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“This is over,” Soli says. “I can’t pretend I still love you after everything you’ve done, to her, to me. I have nothing left for you. Nothing left to give.”

“Well, then eat your heart out, baby,” I say, deploying my most rakish sneer. “Because I’m eating your sandwich.”

This makes Soli’s eyes go wide, nostrils flare, and for a second I think she’s going to snap my neck and pry this sliced turkey with lettuce, tomatoes, and sprouts on wheat toast with mayo out of my lifeless grip.

“Ooh!” I say. “Now that is the face of a woman scorned!”

“Scary, no?” she says, giving me a wink.

“Terrifying,” I say, handing over the sandwich and a bag of Kettle chips. “Here you are, and Roxy, I’ve got your tuna salad on rye here.”

We’re not all that fancy on the set of Collision Course. We’re working with the budget we have, and Sagebrush Soundstages in Chatsworth offers standing sets at a price we can afford. There aren’t a lot of luxuries here. No trailers, just changing rooms (roach-free since this morning) and a greenroom where our actors can hang out. No catering with filet mignon and salmon like we got when we were on the set of We Are Us; just a sandwich truck that parks by the curb around noon.

And since our actors are engaged in their craft and the small crew we can afford is busy with more important things, I’m the one who takes down everyone’s order, brings it out to the street and hands it off to Jorge in the big white truck, and then brings everyone their lunches.

It’s a big job, and I’ve got a lot on my shoulders, but you’ll never see me sweat. From nervousness, I mean. I’m still sweating all the time since we’re saving money by running the A/C only on the set.

“You’re a doll,” Roxy says, taking the sandwich and her jalapeno chips.

“Did you believe me?” Soli asks. “In the moment, I mean.”

“I was hiding my devastation behind a facade of bravado,” I say. “But inside, I was crumbling.”

“Be serious,” she says, putting a delicately manicured hand on her hip. “Was it bad?”

“No!” I say. “Actually, I think it’s coming along really nicely.”

She chews the side of her lip, revealing this cute little front tooth that’s just slightly chipped.

“Really?” she says. “No bullshit? I’m not sure I’m getting it.”

“We’re workshopping,” Roxy says. “Still figuring stuff out.”

I’m impressed that Soli is taking this role so seriously, and I get it. It’s her first. But I don’t see how this self-doubt is helping her any. I just need a delicate way to tell her so.

“You’re doing fantastic,” I say. “I’ve been watching the dailies. You’re both doing fantastic. Even Bro Boy’s is bringing the good stuff.”

That’s our name for Carlo Fuentes, the actor playing the male lead, Daniel. And yes, it’s kind of a mean nickname. But we’re not making fun of some tragic physical abnormality or something. We’re not like that. Soli caught him tweezing them in the green room one day, and reported back what she saw. And he’s a conceited douche, the name stuck.

“It’s natural to judge yourself,” I say. “But you’ve got real talent. There’s a reason that you got this role, and, no, it’s not just because you know the producers. You are Maria. You just need to believe it yourself and trust that your passion will end up on screen.”

Soli brightens a little, but I can see that she’s holding back from smiling. She doesn’t want to let on how much she needs the encouragement.

“If I was Daniel, I’d be devastated,” I say. “I couldn’t live knowing that I’ve hurt you, and that I’m going to have to spend the rest of my life without you. But that’s got to come through in your performance too, right? The fact that it’s over and you’re going to have to find a way to not just live without each other, but also know that you’re always going to carry it with you?”

“Oh, that’s not bad!” Soli says. “I’ll try it that way. Thanks, Matty.”

“Sure,” I say. “Where is Carlo, by the way?”

He never orders a sandwich with everyone else. Either he’s got a very specific or a very weird diet, or he doesn’t eat.

“Method acting,” Roxy explains. “Doesn’t want to spend time with us on the days we’re shooting an argument.”

“I guess everyone has their own way of working,” I say.

“Yeah, but right before a love scene, he turns into a creep,” Soli says. “He put his arm around me last time.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask.

“He didn’t bother me that much,” she says. “Actually, if anything, I felt sorry for him. Some people become actors because they like to become different people. And then there are some who do it because they can’t pass for normal and can’t get people to like them any other way.”

“Well, that’s understanding of you,” I say. “But don’t feel like you have to put up with anything from this guy. And if he crosses a line again, I want to know about it.”

“You gonna hit him?” Soli asks, tilting her head slightly like she’s not sure I’ve got it in me but would like to find out.

“Don’t think I won’t,” I say. “I’ve got a beast inside me you know nothing about.”

Then I take half the turkey sandwich she made the mistake of setting down and take a bite.

“You need inspiration, just imagine Daniel stole your lunch and your heart,” I say. “And he’s not sorry about either.”

I’m going to walk off with Soli’s sandwich — I’ve got plenty more to deliver. But she isn’t gonna let me go that easily. She blocks my way with her body, giving me this stare. Her eyes say, “I hate you,” but the little smile says, “don’t believe me.”

“Give that back,” she says.

“I don’t believe you,” I say. “Show me more energy, more anger. Make me believe you really want that sandwich.”

She mimes punching me in the gut, I pretend to keel over. I offer her the sandwich and she tosses it back on the card table.

I wipe the mayo from my lips, wrap my arm around her, holding the plastic bags full of sandwiches with one elbow, and lean in for a kiss. It’s not a quick peck, either. I give her a full-on, open-mouth kiss with our lips pressing urgently together. When the kiss is over, we just look into each other’s eyes, checking in with each other. It’s a look that says our connection is as strong as ever.

“Ya know what?” Roxy says. “Forget tuna. I want what she’s having.”

I grin, then release Soli. Roxy jumps out of her folding chair. I let the bag of sandwiches slide down my arm and embrace her. I take Roxy’s face in my hands as we embrace and press our lips together. The taste of her lips is so distinct and different, and has nothing to do with the sandwich she was eating. Every girl’s lips taste just a little different. I guess all lips do.

“How was that?” I ask.

“Not bad at all,” Roxy says. “Now, let me try to kiss her the way you kissed me.”

“Variety,” I say. “I love it.”

Roxy approaches Soli, their faces drawing nearer. Roxy leans over, since she’s taller, and her nose brushes against Soli’s as they kiss. Roxy’s green eyes widen as she takes in the taste of her girlfriend.

Then, just as they’re really getting hot and heavy, Soli kicks the door shut with her foot. Slam!

Looks like they’re not just going to stop at kissing. Well, my cock stirs, and it’s sending me a signal that I should toss the sandwiches in the trash and get back in there. But duty calls. I’ve got more hungry ladies waiting for me.

Exiting the hall, I walk down to the side entrance of Stage C. The stage is mostly used for storage rather than shooting. There’s a mishmash of unused prop couches, tables, chairs, even a kayak, all stacked between panels with fake walls. Among all the junk, in one corner of the space, there are tables and chairs where Natalie and Jordan have their offices.

Jordan’s wearing a University of Arizona t-shirt and the sweats that have become her regular attire. She’s got her hair up in a ponytail and has her Starbucks to-go cup resting on her belly while the other hand works the mouse pad on her MacBook. I’ve seen her in much sexier outfits and poses, but honestly, all that stuff they say about pregnant women having a glow to them is one hundred percent true. Ever since she found out she’s pregnant she’s shifted her priorities away from what she’s wearing, but she’s never looked better to me.

“Hey,” Jordan says, looking up from her laptop. “What took you so long?”

“Sorry, sorry,” I say, taking the meatball sub on parmesan and the ham and cheese on white bread and placing them on the chipped chest of drawers with a vanity mirror that she’s taken to using as her desk. “Soli wasn’t feeling so confident about her performance, so I gave her a few tips.”

“You know, you’re making me feel fat putting all this in front of me,” Jordan says.

“Get fat,” I say. “Get as fat as you want to. You need to eat, and I love providing for you.”

She leans her head into my chest and nuzzles me sweetly.

“Thank you,” she says, and from her tone it’s more about the comfort than the food.

“Any developments?” I ask.

“About the movie, or the baby?” she asks.

“Either,” I say.

“Both are a handful. And if one isn’t kicking me, the other is.”

She folds her MacBook closed and starts unwrapping sandwich number one.

“I didn’t realize how much of being a set designer is invoicing,” she says, taking a big bite of meatball sub. “But that’s taking up almost half my time.”

“What about the other half?”

“Oh, I found something really cool the other day,” she says. “There’s this old rug behind those office chairs. You see it?”

She points at a big pile of junk, but behind it I can make out a rolled rug in what looks like a Native American design.

“Huh,” I say, already moving stuff aside so I can get a better look at it.

“Be careful,” she says. “That couch on its side is missing a leg and it might fall over if you’re not careful.”

I make some space to stand, then pick up office chairs, setting them to my side until I can reach the rolled rug and pull it out. There’s just enough space on the floor to unroll it.

“Wow,” I say, running my fingers along the red and orange triangles and diamond shapes that make up the pattern. “This is pretty cool.”

“Right?” she says. “It’s authentic too. Must be old. I’m guessing it probably got included in some big estate sale or something. It’s going in Vivienne’s bedroom.”

“Nice find.”

She starts unwrapping the ham and cheese sandwich, double-fisting both sandwiches at once.

“Where’s Natalie?” I ask.

“She’s in Stage A with Eliza.”

“What color is she at?”

We’ve started referring to Natalie’s stress level using a color-coding system. On a typical day, she can go all the way from green to a dark chartreuse and then back again. Of course, she doesn’t ever wear this on her face. It’s not like she shows visible anger or frustration. But for those of us who know her well, it’s easy enough to pick up on.

“I’d say she’s at a burnt amber,” Jordan says.

“Not good.”

“No,” Jordan says, taking a bite and chewing before swallowing. “Although, I’ve got a cute top in that color that would look great on her.”

“What’s the issue?”

“Oh, to have only one,” she says. “The biggest issue at the moment is the lighting array. But it’s also the fact that we’re budgeted for every setup to run smoothly every time, and, well, it just can’t always work out that way.”

Ever since we learned about Jordan’s pregnancy, the priority has been getting this movie made before the baby arrives. And not just shot — edited, marketed, and sold. We were already working on a tight schedule to make the most of our budget. Now everything’s a rush. Natalie’s handling it better than most would, and I can’t imagine anyone else caring as much as she has. But even though she tries to never let it show, I’m worried. She’s in danger of getting burned out.

“Sounds like she probably needs her sandwich,” I say. “And Eliza too.”

“Make sure they eat them,” Jordan says, already sounding like the mother she’s soon to be. “Eating away your feelings is a coping mechanism. And it’s a good one. Look at me, it works.”

“Have I told you already that you’re glowing?”

“Not yet,” she says. “Today.”

“Well, you are,” I say. “I was coming around the corner, and it was so bright I thought someone left a klieg light on.”

“Look at you, picking up the lingo!” she says.

I crouch down and wrap my arms around her, rubbing her belly the way that I’ve taken to doing. She’s not huge yet. She doesn’t have that round-as-a-bowling-ball belly. I guess that only really starts to happen at, like, six months. But that little bulge, her little pot belly, just fills me with joy. It makes me want to rub it like it’s the Blarney Stone. No wait, you kiss the Blarney Stone. Well, anyway, I want to do that too.

“Love you,” I say.

“I know.”

I give her a too-tight squeeze for that one, pinching her tummy. She groans.

“You’re gonna make me puke all over this chest of drawers,” she says.

“Don’t work too hard,” I say. “And don’t lift anything.”

“Take the rug with you,” she says. “There’s painter’s tape on the floor to show you where it’s supposed to go.”

“Got it.”

I roll up the rug and then grab the bag with the rest of the sandwiches and keep it in the crook of my arm.
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Kicking the bar on the stage door to open it, I emerge into the harsh midday sun. Walking down to the entrance of Stage A, I prop the rolled rug against the side of the building and then open the door, keeping it open with my foot while I grab the rug and haul it inside. I’ve got to tilt it a little to fit it inside. I turn around to find half a dozen people standing around the bedroom set.

“It’s supposed to look warm but also moody,” Eliza says. “It’s no good. It looks like a soap opera.”

“Well, we can bring down the light temperature,” Brain says. “But if we do, we get more noise in the image.”

“What if we try bringing the ISO?” Natalie says.

“It’s no good,” Brian says. “It’s too dark.”

“Well, if we keep using the Fresnel we’re going to trip the breaker again,” Natalie says. “That cost us two hours yesterday.”

“I think I can use a flag to diffuse the light,” Reggie says, putting his hands in the pockets of his painter’s jeans.

“Okay,” Brian says. “Eliza, can we do a color test?”

“Yes, perfect,” Eliza says. “Matty, can you come here a second? You can put that stuff down and stand over here on Carlo’s mark.”

I drop the rug and then hand her the bag with the remaining sandwiches.

“One of those is for you,” I say.

“Thanks,” Eliza says. “Natalie, can you stand in for Roxy, please?”

“On it,” Natalie says, fast walking over to the ladder. She climbs down and then comes over to stand on a piece of blue painter’s tape on the floor, across from me. Brian trains the camera on me and Fay comes over to hold that light balance thing photographers use. I don’t understand all of it, but basically all the different lights they use give off slightly different colors, and they want to make sure that it looks consistent and also fits the tone of the scene and the rest of the movie.

I want to say, “how’s it going?” but that would really underscore how little I understand about all this technical stuff. Ask me about the script or the characters, and I can usually come up with a halfway decent response. But when it comes to the lighting and camera side of it, I’m completely lost. So, I say the only thing that a supportive boyfriend can.

“You’re doing great.”

“Thanks, Matty,” Natalie says.

“Matty, turn toward me a little,” Brian says. “That’s great. You can keep talking. Just don’t move your head so much.”

I try to keep my neck stationary while still looking at Natalie.

“I got you your hoagie,” I say. “With jalapeño.”

“You’re a sweetie, thank you,” she says. “I promise I’ll take at least a few bites once we’re back on the clock.”

I try to reach for anything reassuring that I can offer.

“I’ve got a rug,” I say. “Jordan thinks it’s gonna look great in the bedroom.”

“Great, but let’s save it for the wide shot,” she says, gears turning in her head. “Otherwise, it might mess up the continuity.”

“Oh, right,” I say.

“Sorry it seems like everything is always, blah!” Natalie says with a smile, trying to break the tension. “You’re doing a great job, by the way.”

“When we get the Oscar, you can hand the statue to me,” I say.

“I’m serious. It’s harder being a support person than people think,” Natalie says. “You’re filling in wherever it’s needed. Doing that, trying your best to be useful, it’s what every woman wants from her man.”

“Hey, guys,” I say. “It feels right for me to kiss Natalie right now. But I have to step off my mark to do it. Does that work for you?”

Brian’s still looking at us through the monitor but gives a thumbs up.

“Go ahead,” Eliza says. “Lighting looks great. We’ve got what we need. Let’s see some fireworks.”

I take a step toward Natalie and put my arms around her, pulling her into a kiss. She closes her eyes, hair falling in her face as she leans in, her lips full and pink even though she’s not wearing a trace of makeup.

When I let her go, she’s got this almost punch-drunk expression.

“That was…” she struggles to think of something clever to say, turning red. “So good.”

I grin. There’s my nerdy little girl, still there under her girlboss exterior.

“That’s what every man wants from a woman,” I say. “Just to know he can still sweep her off her feet.”

She shuffles her feet shyly, looking so sexy and vulnerable even in her business casual pantsuit, which really shows off her shape. Then, almost as if she’s putting back on a mask, she checks her watch.

“Okay, people, that’s lunch,” she says. “We’re back in!”

“I’ll tell the actors,” I say.

“Thank you,” she says.

I rush back over to the green room to tell the girls that they’re needed on set. They seem eager to get back to it, so I hope that the practice is helping.

Now I’ve just got to find Carlo. I know already before I even get out there that he’s standing out by the chain link fence that surrounds the parking lot. It’s his favorite spot to hang out alone since he can smoke all he likes and it is in close proximity with his “trailer,” which is really just a changing room. When I come out, he’s holding a cigarette in his left hand and bringing his phone close to his face with his right.

“You wouldn’t be saying that if you had been there,” he says.

He moves the phone close to his ear to listen to the response, offering him a chance to take a drag on his cigarette and then letting it go before moving the phone back in front of his mouth.

“No, see, De Palma never shot in fucking Chatsworth.”

“Hey, Carlo,” I say. “We’re back in from lunch.”

“Hold on,” he says to his phone. “I’m getting a five minute warning.”

“It’s actually a zero minute warning,” I say.

He gives me this look like I’ve just slashed his tires.

“Sorry,” I say. “Don’t shoot the messenger.”

“Hold on,” he says. “I’m needed right this fucking minute. Yeah, yeah. The saga continues. I’ll let you go.”

He hangs up then drops his cigarette and then stomps on it a few times with the tip of his shoe. It would actually look sorta cool and sinister if he just stamped on it. But by stomping on it, he just looks petulant.

“Was that your mom?” I ask.

“Personal call.”

And we’re moving. I really hope the scene we’re about to shoot calls for Daniel to be a douche, because if so Carlo has done all the prep work he needs to pull it off flawlessly. I’m not trying to piss him off, so I walk ahead of him, not easy with his brisk stride, and open the door for him.

“Sorry I didn’t give you a heads up,” I say. “I’m just following orders myself. We had some lighting trouble. It’s fixed now.”

“Not your fault,” he replies as we cross the stage and join the rest of the crew already waiting. Roxy is standing on her mark. Soli is in a chair off to the side getting her makeup touched-up for the next setup. Carlo walks over to the wardrobe supervisor, Monique, who starts fidgeting with his collar to get it to sit perfectly flat.

Eliza is standing behind the camera. Our eyes meet, and she gives me a quick wink. It’s nice to feel appreciated, even if you’re handling the small jobs. Amid all the chaos of people moving lights and power cords, I notice the rug right where I left it on the floor and run over to roll it up and tuck it under my arm.

Continuity, like Natalie said. So, I just put it in a corner so it will be close at hand when they’re ready to use the wide-angle lens and can actually see it.

With nothing else to do, I decide I’d better leave the stage before they start shooting or I could get stuck in here. Between delivering sandwiches, a rug, and being a stand-in, I haven’t even had time for lunch myself.

I’m gonna go back and sit in the warehouse with Jordan. Maybe she’ll need me for something. Even if she doesn’t, I just like feeling close to her. She’s always been this comforting presence, but now that she’s having my baby there’s something about her scent, the sight of her that I just crave. Not that I’m playing favorites, you understand. I love all my ladies equally. But there’s a bond you form with someone when she’s carrying your child that’s more visceral than anything else.

I’m walking over to the stage when I see a face I wasn’t expecting. That is, I wasn’t expecting to see this face on this particular person.

Eliza’s identical twin sister Valerie is our location scout, a job that is pretty much complete now that locations have all been chosen. But that hasn’t stopped her from dropping in on set whenever she feels like it. And I think I know the reason.

“Hey,” she says. “How’s my sister’s movie coming along?”

“Problems every minute,” I say. “But she’s making it work. We all are.”

I still don’t know exactly where the two of us stand. We had our date, had some fun—the proof of which is still stored on her SD card (and hopefully nowhere else). But while we’ve seen each other several times over the course of the shoot, we’ve never clarified things. Which I guess is clarification enough.

Then again, when it comes to Valerie I know better than to take anything for granted. She likes to keep me on my toes. Even better when she can get me standing on my toes so she can push me over.

“So, I guess that getting out of here for tacos and margaritas at the bar on the corner is out of the question, right?” she asks.

“Not today,” I say. “At least, not if that was the invitation I think it was.”

“Yes, I was inviting you,” she says. “I’ll pay, even.”

“Can’t do it,” I say. “I’ve got my on-set duties. I’m vital to this operation. Sandwiches wouldn’t go where they need to without me.”

“Well, some people spend their days saving lives,” Valerie says. “And then there are those chosen few with a higher calling.”

I smile and give a humble shrug.

“They say there are no small parts.”

“How about we just skip the small talk and you just take me in the changing room?” she says, tilting her chest toward me as she says it. She’s got on these black jean shorts and a top like Daisy Duke. It’s one of those that’s tied around her chest so that it makes her breasts look like they’re about to pop out.

There’s nothing at all that’s unappealing about the outfit. Which is why it’s not easy to turn her down.

“You don’t really want to do it in there,” I say. “Those changing rooms get hot in the afternoon.”

“Oh, I hate it when it’s hot,” she says. “When beads of sweat run down my back, down the crack of my ass. Heat just pooling everywhere all over my body, inside me.”

“Yeah,” I say, my tongue suddenly like paper. “It’s no good when that happens.”

“You really can’t break away?” she asks, her vulpine face getting closer to mine. “For even a few minutes?”

“I’m on duty,” I say, jiggling the walkie talkie I wear on my belt like it’s a gun in a holster. “You see this? I could be called away at any moment. I have to be always vigilant. I’m like Batman that way.”

“What about when you’re not on set?” she asks. “Can I call you?”

I cup my hand around my ear like I’m hard of hearing.

“Sorry, what was that?”

“What? You’re wounded?” she says, grabbing the walkie talkie and jiggling it before pulling it off my belt and pretending to speak into it. “I thought it was clear we were just having fun. Copy?”

I make a sound with my mouth like radio static.

“Fun’s been had,” I say. “Over.”

“Well, fine, be that way,” she says. “Just know, I hold no grudges. And that I didn’t come here to see you. In fact, I came here specifically to see my sister and let her use my camera to take on-set stills.”

“I don’t see a camera in your hands,” I say.

“Well, I wanted to keep them free,” she says. “Just in case I wanted to grab hold of something else.”

“So… it’s in your car, then?”

“Well, it would be,” she says. “Wouldn’t it?”

“Seems plausible.”

“I’ll go get it,” she says.

“I’ll let you.”

We separate, and I walk back over to Stage C where Jordan’s working. I plan to go in and stay there because I don’t want to run into Valerie again, in case she’s lying. I don’t take any pleasure in turning her down, and I’m honestly not upset at all about what happened between us. Fun’s fun, and a good fuck is fucking good.

But when you already have four good women including one with a bun in the oven, you have other priorities than casual hookups in a sweaty trailer. Sure, Valerie’s sexy. She’s sexy as hell. There was a time not that long ago when there wasn’t anything you could do that’d make me turn down an offer like hers. Maybe I’m maturing.

Or maybe I’m still pining for the other girl with her face.

“Back so soon?” Jordan asks, rubbing her belly. It’s a habit she’s developed lately.

“They’ve got things pretty well handled on set,” I say. “Is there anything left of either of those sandwiches?”

“Nope,” she says, scooting her wheeled office chair away from the chest of drawers to open one of them. “But I’ve got Pop Tarts.”

She pulls out the box and hands it to me. Just one silver-foil wrapped pack left.

“I’ll take ‘em.”

Even without a toaster, they’re still warm enough from sitting in that drawer that the strudel filling is slightly melted. I tear into them, letting the crumbs slide down my chin and onto the floor. She reaches over and takes the second tart in the pack without asking. Damn, she really is like a bottomless pit these days. But I don’t mind. It’s all going where it needs to go. Straight into my baby.

For women, it might be called nesting. Not sure what you’d call it in my case, but I enjoy being near her more than ever.

“So, is everything set for tomorrow?” she says, flicking a crumb off her breast.

“Hold on, let me check,” I say, reaching for the call sheet on the table.

“No,” she says. “Tomorrow.”

I give her this slack-jawed expression, mentally running through all the different departments and trying to figure out which fire I should have pissed on. Then it dawns on me.

“Oh, right. The ultrasound!”

“Body scan,” she corrects me.

“What’s the difference?”

“Money, I think,” she says. “I don’t know what the terms mean. I just do what they tell me.”

We, well she, made an appointment at this clinic in Van Nuys. It’s not the first one but it is a big one. We’re out of the tadpole stage now. We’re gonna get to see a head, hands, feet, maybe even a little winkie on the monitor. And yes, I use cutesy language like that when talking about penises. Of course, if there’s no sign of one, that’s fine with me too. My life revolves around females. Welcoming another into the group seems only fitting.

“I’m ready,” I say, reaching over and massaging her shoulders. “I’m fully prepared.”

“Are you?” she asks.

There’s just a hint of sharpness in her voice, which is new for us. I get it, though. She’s feeling vulnerable, and I don’t blame her for testing me. She’s got a right to. It’s not like I need any more pressure, but I’d be crazy to expect her to be completely comfortable with being pregnant and unmarried to a man who has three other partners.

“You can trust me,” I say. “I’m going to take care of us. We’re gonna be okay.”

“Are you excited?” she asks, a girlish little tremble in her voice.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “Bring it on. I’m ready for anything.”

I wrap my arms around her shoulders and she cranes her neck back so our lips can touch.

“I believe you,” she says.
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The Sunrise Women’s Clinic is located in a strip mall in Van Nuys. We walk in and are immediately greeted with an antiseptic odor which will be making itself at home in our clothes and following us after we’ve left. I rub the small of Jordan’s back, thinking it’s the best thing I could be doing to show her I’m supporting her. I mean, when you’re cupping someone’s lumbar region, how are they not gonna feel supported?

Through the double glass doors is the reception desk. The receptionist is not dressed in scrubs, which seems weird to me. Also, he’s a guy, which just seems wrong somehow.

It’s a women’s clinic. Women are the ones coming in here. I mean, I’m not advocating for discrimination here. But, seriously, when I walk into a place like this I’m expecting to see Roberta from Scrubs sitting at that desk. Everything I know about everything comes from television.

“Hey, good morning,” he says. “I’m Nick.”

Nick. Young white guy, probably about thirty with a shaved head wearing a striped collared shirt with no tie. Maybe he’s gay? Doesn’t seem like he is from my first impression, but who knows?

“Hi, Nick,” I say. “This is Jordan Kleinfelter. We’re here to see the doctor?”

“No one here is a doctor,” he says. “We’re actually a clinic, not a hospital.”

“Right, well, we’re here to see the person who does the thing.”

“Our technician will be helping you,” he says, pulling up Jordan’s info on the computer. “And this is for the body scan, correct?”

“Yes,” Jordan says.

“It’s a big day, huh?” he says.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “We’re really excited. Will we get to learn the baby’s sex today?”

“How far along are we?” he asks.

“Like, five months?” I say. “Right?”

“About nineteen weeks,” Jordan says.

“Got it. At this stage, the scan isn’t always conclusive. But, often yes. You may go home knowing if you’ll be having a boy or a girl.”

“Wow!” Jordan says, her eyes crinkling with delight. She grabs my arm and shakes it.

“That’s awesome,” I say.

“So, how will we be paying today?” Nick asks, fingers poised at his keyboard.

“We’re uninsured,” Jordan says.

“Okay,” Nick says, giving an understanding nod.

“I’ll take care of this,” I say. “Jordan, do you want to have a seat?”

“Yeah,” she says, waddling over to the seating area.

“Okay, Nick,” I say. “What’s the damage?”

“For the visit today,” he says, typing on his computer, “it comes out to two-hundred-forty dollars even. Will we be paying cash or charge?”

“I dunno,” I say. “How do you want to split it?”

“I’m sorry?” Nick says, apparently unamused.

“That’s okay,” I say. “How about card? You can get me back for your half later.”

“Ah,” he says. “You’re funny.”

“Let’s hope it’s genetic,” I say.

He takes my card.

“Is this debit or credit?” he asks.

“Credit,” I say.

“Just so you know, there is a three percent users’ fee for credit cards,” he says, wincing as he says it.

Oh, I know. It pains me too. But that’s just our policy.

I give that little “hand it over” gesture and he gives the card back. I give him my debit card and he runs it.

“Alright,” he says, hardly masking his surprise. “You’re approved.”

“How about that,” I say. “Tell me something, Nick. The technician we’ll be seeing is gonna be a woman, right?”

“Erica is female, yes,” he says.

“Great, thanks,” I say, taking my card and the receipt and going over to join Jordan. She’s got a wrinkled copy of Parenting magazine in her hands. When I sit down next to her, she uses it to shield her face.

“Was it expensive?” she whispers to me.

“No,” I say.

“How much was it?”

“I’ve got it covered,” I say. “Don’t even think about that part of it. Your priority is the baby, staying healthy. Paying for things is my job.”

The truth is that things have been kinda tight. An expense like this wouldn’t have been an issue before I invested almost all that I had into Collision Course. Of course, at the time I didn’t know that Jordan would get pregnant.

Jordan puts the magazine on her lap and takes my hand.

“You’re really sweet,” she says. “You’ve been amazing through all this.”

I squeeze her hand and she squeezes back harder.

“You’re the star of this show,” I say.

“I know that it’s hard right now,” she says. “And we didn’t plan for this.”

“I think we’re doing great,” I say. “Considering how it happened, and everything else going on, I think we’re handling it as well as we can.”

“I couldn’t do this without you,” she says. “If I didn’t have you and Soli, and Natalie and Roxy, I couldn’t get through this. I wish they were here, too. Soli especially.”

Of course, they all wanted to come. But with the filming schedule as tight as it is, that just wasn’t possible.

“They’ll get to see the pictures,” I say.

“Yeah, but it’s a family thing,” she says. “It’s a life event for us to look back on, and–”

A door opens and a woman wearing purple nurses scrubs and carrying a clipboard enters the waiting room.

“Jordan?” she asks.

Ah, now this is just what I expected to see. Scrubs. Professionalism. Good stuff. Jordan waves.

“We’re ready for you both to come on back,” Erica says.

Jordan braces against the arms of the chair to lift herself out of it. I take her by the arm and we follow the technician down the hall. There’s a panel missing from the ceiling and the light’s a little dim. I’m guessing that the bubble-gum colored drapes have been there since the late 90s, but otherwise the room is pretty normal. There’s a bench with butcher paper where Jordan can sit and a swivel chair next to it for me. Erica has a seat in front of this big machine with the monitor.

“Okay,” she says. “Jordan, can I ask you to lift your shirt please?”

She does so, exposing her baby bulge.

Erica pulls a couple of disposable gloves from the box and then glides over in her swivel chair to offer the box to me. I take the box and take out a couple gloves.

“Daddy, do you want to apply the gel?”

“Sure,” I say, struggling with the latex as I pull the gloves around each hand. “What do I have to do?”

“Can you climb up onto the table and lie back, please?” she says to Jordan.

She struggles a little getting up there, repositioning her body into a reclined position. I want to get up and help her, but before I can move she’s done it herself.

“Okay,” the technician says. “Now I’m just going to begin applying the gel directly to your belly.”

Erica then takes the gel bottle from its little cradle and pours a big glob of it on top of Jordan’s belly.

“Now, if you could just spread that around so that it lightly coats the surface of her stomach,” she says to me.

