up to meet Roxy’s. Roxy doesn’t lean in, not right away. She keeps this delicious little beat of tension, the tiniest hint of hesitation to really sell the performance.

Soli slinks to the ground now, crawling on her knees toward Roxy, the bend in her body making her appear more vulnerable and submissive. Roxy reaches out, taking Soli’s face in her hands. Soli rises up, her body folding into Roxy’s body. 

There’s a moment where their eyes meet— when Roxy’s emerald ones meet Soli’s big brown ones— that makes me forget to breathe. It’s the intensity of their gaze that has me fixated; everything that their looks convey. It’s not lust, or even love, that shows in their eyes but a deeper feeling of longing than I even know how to describe.

They bring their lips together slowly, pressing them together gently but with a building passion. The kiss starts soft but grows in intensity, their lips exploring each other, their tongues meeting like two powerful forces colliding. It’s so intimate, so full of longing that I have no trouble believing that it’s the first time they’ve ever kissed like this. Their looks, their movements convey shyness, uncertainty— and finally a bottomless pool of lust.

Andre’s transfixed, mesmerized as he stares at the pair through his iPhone. I don’t need to check his lap to know that he’s getting hard.

Finally, after what seems like minutes, the girls break off the kiss. Roxy looks into camera with this coy expression, and Soli turns her head to do the same. Their smoky eyes, the intensity of their stares are like molten magma.

“God damn,” Andre mutters, shutting off the recording. “Okay, I’m convinced. I want to help you make this movie. Tim!”

“What?” he yells.

“Check this shit out, man,” Andre says, tossing his phone over. “This is hot.”

Tim catches the phone awkwardly, trying to cradle in it like a football and letting it fall into his lap. A second later, he picks it up and plays the video.

In my head, I’m seeing all the guys, and girls, who will be watching it. It’s out there now, or will be, and there’s no stopping it. My girls on display, hungry eyes devouring the sight of them. I can’t say that I’m completely fine with it. I like to think I’m an evolved man, but the lizard part of my brain is still in there somewhere. It’s that part that makes me want to fight for what’s mine, to dominate and claim my territory, to protect my territory with tooth and claw.

I let my fingers unclench and just rest them on my knees. Easy, Matty. They’re your partners not your property. But while the emotion is intense it’s replaced by a realization. The rational part of my brain gets its say too. And it’s whispering— You’ll have them both, together, and that’s not all you’ll get. The world may get to watch them kissing, but no guy in this room is going to know what that feels like to touch those lips to his. Not ever. That’s a privilege only I get to enjoy.

“There it is,” Andre says, clocking my smile. “It’s a party. We’re having fun, right?”

“Nope,” I say. “But I will be. Very soon, I’m gonna be having good times like you wouldn’t believe.”

Andre tilts his head slightly, not quite smiling, but with an expression like he’s seeing something for the first time.

“I gotta ask, man,” he says. “How do you do it?”

“If you’re looking for pointers,” I say. “Here’s one you might try. If you want a woman to love you, adore you, worship you and choose only you— that never starts with you stealing her underwear.”

“Huh!” Andre says, grinning at the challenge. “Don’t be so sure. I’ve gotten some fine bitches that way.”

“Well, then do what works for you,” I say. “I’ve got my own method. And the results speak for themselves.” 
“But what about you, though,” he says. “What is it? I know it’s not just that cock.”

“How do you know that?” Soli asks.

“Yeah,” says Jordan. “Matty’s got something you wouldn’t believe in those trunks.”

“Alright, I ain’t trying to throw shade,” he says. “But I am curious. How does it happen?”

“If I knew, I’d tell ya,” I say. “Being a gentleman helps.”

“A gentleman?!” Andre repeats, with exaggerated offense. “My dude, whose weed did you just smoke? Who’s beer is in your belly about to work its way through that big hog of yours? Who’s water filled that pool you’ve been splashing around in? And who just agreed to buy a piece of your movie just to watch your girls kiss?”

“He’s got a point, Matty,” Natalie says.

“Okay, fair enough,” I say. “Andre, I owe you a thank you.”

“Yes, sir,” he says. “I think you do.”

“Thank you kindly for the beer, the weed, the investment in our project, and the pleasure of your company,” I say, rising from my bean bag.

“You’re very welcome,” he says.

“Now,” I say. “If you’ll excuse us, I’m going to take all of four of these lovely ladies home with me, and I’m gonna fuck every one of them. Enjoy your hand. Thanks again.”   

Natalie puts a hand over her face and Roxy screws her knuckles in front of her eyes and puckers her lips in a pout: poor baby!

“Bye, Andre!” she says, rising from the bean bag.

He rolls his eyes, trying to play off the diss. I check to make sure the girls are all with me and then head for the door.

Outside the mansion, Roxy says—

“See? Parties are networking opportunities.”

We’re now waiting for the rideshare to take us home. The girls are still wearing the towels from the party. We’re stealing them, and we’re not sorry about it either.

“You were right,” Natalie says. “That worked better than I could have hoped, thanks to you two.”

“I just did what comes natural,” Soli says.

“It’s not everything we need,” Jordan says. “But we made real progress.”

“Not that you were wrong to do it,” Natalie says gently. “I mean, he was being a smartass. But, you know we didn’t actually get anything in writing about the movie and his financial contribution.”

“You’re right,” I say. “I should have held my tongue. I didn’t need to show off.”

“He egged you on,” Roxy says, patting me on the back with her slender hand. “After what he and his buddies did with our bikini tops, he’s lucky you didn’t smack him.”

“We weren’t going to get a firm commitment anyway,” Jordan says. “It’s a party. Even if we had a contract ready in front of him, it’s not like he’s going to sign it while he’s stoned at a party.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “You’re right. That’s the hazard of making deals after the bong comes out. Memories of commitments suddenly turn hazy.”

“The important thing is that you never stopped trying to close the deal,” I say. “That’s what selling is all about. You worked as a team, did what you had to, and assuming that I didn’t just screw it up, you got us one step closer to getting this movie funded.”

“You didn’t screw it up,” Soli says. “If the deal falls through it was probably going to anyway.”

“I think he’ll come through,” Jordan says, putting a hand on Roxy’s shoulder and then Soli’s. “Not because he’s a man of his word but because he can see that there’s money to be made. Putting you two on camera was the best promotion Collision Course could ever get.”

“You don’t think he’s gonna put it on his channel, do you?” Roxy says. “Making out on camera isn’t degrading to me. Having it end up on the internet doesn’t even bother me. But being made into content for those guys is a different story.”

“If he values our proposition, he won’t,” says Natalie.

The rideshare pulls up, a big party van big enough to accommodate all of us.

The driver is a big black guy with a goatee and a fedora. He hops out to slide open the door then looks us up and down.

“Hey, you’re not getting my seats wet, right?” he says.

“You gonna keep sweet talking us like that?” Roxy asks. “If so, no promises.”

“We’re dry,” I say, stooping as I climb in to keep from hitting my head on the van’s ceiling, which feels lower than usual. Probably because the interior is inlaid with strings of lights which are, senselessly, not flashing. Once we’re all loaded up, I decide to rectify that.

“Let’s get these lights on, my good man,” I say to the driver. “We’re celebrating!”

The driver, who has still got his eyes on the phone stuck to his windshield, flips a switch in the center console and suddenly the twinkling lights come on, along with a strobe. This earns a big cheer from the girls–

Wooooo!

As we cruise through the too-tight turns of Mulholland Drive, Beyonce comes through the speakers to set the perfect mood. You’re right, B. Things are crazy right now. And it’s about to get a hell of a lot crazier when we get home.
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“Oh, fuck,” Roxy squeals, her breath hitching. 

I pause to exhale, letting my hot breath tickle her lips once again before sliding my tongue back between her folds. Maybe it was watching her with Soli, or the boast I made. Maybe it was Jordan surreptitiously playing with my cock through my trunks on the drive home, belting along with early-2000s pop hits the whole time. Probably it’s all these things. But mostly, I just really want to get every one of my girls off. It’s Roxy’s turn first.

I’m not alone. While I have my face between her legs, Soli’s kissing her right side, nuzzling and caressing her while Jordan suckles her other breast. The girls’ mouths rove Roxy’s body while my mouth ventures deep into the wet slit between her legs.

Judging by the way that she quivers and jerks, the pleasure surging through her body like electricity, I get the impression she’s enjoying it.

I nestle closer, pressing the tip of my nose against her clit. Her pussy is Brazillian-wax hairless and so wet she’s like a fire hydrant about to erupt. She’s getting close, very close. Now I just need to add a little tension to heighten the excitement.

I spread her thighs roughly with my palm, running my rough hands along her sensitive inner thighs. Roxy whimpers, helpless as Jordan licks her nipples and Soli sucks on her neck.

I take a deep breath, taking in her scent, then bring my face close enough to flick her clit with the tip of my tongue. 

“Oh fuck!”

I flick her again, making little circles with the tip of my tongue and running the tips of my fingers across her smooth thighs.

“Aaaaaaaaaah!” she cries, legs trembling. 

She comes hard, hot creamy juices spilling from her slit. I pull my face away, the taste of her still on my lips, satisfied that I’ve given her everything she needed to get off. Of course, it was a team effort. Maybe I could have done it alone, but I certainly couldn’t have pulled it off that fast.

I place my hands on each of Roxy’s knees and peer up at my accomplices, who are now stroking Roxy’s body. Soli is running her face across Roxy’s belly while Soli kisses her gently.

Roxy makes a sound that’s almost a gurgle, a weak little plea that rises from deep inside her. Finally, she finds her powers of speech returning to her.

“Guys,” she says. “That was heaven.”

“It’s our pleasure,” Soli says.

“No,” Roxy says, with a contented sigh. “I’m very sure the pleasure is mine.”

“Now, who’s next?” I ask, wiping my mouth.

“Let’s all take a breather,” Jordan suggests. “I think we’ve earned it.”

“Agreed,” Natalie says, watching from the chair. “You’ve certainly earned some rest after that performance.”

I stand and stretch a little. Soli rests her head next to Roxy’s while Jordan cuddles up beside her thigh. Their contrasting hair colors and skin tones, the languid way they drape their bodies over one another, the scent of their skin with just the tiniest whiff of chlorine; who could possibly imagine a more attractive scene? If there were more room on the bed, I would join them, but I don’t mind just standing and staring.

Ding dong!

“That’s probably the Thai,” Natalie says. “Want me to get it?”

“I can do it,” I say. “Toss me my wallet.”

Natalie turns and grabs my wallet off the desk and tosses it to me. My clothes are scattered pretty much all over the floor, a bad habit that I’ve developed ever since I moved in with Soli. I’m not wholly to blame. Her clothes are in a pile too, along with some of Jordan’s, and everyone’s swim stuff.

Ding dong!

“Hold on a sec!” I call from the bedroom.

After a few minutes of riffling around, I find a pair of basketball shorts and quickly pull them on.

I hurry to the door and find the guy standing there with a big white plastic bag. I hand over the cash and bring the food inside.

Unloading the bag on the kitchen counter, I find myself wishing they would put everything in those little to-go boxes like they do with Chinese takeout. Not the same culture, I know, but the regular styrofoam clamshells just don’t have quite the same nostalgia factor. Plus, I heard somewhere they don’t break down in the environment for, like, millions of years.

The girls start wandering in, none of them bothering to throw on anything. They crowd around the food containers. I open one lid and the scent of tamarind and lemongrass fills the room.

“Okay,” I say. “Who got what?”

“I got chicken pad Thai,” says Jordan.

“I ordered the cream of som yung gai,” Soli says.

“What?” Natalie asks. “What is that?”

“Wayne’s World?” Soli says. “Duh!”

“I think this one is fried rice,” I say, opening the box to confirm it.

“Let’s just all share everything,” I suggest, going around the counter to take some plates down from the cabinet. I hand out the plates and everyone loads up their plates with rice, curries, and noodle dishes.

When I first came to Soli’s place it felt spacious. Now it’s cozy and crowded, but in the best way— a homey way. Especially since no one feels the need to get dressed. I feel like a part-time nudist. It certainly is convenient when the moment arrives when clothes are a nuisance. And when we’re all together, that can happen at pretty much any moment. The constant current of sexuality that animates the group helps to keep the coziness from getting stale.

“You know what would be perfect with this?” Natalie asks, munching on rice covered with some kind of curry. “Coconut water.”

“I’m pretty sure there’s coconut in this curry,” Jordan says.

“Right,” Natalie says. “It matches.”

“I haven’t had Thai since I moved,” Roxy says. “There was this place I used to order from near my house.”

“There’s a place near us we can try,” Natalie says. “We’ve hardly even ordered out since you moved in. We just keep getting Panera Bread all the time.”

“And cooking,” Roxy says.

“It’s great to finally have time to do it,” Natalie says. “I never had time before. Roxy’s got a lot of recipes.”

“It’s just stuff I grew up making,” Roxy says. “I love all the Korean dishes you make. I’m starting to crave Asian food, like, all the time.” 

“It’s the rice,” Natalie says. “It’s kinda the perfect carb. You can stuff yourself with it and then in a few hours you want more.”

“Kinda like Matty’s cock,” Soli says.

The girls laugh.

“Great taste,” Jordan says. “Less filling.”

More laughter, and from me too. I never get tired of praise about my member, no matter how much I hear it.

“There’s an Asian I’ve been craving,” Soli says. “Nat, when are you gonna let me give a little some of what Matty gave Roxy back there?”

Natalie turns red, shifting a little in her swivel chair.

“I’m ready any time,” she says.

“Really?” Soli asks, putting her hand on Natalie’s arm. “Because it sometimes feels like your designated spot is in the corner, watching from the chair. It’s not like there’s anything wrong with being a spectator, just as long as you remember you can be the main event, too.”

Natalie turns even redder this time. There was a time not long ago when Natalie said she wasn’t interested in women. But Soli’s talented tongue can work magic. Believe me. I know what I’m talking about.

“Thanks, Soli,” Natalie says. “To be honest, I don’t really think about who’s in what position, or who’s doing what to whom. We’re just all together. That’s what matters.”

“You are so sweet,” Soli says. “I just want to put my face between your legs and let you ride it.”

Natalie’s hand goes to her face, which is fully flushed now. A drop of yellow curry spills from her mouth and lands on the peak of her breast. She wipes her mouth.

“Matty, can you hand me a napkin?” she asks.

“Nope,” I say. “But I can do this.”

I lean over and lick the trail of curry before it dribbles down her nipple.

“How is it?” Roxy asks.

“Creamy and mild,” I say. “But with just a little kick.”

“So, how about it?” Soli asks. “Can I get a little dessert?”

“Now?” Natalie asks.

“Sure,” says Soli.

“No pressure, Lovely,” Jordan says.

Natalie gives a little shrug.

“I think it would help,” Natalie says. “If Matty kissed me and then you kinda came up from behind and… ya know. Did your thing.”

“That sounds like a plan,” I say. “Where do you want me?”

“On the couch,” Natalie says.

So, I walk over and have a seat on the couch. Natalie slides out of her seat and slowly walks over, hips swaying with every step. She’s not in any hurry, with just a little prance in her step as she moves. She doesn’t sit. Instead, she climbs over the armrest and sticks her ass in the air, something feline in her movements. Then, on all fours, she crawls toward me, still holding her ass in the air. I turn to her and our faces draw near. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Soli approaching Natalie’s rear, but I just close my eyes and focus my attention on her.

Our lips meet, pressing to each other sweetly and slowly. With my eyes still closed, I can feel the moment when Soli’s lips make contact with Natalie’s inner thighs because a jolt passes through her body like an electric shock. We keep kissing, but I can feel Natalie’s attention being pulled in the other direction. I break off the kiss to look at her.

Natalie’s eyes flick open for a moment, a smile forming on her face.

“How are you doing?” I whisper gently.

“Good,” she says, her tone airy and a little dazed. Then her mouth widens in an “o” and she gasps. “Oh, god!”

She’s flushing again as Roxy and Jordan come over to have a seat together on the chair across from us. No need to say anything. Their gentle smiles are encouragement enough.

Natalie recovers herself enough to kiss me and I can feel the intensity of her need for intimacy, connection, affection. I start touching my cock, which is quickly starting to stiffen on its own and just needs a little skin-on-skin contact to get erect.

“Get hard,” she says, when our lips break apart again. “I want your cock in my mouth.”

Well, I keep pumping, focusing on the pink of Natalie’s lips as they open and close. Pretty quickly I’m completely engorged, but Natalie’s eyes are closed again and I can see she’s lost in the pleasure she’s getting from Soli. Her shallow gasps are giving way to deeper moans. I can feel the weight shifting as Natalie spreads her hips, inviting Soli deeper. 

I don’t want to interrupt the pleasure that Natalie is so clearly experiencing. But my erection is getting so hard that it’s starting to hurt. And Natalie’s hot wet mouth is there, so close. I just need to turn myself a little more, position myself so that her neck can crane down even as her lower half remains in the air so that Soli can slide her tongue inside her. It’s hot as hell but logistically delicate. Everyone has to play their part just so.

I turn my pelvis and arch forward to bring my cock as close to Natalie’s mouth as possible. Suddenly, her eyes open and she cranes her neck down to wrap her lips around my swollen head. She tongues the sensitive tip, then presses it to the inside of her cheek. I hold that position, turned toward her on the couch with my pelvis turned toward her. Sure, it’s a bit awkward, but I’m as stiff as a board and not caring. I close my eyes, giving myself over to the pleasure of Natalie’s hot mouth.

Every time she jerks or loses the rhythm, I know it’s because of what Soli’s tongue is doing to her and my cock stiffens just a little more. I try to picture what Natalie must be feeling, imagining that the love that passes from her to me is like a current of electricity, like Soli’s sending me this pleasure into Natalie. As it passes through her, its power only magnifies. It’s like together we form one long circuit with sex and love passing down the line and then back again.

Then, I feel something shift. Natalie’s lips and tongue seem to vibrate as a noise comes up from somewhere deep inside her. She’s coming, I can tell.

I slide my hand behind Natalie’s head, feeling the weight of her straight, black locks as they pass through my fingers. I’m not guiding her, though. Her neck and mouth are already perfectly aligned and don’t need me directing them. I just stroke her with my fingers at the base of her skull, letting her know she can take her time. She doesn’t have to rush. We’ve got all the time in the world, and my erection isn’t going anywhere. 

She slows for a moment, breathing deeply through her nose. My cock slides from her mouth, but only for a moment. Once she’s caught her breath, she envelopes my shaft again and works it with even greater intensity. She was putting about seventy-five percent of what she’s capable of before, which is about all she could spare. But now that Soli has finished with her, she can focus solely on getting me off.

Her whole body seems lower on the couch than before, her mouth open wider. She’s going for her patented deep-throat maneuver, and I’ve just got to hold out for as long as I can. She brings me in deeper, so deep that I can feel my head collide with her palette and then slide along the inside of it. I feel the most delicious pressure on my shaft that seems to be coming from every direction at once. When I come, it’s like she’s milking my seam of every drop. Her throat constricts around me as she swallows, once and then twice, sending it all up inside her. Then, like a diver coming up for air, she suddenly surfaces, gasping loudly.

“You were unbelievable,” I tell her.

“Yeah?” she says, still coming down from the high and not able to say much more than that.

“She wasn’t the only one,” I say as Soli comes around to have a seat on the couch between us. “Soli, that was incredible. Your tongue is so talented that I even felt it.”

“Just giving Natalie the same pleasure I’d want myself,” Soli says, smiling sweetly. We kiss and there’s a whiff of Natalie still on her breath, on her tongue.

“So,” Jordan says to Roxy. “I guess that we’re up.”

“Can I be honest?” Roxy says. “I don’t think I could handle anyone else’s tongue on my pussy. I’m so wired that I think I might actually burst from overstimulation.”

“Well,” Jordan says. “Not to be selfish, but I’m still in need of an orgasm. And I could really use the help of someone with a cock.”

“I guess I’m out, then,” Soli says.

“Sorry, babe,” Jordan says. “But the heart wants what it wants, and other parts are no different.”

“Well, I’m ready for a rest,” Soli says. “But I think our stallion is still good for one more ride.”

“I see that you can volunteer my services without first considering my needs,” I say.

“Not true,” Soli says. “I think if there’s anyone who knows something about your needs, it’s me. You’ve come just once already. I know you’ve got a little fight left in you, so look alive. You’re still on duty.”
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“All right,” I say, standing and stretching and cracking my knuckles. “Where do you want me?”  

“On the bed,” Jordan says. “With plenty of foreplay followed by deep penetration.”

“Order up,” I say, putting my hands on my hips.

“Not like that,” Jordan says. “I want something sensitive and sweet. Take your time, and be gentle. Also, while everyone is free to watch, I want to have Matty solo this time.”

“Take him,” Natalie says with a wave.

“Please,” says Roxy. “I’ve gotten all I need out of him today.”

“And I just need to veg,” says Soli, stretching out on the couch. “We’ll be here when you finish.”

“All right,” I say. “Let me get a drink of water and I’ll be right in.”

Jordan springs from the chair, then pivots on one hip and beelines for the bedroom.

“Don’t keep me waiting too long,” Jordan says. “But don’t rush either.”

“Aye, aye,” I say, with a little salute.

She enters Soli’s bedroom and shuts it behind her. I go to the fridge and get a sip from a half-finished Dasini bottle then put it back. Soli turns on the TV and fires up the PS2. 

I focus on collecting my chi or mana or whatever and draw it to me, imagining sexual energy flowing into my cock. The whole thing feels a little silly, even to me, but though it may be my imagination I can feel it working.

Reaching the door, I rap my knuckle against it ever so gently. Not waiting for an answer, just observing a ritual, as I turn the knob and gently push it open.

Jordan, my blonde beauty, is concealed under a thin, almost translucent white bedsheet. After seeing her prancing around in next to nothing all afternoon, and absolutely nothing for hours after that, having just a hint of— well, not mystery, but you know what I’m saying—  is just what I need.

“Go slow,” Jordan says. “I’m a virgin.”

I can’t resist cracking a smile as I climb onto the bed beside her.

“Hey, every girl has a right to pretend she’s still a virgin sometime,” she says.

“Okay,” I say. “Well, it’s my first time, too.”

“Ugh! No!” she says, laughing. “That’s not part of the fantasy.”

“Why not?” I say, brushing a lock of blonde hair out of her eyes. “It’s special, romantic. We’re experiencing it for the first time together.”

“Do you understand nothing about female fantasies?” Jordan says. “Me being a virgin is hot. You being the same is just awkward.”

“That’s a terrible double standard,” I say.

“That’s how sex works,” she says.

I pick up the same lock of hair I just brushed away and put it back in front of her eyes. She giggles. When she tries to clear the bangs from in front of her face, I keep playfully putting them back.

“Okay,” she says. “Enough.”

“You’re right,” I say. “I want to kiss you.”

“Why do you want to kiss me?” she asks.

“Because you are astonishingly beautiful and special, and I’m hopelessly in love with you,” I say. “Out of all the women I’ve ever had and will ever have, none will ever outshine you. You don’t just have the beauty of a goddess but are one of the most special women I’ve ever known.”

“Now, see, that is the fantasy,” Jordan says. “Let’s go with that.”

As I tug away the sheet, revealing her gently tanned flesh, porcelain white in places where the sun rarely shows, I take a moment just to admire every part of her body. Not just her breasts and hips but the curve of her elbow, the freckles on her shoulder that I never noticed, or at least never acknowledged before.

“My god,” I whisper. “You are so beautiful to me.”

She doesn’t say a word. Doesn’t have to. Her blue eyes looking into mine, pupils dilated, say it all.

I run my hand across her cheek and then, with deliberate slowness, reach over and kiss her. Our lips meet and caress each other. It’s not manic passion or overeagerness. Instead, a profound sense of connection animates each of our movements. I climb on top of her, parting her legs so that the back of her hips rest on my stomach.