With my gloved hands, I rub the gel all over her, which is kinda sensuous and might be sexy in a different context. Jordan groans.

“Are you in any pain?” the tech asks.

“No,” Jordan says. “Just feeling like a planet.”

Erica chuckles.

“Just wait,” she says, pointing at a poster on the wall. There are fetuses at various stages of development, with the split view that looks just like a dissection. In each, the woman with a ’80s haircut gets progressively bigger, her belly distending further to accommodate the watermelon-shaped baby growing inside.

With the ooze already spread over her stomach, I put up my hands.

“Now what?” I say.

Erica hits a switch and the machine kicks on, creating this whooshing sound. Erica takes this wand off its stand and then scoots over to press it against Jordan’s bare skin. She moves it around and a blurry black-and-white image appears.

“Okay, we’re gonna have a look around,” she says. “There’s the spine, and we’ve got the femur there, and there’s the head.”

 “Oh, the head!” Jordan exclaims, looking like she’s about to weep with joy.

 “Everything looks good, right?” I ask.

 Even as she points things out, I can’t make out what she’s describing. It might as well be a fossil for all it looks like a baby.

 “Not seeing anything that would indicate an abnormality,” the tech says. “Of course, we’ll have to wait for the radiologist to weigh in. This is just the first stage. And, legally, there are things about the results that I can’t interpret.”

 “Can you tell us the sex?” Jordan asks.

 “I can’t get you a conclusive answer,” she says. “All I can say is that I don’t see signs of a penis. But at this stage, it’s not always possible to tell.”

 “Okay,” Jordan says. “But it could be a girl?”

 “Yes,” Erica answers carefully. “It could be a girl.”

 Which means we know about as much as we did before we walked in here.

 “Now, let’s just find the heartbeat.”

 She moves the wand around a little more, but it’s still just static and that whooshing sound. Then I hear it. Ba-dum, baa-dum, ba-dum! That sound just makes a smile break across my face.

“And that’s your baby’s heart beating,” the tech says.

Jordan sniffles and starts to tear up. She holds her hands on her belly, resting them just above the goo line as she stares at the monitor.

“Everything is looking good,” she says. “Congratulations to you both.”

“Thank you,” Jordan says.

“Alright, you’re all done.”

Erica takes the wand back and starts cleaning it with paper towels.

“You can help her wipe her off,” she says to me.

I take some paper towels from the stack next to the machine and start wiping the gel off Jordan’s belly. She takes a couple and starts wiping herself off. Then she sits up and pulls her shirt down.

“Now we’re going to send the results to the radiologist,” Erica says. “You’ll get them in four to six weeks.”

“Wow,” I say.

“Yeah, it takes a while,” she says. “But their time and expertise is part of what you pay for. You’ll get two copies of the images.”

“I understand,” I say, pulling off the gloves and tossing them in the bin. “Thanks for everything.”

I help Jordan step down from the bench and we hold hands.

“So, when should we come back?” Jordan asks.

“Well, as you get closer to your due date, it’s advisable that you come back just to make sure that everything’s okay. But you can schedule your next appointment with Nick for next month.”

“Hold on,” I say. “We have to keep coming back? How many times?”

“Well, there’s no rule,” she says. “But it’s generally recommended that you get six to eight scans, with them becoming more frequent as the pregnancy develops.”

Six to eight more of these?

Math isn’t my strong suit, but even I know this is going to cost me thousands before we even get to the hospital. Obviously this registers on my face, and Jordan’s too. I’m guessing that Erica sees this reaction all the time.

“Don’t worry,” she says. “Save your receipts. You can receive reimbursement through Medi-Cal. It may take a while, though. And there’s paperwork to fill out and submit. You don’t absolutely need eight scans. You can probably get away with just two ultrasounds. One in your first and then another during your second trimester. But those will have to be performed at another facility, and they’re more expensive. There’s also bloodwork… well, maybe you’d better just take it one step at a time.”

Jordan nods.

“Thank you,” she says.

Erica smiles and nods. I take Jordan’s hand and we walk down the hallway, exit out of the reception area, and make our way across the parking lot. I knew that babies were expensive, but I was under the mistaken impression that the costs didn’t really start to kick in before the baby arrived. Well, now I know better. I was sweating the cost of the body scan when I thought this was just a one-and-done thing. Even knowing we might get reimbursed for the cost isn’t reassuring, since I know what that’s going to involve. But I put on a brave face, because that’s what my girl needs.

It’s her car, but I drove us over here and I’ll drive us back. I open the passenger side door for her and let her climb in.

Once we’re driving, I roll down the driver’s side window and let the breeze cool my face.

“Are you hungry?” I ask.

“Always,” Jordan says.

“Where do you want to go?”

“It’s still early,” she says. “Let’s stop at Dunkin’.”


4.

Sitting in the parking lot of Dunkin’ Donuts, eating our half-dozen assorted donuts and sipping our iced coffees, I’m still feeling a kind of buzz. Maybe it’s the caffeine, or the anxiety, or the excitement. I definitely feel something that’s making my leg want to jiggle.

“If it’s a girl, we could name her Marissa,” Jordan says. “That’s a lot like Marisol. It could be a fun way to honor her.”

“Yeah, that’s great,” I say, stuffing a cinnamon donut in my mouth. I chew and swallow. “I’m sure Soli would love it.”

“Just think if she got pregnant too, or Roxy,” Jordan says. “Really, any of the girls could be next.”

“I think I’m going to be much more careful about condoms,” I say. “At least for a while.”

“I know we didn’t plan for things to happen like this,” she says. “Are you having regrets?”

“Well, if I could go back and wear a condom, I probably would,” I say. “But I’m not sorry we’re having kids. Not at all. It’s just, timing-wise—”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “It’s not ideal for any of us. But it usually isn’t for most couples, right?”

“Sure,” I say. “I wasn’t planned.”

“I was, but my sister wasn’t,” Jordan says.

“Right, so it’s normal,” I say. “We’re gonna be fine. It’s all gonna work out.”

There are two more donuts left, but since I know that Jordan probably wants them both, I wipe the cinnamon from my fingers with my napkin and sip the rest of my coffee.

“You remember when we talked about Soli being the one to get pregnant?” Jordan says.

“Yeah. It was easier to imagine when it was still theoretical.”

“She’s gonna want this too, ya know? I know her. She’s going to love being an aunt so much, she’s going to demand that you put a baby inside her.”

I smile but also rub my temples. Jordan laughs.

“You still have that image in your mind of both of us barefoot and pregnant together?”

“Well, after the movie is done, maybe we can think about it,” I say. “Once I have more money, a lot of this stress just goes away.”

“Yeah, in a way,” Jordan says. “But we still have things we want to do. It’s never going to be easy. It’s a balancing act.”

“That’s true,” I say. “You’ll have your job. I’ll have, well, all the stuff I do.”

“All the girls you do, you mean.”

“Well, yeah,” I say. “What they’ve got going on is what I’ve got going on, too.”

“Well, this girl is gonna have poopy diapers going on,” she says. “Are you gonna be cool with that?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I mean, I know that since I’m not working, I’ll be taking care of the baby a lot.”

“Really?”

“Sure, I’m a modern man. I know that changing babies isn’t only for women. I don’t believe in any of that macho shit that says women are the ones who have to do it all.”

“I know you’re not,” she says. “You’ve always been a wonderfully supportive partner. I’m lucky to have you, and I’m not alone.”

“Thanks,” I say. “It’s nice to be acknowledged.”

Jordan has been waiting for a break to take another donut, because that’s what she does.

“So, have you thought about where you’re going to live after the baby arrives?”

“Huh,” I say. “I guess I figured we’d keep things as they are. But, actually, it might make more sense for me to move in with you.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “It’ll be great having Soli so close by, but it would help if we lived together. You don’t think there will be any… weirdness about it, do you?”

“I don’t think so,” I say. “I know Soli won’t be mad, and Natalie and Roxy should be fine. I’ve already moved to Sylmar once. Now I’m just moving a couple buildings over in the same complex. It’ll be the easiest move I’ve ever made.”

There’s a brief silence, and I’m wondering if there’s something that she’s not telling me. It feels like there’s something she wants to say, so I just look at her and raise an eyebrow. Then I raise the other, so I look very surprised, and she smiles.

“What’s up?” I ask.

“Nothing,” she says. “It’s just… I don’t expect that we’ll get married right away. We don’t have to get married at all. We know what we are to each other. But, legally, it’s more complicated now that we’re having a kid. You won’t actually have any parental rights. Or not the same rights anyway.”

“Right,” I say. “I’ve thought about that. But it’s really only a problem if we break up, right?”

“There will be complications,” Jordan says. “Our society is set up for people in monogamous relationships. It’s not really built for arrangements like ours.”

“That’s true,” I say. “Do you ever wish that we had something more conventional?”

“Well,” Jordan says. “When I was young, I didn’t think I’d be having babies with a guy who had three other girlfriends. Plus the occasional action on the side.”

“For what it’s worth,” I say. “There’s nothing going on with Valerie and me at this point. But I see what you’re saying. It’s unconventional.”

“My parents are pretty open-minded. They didn’t raise objections when I told them about our arrangement. But I know it’s not what they want for me.”

I can’t blame them. If I were in their position, I’m sure I wouldn’t like my daughter telling me that some guy with a harem got my daughter pregnant. Our relationship feels completely different from the inside, but if I was just hearing about it, I’d think, is my grandchild going to be delivered into the Manson family?

“How do you feel?” I ask.

“I chose to be in this relationship because I wanted to be with both you and Soli,” she says. “And as the relationship has opened up, I feel like we’ve only gained a lot without losing anything.”

“I feel the same,” I say. “I wouldn’t blame your parents if they were upset. The fact that they give you this much latitude to make your life choices just shows what special people they are.”

“Yeah,” she says. “They are great. You’ll get to meet them soon.”

“Good, I’m looking forward to it.”

She reaches for the other donut and stuff it in her mouth. She chews it, sipping her macchiato to wash it down. They’re not big donuts. But, damn. She is really hungry.

“I know,” she says, once she’s cleared her mouth. “I’m a pig.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“I just feel hungry all the time,” she says. “Eating like this only keeps me from being hungry for, like, an hour or two, tops.”

“You want to stop somewhere else?” I ask.

“No, we should probably be getting back,” she says. “They need us. Besides, I’m sure they want to hear the news.”

“And there’s food that’s already been paid for on set,” I say.

“Exactly.”

I take the empty donut box and open the car door, going over to deposit it in the trash can near the front of the restaurant. I climb back in and we start driving back to Chatsworth.

We’re passing by a car wash when Jordan asks–

“Feeling dirty?”

“Huh?”

She points to the car wash we’re approaching.

“Soli told me about the time when she first sucked you off at that car wash,” Jordan says. “Wanna stop?”

“You really want to?” I ask. “I’m absolutely happy to get a blow job, believe me. I’m thinking logistically…”

With that belly between us, she would have to climb over the steering column, which would not be easy. Jordan’s car is a compact, so there’s just not the same amount of space we had in Soli’s car. I’m getting stiff already from the suggestion alone. But I don’t want my poor girlfriend to impale her pregnant belly on the stick shift just trying to wrap her lips around my cock.

“That seat reclines, you know,” she says.

“Yeah?”

“I’m not so huge yet, am I? In another couple months, I’ll be so round it will be impossible. Come on, I want to feel sexy for you.”

I look over at this insane, perfect ten with my bun in her oven, telling me that she wants to pleasure me in public, and—

Well, I don’t tear up. But I’m moved. And I’m very motivated to comply.

I put my turn signal on and make a left.

“Where are we going?” she asks.

“Car wash,” I say. “Just gotta double back.”

As we drive through this little residential neighborhood somewhere in Van Nuys, I’m practically bursting out of my pants thinking about what I’ve got in store for me. We pull into the lot and straight into an empty bay. Sunny’s Discount Car Wash isn’t like the one I went to with Soli on that day. There’s no conveyor belt that takes your car through the wash or attendants waiting to start hosing your car down. It’s completely self-service, which is perfect for what we’re about to do. Tuesday afternoon, no one’s around. Nobody’s looking at us.

I reach around the back of her neck and pull her toward me for a quick kiss.

“You are so sexy to me,” I tell her.

Jordan unbuckles her seatbelt and then presses on the seat adjuster button. I feel my seat sliding back and reclining as far as it will go. My hard-on is pinching my zipper as it fights to be free. She grabs my cock through my jeans and gives my head a gentle squeeze.

“I never get tired of holding your cock in my hands,” she says, grabbing my package.

“You can hold it, you can touch it, you can do anything you like,” I say.

She delicately undoes my fly and then unzips me. My cock spills out, standing at attention immediately. She shifts her weight, trying to find a comfortable position. I look over at her, sprawled out in front of me. Her breasts have grown fuller and rounder, so much so that her top strains to contain them.

“You’re a goddess,” I tell her, breathlessly.

She gives me this little crooked smile like she doesn’t believe me. She tugs on my scrotum, rubbing it with her palm and running her fingernails lightly up and down my shaft.

“You’re so hard already,” she says.

“You want proof how sexy you are to me?” I say. “You’ve got it.”

“Yeah,” she says, her voice sultry. “I’ve definitely got it.”

She licks her lips, her tongue traveling from one side of her mouth to the other. She leans over, carefully avoiding the stick shift, and then presses her lips to my tip, rubbing the surface of her lips across the most sensitive part of my dick. She’s starting to salivate as she slides down, taking me deeper. I can feel my spine tense for just a moment, and then everything seems to feel lighter. I relax and just give myself over to the experience.

As she starts bobbing up and down, her mouth making wet noises as her lips smack together, I take her golden tresses in my hands. I rest my hands on the crown of her head as her jerks become more rhythmic.

Tinted windows or no, if anyone looked in they’d see everything. And that just makes it so much hotter. We could get caught at any time if some employee decided to investigate. But all I’m focused on is Jordan’s tongue as she runs it along the seam of my cock.

I grunt and mutter words of praise as she continues to pleasure me, the pressure building up inside me. When she comes up for air, there’s something else on her mind.

“Tell me I’m a dirty girl,” she says.

“You’re filthy,” I say. “You’ve got a dirty mind, thinking about that cock in your mouth, wanting to suck me off so bad you’ll beg for any excuse.”

I can see the effect this is having on her. Her mouth goes wide, eyes roll back in her head to look up at me as she has my swollen cock so far down her throat that she’s about to choke. She gulps.

“God, you’re such a sexy little whore,” I say, telling her exactly what she wants to hear. “I fucking love you!”

Just as the words leave my throat, I gasp as her tongue rubs against my head in just the right way. I erupt inside her, letting her tongue away each spurt of seed as it spills from my slit. She licks me all over before bracing herself against the dashboard and backrest and lifting herself off me.

“I wanted it just as much as you did,” I say. “If not more.”

She sighs, leaning back and resting both hands on her belly. I sigh too, content as any man could be.

“It’s nice to know I’ve still got it,” she says.

“There was never any doubt.”

We just sit for a moment. I take her hand and she presses her palm to mine.

“Should we actually wash the car?” she asks.

“You want me to?”

“Nah,” she says. “Maybe it’ll rain later.”

“I like the way you think,” I say.

I turn the car on and check over my shoulder as I put it into reverse. We drive back to Sagebrush, anticipating the chaos we’re returning to. The girls will want to hear all about the body scan, the baby. Maybe Jordan will tell Soli about the blow job. Probably she will. But if not, then it’s just a moment of closeness between just the two of us that I’m grateful for. Whatever’s ahead for us, our bond will still be just as strong as the day we met.

Every woman in my life has something special about her. But it’s not about their differences or similarities; there’s nothing to compare or contrast. What matters is the experiences we share together, the bond that we build day by day just by loving each other. Yeah, okay. I’m getting sappy. But that blowjob really was that good.

These are the things you have to hold onto. Because you never know what’s coming next.


5.

I’m feeling great as we walk back onto set. But all it takes is one look around the place to see that something’s not right. Natalie’s talking on the phone to someone in the corner. Brian is pacing the floor. Everyone else is just standing around, except Roxy. I’m not sure where she is. Soli is sprawled across the prop bed, looking at her phone. Hey, look at that. The rug is there under the bed. It ties the room together.

Soli jumps up as soon as she sees us come in.

“Hey,” I say. “What’s going on? Why aren’t we shooting?”

“Carlo quit,” Soli says.

“What?!”

That son of a bitch. I knew he wasn’t happy, always acting like this job was beneath him. But what kind of an actor just walks off a movie in the middle of the production?

“Asshole just took off right after lunch,” Soli says. “He told Natalie that he had a better offer and that was it. How’s the baby?”

“Fine,” Jordan says. “Great. It may be a girl.”

“A girl!? I should have been there,” Soli says. “Ugh, I missed nothing by being here. The whole day’s wasted anyway. Everything we’ve shot…”

“So, what do we do?” I ask. “What can I do?”

Soli shrugs.

“We’re all asking ourselves the same question,” she says.

Natalie hangs up the phone and looks like she wants to throw it. She grips it hard instead. If her default is “burnt sunset,” then I’d say she’s at a chili pepper red right now.

“Alright,” I say. “Come on. Let’s huddle up.”

I approach Natalie carefully, Jordan and Soli flanking me on either side.

“Hey,” I say, keeping my voice low and my tone calm and even. “I just heard.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “It’s a disaster.”

“And there’s no getting him back, I take it?” I say.

Natalie grimaces.

“I wouldn’t let him come back here if he plucked out both of his eyebrows as penance,” she says.

“You’ve talked with his agent?” Jordan asks.

“Yeah, she’ll be returning his whole fee,” Natalie says. “He was willing to walk away from eight weeks of work and not see a dime from it. That’s how badly he wanted not to make this movie.”

“Fuck him,” Soli says.

“Yeah, well,” Natalie says. “I just talked to the insurance company. They say they’ll only compensate in case of incapacitation. Carlo’s breach of contract doesn’t qualify, so they won’t be paying out.”

“Pay out for what?” I say. “I don’t understand.”

“The movie is insured in case of things like this,” Natalie says. “It protects us in case we can’t finish the movie.”

“We can still finish it,” I say. “I realize it’s a setback—”

“Matty, listen. We were already on a very thin deadline,” Natalie says. “We had basically no margin for error before. Now? We have to stop the production, recast him and then go back and reshoot everything. Reshoots cost time and money we don’t have.”

“So, now we have to pull the plug on everything because of Brow Boy?” I say. “No way. Fuck that. We’ve all worked too hard.”

“Sweetie,” Soli says. “We know you’re trying to keep everyone’s spirits up, but you really don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

“Yeah, I love your encouraging dad vibes,” Jordan says. “But this isn’t something we can fix just by believing in ourselves.”

“It’s math, Matty,” Natalie says, exasperated. “We have too much we still need to shoot and not enough money to do it in.”

“What does Eliza say?” I say. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know,” Natalie says. “Can I just focus on one thing right now?”

I know she’s vulnerable. She needs a hug, but I also know that she’s at work and doesn’t want to show it. I have to take a chance. I move closer to her, wrapping my arms around her in a hug. If she resisted, tried to push me away, I wouldn’t fight her. Instead, she melts into my arms, letting me comfort her. She rests her face against my chest as I squeeze her tight. She sniffles and then starts to cry. I can feel the tension leaving her body as she lets go of all the pent-up anger and stress.

“Sorry,” she cries softly.

“Shh,” I say. “You have nothing to apologize for.”

I rock her gently, the other girls joining me in a hug so that we’re all in a kind of group huddle. Jordan’s belly presses against my side, Soli’s hand touches Natalie’s shoulder and then runs down my arm. I can feel the love and support flowing through all of us. After a few moments, the tears stop flowing. We break off our embrace and Natalie says in a scratchy voice–

“I’m okay,” she says. “Thanks.”

“We’re going to handle this,” I say. “We’ll find a solution.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “We will. It’ll be okay.”

Natalie wipes a tear from her eyes. Then another. When she’s fully composed—

“Guys,” she says to the members of the crew who are still standing around. “Let’s call it a day. We’re going to see what happens tomorrow. Thank you so much for your hard work and your patience–”

She doesn’t even get to finish. Every member of the crew—photography, electricians, sound, everyone—is clapping. They're all pulling for Natalie and all of us. The clapping doesn’t stop, and I can see just from the way she draws a breath that she’s getting back some of the confidence she lost. She smiles. It may be a weary smile, but it still looks radiant under the glare of the stage light.

“Thank you,” Natalie says. “Thanks again for everything you’ve done. We hope… well, I guess thank you is all I can say for now. We’ll update you as soon as we can.”

The applause eventually subsides and everyone starts to file out of the door at the corner of the stage.

“I’ll find Eliza,” I say. “I need to talk to her.”

Natalie nods.

I put my hand on her shoulder, checking in with her again before I run off.

“It’s okay,” she says. “Go.”

I squeeze her shoulder and then hurry outside. I don’t know why, but for some reason I feel this need to see Eliza, like if I can convince her the others will rally behind us. I run around Stage A, passing through Stages B and C. There’s no sign of her. I finally decide to call her.

“Matty?” says a meek little voice on the other end of the line.

“Hey,” I say. “I heard what happened. Where are you?”

“I’m with Valerie,” she says, voice cracking.

“Where?” I ask.

“The Armenian restaurant,” she says. “On Aucus Drive.”

That’s just one street over. I can be there in three minutes.

“Stay there,” I say. “I’m coming over.”

I do a slow jog over to the Cecilia Cafe and Restaurant. The exterior of the place looks like something Old World, or at least out of date. Inside, the vibe is quiet. Only Eliza and Valerie are seated inside. It’s after lunch, but I’m guessing that this restaurant surrounded on all sides by light industrial buildings and soundstages doesn’t see a “lunch rush” so much as a “lunch trickle.”

I hurry over, almost hitting my hip against one of the dark wooden frames of a chair. The place is dim, with just subdued electric lights over the tables.

“Hey,” I say, approaching the table.

Even at a glance, the two identical women are impossible to confuse with each other. Valerie’s resting her chin against the heel of her palm. Eliza is looking past the table with this thousand yard stare. There’s nothing but glasses of tea on the green tablecloth in front of them. Eliza looks up at me in amazement, surprised by how I could have suddenly appeared.

I slide into the booth beside Valerie, facing Eliza.

“I know what happened,” I say. “I know it’s bad news. I realize it feels hopeless right now, but listen. We can turn this around. I know there’s a way.”

“Matty,” Eliza says. “I can’t.”

“Yes, you can,” I say. “We can recover from this.”

A waiter appears at my side. He’s in his fifties with a grey moustache. He says nothing. Just stares at me with those big hazel eyes, open and expecting. I have to order something.

“Just a tea, please,” I say.

His shoulders fall a little, like the request is taking something out of him. Then he shuffles off to fulfill my disappointing order.

“I did my best,” Eliza says. “I never wanted to direct this movie. I thought I could do it, but—”

“Hold on,” I say. “You are not the reason Carlo quit.”

“Since day one, he complained that we weren’t a professional production,” Eliza says. “He was right. I’ve never directed anyone before. Of course I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“You’re doing fine,” I say, refusing to abandon the present tense. “The girls love your direction. Carlo wasn’t a good fit. Fuck him. We can always recast.”

“I think she really just needs some space to think,” Valerie says.

But I don’t let this lie. I have to fight for this thing if no one else will.

“Eliza, I know we’ve had a rough start,” I say. “And we’re going to have some hard work ahead. But we will get through this.”

“I can’t do it anymore,” Eliza says. “I’m sorry. Please, just let this go, okay?”

Bam! I smack the table, causing the cups of tea to spill a little onto the table.

“I can’t accept that!” I say, probably too loud. Definitely too loud.

I turn my head and the waiter appears, holding another glass of hot tea with one of those wooden holders they have. He stands there expectantly, waiting to see if I’m going to abuse his table anymore.

“Sorry,” I say. “I won’t do that again.”

He places the cup of steaming tea in front of me and then leaves without a word. It smells deliciously of mint, and I already know that I won’t even be sipping it. The mood isn’t right.

“What am I supposed to do?” Eliza says. “There’s no movie without our lead actor.”

“I could play Carlo’s part,” I say.

“Come on,” Valerie says.

“Look, I know it’s nuts,” I say. “But what better choice do we have? The stages are costing thousands of dollars a day. We can’t shut down for even a week, and it will take longer than that to cast someone else. It’s risky, I get it. But what other choice is there?”

“Cutting your losses, for one,” says Valerie. “Lick your wounds. Fight another day.”

Eliza just takes this in for a moment, not saying anything.

“I don’t know,” she says.

“Eliza, please,” I say. “I’ve put everything into this. You have put everything into this. If this movie isn’t a success, I can’t support the mother of my child when she needs me most.”

“She never asked for that kind of pressure,” Valerie cuts in. “That’s on you.”

“Fine,” I say. “You’re right. That’s on me. But we all have our reasons for wanting to make Collision Course. Whatever it takes, we have to see it through. Let’s try it for one day. If I stink up the place, then you can fire me and find someone else. Or shut down the production completely. We said we’d do this together, right? Why not try it?”

I can see her turning over the idea in her head. Her voice is unsteady as she answers, but she says it with feeling—

“I think that could work.”

Slap!

I slap the table again, triumphantly, making the tea cups bounce and wobble. More spilled tea as one cup tips over.

“Shit, sorry,” I say, grabbing at the folded cloth napkin to try to dab up the tea as it soaks into the green tablecloth. “I’ve done enough damage here. Let’s get back to Sagebrush and rally the troops. Tomorrow, we make our movie.”
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“Don’t think about the words,” Eliza says. “Just look at your lover and let the emotions flow. Whatever you find, whether it’s hurt or anger or passion, just let it out. Let that inform the words.”

The stage lights feel a lot hotter when you’re the one they’re pointed at instead of just another onlooker hovering in the shadows. I swallow but my tongue still feels like it’s covered in sawdust. I was up late last night just pouring over the same words on the page over and over, trying to send them into my brain.

“I got it,” I say. “I’m ready.”

Brian explained that we’re shooting with a fifty millimeter lens. That means the camera is focused on just my face. I’ve got to carry the scene and be believable. Basically, if I suck all of us are going home with no movie.

No pressure.

Standing across from me is Soli, her face neutral. For a second, I’m just floored by how far we’ve come together. I never could have imagined when I first opened the backseat of her car and climbed into that rideshare that we would end up standing across from each other, actors in a movie. Through everything, she’s the one person who has brought more love into my life than anyone. I feel incredibly grateful that I was able to meet her and build this incredible life together. I just look at her and smile, feeling all this gratitude flowing through me.

She tilts her head ever so slightly, a hint of a smile on her face. She’s curious about what’s making me smile, but really she already knows. This little moment of connection passes between us. She winks.

I take a deep breath and steady myself.

“Sound speeding,” Jordan calls out, which is the thing they say on set right before Eliza yells—

“Action.”

“That wasn’t fair,” I say. “You didn’t have to shut me out like that.”

“I don’t play fair,” Soli says.

I smile just a little, almost to myself.

“Vivienne told me that you were the one who put her up to it,” I say.

I take a moment to step carefully. Don’t look at the floor, Matty. Just step into the shot.

“Who are you going to believe?” she says.

I stare into her eyes, and I see her as Maria but also as Soli too. My saucy, sexy and raunchy lover who is so sweet and caring but with this insecurity at her core that I want to bring out in this moment.

“I realized that I had been telling myself this story about who I was,” I say. “And somewhere in telling my story I figured out it didn’t belong to me anymore.”

I stare at her, into her, forgetting the camera and the lights in my eyes. She’s giving me this vulnerable expression, her face showing her emotion and letting me find the next line before I say it.

“Something hit me, and since then nothing about my life has been the same. Vivienne asked before if I believed in fate. I didn’t before.”

“What changed?” she asks, with just a hint of hesitation.

“You changed me,” I say. “Both of you. I feel like something has picked me up and carried me along, delivering me somewhere I never expected to go. But I can’t stop it, and I don’t want to.”

“You really mean that,” she says.

“You’re surprised?” I say, raising an eyebrow.

“Well, yes,” she says. “I haven’t seen this side of you.”

I pause, because I think Daniel would. He’s trying to figure this thing out moment by moment.

“I’m just discovering it myself,” I say.

“I liked the hard-hearted you,” she says.

“No, you didn’t,” I say. “You didn’t break through my shell for nothing. You wanted this. You feel the force of it too. Admit it.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“Everything’s forgotten, everything is forgiven and now we’ll be happy together for the rest of our lives.”

“Okay, then,” she says. “That.”

I smile, because she’s so perfectly this person that I’m actually amazed by it. She isn’t just pretending to be Maria. She’s making Maria into her. And that’s it. In the script, we kiss. But that’s a different camera setup. So, Eliza calls—

“Cut!”

I take a breath. I did it. I mean, I think I did. I didn’t stumble over my lines or forget anything. She talked, I talked, then she talked again and I responded. That’s acting, right?

Soli throws her arms around me, squeezing me tight. There’s scattered applause from the members of the crew.

“You did great,” she says, her face pressed to my chest.

Eliza hurries over.

“How was that?” I ask.

“Wonderful,” she says. “You’re a natural.”

Ha! So, I screw up the take when I’m an extra but can somehow pull off being the leading man? Go figure.

“Let’s go again,” Eliza says, “just for safety.”

We start again from the top and this time I’m even more confident than I was the first time. I try not to think about anything and just let the words flow out of me, responding to Soli as she says her lines. But I try to vary the performance, doing subtle little things that give them more options. That’s when I start to lose myself in what I’m doing. When Eliza says she’s got what she needs and we’re moving on, I’m ready to do more. I can feel this buzz from it.

We do the same scene from the reverse, with us saying all the same lines except this time the focus is on Soli. The camera sees her but not me, but I try to give it just as much attention and effort as I did the first few times. I want her to react to me like I did with her.

After lunch, we do the same scene again except now we’re shooting it from two different angles, and it’s trickier. A couple times, I screw up the take because I step in the wrong place or the wrong time. But Eliza’s encouraging and the crew doesn’t let on that they’re annoyed with me.

Jordan and Roxy and Natalie all filter through, watching the action and giving me little notes and suggestions. The biggest challenge is just staying consistent and trying to make every take that I do feel like the first one. And I’m probably screwing up in a bunch of little ways, but at least I passed the audition. The job is mine and I’m proving I can do it, even if there are some bumps along the way.

“Alright, everyone,” Eliza says. “Thanks for a great day!”

Finally, at around 9 pm, we finish shooting for the day. I’m feeling wiped, drinking my Gatorade to get back some electrolytes even though it’s gotten warm from sitting out all day.

“Thank you, everyone!” Eliza says. “We’ll see you all back here at nine thirty!”

Oh, damn it. I’ve got to do this all over again tomorrow. I’ve got to be ready to do this again and again for weeks or months, however long it takes. But even though I’m bone tired, I’m also excited. I get why people like acting. There’s this fear that you won’t be able to do it, then exhilaration when you pull it off. And in between it is this moment of zen when you’re not thinking at all. It can be addicting.

All of my girls crowd around me, fussing over me, and I just lap up the attention. It feels like a real victory with all of them around me, even if this is just the first of many long, hard days.

“You did it!” Natalie says. “You got through the first day! I was watching the dailies, you were amazing!”

I just shrug.

“It helped that it was Soli and I could tap into my real emotions about our relationship.”

“That’s what acting is,” Eliza says. “You take your real feelings and channel them into whatever you’re saying and doing.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But the challenge is trying to do that in every situation. What if I have to emote in some way I’ve never had to? What if I don’t know how to make it feel real next time?”

“Most people spend years trying to figure that out,” says Roxy. “But you’re doing fine. You’ll figure it out.”

“Thanks for making me better,” I say to Soli.

“Thanks for making me look good by comparison,” she says. “I was nervous before, but now I know if you can do it, so can I.”

I smile and pull her into a hug.

“You really saved the day,” Natalie says. “I wasn’t sure if you could pull it off. But Eliza believed in you, and she was right.”

“There was no one else who could play the part,” Eliza says. “Matty was right for it all along. It took a crisis for all of us to realize it.”

“So, we’re really doing this thing, huh?” I say. “And we can make up the days we wasted with reshoots?”

“We’re gonna do everything we can to cheat that,” Eliza says. “It helps that Carlo looks a lot like you. We can be more surgical with reshoots. We can reuse a lot of over-the-shoulder and wide shots where his face isn’t prominent.”

“We might be able to use AI to swap your face onto his body,” Natalie says. “I’m looking into it, but it would probably take more time and money than we have.”

“Whatever works,” I say. “I knew that there was some way to salvage things.”

“Thanks to you, there is,” Jordan says, coming over to wrap her arms around me and Soli.

“Well, I had the right motivation,” I say, kissing her cheek. “When you bet the farm on something, you’ll surprise yourself with what you’ll do to see it through.”

This starts all the girls in on me, kissing and hugging me and saying “Aww” because I’m so sweet. And I am. I deserve it.

“This is the best sandwich ever,” I say. “And I’m lucky to be at the center of it.”

I get one more big squeeze in before we all separate from our hug.

“Oh, that reminds me,” Jordan says. “Tomorrow, I’ll bring you a sandwich.”

“You’ve got enough to do already,” I say.

“I can fill in here and there,” Jordan says. “It’s fine.”

“No way I’m making my pregnant girlfriend fetch sandwiches for me,” I say.

“Well, there’s no more room in the budget to hire another production assistant,” Natalie says.

“What if I don’t take a fee?” I say.

“You deserve to be paid,” Eliza says.

“And I will be,” I say. “Just as soon as the movie makes money. I can survive until then.”

“Are you sure?” Jordan says. “Don’t forget. Baby stuff.”

“I’m thinking of that,” I say. “I’ve got it covered.”

“We have to pay you something,” Natalie says. “Roxy and Soli are both in the Screen Actor’s Guild. That means it’s a union production.”

“Okay, fine,” I say. “Pay me something, but carve out just enough to pay someone else to be the production assistant.”

“There are minimums,” Natalie says. “We can’t pay you less than the minimum, and that’s what Carlo was getting.”

“I won’t say anything,” Roxy says.

“Me neither,” Soli says.

“See?” I say. “Who’s gonna know?”

“Well, alright,” Natalie says. “But if you ever do a movie, let your agent negotiate for you. You’re terrible at it.”

I laugh.

“Oh! I know who we can get,” Soli says. “He’s got nothing going on, and he’d jump at the chance to spend his time on set with us. Actually, he’d probably take the job just to get free food.”

“Okay, perfect,” I say. “Who is it?”
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“Here’s your turkey club, Mr. Navarro,” says Rick.

Yep. Rick the Pool Guy. We met this fellow when he was hanging around the pool at our apartment complex and since then, he’s become… Well, I don’t know what to call him. A mascot? That doesn’t sound right. ‘Pet’ sounds worse. But there’s no way to easily label what Rick is to our group. He’s just a guy you kinda keep around.

“Rick, you don’t need to call me Mr. Navarro,” I say. “You can just call me Matty.”

He nods, sort of bowing, looking down with that hangdog expression of his. His face is fleshy like a basset hound. Now I can’t not see it. He looks like Huckleberry Hound.

He rushes out the door and I tear open the paper on my sandwich. Beside me, Soli and Roxy are sitting in the makeup chairs getting their hair done, their sandwiches sitting on paper plates.

“Rick seems to be working out well,” I say.

“Yeah, he loves it,” Roxy says. “He’s got a sense of purpose like I’ve never seen in him. It’s actually kinda hot.”

I give her a look like, come on. Rick? Hot?

“What?” she says. “Men with purpose are sexy. You should know. Ever since you started working on this movie, you’ve been giving off some super hot dad vibes.”

“So, me and Rick are now in the same category?” I say. “Yeah, I definitely feel sexy.”

Soli is getting her hair put into place.

“Okay, beautiful,” Monique says. “You’re set.”

“Thanks, doll,” Soli says.

As Monique takes off that little bib that barbers make you wear, Soli slips out and reaches for her sandwich. She has been ready for that roast beef on parmesan, I can tell.

“You ready for today?” she asks, then takes a bite.

“I think so,” I say. “You wanna run lines?”

Soli’s chewing, so Roxy answers for her.

“She means the sex scene,” Roxy says.

To be honest, I haven’t really thought about it at all. It was a relief not to have as many lines to memorize. I just need to do what comes naturally, as Eliza would say.

“I think I’m ready for it,” I say. “I mean, I’ve been there before. I bluffed my way through the rest of it. This will be the easy part.”

“Every guy thinks that,” Roxy says. “But it’s more complicated than you think. You can’t actually touch. You’ve got to maintain physical separation but act like it’s not there.”

“Okay,” I say. “I guess that makes sense. I can handle that.”

“Also,” Soli says. “And I know I’ve never said this to you, but you can’t get hard. You’ll be wearing this kinda sock on a sling.”

“Sock on a sling?” I say. “Do you know anything about this?”

Monique just shakes her head, carefully tugging little kinks out of Roxy’s hair.

“Not my department,” she says.

“I thought we’d be covered with a sheet,” I say. “Why can’t I just wear underwear?”

“It’ll show up on camera.”

I guess there’s more to this that I hadn’t anticipated. Maybe I should have done my homework.

“You okay?” Soli asks. “If not, you can always talk to the intimacy coordinator to make sure that you’re feeling comfortable with everything.”

“Okay, that’s good,” I say, feeling like I’ve got at least a little control over the situation. “Who is it?”

“Jordan,” Soli says.

Of course. Well, it’s good that I’ve got someone looking out for me, and it helps that it’s someone who has already seen me naked. I take a breath and remind myself that I’m already fully prepared for this. It’s just a simulated sex scene with my sexual partner. If there’s anyone that I can be free and natural with, it’s someone I’ve made love to countless times.

Monique finishes up with Roxy’s hair and now it’s my turn.

“Take off your shirt,” she says. “But leave your pants on.”

I get my chest shaved, not completely but just a few touch ups here and there. Then she trims my chest hairs so they look nice and manicured. That’s not the end of it. Monique leaves and then Rachel and Jimmy come to do our costumes and makeup. Jimmy helps me put on the sock sling. Soli gets pasties over her nipples and this kind of patch thing to cover herself. I find it’s best not to look in her direction as Rachel applies makeup all over my body. But that’s also putting me in this weird headspace. I can’t think about what I’m about to do, and I also can’t not think about it.

It’s kinda like somebody saying, “don’t think about pink elephants.” Except in this case it’s, “don’t think about pink elephants but do look like you’re thinking about them.” There’s no escaping it. If I try to conquer my nerves by mentally going over the script, which usually helps to calm me, I just end up picturing Soli and then thoughts of sex flood my brain. But then, if my thoughts drift elsewhere, I’m suddenly struck by anxiety that I’ve forgotten something, or I’m about to forget something and then screw up on camera.

“Okay,” Rachel says. “We’re gonna let the makeup set and then I’ll bring you a robe, ‘kay?”

“Sure.”

“You look great,” she says, giving me a quick once over.

Rachel is a good-looking woman. Full lips and high cheek bones, with breasts that… actually, I think I’ll hold off and not describe her breasts. That wouldn’t help my situation one bit. So, you can just know that she’s got boobs and fill in the rest for yourself. The tits you’re picturing are probably better than her real ones anyway. But I’ll tell you, the real ones are nice.

I wince a little. Don’t get hard, Matty.

I shift on the ball of my foot. Roxy picks up on it, I can tell. She gives me this little smile and tilts her head, like, “Hey, what’s going on?”

“Does somebody need to jerk off?” she asks, a smile forming on her face.

“It would have been nice to have been offered that option before my dick was put in a sling,” I say.

“How often do you do it per day?” Soli asks.

“As often as necessary,” I say. “Though not nearly so much as I did before I met you.”

“You still have time,” Roxy says.

“I don’t,” I say. “We’re gonna shoot in like, three minutes.”

“We can beat that time,” Soli says with a grin.

“Thanks, but save it for the camera,” I say.

“You’re sure you’re not gonna burst out of that thing?” Roxy asks.

“Not sure at all,” I say. “But what choice do I have? I’m not gonna let Rick barge in here only to find me with my cock in your mouth.”

The door opens. It’s Rachel with the robes. She hands me mine, then helps the girls into theirs.

“You guys look so wonderful,” she says as she leaves. “Break a leg!”

Yeah, my third leg. It might just snap from the pressure it’s under.

“Relax,” Roxy says. “The sling isn’t designed to restrict you. You’ll have a little room to grow. You’ll be okay just as long as you don’t get fully hard.”

“And if I do?”

“Try thinking of Rick,” Soli suggests.

“Thanks,” I say. “That might actually help.”

Speak of the devil. Rick knocks and then enters without waiting to be let in.

“They’re ready for you on Stage A,” he says.

“Thanks, Rick,” Roxy says.

“That’s the big one. Go past Stage B and you’re there,” Rick says.

“Yep,” I say. “We’ve got it.”

My heart is jackhammering as we enter the scene. The lights aimed at the bed set seem especially bright. There’s this big camera rig with the camera suspended from the end, looking down. I look around and see just Eliza, Jordan, and Brian standing around the set getting everything ready. Lorenzo the cameraman is standing at the camera rig, on his phone. I guess they asked everyone else to leave, which is nice. It helps a little.

“Hey, how are we feeling?” Eliza asks. “Is everyone comfortable?”

“Yeah,” I say.

“He’s shitting bricks,” Soli says.

“Am not.”

“It’s totally fine to be nervous,” Jordan says. “That’s why I’m here for you guys.”

“Thanks, babe,” I say. “It’s cool. I’ve just got to get into the zone.”

“Yeah, do what you need to do,” Eliza says. “Brian’s just going to walk you through what we’ll be doing shot by shot so everything’s clear.”

I try to listen to Brian as he lays out the shots, but for some reason it’s like everything he says is in another language. He’s moving his hands and gesturing at the camera rig. The girls are nodding along, but I’m starting to panic.

What do I do? What is he telling me to do? I should be paying attention right now. Instead, I’m thinking about paying attention. Okay, Matty. You missed the first, but you can still follow along if you tune into what he’s saying right now—

“Now when you get into that position, you don’t want to move around too much. I’ll be coming around with the hand-held, mostly just to get some extra angles.”

I nod, just smiling as if I’m understanding everything, even as it feels like my brain is a sieve that drains as quickly as I fill it.

“That’s pretty much it,” he says. “Does anyone have questions or concerns? Don’t be shy. Now’s the time.”

Yeah, what’s the first thing I do, and after that, what’s next? Also, could you just go through the whole setup again and again until it somehow sticks in my brain?

“Okay, thanks guys,” he says.

“Thanks, Brian,” the girls both say.

He walks over to the camera rig to give us space and Eliza comes forward.

“Now we’re just going to get you situated and make sure everyone is comfortable before we get started,” Eliza says, leading us over to the bed.

Lorenzo raises the camera rig so we don’t accidentally smack our heads on it. Roxy and Soli disrobe and toss the robes onto a chair off-camera. They then climb onto the bed. I take off my robe, watching them and hoping that I can just wing it and keep it natural. But, of course, I betray the fact that I’m stumbling through this thing with no idea what I’m doing as soon as I try to climb into bed with them.

“Hold on, Matty,” Eliza says. “We’re going to put the pad down first.”

“Oh, right,” I say, freezing in place.

Brian and Lorenzo are the ones to carry the pad over and place it over the girls. I just stand there, staring and trying to remember something from the script or what Brian said before.

Wait, I remember now! He said he’d be carrying a hand-held camera!

So, what? That doesn’t help me! What am I supposed to do?!

The pad in place, Brian gestures to me. Okay, that’s a clear signal. I lie down on the bed just between the two girls, resting on the pad itself, which is covering them both from the waist down. I try to rest normally, but I feel like there’s no position that’s completely comfortable. The lights feel hot, and I’m worried I’m going to sweat through my body makeup.

I feel stiff. Not like that. Not yet. I feel like I’m too stiff in my movements. I realize I’m not breathing in and out, so I take a breath. But it comes out too heavy, and it’s clear to everyone that I’m nervous. Soli reaches up and touches my arm, calm and reassuring. Roxy pinches my thigh under the sheet, making me squirm. I smile.

“You doing okay?” she whispers.

“Yeah,” I say.

I just breathe in through my nose, trying to relax. You can do this, Matty. These are your women. You’ve given them pleasure countless times before. They love and trust you, and you feel the same. This is gonna look sexy.

This self-talk makes me feel better. But it also makes me feel aroused. I can feel the sock starting to pinch as thoughts of the times I’ve fucked these two good and proper start climbing inside my brain. So, I try thinking of something else. I try thinking of Rick, imagining I’ve got him pinned underneath me, but it just makes me smile at the absurdity of it. To see those multiple chins, those vacant beady eyes staring up at me, I can’t stay in character.

Man, I am really fucked. I’m either gonna bust up laughing or bust a nut, and neither is what I’m supposed to be doing.

“Everybody good?” Jordan leans over and asks.

Well, it’s not like I can come clean now. So, I just nod.

“Okay,” Eliza says. “Sound speeding!”

Then, inevitably—

“Action!”

I freeze for a second, then suddenly start squirming around. Roxy and Soli are there, moving gently underneath me, but I’m just sorta flailing around. I try to rub and touch each girl, but I’ve completely forgotten everything we were supposed to do together. It looks awkward and bad. And I know it.

“Can we cut?” Eliza says.

It feels like someone dumped a bucket of ice into my stomach. I let out another big breath that I didn’t realize I was holding in. Eliza comes over. She crouches down so she can bring her face closer to mine.

“Okay,” she says. “That was good… but, uh, let’s see if we can go again and try to be a little more natural.”

“Sorry,” I say.

“It’s okay, don’t worry about it,” she says. “We’re gonna get it. It just might take a little time.”

So, we reset. And it doesn’t get any better. This time, I try to compensate for my nervousness, but that just makes me hurry through everything I’m supposed to do.

“Cut!”

Eliza and Brian come over.

“He’s gotta hold still,” Brian says.

“But not completely still, right, Matty?” Eliza says.

Oh, man. This is humiliating. I just can’t remember the damn choreography. I really didn’t prepare myself for this. And, well, I’m paying the price for it now.

Brian gets down and starts touching different points on the bed.

“You need to hit here,” he says, touching a spot, “then here. Then, excuse me, Soli, then here, also.”

He holds his palm over Soli’s breast. Grab her here.

“Okay,” I say, nodding.

I can’t remember the last time I felt so dense. I can’t believe it. I mean, I made a damn sex tape. I didn’t feel this nervous that time with Valerie. So, why can’t I seem to function normally now?

Admittedly, the setup is a lot more complicated. It would probably help if I could actually just fuck instead of having to look like I’m doing it while somehow remaining flaccid with two of my girls semi-nude underneath me.

Maybe it’s just the yips, like athletes get. You get so nervous and introspective that you forget how to do the simple things you’ve done a thousand times before. Except they’re pros and I’m an amateur, so maybe it’s only the yips when you don’t actually suck. Whatever it is, I’m determined to get this right.

We reset and I try again. It’s a little better, it’s pretty close. I touch where I’m supposed to touch, and the girls touching me helps me along. I think I might actually be doing it. But just when I think I’ve got the hang of it, I start getting hard. I try not to, but the blood flows where it wants to. And well, it’s kinda hard to hide in such an intimate setting.

I try humping, but I’m making a face as my erection rubs against the foam pad. I don’t mean to, but I do. It’s not a great look.

“Cut,” Eliza says. “That’s a cut.”

My head feels like it’s too heavy for my neck to hold it up.

“It’s okay, sweetie,” Soli says.

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “Don’t worry. We’ll get it.”

I look up and Eliza is standing over us.

“Let’s take a short pause,” she says. “Camera crew, step out, please. I’m just going to have a chat with the actors for a sec.”


8.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” I say, wiping sweat from my brow.

We’re alone on set now. Jordan, Roxy, and Soli are standing over by the folding chairs. I’m sitting on the bed, the sheet covering me. Eliza is sitting across from me, a look of deep compassion in her eyes. It turns my stomach the way she looks at me, as embarrassed as I am at my failure. 

“I know that I can do this,” I say. “I mean, that night at your house, we did all that stuff. I wasn’t nervous at all.”

“This is a different kind of performance,” Eliza says. “Look, Matty, give yourself a little credit. You stepped into this role very late in the process. You may be comfortable being on camera, but you’re not comfortable pretending to be, am I right?”

“Exactly,” I say. “I think if I could just, ya know, actually perform, it might make things easier.” 
Eliza gets this intense look in her eyes. Her expression doesn’t change, but I think I notice her nostrils flare. She starts blinking a lot, too.

“Are you in any pain?” she asks. “Is the sling uncomfortable?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Kinda.”

Eliza turns to the girls.

“Hey, Jordan?” she says. “Could you join us, please?”

Jordan hurries over.

“What’s up?” she asks, bending at the hip but not crouching because of her belly.

“I want to try something with Matty real fast, and I just want you here to offer him support, if he needs it.”

“What are you going to do?” I ask.

“Just lie back,” she says.

I lie back and Eliza tugs the sheet away, revealing my bulging erection inside the sock.

“I think we need to take this off him,” Eliza says to Jordan. “Let’s do it carefully.”

Jordan tries to lean down, but it’s not easy for her with her belly.

“Sorry, oh, sorry, Jordan,” Eliza says. “I wasn’t thinking. I’ll do it. Please, just stay close so that I know Matty is comfortable with everything.”

Eliza’s hands move, carefully peeling off the tape that keeps the sling attached. My cock slides out. Not fully hard but definitely not flaccid. I’m engorged and I’m also very confused about where this is going.

“Matty, are you comfortable?” Eliza asks. “More than before?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Better. Thanks.”

Her eyes are intense. The smoky eye-makeup accentuates her piercing blue eyes. But it’s that stare, apparently calm but with this probing look. She’s looking for something from me, permission maybe. For something she won’t say. 

“I think the problem is that you are trying to do two things at once,” she says. “You’re trying to perform while also trying not to. The contradiction is written all over your face.”

I just nod, transfixed by her.

“What you gave me before isn’t usable,” Eliza says. “But if you trust me, we can conjure something great. Something truly transcendent.”

“Okay,” I say. 

I look at Roxy and Soli. They’ve stopped talking and are watching, too. All of us are just waiting to see where this will go. Eliza sees me staring and looks over her shoulder at the girls. She smiles as she turns back to me.

“Aren’t they beautiful?” she asks, her eyelids getting heavy. “They’re such fantastic women. Each unique, strong, with a power of her own.”

I nod, feeling like I’m being hypnotized. Eliza’s hand hovers over my swollen cock, fingers not quite touching me. Not yet.

“They’re both yours,” Eliza says quietly. “They want to pleasure you. They crave you like you crave them.”

“Yeah,” I say, my voice coming out like rasp.

“Focus on what you’re feeling,” Eliza says. “Think of the first time you saw Soli. Stay with that experience. Don’t say a word. Just let your mind drift back.”

I can feel my eyelids getting heavy.

“It’s okay,” Eliza says. “You can close your eyes if that helps you.”

I take a deep breath and think about Soli, the first time I saw her. The moment when I pulled that piece of broken glass from the tear in her jeans. The smell of her apartment, the way she looked the first time we ever made love. I can feel my erect cock twitch as I get stiffer. My mouth goes slack and I can feel my breathing getting heavy.

“Now think of Roxy,” Eliza says. “Imagine her as she was the first time you saw her.”

With Roxy, the emotions are more complicated. I remember that snotty expression on her face at that party. But then I see her smiling, the two of us standing at the lookout on Mulholland Drive. I can hear her screams of pleasure on that rollercoaster. I smile.

I feel slender fingers stroke my cock.

“Matty?” Eliza whispers. “Is this okay?”

I open my eyes slowly. Eliza is peering at me, wearing this reassuring smile on her face. I smile. I look down and watch as Eliza massages my cock.

“Whoa,” I say.

“Is this alright?” Eliza says. “Tell me if you want me to stop.”

I look over at Jordan, who’s retreated to watch from a distance. Roxy and Soli have come closer. They’re all watching, stunned but clearly as fascinated as I am.

“Don’t stop,” I say. “That’s good.”

She continues running her fingers along my shaft, rubbing and caressing my sensitive head. Eliza’s face is unreadable. Her eyes are reassuring, but there’s no clear emotion on her face. I have no idea what she’s feeling as she does this for me, whether she’s getting the same pleasure from giving that I’m getting from receiving.

“Focus on them,” she says. “Concentrate on giving everything you have to your lovers. Think of their bodies, their hearts. Think of what it feels like to touch them.”

Precum spills from my fully-hard cock. Eliza kneads me harder now, stimulating every part of my cock. Her pace is growing faster now, each stroke bringing me closer to orgasm.

“I’m… uh, Eliza?” I say. “I’m gonna cum.”

She nods.

“Let it out,” she says. “Don’t hold back. Let go.”

She strokes me harder, faster, applying the pressure where I need it most. She tugs at the skin around my head. Her grip is firm, but her hands are so soft.

I groan, feeling all the tension I was carrying leave my body. Cum spills from my head, spurting all over the bed. Eliza stares at my cock as it erupts, transfixed. I smile, not believing that just happened.

Soli claps, then Roxy joins in. Soon, Jordan is joining them.

“Bravo!” Soli says.

“Bravissima!” Roxy says, kissing her fingers in that sign that means something is delicious. “That was incredible.”

“Eliza, that was unbelievable!” Soli says.

Eliza doesn’t say anything, her face turning red. She stands, covering her face with her hand.

“What’s wrong?” Jordan asks.

“I shouldn’t have done that,” Eliza says, clearly feeling self-conscious.

“It’s okay,” Roxy says. “That was a big moment for you. And Matty’s fine. Right, Matty?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Totally fine. A little… surprised. But yeah, you didn’t do anything wrong. Don’t worry. It was great.”

“I only wanted to…” she mutters, then she seems to choke on the words. All she can manage to audibly say is, “Unprofessional.”

“It’s alright,” I say. “Really, Eliza. You helped me. Thank you.”

“I… wanted to…”

She smiles but then fights back tears. Soli just approaches her, gently wrapping her arms around her. She kisses Eliza’s cheek and just holds her. Roxy and Jordan come to comfort her. I wonder if I should get up and join the group hug, too. But lying there, propped up on the mattress by my elbows, I just watch the three of them.

I’m not sure why or how, but Eliza just had a real moment of clarity and pleasure just now. She experienced something that she wasn’t expecting. And that goes double for me. But I think it was healthy. It might have even healed something inside her. Her face reveals some deeply held emotion that’s coming to the surface.

That night at her house, Eliza revealed to us she’s never had a pleasurable sexual experience with someone else. She’s never felt comfortable giving or receiving pleasure from another person. Well, she sure gave me pleasure just now. And I think she got some pleasure from it herself.

Hell, who knows? Maybe my cock is magic!

“How do you feel, Matty?” Jordan asks.

“Great,” I say. “I don’t know what that was, but I’m definitely not feeling creatively blocked anymore. In fact, I’m not blocked in any way. That’s for sure.”

Eliza seems to have composed herself. She wipes away a tear and smiles.

“In that case,” she says. “I think we should clean up the spill and then invite the camera and lighting crews back in.”

“Okay,” I say.

“Do you think you can channel what we did in that exercise into your performance in front of the camera?” Eliza asks.

“I think so,” I say. “I’m definitely not going to be distracted by my hard-on. That’s for sure.”

“Good,” Eliza says. “Good. Okay, let’s reset.”

Jordan grabs a pack of tissues and tosses it to me. I dab up the semen stain, getting up as much of it as I can. I’m not sure what the camera will pick up, but I think we can probably cover it with the sheet.

I get up and the girls climb into bed. Then I place the pad over them. There, now the stain is completely covered. Then I climb into bed.

“How amazing was that?” Roxy says.

“Oh, I know,” Soli says. “You were so sexy, sweetie.”

“I literally didn’t do a thing,” I say. “But I’m glad that it was good for you too.”

The camera crew comes back in, we get set up, and the whole thing goes much more smoothly. This time, I’m not nervous. I’m not caught between pleasure and discomfort, trying to look like I’m having a great time when I’m actually miserable. I just let myself go and experience what I felt when Eliza was touching me. I focus on the girls, their bodies as I touch them. But I’m also thinking about what each means to me. I’m picturing how special they are and feeling this intense gratitude that I’m able to drink them in, to pleasure them as they do the same to me.

The difference must be showing up on camera because we get a clean take. Brian’s looking very pleased as he gives us notes. I still screwed up a few things, failed to hit my mark exactly, but in his words–

“It’s a world of difference. Just incredible. This time, you’re so much more present. How did you do it?”

“It was all because of Eliza,” I say. “It’s kind of amazing what she’s able to get out of me.”

Soli and Roxy giggle. Brian, oblivious, just shrugs.

“Well, whatever she did, I hope she keeps doing it,” he says.

This brings on even more giggling. I watch Eliza as she watches from her director’s chair, her expression sphinx-like.

“Me too,” I say. “Me too.”


9.

My head is heavy and my eyes are red. I’ve just had my tenth cup of coffee for the day, and I’m feeling it. We’ve been going for fourteen hours, grinding away. Not just today. Day after day, it’s this grueling schedule. I haven’t worked this many hours since NovaCare, and with that job all I had to do was ride a desk. Being an actor means you’re always moving, walking and talking and having to keep your energy up.

At least tomorrow is Saturday. Of course, we still work on Saturday. But after Saturday comes Sunday, our one day off per week. And it’s knowing that one day a week off is near that gives me the strength to carry on.

But it will be worth it. We’re getting what we need, slowly but surely. Just six more weeks are left in the production schedule. Yeah, we probably won’t be finished in time and will need another week or two of reshoots and makeups, but still. There’s light at the end of the tunnel. All of us are finding our rhythm and really growing as performers. Ever since that day when Eliza got me off on set, I haven’t struggled like I did before.

It’s just me and Roxy in the green room. She’s resting her eyes, her head propped against her arm. I’m stretching, trying to loosen the discs in my back. Too much sitting, too much standing, and way too little sleep. That’s why I’m feeling like this. I try moving my hips, but it doesn’t bring much relief. This must be what getting old is like. At the end of the day, you’re tired and sore and there’s not much you can do about it. Why should the end of life be any different?

Soli enters and raises her hands to the ceiling.

“We’re wrapped!” she says. “We can go home.”

“Oh, thank God,” I say.

Roxy stirs, her green contacts making her eyes look even more red and bleary than mine.

“Cool,” she says, yawning.

“Natalie wants us all to meet on stage for an announcement,” Soli says.

I nod, zombie walking to Stage A. Our little family is all gathered around, waiting to hear the latest. Natalie’s got a smile on her face. This might be good news.

“First off, thank you all,” Natalie says. “Thanks to each and every one of you for bringing your very best every day.”

There’s some scattered applause, a few hoots.

“We know this hasn’t been easy. We’ve had setbacks, and we’ve all had to learn and adapt. We’re all figuring this out as we go, but what matters is that we’re doing it. We’re making it happen. Thanks to all of you.”

I join in with a little golf clap.

“You all know we’ve been running behind schedule,” Natalie continues. “But that’s changed. Thanks to your phenomenal efforts, we’ve caught up. We’re now back on schedule!”

Now everyone is clapping and cheering. This is the best news we’ve heard since we started. Once the applause dies down, Natalie reveals the big news.

“That means we won’t be coming back here tomorrow,” she says. “Everybody gets an extra day off. Take the full weekend! You’ve earned it!”

The stage erupts into applause. Everybody’s getting a second wind. It’s high fives and hugs all around.

“Thanks, everybody!” Eliza says. “We’ll get the stage reset on Monday. Go home, get some rest.”

After the applause dies down, everybody starts clearing out. I hurry to the green room to get my phone charger and my neck pillow and all the rest of my stuff. Roxy and Soli follow me in. Then, Soli closes the door.

“Jordan needs a shower,” Soli says.

“Well, yeah, I’m sure she does,” I say. “We all do.”

“No, dummy, for the baby.”

“Oh,” I say. “Yeah. Good thinking.”

“There’s not much time, but how about this Sunday?” Soli says. “We could surprise her at her place.”

“That only gives everyone tomorrow to buy gifts,” Roxy says.

“I know, it’s not great,” Soli says. “But she’s been working so hard. She has no time to shop. I don’t want her to have to wait until her due date to get diapers and clothes.”

“So, who’s going to get what?” Roxy asks. “Do we make a list?”

“We don’t even know the sex of the baby yet,” I say. “Do we get pink stuff or blue?”

Soli rubs her forehead, massaging her temple.

“Yeah, let’s figure that out,” she says.

“We can focus on essentials like food and diapers and wipes and stuff like that,” I say. “Baby toys are fairly gender neutral, right?”

“It’s all pretty much color coded,” Roxy says. “Since they start out without much hair, if you don’t clearly signal their gender with the baby stuff, strangers will misgender your kid.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s what I live in fear of.”

“I’m with Matty,” Soli says. “Who cares what strangers think? We’re unconventional anyway, so why bother? What do we actually need? Not, ‘what can we buy to feel cool and good about ourselves?’ Let’s think about actual essentials. We have to have bottles, right?”

“Not if she’s going to breastfeed,” Roxy says. “Is she?”