I bend her forward as I lean down to kiss her. I tease her with my erection, pressing into her thighs and butt. She grins, sighs. Releasing her legs, I kiss her from her stomach up to her breasts, her neck, and finally kiss my way back up to her face again.

“This is what I wanted,” she says. “This is so nice being together like this.”

“You ready?” I ask.

“Mmm-hmm,” she murmurs.

“Good,” I say. “Because I can’t hold back anymore. You’re driving me insane. I’ve got to rut inside you.”

I part her hips and then place myself at her opening. Gently, I slide myself in, enjoying the warmth and wetness and the pressure as her inner walls stroke me. I go just a little deeper with each thrust, bottoming out as I hear her squeal. We just keep rocking like that, kissing and touching. I move between her face and breasts, all the time drinking in her sights and smells and the sounds she makes as she absorbs my strokes, giving back with her hips the same force I give her.

We just go on like that, totally absorbed in each other and the coolness of the bed. The room is still and the only sound comes from the TV in the other room.

“I think I’m ready,” I say.

“It’s okay,” she says. “I’m safe. You can come inside me.”

So, I do just as my lady says. I send my seed deep into her and feel her body pulsing with mine as she milks me dry. I take a deep sigh, relieved not just to have come but to have given us both what we needed.

“That was special,” Jordan says.

“It was,” I say. “I sometimes forget what it’s like to have sex with just one other person.”

“How many guys have that problem?” she asks.

“I wouldn’t even call it a problem,” I say. “I just have got a lot of love that’s got to be passed around. But it’s nice to just be able to slow it down and keep things simple, ya know?”

We kiss, touching and caressing each other again for just a few moments, checking in with each other. She hugs me and kisses my cheek and neck.

“Such a cute guy,” she says, her arms pressed against me.

We just lie there like that for a while, and, unsurprisingly, I fall asleep. I come to a little later, stirred by the light from the bathroom. It flicks off and Soli enters.

“Hey,” I whisper.

“Hey,” she whispers. “The girls went home.”

I nod, although I’m not sure if she can see me in the darkness of the room.

“Come here,” I whisper.

She climbs into bed, her bare flesh meeting mine. I’ve got Jordan on one side, snoring gently, and Soli in my arm. It’s been quite a day, and it’s ending about as well as any day ever could. 
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“Thanks for coming, everyone,” Donna says. “Before we start, can I get everyone to state their name for the record? Can you also please just briefly explain your connection with the defendant?”

It’s a bit strange to be here in person after the number of times I’ve spoken to Donna over the phone. The office is pretty much exactly as I pictured it would be. Corporate, sleek, understated and also expensive-looking, with an impressive view of the LA skyline. 

Donna is likewise what I expected. A little heavyset with curly hair and wearing what is probably an expensive business suit. She presses the button on one of those little recording devices you’ve probably seen in movies with the two omnidirectional microphones on top.

This little sit down is intended for us to just get our ducks in a row so there are no surprises in court.

“I’m Marisol Avenida,” Soli says. “I was in the car that night. I’m Matty’s, uh, the defendant’s girlfriend.”

“Thank you,” Donna says, jotting down a few notes and then looking to Jordan.

“Hi, I’m Jordan Kleinfelter,” she says. “I was in the car that night and I am also in a relationship with the defendant.”

Donna stops writing and looks up at Jordan, who freezes. Donna clicks her pen.

“Okay,” I say. “And you?”

“Roxanne Wells,” says Roxy. “I was in the passenger seat. My connection with the defendant is likewise romantic in nature.”

“My name is Matteo, uh, Navarro, and I’m the defendant. And the partner of these ladies.”

“Anyone else?” Donna asks.

“Oh, me,” says Natalie. “But I wasn’t in the car, so I can’t testify as to what happened in the crash.”

Donna clicks her pen.

“Okay,” she says. “I see we’ve got something of an unconventional relationship on our hands. That’s okay. You’re all adults, correct?”

“Yes, definitely,” I say.

“Well, all right,” she says. “This is a civil matter, not a jury trial. I don’t know what effect it might have on your case.”

“It’s already had an effect,” I say. “I told you about Hamlet— sorry, the plaintiff— filming me and my partner outside our apartment complex, which, by the way, constitutes harassment.”

“Remember, this recording is just for our associates,” Donna says. “So, this won’t end up being heard by anyone else. But I should tell you now, as I said after you called me, what the plaintiff did doesn’t legally constitute harassment.”

“It should, though,” I say. “It was totally invasive.”

“And pathetic,” Soli says, crossing her arms. “I want that on the record.”

“Yes, well,” Donna says. “It was on a public street, and it wasn’t ongoing. That means that whatever you may have felt, it doesn’t actually meet the standard of harassment.”  

“Well,” I say. “What was he filming for? What did it have to do with the accident? We were moving boxes. The only reason he had for filming us was to attempt to gather dirt on me and to shame us for our, uh, unconventional lifestyle.”

“Duly noted,” Donna says. “Let’s get back to the matter at hand. I want to ask each of you in turn to present what you think is the biggest weakness in your ability to testify. Put another way, what are you most nervous about being asked? Miss Avenida?”

“About how much I had to drink,” Soli says.

“How much did you have to drink?” Donna asks.

“I don’t know,” Soli says.

“All right, Miss Kleinfelter, same question,” Donna says.

“Same answer,” Jordan says. “Also, I think we were both asleep for some part of the drive.”

“I see,” says Donna. “And Miss Wells?”

“I’m worried that somebody might ask me about whether I grabbed the wheel in an attempt to avert a collision,” Roxy says. “Because if somebody did ask me about that, I would have to testify, under oath, that isn’t what I remember happening.”

“Thank you,” Donna says. “Mr. Navarro?”

“I would have to give the same answer as Roxy, uh, Miss Wells did. Because I remember the event differently,” I say. “I’m not accusing her of anything, though.”

“I see,” Donna says. “Thank you. Um, can you elaborate?”

“Well,” I say, “I remember she either reached for the wheel or almost did. That was my impression at the time. But I’m worried about saying that because it might hurt my case.”

“Right,” Donna says. “Well, that’s what we’re here trying to work out. I think your instincts are correct.”

“So, we shouldn’t bring that up at all, right?” I say.

“What did you tell the officer at the scene?” Donna asks.

“That she reached for the wheel,” I say. “Or that I thought she did.”

“And Miss Wells?” Donna asks.

“I never said anything like that in my testimony at the time,” she says.

“Well, then I think the plaintiff will probably exploit that discrepancy,” Donna says. “They have access to those statements made by both of you at the scene, and I’m guessing that will probably be part of their strategy. Now, Mr. Navarro, there was alcohol in your system, correct?”

“Yeah,” I say. “But it was way below the legal limit. It was like 0.02 or something. I wasn’t drunk.”

“I understand,” says Donna. “But the plaintiff’s counsel will bring that up, too. Do you have any prior accidents where you were deemed to be at fault?”

“Well, yes,” I say. “But that was, like, seven or eight years ago. That isn’t relevant, is it?”

“Honestly, it all depends on the circumstances,” Donna says. “Remember that we’re not talking about criminal behavior here. The plaintiff only needs to convince a judge that you acted with negligence, and that’s a more nebulous accusation.”

“Okay,” I say. “Bottom line, what do you think about the case against me? Is it strong?” 

“Well,” Donna says. “I think that while the case is far from overwhelming, your defense has some vulnerabilities. The fact that you had alcohol in your system, and yes, I understand you were under the limit, but that still doesn’t work in your favor. The fact that there’s some confusion over whether your passenger tried to grab the wheel, and so may or may not have distracted you, that’s another vulnerability. I can’t tell you what’s going to happen, but I think you need to prepare yourself for the possibility that you may lose.”

Of course, I’ve already tried to do exactly that. But hearing the hesitation in Donna’s voice gives me a bad feeling in my gut. 

“What can we do?” I ask. “I’ve already said I won’t settle with him. What else is there?”

“Actually, I think the best strategy may be to turn the tables on him,” says Donna. “Give him a taste of what he did to you.”

“You want me to sit outside his house so I can video him when he’s not expecting it?” I say.

“No,” says Donna. “That would be amateurish and would probably backfire. I think you should use a professional.”

“A P.I.?” Soli says.

“Exactly,” Donna says. “You’ve said before that you suspect he may be exaggerating his injuries, if not fabricating them entirely.”

“Yes,” I say. “I’m sure of it.”

“A private investigator can do some digging and see if you’re right,” Donna says.

“That makes a lot of sense,” I say. “But aren’t P.I.s expensive?”

“Their hourly rate is typically lower than ours,” Donna says. “But you’ll usually have to put up a retainer, just as you did with us.”

“How much?” I ask.

“Probably around five-thousand to start,” Donna says. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not what you want to hear.”

I can feel my shoulders deflate as I sink into my seat. Every option in front of me requires more money. 

“I can recommend someone,” Donna continues. “She does excellent work. I’ve recommended her to clients in the past, and they’ve always been satisfied with her results.”

She? Guess I have to update the mental picture I had of a middle-aged fat guy chomping on a cigar. Yes, it’s out of date, but really how often do you hear about private eyes these days, especially female ones?

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll consider it if you think it will help.”

Donna nods.

“Here’s the upshot,” she says. “If you’re right, the investigator will turn up evidence of Hamlet’s malfeasance. We present this to the opposing counsel, and this case vanishes right away. We can even open up a countersuit.”

“Yes,” I say. “I like that.”

“However, if the investigation turns up no evidence, then the trial likely won’t either. In which case, it makes more sense to settle. At least this way, you’ll know.”

I nod, then look around the table.

“What do we think of this?” I ask. “Is everyone on board?”

“I know it’s a lot of money,” Soli says. “And it’s a risk. But I think you should go for it.”

“I agree,” Natalie says. “It’s probably the smart way to go. It might get this whole thing resolved faster, and it might be cheaper in the long run.”

Roxy and Jordan nod also.

“Well, that settles it, then,” I say.

“Give me a moment,” Donna says, rising from her chair and switching off the recording device in the center of the table. “I’ll go get the P.I.’s card.”

Donna leaves to go find the business card and we’re left alone in the conference room. I rest my chin against my knuckle, trying to collect myself.

“How are you feeling?” Jordan asks.

I shrug.

“Could be worse,” I say. “This probably is the best strategy. I like the idea that we may be able to turn the tables on Hamlet and prove that he’s lying. It just feels like death by a thousand cuts, ya know?”

“It’ll be over soon,” Natalie says. “You’re doing the right thing.”

A few moments later, Donna returns with the card and hands it to me. The name reads Valerie Swanson.

“Valkyrie Investigation, huh?” I say. “Well, I’ll send her an email.”

“Thanks for everything, Donna,” says Natalie. 

“No problem, it’s lovely to see you,” Donna says. “How are things at Magnolia?”

“I’m, uh, actually branching out,” Natalie says. “I’m raising money to produce an indie feature.”

“I might have a contact for you,” Donna says. “I might know someone who might be interested in investing. He’s got a big dental practice in Pacoima and he’s looking to invest in something low-budget. I’ll send him an email and cc you.”

“Really?” Natalie says. “That would be fantastic.”

“Thanks for coming in, everyone,” Donna says. “I know it probably doesn’t feel like we accomplished that much, but all the information we can collect before the trial helps.”

“It was helpful,” I say. “The P.I. was a good idea. Thanks, Donna.”

We shake hands and the girls all say their goodbyes to Donna as we exit. We probably raise some eyebrows with the staff, though they dutifully keep their gazes low as we pass. I have no idea what they must think of us.  

“She seems smart,” Roxy says once we’re in the elevator.

“Yeah, she’s a good egg,” I say. “Which reminds me, who’s hungry? We’re pretty near K-Town. How about Korean food?”

“It’s hard for me to say no to that one,” Natalie says. “But I’ve actually got a lunch thing at one. It’s with Lisa. You remember her?”

“Uh… did I meet her?” I ask.

“Yeah, at Bootsy Bellows,” Natalie says. 

“Oh, that’s right,” I say, not remembering her face or anything about her. “Lisa.” 

The elevator dings and we get off.

“I’m gonna take off, too,” Roxy says. “My laundry is really piling up, and I’ve really got to do something about it.”

“A laundry emergency?” I say. “You can’t eat first?”

“I want to get on top of it,” Roxy says. “It’s getting to be a problem.”

“I don’t mind,” Natalie says.

“I mind,” Roxy says. “It’s not easy for you, adjusting to having a roommate. Bad enough without dirty clothes everywhere.”

I realize that it’s not directed at me, but I can’t help but picture my clothes spilled across the bedroom floor at Soli’s apartment. Hers are there, too. But it wasn’t really that messy before I moved in.

“I’ll do yours too, by the way,” Roxy adds. 

“Aww, thanks Roxy,” Natalie says.

They hug.

“See you at home,” Roxy says. “And everyone else, I’ll ya when I see ya.”

“Don’t leave without getting your parking validated over at the desk,” Soli says.

“Good thinking, thanks,” says Natalie.

Then, it’s hugs all around.

“Bye!” Natalie says.

“Bye, lovelies, and Matty,” Roxy says.

I make a little kissy face and she gives me one in return. I catch the kiss Natalie sends my way and put it in my pocket. Then we turn to leave.

“Looks like it’s just us three,” I say.

“We’re probably better off walking over and then coming back and getting our parking validated,” Jordan says.

“Yeah, as long as we’re not gone too long, it shouldn’t be a problem.”

We walk out the big double doors and exit onto Wilshire Boulevard. 
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Walking along the treelined streets would be a lot more pleasant if there wasn’t so much traffic. The nice thing about LA is that nobody honks when they’re stuck in gridlock. In movies, New Yorkers are always honking at each other. Not here. Everyone’s already resigned to their fate, recognizing they aren’t going anywhere fast. Compared with the drivers around us, it really feels like we’re moving even when we’re on foot. 

The K-Town area is a mix of Korean-owned businesses and Latino ones. If you look at the signage, it’s about fifty-fifty Spanish and Korean. I take Soli’s hand, and she takes Jordan’s. But we have to break the chain to let somebody on a bike pass, or a dogwalker, or just people standing around in front of the bus stop. We give up trying to hold hands after a couple of blocks.

“This looks promising,” Soli says, stopping in front of a noodle shop. The sticker on the window has a big bowl of some kind of tofu soup with cartoon flames and this chicken with a haircut like Kim-Jung Un giving us the stink eye.

“As long as I can get black bean noodles, I’m happy,” I say.

Stepping inside, we’re greeted with the scent of broth that’s been simmering for hours. The staff are milling around, still in that in-between period where they’ve gotten through all the opening rituals but the lunch rush hasn’t started yet.

Stepping up to the menu above the counter, I scan for the black bean noodles but don’t see it. So, after deliberating a bit, we all order the same thing. Sundubu is this spicy tofu soup with a raw egg floating in it. I pay at the counter and take our number, then we fill our to-go cups with exotic flavors of ice tea.

“You ever think about what it must be like living in North Korea?” Jordan asks.              

“I read a book about it one time,” I say. “It’s pretty much the only Stalinist state left anywhere in the world.”

“It seems like the worst place in the world,” Soli says. “Just think if Natalie’s dad had been born in the north instead of the south. He wouldn’t have gotten out, and she never would have existed.”

“I’m actually glad I wasn’t born in South Korea,” I say. “I mean, there’s no comparison, obviously. South Korea is a free country and people’s lives are much better than in North Korea. No question. But from what I’ve heard of, South Korea has all the worst aspects of American culture cranked up to eleven.”

“What do you mean?” Jordan asks.

“The workaholic culture, constant competition, no work-life balance, everyone is just weaned on this rise and grind mentality.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “It’s hard enough getting by here. Just imagine if you had to start cramming for college entrance exams when you were nine years old.”

“I’m sure there are a lot of beautiful things about the culture too,” Jordan says.

“Yeah, no doubt,” I say. “But a culture is more than just food and art and architecture. It’s a mood, it’s a feeling. It shapes how people see themselves and each other and how they approach life.”

“A lot of it comes down to history, too,” Soli says. “Some countries are lucky and some are unlucky. A lot of it is luck of the draw. Like, nobody probably wanted Korea to get split into two countries, and nobody elected Kim-Jong Un. So much of your life happens to you and you can’t control it.”

“That’s true,” I say. “Accidents of history mean a lot. But it’s not always obvious who the winners and losers are. I mean, North Korea, that’s just bad luck. But look at us here? We were born in the richest and most powerful country in the world. And things are still pretty rough for most Americans, at least some of the time.”

“Not us,” Soli says. “Not right now.”

“Right,” I say. “Not us. We’re lucky.”

I raise my tea glass in a toast.

“To being lucky,” I say.

We each clink our glasses. A few minutes later, a staff member arrives with a tray of steaming soup bowls. I sip the broth through a big plastic spoon. Now those fireballs on the poster make sense. This stuff is spicy. I mean, I was expecting it, just not this much.

Besides the soup, we all get little bowls of rice which look like they’re made out of stone. Better for heat insulation, I guess? It’s a nice touch, especially because it keeps the rice steaming hot.

“I sometimes wonder if pressure is a good thing,” Soli says. “I mean, not the constant studying. That would get pretty miserable after awhile. But growing up in a family that was definitely not that way about school, I think I could have used a little more of that when I was growing up.”

I think about that day, walking around Hansen Dam, when Soli said she was thinking about going back to school.

“Maybe they’re onto something,” she says. “I mean, they may work a lot, but South Korea is a rich country, right?”

“That’s true,” Jordan says. “I guess it all depends on what you value, and what you have. Work life balance is a luxury you can afford when you have enough to pay your bills.”

“You’re right,” I say. “But I feel like there’s got to be some kind of a happy medium. When you’re poor, you’re stressed about that. And when you’re rich, or at least have a job where you’re making a lot of money, then that becomes your source of stress. There has to be something in the middle. I can’t accept that there’s no way to live except at one extreme or another.”

“Do you think that Natalie’s parents are the reason she’s so driven?” Soli asks. “I mean, I know only her dad is from Korea, and she doesn’t have that much of a connection to the culture, but it must have rubbed off somehow, right?”

“Maybe,” says Jordan. “But maybe that’s just Natalie. She’s more ambitious than most people, but that may also be because she moved to LA. She’s the kind of person who decided to do that.”

Without realizing it, Jordan has drawn an invisible circle around her and Roxy and Natalie, and outside of it are Soli and me. We’re the ones who were born here, who didn’t choose to move to the city. I think that Soli is thinking about it, too. She doesn’t give any sign to show what she’s feeling, just slurps her soup. But I think there’s a part of her that feels she has to catch up to these ambitious women around her who are all following their passions.

“I think that where you’re from, who your parents are, it does shape you,” I say. “It’s shaped me in lots of ways. But that’s really more just your default setting, where you start from. Once you’re aware of your programming, it frees you to change it.”

“You think so?” Soli asks.

“Sure,” I say. “I mean, look at us. We’ve got this unconventional relationship, and this unconventional dream we’re all chasing together. We couldn’t get to where we are now by having the perfect parents or the ideal early childhood experiences. Your starting point matters, but it doesn’t dictate where you end up.”

“Aww,” says Jordan. “That’s beautiful. And it’s true.”

Soli doesn’t say anything, but she smiles just a little to herself. I think maybe it was just what she needed to hear. I hope it was.

As we keep eating, I start experimenting with what’s in front of me. I try pouring a little of the broth onto the rice for some flavor. It’s surprisingly filling for such a simple meal with not that many ingredients.  

“I used to wonder if I was too ambitious,” Jordan says.

“That’s not a flaw,” Soli says.

“It can be, though, like Matty’s saying,” Jordan says. “I sometimes wondered if I was too focused on my career. Like there was something wrong with me. Ever since I was little, I wanted to be a set designer. But when I moved out here to chase my dream, I found there’s a lot more to it that I never thought about. When I got that job in the sets department, and then it turned out to be a nightmare, I wondered if I wasted all my time wishing for something I really didn’t want. So, I know what you mean, Matty.

“Then I got the job working on We Are Us, and that was great for a while. But then Roxy got written off and you and Natalie lost your jobs. And now that the show’s on hiatus, I’m surprised at how much I don’t miss it.”

“Do you think you’ll go back next season?” I ask.

“Not if Collision Course gets funded,” Jordan says. “I won’t have the time. But, of course, that’s a big if.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “We’re all waiting to see what’s going to happen.”

“Here’s what I still don’t know,” I say. “How close are we to getting to make our budget? I mean, I hear we’ve got a hundred-thousand dollars here, another two-hundred thousand there. But I can’t keep track of it all. Jordan, do you know?”

“I don’t know anything you don’t,” she says. “Why don’t you ask Natalie?”

“I’ve been meaning to,” I say. “I just don’t want to add to the pressure she’s already under.”

“If she has good news after this meeting, I’m sure she’ll share it with us,” Jordan says.

“I’d work for nothing if it meant we could do the project,” Soli says.

“So would I,” Jordan says. “It’d be worth it just to have the film credit on my resume. But more than that, it really feels like this labor of love we’re all doing as a family.”

“Well, I have no idea what I’d be doing,” I say. “But I feel the same. I think we’ll find a way to do it. I don’t know what we’ve raised, but we’ve got to be close to our goal, right? It’s just a matter of time before we get there, one way or another.”

“Yes and no,” Jordan says. “The longer a project spends in preproduction, the more momentum it loses. If we’re still trying to raise money two years from now, it’s going to be much harder to convince people to throw money into the pot. It’s like there’s this invisible deadline that nobody mentions because it isn’t technically there. You only realize you’ve passed it after it’s too late.”

I drop my spoon in my empty broth bowl. It’d hate to think that all of this work has been for nothing. It’s not just Natalie, all of the girls have put something of themselves into this movie, and me too.

Then, there’s Eliza. This is her big break too. After meeting her and learning the story of how she wrote the script, I want to see her vision come true. That reminds me of something else.

“Hey,” I say, “we’re still on to meet at Roxy at Eliza’s place, right?”

“I think so,” says Soli. “Roxy said she’d be there.”

“I wonder what Eliza wants to meet with you for,” Jordan says.

“She’s wanting to workshop the script,” I say. “And observe our whole domestic situation in action, I guess.”

“Which means what, exactly?” Jordan asks.

“I dunno,” I say. “Probably just read lines, see what feels natural.”

“I think she might want us to explore what comes naturally to the three of us,” Soli says. “And observe, not strictly for reasons of creative authenticity, if ya know what I mean.”

“What, you mean you think she wants to watch us fuck?” I ask.

I remember immediately that we’re in a restaurant. Thankfully, it’s still early, so I’m pretty sure that my comment was out of earshot of the little old Korean couple sitting a few tables away from us.

“It crossed my mind,” says Soli. “Didn’t it cross yours?”

“I dunno,” I say. “I assumed it was just a creative exercise. Something that writers do to get inspired, or whatever. That’s a thing, right?”

“Not really,” Jordan says. “I mean, everyone’s process is different, but it definitely isn’t standard practice. The screenwriter doesn’t usually work with actors like this, unless they’re also the director, and especially not when the project hasn’t even gotten funding yet.”

“Well, if that’s true, how do you feel about it?” I ask. 

Soli tips her bowl up and drinks the last of her spicy broth before setting it down.

“I’m up for anything,” she says, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “As long as we’re all on board.” 

“Okay,” I say. “And Jordan?”

“I wouldn’t have a problem with it,” she says. “I mean, it really comes down to what the three of you are comfortable doing together in front of her. If you three don’t have a problem, then I don’t.”

“Well, we don’t know how Roxy feels,” I say.

“You know Roxy,” Soli says. “Do you think she’d be uncomfortable?”

“Well, no,” I say. “Probably she’d be fine with it. In which case there’s no problem—”

“—Because you’d be fine with it too, right?” Soli cuts in.

“I guess so,” I say. “I’m not really a… performer. But I don’t have any strong objection to it. The thing is, we’re getting ahead of ourselves. We’re putting the horse before the cart.”