“I have no idea,” I say.

“She is,” Soli says. “But she’ll still need bottles and a breast pump.”

“Okay,” I say. “That’s kind of a big-ticket item. I’ll get that.”

“What about a stroller?” Roxy says. “I can get that.”

“Maybe I should get the stroller instead,” I say. “Which thing costs the most?”

“You don’t have to handle everything,” Soli says. “We’re all in this. You may be the dad, but we’re… sister wives, or whatever.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “We said we’d all contribute. You two don’t have to shoulder all this all by yourself. We’re all family.”

I’m fighting exhaustion, but my burden feels a little lighter. It’s never easy having a kid, especially when it’s an unplanned pregnancy, but I couldn’t imagine a better team to help carry the load.

“Okay, how about this,” I say. “I’ll get a nice gender-neutral stroller. It’s expensive, but I wouldn’t feel weird shopping for it.”

“Then, I’ll get the breast pump and bottles,” Roxy says.

“Great. So, those are covered,” Soli says, making a note on her phone. “I’m starting a group chat for everyone in the group, except Jordan, of course.”

“Who else is in it, besides the three of us and Natalie?” I ask.

“Eliza? Valerie?” Soli says. “Why shouldn’t we include them?”

“I dunno,” I say. “I was just thinking about the group group.”

“What is this group group you’re talking about?” Roxy says. “I don’t remember us casting a vote to exclude them.”

“That’s true,” I say. “But we also never said that they were in the… tribe or whatever.”

“Matty, when you’re having a shower so your pregnant girlfriend can get stuff for your baby, you invite more people, not less,” Soli says. “Besides, I know Eliza would want to come. And it would be rude to invite her but not Valerie. They’re twins. I think word will get around.”

“Yeah, okay,” I say. “I can’t argue with that logic.”

I hadn’t really thought about the fact that Eliza would want to come. I guess our status is just a little bit vague. I mean, Eliza’s not my girlfriend. Not at all. Valerie isn’t either. But, then, why does it all have to be about me? We’ve all grown close from working together. But I wouldn’t say that they’re full-fledged members. Yet. Of course, if the criterion for being in the group is having had sexual contact with the father of the baby, then I guess they both qualify.

“You don’t have any resentment toward Valerie, right?” Roxy says. “Not angry that your date didn’t turn into a relationship?”

“No, of course not,” I say. “She’s into having fun, I respect that. If I wasn’t already way too busy, I might be happy to have the same thing. As it is though, I just don’t need the distraction.”

A moment later, I get the invite for a new group called “Jordan’s (Secret) Baby Shower.” She sends a quick message to everyone telling them to keep it secret. Messages of support start flooding in as we finish packing our stuff and everyone coordinates on what they’re going to bring.

Natalie: I’ve got Huggies and wipes!

Valerie: I’ve got strained carrots.

Kidding!

No baby likes those.

I’mma get nanners!

More messages come flooding in. If we keep this up, Jordan is going to see us all texting each other and know something’s up.

Me: I’m muting this convo and I think everyone should do the same. We don’t want Jordan to figure out what we’re doing, right?

The girls read my message and nod.

“Yeah,” Soli says. “You’re probably right. Let’s go find Jordan and go home. You need to keep her distracted tomorrow. I’ll slip away and buy some gifts. Just keep her occupied.”

As it turns out, this is what I spend the whole weekend doing. On Saturday, we hang out like we usually do. Jordan sleeps in late and then we eat at Lola’s. In the afternoon, we hang out by the pool. Jordan floats around, which has become her favorite activity since she’s gotten pregnant. Soli claims that she’s gotta do some food shopping, which she actually does.

After our swim, Jordan gets sleepy and goes in for a nap, which gives me the excuse to go pick out a stroller. Except that Soli and I still have just one car between us, so I have to order it on Amazon. It won’t arrive in time for the party, of course—not even two-day shipping can be that fast. But I don’t know how else I can break away. This way, I can at least show her what I’ve bought her.

I feel kinda bad, especially because I didn’t plan ahead. If it weren’t for Soli being in this relationship too, I have no idea how we could handle having this baby.

Soli sends me a text letting me know she’s back while Jordan is still asleep. I slip out of Jordan’s apartment and meet her in the parking lot.

“Hey,” she says, getting out of her car. “Help me with this stuff.”

She goes to open the back door and I grab her around the waist and pull her to me, kissing her neck and running my hands all over her.

“You are an amazing woman,” I say, nuzzling her. “You’re so sexy and incredible and kind and thoughtful and generous.”

“I am all of those things,” Soli says, reaching around to grab me.

I turn her around and we kiss. It’s the kind of kiss where each of us is telling the other what a relief it is just to have each other using only our tongues. I mean, we’d use our tongues to talk, but you know what I mean.

“I’m so grateful for you today,” I say. “I couldn’t do this alone, and I couldn’t imagine trying to do it without you. And I know Jordan feels the same. But she’s asleep, so let’s do it in your apartment.”

“Great idea,” she says. “I’ll be inside freshening up. You bring the stuff in.”

I smack her ass, sending her off. She stops and blows me an air kiss before walking over to her building. I open the back seat door and look inside. It’s full of shopping bags, including some groceries, plus a car seat.

Car seat! Damnit, I should have thought of that!

I grab one bag. It’s baby stuff, wipes and towels and some clothes. One whole paper bag is completely full of baby food. She must have spent hundreds on all this stuff.

I grab four shopping bags and bring them up. The car seat is more of a challenge. There isn’t room for it in Soli’s apartment. Or, anyway, there isn’t anywhere I can stash it that Jordan isn’t likely to see it. So, I put it in the trunk where I can get it again later.

I walk back up to Soli’s place and take off my shoes. I turn around and see that she’s sitting in the big chair examining her cuticles.

She’s had a shower, I can tell. She hasn’t wet her hair, but she smells clean.

My other clue is that she’s completely naked.

She looks up at me, those big eyes with their dark lashes trained on me with a kind of predatory amusement.

“Hey,” I say.

“You were saying something about me before,” she says. “What was it?”

“I don’t remember,” I say. “All thought has gone out of my head, but I do feel the urge to worship you.”

“Worship?” she says, running both hands down her thighs. “I like that. That could work for me.”

“Jesus, you are so fine,” I say, almost to myself.

She grins, watching me as I take in every inch of her. That dark black hair that falls across her shoulders, the fullness of her breasts with those milk chocolate nipples. Her sunkissed skin, her perfectly smooth thighs pressed together. I just want to drop to my knees and part those legs, tasting her hidden lips and making her squirm, then scream with pleasure.

So, what’s stopping me?

Slowly, taking my time, I tug off my T-shirt and slide off my basketball shorts. I’m already starting to get hard as I get down on my knees in front of. She’s watching me the whole time, drinking in the sight of me.

“You like having your man this way?” I ask.

“I could get used to it,” she says.

I rub her knee and then move higher up her thigh.

“You got yourself all nice and fresh for me,” I say, rubbing my hand between her legs. “What a good girl you are.”

She bites her lip as she grins.

“Is it because you want my tongue inside you?”

“A good girl like me would never answer a question like that,” she says.

“Too bad,” I say. “I like the way good girls taste.”

“Yeah?” she says. “So, go eat some other little girl, you monster.”

“Too late,” I say, leaning down to plant kisses on her thighs. “I’ve already chosen you.”

Soli strokes her tits, pressing her right one with her hand. 

“Maybe I’m a bad girl who’s just pretending to be good.”

“Works for me.”

I part her legs and she spreads them, using the pillow behind her to bring herself closer to me. God, she’s wet already. I rub her inner thighs and kiss them. She starts massaging her tits, wiggling to spread her pussy wider.

I bring my lips to hers, licking them to get her started. Her breath starts to get heavy. She suppresses a little squeal as the pleasure surges up her spine, spreading to every extremity in her body. She can’t keep still as I start tonguing her, getting deeper each time. In no time, she’s ready for me to focus on flicking her clit with the tip of my tongue. 

“Fuck,” she squeals. “Matty!”

I know how much she loves this part, so I take my time with it. She’s practically thrashing now, her hands traveling all over her body to touch herself everywhere at once.

I’m already hard, knowing how I’m about to get her off. I keep at her, knowing that I just need to keep touching her in the right ways to push her over the edge. I press my face inside her, she presses her legs together. Then her back arches and shivers as she spreads her legs–

“Ooohhhaaaa!” she cries, her whole body spasming with pleasure.

Satisfied that I’ve got her off, I come up for air. She rubs her face across my hands, legs still up in the air.

“Dios mio,” she says. “You’re the fucking king, baby.”

“I just know what you crave,” I say, “and how much you crave it.”

“Your turn,” she says, exhaling. “Or, is it my turn?” 

Her heart’s still racing and she’s got this glazed look in her eye.

“You can take a breath,” I say.

“No,” she says. “I want your cock in my mouth. I want to taste you while I’m still riding this high.”

She sits up and climbs out of the chair. I stand and then take her place in the chair. My cock is stiff and as soon as I sit down, she takes it in her hand, pumping it gently.

She reaches up and slips it in her mouth, licking my head and running her tongue along the underside. She kisses and rubs her lips up and down my shaft, before taking me deeper. I grab her head, running my fingers through her thick block locks as she pumps me hard in a steady rhythm.

A goofy grin spreads across my face as she sucks me, giving just enough pressure to the sensitive seam under the head of my cock. My vein bulges as she runs her lips over my whole shaft. I’m fully hard as my tip collides with her palette again and again.

“Soli,” her name slips from my lips. “Don’t stop, don’t…”

But she’s not stopping. She’s as eager as ever, keeping up a spectacular pace as she takes me deeper. I give her a little tap with the tips of my fingers on her crown, just to let her know what’s coming. Well, what’s coming is I’m coming. I feel this blissful release as I empty my balls down her throat. She makes the sexiest slurping, swallowing noises. She doesn’t let up until every drop of cum has been tongued off my manhood. 

Finally, she lets my cock slide from her mouth, peering up at me with this cheeky smile.

“You know what I crave too,” I say.

“Damn right,” she says.

Knock, knock!

“Hey, it’s me!” Jordan calls from the other side of the door.

Soli rises from her crouch and looks around. The shopping bags are still sitting on the counter where I left them. Shit.

“We have to put everything away,” Soli whispers, her voice just a little raspy after the workout her throat just got.

“Hold on,” I call. “We’re, uh… naked.”

“So?” Jordan calls from the other side of the door.

“Just give us a minute!” Soli says, rushing over to pick up the stuff.

I rush over to the kitchen. She picks up the bags and hands them over to me. No time to put it away, so I just move some detergent bottles and crap under the sink and put all the bags under there. When it’s all put away, Soli goes over and answers the door.

Jordan enters and scans the room. I lean against the sink, trying to look nonchalant. Then, I realize it would help the ruse if I had something I was doing in the kitchen. I open a drawer above the stove and then close it again.

Yeah, that’s nice and ordinary.

“What are you guys up to?” Jordan asks with a hint of a smile.

“Nothing,” I say, turning to take a glass from the drying rack and filling it up. “Just getting a drink of water.”

“All the moisture drained from his body when I sucked his cock,” Soli says.

“Uh huh,” Jordan says. “And what else were you doing?”

Her gaze passes between us. She’s definitely onto us.

“I gave Soli oral,” I say.

Jordan looks at me, then puts a hand on her belly.

“And what else were you doing?” she says.

“Hey, we’ve only got so much stamina,” I say. “What more do you want?”

“You know what I mean,” Jordan says. “If all you were doing was fucking, why make me wait outside until you finished?”

“Well, uh—”

“We weren’t thinking,” Soli cuts in. “We were just overcome with pleasure.”

“What?!” Jordan says. “That is such a lie. You’re up to something.”

“It’s nothing bad,” I say.

“Shut up!” Soli tells me.

“Okay, fine,” Jordan says, coming over to have a seat at the counter. “Don’t tell me. But don’t use sex to cover up your secrets. Or if you do, at least get your story straight first. Uh, we’re naked? Come on, that’s so lame.”

Soli comes over and puts her head on Jordan’s shoulder.

“We’re really not up to anything,” Soli says. “Just sex.”

“And how are you?” I ask, leaning over the counter. “Feeling well-rested?”

“I am,” Jordan says. “And you both are looking really hot, walking around naked. I’m just feeling like such a whale right now.”

“You’re not,” I say. “You look great.”

“Thanks,” Jordan says. “But ever since I got pregnant, I’m either insanely horny or just not turned on at all with nothing in between. Right now? Nothing.”

“That’s okay,” Soli says. “Just pay attention to what your body wants.”

“Food,” Jordan says with a sigh. “Always food. Always. Even when I’m craving sleep I’m craving food. Babies turn you into Garfield.”

“Let’s eat something,” I say. “We could order in.”

“No more junk,” Jordan says. “I just want something healthy. But with lots of butter.”

“I just got the thing,” I say. “Omelettes a la Matty. We’ve got eggs, right?”

“We’ve got eggs, we’ve got garlic, and an onion,” Soli says. “Not sure about what else.”

I check the fridge. We’ve actually got a pretty decent set of ingredients. There’s some Mexican cheese, spinach, and a tomato. But when I take the tomato out, I see it’s got a big bruise on it, so I throw it out. But there are some sundried tomatoes in the pantry and so I take them and the onion and garlic and start to cut everything up.

Soli joins me in the kitchen, cracking eggs into a bowl and then stirring them up with a fork. Jordan puts on a Latin mix playlist and we bump our bare hips as we cook together. I get the pan ready, pouring in some olive oil and then putting in all the diced veggies. The scent of fried onions and garlic fills the room.

 Soli pours in the eggs and then I stir in the spinach last. It’s simple, pretty cheap, and healthy. Jordan gives it her stamp of approval.

“Thanks, you guys,” Jordan says, cutting off a big piece of fluffy eggs with the end of her fork. “For all that you do. Every day.”

She smiles, a knowing smile that says she’s on to all our secrets. I just shrug.

“Of course, sweetie,” Soli says. “We’re always here for you.” 
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The next morning, while we’re having coffee in the living room, I announce that I’m going for a walk around Veteran’s Park. Soli says she’s staying behind to do laundry.

“I can help,” Jordan says.

“That’s okay,” Soli says, grabbing scattered clothes that are all around.

We have a bad habit of leaving dirty clothes on the floor and on the chairs and couches and stuff. Not just in the bedroom, in the living room, too. Whenever the mood strikes us, clothes just seem to fly off of us.

“Why don’t you go with Matty?” Soli says, picking up my shirt and throwing it in her basket. “If you want to.”

Jordan takes this as her cue, I’m pretty sure. It’s perfectly in character for Soli to avoid exercise. But ever since she got pregnant, Jordan hasn’t joined me on runs. We haven’t even taken a walk together in weeks.

“Sure,” she says, putting her hands on her knees and rising from the couch. “I just have to go slow. Soli, you’ll have lots of time with your laundry. Like, an hour at least.”

Soli turns and stares, like she knows she’s been caught, but she quickly recovers.

“Okay, have fun!”

Outside, I help Jordan slip on her Nikes.

“Being pregnant is so weird,” she says, as I slide her heel on. “Your feet get big. Did you know that?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I heard that somewhere.”

“The bones in your feet move,” she says, standing. “And after they do, they just stay like that. They get big and they stay big. I’ll have post-pregnancy feet forever now.”

“It’s not really that noticeable,” I say, helping her put on the other shoe.

“Maybe not for you,” she says. “I’m not complaining. Well, maybe I am. But I probably shouldn’t. There are worse things.”

With both shoes on, I offer up my palms and help her to rise from the stair.

“There are definitely worse things,” I say.

“Like post-pregnancy pussy,” she says. “Just prepare yourself.”

I’ve actually been worried about this but don’t want that concern to show on my face, so I decide to deflect with irony.

“I’ve been warned,” I say.

We walk hand in hand out of the parking lot. But after we leave the lot, we’ve got to walk along the road for a little while to reach the park. Since I don’t want Jordan to have to match my pace, I offer to let her go ahead.

I might have been overstating how far along she is. All her talk about being a whale and all that gives the impression that she’s huge and about to pop at any moment. Really, though, aside from the belly, she’s just as she always has been. She’s gotten some fat around her waist and thighs, and especially her ass, but it’s working for me.

Her ass remains shapely and toned, her waist not as wide as her belly. I watch her as she walks. Her ponytail wags back and forth as she moves. She seems to wiggle a bit more, which is extra cute.

When we reach the park, she wants to stop at a bench before we hit the trails.

“No problem,” I say. “We’re in no rush.”

“Yeah, I know,” Jordan says. “I think Soli will get her hour at least to do that laundry she has to get done.”

She gives me a little knowing smile and continues—

“I just hope that none of the laundry gets delayed. I want to make sure she’s got all of it set up so we don’t walk in on her at the wrong moment. Because that’s always awkward, when you’re really doing laundry and not using it as a pretense for something else.”

“Okay, so I guess you’ve figured it out.”

“It wasn’t that hard,” she says. “The way you’ve both been acting suspicious around me and making preparations, it’s either a surprise baby shower or an intervention.”

“Hey,” I say, putting my hand on her shoulder. “We all care about you. We just want you to get well.”

She snorts.

“Did Soli plan the whole thing herself?”

“Obviously,” I say. “Although, I helped.”

“Where would we be without her?” she says.

“I was thinking the same thing,” I say. “That’s what led to, well, what we were doing yesterday while you were napping.”

“Oh, so that’s how it happened? You two didn’t sneak off because you didn’t want to fuck just the two of you, without a blimp colliding with your parade?”

“Ya know, I was actually just thinking how hot you’ve become since you got pregnant.”

“Were not.”

“Were too,” I say. “I was watching your ass the whole time we were walking over here. Why do you think I made you walk in front of me?”

“Because I have to waddle at like three miles an hour now,” she says.

“Well, that too,” I say.

She smacks my arm. I recoil but smile.

“You’re supposed to tell me I’m not that slow,” she says.

“No, I’m supposed to tell you you aren’t that fat,” I say. “There’s no denying you’re slow, and that’s much less damaging to your ego anyway.”

She tries to hit me again, but I grab her arm and hold it.

“Let go!” she says, giggling.

But I don’t. I pull her toward me on the bench and kiss her cheek, her neck.

“You know you’re sexy to me, right?” I say. “And to Soli, too.”

“I know. I’m only sorta kidding,” she says. “I mean, I’m happy about the baby. But it’s not fun being fat like this.”

“You’re still a fantastically sexy woman,” I say.

“Good, that’s good,” she says. “Keep feeding me lines like that any time I’m feeling insecure.”

I rub her belly.

“I’ll feed you anything you want,” I say.

“Okay,” she says. “I’m ready to walk again.”

 She struggles to her feet.

 “Hey, I was just kidding,” I say.

 “I know,” she says. “But I really do want to get some steps in. I know it’ll be good for me.”

She starts walking toward the trails and I’m wondering if I’ve made a mistake teasing her. We’ve always been like this with each other, but I can also understand why she’s probably feeling extra sensitive right now.

I decide to test the waters and see if she’s still in a playful mood.

“So,” I say, “let’s talk baby names. I’m thinking Bruno. What do you think?”

“Have you thought about the fact that you’re not going to have any parental rights?” she asks.

Whoa. Where did that come from?

“What do you mean?” I say.

“Because we’re not married,” she says. “There’s nothing that proves you’re the baby’s father—legally, I mean.”

“Right, well… I get that it’s more legally complicated than if we were married. But I don’t think I have no rights. It’s something we can go to court and establish, I think.”

“We’ll have to,” she says. “Otherwise, it’s gonna be really difficult for you to be involved with raising our child at all. I mean, things like picking the baby up from school, living in the same house. All of that.”

“We’ll figure it out,” I say, risking putting a hand on her back. “People have unconventional relationships.”

She just keeps walking. I can’t tell if she’s upset with me or the situation or is just feeling a little overwhelmed. Honestly, given the circumstances, any of the above would be understandable.

“I’m not expecting that we’ll get married,” Jordan says. “That wouldn’t be fair to the other girls. But we do live in a society that is built on monogamy. Family planning, the way that people live their lives—all of it is based on a set of assumptions that don’t fit us.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I say. “I guess I hadn’t thought about it before you put it to me that way.”

We don’t say anything for a while. I just walk alongside her, not wanting to crowd her but just to let her know I’m there. After neither of us says anything for a while, I decide that an apology might help break the tension.

“I’m sorry if I haven’t done enough to anticipate everything you’re going through,” I say. “I’m just going through all this for the first time, ya know?”

She turns to look at me, and I see a softness in her eyes. She holds out her hand, and I’m relieved to grasp it.

“Give yourself some credit,” she says. “I mean, yeah, you haven’t been perfect. You’ve overlooked some things. But you had this baby dropped in your lap when you weren’t expecting it, and you’ve been ready to accept everything that’s been thrown at you. I told you I wanted to keep the baby, you supported me completely. You’ve been running around doing everything you can to provide for us both.”

“Thanks for saying that,” I say. “I appreciate it. I feel I’ve got the easy job, all things considered.”

“You do,” she says. “You’re the man. Pregnancy is harder on the mother. But that’s not your fault. It’s biology. You’re playing your part. I need support, a lot of support, and you’re there to give it.”

I squeeze her hand.

“And I’m so grateful we have Soli, and all the girls,” she says. “It complicates things, but they’re a big source of support, too. I would never want to cut them out of our lives just to fit better into some box. Besides, what right would I have to demand that anyway?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I totally agree. We’re stronger as a unit.”

“I’m just bringing these things up because we have to think practically,” she says. “It’s not just for us. It’s what little Bruno deserves.”

I smile.

“See? I knew you’d like the name!”

“Uh, no!” she says, laughing. “We’re not naming our baby Bruno. Besides, I’m pretty sure she’s a girl.”

“Bruno was my girl’s name suggestion,” I say, completely deadpan.

She cracks up.

“Seriously, though,” I say. “I like Marissa. If it is a girl, let’s go with that.”

“Good,” Jordan says. “At least we’ve got that figured out.”

We’ve made it to the fork in the trail, and it’s been about thirty minutes since we left.

“Wanna walk back?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “I should’ve brought some water.”

“I should’ve brought you some water,” I say.

“Yes, you should’ve,” she says. “But I forgive you.”

She squeaks as I smack her on the ass.
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We walk back pretty slowly to give Soli a little extra time to prepare. Of course, when we do walk into the apartment and everyone jumps out, Jordan pretends to be surprised.

“Oh my god!” she says. “Thanks, you guys!”

Soli’s the most excited of all, jumping out from behind a chair and wrapping Jordan in her arms. They kiss, sweetly and then passionately. Once they stop kissing, it’s my turn to hug and kiss Soli.

“You’re amazing,” I tell her. “The place looks great!”

It may just be a few streamers and some bottles of wine, or what appears to be wine but is actually sparkling apple cider—very thoughtful—the point is that it’s simple but warm and lovely. She even put all the stuff we bought into gift boxes and bags. And all this in just an hour, presumably with help.

Natalie and Roxy come crowd around too, wanting to get their hugs and kisses, too.

“Were you surprised?” Natalie asks.

“Yes!” Jordan says.

Standing behind her, I shake my head. Nope, she knew the whole time.

Besides them, it’s just Valerie and Eliza who are both standing in the kitchen. I go over to talk to them.

“Hey! Thanks for coming!”

“We wouldn’t miss it!” says Eliza.

She’s wearing this kind of linen jumpsuit, while Valerie is wearing this black tailored romper that is way too short for a daytime party at a friend’s apartment.

“Yeah, when a guy that you once slept with gets another woman pregnant, how are you gonna not show up to show your support?” Valerie asks.

“And we’re so glad you did,” I say. “It really helps to fill the room out.”

“Jordan looks so great,” Eliza says. “She’s got this glow around her. Like an aura.”

“Yeah, I know exactly what you mean,” I say.

“So, how’s it feel to be part of all this stuff?” Eliza asks. “You’re getting to peek behind the curtain, huh?”

“What do you mean?” I say.

“Usually, the dad doesn’t come to the baby shower,” Valerie says. “It’s more of a girls-only kind of thing.”

“Oh, yeah?” I say. “I didn’t really think about it.”

“Well, usually all the mother’s friends aren’t also all dating the dad,” Valerie says. “Doesn’t Jordan have any other friends?”

“She moved from Arizona kinda recently,” I say. “So, she doesn’t have that many friends here.”

“But the ones she does have all orbit around you,” Valerie says.

“I don’t see it that way,” I say. “You two aren’t orbiting around me.”

“True that,” Valerie says. “I’m a shooting star, breaking the mold.”

“Well, I’m really more of a space cadet than a celestial body,” Eliza says with a grin.

“You’re a superstar,” I say. “A red giant.”

“Oh, that’s good!” Eliza says, playing with her red hair. “I like that.”

I look around at the spread on the kitchen counter. There’s no booze, but there are little cupcakes, half with pink frosting and half with blue, so I pop one of each in my mouth.

“I’m gonna say hi to mommy,” Valerie says.

I step back to let her pass me. I catch a whiff of her hair as she goes, which instantly sends me back to that night at her apartment. Eliza sips on her Fresca and we just stand there, not sure what to say. The other girls seem to be having a lively conversation in the living room, so I guess I feel the need to play host. Mostly, I just have no idea how to bring up what happened on set. We haven’t discussed that hand job since it happened.

“I feel good about the movie,” I say. “I know it’s gonna come out great.”

“Yeah,” Eliza says. “You’ve really grown. On set, I mean.”

This embarrassed smile appears on her face, like she’s just now realizing the double entendre she walked into.

“I want to thank you for helping me,” I say. “You gave me the, uh, breakthrough that I needed.”

“I don’t know exactly what happened,” Eliza says. “I just wanted you to help you… access your muse.”

“Yeah,” I say with a wink. “You really got us in touch.”

She doesn’t say anything but looks away, suddenly feeling self-conscious. I want to bring up the fact that she got over her fear of intimacy, or her aversion to it. But how do you do that exactly? Besides, is that what actually happened? I know that I felt some very real sexual excitement, but did she? This really is an awkward conversation I’ve stumbled into.

“Was it…?” I don’t know how to finish. “Was it okay? For you?”

“I’ve been wanting to ask you the same question,” Eliza says, with some visible relief. “I mean, it certainly seemed like you were okay.”

“Oh, I was,” I say. “Yeah, you were wonderful, and I really needed the hand.”

“Well, I’m glad I could lend it,” she says.

“What I mean is, how did it feel to you?” I say. “The experience, I mean. Not ya know, the act, but, afterwards, when you’d had some time to think about it—”

A toilet in the other room flushes.

“Who’s that?” I say.

I don’t have to wait for an answer, as a moment later Rick emerges from Soli’s bedroom, tucking the front of his polo into his pants.

Rick? Really? Why did Soli invite this guy?

He crosses over and goes straight for the snacks on the counter. He comes close enough to me that I really have no choice but to say hi to him.

“Hey, Rick,” I say.

“Great to see you, Rick,” Eliza says.

He nods politely and gives a little downcast smile. Then he grabs a deviled egg from the store-bought tray and plops it in his mouth. Rick just stares at us a moment, chewing. Then, without swallowing completely, he takes another.

“So, anyway,” I say. “That night at your house, you said…”

Nope. Can’t go there. Especially not now.

“You were having some problems with, um, getting in touch with your own…”

This is hopeless.

“Hey, Rick?” I say. “Did you wash your hands?”

He just looks at me, still chewing, though a little more slowly. Then, he picks up a napkin, and I swear to God, he holds it under his chin and opens his mouth like he’s going to deposit the partially-chewed deviled eggs onto it.

“No, don’t do that,” I say. “Please, just, ya know? For the baby? Finish your food but wash your hands. Now. Please.”

He very slowly turns and then walks back into the bedroom to wash his hands.

“I think he may be on the spectrum,” Eliza says.

“Yeah, there’s something going on there,” I say. “Anyway, you know what I’m trying to say, right?”

“I do,” Eliza says. “And I don’t really want to get into all of it—”

“Of course,” I say. “You don’t have to. I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

“Thank you, I am,” she says. “I felt like I had a kind of breakthrough. My sister has been helping me. She had this idea that if I—”

“Okay, bitches!” Roxy calls from the living room. “It’s time to open some cute-ass baby stuff!”

Whoo!

“What were you saying?” I say.

“It’s fine,” Eliza says. “We can talk about it later. It’s Jordan’s day.”

She takes a little cupcake with her thumb and forefinger.

“My hands are clean, by the way.”

She smiles and I smile back. Then she walks around me to rejoin the rest of the group. After a minute, I do the same.

Jordan wears a pink crown as she opens gifts from everyone. She looks surprised and pleased at all the gifts. Mostly it’s what you’d expect, though there are a few standouts.

“A blender?” Jordan says. “Wow! Thanks, Rick!”

Baby’s first blender?

“It’s for smoothies,” he says. “Babies like food that’s soft.”

Okay, so I guess there’s a kind of logic to it.

My stroller goes over well, even though I can only show a picture of what I bought her. The next gift is from Valerie, which is in an ordinary envelope. She opens it to find a stack of twenties inside.

“Whoa!” Jordan says. “How much is this?”

“It’s five hundred bucks,” Valerie says. “I didn’t have time to shop, and I figured you could always use it.”

“Thank you,” Jordan says. “That’s very generous of you.”

“Well, Matty paid me to tail that guy,” Valerie says. “So, this is my way of letting a little of that money come back to you.”

“You didn’t have to do that,” Jordan says. “But, thanks.”

When it’s Eliza’s turn, she gives Jordan a crocheted baby blanket. Not expensive but down-to-earth and sweet just like she is.

“It’s so darling!” Jordan says, palming the little piece of pastel yarn in alternating colors.

“Where did you find the time to make that?” asks Natalie.

“Oh, I made it a long time ago,” Eliza says. “I learned to crochet in college, and ever since I like to make a few little things whenever I can find time. I haven’t had time lately, of course. But I made it a while ago and realized it would be perfect.”

Jordan clutches it to her chest. She’s almost in tears.

“Thanks, Eliza,” Jordan says. “It’s really wonderful.”

Natalie and Roxy give a mobile and a crib, and after that Jordan announces that she’s chosen the name ‘Marissa’ as her first choice, and Douglas if the baby is a boy.

“Named after my dad,” she says.

Awww!

“But you’re hoping for a girl, right?” says Roxy.

Jordan looks at me. I smile and nod.

“I think we’d both love a girl,” I say.

Awww! Again.

It’s a good feeling, just knowing that we’re on the same page and we’re going through this together.

After the gifts are opened, the festivities are basically over. Everyone sits around and chats and eats, but I don’t get the chance to talk to Eliza privately again. She and Valerie leave together. Natalie and Roxy leave soon after. We’ll all see each other on set tomorrow, and everybody’s got stuff to do.