“That’s the way you’re supposed to do it,” Jordan says. “You mean, cart before the horse.”

“Right, whatever,” I say. “This may be perfectly innocent. Maybe Eliza really just wants to develop the script to make the dialogue better, or something. We don’t really know much about her. She could be married.”

“Married people still like watching other people get it on,” Soli says.

My phone buzzes and I pull it out to check it.

Roxy: can u do me a favor ??

Me: sure whats up?

Roxy: Come over and do laundry?

Me: Haha y?

Roxy: pleease i cant right now

Tell u y later

“Hmm,” I say.

“What is it?” Jordan asks.

“It’s Roxy,” I say. “She’s asking me to go to Natalie’s place to do her laundry.”

Soli takes the straw from between her lips and sets her tea on the table.

“So, she’s obviously got something else going on,” she says.

“Yeah,” I say. “Something she doesn’t want Natalie to know about.” 

Then, another text comes in, making my phone buzz on the table–

Roxy: dont tell anyone please

Too late.

Me: ok. Just soli and jordan know so far…

Roxy: (face palm).

Me: sorry

“Well, we’ve only got one car left between us,” says Jordan. “So, how do you want to do this?”

“Think you can swing by North Hollywood on your way home?” I say. “I can take a rideshare back.”

“You sure?” Soli says. “If this arrangement becomes too annoying, you can always take your car back, ya know.”

“It’s totally fine,” I say. “This is the kind of thing that just comes up sometimes.”

“I wonder what Roxy is really doing,” Jordan says.

“You don’t think she’s cheating on us with four other people, do you?” asks Soli, completely deadpan. I laugh.

“I’m sure there’s a completely innocent explanation,” I say. “Maybe she just suddenly developed rapid-onset rhyparophobia.”

“What is that?” Soli asks.

“Fear of dirty laundry,” I say with a grin.

“You just made that up right now,” Jordan says.

“Obviously,” I say.

“That’s amazing,” she says, with real awe in her voice.

“Not really,” I say with a shrug. “You just take a couple of Greek words and put them together.”

“Matty, the fact you know enough Greek to do that is what’s impressive,” Jordan says.

“I really only took first year Greek for my major,” I say. “But thanks. I guess it comes in handy sometimes. Like when some clever-sounding bullshit needs to be spread.”

“Well, she’d better have a good excuse,” Soli says. “She didn’t just lie to Nat, she also missed lunch and all of our witty banter.”

“We’ll get to the bottom of it later,” I say. “In the meantime, it looks like I’ve got some loads of laundry to do.”

“Don’t think of it as some chore,” Soli says. “Think of it as an opportunity to handle girls’ panties.”

“You’re right,” I say. “That does sound better.”


11.




Doing laundry for two women, with two mountains of dirty clothes between, turns out to be a bigger job than I’d thought. It’s not just that they own lots of clothes, though that’s part of it. They also seem to wear a lot more clothes: at least two outfits a day, and that can mean anything from a single dress to four or five pieces of a complete ensemble. The real challenge isn’t the volume, though. It’s the complicated care instructions.

Wash with like colors only

Don’t mix with like colors

Wash separately in laundry bag

Wash only in cold water

Low heat, tumble dry

You get the idea. I don’t use laundry bags myself, and I don’t even know the girls have them until I find them buried near the bottom of the clothes pile. I sort everything the best way I know how and pour in some Tide and Downy (which is running low). Then, forty minutes later, I put the wet stuff in the dryer and start the whole process over again.

I have a seat on Natalie’s couch and start folding as I wait to put the next load in the dryer. I realize I have no idea whose clothes are whose, which might raise Natalie’s suspicions. Roxy would know her stuff from Natalie’s, right?

But, what can I do? It’s not like I asked for this job.

It feels strange to be in this familiar space alone, since I’ve never been alone in Natalie’s apartment before. The living room hasn’t changed much since Roxy moved in. She wasn’t kidding about not keeping a lot of stuff, besides clothes. The living room has barely changed at all. Just a few artifacts even attest to the fact that Roxy lives here.

There’s a picture with her and her mom in it on the coffee table. The frame was probably an arts and crafts project from some holiday because it’s painted pink with squiggles. There’s also a book on acting, the Stanislovski method. I pick it up and thumb through it after I’ve finished putting another load into neat little stacks.

I wonder what it must be like to be an actor, or even to want to be one. I guess some people have that impulse and some people don’t. Soli seems to have picked it up, although I guess she hasn’t technically booked a job yet, except for all those days we were background actors. Come to think about it, if being an extra counts then I’m a professional actor already. Thanks for nothing, Stanislovski.

I take a photo of the stacks of clean clothes and send it to Roxy. Her response comes back fast.

Roxy: Thank you!!

I’m in traffic will be home soon

I smile. It feels good to be helping her out, even if I don’t know why she pawned the job off on me in the first place. It looks like we’re about to get away with our little conspiracy. But then, just as the last load is coming out of the dryer, Natalie walks in.

“Hey,” she says, smiling at me strangely. “So, you’re doing laundry? Where’s Roxy?”

“She’s on her way,” I say.

“From where?” Natalie asks.

“Uh, I don’t know,” I say.

“What’s going on?” Natalie asks, tossing her purse down on the big green armchair.

“I’m not totally sure,” I say. “Roxy asked me to come over and do the laundry. And not to tell you about it.”

“What is she up to?” Natalie asks.

“Nothing bad,” I say. “Probably. I thought it was weird, too. But she asked me to help her out, so… here I am.”

Natalie just stands in the middle of the living room, her hands coming to rest on her hips. 

“Well,” she says. “I guess we’ll just have to ask her what’s going on when she gets here.”

“I guess we will,” I say.

“You want some wine?” she asks.

“Sure.”

She slides off her heels and puts them by the chair then walks over to the kitchen. 

“How was your lunch?” I ask.

She grabs a bottle of white out of the fridge, sets it on the counter, then takes out a pair of glasses.

“It was… interesting,” she says.

“Interesting how?” I say.

“I’m not sure yet,” she says, pouring a healthy serving in both our glasses.

She comes over and hands me a glass. I take it and with my other hand start grabbing stacks of clothes off the couch so she’ll have room to sit down beside me. We have a seat, clink glasses, then take a sip.

“Did you tell her about Collision Course?” I ask. 

“I did,” she says. “And she told me there’s a junior VP position opening up at Paramount.”

“Whoa,” I say. “That definitely sounds interesting. Are you gonna apply?”

She takes another long sip before answering.

“I’m not sure,” she says. “It would probably mean dropping everything else.”

“Oh,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “I’d have to take over a whole new portfolio. It would mean a lot of responsibility, and a lot of money. But I’d also have a lot more people to answer to.”

“Did you tell Lisa you were interested?” I ask.

“Not exactly,” Natalie says. “But I have some contacts over there, so I could make the phone call myself. The timing is just a little off.”

“I get it,” I say. “You’re busy with your passion project. And I’m guessing this job won’t wait, right?”

“Nope. If I want this, I have to be ready to throw everything into it. If I get it, this job would become my whole life.” 

“And Collision Course gets thrown on the scrap heap, right?”

She takes a big gulp from her glass and then sets it on the table in front of her.

“More or less,” she says. “I can’t be producing some indie project and working at the studio at the same time. And I don’t think Collision Course is exactly on-brand for Paramount. It’s a little art house, a little niche. A bit racy also.”

“Right,” I say. “So, which way are you leaning?”

She leans her neck one way, then the other. She sighs.

“Why couldn’t this have come before?” she asks. “After I got fired, I was flailing. I would have jumped in with both feet. But now it means giving up on something special and letting everyone down.” 

“You make it sound selfish when you say it like that,” I say. “But think about it practically. What happens if we don’t make the movie? Nobody’s going to die. Yes, it’s a disappointment. But if you get a job at Paramount, I’m sure there will be opportunities for you to help Eliza and the girls in their careers. And you’d be making a big step in your career, too.”

“You’re supposed to tell me I need to be responsible,” Natalie says. “To think of others instead of myself and keep the promises that I made.”

“Why?” I say. “Why aren’t you allowed to think of what’s best for you? This is a serious opportunity. You should at least work out every possibility before you make a decision, right?”

“You don’t think I’m a terrible person for wanting this?” she asks. “Not even a little terrible?”

“Of course not,” I say. “You have every right to take this seriously. Of course, we also have to consider the other side of it. And I don’t just mean what it would mean for the girls. How do you feel about giving this project up?” 

“First thought?” Natalie asks. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’d probably feel relieved at first. All the stress and the grinding trying to make this movie happen, that would vanish right away… and then get replaced by way more intense stress.”

“Well, that’s worth thinking about,” I say. “How much is your stress level worth to you? Even if you’re making more money, will it be really worth it?”

“It isn’t just that,” Natalie says. “Sure, I’d have bosses, I wouldn’t have as much control. But I could do some big projects. Some really big projects. I wouldn’t have to go around passing the hat trying to scrape together a budget.”

“Yeah,” I say. “And you could probably move up from Junior VP to Senior in a few years, right?” 

“Try ten years,” Natalie says. “And that’s if nothing with my fingerprints all over it bombs, because if it does I’m gone and I have to shimmy up the greased pole again.”

“Damn, that’s rough.”

“Even if I do play all my cards right,” she says “that’s still no guarantee. If enough projects on the slate lose money the whole company could go under.”

“Yeah, but Paramount has been around for like a hundred years, right?”

“You remember United Artists?” she asks.

“No,” I say.

“Exactly. And this is the Age of AI. Who knows what any of us will be doing in five years? All the studios could be gone by then.” 

“So, then, the only thing that makes sense is to pursue what you’re passionate about,” I say. “If there’s no way to predict the future, and you may lose out no matter what, then the safe bet isn’t safe.”

“That’s true,” Natalie says, she drains her glass. “You’re really good at this.”

“Thanks,” I say. “But really all I’m doing is laying out your options for you. I can’t tell you which way to go.”

She rests her head against the back of the couch, taking this in.

“You want a refill?” she asks.

“Sure,” I say. “I’m not driving.”

“You need me to give you a ride back to Sylmar?”

“It’s okay,” I say. “I can call an Uber.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Natalie says. “We’ll make Roxy drive you.”

She takes the bottle, beading with perspiration, and refills our glasses.

“I think we need to address the fact that I’ve already gotten everyone’s hopes up,” Natalie says, sitting down and grabbing the stem of her wine glass. “Yes, they can all survive without making this movie. But, I’ve gone to investors and asked them to put their faith in me.”

“How does that work, by the way?” I ask. “If you don’t make the movie, do you have to give it all back?”

“No, I haven’t even collected it,” she says. “The money is only pledged to the LLC. It doesn’t actually become a binding commitment unless we get all the money together.”

“Smart,” I say.

“We did it that way because we weren’t sure we were actually going to raise the millions that we need to actually move forward with making the movie. It’s easier this way if the whole thing falls apart.”

“So, how close are we to actually getting the full budget?” I ask. “How much more do we need to raise before we can start production?”

She takes another sip of wine.

“Assuming that everyone actually comes through, we’re around two hundred grand short of what we need.”

“That’s not so much,” I say. “Just one more meeting or two, we could probably scare up the funding.”

“Right,” Natalie says. “It’s tantalizingly close. So close that I would feel responsible if I walked away now to take this other job. I would always know that I abandoned this project that I really cared about.”

I have a sip of wine myself and think, letting the taste of the wine dance on my pallet and tongue before swallowing.

“So, this job is pretty competitive, right?” I say. “You might apply or let them know you’re interested, and it could still go to someone else.”

“Definitely,” Natalie says. “I mean, it’ll be a short list, and I’ll know most of the people on it. But I could easily try for it and not get it.”

“That might be your answer,” I say. “Collision Course can always stay your backup if this job doesn’t work out.”

“That’s probably the most practical approach— for me” Natalie says. “But how can I do that, knowing how it’s going to affect the other girls? They’d all know what I did. It would be like I sold them out.”

“It’s not like that at all,” I say.

“It kinda is, though. I made a commitment to fight for this project. If we were far from making our budget, I could walk away and say it wasn’t my fault. But the way things are, if this movie doesn’t happen that’s on me. I’m responsible.”

“Okay, so let’s just review,” I say. “You have to choose between applying for this job that would mean more money and bigger projects. But you’d have much more stress and less freedom, you’d give up being your own boss, and you’d risk letting down everyone who believed in you.”

“It’s worse than that,” Natalie says. “What if this becomes the start of some kind of rift between all of us? What if I’m the reason why this group, that has been so harmonious so far, suddenly turns bitchy?”

“I think you’re being too hard on yourself,” I say. “The girls aren’t thinking that way. Whatever you decide, I know they’ll understand.”

Before Natalie can answer, the front door creaks open and Roxy walks in. She clocks Natalie and me on the couch, the stacks of laundry, and gives a wide-eyed expression like she knows she’s caught. It’s like a smile that’s more of a wince.

“Hi, Roxy,” says Natalie. “Thanks for doing laundry.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “About that. I’m sorry. I thought I would have had enough time, but then I got stuck in traffic.” 

“So, what were you doing?” Natalie asks.

Her tone is even, admirably so, but it would be almost unreasonable if she weren’t at least a little annoyed.

“I was at a callback,” Roxy says. “In Culver City.”

“That’s good, right?” I say. “A callback is like a second audition.”

“So, why lie?” Natalie says.

“I didn’t want to say anything about it,” Roxy says. “I never talk about auditions with anybody. I don’t want the pressure of it getting to me in case I don’t book the job.”

“Okay,” Natalie says. “That doesn’t explain why you lied.” 

“I had to say something. I needed a lie that would make sense,” Roxy says. “I thought I’d have enough time to get back and really do the laundry. But it was in Culver City, and ya know. Traffic.”

“Uh huh,” says Natalie.  
“What was this callback for?” I ask.

“A part in a movie,” Roxy says. “If I get it, it means I can’t do Collision Course.”

I smile. Irony of ironies. Now it all makes sense.

“So, if you got the part, what were you planning on doing?” Natalie asks. “Hey, sorry. Something else better came along. Bye?”

“That’s exactly what you were contemplating doing,” I say.

“Matty!” Natalie says. “She lied! I think I’m entitled to let her twist in the wind a little.”

“Hold on,” Roxy says, coming around to have a seat in the big green chair. “What’s going on? What happened at lunch?”

“There might be a job opportunity for me,” Natalie says. “I didn’t know about it until Lisa told me. And I didn’t lie about it. But, if I take the job I obviously can’t produce the movie at the same time, so…” 

“You were gonna guilt me and then turn around and do the same thing?” Roxy says. “No fair!”

“Kinda fair, though,” Natalie says. “I didn’t lie about anything. You did. Feel shame!”

“Okay, fine,” Roxy says, crossing over to have a seat on the couch. “Cut off my hair and make me march naked through the streets while you wave your bell at me and chant, shame, shame!”

I’m picturing it. Can’t help myself.

“What’s the job?” Roxy asks.

“Junior VP,” Natalie says. “At Paramount.”

“See?” Roxy says. “I’m not a bad person for going on that callback. You would have done the same thing if you were me. It’s a harsh business, and we’re all just trying to survive. Am I right?” 

“She has a point,” I say.

“Fine,” Natalie says. “I can understand why you lied, and it’s not like I can claim I’m that much better.”

“So, what does this mean?” Roxy asks. “Are we both giving up on Collision Course?”

“I don’t know,” Natalie says, sinking back in her chair. “I was hoping if I talked about it and drank enough wine the answer would just come to me.”

“Ooh, let me try,” Roxy says.

“Nope,” Natalie says. “You’re driving Matty home.”

“It’s only right,” I say, crossing my arms like an authoritative parent.

Roxy rests her chin against her knuckle.

“Fine,” she says.

“Maybe I can help here,” I say. “Before you walked in, we were talking about what the project would mean for all of us. If you get the part, what would that mean?”

“Money,” Roxy says.

“Same for me,” Natalie says.

“Alright, so, there’s money on the table. That’s worth considering. What about the other side of it? Do you actually want to do this movie?”

“Well, it’s got some pretty big names attached,” Roxy says. “It’s got backing from a major studio. It would mean guaranteed distribution, and I’d get to work with people who could probably help my career along.”

“How about the story?” I ask.

“Oh, it sucks,” Roxy says. “It’s this big shootup action movie and I’m barely even in it. I’m just the girlfriend. Not even the main girlfriend. I’m the guy’s friend’s girlfriend. In the script, I don’t even have a name.”

“So, not exactly the role of a lifetime,” I say. “Would you have more fun shooting Collision Course?”

“Sure,” Roxy says. “But we don’t know if we’ll even get to do it or not.”

“True,” I say. “Sounds like what it comes down to is that you both want to do this passion project, but you also want to be practical and keep your options open, right?”  

“Pretty much,” Natalie says.

“Well, that makes sense. You’re trying to strike a balance between the things that get you paid and the things that make you happy. That’s everyone.”

“So, what’s the answer?” Roxy says. “I can walk away and not pursue this job at Paramount. But if I do, I need to know Collision Course is definitely going to happen.” 

“Me too,” Natalie says. “It’s the uncertainty that is introducing all this anxiety.”

“I understand,” I say. “But from what I can tell, there’s a lot of uncertainty no matter what you do. Maybe Roxy will book the job. Maybe you’ll get the job at Paramount. Maybe the movie will get funded. Maybe none of that will happen and everyone will be back to square one. Since it’s all up in the air, I think following your passion is the only thing that makes sense. You both want to do this movie. I’ve seen you both work hard and put everything into it. Soli and Jordan have done the same.”

“And Eliza,” Natalie says. 
“And Eliza,” I second. “I can’t tell you what to do, and I’ll support you in any choice you make, but I think this movie is special. It’s worth fighting for. Am I right?”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “You’re right.”

“Okay,” Natalie says, taking a deep breath. “Let's make a decision here and now that we’re going to put everything we can into making Collision Course.”

“I agree,” I say. “That’s why I’m going to put up the money to fund the project myself.”

“Matty,” Natalie says. “You can’t do that. We can’t let you.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “That’s a terrible idea. Nobody does that.”

“Francis Ford Coppola did it,” I say. “If he hadn’t put his own money into the dream he believed in, there would be no Apocalypse Now.” 

“Yeah, but there would also be no Megalopolis,” Roxy says. “I’m not sure the world would be worse off. And he lost his fortune making it. Hundreds of millions.”

“Well, I can’t lose as much as he did,” I say. “I don’t have that much to start with.”

“What about this court case?” Natalie says. “Fighting it is getting more expensive all the time. And what if you lose?”

“Well, if the private eye that Donna recommended can get the case dropped, that won’t be an issue,” I say.

“Sure,” Roxy says. “If.”

“I believe in this project, and I think it will make its money back,” I say. “It takes a leap of faith to make anything great, right? How can I ask you both to take that leap unless I’m willing to take it with you?”

“I just don’t want to see you lose your shirt,” Natalie says.

“Don’t worry about that,” I say, snatching a tiny white tank top from the stack. “If that happens, I’ll just borrow yours.”

I drape the little tank over my chest.

“That’s mine,” says Roxy.

“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “If I tried to put it on, it would explode.”

“Okay, look,” Natalie says. “I’m telling you for the record that you shouldn’t put your money into the movie. That’s a bad idea. But if we can’t get the money any other way, you’ll become our angel investor of last resort. Sound good?”

“Works for me,” I say. “I just don’t want anything to get in the way of you seeing this through if it’s what you really want to do. Of course, if you both get work on other projects, I’ll support that too.”

“He is cute, isn’t he?” Natalie says.

“He has his uses,” Roxy says.

“He even did a good job with the laundry.”

“I’ll give him five stars for the laundry. Covering for me, two stars,” Roxy says. “Sorry for lying, by the way. I should have come clean and admitted that I had something else going on.”

“It’s okay,” Natalie says. “I understand why you did it. Everyone tells lies sometimes, and I still got some clean laundry out of it.”

She picks up the wine glass in front of her, sees that there are just a few drops left, and sets it back on the table.

“I don’t think I’m going to try for that job,” Natalie says. “I’d rather finish what we started first. You think the script’s good, don’t you?”

“It’s like nothing I’ve read before,” Roxy says. “I really want this part.”

“So, let’s make a pact,” Natalie says. “Full steam ahead, no compromises, until we’ve done it, okay?”

“Deal,” Roxy says. “And if we have to take Matty for every penny he’s worth and turn him into our houseboy slash sex slave, then I’m willing to do that.”

“Mmm, me too,” Natalie says. “We could get him his own little uniform. Or maybe just a thong?”

“Girlfriends,” I say with a sigh. “The more I give, the more they take.”

“Oh, you love it,” Roxy says.

“So, who’s hungry?” Natalie says. “I think our houseboy slave deserves a little dinner, and so do we. Let’s order something.” 

“I could eat,” I say. “I had, uh, I don’t remember what it was called but it was some kind of spicy tofu soup.”

“Sundubu,” Natalie says.

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s it. Not bad, but it doesn’t really stick to your ribs.”

“Oh!” Roxy says. “That’s an idea. How about spare ribs?”

“With corn and french fries?” I say.

“Sure,” says Natalie. “Whatever you want.”
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Ding dong!

I’ve got a bottle of wine in my hands, and I’m feeling overdressed.

“I still don’t know why a collared shirt was necessary,” I say.

“Why do guys always treat looking cute as an imposition?” Soli says. “It’s like all of you are only comfortable when you look like slobs. Why is wearing a shirt with a collar such a chore?”

We’re standing in front of the door, waiting to be let inside Eliza’s house. I’m impressed. It’s not like it’s big or flashy. It’s a 1920s Spanish-style Spanish-style fourplex with a bougainvillea growing up the back fence. But to have a house at all in Silver Lake is an achievement, even if you’re just renting.

“It’s not a chore,” I say. “I just don’t see why I have to get dressed up. A collared shirt makes it feel like a date.” 

“It’s what your character would wear,” Roxy says.

“How do you know that?” I say, waving the script at her. “I’ve read this whole thing, and there’s nothing about what the characters are wearing in here.”

“Subtext, darling,” Roxy says. “Am I right?”

“Definitely,” Soli says. “That shirt is so Daniel.” 

I shrug. Whatever gets everyone in the mood. I guess it’s only fitting. We may just be reading some lines, but Roxy and Soli are groomed and dressed like they’re ready to get in front of camera.

Roxy’s got on this silky blouse with a black halter top underneath and tight black distressed jeans, and Soli’s dressed in a burnt-orange floral print that cinches at the waist and shows off a smooth line of leg whenever she crosses her thighs.

And as long as I’m describing what everyone is wearing, I’ll do Eliza next.

She answers the door in a peasant blouse and these baggie pants that do nothing to hide the figure underneath. Her red curls cascading down to her shoulders seems to say “hippie” and “down to earth goddess” at the same time. No makeup, and barefoot. Yet, she’s still somehow radiant.

“You three look amazing!” Eliza says. “I feel so undressed.”

She slaps a hand over her face, then giggles.

“I meant underdressed!” she says. “Wow! Was that Freudian, or what? You’re not expecting a big group, right? I thought it would just be the four of us.”

“Of course!” Soli says. “We know. We’ll take any excuse to dress up.”

“They look like this all time,” I say. “I had to step it up just so they’d agree to be seen with me.”

“I love your outfit,” Roxy says. “Cozy and sexy.” 

“Thank you.”

Eliza pulls Roxy, then Soli into an embrace that seems to last whole minutes, like the two are old friends separated from a long sea voyage.

“You brought wine!” she says, as if we thought up a new trend.

She takes the bottle from me, and then, still holding it in one hand, wraps her arms around me. She gives me just the same treatment she gave the girls, holding me close and rocking slightly, giving me the chance to drink in her scent. I was expecting sage or incense, but it’s girlier than that. I can’t be that much more specific, but it’s the kind of perfume that you’d wear when you want the people around you to like the way you smell.

“Wine is the perfect gift,” she says once we’ve separated. “Thank you.”

This is going to sound weird, but Eliza kinda reminds me of this friend of my mom’s. Rita always made me feel special and cared for, like I was a fascinating person even though I was thirteen and nobody else my mom’s age wanted to talk to me. Obviously, she gave me a hard on, and just as obviously I had no chance with her and never thought I did. She was just being a sweetheart and was oblivious to the effect she was having on me.

That’s the same vibe I’m getting from Eliza right now. Nurturing, sweet, self-depricating and just a little intense. She’s like a young cougar. The confidence and sexuality are the same. The only difference is that there’s no age gap to make her flirting seem harmless.

Walking into her place, I take in the cozy, artist vibes. The graffiti art paintings in the corner beside the chair. Not displayed, more like they’re being warehoused, which makes me think maybe she painted them herself or bought them from friends’ art shows.

There’s more art above the fireplace, including some kind of sculpture. All the furniture looks like it either came with the house or was salvaged from garage sales and the homes of dead relatives. The far wall is dominated by a big bookshelf which is divided, roughly fifty-fifty between books and records. There’s a vintage record player on a little side table. I wander over for a closer look and see that it’s got a big crack in the plastic shield. Stacked on top of it are records by Cat Power and Bowie.

“Nice record player,” I say. “Can I put something on?”

“It doesn’t work,” Eliza says. “It needs a new needle. The guy at the shop said it was still worth like three-hundred bucks as is, even without the needle. I should sell it, but it looks good with the records. Feel free to pick out something to listen to, though.”

“How can we play it?” I ask.

She takes a little bluetooth speaker off the shelf and hits the power button on top, which turns blue. Then she takes her phone out and pulls up her Spotify playlist.

“I’ve made a playlist that’s made up of all the albums that you see on all these shelves,” Eliza says.

“So, you’ve got unlimited music options, but you chose to listen to just the ones you have physical copies of?” I ask.

“Kinda weird, right?” Eliza says. “I know. It’s kooky. But it feels more personal, somehow. And I know that I’m supporting the music business even if I buy the records secondhand. I feel like I really own the right to listen as much as I want, ya know?”

“That’s actually really awesome,” Soli says. “I love that you do that.”

I look through Eliza’s playlist, looking for something that won't dominate the conversation or throw off the mood. Finally, I decide on a band I know called Lake Street Dive.  

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s clever. By putting that limitation on yourself, you end up liking the music even more.”

“Right? You guys get it,” Eliza says. “You never know when you meet new people. Some of them find it kinda pretentious, but that’s why I like to spend time around creative people. We’re all a little weird and different, right?”

“I’ve never really thought of myself as creative,” I say. “I have thought of myself as weird.”

“You must have some creative side to you,” Eliza says. “Do you draw or paint or write poems?”

“Nothing like that,” I say. “I’ve done a little writing. But just non-fiction essays. Actually, just one, and I never even published it.”

“Emily Dickinson never published anything she wrote,” Eliza says. “You’re in good company.”

See what I mean? Whatever you say, you get this wonderfully self-affirming compliment. I could spend more time around Eliza. And be seduced by her. In fact, I think it’s happening already.

“Who’s hungry? Who’s thirsty? I’ve got some crudités and a roll of cheese. The cheese I got from this awesome shop across from Trader Joe’s.”

“I could do cheese and that, uh, other thing you said,” Roxy says.

“Oh, crudités is just vegetables,” Eliza says. “Sorry, was that just so pretentious?”

“No, it’s fine,” Roxy says. “I’ll remember that for next time.”

“I read the word in a book once,” I say. “But I thought they were called crudites. So, it sounded pretty cruddy, which worked because I thought vegetables were like little bites of crud anyway.”

Eliza laughs, which makes Soli and Roxy giggle politely too. It’s a soft, tinkling sound, like ice being broken. We follow Eliza into the kitchen, which is just big enough for us all to stand in. The crudités are at the edge of the table, with a cheese plate and an unopened bottle of wine beside it.

“Yeah, I get that. Boys don’t like veggies,” Eliza says. “Actually, us girls aren’t born liking them either. We’re just more afraid of getting fat.”

“Ugh, I know,” Roxy says. “I can’t look at celery without thinking of having flashbacks of being fourteen and eating nothing else at lunch.”

“They’ve grown on me,” I say, taking a carrot and dipping it in ranch before snapping it between my teeth. “I mean, I eat more than I used to. I don’t get three servings a day, or whatever you’re supposed to get.”

“Isn’t it three servings per meal?” Soli asks.

“See, that’s just an impossible expectation,” I say. “Is there anyone in the world who’s actually getting that many servings of vegetables every day?”

“Probably not,” Roxy says. “But it’s not like they can exactly grade on a curve, right?”

“Seems like they should change the recommendation, just try for one a day, and maybe they’d get somewhere.”

“Did you guys ever eat ants on a log when you were little?” Eliza asks.

“Probably,” I say. “I played in the backyard a lot, so who knows what ended up in my mouth.”

“Ha! No, I mean the snack,” says Eliza. “It’s celery smeared with peanut butter with raisins on top. You want some now?”

“Sure!” says Soli.

Eliza takes out some raisins from the cupboard in the corner and then gets some peanut butter from the fridge. It’s that organic peanut butter which is all runny because the oils separate. Honestly, I’d way prefer Jiff or Skippy, but this is fine, too. She sets to work spreading peanut butter on the celery stalks and then sprinkling them with raisins. When she’s done, she hands one to Roxy.

“Mmm,” she hums as she crunches it with relish. “If I’d had this to eat, I don’t think I would have been so miserable in eighth grade.”

“Oof, yeah,” Eliza says. “It was a rough time for everyone, right?”

I nod, grabbing a little cheese cube and popping it in my mouth.

“Oh, hold on,” Eliza says, her head now on a swivel as she mentally rummages through her drawers. “Let me find something to put the wine in.”

Eliza then proceeds to actually search the cabinets, pulling out whatever mug or jelly jar she can find and passing them out to each of us.

“Sorry,” she says. “I don’t keep wine glasses.”

“Me neither!” Soli says, leaning against the counter, her shapely ass pressing against the towel rack. “Who needs them, right?”

“Totally,” Eliza says. “They always end up chipping or breaking. Plus, this way you can be a little more liberal with everyone’s portions.”

She gives Soli a little wink and then twists the cap off the bottle on the table. 

“I hate corks,” she says.  

“Yeah,” Soli says. “I usually just do twist-off caps. So much simpler. This brand, Barefoot, I’ve been getting for years.”

“So lovely,” Eliza says.

She fills up each of our glasses in turn.

“Cheers,” I say, holding up my glass.

“Cheers!” we say, all clinking them together and taking a sip.

“Let’s go have a seat,” Eliza says. “Can you take this?” 

She hands me her wine glass and then picks up the vegetable and cheese platters and then carries them into the living room.

“Where should we sit?” Soli asks.

“Oh, anywhere’s fine,” Eliza says, putting the platters down on top of some paperbacks and magazines on the coffee table. “Actually, why don’t you all sit on the couch? That way, it’s easy to reach for everything.”

She takes back her wine glass and then has a seat in this round orange chair that looks like it’s from the Sixties. I take a seat on the leather couch, which is cracking in places. Soli and Roxy come to sit on either side of me.

Lake Street Dive is playing a cover of Hall and Oates’ “Rich Girl.”  

We just sit and sip our wine, allowing for this little lull in the conversation. Soli drapes her arm across my knee and I rest my free hand on Roxy’s thigh.

“You three really have something special,” Eliza says admiringly. “Oh, but it’s not just you, right? Oh, god! I just realized I should have invited Jordan and Natalie over too. What was I thinking?”

“No, it’s fine,” I say. “Don’t worry.”

“They didn’t think anything about it at all, really,” Soli assures her.

“Really?” Eliza asks. “Because I don’t want them to feel excluded. I just thought, since Roxy and Soli are both acting in Collision Course, and since you both need Matty to play off of, that it would be better with a small group. Plus, I know my place is kind of a tight squeeze.”

“Don’t worry,” Roxy says. “We get it. We all love each other, but it’s healthy to spend time apart, too.” 

“So, uh, what were you wanting for us to do?” I ask, feeling like it’s about time somebody broached the question directly.

“Do?” Eliza says. “Nothing besides what you’re doing now.”

“Right,” I say. “But we’re studying the script or something, right? Or you’re studying us so that you can work on the script and change it based on us? I forget exactly how you said it.”

Eliza clears her throat.

“I don’t remember exactly what I told you either,” she says. “But the truth is, I’m fascinated by all three of you, your relationship and your personalities. I want to do justice to the subject and really treat it seriously, ya know? That’s all I was hoping to do by inviting you here. So, please just be yourselves.”

“Okay,” I say. “That should be easy.”

I give a little smile, and Eliza gives a reassuring one back. 

“I think Matty was expecting something different from tonight,” Soli says. “That’s why he’s nervous.”

“Oh?” Eliza says. I turn my head fast and shoot a look at Soli.

Don’t do it, my look seems to say. Don’t do what I think you’re doing. Don’t do what I know you’re doing.

Soli meets my glare but then continues as if she didn’t see it. Smiling sweetly, she continues dancing dangerously close to the edge.

“It’s because of something Jordan and I told him,” Soli says, leaning forward to show off the cleavage peeking out the top of her dress. “I said you invited us here because you want to watch us have sex.”

My mouth goes slack, unable to properly express the mortification I feel. But before I can even think of a way to apologize, Eliza takes a sip of wine and then say, matter-of-factly—

“Well, only if you want to.”
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There are many things that Soli does well. Reading situations and people is one of them. Gloating is another. She does it masterfully, and so subtly that if you didn’t know her well you might miss it. Her hand squeezes my knee just a little. Our eyes meet, and in a flash she communicates everything.

See? Her look says, smiling sweetly. I was right. I’m always right. I’m the sex bruja!  

“Uh, well,” I mutter, reaching for any halfway reasonable response. “I don’t know.”

“Sorry,” Eliza says, waving a hand in front of her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that to be an imposition. Was it weird that I said that?”

“Not after what I said,” Soli says. “Which is why I said it.”

“Thank you, Soli,” Eliza says. “You saved that from being very uncomfortable. I didn’t know how to approach the subject… God, that would have been so awkward if I had gone through the whole dinner without working up the nerve to… sorry.”

“You don’t have to apologize,” Roxy says. “You haven’t done anything wrong, really.”

“Really? Okay, that’s good,” Eliza says. “Because Matty has got this look on his face like he’s not sure where he is right now.”

“Oh, he always looks like that,” Soli says. “Don’t worry about him. He’s just fine.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m cool. I’m, uh, hip.”

Eliza laughs, a really deep laugh. 

“It’s okay,” she says. “I realize it’s a weird situation. The truth is, I’ve never been in a relationship like yours. I’ve never seen a relationship like yours up close. It’s hard to research. I mean, I can watch porn–”

“I like porn,” Roxy says.

“Oh, me too,” Eliza says. “If it’s well done, which is not easy to find, but anyway, I’m just so curious about you. That’s all.”

She fidgets in her seat a little before continuing.

“I understand you aren’t monkeys in the zoo or something. I’m not expecting you to… perform on command. Just know that you’re free to do whatever you want, if you want.”

Now it’s my turn to clear my throat.

“I, uh, don’t think we’re all that shy… right?”

Roxy gives me this cheeky smile.

“Was that a serious question?” she asks.

“Okay, definitely not shy,” I say. “How about we just see where the night takes us?”

“Great idea!” Eliza says, leaping at the suggestion like it’s a life preserver. “Let’s not rush into anything. Just do what feels natural. Who needs a refill?”

“I could use one,” I say, offering up my Batman mug.

“Let me grab the bottle real fast,” Eliza says, practically bouncing out of her chair and hurrying to the kitchen.

If her house was bigger, this exit would offer the perfect opportunity for us to take a breath and check in with each other. But since she’s only gone for about twenty seconds, there isn’t enough time. Soli, though, does take the opportunity to run her hand up my leg and then rub my cock through my chinos.

“Hey!” I whisper, as I feel my cock awakening.

“Just checking it’s still there,” she says, continuing to rub me.

Eliza reenters carrying the wine bottle and Soli still has her hand on my crotch, gently rubbing it. If Eliza sees this, and I don’t see how she couldn’t notice it, she doesn’t give any visible sign. I hold out the Batman mug and she fills it with a healthy dose of vino. 

“Thank you,” I say, bringing the mug to rest above my lap in a way that I hope shields what Soli is doing.

“Thanks, Eliza!” Roxy says.

Eliza fills Soli’s mug next, which is in front of her on the table, then sets the nearly-empty bottle on the table and retreats to her seat. 

“We keep going like this, we’ll get into that second bottle before we’ve had dinner,” she says. 

“No problem,” Soli says. “That’s what social lubricants are for, right?”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “A nice buzz is never a bad thing. Unless you’re driving, of course. Which we aren’t.”

The music from the bluetooth speaker changes. In place of Lake Street Dive we’re now listening to acid jazz.

“Oh, you aren’t driving?” Eliza says. “That’s very responsible.”

“Yeah, we’ve had some bad experiences lately with driving in this city,” I say. “One too many accidents.”

“I totaled my car,” Soli says. “Then Matty helped me pay to get it fixed. Then he totaled it again.”  

“I don’t have any recent accidents on my record,” Roxy says. “But Matty is terrified of riding with me.”

“Not terrified,” I say. “She’s just a little aggressive behind the wheel.”

“You wouldn’t stop gripping the arm rests when I drove you home last night,” she says.

“That’s because you treat solid lines like dotted lines and dotted lines like they aren’t there,” I say.

“It’s only because I like feeling out of control,” Roxy says, in a tone which is unnecessarily sultry.

Eliza crosses her legs again, this time in a way that seems to signal, unmistakably, that she’s aroused. She’s hardly the only one. This whole time, Soli hasn’t ceased teasing me through my pants. Not quite enough to get me to full mast. Just enough so that I feel like I’m constantly edging.

“So,” says Soli. “Eliza, if it isn’t too personal—”

“No, not at all. Don’t worry about that. Ask me anything—”

“What did you have in mind?” Roxy asks. “For tonight, I mean.”

Eliza looks for a place to set her wine jar down but realizes she’s just a little too far from the coffee table so she just rests it on the edge of her armrest instead.

“I didn’t so much have a plan as a kind of general idea,” she says. “In my head, you’re embodying the characters and really being them. The script is there, but it’s more of an outline and everyone just sort of… does what feels right.”

“Maybe we could start with the script?” Roxy suggests. “Do you have some copies?”

“Yes!” Eliza says. “Well, one. You’ll have to share it, but that shouldn’t be a problem, right?”

“Not at all,” Soli says. “We’re good with that.”

Eliza hops out of her chair and goes straight into the bedroom.

“Okay, so we’re all good with this, right?” I whisper.

“Sure,” Soli says. “It’s all for the sake of the craft, right?”

“Right,” Roxy says.

Before we can say more, Eliza has returned with the script flopping around in her hand as she carries it.

“Here you are,” Eliza says, handing it to Roxy. “Is everyone comfortable where you’re seated?”

“I’m good,” Soli says.

“Great,” Eliza says, setting her drink on the coffee table and then bending down to sit on the floor next to it. “I’m just gonna sit here, if that’s okay. I think it’s an interesting change in perspective.”

Eliza sits there and hugs her knees, just watching us.

“Where should we start?” Roxy asks, flipping through the pages of the script.

“Oh, anywhere,” Eliza says. “I want it to feel spontaneous.”

Roxy keeps flipping until she finds a scene that strikes her fancy. She hands me the script and points to one of the lines.

“There’s something so torturous about getting everything you wanted,” Roxy says. “Suddenly, there’s nothing to yearn for, nothing to reach for. There’s nothing to complete you anymore. You have to start all over.”

“You sound like you’re unsatisfied with being satisfied,” I read. Then, breaking character, “it says Daniel puts his hand on Valerie’s shoulder. Should I?”

“Do you think Daniel would do that?” Eliza asks with a look of total earnestness.

“Um, yeah?” I say. “I mean, it seems like something people do. I can do it however you like.”

“Don’t think so much about that,” Eliza says. “Just do whatever feels authentic to the character. If you don’t think it’s believable, just disregard it.”

“Okay, got it,” I say. “Sorry, go on, uh Vivienne.”

“It’s more like I feel myself completely filled up,” Roxy says.

It’s kind of a porny line, so a breathy read makes sense here. But, good lord. The way she says it, the line screams sexuality. I can feel the hunger in her voice and it changes the way that I play my role.  

“Filled up with what?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” she says. “It’s like I want to claw off all my skin. I wish there was more of me to share, to set free, but I don’t think I can get more naked than this.”

“And that’s torture?” I say. 

Her line readings are obviously way better than mine, but that’s to be expected since she’s a real actor who has read the script and knows it well, and I’m not. No idea what Eliza is getting out of any of this, but whatever it is, she seems enraptured already.

“You have no idea,” she says. “It takes a woman to know feelings like this.”

“So, tell me then,” Soli says.

“Maria,” Roxy says. “What are you doing here?”

Feels a little like a soap opera, but I don’t want to say so.

“I didn’t like the way we ended things,” Soli reads.

“This feels a little…” I’m reaching for some word that isn’t ‘soap opera-y’. There’s cheesy, but that’s worse. Finally, I settle on “convenient.”

“I think he’s right,” Soli says.

“Yeah!” Eliza says. “Yeah, yeah, good. This is what we’re doing. Let’s play around with it a little bit more. Who’s got suggestions for what we could do?”

“Well, if Maria has been in the scene this whole time, then that adds some weight, right?” Roxy asks. “Emotionally, I mean. We’re left wondering what she’s thinking and that puts some pressure on her to respond differently.”

“Good, good, okay,” Eliza says. “We can rework those lines to incorporate that. Keep going.”

“You must feel something,” Maria says. “Show us that you’re not alone in this. I want to hear you say that you’re as committed to this love as Vivienne and I are.”

The script says that Daniel sneers, so I do my best.

“If I told you that, you’d never be able to trust it,” I say. “You’d always wonder if I said it because I really felt it or because I knew it’s what you needed to hear.”

“So, don’t say it,” Vivienne cuts in. “Don’t say anything.”

Well, there’s no next line to read because Daniel takes his cue and begins to get busy with both girls at once. Maybe it’s the wine we’ve all been drinking, or the way that Eliza has been watching us from her spot on the floor, or maybe it might have something to do with the fact that Soli was tweaking my dick through my pants, but I’m ready to bring this particular part of the scene to life. So, I take the script from Roxy’s hand and start reading.

“Daniel pulls Vivienne to him,” I read, hooking a hand around Roxy’s neck and pulling her playfully toward me. She squirms, pretending to resist. “She tries to pull away, but there’s no stopping Daniel’s roving hands.”

With that, I send the other one of my roving hands crawling all over Roxy’s body, caressing and tickling her at the same time.

“I think you can stop reading now,” Eliza says. “Just feel free to read the moment and do what comes naturally.”

“Uh, okay,” I say.

Soli doesn’t need any cue. She shifts on the couch to get a better angle. Then, she leans over and starts kissing the back of my neck and running her hand under my shirt to touch my chest. I turn to kiss her, rubbing and touching Roxy’s stomach at the same time. We start to touch and rub each other, our hands finding the sensitive places on each others’ bodies. My erection starts to press against my pants, and Roxy’s backside. She rubs up against me, but the pressure and friction are uncomfortable.

“Hold on,” I say. “I think what would be most natural for all of us is to make some space and then get undressed.”

“Right,” Eliza says. “That makes perfect sense. Go with that.”

We disentangle ourselves, then Soli and Roxy take the table from each end and move it off to the side. I stand and go over to Soli. She turns to me and I kiss her deeply, wrapping my arms around her and tugging her floral dress down, revealing her braless bare breasts underneath.

At the same time, Roxy gets behind me and starts unbuttoning my shirt. I tug Soli’s dress to the floor so she’s standing there in just her panties. Then, once Roxy has unbuttoned every button on my shirt, I turn to her and she pulls the open shirt over my shoulders, discarding it on the floor. I start undoing my pants, but she slaps my hands away and starts undoing my zipper and belt herself. Soli reaches around and grabs me, touching my chest and pressing her bare breasts into my back.

Roxy’s finished with my pants, and I slide her shirt off her.

“Take off your pants,” I say. “Then get on your knees.”

She wordlessly complies, tugging and shimmying her way out of her clothes. She slowly slides to her knees, about to tug off my boxer shorts. I reach behind me to squeeze Soli’s thigh. She kisses my back as she rubs up against me.

I want to have some way to give both attention, but I’m also aware of our voyeur. I check in with Eliza, who is still watching from the chair. Her eyes are wide, curious. They move from me to Roxy to Soli and back again.

“Hold on,” she says. “How about if Matty gets on the couch, then Roxy could get him off with her mouth. At the same time, Soli, you, could be behind Matty and he could lean back to kiss you and suck on your breasts. Would that work for everyone?”

“Yeah,” I say. “That could work.”

“Okay by me,” says Roxy.

“Me too,” seconds Soli.

I have a seat on the couch and swing my legs over so I’m reclining, then Roxy slinks over and plants her face between them. I smile and close my eyes a minute, forgetting the scene unfolding around me, the scene that I’m a part of, and just focusing on the feeling of Roxy’s puffy red lips on the tip of my cock.

My poor dick has been through a lot of teasing tonight, and the feeling of Roxy’s lips and tongue on my tip is like stepping into a warm bath and jumping into a comfy bed at the same time. I let my back fall back and my neck rest against the pillow.

When I look up, Soli is looking down on me, her face reversed but smiling. Her breasts are two glorious brown mounds between her face and mine. As she leans on the armrest, bringing them closer. I feel like one of those Roman emperors getting fed grapes by having them dangled in front of me. Except in this case, they’re more like grape fruits.

I reach up with my tongue and lick her nipples. As Roxy rubs her tongue across the tip of my stiff cock, I try to lick Soli’s breasts in the same pattern. But when Roxy wraps her lips around my shaft, I start to lose my concentration. There’s a big grin on my face and I sigh, a gentle, satisfied sigh as she plays with my stiff head. Soli leans against the armrest and brings her face down to kiss me, upside down, Spiderman-style. Our tongues twist and lips collide. Roxy keeps working my shaft, but at some point, she stops, letting my cock slide from her mouth.

“What now?” Roxy asks. “Want me to keep going?”

“Is this working for all of you?” Eliza asks.

Soli and I break from our kiss and I get the chance to catch my breath.

“Sure,” I say. “But how about if the girls have a little time together?”

“Excellent idea,” Eliza says.

I make room on the couch for Soli to come and have a seat next to Roxy. She brings her face close to Roxy’s, then they kiss, sweetly at first, then more urgently.

“That’s it,” Eliza says. “Dominate her.”

Soli presses forward, Roxy’s body yielding to her as she kisses her neck, then down her stomach. I grip my cock as I watch Soli’s fingers steeple, forming a V that she then penetrates Roxy’s pussy with.

“Uhhhaaaa,” Roxy moans.

There’s a squishy sound of wet flesh as Soli plows Roxy with her fingers, caressing and rubbing the inside of her lips and her clit. When she’s good and ready, I climb onto the couch. Soli raises her hips so that I can penetrate Roxy and smack her ass at the same time.

It’s a tight fit, and I have to put my hands on Soli to steady myself, but the three of us keep rocking that way, Soli’s bare breasts in Roxy’s face and my cock inside her, until I suddenly come hard inside her.

I pull out fast, leaving a ropey trail of oozy white cum coming off my cock and spilling onto Roxy’s thigh and the couch underneath it.

“Shit,” I say. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Roxy says. “Birth control.”

I look over at Eliza.

“The couch will be fine too,” she says with a grin. “It won’t leave a stain. Or if it does, it doesn’t matter. Now, who’s hungry?”
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Sitting around the table eating couscous is more than a little weird after what we just got into in the living room. For some reason, I’m more aware of my collared shirt than ever, possibly because one side of the collar is slightly bent and I can’t get it to sit flat no matter how hard I try.