Finally, as we’re cleaning up, even Rick gets the message that it’s time to leave. The apartment feels quiet as I collect all the paper plates and put them in a big trash bag. Soli gives Jordan a foot massage, which is not easy with those big nails of hers.

“Ohh, I love you!” Jordan says as Soli rubs the ball of her foot.

“I know it,” Soli says.

“You were so sweet to do all this,” Jordan says.

“Everybody helped,” Soli says.

“I feel so much better knowing that we’ll have what we need when the baby arrives,” Jordan says.

“Eliza’s gift?” Soli says.

“I know, I wanted to cry.”

“Yeah, she’s really sweet,” I say.

Jordan gives Soli a look.

“He doesn’t get it,” she says.

“Sweetie,” Soli says. “If Eliza spends her free time crocheting little baby-sized blankets for no one in particular, it’s because she wants her own baby.”

“Oh,” I say. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

“Which means that she’s probably sad she can’t have a baby on her own,” Jordan says.

“Yeah, but there’s like, options now, right?” I say. “Artificial insemination, and all that.”

“Conventional insemination is a hell of a lot cheaper,” Jordan says.

“Well, obviously.”

“I think it was a big step for her when she got Matty off during the shoot,” Soli says. “Maybe a turning point?”

“Wouldn’t that be amazing?” Jordan says. “Just think if Matty helped her to overcome whatever it is she has a mental block about, or whatever.”

“I tried to ask about that,” I say. “It didn’t help that Rick was standing right there. By the way, why?”

“Oh, he saw me outside, and I could tell he wanted to come in and enjoy the party with us.”

“Listen to how you talk about him,” I say. “You could be describing a friendly stray dog.”

“He’s sweet, and he’s harmless,” Jordan says.

“See? Again,” I say.

“Rick is part of the crew,” Soli says.

“Part of the film crew, not our crew,” I say.

“What’s the difference?” Jordan asks.

“The degree of intimacy,” I say. “Our crew is romantic and sexual in nature, which means that Rick most definitely is not a part of it in any way.”

“I gotta agree with Matty on this one,” Jordan says. “Rick may be sweet and loyal—”

“And housebroken,” I cut in.

Jordan grins.

“But there are some things that should just be for us,” she says.

“Okay, fine,” Soli says. “Next shower, we’ll discreetly leave him out.”

“The next shower,” I say, “is the one I’ll be taking with the two of you.”

“Count me out,” Jordan says. “I can’t even fit in the shower.”

Soli rises from her feet.

“Yes, you can,” Soli says. “You’ve been needing this.”

“You’re serious?” Jordan says. “I don’t have the energy.”

“That’s okay,” I say. “Let us do all the work.”

“Well,” Jordan says. “When you put it that way…”
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“Hold on,” Natalie says. “I’ve never heard of Afterglow. Why do they want to interview us?”

It’s late and we’ve been spending hours sitting and watching the dailies on Natalie’s desktop. It’s Natalie, Jordan, Eliza, Brian, and since wandering in looking for something to do, me. There are half-empty Starbucks cups and cup-o-noodles everywhere and Jordan is wearing her PJs. I was about to run out for some tacos when Jordan announced to everyone that she received an email from Afterglow Magazine. Apparently, someone want to interview us.

“They’ve heard good things about Collision Course!” Jordan says, reading from her phone.

“How?” Natalie says. “We’re a tiny indie flick shooting in Chatsworth and we’re not even finished shooting. Who’s been talking to the press?”

“It could be a good opportunity,” Eliza says. “We need all the good word of mouth we can get.”

“Maybe it’s me,” I say. “But a magazine called Afterglow sounds kinda porny, no?”

“Definitely porny,” Natalie concurs.

“Let’s not judge this too quickly,” Jordan says. “It could be a good opportunity.”

“I agree,” Eliza says. “We should at least find out more.”

“What else does the email say?” I ask.

Jordan scrolls, skimming through it.

“They have a YouTube channel,” she says. “And they also publish articles in their monthly newsletter. They’re interested in supporting local artists and creatives who are courageously pushing boundaries.”

“Well, that’s us, right?” Eliza says.

“Hold on,” Natalie says, doing a quick search for ‘Afterglow.’

She pulls up an article and I come around to read over her shoulder.

“‘We go deep with the talented temptresses behind Back on Top?’” Natalie reads. “This is porn! We can’t be associated with this.”

Yep. Definitely. It turns out Afterglow is like the Variety of adult content.

“Hold on,” I say. “Should we really judge so quickly? I mean, our movie does have sex in it.”

“Collision Course is art-house, not grindhouse,” Natalie says. “Yes, there’s romance, there’s even sex. But it’s tasteful. We’re about character, story. We’re not pedalling cheap smut.”

“Well, okay,” I say. “We can emphasize the artistic nature of the project, make it clear that we want to make something real beyond just sex.”

“The best way to do that is to turn down their offer of an interview,” Natalie says.

“I agree,” Brian says. “It doesn’t reflect well on any of us or what we’re trying to do. Films like this one always have to walk a line. Distributors won’t go for a film they are worried will be boycotted or dropped straight into streaming.”

“Well, I know I’m just one voice,” Eliza says. “But I think we should ask ourselves how we’re going to market Collision Course. If we turn Afterglow down, will we get a write-up in Variety instead? Probably not, right?”

“We’ve got time to think about that down the road,” Natalie says. “We haven’t even finished shooting. We’re drowning in work to do as it is.”

She pivots away from the article window, bringing up the raw footage again.

“We’re weeks away from wrapping production,” I say. “We’re going to need to think about promotion soon. This could be a start, at least.”

“If we sit down with them, we’re telling the world that we’re making an adult film,” Natalie says. “I don’t want to give anyone a reason not to see this movie.”

“They already have one,” Jordan says. “They’ve never heard of it. Controversy doesn’t have to be a bad thing. We get some press, whatever the reaction is, at least they’re hearing about it. That can work in our favor.”

“It’s not just about Collision Course,” Brian says. “All of us are going to go on and have careers after this. It may not be fair and it may not be modern, but people judge people who have worked in porn.”

“If we accept that’s the way things are, then that’s the way they’ll always be,” Eliza says.

“We still don’t know how they heard about us in the first place,” Natalie says. “What if the article ends up being a hit piece?”

“That’s true,” Jordan says. “You can’t ever trust the press.”

“Well, if they wanted to do that, they wouldn’t have to contact us at all,” I say. “They could write what they like, right? If we talk to them, at least we get to control some of what they hear.”

“Who cares about Afterglow, anyway?” Brian asks. “What kind of reach have they got? So, what if they slam us? Who’s even going to know?”

“They claim they have a readership of five hundred thousand,” Jordan says. “That’s daily readers.”

“We have too much to do already,” Natalie says. “Who do they want to talk to, anyway?”

“It just says someone from our production,” Jordan says, reading from the email. “But probably the stars, and maybe the director. It does say they’re willing to accommodate our schedule.”

“We can find some time in the shoot day, right?” Eliza says. “If we let them come here, we wouldn’t even need to shut down production.”

Natalie reaches for her Starbucks cup, taking a sip of iced coffee which turned watery hours ago. She swallows and then puts the cup right where it was and clears her throat.

“Fine,” she says. “Eliza, if you want to talk to them, I won’t try to stop you.”

Eliza nods, gently.

“Matty, you can do it too, right?” Eliza says. “And the girls, if they’re interested?”

“Sure,” I say. “I’m fine with that.”

Jordan sends them a quick email back, and even though it’s pushing eleven at night, a response comes back ten minutes later.

“I told them they could have an hour Wednesday afternoon,” Jordan says. “They’re sending a three-person crew including their presenter, Sasha Vega.”

“Sasha Vega?” Eliza practically gasps.

If you were on RedTube like eight years ago, you know exactly who Sasha Vega is. Natalie and Jordan have no clue who she is, I can tell. But Brian probably knows, and Eliza clearly does. Seems like she’s familiar with her, ahem, body of work. Interesting. She did say that she liked to watch porn. I just had no idea she was such an aficionado.

“Well, that settles it,” I say. “Looks like we’ve got a date.”

For the rest of the week, it’s just a crazy mad dash. Soli and Roxy start playing this game where they stay in character and call each other by their characters’ names. Then, over lunch, they lock themselves in the green room and refuse to open the door. Aside from that, not much happens.

On Wednesday, I notice something interesting. Eliza arrives on set wearing much more makeup than usual and a black pantsuit which is professional on the surface but also practically form-fitting. Her hair is styled too, not braided or in a bun like she usually keeps it.

So, she’s going to be on camera and she wants to make a good impression. But it’s not a strictly professional look that she’s going for. It’s got a little bit of an edge, a bit of sex appeal. Naturally, Roxy and Soli are dressed up and ready for the shoot, so they’re in full makeup, lush lashes with full pink lips. Roxy’s wearing a jade bracelet, or one that’s jade-colored anyway, to complement her hypnotic green eyes. Soli’s wearing a top that’s billowy around the shoulders but tapers off above her belly button, and a dangerously short skirt to go with it.

Me, I’m dressed in my typical wardrobe for the character, which is a lot better than I usually dress. We get through a few setups, mostly pickup shots we didn’t get the day before. Then, just before lunch, Sasha Vega arrives.

It’s weird seeing someone in real life that you’ve only previously jerked off to. Now, I’ve jerked off while thinking about Scarlett Johansson. But then, Scarlett never did things on camera that Sasha has, so the mental image isn’t quite clear. As Sasha walks onto the set, it’s impossible for me not to picture her with that expression of hot lust she wore in Slippery When Wet, when she jerked that guy off in the steam room and then blew him in the hot spring. Her makeup had been smeared then. It’s immaculate now.

She’s aged a lot more gracefully than most porn stars. She hasn’t made the mistake of getting a bunch of work done all at once, which is really to her credit. The lines around her eyes are so subtle, and her breasts look like she could have just gotten them a week ago. I watch them bounce as she extends a hand to Brian, those luscious orbs jutting out from the halter top she wears with the black jacket covering her shoulders.

Sasha’s flanked by her two-person camera crew. Jordan escorts them over to the end of the stage where we’ve got a light and camera setup all ready to go. This was supposed to be Rick’s job, but he is understandably rendered speechless and just stares at Sasha, until she glances at him, at which point he turns guiltily away. I can’t really blame him. If all this was happening when I was fifteen, which is roughly Rick’s mental age, I’d probably respond exactly the same way.

But I’ve come a long way since then, and the thought of shaking hands with a veritable porn star doesn’t intimidate me quite like it did. So, I go over and introduce myself. Or rather, I try to. But Sasha’s got a new best friend. Jordan.

“Has everyone been touching your belly?” Sasha asks.

“Oh, yeah,” Jordan says.

“God, I hated that,” Sasha says. “You would think that I’d get comfortable with people wanting to touch me. I never did.”

Eliza, who is sitting right across from her in her director’s chair, leans toward her.

“Yes!” Eliza says. “I know what you mean.”

“Do you have kids?” Sasha asks.

“No,” Eliza says. “But, uh, I know the feeling.”

“I’ve got two,” Sasha says. “Both C-sections, for obvious reasons. It meant they had to cut this big scar across my belly. It’s not pretty, but you can cover it up with makeup and a skilled camera operator.”

“I’m thinking about that, too,” Jordan says. “Not sure, though.”

“You’ve got time,” Sasha says with a smile.

The break in the conversation gives me a chance to approach.

“Hi, I’m Matty,” I say.

Sasha holds out her highly manicured hand and I wrap my fingers around hers.

“I take it this is our leading man?” she says. “Quite the stud.”

“He’s the one who put me in this condition,” Jordan says, rubbing her belly.

Sasha’s gaze moves between the two of us.

“Oh, so you’re a couple?” she says.

“Not exactly.”

This is Soli speaking. She’s just strode in with Roxy at her side.

“He’s what we like to think of as community property,” she says with a wink.

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “We pass him around between us. He’s a himbo.

“If it sounds like they’re being unfair to me, I can promise you they’re not,” I say.

“Wow!” says Sasha. “So, hold on, this is a movie about an unconventional relationship. The logline you sent reads—let me see if I can find it…”

She fishes around in her bag and plucks a case containing a pair of reading glasses. And here I was expecting she’d keep them in her bra. She puts them on and then reads from her tablet.

“‘Collision Course is a story of fiery passion as one man finds himself caught in the middle of two unstoppable women,’” she reads. “So, basically, you’re telling the story of a throuple as a throuple?”

“Actually, we’re a throuple plus two,” I say.

“Now that is a story,” she says. “How did it happen? No, wait. Don’t tell me. We’ll save it for when the cameras are rolling. That way everything will be spontaneous. This will be for our YouTube audience, but we’ll use the footage from the interview to write the online piece. Are we all ready?”

Roxy and Soli have taken their seats across from Sasha and Eliza, and I take my seat next to Roxy. The camera guy from Sasha’s crew gives a thumbs up.

“Okay, looks like we’re ready,” Sasha says. “He’ll count us in.”

Instead of yelling action, this little guy who looks like his head is shaved under his baseball cap holds up three fingers, then two, then one, and points at Sasha.

“We’re here talking with the creators of the next big indie hit Collision Course,” she says. “If you don’t know these fresh faces yet, you soon will, as this crew is hot and poised to set Hollywood on fire. How about we go around and introduce ourselves?”

Since I’m at the outside edge, I go first.

“I’m Matteo and I play Daniel,” I say.

“I’m Roxy, I play Vivienne.”

“I’m Marisol and my character is Maria.”

“I’m Eliza Ellis, and I’m the director and screenwriter.”

“Wonderful. Let’s talk about your vision for this project, Eliza,” Sasha says.

“Well, it was a labor of love,” Eliza says. “Oh, gosh. Does that sound so silly and cliche? I mean, everybody says that. Labor of love. Bleh!”

Typical Eliza when she’s nervous, cutting down the words she says before they’ve even escaped her mouth.

“Well, it wasn’t easy, right?” Sasha adds. “We were chatting before we started about babies and labor, and in some ways a movie is like that, right?”

“Yes, exactly,” Eliza says, relieved to have been thrown a lifeline. “It has been painful at times, but at the same time I’m so grateful. I think that’s what every parent feels.”

“What made you want to tell this story?” Sasha asks.

“It came out of a desire to explore non-monogamy as a way of life,” Eliza says. “I felt that I was discovering things about love and human nature that were not being shown on screen.”

“So, is this a personal story?” Sasha asks. “How much of you is in these characters?”

“Well,” Eliza says, getting a little flustered. “Actually, I would say that I’ve learned more from working with these talented people. It’s really their story, and for some reason they thought I was the right person to tell it.”

“That’s interesting,” Sasha says. “Tell us more about that.”

“Well, I got to know each of them while I was developing the script,” Eliza says. “I never thought I’d be sitting in the director’s chair. It was really Matty who encouraged me to do it.”

“Fascinating,” Sasha says, shifting her body slightly in her chair to turn her attention on me. “So, let’s talk about that. How were you involved in that process?”

“I actually wasn’t supposed to be in the movie at all,” I say. “We hired an actor, whose name I won’t mention, who dropped out while we were in the process of shooting. That’s how I ended up sharing the screen with these two lovely ladies.”

“They are lovely, aren’t they?” Sasha says, winking at the camera. “And we’ll get to them in just a moment. But first, Matteo, what’s the story of how Eliza became the director?”

“Well, I had a strong feeling that she was the right person for the job,” I say. “She knows these characters really well, and I think we all felt comfortable working with her.”

“So, how exactly did you become involved?” Sasha asks.

“I have, uh, a relationship with the executive producer,” I say. “And I became a producer myself, so I told Eliza that she should do it. Eventually, she agreed.”

“Interesting,” Sasha says. “The more I learn about you, the more I realize I don’t know.”

I shrug.

“I know it’s not how movies usually get made,” I say. “But I guess we do things our own way.”

“Now, Marisol and Roxy, you two portray love rivals in Collision Course, is that right?” Sasha asks.

“Actually, that’s what makes our story so unique,” Roxy says. “We start out that way, but our characters become lovers over the course of the story.”

“That’s really refreshing,” Sasha says.

“Thank you,” Soli says. “We think so, too.”

“And you’re real life lovers, right?” Sasha says.

“We are,” Soli says, reaching over and taking Roxy’s dainty hand in hers.

“Has that helped? Having that strong connection to support you with everything that’s been going on?” Sasha asks.

“Uh, yes,” Soli says, slightly thrown by the question. “I definitely think that the fact that we’re lovers in real life has made performing much easier and more natural.”

“I feel the same,” I say.

“That’s right!” Sasha says. “You two aren’t just a pair, you’re in a non-monogamous relationship, right?”

“Exactly,” I say. “I think Eliza already put it well, but I would just add that we hope that we can represent people in relationships like ours. We want to let the world know that it’s normal, ya know?”

“That’s fantastic,” Sasha says. “But I understand it’s also challenging.”

“Well, it can be,” I say.

Not sure what she’s driving at exactly.

“I realize it’s a sensitive topic,” Sasha says. “But I think we have to talk about the video.”

“The video?” Eliza says, obviously flustered. “How… how do you know about that?”

“Well, it’s online,” Sasha says gently.

“No, it’s not,” Eliza says. “That’s impossible. I would know.”

“Uh, I’m confused,” I say. “What video are we talking about?”

“The one that Roxy and Marisol made together,” Sasha says. “It’s gone viral.”
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Oh, damn it! Now it makes sense. The video from the party. Of course those jerkoffs leaked it. That’s why Sasha wanted to talk to us. The video of Roxy and Soli making out has been melting the internet, and we’ve been so caught up with the movie we didn’t even realize it.

It’s a twist none of us were expecting, but the girls don’t even miss a beat.

“I didn’t realize that Afterglow was in the business of shaming performers for appearing in erotic content,” Roxy says cooly.

Sasha’s caught and her mouth goes slack.

“I’m not shaming anyone,” she says tersely. “I’m only asking questions.”

“The framing of your question, asking us to answer for what we’ve done, it’s not very sex positive, is it?” Roxy says.

“I’m sorry, I see that I’ve offended you,” Sasha says, shifting tact. “Are you saying you weren’t aware that the video was circulating online?”

“No, we had no idea,” Soli says. “It was released without our knowledge or consent.”

“I see, well then this is your opportunity to set the record straight on that,” Sasha says, still a little wary and probably surprised at how intensely my girls are willing to defend themselves.

“I’ll say this,” Soli says. “Roxy and I talked about it before we made the video. We agreed that since we’re lovers, and have nothing to be ashamed of, that we were comfortable enough with ourselves that if it were ever leaked we could weather whatever might come from the video. We’re proud of our love. We’re proud to express it.”

“Thank you,” Sasha says diplomatically. “Eliza and Matty, care to add anything?”

“It’s a low blow that those guys, who know they are, would do this,” I say. “It’s not that surprising maybe. But they should be ashamed, not us. Like Soli said.”

“Eliza?” Sasha asks.

She just shakes her head, her expression pensive as she stares at some unseen point in the distance. I have no idea what she could be thinking. She seems almost in shock.

“All right,” Sasha says. “Well, we’ve heard a spirited defense from the crew of Collision Course. These performers are here to let you know that they are proud of their unconventional romance and are one-hundred-percent sex positive. We look forward to seeing the film when it’s released. I’m sure that it’s gonna be a smash!”

The camera man makes a slashing motion across his neck and the stage light is switched off.

Sasha takes a deep breath and flicks a strand of hair behind her ear. She’s clearly seething, and I can see the girls soften some just from reading her body language.

“Sorry,” Soli says. “I might have been a little too strong.”

“It’s all right,” Sasha says. “You felt blindsided. I didn’t realize that you hadn’t seen the video. It’s been trending for days now.”

“They didn’t tag us in it,” Roxy says flatly. “We don’t really know those guys. I’m pretty sure they don’t know our names either.”

“Well, for whatever it’s worth, I’ve got videos of me wearing less and doing more,” Sasha says. “I’m not in any position to judge anyone.” 

“I’m sorry I accused you of slut shaming us,” Roxy says. “You were just doing your job.”

“Thanks,” Sasha says. “Given the situation, you were doing your job too. You have a right to stand up for yourselves. Believe me, I know how hard it can be to plead with the public for understanding.”

“So, you saw the video and that’s why you wanted to interview us?” I say.

“It’s how we came to know about the project,” Sasha says. “We admire what you’re doing and we want to promote it. But you should expect that there will be controversy surrounding it. That can work to your advantage if you know how to use it.”

“You’re saying we shouldn’t be so defensive,” Soli says. “Lean into it more, right?”

“That’s what I would do,” Sasha says. “Of course, not everyone is going to approve. You have to be willing to risk that. But it seems to me like you’re already making some bold decisions. There’s power in that.”

“I… I’m sorry. Can we go again?” Eliza asks, seeming to snap out of her reverie. “I was flustered before.”

“There’s no need,” Sasha says. “You did fine. We usually just do a single take so everything stays fresh.”

Sasha slides out of her chair, revealing plenty of thigh before she smooths her skirt.

“We’ll send you a final version of the video before we release it,” Sasha says. “We won’t blindside you.” 

“Thanks, Sasha,” I say.

She gives a little wary smile.

“Good luck,” she says. “I hope I get to see this thing when it’s finished.”

Pretty classy way to end things, I have to say. Sasha Vega makes her exit just like her entrance, stylishly, and with the eyes of every male in the room trained on her.

“Well, that could have gone better,” Roxy says. 
“I can’t believe those assholes,” Soli says.

“I can,” I say. “We knew they were probably going to do something like this. They were just amusing themselves. They weren’t serious about working with us. They probably just got stoned and put the video online for fun.” 

Eliza looks like she wants to bolt, almost knocking over her chair as she heads for the exit.

“Eliza?” Roxy says. “Are you okay?”

“I’m okay,” she says. “I just need a minute.”

She hurries out the door, leaving us to figure out what it meant.

“So, that was weird, right?” Soli says.

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “Who told Eliza we made that video?”

I don’t think I’d make a good cop. Usually, in movies, I can never figure out who the bad guy is. I’m just not good at following clues. But for some reason, it just dawns on me. In an instant, everything crystalizes in my brain. The video! It all makes sense!  

“Holy shit!” I say, practically jumping out of my chair.

“What?!” Soli says.

“It’s fine,” I say, putting up my hands. “Stay here. I have to go after Eliza.”

I run across the stage and push hard on the heavy door. I see Eliza rounding the corner of the other stage and take off after her.

“Eliza!” I yell.

She turns and looks at me, a look of pure shock on that pretty little face.

“Hold on,” I say. “I think I understand what happened in there. Can we talk?”

Her lip quivers a little, and I can see from the way she can’t quite meet my eye that she’s struggling.

“Where?” she says.

“Just around the corner,” I say. “The Armenian restaurant.”

We walk over, me leading and Eliza following a few steps behind. When we arrive, the waiter from before has a sullen expression waiting for his two favorite customers.

“Two teas, please,” I say, not stopping to glance at the daily specials.

He just nods, but I’m pretty sure he’s rolling his eyes as he walks away. We slide into the same booth as before. Neither of us says anything. There’s so much I need to say, but I don’t know how to start. 

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s just get a couple of things out in the open.”

She nods.

“When Sasha brought up that video, you didn’t know what she was talking about. You thought she meant the other video. The one that your sister made with me.”

Eliza nods again.

“At the time, I didn’t understand it. I just thought she had a kink. But that video was never for her. Not really. She made it to share it with you, didn’t she?”

Eliza looks at me like I just reached over and tore her shirt open. There’s this naked vulnerability in her expression, but there’s guilt too. 

“Matty, I know what you must think–”

“You don’t,” I say. Then, more gently, “you don’t, Eliza. I’m not judging you, or Valerie.”

She takes a breath and tries to get a handle on her feelings.

“That video… I never shared it with anyone,” she says.

“I know you didn’t,” I say. “Sasha brings up the leaked video out of nowhere, and you think somehow that it was the same one. That someone somehow leaked it.”

“Exactly,” she says. “I was so scared that I betrayed you. I was careful with the file, but suddenly all these thoughts just flooded my head. What if I got hacked? It didn’t make sense, but I’ve been holding onto so much guilt that in the moment it seemed plausible.”

“So, hold on,” I say. “Valerie decided she was going to make the video? That’s why she wanted that date, right?”

“I didn’t know about it until later,” she says. “I had no idea that you’d hired Valerie to be your private investigator.” 

The tea arrives, hot and steaming. We leave it where it is, and the waiter turns and leaves us as we are.

“Then, after we met, she told you about it, right?”

“Not right away,” Eliza says. “Only after you’d already had your date. I didn’t ask her to do it. It was her idea. That doesn’t make it okay, I know.”

“But you watched it,” I say. “Right?”

She gives just the tiniest of nods.

“So many times,” she says, shifting in her seat. “It was almost like it was me in the video.” 

“And you liked that, right?” I say. “The fact that it was a woman with your exact face made it possible for you to put yourself in the experience. Mentally, I mean.”

“Valerie said she thought it might help,” Eliza says. “It turns out it did.”

She grabs the tea cup by its handle and takes a little sip.

“Wow,” I say. “That kinda makes a lot of sense. I mean, I thought it was weird that Valerie wanted to make a video the first time we hooked up, the first time we even went on a date. Now, I see that was her angle the whole time. Clever, really.” 

“I know it was totally unfair to you,” Eliza says. “She had no right to use you that way.”

“No, it’s fine,” I say. “She made it clear it was just a hookup. I just had no idea she had such an elaborate ulterior motive.”

If this were a TV show, they would do that thing where they put someone’s head in a thought bubble above mine. It would be Valerie’s head looking down on me and saying, “I told you I was the evil twin” and then winking at me. 

Pretty clever. A little twisted, but definitely clever.

“I never wanted you to find out,” Eliza says. “I guess my guilty conscience just gave me away.” 

“You have nothing to feel guilty about,” I say. “Yes, you should have told me about it. But now that you have, I’m not mad. I’m not upset at all, actually. In a way, it’s kinda flattering.”

“You really mean that?” she says.

“I do. I’m glad that you were able to make this important breakthrough. If I was able to help that along, then that makes me happy.”

She smiles, a warm smile that radiates across her face.

“Matty, do you remember when you said you loved me?” she asks.

“I said–”

“--I remember what you said. You said you loved me but you weren’t in love with me.”

“Right,” I say. “And I meant it.”

“Well, I love you, too,” she says. “But I’m also in love with you. At least, I think I am.”

It’s hard to know how to respond to something like that. Yes, it’s flattering, but it’s much more than that. Knowing what I know about Eliza, all the struggles she’s had being attracted to someone, anyone, it’s a powerful admission, and I want to do justice to it.

“That’s why I did what I did,” she continues. “The hand job. I tried to pretend it was all for the craft, to get you into the right headspace, or whatever. But really, it was about me. It was about my pleasure.”

“Eliza, that’s wonderful,” I say.

“Wonderful?” she says. “It was wrong. It was unprofessional, and totally unethical.”

“I don’t see it that way,” I say. “I mean, if there’s no harm there’s no foul, right?”

“You really have no problem with the way you got used?”

“None at all,” I say. “Honestly, I’m proud that I was able to help you. What happened to you is cosmically unfair. Why should you go through life never experiencing attraction to another person. However it happened, if you’re happy then I’m happy.” 

She gives the biggest, deepest smile while her cheeks light up.

“Matty, I don’t know how to thank you,” she says, voice catching. “This is the kindest that anyone could ever be. And you’re sure that your other girlfriends don’t have a problem?”

“Are you kidding?” I say. “This is what Soli hoped would happen all along. If Valerie didn’t beat her to it, she probably would have engineered something like this herself.”

Eliza takes a big, deep breath and then lets out a long, slow exhale. Her chest rises and falls with her lungs, and well I couldn’t exactly not notice her full round breasts heaving from inside her top. 

“This is such a relief. You have no idea. The stress that I’ve been feeling, the guilt, it feels like it’s just melting away.”

“Good,” I say. “You’ve got nothing to feel guilty about and never did.”

She reaches for her cup of tea and takes a sip. I decide to do likewise.

The tea’s weak. Well, that’s enough of that. At least I won’t spend my whole lifetime wondering.

Eliza’s phone buzzes in her purse. She pulls it out and scrolls through it.

“We really need to get back,” she says. “Brian sent me ten messages since we’ve been here.”

“Yeah, back to the grind.”

Once again, I pay for the teas and we walk back to Sagebrush Stages. This time, Eliza prances in front of me, walking on air. I can see how relieved she has to have unburdened herself. I feel the same relief to have gotten everything out in the open.

Whatever else happens between the two of us, I helped Eliza turn a corner. I never expected that I was going to help her in this way, but how it works, it

We’ll always have that. Even if it took her slightly devious sister to make it happen, I feel grateful even for that. Valerie didn’t screw me and then kick me to the curb. She used me for a good end and gave her sister just what she needed.

Imagine if I could get them both in bed at the same time. Wouldn’t that be something? Probably a stretch, though. I’m a lucky, lucky, lucky man when it comes to women. I’ve got more than my share, and it isn’t always easy or consequence-free. Jordan’s pregnancy has brought that home for me like nothing else can.

The universe is only so generous. But even so, can’t blame a guy for dreaming, right?
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“I don’t want to talk or think about work,” Natalie says as she climbs into the passenger seat. “Let’s leave the set on the set, okay? No work talk for tonight.”

“Agreed,” I say.

I open the driver’s side door and climb in. Yes, it’s Natalie’s car but I’m giving her a break tonight because ‘A’ she’s tired, and ‘B’ if I don’t drive that means surrendering the wheel to Roxy, and we’re all much safer with her in the back seat.

“Can we stop at El Pollo Loco?” Roxy asks.

“I think they close at ten,” I say. “We’ll never make it. In-N-Out’s open ‘til one.”

“Ugh,” Roxy says. “Beef, cheese, grease. I’m gonna get so fat.”

“I want In-N-Out,” Natalie says. “I would love In-N-Out. Just pump it into me.”

“Well, okay,” I say. “But after that, we’re stopping for burgers.”

Natalie guffaws.

“Very funny,” she says. “I could definitely use that, too. It’s been ages, hasn’t it?”

Actually, it’s only been three weeks (with Natalie) but it feels like longer. Probably just because we’ve all been working so hard.

“It’s been a while,” I say. “But we’re busy. This happens sometimes in a relationship. It’s normal.”

“Are you okay?” Natalie asks. “Are all your needs being met in other ways?”

“They sure as hell should be,” Roxy says. “Soli and me double-teamed him in the green room yesterday.”

“Really? When?” Natalie asks.

“When you were all having your scheduling meeting,” Roxy says. “We had almost an hour. Plus, the couch in there folds out. Did you know that?”

“I was not aware of that,” Natalie says.

“It was a surprise for us too,” I say. “A welcome one.”

“Well, good,” Natalie says. “I feel a little better. I mean, so long as OSHA doesn’t find out. It’s actually kind of a relief to know that all the responsibility for Matty’s orgasms don’t fall on my shoulders.”

“Just another of the perks of our little arrangement,” Roxy says.

“Not for nothing, I don’t consider being responsible for your orgasms to be a burden,” I say. “I stand ready to meet your needs whenever they may arise.”

“You’re indefatigable,” Natalie says.

“Goddamn right,” I say. “What does that mean?”

“It means you’re a stallion that we take turns riding until we’ve worn you out,” Roxy says. “Then we keep going until you’ve given all you can give, and then we ride you some more.”

“There are worse fates,” I say with a smile.

Natalie takes out her phone and starts scrolling. I glance over as I make a turn and see she’s checking emails.

“Hey, no work stuff, remember? You were the one who said that.”

“I said no work talk,” she says.

“Put it away,” I chide. “Try Wordle or something.”

“What is that?” Natalie asks.

“Word game, duh.”

“It does have the word word in it,” Roxy says. “I mean, you could make that leap.”

“How am I supposed to know? I don’t play Candy Crusher or any of that stuff. Waste of time.”

“Okay,” I say, signaling before getting on I-134. “What’s so pressing that it can’t wait until tomorrow?”

“I got an email from that woman who did the interview.”

“Sasha Vega?” Roxy asks.

“Yeah, her,” Natalie says. “She says that the interview got a big response, and she’s interested in helping us with distribution.”

“Wait, what?!” I say. “That sounds awesome, why are you soft-pedaling this?”

“She thinks it could be a hit with producers she knows at SatinX,” Natalie says.

“So?”

“That’s a porn channel, Matty,” Natalie says. “If we say yes to that deal, we’re saying that Collision Course is porn.”

“Hold on,” I say. “Let’s investigate this first at least. What’s the deal? I mean, how much could we get for the distribution rights?”

“Less than we’ll get if we hold out for a distributor who can put us in movie theaters,” Natalie says. “A lot less.”

“Alright,” I say. “I guess there’s things I don’t understand about this business.”

“It’s not your job to know these things,” Natalie says. “It’s my job.”

Man, we’re really flying down the freeway. The traffic at this hour is practically nothing. Just think of the kind of commute I could make if I were nocturnal.

“Okay, you’re right,” I say. “I just don’t want to turn our noses up at something that could be a good opportunity, especially for prejudicial reasons. I mean, who knows? Maybe the people at SatinX would understand our project better than anyone else.”

“Matty, you have to remember that we need to work after this,” Roxy says. “I’m already more famous now for making out with a girl on camera than I am for being on We Are Us.”

“Seriously?” I say.

“That’s what the Google search rankings say,” Roxy says. “It’s like Natalie said before. You can’t go back and forth between Hollywood and porn. You have to choose a side. We’re riding that edge already.”

“Fine,” I say. “Let’s just keep all options open and not burn any bridges.”

“I’ll send her a polite email in response,” Natalie says. “It is nice of her to make the offer, even if I think there’s probably something in it for her too.”

“Well, sure,” I say.

After just three more exits, we pull off and turn into the parking lot of In-N-Out Burger. It’s around eleven-thirty but still the line is snaking around the place. Doesn’t matter. We’ll be out of here fast as they’ve got employees in white outfits walking down the line of cars taking orders.

“Okay, what do we want?” I say.

“Can I get a Double-Double, animal style, fries, animal style, and a Dr. Pepper?” Roxy asks.

“Can you get beef, cheese and grease with sugar to drink?” I say. “Yes, you can.”

“Thank you.”

Natalie gets a single patty, protein style, no fries, and a Sprite since she doesn’t want the caffeine to keep her up. I go with my usual, a Double-Double with grilled onions, fries, and a Coke.

Of course, when we get to the drive-thru window and pay, I learn that Natalie doesn’t abide by my rule about always eating In-N-Out Burger on site while it’s fresh.

“No,” she says. “No eating in my car.”

“Okay, then we have to park and go in.”

“What?! No!” she protests. “Let’s just eat it at home.”

“We’re twenty-five minutes from North Hollywood, at least,” I say.

“It’s fine,” Natalie says. “If the food gets cold by the time we get home, we’ll put it in the microwave.”

“In-N-Out Burger doesn’t use microwaves,” I say.

“Yes, they do,” Roxy says.

“Only for melting the cheese on animal style fries,” I say. “Nothing else.”

“Oh, my god!” Roxy says. “You are really anal about your burgers.”

“Not all burgers,” I say. “Just In-N-Out Burgers.”

“Okay,” Natalie says. “Pull over and we’ll eat them sitting on the curb.”

“Very good,” I say.

So, I pull over and we get out and eat the burgers. I’m perfectly happy sitting on the curb, tearing open the bag, and then scooping the fries out, keeping the burger in my right hand the whole time and resting the Coke between my legs so I can take sips as I need to. It’s a lovely night with a cool breeze that’s a relief after a warm day, and I’ve got two beautiful women on either side of me who are willing to tolerate me in spite of my unusually high burger-quality standards, even if they aren’t prepared to understand them.

I only take about eleven minutes to eat a complete meal from In-N-Out, but the girls take their time with theirs, which is no problem. To each their own. The protein-style cheeseburger, which is just a regular burger wrapped in lettuce instead of a bun, falls apart in Natalie’s hands, and a big fat piece of the hamburger patty breaks off and falls on the asphalt.

“Qué lástima,” I hear my grandfather saying. Such a pity. Natalie’s eyes meet mine and she gives a little shrug. She doesn’t get my In-N-Out obsession. But then, maybe there’s nothing to get. It’s really good food.

She grabs a fry and holds it out to me. I open my mouth and she guides it in. Still warm, still crunchy. She smiles, amused by my appetite and willingness to be her pet. She seems to be in a better mood than she was a few minutes ago. Maybe she was just hangry.

“Satisfied?” she asks.

“I’m satisfied,” I say. “Are you satisfied?”

She shakes her head.

“I’m insatiable,” she says with a little smile.

Okay, in spite of the late hour and the exhaustion we all feel, I might get some yet.

A cool breeze whooshes around us and Roxy rubs her arms.

“Why are guys never cold?” she asks.

“We get cold,” I say. “We just have, ya know, a different threshold.”

“Well, I’m ready,” says Natalie.

We collect all the trash and I walk across the street and deposit it in someone’s barrel. There’s just a little space, since they put it out to be collected in the morning, but I fit all of it in. A light comes on above the porch and I hurry back to the car.

The ride back to North Hollywood is uneventful. Roxy falls asleep in the backseat. As soon as we make it inside, she announces that she’s heading to bed. In Natalie’s room, I take off my clothes while she brushes her teeth. I’m pretty sure she’s looking to have sex tonight, so I come up behind her when she’s in front of the mirror and start kissing her neck and putting my hands all over her. She spits.

“Really? Tonight?” she says, but from her tone I know this is exactly what she hoped I’d do.

“You’ve been in work mode way too long,” I say. “You deserve it.”

“I deserve it?” she repeats. “What a privilege you’re bestowing upon me. And what do you deserve?”

“To get everything I want from you,” I say. “To fuck your ass.”

She gives this little groan, almost a grumble. Not loving that idea.

“To fuck your pussy?” I ask.

“That’s better,” she says, turning around to kiss me.

“Good,” I say, in between kisses. “That’s what I wanted all along.”

Honestly, I like having variety. And I know how much she loves feeling dirty, especially if she’s ordered to do it first. But I’m just so hot for her right now that I’ll take anything she wants to give me. We break away from our kiss and I swat her ass as she exits the bathroom.

I take a quick swig of mouthwash, check my face for any nose hairs or signs of anything gross, and spit. I then apply a little deodorant to my pits. Good to go.

She’s sitting on the bed unbuttoning her blouse when I join her in the bedroom. I love watching those big round tits coming into view, peeking out from inside her bra. As she tosses the shirt aside, I crouch down and then put her feet, one at a time, on my shoulders. She gives me a look, then I spring up, pushing her onto her back. She squeals and giggles as I unzip her pants and start tugging them off her. I’m hard already, my erection pressing against my shorts, as I pull her slacks off.  

She’s wearing these midnight blue silk panties. As I grind my cock against the fabric, I can see the outline of her pussy starting to get wet. I kiss and touch her, rubbing her breast with one hand and then reach under her to undo the clasp. It comes apart, causing her tits to bounce a little as they’ve been set free. I tug the bra off and then toss it aside.

Our chests meet as we kiss again. She’s got her legs wrapped around me now, grinding herself against my stiffness. God, she must want this as bad as I do. She’s already moaning and gasping as my lips move from her chin to her neck, her chest, and then wrap around her nipple.

She gives this little satisfied sigh as I rub her boobs together, lovingly licking and kissing each in turn. But her hips are telling me she’s eager. She keeps arching her hips and dry humping the head of my cock through my boxers. 

“Condom’s on the table,” she says.

Yeah, probably smart. One unplanned pregnancy at a time is about all I can handle right now. I climb off her, pull off my shorts, and slide the condom on. She takes the chance to pull off her own panties. So, when I mount her again, I waste no time. I can see and smell her how ready she is, her eyes begging me to get inside her.

As soon as I slide in, I can feel her tight folds give way. Her whole body shudders, like a motorcycle purring the second I turn the key. She’s been needing this so bad. I’m about to fuck all the stress right out of her. I kiss her gently as I work my way inside her. Each thrust gets me a little deeper. My heart’s pounding as I slam into her, her walls eager and accepting, wanting to bring me deeper in. 

I run my hands all across her chest, pressing my palm against her nipple as I pound away at her. Her eyes are slightly lidded and she’s got the biggest smile on her face as I keep working her.

“Christ, you’re so fucking hot,” I whisper. “God damn, you’re a goddess.”

She just coos gently, not needing to say one word.

I have to go deeper, so I grab her ankles and fold them back. Her knees press against her breasts as I fold her back, sliding my sheath so far inside that she yelps a little when I finally bottom out. 

“Aaahaa!” she squeals.

I wonder if Roxy can hear us in the next room. I hope she doesn’t feel left out if she does. But, if she wanted to play too, she could have let us know.

I thrust deeper, giving her all the force I’ve got. She spreads her legs as wide as they’ll go. She’s quivering now, a kind of shake that spreads through her whole body. I focus on coming down hard on her clit, focusing all my pressure against that little knot of skin.

“Aaaaahhhh!” she screams as she comes hard.

I keep thrusting, not ready to let up yet. I’m getting close, and I think I can get her off twice. I thrust my whole shaft deep as I’ll go. She groans and then–

“AAAAAHAahhaaaaa!”

That’s it. I’ve held out as long as I can. I let go, embracing the sweet release as all that pent up tension I’ve been carrying around comes spilling from my cock.

I take a breath as we both come down from our high. I climb off her and then slide the condom off in the bathroom. When I return, the light is off and she’s already under the covers. I tug the corner of the comforter and then snuggle up behind her, spooning her.

“That was exactly what I needed,” she says, her voice betraying how sleepy she already is.

“I know,” I say. “That’s why I did it.”

She reaches behind her, pinching my thigh hard with two fingers. I wince but she just keeps doing it until I grab her breast and pinch her too. After that, we settle down. We’re both exhausted, and it’s gonna be another busy day tomorrow. But no matter what else happens, you have to take time for what matters.

If you don’t, you live to work. And where does that get you?
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“Hold on,” Jordan calls over to me. “Matty, you were holding the glass a different way when you walked in the bedroom.” 

“Really?” I say. “Shit. Sorry.”

“Cut!” Eliza yells.

There’s so many little things like that you can forget so easily when you’re making a movie. All the little details have to match up. It could happen to anyone, but it’s happening to me, and being a complete amateur doesn’t help.

I go over and watch the playback of what I did earlier, then adjust the way I’m holding the glass in the scene so that it matches. We take the scene again from the top.

“Action!”

“I’m here, aren’t I?” I say.

“Being here isn’t the same as being with me,” Soli answers.

“Maybe I’m figuring out how to do both,” I say.

“Then say something you haven’t practiced,” she says. “Just once.”

This is the dialogue, as written on the page. But it seems like a good opportunity for me to go off script, to say something truly unexpected. The dialogue seems to beg to me, right? So, I hesitate a moment, then I say–

“You’re so goddamn sexy when you make that face.”

Soli just freezes, then a smile forms on her face. That’s her breaking character.

“Cut!” Eliza yells.

“What are you doing?” Soli demands. “You screwed me up!”

“No, that was great,” I say. “We’re experimenting. We’re mixing things up. That’s what we’re supposed to do.”

Eliza steps in, with Brian right behind her.   

“I think the line worked,” I say. “Daniel would say that, right?”

“He might,” Eliza says, reading over the script in her hands. “But if you say that, it’s hard for Maria to hit her next line, which is, that’s a start.”

“It makes no sense!” Soli says.

“Well, you could say something else,” I say.

“I don’t know what else to say,” she says.

“Okay, sorry,” I say. “Next time, before I do something spontaneous, I’ll tell you first.”

This forces a smile onto Soli’s lips, but I can tell she’s not happy that it’s there.

“I wanna strangle you,” she says.

“Good, use that,” I say. “Maria wants to strangle Daniel, it’s perfect.”

“Let’s do this,” Eliza says. “Let’s get coverage of this setup the way the scene is written, then we’ll do some more loosey goosey stuff if there’s time.”

“Got it,” I say. “I’ll tighten it up.”

So, we go again. And I manage not to screw anything up, or say anything that I’m not supposed to. But Soli can’t help herself. When we get to that line again, she breaks again. She smiles. She can’t help it.

“Cut!”

“Sorry,” she says. “Sorry, everyone.”

“It’s okay,” Eliza says. “Let’s go again.”

We try it a few more times. Soli doesn’t smile each time, but there is something not quite right about her performance. I can tell that she’s mentally trying to keep herself focused, but it’s hard once her concentration is broken to get it back again.

So, we try it a few more times. I think that what I’m doing is okay, but I can’t watch myself performing, so I have to rely on the people around me. And the director is telling me to do it again, so I do it again.

I heard somewhere Stanley Kubrick would sometimes have his actors do the same thing over and over hundreds of times. And every time he had no idea what he was looking for. He just knew what wasn’t right, and when it wasn’t right he would have the actors do it again.

Eliza isn’t Stanley Kubrick, and Collision Course doesn’t have the kind of a budget that lets us do hundreds of takes. So, when we keep doing it again and again, I can start feeling the pressure to get it right. And I can feel the same thing coming from Soli too. Her frustration is leaking into her performance, which is okay since she’s supposed to be annoyed in this scene. But it’s got to come through in just the right way. And when it’s lunch time, and we’re still not finished, I can feel that pressure about to erupt.

“Okay, everyone,” Eliza says. “Let’s take an hour for lunch. See you all back here at 1:23 sharp.”

Soli doesn’t look at me as she goes over to have the little lavalier microphone that’s hidden under her shirt taken off by the sound guy. I reach under my shirt and take the thing off, then hand it over. She goes straight for the green room and I follow her. She throws open the door, startling Roxy, who is on her phone. 

“Shut the door,” Soli snaps.

Okay, she’s pissed. I close the door behind me as I enter. She turns on me.

“You’re making me look like an idiot,” she says.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m just trying to act. Besides, I screwed up, too. A lot.”

“Yeah,” she says. “You did. Ya know, for someone who has so much riding on the success of this movie, you really could be taking it much more seriously.”  

“Okay.”

I probably deserve that.

“You didn’t even want this part!” she says. “This whole thing just got handed to you, and now you just screw around and don’t care.”

“That’s not true,” I say. “I was just trying to do my job my own way.”

“You made me smile when I wasn’t supposed to.”

“I was improvising,” I say, turning to Roxy for some kind of backup. “Actors improvise sometimes, right?”

“I wasn’t there,” she says.

“Just answer yes or no,” I say. “Do actors improvise?”

“Yes,” Roxy says. “Sometimes we do.”

“Well, I’m not good enough to improvise, okay?” Soli says. “I’m not good at this. I don’t know what I’m doing, and you’re making me worse!”

Now, if I wasn’t thinking, I would fall straight into this trap. I would say, “How am I making you worse?” and then she would get defensive and accuse me of messing with her. But I see a way out of all of this. I need to defuse her anger, not challenge her. 

“You’re doing a lot better than you think,” I say gently. “You’re not screwing anything up.”

She’s not quite ready to hear me, though. She’s still gearing up for a fight, and I can see the wheels in her mind turning.

“I want to be a professional,” Soli says. “But I’m not. I’m in over my head.”

“We all feel that way,” Roxy says. “I feel it all the time, even now.”

This softens Soli a little, but the problem is she’s not ready to be softened. She’s still steaming.

“How do you get over it?” she says. “How am I supposed to keep doing this every day? I feel like a fraud.” 

“You’re doing fine,” I say. “If anyone should feel like a fraud, it’s me.”

“Yeah!” Soli says.

“But look, we don’t have to feel like this. It’s really not necessary,” I say. “Yes, we’re figuring things out and we’re not perfect, but we’re getting through it. And I think we’re doing pretty good, all things considered.” 

“I think so too,” Roxy says. “It’s actually kind of insane how well things are going, if you think about it.”

“Right?” I say. “I mean, we’ve got this small budget, we’re not that experienced, we’ve had a lead actor quit already. But this is what making movies is about. It’s controlled chaos, and we are keeping it under control. That’s worth something. It’s worth a lot, actually.”

“Will you stop being such a… dad about everything?” Soli says.

And just like on set, she breaks character. A smile forms and she can’t get rid of it. Because she loves my reassuring dad vibes and knows it. She needs a hug, and I’m going to give her one even if I have to wrestle her to the ground to do it.

“You’re fantastic,” I say, taking her in my arms. “I’m in love with you. Everyone who watches this movie is going to be in love with you, and Roxy. You’re gonna be a respected actress when people see this movie. I know it.” 

She doesn’t fight me, doesn’t argue. Just accepts the hug and lets herself calm down.

“We’re gonna look back on this, and we’re gonna be so grateful,” I say. “Who gets to make a movie with all of their lovers? Nobody gets this. Orson Welles never made a movie with his five girlfriends, which means I’ve got something on Orson Welles.”

“Whoa, what?” Roxy says. “Do you even realize what you just said?”

“What? It’s sacrilege to compare myself to Orson Welles?” I say. “I’m just kidding around.”

“You just said you have five girlfriends,” Roxy says. 
“She’s right,” Soli says. “I heard it, too.”

“Four, five, I miscounted,” I say. “Anyway, that isn’t the point—”

“—No, no, no,” Soli says. “You don’t get to slip that in without us talking about it.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “Who’s number five?”

“Nobody,” I say.

“Is it Valerie?” Soli demands.

“No!” I say. 

“Is it Eliza?” Roxy asks, the two of them pressing me for answers at once.

“It’s not anyone,” I say.

“Bullshit! Something happened,” Soli says. “Give it up. We’ve already figured it out.”

“There’s nothing to give up,” I say. “We talked. That’s it.”

“And when you talked, what did she say?” Roxy says. “What were her exact words?”

“Well, it’s not like I had a tape recorder,” I say.

“Matty, I was pissed at you just now,” Soli says, staring me down. “That feeling is still fresh in my mind. I can get it back in an instant. Don’t play with us. Tell us the truth right now. What did the two of you talk about?”

“Okay,” I say, putting up my hands. “Here’s the truth. You remember the date with Valerie?”

Roxy nods. Soli waves her hand in a circle impatiently. Go on, go on! 

“Right, well, on the date, we made a little video,” I say.

“You little slut,” Roxy says. “On the first date?”

“Yeah, well, it wasn’t for me,” I say. “And it turns out, it wasn’t for Valerie either. It was for Eliza.”

“Whoa,” Soli says. “So, Eliza told Valerie to make a video of herself and you?”

“No, I don’t think she knew anything about it before Valerie did it,” I say. “Anyway, Eliza watched the video and I guess the fact that her twin was the one fucking me helped her get over her, ya know, hangups or whatever.” 

“Oh my god!” Roxy says. “That’s insane!”

“She has to be in the group now, right?” Soli asks, turning to Roxy.

“Totally,” Roxy says. “After that handjob? She’s one of us. Let’s make it official already.”

“Just did,” Soli says.

“Well, then who am I to argue?” I say.

Really, what else is there to do? My relationship with Eliza is certainly unconventional. But that’s true of all my relationships. I have to say, it does feel right.

The girls squeal and hug each other.

“This is so great!” Roxy says. 
“We’re getting a new sister!” Soli says.

“Let’s hold off on mentioning anything to her,” I say. “I think we can figure things out when the shoot is over. Besides, after lunch we’ve got to go back to being angry at each other. Just on camera, I mean.”

“I am mad at you for real!” Soli says, slapping my arm. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I did,” I say.

“Yeah, now,” she says, switching to a mocking ‘guy’ tone, “uh, I got five girlfriends. That’s how we find out?!”

“Just slipped out,” I say with a shrug.

What can I say? There’s a lot going on. Things slip my mind. Things happen, and I’m not sure what they mean. That’s life, I guess. I’m not suggesting my experience is typical. Obviously, it’s not. But once the novelty of being in a relationship with five women wears off, what else do you do except keep on doing what you’ve been doing? 

So, we go back to practicing our lines together. And this time, Roxy workshops with us a little bit, giving us both feedback and suggestions about what we can do differently. And you know what? It really helps. I can see Soli’s confidence level rising. Mine’s rising too. It helps to learn what I’m doing wrong during practice so I don’t have to feel self-conscious when it counts.

“Hold on,” Soli says. “So, you haven’t had sex with her, right?”

I think she’s still talking about the character.

“Vivienne?” I say.

“No, Eliza!” Soli says.

“Oh, no,” I say. “Just what happened on set. But you already know about that.”

“Do you think she could?” Roxy says. “From what she told us, it sounds like she’s never been able to do it and enjoy herself. But with you, she thinks she can?”

“That’s what she said,” I say. “She’s worked her way up to it in her head, I guess? I don’t know. I’m honestly not sure.”

“Well, you have to try,” Soli says. “Don’t make her make the first move. That’s so intimidating for girls. You should be the one to initiate, when the time is right.”

“Yeah, you need to guide her through the experience,” Roxy says. “Be assertive but also kind and caring. Ease her into it.” 

“Fine, that’s good advice,” I say. “But can we focus on what we’re doing here, right now?”

“Just don’t let too much time pass,” Roxy says. “She’s probably feeling really vulnerable after confessing her feelings to you. If you don’t make it clear that you’re interested, she may close up emotionally. And ya know, in other ways.”

“Okay, I get it,” I say. “I hear you.”

Knock, knock!

Everyone turns to the door as it opens.

“Hey, folks!” Eliza says, giving a tentative smile. “We’re back in. Is everyone ready?”

“So ready, doll,” Soli says, winking.

“We’re gonna give you our all,” Roxy says, giving a little salute. “All we have to give.”

“Wow! Great!” Eliza says, obviously surprised by this sudden mood change. She holds the door open and then stands aside to let the girls through. Soli stops on her way out the door and plants a kiss on Eliza’s cheek. Eliza giggles a little. 

“We had a heart to heart,” I explain as we exit. “There were a few things we had to straighten out, and we’ve turned a corner.”

“Oh, I love it!” Eliza says. “But just for the sake of the scene, let’s get pissed off!”

Once we get back into it, I can feel this new energy between me and Soli. It takes a few tries for us to nail all the right emotional beats, but once we do the rest is effortless.

“Cut!” Eliza calls. “That was perfect! On to the next one.”  
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Anybody who says it never gets cold in California has never gotten up at three in the morning to drive out the hills outside of LA to shoot a movie. Santa Clarita is only about twenty-five miles from Chattsworth, but to get a full day of shooting in we all have to meet at Sagebrush and then caravan up the 118 so that we’ll arrive on location before sunrise.

To shoot in Santa Clarita, or anywhere in California, requires a permit. And permits cost money. That’s why, to save money, we’re just taking up a small skeleton crew, which for us is pretty much the whole crew since we’re small to begin with. We can’t bring the equipment truck or we’ll make ourselves obvious to any cop who happens to pass by. But so long as we don’t have much stuff, we can pass for a student project. That means we have to take up everything we’ll need ourselves.

I clutch the hot coffee in my hands, turning the cup so that it warms each of my fingers. I’ve got my denim jacket on, but it’s really down jacket weather. Now I know why so many members of the crew on the We Are Us set all seemed to have those lightweight Patagonia jackets even though they spent most of their time in an air-conditioned studio.

“Hey, Matty, give me a hand?” Brian asks.

I set my coffee on the tailgate of the equipment truck and walk over to grab the other end of the light kit. It’s not heavy but it’s bulky and we struggle to move it over and lift it into the back of Brian’s 4-Runner. We do the same thing again with the rest of the equipment we’re taking until it’s all loaded up. I clap my hands together and rub them, trying to chase the stinging sensation from the tips of my fingers.

“Thanks,” he says, slapping me on the back.

He turns to climb up into the equipment truck and then pulls down the sliding door. In the process, he kicks over my coffee. It steams as it spills onto the asphalt.

“Shit, my bad,” he says.

“All good,” I say. “I was finished with most of it.”

Not true, but what can you say?

Headlights flash as they turn into the parking lot. Jordan’s car pulls up and she rolls down the window.

“Morning!” she says brightly.

I’m surprised she’s so chipper, since she’s usually not a morning person. But I guess that it’s the adrenaline that’s got her amped up. We’ve got a lot to shoot on location and we’ve got no money to stay overnight. That means if we don’t get everything we need today, we’ll have to wake just as early tomorrow and do this whole thing over again. Given that, nervous excitement—even this early—makes sense.

“Morning,” I say, leaning down to kiss her.

“My breath is gross,” she warns.

“So is mine,” I say.

We both pucker and press our lips together without opening our mouths. But I nuzzle her nose against mine. The passenger door opens and Soli steps out.

“Who’s car are we taking up?” she asks.

“I think we’re just taking Natalie’s and Brian’s,” I say. “And the back of Brian’s is already full of lighting equipment and stuff.”

“I’ll pull in,” Jordan says.

Soli shuts the passenger side door and Jordan glides into an empty parking space. Soli’s got on this parka that she’s got her hands tucked in. She hops in place a little to keep her legs warm. I go over and wrap my arms around her.

“How are you?” she asks.

“Tired,” I say.

“You should drink some coffee.”

“I had some, but I lost it.”

We sway in place, still embracing, and it’s really damn nice. Why doesn’t LA have weather like this during the day? It offers the perfect excuse to snuggle.

Jordan waddles over, and I wrap my arm around her shoulder, rubbing her to keep warm. Soli transfers her embrace from me to her.

“Where’s Eliza?” Jordan asks.

“She’s talking to Brian,” I say.

“Why don’t you ride up with her?” Soli asks. “We’ll take Natalie, Roxy and Rachel”—the makeup lady—“with us in our car. Otherwise, she might end up riding with Brian solo. That might get a little awkward for everyone.”

Soli has this theory that Brian is into Eliza, and I’ve learned to trust her judgment when it comes to these things. If it’s true, who could blame him? Besides being gorgeous and crazy talented, she’s got a personality that would make any guy fall in love.

I don’t honestly know much about Brian, but I do know that he’s single. He knows about our situation, of course, but he hasn’t ever asked questions about it. If he’s jealous or just weirded out by it, he hasn’t let on. He seems like a nice guy, and he’s pretty good looking, too. I guess he’s in his mid-thirties or early forties, although I’ve never asked. He’s probably just like most guys in this town, including me until recently. He’s overworked and just struggling to string together a few paychecks so that he can climb out of debt, pay his bills, and build a life for himself.

Brian’s a nice guy, and he’s got every right to be attracted to Eliza, who is pretty much the only woman he interacts with on set every day who isn’t already dating me, at least as far as he knows. Of course, there’s no way to tell him that he’s not going to get anywhere with her without embarrassing Eliza. I’d also feel like a total ass, since I’ve already got more girlfriends than I know what to do with. But for everyone’s sake, it’s probably better if I act as a buffer between them just in case things get awkward.

“Yeah, good thinking,” I say.

Natalie rushes out of the stage carrying stacks of papers. Roxy follows behind her, looking very cozy in

“Sorry!” she says. “Had to grab some stuff.”

“And I had to pee!” Roxy announces.

They’re both wearing big jackets. Natalie’s is like a peacoat and Roxy has on this puffy jacket with a faux fur lining and leggings with boots. Both manage to look stylish and cute even while staying warm.

“No worries,” I say. “We got everything loaded up. We’re ready to roll.”

“Thank you!” Natalie says. “That’s such a relief.”

“I was thinking I would ride up with Brian and Eliza,” I say.

“Good luck,” Roxy says with a wink.

“Yep,” I say. “I’ll see ya up there.”

I walk over to Brian’s car. He’s standing with the door open, talking to Eliza who is in the passenger seat.

“Hey, can I ride with you guys?” I ask. “The other car’s full.”

“Hop in,” Brian says. “Just be careful of the light stand on your right-hand side.”

I get in and we follow the other car out of the lot and through Chatsworth until we get on the 118.

“So, Matty, any nerves about the truck bed scene?” Brian asks.

He means the truck bed scene we’re going to shoot today. Basically, it’s me, Soli, and Roxy hooking up in the back of a truck. It calls for us to be fully nude, which means that the sling is going to be making another appearance.

“Not really,” I say. “This isn’t my first rodeo. I’ve choked already, so I know what that feels like. And I know that if I do get into some trouble that our brilliant director knows how to get me there. I mean, she knows how to get it out of me. The performance, that is.”

I glance at Eliza, trying to see if she’ll respond to my innuendo with a shy smile, but she doesn’t appear phased at all.

“You’ve honestly done an amazing job,” Eliza says, turning to look at me. “You’ve come a long way as an actor in a really short time with no training or prep work.”

“Yeah, Matty,” Brian says. “You really stepped up after Carlo walked out.”

“On any other set, I don’t think I could have handled it,” I say. “If it all comes out well, and I don’t stink up the screen too much, it will be because of Eliza. Can you believe that this is her first time directing?”

“Yeah, we were just talking about that,” Brian says. “She mentioned you were the one who encouraged her to do it, right?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I knew that after the prep we did at her place before the shoot that she would have the right instincts to take on the role.”

“Prep?” Brian asks.

“We did some workshopping together,” Eliza says. “Matty and Roxy and Soli and me.”

“Huh,” Brian says.