I get it. After our hostess just watched the three of us fucking, how can I be self-conscious about a little thing like what my shirt looks like? Still, this is where my mind goes.

Everything feels just a little bit different, a little bit askew. Maybe it’s because Soli and Roxy decided to switch outfits after our little love fest. They’re close to the same size, so it’s pretty easy for them to wear each other’s clothes. But it contributes to this feeling I have like I wandered into a dream, with a quick erotic interlude, and now we’re in another oddly dreamlike situation. 

“So, how’d you snag this awesome place, Eliza?” Soli asks.

“It wasn’t easy,” Eliza says, setting down her fork and turning to Soli. “There’s practically nothing available for rent in Silver Lake for someone on a single income. I’m lucky that the owner was looking for a low-maintenance renter who is looking to stay long term. She didn’t even raise the rent on me last year, and she might not raise it again next year. Fingers crossed.”

“It sounds like a great setup,” Roxy says. “Hold onto it while you can. A good apartment is like a good man. Everyone is looking.”

She gives me a little wink and I smile. I feel like I have to talk about what just happened but do so in a way that doesn’t call attention to the weirdness of it.

“So, Eliza,” I say. “Was that… satisfying for you? Creatively, I mean.”

“Creatively and otherwise,” Eliza says. “That was really special. Thanks for letting me be a part of it.”

“How’d you like to be a bigger part sometime?” Soli asks with a grin.

“Yeah,” says Roxy. “You don’t have to remain a spectator. Take the field, strut your stuff.”

“Oh,” Eliza says. “I like watching. Like Chauncy Gardner.”

“Who?” Soli says.

“He’s a character from an old movie,” Roxy says. “Being There, right?”

“A fellow film nerd,” Eliza says, raising her glass, er, jar in a toast. “Exactly.”

“Just watching?” Soli says. “That’s no fun. I mean, sometimes it’s fun. But you’ve got to be more than curious, right? You’ve seen Roxy and me have some fun with our stud. It’s got to give you some ideas.”  

“Oh, it definitely does,” Eliza says. “For the script, I mean. I’m going to really make the pages sizzle now. You’ve given me plenty of good material to work with.”

“Come on,” Soli says, setting her glass on the table and crossing her arms. “The whole research for the script thing was a clever way in, but I don’t buy that your interest is purely academic. You got hot between the hips, right?”

“I never said I didn’t,” Eliza says evenly.

“I think what Soli is trying to say is that you may have a hard time being direct about your needs,” I say. “Right?”

“Well said, Matty,” Soli says.

Eliza wipes her mouth with her napkin, which feels to me a lot like she’s stalling for time, unsure of what to say.

“I’m sorry if I’m being coy,” Eliza says. “I’m trying to be as direct with you as I can without being, well, too personal.”

“Too personal?” Roxy says. “You just watched me get fucked hard on your couch, Eliza. I think we’re in pretty personal territory at this point.”

“She’s right,” Soli says.

“Okay,” Eliza says. “Well, the truth is, that I like watching, like I say. But not just that. I don’t really like, or I haven’t ever really liked… being with someone. Sexually.”

“Hold on,” Soli says. “You’ve never been with anyone? Ever?”

“Not sucessfully,” Eliza says.

Her tone remains as even as ever, but I can see this crack in her composure. This isn’t easy for her, and it shows, even as she tries to hide it. I’m guessing not a lot of people have seen her walls come down like this before.

“I mean, I have tried,” Eliza says. “I’ve come close many times, but it just never felt right. I just wanted it to stop, to run out of the room and escape, I…”

There’s this look of confusion, almost panic on Eliza’s face, almost as if she’s reliving this terrible discovery about herself for the first time.

“At first I thought I was gay,” she said. “But I tried with a girl, too. That didn’t help. I heard about people who are asexual. But that’s not me either. I can get turned on by sex, I’m fascinated by watching it. Just not… I don’t know.”

“Yeah, we understand,” Roxy says.

“Do you?” Eliza asks, voice still trembling. “Because I don’t.”

And that’s all she can get out before something cracks inside her and the tears start. I really want to put my arms around her and hold her. I know I’m not the only one. 

“Eliza,” I say. “We’re here for you. We all care about you a lot, right?”

“Absolutely,” Soli says. “We can keep talking about it, or just stop right now. Whatever you need.”

There’s silence for a moment while she tries to pull herself together. Then, Eliza wipes the tears away and takes a deep breath.

“It’s okay,” Eliza says. “I’ve spent so many years trying to make peace with this. But that has meant having to avoid… all kinds of things. I don’t really… invite people in a lot. This is why.”

“Well, I think we’re all grateful that you did let us in,” Roxy says. “Right?” 

“Yes,” Soli says. “It says a lot that you were willing to trust us with this. And of course, we won’t say anything to anyone if you don’t want us to.”

“Natalie and Jordan, you can tell them,” Eliza says. “Just, please, no one else.”

“Of course,” I say. “We won’t spread this around. Also, just so it’s clear, when it comes to what we did in the living room, you can tell anyone you want.”

Eliza smiles and even chuckles a little.

“I’ll shout it from the rooftops,” she says. “I’ll compose paeons about your prowess, and your flexibility.” 

“Thanks,” Roxy says. “My publicist is always on me about doing more to promote it when I have a three-way. Hey girl, live-stream that shit!”

Everyone laughs and the tension eases, at least a little. After that, we make polite chit chat and try to avoid anything heavy until dinner’s over.

I feel bad for Eliza. I wonder how many other people must be experiencing the same things she is. I don’t know if there’s a name for what she’s describing, but I think it can’t be that uncommon. Knowing what I do, her invitation makes a lot more sense. It’s brave that she’s willing to explore this really personal side of herself through her writing, and I’m glad that the three of us could help to satisfy her in whatever way she can be satisfied.

Once dinner’s finished, and we’ve helped clear the table, I call us a rideshare. It appears outside just a few minutes later. Eliza throws her arms around me and buries her face in my chest. I hold her close, feeling the warmth of her hug and wanting to send all the love I can through my touch. We squeeze each other for just a moment then release.

“Thanks for coming,” she says. “And for letting me watch you do it.”

“Happy to,” I say. “Thanks for having us over. It was special.”

Next it’s Soli’s turn for a hug. 

“Love you, sweetie,” she says as she pulls Eliza to her. “We’re gonna be really good friends now.”

“Exactly,” Roxy says, taking her turn. “We’ve been brought together for a reason. I can feel it. We’re going to make this movie, and then we’ll conquer the world together.”

“Go, Team Collision Course!” I say, pumping my fist in the air. 

All three girls do the same and then, because the rideshare guy is honking, it’s time to file out the door and into the waiting car. Eliza gives us one parting wave, which feels a little sadder than she probably intended. I wave back, wishing I could convey more.

It’s quiet inside as we snake through the Cahuenga Pass heading toward the Valley. Then, Roxy says—

“I wish there was something we could do for her.”

“I think maybe there is,” Soli says, a kind of quiet confidence permeating her body. She’s seated, hands folded, looking straight ahead like she’s already got some master scheme worked out and it’s just a matter of figuring out how the dominoes are going to fall. 

“Okay,” I say. “Soli, I know you, and I know you probably have got it in your head that you can fix this—”

“You don’t know me,” Soli says. “No one does. I’m a force of nature. Like gravity.”

“Pretty sure scientists are up on gravity at this point, darling,” I say. “Not a lot of mystery left there. My point is, I know you want to help. But you need to be careful. You may just end up making everything worse.”

She doesn’t even turn her head to look at me. Her eyes remain fixed on the road and the horizon ahead. Then, she flicks a lock of her hair out of her face and smiles. 

“Never doubt the sex bruja,” she says.
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A few days later, I’m hanging out at the apartment with Jordan and Soli. Jordan’s flipping through channels. I check my phone and there’s an email.

Subject: Update on Gazarian Case

Hi Matteo,

I’ve completed the initial investigation into Mr. Gazarian’s injury claims. We should set a time to meet in person so I can walk you through the findings and next steps. Let me know your availability this week.

Best,
Valerie
Valkyrie Investigation

“Oh, nice!” I say. 

“Golf, really?” Jordan says.

She pauses her search, thinking I want to watch the PGA Tour Championship Finals.

“No, not that,” I say. “I just got a response from the private eye Donna recommended. She says she’s got some dirt on Hamlet.”

“Really?” Soli asks. “What has she got?”

I read the email over again.

“Doesn’t say. Actually, it doesn’t say whether she found anything on him. Just that she completed her initial investigation. She must have something, though, or she wouldn’t want to meet.”

I write Valerie back a quick email.

Hi Valerie,

Thanks for the note. I’m available this week. When and where would you like to meet?

Best,
Matty

About ten minutes later, I get this one back:

Matty,

I don’t maintain a formal office. For a first meeting, I suggest somewhere public and low-key. How about the patio at Alcove Café in Los Feliz? It’s neutral, easy parking, and quiet enough to talk.

For identification, I pulled this photo of you online (attached). Please confirm that it’s accurate.

Best,
Valerie
Valkyrie Investigation

“Whoa,” I say. “That’s kinda spooky. She found a picture of me online.”

“Wouldn’t be very good at her job if she couldn’t even pull up a Facebook profile, though, right?” says Jordan. 

“Yeah, true,” I say.

It shouldn’t actually be that unsettling, but it is. Maybe I should use one of those services that cleans up your data online, or set my profile to private or whatever. But there’s time for that later.

So, I ask her when she wants to meet. This is her reply:

I can be available at 1 p.m. today if that works for you, though there’s no pressure to make it happen right away if your schedule is tight. Just let me know what’s best.

“Well, okay,” I say. “I guess she wants to meet today in Los Feliz.”

“Seems kinda presumptuous of her,” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” says Soli. “Doesn’t she realize you’d otherwise be just sitting around all day?”

“This could be good news,” I say. “And if it is, I want to hear about it right away. Where are the keys?”

“In my bag,” Soli says, pointing at the purse on the counter. “Can we watch something else? I can feel my prostate growing just from watching this old man sport.”

“See ya soon,” I say as I grab the keys.

I blow a kiss with my hand and Jordan puckers her lips and makes a fart noise.

“Drive safe!” she says. “Love ya!”

It feels a little strange getting into my car to drive again after so long. I’ve hardly even gotten in the driver’s seat since I handed Soli the keys to my car. She’s obviously done a few little things to make it feel like her own. There’s a bottle of nail polish in the cup holder, and the seat is adjusted to her height.

But I realize something else that I’d only been dimly aware of before. I’ve been avoiding driving out of a kind of low-grade anxiety about having another accident. I’m expecting some wave of terror to hit me as I pull out of the parking lot and merge with traffic to get on the freeway. But, no. To my relief, driving to Los Feliz is exactly as boring as I remember it. There’s not much traffic on I-134 since it’s lunch time, and I’m even able to find some street parking on Hillhurst without having to drive around. 

Alcove Cafe is half neighborhood cafe and half secret garden, with ivy growing up the walls and big shade umbrellas. The chalkboard sign outside the entrance reminds me, “Nature is a Mother.”

I order an iced latte and then have a seat at a corner table. I dash off a quick email letting Valerie I’ve arrived. Before I put my phone down, a voice beside me calls my name.  

“Matty?”

I look up, and it’s Eliza. She’s cut her hair and is looking at me with this intense, almost probing expression. Leather jacket, jeans, and leather boots. Stylish, but a definitively different look. But more than her clothes and her hair, and her makeup, which is also strikingly different, her whole aura seems to have changed. She’s got a completely different vibe.

“Hey,” I say. “You changed your hair.”

She gives me a funny look.

“Sorry?” she says.

“No, it looks fine,” I say. “It’s good short. Just different.”

“Hold on,” she says. “Do you think I’m Eliza?”

“Uh… yeah?” I say, worried that I’ve stumbled into some kind of multiple-personalities type situation. Maybe she’s only Eliza on Wednesdays.

“I’m Valerie,” she says. “Eliza’s my twin sister.”

“Oh,” I say.

For some reason, I don’t completely believe her at first. I’m still watching her a little warily, not sure if she’s trying to pull some kind of an elaborate prank on me.               

“Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t realize Eliza has a twin, and since she lives around here, I thought–”

“You know where she lives?” Valerie asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “But not for some creepy reason. She invited me over.”

That actually doesn’t sound less creepy.

“Not just me,” I add. “Some girls also.”

Valerie opens her phone and flips through her photos.

“They wouldn’t be these girls,” Valerie asks, holding up the group pic we posted on the Collision Course IG page. “Would they?”

“Not all,” I say. “But those are some of them, yes.”

“Very interesting,” Valerie says, sliding her phone back in her bag. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry into your personal life. But when you’re in this line of work, doing a little recon on people before you meet them just becomes a reflex.”

“That’s understandable,” I say. “And that photo was set to public, so I guess I can’t treat it as an invasion of privacy.”

“Can I sit?” Valerie asks.

“Please,” I say.

She sets her bag on the table in front of us and then takes a seat across from me.

“So, let’s talk about Mr. Ian Hamlet Gazarian,” Valerie says.

She takes out a manila file folder and hands it to me. My fingers tingle as I turn it over to open the flap on the back. I couldn’t be more excited if it was full of nuclear launch codes or schematics of captured UFOs. Of course, what’s inside is just a bunch of ordinary-looking documents.

“Before you read all of that over, let me give you the general overview,” Valerie says. “The injury claims are exaggerated. What I’ve observed of his behavior doesn’t match the injury claims.”

“So, he’s lying?” I say.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “Turn to the fifth page, you’ll see the doctor’s note detailing the extent of his neck and back pain. He claims it’s debilitating. He has to wear a neck brace and can hardly move normally. And he’s been pretty careful to maintain that fiction. He gets his groceries delivered, doesn’t leave the house much. But he’s not been careful enough. Turn to page twelve.”

I do, and what I see is a picture of Hamlet in sweats walking away from the can. I turn the page and it’s the same image just a moment later. He’s walking, posture erect, no neck brace.

“I knew it!” I say. “I knew this was all a scheme!”

“Turns out you were right,” Valerie says. “Turn to the next page.”

I do and see a picture of Hamlet wearing a neck brace and carrying a brown paper bag.

“He’s got the neck brace on,” I say.

“Yeah,” Valerie says. “But the affidavit that he filed with the court says that he’s taking Diazepam and Ativan for the pain. Those are both Benzodiazepines. You can’t drink on Benzos. It cancels out the pain-killing effects.”

“Brilliant!” I say. “So, we’ve got him dead to rights.”

“Looks like it,” Valerie says. “Just give those documents to Donna and I’m pretty sure he’ll drop the case immediately.” 

“And I can sue him now too, right?”

“You can,” she says. “But you have to act fast. He’s facing some pretty serious fraud charges, which obviously aids in your case against him.”

I flip through the last of the documents and find an invoice as well as a check made out to me for $2700.

“What’s this?” I ask.

“That’s the refund for the unused portion of your retainer,” Valerie says. “It didn’t actually take that much leg work to figure out he was lying. Once I got the proof I needed, it was pretty clearly open and shut.”

“Valerie, thank you,” I say. “You don’t know what a relief this is to me.”

“It’s what I do,” she says, taking her bag from the table and setting it in her lap in a gesture that says, we’re all done here. “Thanks for meeting me here on such short notice. I figured you wouldn’t want to wait to hear the good news.”

“Yeah, absolutely,” I say. “But you don’t have to rush off yet, do you? Please, at least let me buy you a coffee to thank you.”

“Okay,” she says. “I’d like an iced Americano, with honey if they have it. Splenda if they don’t.”

“Got it,” I say. “Give me a sec.”

I walk straight up to the counter and put in the drink order. As I’m waiting for them to make it, I’m caught in one of those awkward questions over protocol. How long is it going to take? Three minutes? Ninety seconds? Do I return to the table in the intervening time to make chitchat? Is it more awkward if I just hover around the corner? Ultimately, I decide to do just that. But the coffee is ready pretty fast so I’m back to the table just a few minutes later.

“Thank you,” Valerie says as she accepts the coffee.

I have a seat and just look at her a moment, not sure what to say.

“You really look a lot like your sister,” I say.

Yeah, Matty. They’re identical twins! Brilliant observation.

“But, actually, you seem different from her, too,” I say.

“She’s the good twin,” Valerie says. “I’ll leave you to conclude which one I am.”

I smile. 

“The leather definitely adds a bit of edge,” I say. “Eliza has a bit more of a granola vibe.”

“Oh, these are hers,” Valerie says, kicking the toe of her boot in the air and wagging it. “But I borrowed them, and I’m not giving them back because I am edgier, and they suit me better.”

“If the shoe fits,” I say, “doesn’t matter who it belongs to.”

“That’s right,” Valerie says, pumping her heel as she sips her coffee. “So, how did you know that the injury claim was fraudulent?”

“Me and this guy have a history,” I say. “I used to work for him.”

“You worked at NovaCare?”

“Yeah, before it got shut down. I’m not proud of it, but it did give me a nice source of income. Anyway, he’s a pretty shady guy. After I walked out he tried to sue me for defamation, claiming that I impugned his character by intimating that he did something illegal.”

“Uh huh,” says Valerie. “Then, what happened?” 

“Then he got arrested for fraud,” I say. “That was the end of that. But then there was this car accident. Of all the people who I could have run into, and I mean literally run into, it was him.”

“That’s insane,” Valerie says. “What are the odds?”

“That’s what I said. My girlfriend didn’t think it was that remarkable. But it is weird, right?”

“So weird,” Valerie says.

She digs around under her ice cubes for the last dregs of coffee then twirls the ice with her straw.

“Not to pry. But since we’ve reached the end of our professional relationship, I am curious. Which one of the girls from that photo is your girlfriend?”

“Would you believe all of them?”

“No,” she says. “No, I would not.”

“Fair enough,” I say. “I probably wouldn’t believe me either.”

She plays with her straw a little more and then sets it down on the table in front of her.

“You’re serious,” she says.

It’s a statement, not a question. I’m guessing she’s pretty good at reading people and doesn’t need to hedge. She can tell just from my unaffected expression I’m telling the truth.

“What the hell is a guy like you doing around my sister?!” she says, with mock outrage.

I laugh and throw up my hands.

“It’s strictly friendly,” I say. “Personal, but friendly. You don’t have to worry that I’m gonna break her heart or something. Not that she would, well–”

“What?” Valerie asks, studying me carefully.

I don’t want to say anything about Eliza’s condition, or whatever you’d call it. Obviously, her sister can’t be unaware. But it’s so deeply personal that if I met a stranger who knew that about my sister, I would have some pretty strong feelings about it.

“I just don’t have any reason to think she’s interested in me like that,” I say.

“Yeah,” Valerie says. “It would be pretty out of character for her if she was.”

I don’t say anything, hoping that a short pause in the conversation will help us ease onto a new subject. Then, I see an opportunity to jump to a neutral topic and leap on it.

“So, how did you become a P.I.?” I ask.

“All you need is a license,” she says. “The exam isn’t that hard.”

I smile.

“Okay, why become a P.I.?”

“A friend of mine was in trouble,” she says. “With a guy. And in the process of helping her out, I hired a private investigator to prove that he’d been stalking her.”

“So, you saw what they did and decided you’d do it yourself?”

“Pretty much,” she says. “I realized that it’s the kind of job that suits me. Lots of sitting around, but I like the problem-solving component. Plus, no two cases are the same. Even if it’s another cheating spouse, and usually it is, figuring out how to put the pieces together and make it all fit is the fun part. And you get to work solo, which is a definite plus, too.”

“No boss to tell you what to do, you get to set your own hours. I get it.”  

“Okay, my turn,” she says. “What’s your connection to my sister?”

“All the pieces are there in front of you,” I say, waving a hand at the table between us. “You can put them together on your own.”

“Yes, but I want to hear if my working theory is right,” she says.

“Go ahead and ask. I’ll tell you if you’re on the right track.”

“Okay, so you’re obviously working on her movie,” Valerie says. “She’s told me about the producer who’s working to get made. You’ve already told me she’s your girlfriend.”

“Correct.”

“The other girls are involved, too, right?” she asks, pulling out her phone and taking out the group pic we took at the Smogtown Film Festival. “If I had to guess, your girlfriend cast you in the lead role and you’re playing opposite these two, who both play your girlfriends.”

“A good guess,” I say. “You’re close to right. But I’m not an actor. I’ve just been filling in until they find the real guy.”

“Lucky you,” Valerie says. “So you’re just pitching in? What’s your day job?”

“I haven’t had one of those since NovaCare,” I say. “For a while, I was working as a technical advisor on this TV show, but it kinda fell through.”

“Sounds like your days aren't exactly packed. No wonder you were willing to meet on short notice in the middle of the day. But you still haven’t answered my question.”

“I’ve answered every question you’ve posed to me,” I say. “And honestly, too.”

“Okay, now that we’ve established a few basic facts, let’s get down to it. You are in a relationship with four different women at the same time. Correct?”

“That’s correct.”

“And the four of them obviously know about each other, or they wouldn’t be all smiling in a photo together.”

“Right,” I say. “That does logically follow.”

“So, we can safely conclude that you’re the kind of man who doesn’t subscribe to monogamy as a lifestyle. You meet a woman you like, who interests you, and you don’t think in terms of either or. It’s not about choosing one or the other because you can always have them all.”

I just smile and sip my coffee.

“Well?” she says.

“That wasn’t a question,” I say.

“Am I right?” she asks.

“I would have to say you’re right,” I say.

“So, here’s the question,” Valerie asks, tone neutral but her stare direct, “do you have any designs on my sister?”

“I don’t have any designs on anyone,” I say. “I’m fascinated by your sister. I feel a connection with her. I care about her, and I would never do anything to jeopardize our new friendship. But that’s all. No ulterior motives. No schemes.”

“You’re not interested in her?” Valerie says. “Not as part of your growing harem?” 

“My harem? No, I don’t have plans to expand my harem.”

“Good,” Valerie says. “So, then, how about a date?”
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“With who?” I say.

“How about the woman right in front of you?” Valerie says with a grin.

“Uh, why?” I say. “Not that I’m not saying no, but you can understand why I’m confused.”

“Look, I’m not interested in anything serious,” Valerie says. “I’m not really built for relationships.”

Neither is her twin sister, though I suspect Valerie’s reason isn’t the same.

“I see your situation, and it’s interesting to me. You’re obviously pretty spectacular in bed to keep four women satisfied.”

“Well, I don’t know if I can make that claim, but—”

“Please,” she says. “No guy with four women and no palace or royal titles is bad at sex.”

Fair point. 

“I wanna give you a try,” she says. “No commitments necessary. We can just try it out, see if we like each other and then go from there.”

“Okay, look, I realize this probably sounds crazy, but I’m not actually openly available,” I say. “I can’t just go around on dates with anyone at any time. Our thing, it’s non-monogamous but there are rules. One is I have to be completely honest with all of my partners.”

“Good, you should have that rule.”

“Right, well, it means that I can’t give you an answer right now. Before I even think about agreeing to what you’re proposing, I’d have to get approval from all my current girlfriends.”  

“Something tells me they aren’t going to nuclear on you over it,” Valerie says. “So, let’s jump ahead and imagine for a second that there are no objections, that the ‘ayes’ have it and the motion passes. What do you do?”

That is the question. I’ve only just met Valerie, but it feels like I know her already.

Yeah, Matty. Because you’ve been spending time with a girl who has the exact same face. That’s why.

“I…would be open to a date,” I say after letting my brain sputter. “We’re sorta already having one now.”

“No we’re not,” Valerie says.

She stands to pull the leather jacket off one shoulder at a time, revealing a tank top which barely conceals the two luscious mounds beneath. I don’t see nipples but I also don’t see any hint of a bra strap under that tank. She’s clearly put some serious thought into her personal presentation and has come to play.

“Believe me. When we’re having a date, you’ll know it.”

“I look forward to learning what that entails,” I say. “If I get approval from the girls to take you out.”

“Can I ask one thing?”

“Sure.”

“Don’t tell my sister,” Valerie says, a playful glint in her eyes. “We don’t have to share everything.”

I’m torn by this, because I don’t want to lie to Eliza. She’s such a sweet, caring person that I don’t think I have it in me to deceive her. At the same time, it would make everything much simpler not to bring it up. I don’t actually know when I’m going to see her again.

More than that, I don’t want to tell Eliza. I’m not totally sure why, but I just can’t think of any good that would come of it.

“Okay,” I say. “It’ll just be a little secret between you, me and four other women.”

“Wonderful,” Valerie says.

“Just so I’m not left wondering, you planned this all along, didn’t you?”

“Well, yeah,” she says. “I mean, I could have emailed you.” 

“Right,” I say. “But, we’ve never even met before now. Unless you’re actually Eliza and this has all been this extremely elaborate ruse.”

Valerie laughs.

“Why does everyone always think that?”

“Maybe I read too many cheap novels,” I say. “But, anyway, why me?”

She leans over, bending at the hips to invite my gaze to travel down her shirt.

“All the pieces are there in front of you,” she says. “You can put them together on your own.” 

“Well done.”

“Thank you,” she says, turning to snag her jacket off the arm of the chair. “It’s warm out. I don’t know why I wore this.”

I do. It’s so she could take it off.

“Thanks for the coffee.”

I take the manila folder in front of me and wave it at her as she walks away.

“Thanks for making my life a whole lot easier.”

Though not necessarily less complicated.

“You have my number,” she says. “Don’t make me come looking for you.”

I sit for a moment after she’s gone. It’s been quite an interesting turn of events.

I’ve got a lot of people to talk to, a lot of calls to make, but my lawyer is the most straightforward emotionally. So, I give her a call and ask if I can stop by the office to drop off the evidence Valerie found. She tells me to come by.

“This is bombshell stuff,” Donna tells me, sifting through the pile.

“I couldn’t believe it either,” I say. “I mean, I suspected he was faking the injuries all along. But the way she laid everything out. You were right about Valerie. She’s a genius.”

“Yeah, she really knows her stuff,” Donna says. “And cute, too. Although I’m guessing you were able to pick up on that by yourself.”

“I had noticed,” I say.

“Quite the ladies man,” Donna says, with just a hint of a smile. “What’s your secret?”

“If only I knew.”

She pushes the stack together and tamps it down before sliding it back in the folder.

“I’m going to send scans of these over to Gazarian’s attorney,” she says. “I’m guessing we’ll get word that all charges against you have been dropped by the end of business today.”

“Excellent.”

“Will you also be looking to countersue? If you’d like, we can start that process.”

“Revenge does sound good,” I say. “He deserves it. But it really only makes sense if there’s a good chance of getting my money back, or more. Hamlet only sued me because he was broke. Besides, he’ll probably be in jail soon anyway.”

“I concur,” she says. “There’s not likely to be much profit in it. You’d probably just end up spending more fighting him than you’d collect.”

“In a way, he got what he wanted,” I say. “He cost me thousands to defend myself, made my life miserable with the stress of this lawsuit. But I guess the best thing I can do for myself is just to move on and live my life.”

“I think that’s a wise decision,” Donna says. 

I get up and offer Donna my hand.

“Thanks for everything, Donna,” I say. “You made the process as painless as possible at least.”

“With any luck, you won’t need to contact me any time soon,” she says. “But if you ever need a lawyer…”

“I’ll think of you. Thanks again.”

I feel a weight off my shoulders as I walk out of the office. I’ve got an hour in traffic ahead of me, but things just seem somehow like they couldn’t be brighter. For the first time since that accident, I feel like I’ve finally got control over my destiny again.

Sitting in bumper to bumper traffic on the I-134, I think about the first time I met Hamlet. He seemed like a pretty normal guy, kinda cool even. Intense and arrogant, sure. But personable and confident. He promised that if I worked for him I’d be making more money than I’d ever made in my life, and he was right. Now, what is he? A scumbag whose scheming is finally catching up with him.

Hamlet may be pathetic, but the word comes from pathos which covers anything that’s sad and worth acknowledging as such. It’s tragic, really. Alas, poor Hamlet. I knew him, Horatio.

It just makes me grateful that I’m not in the same boat. Not for the first time, I realize just how lucky I am to have gotten away from NovaCare clean. If things had been just a little bit different, I might be the one faking injuries in the hopes of getting money to pay my lawyers to keep me out of jail. I’d like to think I’m not that big of a scumbag. But the truth is, I’ve never faced that possibility before. Who knows who I might become in different circumstances?

I can’t wait to tell the girls the good news. Arriving back at the apartment, I expect to find Jordan and Soli just where I left them. When I find the door is locked, I’ve got a pretty good idea of where they went to. So, I park in the lot and walk across the street to Lola’s. Sure enough. They’re in the corner booth about halfway through their meal.

“Hey!” says Jordan. “How’d it go?”

“Let’s get a pitcher of margaritas,” I say.

“That good?” asks Soli.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “Hamlet’s toast. Valerie tailed him and proved the injury is bullshit.”

“Yes!” Jordan says, pumping her fist in the air, and causing a commotion in the half-filed diner.

“Hey!” says the waitress, Linda. “This sounds like a party!”

“Yes, darling, it is,” says Soli. “Can we get a pitcher of margaritas for the table?”

“Sure,” she says. “Anything to eat?”

“How about a cheeseburger?” I say. “Thanks, Linda.”

Linda leaves to put in our order and Soli pushes the rest of her Cobb salad in front of me.

“I can’t finish this,” she says. “You mind?”

I stab a big piece of lettuce and an olive with Soli’s fork and stuff it in my mouth.

“So, what was the P.I. like?” Jordan asks. “Did she wear a fedora and trenchcoat?”

“Mhm!” I say, realizing I have to chew and swallow before I can answer. I hurry up and do so.

“You’re not gonna believe it,” I say.

“She tried to make a pass at you?” Soli asks.

“Actually, yeah, she did,” I say.

“I knew it!” Soli says. “You little slut.”

“Wasn’t my fault,” I say.

“It never is,” says Jordan.

“That’s not the unbelievable part,” I say. “Valerie the private investigator is Eliza’s identical twin sister.”

“What?!” says Jordan. “That’s insane!”

“Hold on,” Soli says. “Are you sure Valerie is Eliza’s twin? Maybe she’s got multiple personality disorder and Valerie is one of her other personalities.”

“See? I knew I wasn’t crazy for thinking that.”

“Did you make sure she’s a twin?” Soli asks.

“Pretty sure,” I say. “I mean, their hair styles are different. Valerie’s is shorter.”

“But you’re a guy,” Soli says. “Girls have ways of styling our hair to make it look shorter without cutting it. She may have just been wearing it up and high in the back so it looked shorter from the front.”

“Huh,” I say. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“I’m messing with you,” Soli says. “She’s not got multiple personalities. That would be nuts. Although the thing about the hair is true.”

“Right, well, whoever she is, Valerie asked me on a date.”

“Are you gonna do it?” Jordan asks.

“I mean, only if we all agree it’s fine,” I say.

“What’s she like?” Soli asks.

“Nothing like Eliza,” I say. “But she’s smart and kinda playful.”

“She’s pretty, right?” Jordan says. “If she’s got Eliza’s face.”

“Very pretty,” I say. “I feel a connection to her, but I can’t tell whether I’m projecting how I feel about Eliza onto her sister.”

“Any warning signs that she might be crazy?” Jordan asks. “I mean assuming that she is one complete personality and not just part of a whole.”

“She seemed pretty stable,” I say. “It was weird that she asked me out the way she did, but I didn’t see any warning flags from what I could tell.”

“You don’t think she’ll get all clingy or paranoid?” Soli asks. “You really don’t want to piss off a woman who stalks people for a living.”

“That’s just it,” I say. “I don’t think she wants a boyfriend at all. She said she wasn’t looking for anything serious, and the fact that I already have four girlfriends seems to be part of my appeal.”

“Well, I don’t have a problem with it,” Soli says. “Now, Eliza…”

“She can’t know,” I say. “Valerie made that clear.”

“Okay, we have to figure out a way to put these two in a room together,” Jordan says. “Just to make sure that they are in fact two people.”

“Here’s a question,” Soli says. “Are you only interested in Valerie because she reminds you of Eliza and you know you can’t have her.”

“Maybe? I’m not even sure how I feel about Eliza,” I say. “She’s wonderful and warm and beautiful, but we’ve only spent time together a couple times. I wasn’t expecting to meet a woman who looks exactly like her but has a totally different personality. It feels like I’ve got whiplash.” 
“You don’t have to figure out everything right away,” Jordan says. “Take some time to process.”

“You’re right. It’s just a date,” I say. “A date I won’t even go on if there are any objections from Roxy or Natalie.”

“I think it will all come down to what your plans are for this girl,” Jordan says. “If you just go off and have a fun evening with her and leave it there, well that’s that. But if you do hit it off and you decide you want to bring her into the group—”

“You’ll end up breaking our bed,” Soli cuts in.

“It would get a little crowded,” Jordan says. “I mean, I love our little sisterhood. But there are college sororities that don’t have this many girls in them.” 

“Good point,” I say.

“More importantly,” Soli says. “You wouldn’t just be having a little one-off experience that you could forget about. You’d be having an ongoing affair and hiding it from Eliza.”

“She’s right,” Jordan says. “The more you see Valerie, the bigger the secret you’re keeping from her sister.”

“Now I’m not sure I want to do it,” I say. “Maybe I should just tell her that somebody objected, without naming names, and just hope she accepts it.”

Linda returns carrying the pitcher of frozen margaritas with three glasses on a tray and sets them down on the table in front of us.

“Thanks, Linda,” I say as she finishes with the drinks and leaves the table. I grab the pitcher by its handle and start pouring for the three of us.

“That’s a tidy solution,” Jordan says. “But you also need to consider what you’d be missing out on.”

“Yeah,” Soli says, “what if you’d drawn the line at just one girlfriend? We’d both have missed out on this beauty right here.”

She gestures at Jordan, who cradles her chin in her palm and bats her mascara-covered eyelashes.

“As always, your counsel is wise, and I’m lucky to have it,” I say. “I think I’ll just wait and see how Natalie and Roxy feel. Then I’ll make my decision afterwards. For now, let’s celebrate!”

We raise our glasses and clink them. 

“Cheers!”
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Saturday always feels different. Even when you’ve spent the week hanging out with two girlfriends with nothing better to do but sit around and watch movies and get high, when the biggest stresses in your life are whether or not to try to take out a girl when you’re in a relationship with four others, still there’s something special about Saturday when it comes around.

Maybe it’s the sunshine, but I think what makes it special is the fact that we’re all together. We’re due for one of our pool parties. No mansion with slippery staircases or giant ice sculptures to super-cool vodka; just me, four girls and their bikinis.

And a middle-aged divorcé.

I haven’t actually asked if he’s divorced, but he’s got that sorta meek, hungry look in his eye as he drifts around the deep end and tries not to stare at the ladies. He also looks like someone who was once totally beaten down but is figuring out a way to feel normal. Maybe I’m reading too much into his gentle floating, but he does have some soulful eyes inside that pudgy visage. The girls, meanwhile, are amusing themselves by swimming around him in little circles.

I’m watching from the pool chair, sipping on a Budweiser and soaking up the small sliver of sunlight that makes it through the acacia trees surrounding the pool. Natalie’s beside me, sitting up to reach for her own beer.

“I’m glad we didn’t go to the beach,” she says. “You were right. This is better.”

“No sand, no traffic, relative privacy,” I say. “And no one around to steal your tops.”

We clink bottles. 

“What must our friend think of this little scene?” Natalie says, keeping her voice low.

“I hope he’s thinking that a back wax will be worth it next time,” I say.

“There’s something unsexy about a guy who waxes,” Natalie says.

“Unsexier than back hair?” I say.

“Back hair doesn’t have to be gross. Unless there’s too much of it,” Natalie says. “Like, hairy guys are hot but only if the hair is in the right places.”

“And they say women live with unfair beauty standards.”

“Pizza’s here!”

I look over to the gate entrance where Jordan is standing, holding four cardboard boxes. I hop up to turn the key and let her in.

“I didn’t even see the delivery guy pull up,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “If I hadn’t gone back inside to pee, I might have missed him. He was parked on the wrong side of the lot and was wandering around when I came out.”

“How much was it?” I say. “I’ll give you cash when we go in.”

“You don’t have to pay for everything all the time,” Jordan says. “I’ve got this one.”

“Thanks, babe,” I say, reaching down and cupping her ass. She giggles.

“Let me set these down first.”

She puts the pizza boxes on the table and we start opening them up. Soli and Roxy have climbed out of the pool and are toweling off. Our friend is still paddling around, looking somehow more dejected and lost than before. It might help if he did some strokes around the pool. But he’s just kinda bouncing there in the shallow end, submerging himself up to his scalp without ever getting his whole head wet.

“Let’s invite him over,” I say. “We’ve got plenty of food.”

“Hi!” Roxy calls to him sweetly. “Do you want to come over and eat with us?”

He just stares, wide-eyed but doesn’t move.

“Well, I tried,” Roxy says, tearing off a couple slices of supreme pizza and dropping it onto her paper plate.

“All right, gang,” I say. “There’s something I want to talk to you all about.”

“We know,” Roxy says.

“Soli told us about Valerie’s offer,” Natalie says. “It sounds like just some harmless recreational fun. I don’t think it will be a problem.”

“Okay, that’s good to know,” I say. “But I want to talk about the movie. Now that this lawsuit is over and done with, I finally won’t have all these expenses bleeding me dry.”

“Yeah, it was touch and go there for a while,” Soli says. “If you spent any more money on lawyers and P.I.s, there was a real danger that sometime down the road you’d have to find another job.”

“Exactly,” I say. “And even with the case settled, that threat remains as real as ever. To ensure that doesn’t happen, I’m going to do what rich people do and make money with my money.”

“Uh, okay?” says Jordan. “Care to elaborate?”

“I’m going to invest my whole nest egg in Collision Course.”

“Matty,” Natalie says. “Thank you, but we’ve been through this. It’s not necessary.”

“Did those YouTube guys come through in the end?”

“No,” says Natalie. “They didn’t respond to any of my emails.”

“You think I’ll flake out on you like they did?” I say. “Come on, you’ve been going around hat in hand to everyone. How long can you keep it up? How many times is somebody going to say they’ll put up funds only to back out or disappear? You deserve some stability, some certainty.”

“I’m the producer,” Natalie says. “And I wouldn’t put my own savings into a movie. It’s just too risky.”

“Do we have the budget we need, or not?” I ask.

“Not yet,” Natalie says. “But we’re close. We’re working on it. We can find the money without you having to risk everything you have in savings.”

“Yeah, sweetie,” Soli says. “That’s a bad idea.”

“I tried to tell him,” Natalie says.

“I know, I know,” I say. “But, listen. I’m not doing this out of charity. I believe in this project, and I think it’s going to make me a return on my investment. I think it’s going to be a big hit. Who’s with me?”

I look around at four beautiful faces with eight sets of concerned eyes. Then my gaze falls on Pool Guy, who must have slipped out silently and taken a seat in the circle without me noticing. He’s just sitting there, nibbling on a slice of pepperoni.

“Look, the vote of confidence is appreciated,” Roxy says. “We all feel that. But do you have to go all in on a single hand? Why not be a little more conservative for your first foray into producing?”

“I’m not actually betting every cent I have. I’ll keep a few thousand in reserve. Just in case.”

“Well,” says Jordan. “It’s risky. But, so long as you understand the risks and are willing to make them…”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “If you’re sure you want to do it, then we can make that happen.”

“Great,” I say. “I feel good about this.”

“Me too,” says Pool Guy.

Everyone looks at him, since he hasn’t spoken a word up ‘til now.

“Great,” I say. “He’s on board. What’s your name, sir?”

“Hi, I’m Rick,” he says. “Thanks for the pizza.”

“You got it, Rick,” says Jordan.

“Now what happens?” I say.

“Well, we have to sign a contract,” Natalie says. “All the terms will be laid out, your share of the profits from distribution, if any, it’s actually pretty boring, boilerplate stuff.”

“Right,” I say. “But how long before we start shooting?”

“We can sign the paperwork at Donna’s office on Monday,” Natalie says, thinking. “With the budget finalized, we can start giving contracts to everyone, finding vendors and locations…let’s say six to eight weeks before we start shooting?”

This news is greeted with a huge wooooo! from the crew. Even Rick woos a little, though belatedly so that he’s the only one doing it in his semi-sad tone of voice.

“This is beautiful, you guys,” Jordan says. “It’s like we’re making a baby together. All four of us!”

“Yep,” says Soli, grabbing my bulge through my swim trunks and squeezing it affectionately. “All we needed was a little of Matty’s seed money to make the project quicken in our bellies.” 

“And now that my job is done, I get to walk away and let you ladies do all the work,” I say with a sly grin.

“Boo!” says Jordan.

“You pig!” says Roxy.

“Kidding,” I say.

“We do need to think of something for Matty to do,” Jordan says. “He needs a role worthy of his contribution to the project.”

“He can clean my dressing room,” says Soli.

“Yeah, mine too,” says Roxy.

“Maybe we could throw him out of a helicopter,” says Soli.

“There’s no helicopter in the script,” I say. “There’s no stunts at all.”

“Hey, there are no bad ideas in a brainstorm,” Soli says.

“We’ll find something for you,” says Natalie. “We’re all going to have to pull together to make this thing happen. Everyone’s going to have more than enough to do. Roxy and Soli, you’re our superstars. But you’re also gonna be crew members. Moving equipment, helping with lighting setups, maybe more.”

“I can do that,” Roxy says.

“Yeah,” Soli says. “She can do that.”

Roxy reaches over and pinches her arm.

“Ouch!”

“I know it’s not glamorous,” Natalie continues. “But we can only afford to pay professionals for a few key roles, which means that everyone has got to play by ear.”

“What can we do to prepare in the meantime?” Roxy asks.

“Learn your lines, workshop your characters together,” Natalie says. “We’ll hold auditions to find our Daniel soon. Probably next week. You’ll both be a part of that.”

“Got it,” says Roxy.

Soli gives a little salute.

“We still don’t have a director,” Jordan says.

“Right, and that’s crucial,” Natalie says. “The director has to be someone we all trust and feel comfortable with.”

“How about Eliza?” I suggest. “I mean, since she’s already written the script, her job as screenwriter is pretty much done. She’s good at giving direction, and we all trust her, right?”

“I’m not sure,” Natalie says. “She’s an unknown, and she doesn’t have experience directing. Someone with a more established name would help us with distribution after the film’s finished and we’re looking to sell it.”

“That may be true,” I say. “But who knows this story better than Eliza?”

“She doesn’t know how to set up shots or work the camera,” Natalie says.

“A cinematographer could set up the shots and get the lighting just right,” Jordan says. “Eliza could focus on working with the actors. And you’ll be there to manage things too, right?”

“I’m not a director either,” Natalie says. “Different roles require different skill sets. Eliza may be a great screenwriter but that doesn’t mean that she’s the right person to sit in the director’s chair.”

“My brother met M. Night Shamalan once,” Rick says. “I could pull some strings for you guys.”

“That’s a good connection,” Jordan says. “But maybe keep it in your back pocket for later.”

“Hold on,” Soli says. “I’ve got the perfect solution. Matty meets Sophia Coppola, makes her his girlfriend, then she’s part of the family and she can be the director.”

“I think there are some feats that even Matty’s magic dick can’t pull off,” Natalie says. “No offense, Matty.”

“Hey, I never claimed to have a magic dick in the first place,” I say. “All I’m saying is, you could consider Eliza for the director role. Feel free to disregard. I’m only speaking as one of the producers.”

“Oh, wow,” says Natalie. “Playing that card already, are we?”

“Well, it’s true, isn’t it?” I say. “Putting up money entitles me to have some say.”

“Alright, well, before I give her the job, let’s see if she even wants it,” Natalie says. “Why don’t you ask her?”

“Me? Well, sure. I can do that.”

I was really just putting in a good word. But I guess I’m as good a messenger as any.

“All right,” Roxy says, rising to stretch. “It’s hot. I’m getting back in.”

“You should wait an hour,” Soli teases, “you’ll cramp up.”

“If I do, maybe some big, strong man can jump in and rescue me,” Roxy says, looking in my direction and smiling. I smile, then she turns to Rick. “You’re up for it, right Rick?”

She bends in front of him, her luscious brown tits straining against her skimpy yellow bikini top. Rick’s eyes widen and bounce up and down with the bouncing of Roxy’s breasts. His head moves the same way, up and down.

“You can look,” Jordan says, “but don’t touch. We’re with him.”

She nods at me and I give what I hope is a humble smile.

“Dude,” Rick says. “Show me.”

I shrug.

“I just take every day one step at a time,” I say. “There’s really nothing more to it. Want a beer?”

“Sure.”

We spend the rest of the day like that. Just hanging out, drinking a few beers and swimming as much as we like. I put all thoughts of the movie and my responsibilities aside and just focus on relaxing.

But the next day, I send Eliza a message. She responds almost immediately and I tell her I’ve got some news about Collision Course and can we meet up for lunch to discuss it.

Can you guess where she wants to meet?
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Once again, I’m sitting in Alcove Cafe. As fate would have it, I’m at the exact same table I sat at for my meetup with Valerie. Not gonna lie, I’m half expecting Eliza to show up and confess she really is Valerie and this has all been a crazy scheme she’s cooked up just to fuck with me.

And yet, the moment I see her walk in, I know immediately she’s Eliza. No two people with the exact same face could possibly be more distinct. No leather, no edge, and scarcely any makeup. Her long red hair is done up in an elaborate braid that hangs from one shoulder. She’s got on a sundress decorated with little watermelon slices and her shoes are crocheted, or maybe that’s not the way to describe it because I don’t really know much about shoes, but anyway she’s looking like Anne of Green Gables grew up and grew awesome tits. Freckles are still there, too. Oh, those little freckles.

“Hi!” she says, waving excitedly when she sees me.

I practically jump out of my chair and throw my arms around her. We embrace like old friends who haven’t seen each other in years, as is becoming common every time I see her.

“Thanks for meeting me here,” she says.

“Is this one of your regular haunts?” I ask.

“Yeah, I come here a lot. Sometimes with my sister. We come here so often that when we come separately, the staff can always tell us apart. Oh, we’re twins.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I actually met your sister recently.”

“Really?” Eliza says, looking nonplussed.

“Really,” I say. “You remember the accident I told you about? Well, I was pretty sure the guy I got in the accident with was lying about his injuries just to sue me for damages. My lawyer recommended I hire a private investigator to prove it. She gave me Valerie’s card.”

“Whoa. Small world.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s weird, right? Imagine my surprise when I looked over there and saw your face but it wasn’t you.”

“She met you here? When?”

“Just a few days ago,” I say. “To give me the photos and all the documents and stuff she collected. She said she doesn’t have an office.”

“But she could have just emailed you, right?”

“Well, yeah,” I say with a shrug. “But then no coffee, and no dramatic twist.”

“True,” Eliza says. “I can appreciate how strange that must have been for you. So, what’s the latest news about our baby?” she asks.

“Huh? Oh, you mean Collision Course. Big news. We’ve got the budget we need to start preproduction.”

“Oh, that’s fantastic!” Eliza says. “It’s such a relief. What’s next.”

“We don’t have a director yet,” I say. “And I’m only one vote, but the girls and I were talking and your name came up.”

“Really?” she says, clearly amazed by the prospect. “I’ve never directed anything.”

“Well, that’s okay,” I say. “It’s Soli’s first movie as a principal actor, Natalie’s first experience producing a feature film solo, and Jordan’s playing a bunch of roles she’s never had before. It’s a learning experience for everyone. You’ll fit right in.”