I can imagine the wheels turning in his head. He’s probably not thinking, I’ll bet they had group sex and Eliza watched it. I mean, it’s not likely his mind went straight there. But still, I can imagine a question forming in his mind. What exactly happened between us?

“So, what’s it like working with your girlfriends every day?” Brian asks. “How many do you have again?”

“I lose track, too,” I say with a chuckle that I hope doesn’t sound forced. “It’s the best part of doing this. I don’t know anybody who gets to have an on-set experience like this, especially for his first movie.”

“Your first movie?” Brian repeats.

“Yep,” I say.

“Wow,” he says. “Just wow.”

I realize that I’m coming off like kind of a dick. I’m trying not to, calling attention to how lucky I am, trying to be grateful. But I get the sense that Brian’s reading it as bragging.

“I can’t believe what I’m getting to do,” Eliza says. “And though it’s not the same, it’s been great working with my sister.”

Eliza’s trying to smooth over the awkwardness, I think. But Brian isn’t ready to let up.

“So, Matty, I gotta know, how do you do it?” Brian asks.

His tone is friendly, but it’s like that slap in the back that knocks the wind out of you.

“I really don’t know,” I say.

“You know what I mean,” he says. “All of these smart, talented women would rather have you than any other guy. I mean no offense. I think you’re a great guy. But what’s your secret? There must be something I’m not seeing.”

“Nothing really,” I say. “Aside from the super powerful pheromone that I developed in my basement lab, I can’t really think of a thing I have that any other guy doesn’t have.”

“Ha! Humor, that’s got to be part of it,” he says.

“Yeah,” I say. “That probably doesn’t hurt. I’ll be completely honest with you, Brian. It’s a mystery to me, too. Yeah, I’ve got a few things going for me. But the truth is, these incredible beauties chose me. It’s easier to believe that I’m lucky than special.”

“How about we hear from an objective third party?” Brian says. “Eliza, speaking as a woman, what do you think is at the heart of our friend Matty’s appeal?”

I can’t tell if Brian is feeling out Eliza’s opinion of me, but I don’t like the way he’s putting pressure on Eliza, especially because I don’t think it’s an accident.

“There’s something about Matty that’s hard to define,” she says. “He has looks and brains, but a lot of guys have those things.”

“Plenty have more,” I say. “I’m not exceptional in either case.”

“Look at that,” Brian says. “He’s humble, too.”

Maybe I’m just listening for it, but I catch just a hint of resentment in his tone. It’s subtle—so subtle that he would surely deny it—but I don’t think I’m crazy to think this line of questioning may not be strictly ‘shooting the breeze.’

“I think what women respond to is the fact that Matty is humble and decent,” she says. “He’s honest, too. He’s sensitive to the women in his life and encouraging of them and their aspirations. You can feel safe talking to him, even when the subject is personal.”

Brian grunts in acknowledgement.

“So, here’s a personal question that I hope you’ll allow me, Matty” Brian says. “Will you save some for the rest of us?”
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Okay, I’m pretty sure I understand what this is now. I get it. If the situation were reversed, I might say the same thing. I just don’t know how to respond diplomatically.

“Fair question,” I say. “Believe me, I don’t want to take anything from anybody—”

“I’m just teasing you,” he says. “You’re alright. Maybe I’m a little jealous. Can you blame me? But no, you’re fine. You’re a lucky, lucky man. That’s all.”

“Yep,” I say. “That’s all.”

For a moment, we just let silence fill the space. Brian changes lanes to get onto the 14 Freeway. We’re only about twenty miles away now. I’m starting to wish I was riding in the other car. I turn back to look for Natalie’s car but can’t pick out her headlights among the traffic. They’re probably belting out some Nineties pop songs or something, while I’m getting low-key interrogated by our director of photography.

“Just something to think about,” Brian says. “I’ve noticed a couple times that you’ve been looking into the camera during takes.”

“Have I?” I say.

“More than once,” Brian says.

“I’m sure you’re right,” I say. “I came into this thing thinking I was going to be the body double. I’ve still got a lot to learn about the finer points of acting.”

“Well, you’re completely green,” Brian says. “Anybody who walks onto a set with no experience is going to make some mistakes along the way.”

It’s getting harder and harder to ignore the passive-aggressive barbs that seem to appear every time Brian opens his mouth.

“I think there’s something magnetic about the roughness of Matty’s acting style,” Eliza says.

“Even when he looks in the camera?” Brian says. “I mean, I’m sorry, I’m not trying to make some big thing out of it. But being aware of the camera without looking at it, that’s Acting 101, no?”

“Sure,” Eliza says. “I’m just saying that even when Matty stumbles, he’s able to find something authentic in the dialogue and make it his own. That authenticity is well worth the process it takes to discover it.”

“Well, it sounds like you know what you want,” Brian says.

That puts a stop to the conversation, and an awkward silence settles in the car. The saving grace is that we don’t have far to go. Brian gets off the freeway and turns onto one of these little country roads that are all around Santa Clarita. The location Valerie picked out fits all the specifications we need. It’s close to the road, has a view of the east-facing Santa Susana Mountains, and isn’t actually on anybody’s property, so we’re not gonna be run off by some rancher with a twelve-gauge.

In front of us is the crew van, and Brian pulls over behind it. Reggie, Monique, Fay are all standing around. Rick’s picking his nose.

We get out, and I squint as I look around at the landscape that’s just becoming visible as the sun peeks over the mountains. There’s a windmill about a hundred yards away from us with the mountains on the other side. But aside from that, there’s mostly just scrub and brush.

“Let’s see if we can scope out the shots we want to get for b-roll,” Brian says to Eliza.

“Anything we need out of the back?” I ask, trying to keep things friendly and neutral.

“Not now,” Brian says. “Thanks, though.”

He walks off into the scrub, making a little window with his fingers the way I’ve watched directors on TV do. He makes big sweeping gestures as he points to the horizon. Eliza nods and points to some point in the distance. But as I watch her walking away, she makes a point of giving me a little wave.

A few minutes later, Natalie’s car appears over the crest of a dirt hill and pulls up behind ours. I approach as all the girls get out.

“Hey!” Soli says. “How did it go?”

“Well, I don’t know if Eliza was uncomfortable,” I say. “But I sure was.”

“Oh no,” Natalie says. “What happened?”

“Nothing,” I say. “Brian was just making a few passive-aggressive comments. I’d say you were right. He’s into Eliza and not too happy that she seems to have eyes for the guy with four other girlfriends. The conversation turned to an examination of my inexplicable appeal to women. It got a little weird.”

"Poor Matty," Jordan says. "Will your suffering never cease?"

"Yeah, yeah, I know. I don’t have a lot to complain about. A little ribbing at my expense is not so much to endure. But still. What am I supposed to say?"

"Did you tell him the truth?" Roxy asks. "That we’re all into each other and you’re just the icing on the cake?"

"No, although that probably would have helped," I say. "I tried to be as self-deprecating as I could. But you can only take so many pops on the chin before you start to take it personally."

"Well, think of it this way," Soli says. "It was uncomfortable for you, but you probably saved Eliza from the even more uncomfortable drive she would have had if you hadn’t been there."

"She’s right," Jordan says, clutching her belly the way that she’s started doing a lot lately. "Brian would have flirted with her and might have even gotten prickly when she didn’t respond to him. With you there, at least you could act as a lightning rod."

"That’s true," I say. "I hadn’t even thought of it that way. So, at least some good came of it."

Natalie comes over and gives me a hug, resting her head on my chest.

"You’re a good man," she says. "Not a lot of guys have the self-confidence to respond to passive aggression with good humor. It’s rare, and it’s why girl after girl can’t stop falling for you."

"This too," she says, squeezing my cock and balls and grinning as I wince.

"No woman can resist the magic cock," Roxy says. "Brian’s just no match for that."

I just smile.

"Well, whatever works," I say.

We walk over and join the rest of our tiny crew. We set up folding chairs around the cooler, which holds our lunch— cold sandwiches from 7-Eleven and drinks. My hair’s cut so short for the part that she just needs to give me a quick buzz to match the way it looked yesterday. Then the girls have their turn. Jordan discusses baby stuff as the girls get their hair done.

As the sun clears the hills, the temperature rises fast and soon we’re shedding layers. There’s a lull in the conversation, so I decide to play our game. It’s something that the three of us have started doing to pass the time on set. We’ll just start in the middle of a scene and recite lines to each other. But the trick is to find some little double entendre in the dialogue. For some scenes, it’s pretty easy.

Here are the lines as they were written in the script:

INT. BED OF THE TRUCK – SUNSET

The horizon burns orange. Wind brushes through the grass.

Daniel and Maria sit facing each other in the bed of an old pickup. The silence between them is heavy, but not hostile. It’s the silence of two people who know what the other will say.

DANIEL:
I didn’t come here to make this harder.

MARIA:
Then why did you come?

DANIEL:
Because I wanted to see if I still could.

MARIA:
You mean if you still cared.

DANIEL:
No.
(beat)
If you’d still look at me the same way.

MARIA:
I can’t.

DANIEL:
Right. (beat) That’s what I thought.

So that’s where I begin reciting. I catch Soli’s eye and suddenly shoot her this intense look.

"I didn’t come here to make this harder," I say.

"It doesn’t look like it could get any harder if you tried," Soli answers, completely deadpan.

I laugh. She’s quick on the draw.

"Then, why did you come?" she answers, saying the line.

"And so fast?" Roxy jumps in. "All over my stomach?"

"Because I wanted to see if I could," I say, struggling to hold it together without laughing.

"You mean you wanted to see if I still cared?" Soli asks.

"No," I say, "I wanted to see if I could still come. I’ve been jerking off three times a day, but I’ve been pumping out dust before I started fucking you two sexy sluts."

Everyone laughs at this.

"Guys," Natalie says. "Do you think we’re making a porn?"

"What?!" Roxy says. "No way!"

"It’s kinda porny, though, right?" she asks. "The dialogue, I mean?"

"Well, we’re trying to find the porniest way to say the lines," I say. "But we’re just messing around."

"I know, I get it," Natalie says. "But ever since that offer to distribute the movie through SatinX, I’ve been wondering whether we’re really doing the serious work that I thought we were doing when we started."

"It all depends on where you draw the line," Soli says. "There’s sex in our film. That’s true. But it’s always tasteful. And we’re telling a story. Porn doesn’t. Usually."

"Yeah," Roxy says. "I still think we can call ourselves a sex-positive experimental film. That won’t stop someone from calling it porn. But what can we do about that? We do our thing. The audience responds or they don’t. Either way, it shouldn’t define us."

"I guess I just want to know that what I’m doing with my life is worth it," Natalie says. "Sorry, that got heavy all of a sudden."

"It makes sense," I say. "That’s what we’re all trying to do, right? All of us want to feel like the sacrifices that we’ve made are worth it."

"Personally, I don’t care how we label it," Jordan says. "I’ve never had more fun on a set, and I don’t see how I could ever have more."

Natalie smiles.

"I feel the same," she says. "So maybe there’s nothing to worry about. It’s just, there’s something so cringe about the idea of people only watching this to get off from it."

"Be honest," Soli says. "You want people to watch this movie and then fuck, right?"

"Well... yeah," Natalie says. "It’s a romance. It should inspire passion."

"See?" Soli says. "That’s what it’s about. That’s what we’re doing. However you label it, I’m proud to be inspiring passion in people."

"Yeah, but that video we made inspired passion, too," Roxy says, cranking her wrist. "And while I don’t mind that it exists, I am aiming for something a little more artistic on this movie."

"Exactly, thank you," Natalie says.

"But what’s the difference, really?" Soli says. "It’s fine if two or more people in a committed relationship are inspired to have sex, but if some guy jerks off alone then it’s somehow less artistic?"

"That’s an interesting point," Jordan says. "We’re making people happy either way. Isn’t that something to be proud of?"

"Yeah, but if that’s all we wanted to do, we didn’t need to spend all this time and money," Natalie says. "We could have shot a porn at home for practically nothing. We might have even made some money on it. Porn sells, but it doesn’t last. I just want to tell a story that people can appreciate even without the sex. You can’t say that about porn."

"Truth," Roxy says.

"It’ll come out that way, I think," I say. "That’s what we’re all trying for. But any time you’re trying to do anything artistic, you’re going to have doubts about whether you’re succeeding. If we were making a sci-fi thriller, those doubts would be there too."

"Yeah, you’re probably right," Natalie says. "Maybe I’m listening to my hangups too much. I’m probably overthinking things."

"Well, we’re trying to find dirty ways to twist the dialogue, it’s natural that your mind would go there," Roxy says. "But it’s messing around like this that helps keep us from breaking when we’re on camera and it really counts."

"We all want to do a great job," I say. "I know you’re going to be proud of what we’ve made together when it’s done."

We go back to reciting our lines and running through the scene, this time without the double entendres. Before we’ve done it a couple of times, Eliza returns and it’s time to get started with the shooting day.

"Okay," she says, flipping through the script in her hands. "We’re going to start at the top of scene 47. Now, Matty, when you say ‘I didn’t come here to make this harder,’ let’s try one where you really hit that line. Don’t hold back. Give it everything you have. Make us feel how hard this is for you. Your feelings have been driving you crazy, and Maria is the only one who can offer you any relief. Think you can do that?"

I don’t chuckle or even smile. I just nod, completely composed.

"You’ve got it," I say.

See? What Roxy says is true. It works.

We walk over to where the truck is parked and climb into the bed. After another twenty minutes, we’re ready to shoot. We do the scene in all these different ways, and each time I’m surprised by the way that Soli approaches it. She manages to find something different in the performance, which helps me discover something interesting, too. It’s this kind of thing that I’m just discovering about acting. You can usually find some small reaction or expression that says something different every time. I get so into it that I forget the camera—Brian should be pleased—and I just let it go. We do six takes, improvising just a little along the way, and then we’ve got it.

"Wonderful!" Eliza says. "This is so great!"

"Nicely done, everyone!" Brian says.

He makes a point of looking at me and smiling. Yeah, no hard feelings. Water under the bridge and all that.

After that, there isn’t really that much more to do until the big scene at sunset. We eat our sandwiches out of the cooler. Natalie comes around and offers everyone sunscreen. They do a few close-up shots of Soli looking out across the dusty landscape, Roxy writing in the dirt with her finger, that kind of thing. Pick-up shots, they call them.

I think I’m prepared for what’s ahead. But I’ve got no fucking idea. I’m actually nowhere close to ready for what’s coming.

Just when you think you know what you’re doing, something comes along and catches you completely by surprise.

And if you told me what the last shot of the day was going to turn into, I probably wouldn’t believe it. I’m about to tell you, and I’m not sure you’ll believe it either. Because frankly, this isn’t the kind of thing that ever happens on a film set—or anywhere else, in my experience.

There’s only one thing I can attribute it to: "movie magic."

Now, of course, "movie magic" is fake. Special effects, tricks of lighting and sound, even CGI. A talented crew can make you see and believe things that never happened. But this is something different. It’s a special kind of magic that comes out of making a movie. The kind of magic that makes people do unexpected, crazy things and—ya know what? I think I’m overselling it.

Let’s just get to what happened, and you can make up your own mind about it.
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“You always said we’d end up here,” I say. “Not together, just here.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Soli says.

“It was always going to be us in the end,” I say. “You just didn’t want to see it.”

“And what about me?” Roxy asks.

“You were the beginning of something new,” I say. “She was the start of the fire. You’re what’s left once it’s burned.” 

“Ashes,” Soli says.

“No, the part that glows after,” I say.

There’s a long pause in the script before Soli delivers her next line.

“If you say my name right now, I won’t leave.”

“Cut!” 

The truck bed is getting cold on my bare back. Ditto my ass. I’m practically nude, but for the sock, underneath this blanket. And I’m not alone. Soli and Roxy— Maria and Vivienne— are in the truck bed beside me. It’s golden hour, and we’re all feeling the pressure to get this thing right.

Golden hour is that perfect window of around twenty minutes or so just before the sun sets where the sky becomes totally cinematic on its own. Orange streaks of clouds that turn pink then purple before the light fades. We have to move fast. We’ve got to get this right today or we’ll have to come back tomorrow and spend money we don’t have. And, well, it’s not quite right.

Brian’s standing with the light meter, watching as precious minutes slip away. Eliza approaches, coming around to rest her arms against the truck. 

“Soli, I’m just not believing it,” Eliza says.

The worst part about having Eliza criticize is that you know she really doesn’t want to. She’s completely earnest and never wants to tell anyone they’re doing something wrong. But in this case, she’s right. There’s something flat about the way that Soli is saying these lines, which is a problem because they really have to count if the audience is going to buy that these people should be together. 

“I’m sorry, Eliza, ” Soli says softly. 

“Don’t apologize,” Eliza says, reaching down to squeeze Soli’s hand, which is resting on top of the blanket. “We’re getting it. We’ll figure it out. When you say your line, if you say my name right now, I won’t leave, I just can’t believe that you’re really being held in place by the weight of their passion for you. I feel like you really want to get up and leave.”  

Soli nods, looking chastened.

“I’ll do better,” Soli says. Then, in a voice that’s almost too soft and shy, “do you think you could show me?”

“Show you how?” Eliza asks.

“Let’s go through it step by step,” Soli says. “Be me. Show me what you want, and that’s the way I’ll do it.”

“If that’s what you need, let’s do it,” Eliza says.

Eliza takes off the button-down white shirt she has been wearing, leaving just the black tube top. She takes a seat on the bed of the truck with her back to us, pulling off the desert boots she wore out here. Then she turns over and crawls toward me.

We’re all almost totally naked under the flannel blanket. Except for these little strips of cloth covering our private parts, we’re completely exposed. Soli elbows me to make some room next to her so that Eliza can slide in. I move closer to Roxy, my hand brushing against her breast as I do.

“Okay,” Eliza says, trying to compose herself. “What’s my line?”

“Ashes,” Soli says. “But get under the blanket first. It’ll also help if you’re on top of Matty.”

Eliza looks scandalized, and I can tell she’s having second thoughts. But it’s golden hour, and the clock is ticking.

“Okay,” she says.

“Don’t be shy,” Soli says. “Just lift up the blanket and crawl under. We’ll help.”

Eliza lifts the end of the blanket and then ducks under it. She comes out the other side, hair slightly frizzy but still stunningly gorgeous. Maybe it’s the way that her face looks, or her hair– the cinematic lighting is probably playing some role, too. But that nervous expression on her face starts my cock straining against its slender restraint.  

“Matty, uh, are you okay if I put my knee here?” Eliza asks, pointing to the spot between my legs.

“Yeah,” I say. “Of course. Go ahead.”

If you feel anything while you’re poking around down there, just ignore it!

“Ashes,” Eliza says.

Her eyelashes, heavy with mascara, make her eyes look even more smoky. And viewed from this angle, her breasts looking even bigger and perkier than before. Our hips aren’t far away either. So, close.

“What?” I say. “Oh, yeah. No, the part that glows after.”

“Again?” Eliza says.

“Sure,” I say.

“Ashes,” she says again, with feeling.

“No,” I say. “The part that glows after.”

The silence between moments is like a vacuum that swallows all sound. There’s something about the intensity of Eliza’s gaze, the way that the sky frames her head, that leaves me mesmerized. 

“If you say my name right now, I won’t leave,” she says. 

Eliza. That’s the name fighting to escape. But if I say it now, it will break the spell.

“Maria,” I say.

“No,” Eliza says, this look of pure, raw need written all over her face. “Say it like you mean it. Like you remember what it felt like.” 

Our faces are inches apart now. The next moment is the kiss. I’m waiting for the word “cut!” Some sign that it’s time to call off the fantasy. I’m waiting for her signal. Instead, there’s just silence. I move my face toward hers. She doesn’t pull away. Her eyes close as I turn my chin, gently guiding my lips to hers.

They connect. I close my eyes and let myself get lost in the kiss. As our lips press together, I can feel an urgency taking over her. Something inside of Eliza is finally getting its way, taking control.

I feel the blanket being tugged away, but I don’t let it distract me. I run my thumb along the edge of Eliza’s chin and down her neck as we kiss. I open my eyes and see Soli’s hands probing Eliza’s body from her crouched position.

Beside me, Roxy moves to help her, the two of them helping her out of her jeans.

“This is perfect,” Soli whispers in Eliza’s ear. “This is so right.”

Eliza’s breathing hard as she wiggles out of the jeans, but she doesn’t say anything. Just keeps her focus locked on me. She climbs on top of me, the tight-fitting jeans still around her ankles. She starts rubbing her pelvis against the sling that confines my erect cock. Our hands move to tear off the constraints, she pulls down her panties, revealing the sopping wet slit of her pussy. The blanket suddenly billows on top of us again, covering our lower bodies.

Soli leans up and kisses Eliza on the neck, fondling her breasts through her bra. Roxy rubs her thighs and stomach. Eliza’s hands are on my bare chest, running up and down my torso as glides on top of me. She’s waiting for me to enter her, to shatter all boundaries and make this thing real. I manage to pull off the sling and free my massive erection, pressing my head against her outer lips. 

Is no one going to stop this?   

Eliza slides onto me– into me. Her head goes limp as she lets her neck recline, eyes closed. She’s never felt a man inside her before. If she’s ever tried, there’s no way that it felt anything like this. She’s lost in bliss as I thrust up, pressing deeper inside her. But she’s ready to set the pace herself. She’s gonna ride me, and there’s nothing that can stop it. We’re fully out of control now, and we know it. The only thing left to do is let go.

“Aaahaa!” she moans as she rides me like a bronco.

Her hands are on my waist now, grinding herself against my hard cock like she has never felt anything better. Her inner walls clench and release. Christ, I don’t know how I’m gonna hold out for long. But I don’t think I have to. Her moans get more eager as her pace becomes frantic. Breath tears from her lungs as she squeals.

“Yes!” she screams. “Fuck, yes! Oh god!”

She’s going to fuck herself into the stratosphere on the head of my cock. Her lips are so warm, so tight— fuck, she’s tight but she’s taking every inch of me, and that look on her face is begging for more.

Roxy and Soli are at her sides, touching us both for reassurance. But they can see that the main event is right in front of them, and they seem content to watch what they’ve set into motion.

“Oh! AAAaah!” Eliza yells, and then with a crude grunt she creams all over my rigid dick.  Her face is a mask of pleasure, her hair mussed from the ride. I’ve got just enough control to keep from coming inside her. I pull out and then, with the slightest tickle of my hypersensitive head, and a couple of quick jerks, I cum too. A pool of cum forms under the blanket as it gets soaked with my projectile side.

Eliza’s breathing is still raged and her eyes suddenly shoot open, almost as if the reality of what we just did is now dawning on her.

“What did I just do?!” she says, practically gasping.

I have no words to help her, in part because I’m as blown away by it as she is. I can feel her shame in the way that her shoulders fall, almost like she’s collapsing in on herself.

“Oh, God!” she says, suddenly on the verge of tears.

But Soli is there, full of reassurance and praise. She reaches over and puts a hand on Eliza’s. She flinches but doesn’t pull it away. Soli’s voice is calm and reassuring, her hand remains steady.

“It’s fine, it’s good,” Soli hastens to explain. “That was wonderful. You were wonderful. I can do the scene now. Thanks!”

“What?” Eliza says, her eyes unfocused.

“The scene,” Roxy says. “What you did was, well, it was so fucking hot! I’m so wet right now. You have no idea.”

Eliza still looks confused, frozen in place. But if she’s confused by what just happened, you can imagine how everyone else around us is reacting. For the first time, I sit up and look over at the members of the crew. Jordan, Natalie, Brian, Reggie, Fay. They’re looking at us with wide-mouth stares. Rick’s got a hard on that’s pressing against his khakis.

I don’t blame them. Nobody was expecting that to happen, and nobody has any clue what they’re supposed to do now.

“Eliza?” Natalie calls over to her.

“Yeah?”

“Can you, um, get yourself… situated and then climb out of the truck bed, please?”

Eliza just nods, struggling to pull her jeans back on from under the protective cover of the blanket. She has trouble with the zipper. Soli moves to help her, but Eliza waves her off.  

“I’ve got it,” she snaps.

“Okay, sweetie,” Soli says in a soothing tone. “Just trying to help you.”

Once she’s finally got her pants back on, Eliza looks at me with this mix of guilt and shame, and yes, even now there’s still plenty of lust in her expression, too. I don’t say a word, not sure how to reassure her. What do you say to someone in this situation? Has anyone else ever had this particular problem before? Probably somewhere, but in front of a film crew?

Well, we’re definitely losing the light now. There’s a shadow moving toward the horizon. But once Eliza climbs out of the truck bed and walks a distance away from us, Natalie takes over.

“Alright, we’re going for one more take,” she says. “We have to get this clean, so everyone do their best. Ready?”

We take a moment to mentally reset, then all three of us nod to each other. We’re ready. We’ve got this. We start saying the lines, and it feels like the first time we’ve ever said them. There’s this incredible spontaneity to everything we’re doing. I can tell that it’s working, I can feel it.

Soli takes her cue and climbs on top of me. We kiss, we cling together. Roxy gets in on the act and soon we’re all kissing and rubbing each other. The blanket billows as the wind catches it. It slides down, revealing more of our bodies. Soli grinds against me, showing her bare ass to the camera, which pans in on her, thanks to Brian’s chest rig.  

It’s hot. It’s passionate. We keep going for as long as we can, channeling our passion for each other into the performance. But it is nowhere close to anything we just experienced when it was completely real and raw and unexpected.

Finally, Natalie yells, “cut!”

And then that’s it. The sky above us turns a deep purple, then black. I look around for Eliza, but she’s nowhere to be found. 
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We climb out of the truck bed, and Monique comes over with robes. I cover my junk with my hand, since the sling obviously came off. Nobody says anything. I don’t think any of us knows what to say. Jordan comes over and extends her arms to hug me.

“That was incredible,” she says, bringing her face close to mine. “It was…wow!”

“Okay, everybody, that’s a wrap,” Natalie says.

“Where’s Eliza?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” Natalie says, taking out her phone. “I’ll call her. Can we get all of the lighting equipment loaded up before it gets too dark, please?”

“Yeah. I’ve got it,” I say.

I start quickly breaking things down, grabbing light stands and diffusion equipment and stuffing it into the back of Brian’s truck. Neither of us says anything, and I’m cold in nothing but a robe and flip-flops, but we’ve got to get this done. We’re losing the light, and out here it can get almost pitch-black after the sun goes down.

Once everything is in, Brian closes the back and then gets in the cab of his truck. The ignition roars to life, headlights come on, and I hear the crunch of gravel under tires as he drives away without another word. I hurry over to Natalie’s car where the girls are standing around.

“Well, there goes my ride,” I say. “And Eliza’s.”

“She called a rideshare,” Natalie says.

“All the way out here?” I say. “How did she even find someone who would pick her up?”

“I don’t know, Matty,” Natalie says. “That’s not really what I’m focused on right now, ya know?”

“Yeah, I get it,” I say.

“Let’s load up the car and we’ll drive back to Sagebrush,” Natalie says.

I climb into the back seat, with Roxy by my side. Natalie gets in the driver’s seat and we take off.

Very soon, it’s dark outside, dark inside the cab too after the little interior light goes off. Nobody’s on their phone. There’s a feeling like we need to take a beat and process what just happened. Roxy puts her hand on my knee and squeezes it.

“Great day, everyone,” Jordan offers.

It’s nice to have someone break the silence, and her voice is just what we all need.

“Thanks, sweetie,” Soli says. “It was great. I think the scene is going to be amazing.”

But Natalie isn’t able to slip into the festive mood.

“I have no idea what’s going to happen tomorrow,” Natalie says, then adds, “Like zero idea.”

“We’ll figure things out,” I say. “Whatever happens, we can make it work.”

“I can’t believe we’re making a porn!” Natalie says.

“Well—” Soli says.

“No!” Natalie jumps in, shutting her down. “We so are. It’s not even debatable at this point!”

“Soli, how did you know that was going to happen?” I ask.

“Have you learned nothing?” Soli says. “I’m the sex—”

“Yeah, yeah, you’re the sex bruja,” I say. “But seriously, how could you have possibly known that she would react that way?”

“I didn’t,” Soli says, but her tone is too defensive to be believable. “She did it on her own.”

“No, no,” I say. “You’re not getting off that easy. You manipulated the situation.”

“Excuse me?” Soli says.

“You were phoning it in for the first few takes,” I say. “You knew exactly what you were doing. You gave a bad performance so that Eliza would get desperate enough to put herself in the scene. And once she did, you practically pulled her pants off—and you too, Roxy.”

“Oh, and where were you, Matty?” Soli demands. “Mr. Passive Victim? You were as active as anybody. I was there.”

“She’s right, Matty,” Roxy says. “You don’t get to pass judgment now.”

“Okay, fine,” I say. “I deserve blame too. I can admit that.”

“What blame?” Soli demands. “Why does there have to be blame?”

“What happened was absolutely illegal,” Natalie says. “Do you realize that? I can’t believe I’m the only one who is the voice of reason on this. Everything we’ve worked for may be over now. Brian may quit. Eliza may quit. There could even be a lawsuit!”

“Hold on,” I say. “Let’s take a breath and focus just on the present. It won’t do any good to worry about what might happen. We’re not there yet.”

“Don’t make me responsible for Eliza’s choices,” Soli says. “That’s not fair.”

“Are you really going to pretend that you did nothing?” Natalie says. “She never would have done that if you hadn’t said, hey, can you show me? I mean, my God, Soli!”

“Okay, did I have some idea that was going to happen? Sure,” Soli says. “I mean, we all remember the hand job. But that wasn’t a catastrophe, was it?”

“The difference was no one outside of our group saw it happen,” I say.

I don’t want to take sides, but I feel like Natalie’s all alone in this and somebody has to back her up.

“That’s not on me,” Soli says. “How is that on me? Eliza made the choice to do that, and it was the same this time too. I didn’t manipulate anybody. I simply presented Eliza with the opportunity to do what she clearly already wanted to do herself. I removed the barriers in her way and invited her to explore. Was that wrong?”

“It was wrong to do it on a film set in front of people!” Natalie snaps. “This is our job, Soli!”

“It’s Eliza’s life, Natalie!” Soli claps back. “I was worried that she might go her whole life without experiencing the pleasures of sex. I care about her. I love her the way that I love you.”

“So, what?” Natalie says. “You saved her from a sad existence without ever knowing Matty’s cock?”

I know she’s mad right now, but it’s dark in this car and I’m pretty sure she can’t see me smiling. How could I not smile? Wouldn’t you?

“It’s pretty great,” Soli says. “You’d say so yourself if you weren’t so pissed right now.”

But Natalie is having none of it.