“Wow,” Eliza says. “I’m flattered, and I’m very interested. But can I think about it? I don’t want to commit unless I’m sure that I can succeed in the role and know that I’m the best fit for it.”

“That’s just it,” I say, “I can’t think of anyone else who could tell this story with as much sensitivity and care as you can. It’s your story, after all.”  

“Matty, thank you.”

She’s flattered, I can tell, but not convinced.

“I’m not done,” I say. “I know that there’s a lot to being a director you’re not familiar with. Camera stuff, lighting setups, but you can lean on your director of photography for that kind of thing. Some directors are all about using the camera, figuring out what they want to use it for. But others are all about the performances, about guiding the actors to be the best they can be. I know you’d be great at that side of it.”

Eliza glows at the compliments. It’s a subtle glow that radiates from her smile, and I can sense some of her hesitation melting away.

“Matty,” she says. “Are you the one who recommended me for the role?”

“Well, yeah,” I say. “After our little, uh, experience at your house I realized that you were the perfect director for this project. These are your characters. It’s your fantasy, and you directed us accordingly. That’s what the job is, right?”

“That was,” she struggles for words. “Not meant to be viewed by anyone but me. I just asked the three of you to do what I wanted to see, just for myself.”

“That’s alright,” I say. “You were following your instincts. That’s what directors do.”

“Yeah, but what about the parts of the story that have nothing to do with the uh… amorous interludes? What if an actor’s performance isn’t working but I don’t see it? Or even if I do see it, what if I can’t help them to draw a better performance out?”

“You don’t have to do everything by yourself,” I say. “You’ll have people around you to support you. I’ll be one of them. I’m sort of a producer now.”

“How’d that happen?”

“I made the investment that got us past the finish line,” I say.

Eliza’s expression changes from one of skepticism to one of almost awe.

“You put your own money into the production? Why would you do that?”

“I saw that we were sputtering without money,” I say. “Everybody was getting busy with different commitments. I knew if somebody didn’t step in, there was a good chance this story would have never been told. I couldn’t let that happen. Not after all the hard work that everyone has put into it. You, especially.”

“But what if the movie doesn’t make money?” she says.

“The only way that will happen is if everyone doesn’t put all they have into it,” I say. “You still have more to give to this film. I’m asking you to do it so that everything we’ve already put into this won’t be wasted.”

This hits her hard, I can tell. She’s got this expression on her face like she wants to smile but also needs to cry at the same time.

“Matty,” she says. “Nobody has ever done anything like this for me before.”

“And look at you,” I say. “You’re handling it beautifully. It’ll be the same when you’re in the director’s chair.” 

She grins, wiping a tear from the corner of her face.

“Can I ask you something first?” she asks. “It’s going to sound strange, but you have to agree to it before I’ll tell you what it is.”

“All right.”

“I need to hear you say… that you aren’t in love with me.”

Okay, where did that come from? Who said I was in love with her?

“What?” I ask, not sure whether I misheard her.

“Just say the words for me, please,” she says. 

“Hold on,” I say. “You think I want you to direct the movie because I’m in love with you?”

“I just need to hear it straight from you,” she says. “Just so there’s no ambiguity. I want to make it very clear that any romance between us just can’t work. You already know why. But maybe you think there’s some way you can change my mind. If that’s your plan, I have to back out.”

I can see the hurt and confusion on her face, and my heart breaks for her. Is this a speech she’s had to give to every man who’s ever tried to get close to her? There’s so much pain in her eyes, so much vulnerability. I know that I can shatter her if I speak the wrong words, so I choose carefully.

“Eliza, I care for you,” I say. “And I do love you, but I am not in love with you. Is that good enough?”

She nods.

“Yeah,” she says. “That’s enough. Thank you.”

There’s satisfaction and relief on her face, or at least that’s how I read her expression. But that’s not all. It’s like she’s looking up at me from the bottom of a well. Even if she’s smiling, the expression seems to shimmer and bend. There’s something about that smile I can’t quite trust.

“I’ll do it,” she says. “I’ll direct the movie, if everyone wants me to, that is.”

“Perfect,” I say. “I know you’re going to be fantastic.”

“I think I need a latte,” she says, trying to recover herself after the flood of hormones our talk has sent galloping through her system. “And a croissant. You want something? I’m buying.”

“Sure,” I say. “I think I’d like the same thing.”

She nods and rises from her seat to go get in line. My eyes follow her, and I try to make sense of how I’m feeling. I’ve never had a woman force me to confess to not loving her before, and I’m not sure how I’m supposed to react. I understand why she asked it of me. I’m sure she’s had a lot of guys fall for her only to leave them cold and upset.

I only said what I said because I really feel that she’s the right person for the job. I think. Am I subconsciously more attracted to Eliza than I realize? I said I love her, and that feels right. But I’m not secretly pining for her. I care for her like she’s a close friend. It’s not like I’m dreaming about her or picturing her naked when I’m jerking off.

Ding!

I tug my phone out of my pocket. There’s a text.

Valerie: got some photos that might interest you

…

A second later, it’s ding, ding, ding as messages flood my phone. It’s a photo dump, and once the image clears and that little round “still working” arrow clears, I’m greeted by the sight of bare breasts. More photos sort themselves into little boxes in my chat. Most are just body shots: bare thighs, the crease between her legs, legs spread apart, one hand fingering her pussy. They could be of anyone. But then come the ones with her face in them. She’s wearing an expression of lust and ecstasy and absolutely nothing else. In some, she’s peering at me from between her own thighs. In others, she’s covering her breast with one hand, smiling and winking.

I try not to stare, realizing that looking will only stoke my rapidly-expanding erection, and I’m in public. But those thighs, those hips, the lewdness of her fingers spreading her perfectly-hairless opening, her face. Her face.

Goddamn it. I can’t stop myself from scrolling. Nope. No more. I can’t keep this up.

I put my phone in my pocket. It keeps buzzing, jiggling inside my jeans. I can’t stop picturing what’s in those photos, the body she’s desperate for me to see. My erection won’t relent, and for a moment I wonder whether it wouldn’t be better to slip off to the bathroom to rub one out just to get rid of this boner.

But the coffee line isn’t long, and Eliza returns with two lattes and a pair of croissants on a tray. Slowly, painfully, I cross my legs to obscure my raging hard on. It’s not easy, but I hope that my awkward posture— and the way I’m trying desperately to appear bored as I stare out the window with unsettling intensity— is somehow actually conveying a sense of nonchalance.

“Hey,” Eliza says. “Are you good?”

“Yeah,” I say, letting out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding in. “I just haven’t had coffee yet today. Feeling a little… irregular.”

Oh, wow. Brilliant diversion. Genius!

Eliza smiles.

“Well, drink up,” she says. “Coffee has antioxidants, but I’ve been reading lately that eating a lot of antioxidants doesn’t reduce your cancer risk, like at all.”

“Really?” I say, elated to be able to talk about anything as long as it has nothing to do with sex.

“Yep,” she says. “One of the biggest health advantages to drinking coffee daily is the fact it helps you poo. It clears away toxins and hormones and all this cancer-causing stuff. Sorry, did this conversation just get super gross?” 

“No. Well, sort of. But I think it’s just what I needed.”

“Really?” she says. “Why?”

“No reason,” I say, feeling myself relax a little. Though I’m not fully soft, I’m not so hard that it’s hurting me, and I just want to keep it up.

We keep talking about different kinds of coffee and coffee shops we like around the city.

“There’s this place, Jump Cut Cafe, I used to go to,” Eliza says. “It was all movie themed and the people there were usually pretty artsy.”

“Where was it?” I ask.

“Somewhere around Studio City, I think. I don’t remember exactly. They had good sandwiches, but the coffee was just so-so. Not like here.”

“Yeah,” I say.

My phone buzzes in my pants.

“Are you gonna check that?” Eliza asks.

“Nope,” I say.

“Why?”

“I take phone etiquette seriously.”

“It’s fine,” she says. “It’s not like we’re on a date. And even if we were, you can at least check your phone. It’s just rude to be on it the whole time. That’s my rule anyway.”

With no better excuse, I pull my phone out and look at it. The photos have stopped coming in, but there is a message:

Valerie: you want this?

Me: ok

It’s pretty much the most low-effort response imaginable, and I regret it immediately. But considering the circumstances, you can see why I’m having trouble mustering a better answer.

Valerie: date first

Be a gentleman.

Me: sushi?

Valerie: …

“Someone’s really blowing up your phone,” Eliza says. “What must it be like to be a man with four girlfriends?”

“Busy,” I say. “Not that I’m complaining.”

“How do you keep it all straight?” she asks. “Besides the sex stuff, that’s a lot of hormones and emotions to manage.”

My phone beeps again, but I resist the urge to check it.

“It can be challenging,” I say. “The truth is, though, they’re often the reason that I manage at all. Yeah, it can be tough to maintain all these relationships. That’s why I’m lucky that all four girls are generous with their time, and well, me.”

“I could see how the whole thing could go up in flames,” Eliza says. “Spectacularly. But seeing you with Roxy and Soli, it’s obvious why you’re all so close.”

“They support me just as much as the other way around. More, sometimes.”

“Well, don’t feel like you need to stop your conversation for me,” she says. “Go ahead and answer your messages.”

Valerie: Izakaya Osen

I have no idea what this means. Then, I remember I suggested sushi and this must be a restaurant in the area. I do a quick search. Sure enough. It’s in Silver Lake not far from here. Opens in two hours.

Another text rolls in:

Valerie: I need to put something in my mouth

Me: Meet there at 8?

Valerie: k

Well, if that’s not low effort, nothing is. I guess I have nothing to feel guilty about. She said she wasn’t looking for anything serious. This is it.

“I should probably go,” Eliza says. “Now that the movie is really happening, I want to spend a little more time revising the script. I should probably also figure out how I’m going to pass for a director.”

“You’ll do great, I’m sure,” I say.

By now, my erection has thankfully receded so it’s not awkward when we both rise from our seats to hug.

“Thanks for the coffee,” I say.

“Thank you for the double shot of confidence,” she says. “No espresso can match the jolt of energy you get from someone praising you.”

“My pleasure,” I say, still rocking her gently in my embrace.

Finally, it becomes clear that it’s time to end the hug, which we do.

“See you soon,” she says. “Drive safe!”

“Thanks, you too.”

After a few minutes, though, I’m headed for the bathroom. Eliza was right about the coffee, and if I don’t rub one out before this date there’s a chance I’ll burst out of my pants before we even get to the sashimi. I’m lucky that the bathroom is comfortable, with a scented candle and a nice comfortable warm glow. I take care of my business, in both senses, and then leave with the scented candle burning to cover the evidence of my crime.

Leaving Alcove Cafe, I’ve got mixed feelings about the night ahead. It’s getting harder to ignore my attraction to Eliza. Am I in love with her? No. Can I stop thinking about her? No. Can I ignore these feelings? Doesn’t seem like it.

Am I screwed?

It certainly seems so. 
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Izakaya Osen sits on a strip of Sunset Boulevard surrounded by two Thai food restaurants and a little stationary shop. I remember when I was a kid nobody would come this far east on Sunset after sunset. Now it’s bustling, vibrant, overpriced.

I’m lucky that I had plenty of time before we agreed to meet because there are only two options for parking: valet and street, and the street parking is all gone.

I circle the block a few times before I finally find a spot a few blocks away and walk over.

The interior is sleek and understated; everything’s all-wood, there are tasteful cherry blossoms on the wall. I didn’t bother to change before I came, but what I’m wearing looks decent enough. Besides, for maybe the first time ever on a first date I feel absolutely no pressure. It helps that I relieved a little pressure in the coffee shop bathroom. And the fact that she’s sending me nudes before we’ve even hooked up tells me there’s not much to screw this up.

More than that, the prospect of striking out, remote as it, just doesn’t phase me anymore. With four satisfied women at home, I’ve got nothing to prove to myself or anyone else. I’m going to treat tonight as just a bit of fun and let what happens happen.

I’m not waiting long before Valerie walks in wearing a black dress with a plunging neckline. The cut is provocative, and even though she covers her shoulders with that leather jacket of hers, she’s still dressed to draw stares and draws them.

“Hey,” she says, moving awkwardly in the smallish space to come have the seat I’ve saved for her next to the bar.

I pull out her chair and then help her out of her coat.

“Now, see, that’s a gentleman,” she says.

I give a humble little bow. 

“Have you been waiting long?”

“I’ve only been here for a few minutes,” I say. “But I was already in the area, so it didn’t make sense to go home. I just killed a few hours walking around Hollywood.”

“What were you doing in the area?”

“Having coffee,” I say. “With your sister.”

“Oh?” she says. “Is it getting easier to tell us apart?”

“Eliza wouldn’t have sent me those pictures,” I say.

“How well do you know her?”

“You know, when I first saw you I thought Eliza had split personalities.”

“In a sense, it’s true,” Valerie says. “I’m the side of her she doesn’t let out, the one that nobody else gets to see.”

“So, nobody else gets to see those photos you sent me?”

“I didn’t say that,” she says. “I’m just a little… bolder. But I’m sensing you like the sensitive, artistic type.”

“I like both,” I say. “I’ve had both. Have both, already, actually.”

“So, here’s the question,” she says. “What can a girl like me do to impress a guy like you? How do I set myself apart?”

“You could pay for dinner,” I say. “That’d be bold and unexpected.”

“And here I thought you were a gentleman.”

“Hey, I’m only trying to help you answer your quandary,” I say. “Go ahead and let me pay for you… if you’re fine with being just another notch on my bedpost.”

“I feel like I want to bite you,” she says.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, maybe on the ear. Maybe lower.”

“Before that happens, let’s get you something else to chew on,” I say. “Edamame?”

“Love it.”

“Saké?”

“Naturally.”

In front of us is a stack of those little slips of paper with a checklist of all the items you can order. I dash off a couple checkmarks and then hand the page to our chef on the other side of the counter.

“So, what did you and Liza talk about?” she asks.

“That’s private,” I say.

“Come on, we’re sisters,” she says. “What’s the big secret?”

“You don’t share everything with her,” I say. “Why should I share everything I say to her with you?”

“It’s not important what you say. It’s about the expression on your face when you describe it. I’m looking for little tells that will reveal how you really feel about her.”

“I prefer to remain inscrutable.” 

“Fine,” she says. “Be that way.”

A few moments later, the edamame arrives, covered in sea salt. She reaches for a bean pod, and I snatch the one she was about to put her hands on. Then I run my teeth along the skin, making the seedpod pop and delivering the little green soy bean onto my tongue.

In retaliation, she grabs the little ceramic bottle of saké which has just appeared and guards it.

“This is mine now,” she says.

I shrug.

“I can always order tea,” I say.

“You’re a brat.”

She grins and so do I. I can’t remember a time when I’ve had more fun just teasing a woman. Maybe it’s because I know she can take it, that she’s got a thick skin and will play along. Maybe it’s because deep down I think she deserves it.

“So, what’s it like being a private investigator?” I ask.

“Mostly boring, actually,” she says. “Most of the job involves just sitting in parked cars or staring at a computer screen for hours.”

“You ever think of giving it up?”

“What would I do that for?” she asks.

“Doesn’t sound like you’re particular passionate about it,” I say.

“I’m passionate in other contexts,” she says.

“You know, I’ve had this conversation a few times recently,” I say. “There are those of us who live in LA because we’re going after something in the entertainment business—

“Like Eliza—”

“And there are those of us who just live here.”

“Like me?”

“And me too,” I say. “It may sound reductive, but there do seem to be these two categories. What’s funny is that there’s this invisible pressure on us to be like them.”

“Well, it’s inspiring to have a dream,” Valerie says. “But I think most of us are made to just have jobs.”

“And what’s wrong with that?” I say. “So, your job is mostly boring. Most jobs are. It doesn’t mean you have to change. But there must be something you get out of it. What about your friend?”

“What friend?”

“The friend who was in trouble with a guy,” I say. “The one who inspired you to become a private investigator.”

“Oh, her,” Valerie says.

“That must have been gratifying, being able to help her,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “That was pretty good. Honestly, I do it because the money is good. Your case wasn’t even a big payday for me. I can clear a lot more from following around cheating spouses. Clients usually demand a lot of evidence.”

“So, any plans for retirement?” I ask.

“I might give it up to have a baby,” she says. “Don’t worry. That wasn’t an invitation. Just a passing comment.”

“Duly disregarded,” I say. 

She reaches for the edamame and I don’t try to yank it away, because faux bullying and childishness is only funny in small doses. If you keep it up, it stops being an act and then it’s just actually annoying.

“So, how about your job?” she says.

“NovaCare?”

“No, what you’re doing now.”

“Well,” I say. “I guess that you could say I’m a film producer. Technically speaking.”

“And is that nourishing some burning passion inside your soul that you didn’t know you had?” she asks. “Are you finally in touch with your purpose?”

“I don’t know if I ever had one,” I say. “For a while, I thought it was philosophy. I’m interested in the subject, but I don’t think I really have a burning passion to do anything with it. I might not have a passion for anything. I just like helping my girls out.”

“Well, there you go,” she says. “That’s something. Maybe your life’s purpose is to be a great boyfriend and you just need to figure out how to make money so you can make that happen.”

“Seems as good a purpose as any,” I say. “Can I have a little sip of saké?”

“What’s in it for me?”

I grab the entire stack of little ordering pages out of the tray and wave the stack in front of her.

“You want to get a California roll around here, I’m the guy you need to keep happy.”

“Fine,” she says, handing over the bottle of sake.

I give her the stack of pages and she takes one, making some little henpecks with a felt-tip Sharpie.

“I want a spicy tuna roll,” I say.

“You’ll get nothing and like it,” she answers.

She makes a few more little scratches, checking off various menu items, and then hands it across the counter to the chef, who gives a little nod in acknowledgement and then sets to work.

“Ya know, for twin sisters you two don’t seem to spend that much time together,” I say.

“Do you have any siblings?” she asks.

“No,” I say.

“If you had one, especially with your same face, you’d understand the need to forge your own identity,” Valerie says. “It’s not like we’re estranged. We see a lot of each other, though we’ll usually go on dates separately.”

“I’ll bet you two get stares when you’re out together.”

“I got stares walking in here alone,” she answers.

“I know,” I say. “One of those stares was from me. I have no idea how you could stay inconspicuous when you’re following someone.”

“Come on, it’s LA,” she says. “Nobody stands out, especially the ones who are desperately trying to. I can blend in when I need to.”

The chef puts a roll on the counter in front of us and Valerie picks it up and places it in front of her.

“Care to share?” I ask.

She gives an exaggerated eyeroll and then pushes the little ceramic rectangle across the dark wood table toward me. I pick up a piece of sushi with my thumb and forefinger, gripping it gingerly and depositing it in my mouth. It’s some kind of eel, I think, with a sweet glaze and something inside it that makes it crunch. I chew and swallow.

“Not bad,” I say.

“So,” she says, “I take it that you got permission to come out and play or you wouldn’t have agreed to meet me.”

“That’s right.”

“Your girlfriends are certainly open-minded,” she says. “Nobody gets jealous or territorial?”

“I’m surprised by it, too,” I say. “No matter how many ways my attention gets divided, there’s somehow always enough of me to spread around.”

Valerie uses the chopsticks set in front of her on the little tray for their intended purpose and picks up her sushi without resorting to her hands, rubbing the piece of eel roll against the wasabi so just a little dollop and then sticking it in her mouth.

She takes a deep breath as she chews, like she’s letting the taste of it envelope all her senses at once. Then she sets the chopsticks down and wipes her mouth.

“I love sushi,” she says. “When you’re finished eating, you aren’t full but you’re not hungry. If it’s as good as this stuff is, each bite is just pure satisfaction.”  

“I know what you mean,” I say. “That absence of wanting is the purest pleasure there is.”

“Do you think people ever feel that way about sex?” she asks.

“For a while, maybe,” I say. “But no meal is ever so good that you don’t need to ever eat again. I think sex is the same way.”

“Yeah,” she says. “I’ve been full. Really full. Like, I thought I might burst.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Like literally burst,” she says.

“I understand your meaning,” I say.

“Then, there are other times where it’s just meh.”

“Meh?”

“Meh, nothing,” she says. “Sometimes it’s just the last thing I want, like the thought of it would make me want to puke. Like, there are times when I could put on a nice dress, make him meet me for dinner, and then just leave him with blue balls.”

“Is now one of those times?” I ask.

“You’ll see,” she says, plopping another piece of sushi in her mouth.

More rolls arrive, including my spicy tuna roll. We pass the little bottle of sake between us as we eat, not bothering with the little ceramic shot glasses that come with it.

Finally, every piece has been devoured. The edamame has been reduced to a stack of flattened bean pods. A waitress comes over and wordlessly puts the bill between us. Valerie pretends she doesn’t see it. I decide to keep the game going a little longer, resting my chin on my knuckle and waiting for her to notice.

“How do you feel?” I ask.

“I’m not hungry,” she says. “But I’m not quite satisfied.”

“Well, then,” I say. “Should we get out of here?”

“What else is there to do?” Valerie asks.

I smile. I like this little game of ours. For the record, I’d always intended to pay. I’m a guy. It’s expected. Still, I was curious if she would take the bait and try to pay, just to signal, I don’t know, that this isn’t just a one-time thing.

I pick up the bill in its little tray and extricate myself from the chair, pulling out hers just a little too in the narrow space of the bar. I take the bill to the front and pay the cashier.

Outside on the street, the night is just starting to get lively. It’s after sunset, so I can probably keep my car parked on the street with no time limit.

“Where’s your place?” I ask.

“That’s awfully presumptuous of you,” she says.

I turn to her, moving in just a half-step closer into her personal space so that we’re practically touching.

“Not really,” I say. “Just following your lead.”

She smiles and looks at me with those blue eyes. God, those eyes. Just like hers, and yet completely different. There’s this little playful crease at the edge of them that I never noticed in Eliza before. If I studied her carefully enough, I’d notice a hundred little nuances like that— little differences between these two apparently identical people. I want to come to know them all.

“All right,” she says. “Follow me to my car.”


20.




Valerie’s apartment reminds me a lot of the apartment I used to have in North Hollywood— simple and functional with not much space and no thrills. Her place smells like candles inside, though. I don’t really notice anything else about her apartment because we’re already making out before she even opens the door. We stand there, kissing and petting each other, before she finally pushes me off with a single palm against my chest and then fumbles in her bag for the key.

Once inside, she closes the door behind us, plunging us into total darkness. I slide my tongue along her own. The taste of spicy fish, rice and alcohol on her tongue is somehow not unappealing. My arms wrap around her, finding the small of her back and then moving it up to help her out of that leather jacket she’s still wearing. She thrashes her way out of it, trying to pull her arms free. Finally, it falls to the floor.

“Hold on,” she says.

She moves across the floor, her heels clacking against the hardwood. A light flashes on in the corner of the room and I squint at the sudden brightness. It’s one of those standing lamps with the round head and a mirror in the center that they use in dentist’s offices. She bends it so that it’s aimed down at the mattress sitting on a box spring on the floor. She turns to sit on the mattress and then pulls off her heels.

I cross over to her just as she’s got both heels off.

“Nice lamp,” I say.

“Yard sale,” she says.

“Intense,” I say, coming around to sit next to her and take off my own shoes.

Valerie climbs across the bed to switch on another lamp. Just like the other one, this isn’t a normal lamp. It looks like its from a photography studio. I think they call it a light box. The lightbulb is covered by this white sheet with an umbrella-like hood. Beside it is a Nikon on a stand. I don’t know much about cameras, but I can tell from a glance that it’s professional grade.

“I understand the camera,” I say. “But what’s with the light setup?”

“What do you mean?” she asks.

“Well, if the point is to get the drop on some cheating husband, you can’t exactly leave a bunch of professional lighting equipment around, right? Wouldn’t it tip him off?”

“Oh,” she says with a smile. “The lights aren’t for work. They’re for fun.”

She turns on the camera and tilts it down so that it’s aimed at a space just above the mattress.

“We’re making a video?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says. Then, almost as an afterthought, “want to?”

“Are you gonna see my face in this video?”

“Of course,” Valerie says. “And in high-definition too. But don’t worry. There’s no reason to be shy. You have my word this won’t end up on the internet.”

I guess I’ve got nothing to object to. I’ve made videos with lovers before, though I’ve always assessed their comfort level first. I’ve also always been the one in control of the video. There’s something weirdly matter-of-fact about the way she goes about this proposal. But we all have our routines, and I’m realizing that this is hers.

“If you’re nervous,” she says. “We don’t have to do anything. It’s your choice.”

“You gonna watch this later and touch yourself?” I ask.

“That all depends on whether it’s hot.”

“Why don’t you get us started?” I say.

She kneels down and spreads herself across the mattress. The neckline of her dress already gives me an ample view of her breasts, especially when she tilts her chest toward me. But then she starts tugging it lower, pulling her breast out so that her nipple is exposed. As she licks the tip of her finger luridly, running it around her areola, the blood in my body starts rushing toward my cock.

“Mmm,” she murmurs, eyes never leaving mine.

“You look good,” I say.

“Take off your clothes.”

As she keeps rubbing her tit, her other hand starts running up and down her leg. I unbutton the top button of my polo and pull it off, tossing it on the floor. I unzip my shorts and then step out of them. She’s starting to rub her inner thighs now, fingers tugging up her skirt to reveal the royal blue panties underneath.

I crouch down, admiring the way that her panties are already dampening, a slick streak forming along the gusset. She throws her neck back, pressing her palm against her breast as she fingers her pussy.

I crawl toward her and get between her legs. I start by kissing her inner thighs before yanking her panties down and pulling her skirt up to reveal her bare pussy. She spreads her legs, the blue panties suspended between her ankles. There’s something so simple and erotic about it. She’s helpless. Couldn’t run away if she wanted to.

I continue kissing her, reaching higher until I come to her labia and start nuzzling it with my nose.

“Mmmmhhmm.”

I lick her lips, using my nose and a finger to penetrate her wet opening. She’s breathing harder now, and I use my tongue to penetrate deeper. Her scent is in my nostrils, her taste on my tongue. Soon, I’ll be ready to shift my focus to her clit. But she’s not ready yet. She’s getting there, but I need to keep working her from the inside first.

I let myself relax into it, moving my lips and tongue inside of her and out.

“God that’s good,” she says.

I knead her thighs with my hands, squeezing and applying just a little pressure as I pleasure her. Her clit is swollen now, ready for the tip of my tongue.

“Fuck!” she squeals the first time I make contact.

I switch up the pattern, running my tongue across her clit and making her pelvis squirm.

“Ohh!” she squeals.

I pause a moment, just to stoke her with a little teasing.

“You like that?” I say, still using my fingers to get her off.

“Yeah,” she says. “Don’t stop.”

“Beg me,” I say. “You horny little slut. You’ve got to beg if you want me to get you off.”

“Please,” she moans.

She’s not just going along with the game. I can hear the desperation in her voice. She needs it.

“Keep going,” I say. “Tell me what you want me to do to you.”

“Fuck me with that hard cock,” she says. “Fuck me, Matty. You’re the only one I want!”

I bend her legs forward, spreading her so that I can mount her fast. I enter and thrust deep, finding her wet and ready for me. She groans as my cock presses against her inner walls.

“Ohhh,” she wails. “Yes! Like that!”

I keep thrusting, finding that I can go deeper each time without bottoming out. Her hips bounce as her knees collide with my chest. Our eyes meet and the biggest smile spreads across her face. I feel myself stiffening almost to the point of pain inside her. Jesus, she’s hot. Her inner thighs squeeze my cock, the pressure sending waves of pleasure from my tip down to my balls and up my spine. I rut harder, faster, her back arching to give me more room to plunge deeper.

“Oh, yes!” she squeals.

“You like that?” I say.

“Fuck me, Matty,” she says, turning it into a chant. “Fuck me, Matty, fuck me, fuck, fuck! Oh, FUCK!”

Her smoothness, her wetness, the lurid sight of her breasts spilling out of her dress, the sight of my cock penetrating her perfectly, smooth slit; It’s all enough to get me going. But it’s her squeals of appreciation that drive me on. I don’t just want to fuck this girl. I want to break her in half.

Once I really get going, I bear down on her, pressing harder into her. She’s like jelly, yielding and eager to be used completely. Her head tilts toward the camera, eyes lidded and her mouth puckered as she takes my powerful thrusts.

I turn to the camera too, just for a moment, grinning for posterity. I think about how she’s going to get herself off on watching this again and again when she’s alone. I can’t help myself. I mug for the camera.

Hang on, Matty. Don’t let yourself get distracted.

Knowing that if I let up now, I might not get her all the way, I’m aware that I’m getting close myself. I bend her legs back as far as I can. Then, I reach around to smack her hard in the ass with the palm of my hand.

“Oh, God!”

Her whole body quivers, and I can feel her inner walls clenching all around me. Just in time, I pull out. A geyser of gooey white liquid spills from the tip of my cock, coating her thigh. I give a few more jerks and my seed sprays all over her, coating her stomach.

“Oh, yeah,” she says.

Her legs are still spread wide as I climb off her. She grabs her hips and holds them, rocking slightly. 

I can’t watch her do this without seeing in my mind Julianne Moore. Both are redheads, and that’s part of it. But really, it’s because this little rocking back and forth is exactly what her character did in The Big Lebowski. In the film, when asked what she’s doing, she responds—

“It increases the chances of conception.”

I have to hope that Valerie doesn’t have the same idea in mind.

“Hey,” I say. “Whatcha doin’?”

“Feels good,” she says, with a faraway expression.

I go over to the camera and hit the big red button. The little light turns off. Recording over.

“You’re not, uh,” I stumble. “You’re on the pill, right?”

“Should have asked before,” she says.

She rocks forward into a seated position and smiles at me.

“Yes,” she says. “I am currently taking oral contraception.”

“Good to know,” I say. “I’m pretty sure I pulled out in time. Should have worn a condom. But, ya know. We had an audience.”

“Don’t worry,” she says. “You haven’t done anything wrong.”

I have a seat on the mattress beside her and then recline. She curls up next to me, and I spoon her from behind. I can feel that post-nut fatigue coming on, but for some reason I resist it. It’s not like I’m uncomfortable, but I can’t shake the feeling that this isn’t where I’m supposed to be.

I rub her shoulders and breathe in the scent of her hair. Valerie is fun. Adventurous, and fun. But I also don’t know what she’s really got on her mind. I get the impression that there’s a lot more going on beneath the surface that she’s not showing me. I should be concerned by this, but instead I just yawn.

“You wanna sleep here?” she mumbles.

“Yeah,” I say.

Hold on. My car. It’s still parked on the street in Silver Lake.

“Actually,” I say. “Could you give me a ride back to my car?”

She rubs her eye with her palm and then yawns.

“Okay,” she says.

We get dressed, then Valerie turns off the lamps. I open the front door to let in just a sliver of light from the street.

“Got everything?” she asks.

I check my pockets. Keys, phone, wallet.

“Yep, I’m good.”

I give one last lingering glance at the camera on its tripod. I can trust her with that video, I think. I’ve got no reason to distrust her. Once she’s given me a ride back to my car, I thank her for the lovely evening. She responds with—

“See ya around.”

The ultimate in casual hookup goodbyes. Well, that was certainly interesting. Whatever comes of it will come, but I definitely don’t regret it. 
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“Okay, what dates are the stages unavailable?” Natalie says into the phone. She tears the pen cap off with her teeth and furiously scribbles on the note pad she’s balancing on her knees. “No, that’s no good. It’s that gap in the middle that we can’t work with…okay, will you let me know if anything changes? Thanks very much.”

I pour some more hot water in her tea mug as she hangs up.

“That’s the third soundstage that’s turned us down,” she announces to the group. She swishes the red tea bag around in the mug for a second before taking a sip. “Thanks, Matty.”

It’s an all-hands meeting at Natalie and Roxy’s apartment. Jordan and Roxy are sitting on the floor going through the script with highlighters, making a list of locations and the kinds of props we’ll need. Soli is checking a list of vendors. Everybody’s got some important task to contribute. Freshening tea is mine.

“I know it’s an important job,” I say. “But, maybe as producer you can delegate the location scouting?”

Natalie raises an eyebrow.

“You want to take this?” she asks.

“Actually, I was thinking it might be in Valerie’s wheelhouse.”

“He just wants an excuse to talk to her again,” Jordan says.

“Because she never called him,” Roxy adds.

“Not true,” I say.

It is true that she didn’t call me, but that’s not the reason. She’d be good for this. Perfect, in fact.

“Think about, what does the job involve?” I say. “A lot of research, legwork, paperwork, driving and taking lots of photos. They all seem like tasks she’d be good at.”

“Good point,” Natalie says. “But can we afford her? We’re working with a very limited budget here.”

“I’ll bet we could get her for not that much,” I say. “I mean, her sister is directing the film. She can cut us a break, right?”

“You wanna take the lead and ask her?” Natalie asks.

“I was thinking it would make more sense for Eliza to do it,” I say. “We can ask her to ask Valerie.”

“I like your previous idea of delegating,” Natalie says. “Why don’t you ask Eliza to ask Valerie and see what she says? Explain that the location scout is urgently needed, but the job isn’t ongoing or even that involved. There are six locations in the script. She can wrap it up in about a week or so.”

“Got it,” I say. “I’ll let Eliza know.”

“We just need an answer fast,” Natalie says. “Either way.”

I have a seat on the couch between Natalie and Soli. I give Natalie a quick peck on the cheek as I rub Soli’s thigh. 

“Don’t worry,” I say. “I’ll make sure she gets the message.” 

“Thanks,” Natalie says. “Sorry I’m being so Type A right now.”

“Don’t apologize,” Jordan says. “You’re doing great.”

“You guys will let me know if I start becoming a bitch, right?” she says.

“Yes,” Roxy says. “I don’t suffer bitches gladly. If you ever veer into that territory, I got you.”

Then she hastens to add, “but you’re not. You’re like a girl boss in a completely non-cringy way.”

“What’s next?” I ask.

“Oh!” Natalie exclaims, suddenly excited. “I talked to Eliza earlier and she had the perfect idea for something Matty can do.”

“Let me guess,” I say. “Leading man?”

“Ha!” says Roxy.

“You already had your shot as a barista, sweetie,” says Soli. “Remember?” 

“That was one time,” I say. “Besides, it was a complicated role. There was nuance.”

“Can’t do it,” Natalie says. “Can’t give away a role like that. Daniel has to be played by a professional actor.”

“Come on,” I say, my voice dripping with irony. “I deserve another chance. Is this not the face of a heart throb?”

Soli pretends to gag.

“We don’t need your face for this role,” Natalie says. “Just your ass.”

“Huh?”

“You’ll be the body double,” Natalie says. “Eliza got the idea that you’d be the perfect person to use for the more intimate scenes with our leading ladies.”

“So, I’m gonna have sex with Roxy and Soli on camera?”

“Simulated sex,” Jordan adds.

“A simulation so real you’ll swear it’s the real thing,” Soli says.

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “Like the Matrix.”

“This could work for me,” I say. “I’m liking this plan.”

“Right? It’s the perfect role for you,” Natalie says. “And it means, maybe for the first time in film history, that we’re going to cast a leading man to match the dimensions of a body double. You’re good with getting your haircut if we need you to, right?”

“Sure,” I say. “Whatever you need.”

Natalie’s phone buzzes on the table and she answers it.

“Hey!” she says. “Hold on. Someone here has a question for you.”

She hands me the phone and I press it to my ear.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Matty!” Eliza says. “What did you want to ask me?”

“I had a brain wave that Valerie’s skills might help us location scouting,” I say. “Do you think she’d do it? We don’t really have a big budget, as you know.”

“Don’t worry, I think she’d do it for free,” I say. 
“It doesn’t have to be for free,” I say. “We can pay her, it’s fine.”

“She’s my sister,” Eliza says. “She owes me for… all kinds of stuff. I think it’s a great idea. I’ll ask her the next time I talk to her.”

“Awesome,” I say. “Thanks, Eliza. I knew you were the right one to make the ask.”

“Yeah, I can exert a little pressure and she can’t say no.” she says. “Anything else you want me to pass along to her?”

Well, Matty, is there?

“No, I think that’s pretty much it,” I say. “Oh, I uh, hope she’s well.”

“Okay, then,” Eliza says. “Can you pass me back to Natalie?”

“Sure,” I say. “Bye.”

I give Natalie back her phone. They talk for a few more minutes, but I only get one half of the conversation. I turn my attention to Soli. She folds her leg onto the couch and I rub it, kissing her shoulder. She’s still scrolling through the list of vendors, then she sets down her tablet.  

“Popcorn?” she says.

“Sure,” I say.

“Who else wants popcorn?” she asks, in a voice quiet enough that Natalie isn’t disturbed. Roxy and Jordan both raise their hands. Soli jumps up and goes around to open the second drawer next to the microwave.

Pretty soon, Natalie wraps up her phone call.

“Okay,” she says. “That’s all for tonight. How about we all have a break?”

“Soli’s already working on popcorn,” I say. 

“Have you got any pickles?” Jordan asks.

“I don’t think so,” says Natalie. “Roxy, did you buy pickles?”

“Nope,” Roxy says. “Not the biggest fan.”

“Me neither,” Jordan says. “Just a weird craving.”

“What are we gonna watch?” I say.

“I dunno,” says Roxy. “Let’s check Netflix.”

She picks up the remote and switches on Netflix, scrolling through the movie section. 

“How about Save the Last Dance?” Roxy says.

This gets a big response from the girls, somewhat less enthusiasm from me. But when you’re one male among a whole tribe of females, you can’t expect to have your choice of movies. The microwave dings and a few moments later, Soli comes and takes her seat with a big glass bowl of popcorn in her hands.

“How about chocolate?” Jordan asks.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “There’s a bar of dark chocolate in the fridge, I think.”

Jordan gets up and hurries over to the fridge.

“Who else needs something?” she asks.

“I’m good,” I say.

“Yeah, me too,” says Roxy.

Jordan gets her chocolate then takes her seat.

“Okay, everyone ready?” I ask. “We’re now entering movie theater mode. No talking, no phones. Just full immersion in the moviegoing experience.”

“Okay, Dad,” says Soli.  

I get up and switch off the lights. 

The movie proves to be not too bad. Julia Styles loses her mom in a car accident and then has to go to a new school on the South Side of Chicago where she’s the only white girl in school.

So, there she is, being the only white girl in the cafeteria, when Jordan returns from the bathroom.

“Hey, guys?” she says. “I think I’m sick.”

Everyone turns to look at her. Roxy hits pause on the movie.

“What’s wrong?” Soli asks.

“I just barfed. Can we cut the movie night short?”

“Yeah, of course,” Natalie says. “Sorry you’re not feeling good.”

“Do you have any other symptoms?” Roxy asks.

“No,” Jordan says. “I was feeling fine. Then, suddenly I felt queasy.”

“Let me get you a glass of water,” I say.

I jump up and switch on the light. I’m filling up the glass in the sink when Soli asks the question–

“Babe, how long has it been since your last period?”


22.




“I just got it last…wait. Hold on,” she says, her face suddenly going slack. “It wasn’t this month.”

Admirably, I don’t drop the glass in my hand or shatter it by gripping too hard. Instead, I’m immobilized as I watch Jordan scramble for the couch, frantic to get at her phone.

“I have it here,” she mutters. “I wrote it down. It wasn’t that long ago.”

“Okay,” Roxy says. “Don’t panic. We’ll figure it out.”

Jordan scrolls until she finds what she’s looking for.

“Five weeks?” she says, as if this violates all known laws of nature. “That’s impossible.”

Soli comes around and puts a hand on Jordan’s shoulder.

“We can figure this out,” she says. “I think the first thing we should do is go get a test at the pharmacy. Right?”

“Shouldn’t we wait, like a few more days?” Jordan says, clearly grasping at straws.

“It’ll be better to know,” Soli says, resting her head on Jordan’s shoulder. “You don’t want to be turning this over in your mind. Let’s get some answers.”

“We can take my car,” Natalie offers.

“Are we all going?” I ask.

“I’m not staying here and waiting to find out,” Roxy says. “And I want some Skittles.”

“Okay, we’ll all go,” Soli says. “Just a quick trip to Walgreens.”

So, we load up Natalie’s car and drive the three blocks to Walgreens. Jordan’s looking stricken, almost sleepwalking through the aisles. I take her hand and give it a squeeze.

I want to tell her that it’s going to be alright, to reassure her, but I’m not sure the best way to put it. I don't want my feelings to influence hers, and she’s looking pretty shell-shocked already.

I’ve never had to look for a pregnancy kit, and I don’t know the layout of this Walgreens, but after a few minutes of searching Roxy waves a hand in the air to let us know she’s found it.

We pass the greeting card aisle and walk down the one with different kinds of feminine products. There it is. The little paperboard box that’s going to determine our fate. Jordan just stares at it, unable to reach out and take it. I grab one test, and another box slides down to take its place. So, I take this one, too.

“Just in case,” I say.

We take the tests to the counter, Roxy gets her Skittles, and I also grab a Snickers and Three Musketeers. Never hurts to have some chocolate, whatever the news. I pay for it all and then we load back into the car. Jordan’s sitting in the center back seat with Roxy on one side and me on her other. 

“Guys, I’m kinda freakin’ out,” she says after a long silence.

“It’ll be okay,” I tell her. “Whatever happens, we’ll figure it out.”

She looks at me, and even as she’s gripped with terror, I can tell that the words, hollow as they may be, are getting through to her somehow.

Inside the apartment, Jordan heads straight to her usual spot on the couch. I can see that she’s just turning things over in her mind. She just needs a moment to center. I take the glass of water that I filled for her before from the kitchen island. But it’s gotten warm, so I pour it out and fill it again with cool filtered water from the fridge. I bring it over and kneel down to hand it to her. Soli is already sitting beside her, her head resting in Jordan’s lap.

“Thanks, Matty,” she says.

She takes the glass and has a little sip.

“I don’t wanna rush you,” I say. “But you should drink as much of that as you can.”

Jordan nods, staring into space, then takes another big gulp. A few moments later, she gulps down more. When she’s done, I refill the glass again and she drinks this one quickly, too.

“Okay,” she says.

Soli sits up and Jordan beelines for the bathroom. The tests are still in the Walgreens bag, which is on the coffee table. I grab the bag and bring it over to the bathroom.

“Hey, Jordan!” I call through the door. “You’ll need the tests.”

She opens the door and snatches the bag from my hands.

“Thanks,” she says, clearly flustered.

She closes the door again. I go sit on the couch and all of us wait. Everyone’s actually breathing normally, but it feels like the room is holding its breath. Nobody says anything, and we’re not really even looking at each other. Everyone’s lost in their own thoughts, and nobody wants to be the one to disturb the stillness. The toilet flushes.

A few minutes later, Jordan emerges from the bathroom. I get up and come around to look at her. I try to read the news on her face, but she’s weirdly expressionless and I can’t get a good read on her.

“What’s it say?” I ask.

“I dunno,” she says. “I haven’t looked at it.”

She holds out the stick in front of her. I get close and take it from her. I look at the little window.

You’ve probably already figured it out. I wouldn’t be building up this much if it was a false alarm. Still, even though I’m sure she must be expecting it at this point, there’s no easy way to say it.

“Jordan,” I tell her. “You’re gonna have my baby.”

I almost expect her to collapse at the news. Instead, her eyes widen and her mouth goes slack. Then the shock gives way to this intense feeling of relief, or at least that’s what it looks like to me. I pull her into a hug and hold her.

“Really?” she whispers into my chest. “I’m pregnant? Right now?”

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s already happening.”

“Can I see?” she asks.

We break our embrace and I give her the test. She admires it like a rare jewel, turning it in her hand to look at the little plus sign in the window.

“Why now?” she says.

“It must have been that day, that… I thought you were on birth control.”

“I was,” she says. “I was sure I was careful. I mean, I’ve forgotten before…”

“It’s okay,” Soli says. “It’s not important how it happened. What matters now is what we’re going to do about it.”

Jordan takes a breath. What she says next is calm and collected.

“I want to keep the baby,” Jordan says. “Matty?”

I don’t hesitate. I’m scared at the prospect of being a dad, scared like I can’t tell ya. But I know that if it’s what she wants, it’s what I want too.”

“If that’s what you want, that’s what we’ll do.”

No one says anything for a moment, then finally, Natalie says—

“Congratulations!”

All the girls crowd around Jordan, hugging her and being hugged by her. She’s starting to get teary-eyed for the first time. 

“You’re going to make a wonderful mommy,” Roxy says.

“We’ll be like co-mommies,” Soli says. “We can all help. We’ll be your village.”

Jordan sighs, a deep satisfied sigh.

“Thanks, you guys,” she says. 

“This is a good thing,” I say, because I don’t know how else to respond. “This is good. It’ll be fine. We’re solid.”

“Look at him,” Roxy says. “He’s scared shitless.”

Then they all come to sit on the couch, the other girls hovering around Jordan now that she’s the center of attention.

“I’m fine,” I say. “I’m good. Totally fine. We talked about this before.”

“Right, well, in the most general possible way,” Jordan says.

“Exactly,” I say. “But now it’s real.”

“Can I bring something up?” Natalie says. “I know it’s not really a convenient time to think about it, but… Jordan you don’t have health insurance, do you?”

She shakes her head.

“Not since my gig on This is Us.”

I knead the back of my neck with my fingers, trying to figure things out.

“Don’t worry about that,” I say. “I’ll pay for the baby. I’ll pay for everything.”

“Okay,” says Soli. “But how?”

“I know it’s a dick move, but I have to back out,” I say. “I’ve got to take back the money I put into the movie. The baby has to come first.”

“Hold on,” Jordan says. “Collision Course is our baby, too. I don’t want it to collapse just because of me.”

“Jordan, I know you love this project,” I say. “But giving birth costs, like, tens of thousands of dollars in this city if you don’t have insurance. We can’t afford it any other way.”

“I can have the baby in Tucson,” Jordan says. “It’ll be cheaper there.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Some. But it’ll still wipe out all your savings, and that’s before the baby has even gotten here. Let me cover this for you. It’s my responsibility.”

“Matty,” Natalie says, and I can see from her face she’s going to tell me bad news. “You know that I want to give you the money back.”

“No, no,” I say. “Don’t tell me you can’t do it. Natalie, please.”

“You didn’t give the money to me,” she says. “You transferred it to the Collision Course LLC. It’s investment capital now. I can’t just write you a check for what you paid in.”

“I don’t need all of it,” I say. “Just what Jordan needs for her delivery.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Natalie says. “Try to understand. Your money is in a pool with the funds of other investors. I can’t give you back any portion of your investment while we’re still in pre-production. I have fiduciary responsibilities, okay? If I cut you a check for an expense that has nothing to do with this movie, I’ll get sued. We both will.”

I just keep kneading my neck, hoping that the burning sensation radiating from my spine will go away.

“So, what do we do?” Soli asks. “How do we legally get the money?”

“The only way is to go through with producing the movie,” Natalie says. “We have to shoot it, edit it, find a distributor, promote it and pray that it makes money. Then, I can pay Matty his share of the profits.”

“How long will that take?” Jordan asks.

“Well, we were budgeted to do it in sixteen months with an optional two more months if we run into problems,” Natalie says. “But we’ve got to move that timeline up now, obviously.”

“So, we’ve got, like, less than nine months to do everything?” I say.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “Pretty much.”

“And even if we pull it off, if the movie loses money, we’re screwed?”

“Yeah,” she says. “Pretty much.”  

That’s all for now, but look out for the final installment of Collision Course by Thurston Kade— coming soon!
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