“Come on!” Natalie says. “Why couldn’t you have said, hey, Eliza, you want to come with us somewhere safe and private where you can slip out of your hangups with Matty?”

“She wouldn’t have done that,” Soli says. “You know she wouldn’t have. She has a powerful mental block. She had to get lost in the moment. That was the only way.”

“So, you admit that you planned it?” I say.

Soli’s clearly getting tired of defending herself because her tone turns irritable.

“I didn’t make her do anything,” Soli says. “If the rest of you are scandalized by what Eliza did, that’s on you. I think it was beautiful what we shared. Right?”

“It was definitely memorable,” Roxy says. “And yeah, it was beautiful.”

“Look, this is my reputation on the line,” Natalie says. “I’m the producer.”

“Don’t pull rank like that,” Roxy says. “We all have reputations to protect, okay?”

“I will probably never work in Hollywood after this,” Natalie says. “My first ever movie that I’m producing all on my own, and it’s going to be my last.”

“Okay, let’s all take a breath here,” I say. “We don’t know that’s true.”

“No, Matty. No way. You don’t get to be the voice of reason after what you did,” Natalie says. “How could you fuck her like that in front of everyone?!”

“What was I supposed to do? Blow a whistle?” I say. “I mean, you were there. It just kinda happened.”

“You just followed whatever your dick wanted you to do,” Natalie says. “Just like always.”

Okay, could I have stopped her? Yes, probably. I knew where the line was, but I wasn’t thinking. Maybe I can plead temporary insanity or something, but honestly, there’s not much else for me to do.

“You’re right,” I say. “I need to take responsibility, blame, whatever. I shouldn’t have done that. Not that way, anyway. It wasn’t professional. Although I think Soli’s right that it was what Eliza needed.”

“Thank you,” Soli says.

“Yeah, thanks. I needed it too,” Natalie says. “Just like I need this migraine.”

Nobody says anything for a while, I think because everyone is feeling the weight of it sinking in.

“I think we’re gonna look back on this and laugh,” Soli says, her tone hopeful. “Really, it makes a funny story, right?”

“Yeah, I’m sure we’re going to have lots of fun trying to explain this,” Natalie says flatly. “Over and over and over. We’ll all have a big laugh.”

“Natalie, I’m sorry,” Soli says.

She doesn’t say anything. For the rest of the journey, until we get back to Sagebrush, nobody says a word.

As soon as we pull into the parking lot, Soli’s door opens and she climbs out. Jordan and Roxy follow. Natalie doesn’t move. I run my hand across my face, trying to chase out the tension I’ve been carrying around. I don’t know what I should do. I want to say something to calm her down, but I think that Natalie has to work through her feelings first.

I get out and join the girls. Roxy and Soli have their arms wrapped around each other in a hug.

“See you tomorrow,” Roxy says.

“Love ya, babe,” Soli says. “You’re amazing.”

“Matty?” Jordan says. “Who are you going home with?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Natalie’s really pissed. I don’t want to take sides, but I think she needs some space right now.”

“I think you’re right,” Jordan says. “Go say good night to her first, at least.”

I go over to the driver’s side window. It’s closed, so I tap the glass with my knuckle. A moment passes. Then the window slides down. I lean down and rest my arm on the door. Natalie doesn’t look at me.

“I’m sorry for everything,” I say. “I shouldn’t have done what I did. I wasn’t thinking.”

Natalie takes a deep breath and blows it out her nose.

“You don’t have to forgive me right now,” I say. “Just know that I love you.”

“Okay, Matty,” Natalie says.

Her tone tells me that she’s still pissed, but she can at least imagine a future where she won’t be. I don’t have to worry that this is the end of our relationship, but I also need to think about what I’ve done so that it doesn’t happen again. That’s what I get from her tone, at least.

“Get home safe, okay?” I say.

She nods and then rolls up the window. Roxy has been standing nearby and we embrace and kiss.

“Take care of her tonight, okay?” I say.

Roxy gives me a look that says, I’ll try.

Roxy gets in the passenger seat and then Natalie backs up and the two of them drive off. Of course, I’m rethinking my choice. Should I have told her I wanted to go home with her? If I do that, then it’s like I’m abandoning Soli. Honestly, I understand why Natalie is angry and worried. But making Soli the villain isn’t fair either.

Really, the girl I want to go home with is Eliza, not because I love her the most but because I think she needs me the most. She’s the one who really needs reassurance, but I’m not sure exactly what I should say. What’s she feeling right now?

A slender hand touches my shoulder blade.

“Are you ready?” Soli asks.

“Yeah,” I say, turning to her. She slides her arms around me, and I wrap my arms around her and squeeze. “Let’s go home.”
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I don’t sleep well. My phone glows over the course of the night, but I don’t want to get up and look at it. I stare at the ceiling. Soli’s body is still in the bed beside me. From the color of the light leaking through the blinds, it could be close to dawn.

I can’t stop replaying the whole scene in my head. I know I should be focused on how serious this is. But I can’t see Eliza’s face in my head without getting hard. It’s messed up, because I know that this is a serious situation for everyone, especially her. But as I try to drift back to sleep, aware that I need to replenish my strength for the day ahead, I hear those groans she made as she rode me. Those eyes, those lips, and the feeling of her wet smoothness against my stiff cock.  

I roll onto my stomach, trying to smother my erection against the mattress. But we all know how well that works. All it takes is a little friction, a bit of pressure against the head of my cock, and I just want to hump all the more. I guess I’m “shifting” too much, because Soli sits up. 

“What’s up?” she asks, eyes still closed.

“Nothing,” I say, my face still pressed against the pillow.

“You’re hard,” she says.

“Yeah,” I say.

“You’re thinking about Eliza?” she asks, reaching over to rub my back.

“Yeah,” I say. “I know I shouldn’t be. I can’t help it.”

“Wanna fuck me instead?” she asks.

“God, yes,” I say.

She kicks off the comforter, exposing her bare legs. She’s wearing nothing but a pair of black lace panties. I roll over and climb on top of her, slipping my cock through that little opening on the front of my boxer briefs. I run the head of my cock along the smoothness of her belly. She arches her back and spreads her hips, tugging down her panties to give me quick access. I reach down, running a finger along the outside of her lips. She’s not quite ready yet, so I start licking her breasts while I rub my cock up and down her lower body, running it against her hips.

“Mmm,” she coos. “That’s great. I love how smooth your dick skin is.”

I’m getting harder now. I pause from licking her nipples to admire her whole body. Even in the low light, she just looks absolutely perfect. My eyes travel down from her neck to her breasts, those curvy brown hips.

“You’re so fucking hot,” I say. “If I fucked a thousand other women, none of them would ever take anything away from you. You’re a complete original.”

“Good,” she says. “But don’t go fucking a thousand women. Stick with five for now, okay?”

I laugh.

“That’s plenty,” I say. “Right now, you’re more than enough.”

“I’m ready,” she says. “Put that big cock of yours inside me.”

I press directly against her slit and sink into her. There’s something so cozy and inviting about Soli’s pussy. It’s not just her warmth, it’s also the way I feel completely safe and taken care of. It makes me want to take care of her now and get her off just like she’s doing for me. She squirms as my cock moves inside her. I stretch, taking my time.

Easy, Matty. No need to rush. You’ve got all the time in the world. I relax and slow my pace a little, extending our little sexual interlude. But it’s not long before she tells me what she really wants.

“What are you trying to do?” she says. “Put me back to sleep?”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say with a smirk. “I didn’t realize I was boring you.”

“I love that you can go slow,” she says. “Just don’t take forever. I need my beauty sleep, ya know?”

So, I reposition my hips to get in deeper. I give her a hard thrust, which gets her moaning. Then another. 

“Yeah,” she says, gasping. “That’s it. Oh, yeah!”

I take my cue and pick up the pace, bringing down more pressure on her clit. Her moans get louder, more frantic. 

“Yes!” she cries. “Oh fuck me! Fuck me so good!” 

She clinches around me, like she wants to squeeze the cum right out of me. Her breasts jiggle as her back lifts off the bed, arcing into my thrusts. 

“Come inside me, please!” she squeals.

Alright, I guess I have to do as she says. I can feel the cum spilling from me as that sweet release overtakes me.

“That was so good,” I whisper.

“Yeah,” she says, still panting. “It was great.”

I kiss her neck and rub her. When I pull out, I wipe the stray stream of cum on the bed sheet and then curl up around her. Spooning her from behind, I feel at peace with everything. I’m not worried about what will happen when the sun comes up. I’m just satisfied being here in bed with Soli.

“Were you thinking about her?” she asks.

“Nope,” I say. “Were you?”

“A little bit,” Soli says. “But mostly I was thinking about you.”

I rub her hip and wrap my arm around her.

“We’re going to be okay, right?” she says. “All of us?”

“Yeah,” I say. “We’ll be okay.”

We hold each other like that, and then at some point I fall asleep. The next thing I know, I’m awake again. Soli’s asleep beside me. I gently rise from bed and check my phone.

There are ten unseen messages, texts. And there’s something in my Gmail.

It’s from Eliza. I check that one first. She’s sent a group email to everyone.

Hello everyone,

I apologize for my completely unprofessional behavior on location yesterday. For those of you who weren’t present, I behaved in an inappropriate way with a member of the cast. I don’t wish to discuss the matter further and hope this request will be respected.

This project is intensely personal to me. I put too much of myself into it and I crossed a line, legally and ethically. I’m deeply sorry for my actions and will leave it up to the discretion of the executive producer and associate producers to decide whether I should continue as director. I will abide by any decision they make. I am sincerely grateful for the trust that all of you have put in me, and I recognize that I failed to live up to the modes of proper conduct that all of us should abide by.

With deepest regret,

Eliza Ellis

I check my messages but there aren’t any from her. I get it. I don’t know exactly what to say either. I read the email again. She’s not quitting, at least not immediately. That’s a good thing. It means the door is open. She’s leaving it up to the producers, which includes me.

I check the rest of my messages. One is from Natalie—

Call me

I carefully open the bedroom door and close it quietly behind me. I grab some basketball shorts and a tank top out of the dryer, put them on, and then slip out the front door.

Natalie picks up on the second ring. 

“Hey,” I say.

“Hey,” she says. “Did you see the email?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I guess we should talk about everything.”

“Well, I don’t want to fire her, obviously,” Natalie says. “But we may not have a choice.”

“Let’s table that for a second,” I say. “How are you? Let’s talk about your feelings.”

She sighs.

“I’m okay,” she says. “Is Soli, like, really mad at me?”

“No, of course not,” I say. “She’s not mad at you at all.”

“I know I came off like kind of a bitch last night.” 

“No you didn’t,” I say. “You were stressed. You have a right to show emotion sometimes. It doesn’t make you a bitch.”

“Thanks,” she says. “You know that’s something I’m always worried about.”

“I know, and I get it. But you had a right to be angry. And, listen, I left last night feeling like I didn’t know what you wanted. I wasn’t sure what the right thing was, but I should have done more to support you. I don’t want you thinking that I took Soli’s side. I just didn’t get the feeling you wanted me around, so I didn’t want to force it.”

“It’s okay,” Natalie says. “You were probably right to go home with Soli. I was in a bad mood. But it wasn’t your fault, mostly, and there probably wasn’t anything you could have done or said that would have made me feel better.” 

“Well, just know that I respect what you did,” I say. “Somebody had to be the grownup and call out the situation for what it was, and you did that.”

“Thanks, Matty,” she says. “You know, it’s not easy. But I can also see where Soli was coming from. And like you said, it was probably something that Eliza really needed. I’m glad you helped her get over whatever stuff she was going through. I just wished that it had happened somewhere private so we wouldn’t have to deal with all this blowback.”

“Yeah, me too,” I say. “So, should we talk about what we do now?”

“Well, if we fire Eliza, we’re basically saying that the film is done. There’s no chance that we’ll find another director to come on board, and there’s no money to pay someone new.”

“Yeah, and besides, if you fire her you’d have to fire me too. I’m just as responsible.”

“Exactly. And there’s no way we can replace you either.”

She sighs.

“So, I guess we’re just going to have everybody do a group huddle?” I say. “Put it all out there and ask for the crew’s trust that we can stick the landing and finish this thing?”

“I guess,” she says. “I don’t see any way that word of what happened doesn’t leak eventually. I mean, I know it’s a small group that went up to Santa Clarita, and I trust the girls not to post anything. But someone’s going to say something.”

“Rick may be our weak link,” I say. “That guy never shuts up.”

I can’t hear it, but I’m pretty sure she’s smiling on the other end of the line.

“I’m worried about Brian,” Natalie says. “If we lose him, we can’t finish the movie. He has skills no one else on set has, and it’s too late to try to replace him.”

Yeah, if Soli was right and he has a thing for Eliza, which seems very likely based on that car ride, I pretty much cock blocked the guy in the most unforgivable way.

“Let’s focus on Eliza first,” I say. “From her email, it sounds like she’s still willing to do the movie if we’ll let her.”

“We’ll see. I’m going to try her while I’m still on with you. Let’s see if we can talk to her and maybe make her come around.”

“Great idea,” I say.

I pace around the parking lot while I wait for Natalie to make the connection.

“Eliza? Hey, it’s Natalie. I’ve got Matty as well.”

There’s a pause on the other end, then Eliza speaks in a voice that’s raw, like she’s been crying.

“Hi,” she says.

“Eliza, it’s me,” I say. “Are you okay?”

“... I don’t know how to answer,” she says, after a pause.

“You left so fast yesterday,” I say. “We didn’t get the chance to… well, talk about anything that happened.”

“Yeah,” Eliza says. “I’m sorry about that. Are you okay?”

“Am I okay?” I repeat. “Yeah, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. We’re all just thinking about you. We want you to keep doing the movie, right, Natalie?”

“We need you,” Natalie says. “If you say no, Collision Course is done.”

“You still want me to direct?” Eliza asks. “All of you?”

“Well, we haven’t asked the whole crew,” Natalie says. “But Matty and I talked about it. There’s just no way that we can let you resign and still finish the movie. We’re too deep into this thing for it to be anybody else.”

“And Brian?” Eliza asks, her voice rising slightly as she says his name.

“I don’t know,” Natalie says. “We haven’t heard from him. We’re not sure how he’s going to feel.”

There’s a long pause as Eliza mulls things over.

“Well, I don’t want to be the reason the movie doesn’t get finished,” she says. “But… I don’t know how I can walk back onto set again after what happened.”

“Listen,” Natalie says. “All of us have been there. You’re not the first one to think she can’t show her face after hooking up with Matty. And, yes, right now you’re probably saying to yourself, what could I have been thinking?”

“Yeah, okay,” I say, playing along. “Ha-ha.”

I really don’t mind. I get that she’s kidding, and if I have to be the butt of the joke to get Eliza to smile and relax a little, I’m happy to do that. I’m listening for it, but I’m not hearing so much as a chuckle from Eliza. But Natalie’s not done—

“The fact is that everyone has sex with Matty some time,” Natalie says. “He’s just got this indefinable quality that just makes him so darn fuckable. We’ve all been there.” 

This actually gets Eliza to chuckle a little, from relief as much as anything.

“Thanks, Natalie,” she says, sniffling.

“I’m serious, though,” Natalie says. “You don’t need to let this define you. You’ve got a network of people who are all supportive of you and the job that you’ve done. Nobody has forgotten how much work you’ve put in, day in and day out, on this movie.”

“She’s right,” I say. “Please say that you’ll stay.”

“Okay,” she says. “If the crew agrees to it, then I’ll stay.” 

“Good,” Natalie says. “It’s still early. I’m going to send an email telling everyone that call times have been moved back two hours but we’re still going to be meeting at Sagebrush like normal. We might not even lose a full day of shooting. I hope.” 

“Good plan,” I say. “I’ll wake up Soli and Jordan. We’ll get ready and be over as fast as we can.”

“Thanks, Matty,” Eliza says.

I can hear the relief in her voice. There’s still so much between us that’s left unsaid, but I guess that’s for later. We’ll have time to figure our status out once things are settled, if they ever are.

“I’ll see you both soon,” I say.

I sigh as I hang up, feeling like I’ve figured something out. The sun is coming up over the distant hills, and it looks like it’s going to be a beautiful morning. I slide my phone back in my pocket and start walking back toward Soli’s apartment.

That’s when I see Jordan. 

She’s standing in front of her apartment in her nightgown, clutching her stomach. She’s got this terrible expression on her face and my heart stops. I hurry over.

“Jordan?” I call over to her. “What’s wrong?”

She grimaces.

“Matty, I’m having cramps.” 
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“Matty, slow down,” Soli says.

“It’s fine,” I say, weaving around a brown Subaru. “We’re fine.”

I’m trying to keep it together as I drive my pregnant girlfriend to the hospital while my other girlfriend is in the passenger seat telling me to slow down. Given the circumstances, I think I’m actually pretty calm.

“The medical center is five minutes away,” Soli says.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “We don’t want another accident.”

“You’re right, you’re right,” I say.

The light ahead of us turns from yellow to red and I brake, probably a little too roughly. Maybe I do need to slow down. 

“Ease up, okay?” Soli says. “We’ll get there. The baby will be fine.” 

I take a breath and nod. After Jordan told me she was having cramps, I ran into the apartment to wake up Soli. Olive View UCLA Medical Center is just down the road from us. I know the way by heart. All I have to do is get us there, but I’m having trouble keeping my foot off the gas. My mind is playing out all these terrible possibilities that I don’t even want to think about.

But when the light turns green, I calmly take my foot off the brake and ease onto the gas. That’s it, Matty. Nice and smooth. No need to rush.

“Jordan, how are you doing?” I ask, trying to keep the panic from my voice.

“I’m okay,” she says. “Really, the cramps have stopped already. We can probably go back.”

“Nope,” I say. “We’re gonna get you checked out. Before we do anything else, we’ll make sure you’re okay.”

“He’s fully in Dad mode now,” Soli says. “Better just let him take over.”

“Exactly,” I say. “Just keep breathing. We’ll all be okay.”

Just two more green lights, and I turn into the entrance. I follow it up to the front of the building labeled “Emergency.” I pull up to the curb, expecting Soli to leap out to help Jordan out of the back seat.

“Tell the nurse to bring a wheel chair,” I tell her. “We can leave the car.”

“Matty,” Soli says. “We need obstetrics, not emergency care.”

“It’s fine,” Jordan says, opening her door for herself. “Let’s go in and let him park the car.”

They both get out and I pull into a space nearby. I guess that all of my rushing was totally unnecessary. Inside, I find Soli and Jordan talking to a nurse, explaining the situation. After a few minutes, they bring out a wheelchair to take Jordan back.

It’s just Soli and me in the waiting room. My phone is buzzing with updates, but I can’t look at it. I can’t get distracted with all of that now. I’ve got to stay focused on how panicked I am.

No, that’s probably not great. I can’t help it, though. Soli flips through a magazine. I take one but I find myself rolling it up in my hand like I want to use it to smack somebody. Who, I don’t know.

“Man,” Soli says. “I so wanna get high.”

“Really? Now?”

“I don’t mean, let’s hit a blunt,” Soli says. “I just mean, remember when we used to sit around and get stoned for hours, just the three of us?”

“You talk about it like those days are gone,” I say. “We’ve been too busy lately. That’s all. We’ll get the time to do it again.”

“I know,” Soli says. “But after the movie wraps, the baby will be here.” 

She says it with absolute confidence, as if there’s no doubt in her mind. I know what she’s doing. She’s trying to get me to relax and act like everything’s normal. It helps. 

“And when the baby does arrive,” Soli says. “She’s going to need sober adults around her.”

“Of course,” I say. “I see what you mean. Our days of just hanging out and getting stoned may not be over, but they probably won’t come around as often as they used to.”

Soli sighs.

“It’s probably just stress,” she says. “We’ve all been feeling it. But I’m glad we came anyway. Just to be sure, ya know?” 

The more she keeps talking, the more I realize that she’s trying to reassure herself as much as me.

“Did Jordan tell you that she chose the name Marissa as a way to honor you?”

“Yeah,” she says, brightening. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

The wait feels endless, but it’s probably less than two hours. Then, Jordan reappears, still in the wheelchair. There’s a doctor in a white coat talking to her as they wheel her out. They roll her out of the exam room and we get up and go over to her. Jordan sees us approach and gives a brave smile.

“Jordan had a threatened miscarage,” the doctor says. “But she’ll be alright.”

“What?” I say. “What does that mean, threatened?”

“It’s okay,” she says. “The baby’s fine. We’ve done an ultrasound and checked the baby’s heartbeat. She’s okay. No need to panic. The spotting was probably just caused by stress.”

Well, there’s plenty of that lately. 

“The best thing for mom and baby right now is rest,” the doctor says. “I’d recommend that she abstain from working and from sex for at least a week.”

“Can I get out of this chair now?” Jordan asks.

“Please don’t,” the doctor says. “The wheelchair is to indemnify us against any liability for injury. But you’re free to go home.”

“How much is the visit?” Soli asks.

“You’ll get a bill in about a week,” the doctor says. “It’ll be around $1,500.”

Oh, great!

“Don’t worry,” she says, reading the expression on my face. “Most of our patients are uninsured. You can call the billing office, schedule an appointment to come in. Fill out a form and you can get that reduced to almost nothing.” 

“Really?” I say.

“MediCal covers it,” she says. “The resources are available. It’s all about navigating the system. It’s a lot of paperwork, but it’s better than the alternative.” 

“Thanks again,” I say.

The doctor smiles.

“Drink lots of fluids and take care of yourself,” she tells Jordan. “You can always call with questions.”

“I will, thanks,” Jordan says.

“Thank you, doctor,” I say.

I come around and take the handles at the back of Jordan’s chair and wheel her out. Soli takes my arm as we walk out together.

It’s cliche, but the sunny weather really does help lift my mood. It feels like we’ve turned a corner and escaped a terrible situation that makes the one with Eliza look puny in comparison. I guess it’s true that if you want to stop worrying about all your problems, the best way is to get even bigger ones to worry about. I’m just grateful that things didn’t turn out worse.

“Sorry,” Jordan says once we get to the car.

“Shh,” Soli says. “You did the only thing you could do. Now we know Marissa’s healthy and her hot mom is too.”

“I can’t believe she said no sex for a week,” Jordan says. “Last week, I wasn’t horny at all. This week, I’m thinking about it constantly. What’s with hormones, anyway?”

“I dunno, sweetie,” Soli says, holding Jordan’s hand and taking her weight as she stands up. “How am I supposed to keep my hands off you?”

We drive back to the apartment and then get Jordan set up at home so she’s got everything she needs. It’s only as we’re leaving her apartment that I remember I haven’t checked my phone in hours.

I open it and see I’ve got a missed calls from Natalie and Roxy and several messages.

Where are you?

What’s up? Everything okay?

Better get down there. I send them messages letting them know that we’re on our way and then let Soli take the first shower. It was such a scramble to get to the clinic, neither of us had the chance to bathe. I shower fast, throw on some clean clothes, and pretty soon we’re sitting in traffic.

When we arrive at Sagebrush, there are already a lot of cars in the lot. Seems like a good sign. Everybody’s here. I see Eliza’s car, and just knowing that she’s here gives me some relief.

We park on the street and then enter through the front entrance and go around to Stage A. The crew seems to be just hanging around. Brian gives me a little head nod, and I give him one back. Rick is sipping coffee. He waves, his fingers covered in cinnamon and powdered sugar from the donuts. 

Eliza and Natalie are standing in the corner, talking. Eliza’s looking chastened, her face drained. She’s wearing this black button-up shirt that looks good with the black pants but also makes her look like she’s in mourning.

“Where were you?” Natalie asks when we approach.

“Jordan was having cramps and spotting,” I say. “We took her to the emergency clinic.”

“Oh my god!” she says. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine,” Soli says. “The baby’s fine.”

I hug Natlie and rub her back. She hugs me back and I smell her hair, relieved to have her close to me.

“Can I cut in?” Soli asks.

We release and Soli puts her arms around Natalie.

“I’m sorry,” she says.

“Me too,” Natalie answers.

I turn to Eliza. I hold out my arms, thinking it’s the most natural thing in the world for us to hug when we greet each other. But, understandably, she feels a little uncomfortable hugging me in front of everyone.

“It’s okay,” I say, touching her arm. “How are you?”

“I’m alright,” she says. “You missed my big apology in front of everyone.”

“Sorry,” I say. “How did it go?”

“Well, nobody quit,” she says. “I haven’t spoken to Brian.”

“I get it,” I say. “It’s gonna be awkward, like really awkward, but not forever. Soon, we’ll be done with the shoot, and that’ll be the end of it.”

“I don’t know how he is supposed to take me seriously after what I did,” she says.

“You’re the director,” I say. “You don’t need to convince anyone of that. Just keep doing what you did before. Take charge, give direction. Everyone will see that you’re here to make this movie. That’s enough.” 

“You’re pretty good at pep talks,” she says.

“Well, I’ve got a lot of women who need my support,” I say. “But the truth is, I get ‘em about as often as I give ‘em. Everyone needs to be reminded of what they can do sometimes.”

“Thanks, Matty,” she says.

And now, apparently it is time for hugging because she reaches up and slides her arms behind my back. I squeeze her, breathing out and drinking in the warmth of her body.

“I love you,” I tell her, quietly enough that we’re the only ones who can hear.

She doesn’t answer right away. But I think it’s because she wants to take in the moment and really explore her feelings. A moment later, just above a whisper, she says–

“I love you, too.”

I hold her for a moment. When I look again, I see that the tears have started forming, making her blue eyes sparkle. I smile.

“You look amazing,” I say.

She suddenly turns shy because she looks away, batting her long eyelashes rapidly. We let go of each other and she flicks a tear from the edge of her lashes. She checks her watch.

“Are you guys gonna be ready to rehearse in twenty minutes?” she asks.

“I think so,” I say. “I could use some coffee first. Where’s Roxy?” 
“She’s in the green room,” Eliza says.

“Hey, Eliza?” Soli says, grabbing her hand. “I know you’ve still got a lot of feelings to sort out. I get it. There’s a lot to process. I just want you to know, you were so good!”

“Soli, thanks, but—”

“It’s okay. I get it. But can we talk about it later? I really want to find time for some girl talk.”

“Okay,” Eliza says, beaming. “I’d like that.”

You’re not going to find a lot of women who can’t wait to talk to another woman about what it was like fucking her boyfriend. Pretty sure it’s impossible to find basically anywhere. We grab some coffee and donuts at the craft services table and then hurry to the green room to tell Roxy the news.

“Jordan almost has a miscarriage, and nobody thinks to tell me? What the hell?” Roxy says before we’ve even sat down.

“How did you know that?” I ask.

“Jordan texted me,” Roxy says. “Then, five minutes ago, Natalie DM’d me and told me about it. It’s just you two who didn’t tell me shit. That’s cold.”

“Sorry, sorry,” I say, sliding into the spot on the couch beside her. “I’ve been juggling a lot this morning. There are a lot of moving pieces, a lot going on. I haven’t been checking my phone much.”

I rub her arm but she looks away, either pouting or pretending to.

“I’m your girlfriend, too, remember?” she says.

“I know,” I say. “And I’m sorry. I’m just spread thin here.”

“Well, you asked for this,” Roxy says. “You want five girlfriends, be prepared for five times the drama.”

As I remember it, I didn’t ask for five girlfriends. It just sort of happened— again, and again and again and again. But what’s the point in arguing? She’s right. More women means more emotions to deal with, more conflicts and emergencies to handle. Somebody’s having work trouble, someone’s having a baby, someone feeling left out. It’s unavoidable that there will be some conflicts when there are so many of us in this relationship. But I wouldn’t have it any other way.

I rub her shoulder and then start running my fingers up and down her thigh. She swats at my hand, but lazily, like a cat pawing at some little creature that she doesn’t want to kill. Soli is on her other side, resting her head in her lap.

“I hate you guys,” Roxy says, without feeling. “Making me wait in the green room? Come on, what is that?”   

“We’re here now,” Soli says.

“Do you even know what scene we’re supposed to be rehearsing next?” Roxy asks.

“No idea,” I say.

“Damn,” Roxy says. “Neither do I.”

“Scene 17, from the top of page 18 to the bottom of page 19,” Soli says, without raising her head from Roxy’s lap. “We’ve been fighting. Daniel has been acting like a cad and Vivienne betrayed Maria.”

“Oh yeah,” I say. “But then we make up.”

“That’s right,” Soli says. 

“Yeah, okay,” Roxy says. “It’s coming back to me. I think I can pull that off. But I think that Daniel needs to go down on Vivienne sometime. And I think that Daniel’s cock should be in the mix somewhere, too, to make things interesting.”

“We’ve filmed all their sex scenes already,” I say with a grin.

“Well, then, we can workshop that one with no cameras,” Roxy says. “You two owe me, ‘kay?” 

She offers up her pinky, and I wrap mine around hers.

“Deal,” I say.

Roxy and Soli pinky swear on it, too.

There’s a knock at the door. I wait a beat and when no one enters, I call–

“Rick, you can come in!”

The door opens and a fleshy face appears through the crack. 

“Are you ready?” he asks.

“For you, Rick,” I say. “I’m always ready.”


22.




“You two ever think about what happens after this?” Roxy says.

“After what?” I say, walking across the stage, putting the script behind my back so I can recite them without peeking at the script.

“After we stop pretending this room is the end of the world,” Roxy says. “There’s a whole big world outside of it.”

“That’s good,” Eliza says. “Now, on that line, why don’t we try having Vivienne cross over to the bed the moment after Daniel has left it? She registers that he’s already moved, but this way she’s kinda getting into his space a little. How do we like that?”

“Yeah, that’s good, that makes sense,” Roxy says.

“Are you gonna see me?” Soli asks, “Or am I out of frame?”

“That’s a good question, hold on, let me check,” Eliza says.

She hurries over to have a quick convo with Brian. I have to hand it to both of them. They’ve been handling the incident really well. If you didn’t know them, you’d never guess that there was this big thing between them.

The stage door opens and Natalie enters, trailed by this woman in a dark suit I don’t recognize. Okay, what does this mean?

“Hey, everyone,” Natalie says in a low voice once she’s close to us. “We’re gonna need to wrap for the day.”

“Um, okay?” Eliza says. “We’ve still got some scenes to finish up here.”

“We’ll talk about it,” she says. “Matty and Eliza, let’s talk in Stage B. Everyone else, great job. We’ll keep all of you posted on next steps.”

“Is the movie shut down?” Roxy asks.

“I don’t know yet,” Natalie says. “As of now, we’re in a holding pattern, okay?”

Roxy nods, not wanting to look too worried. I want to do something to reassure her, but I know that there’s nothing I can do until I find out more. Me and Eliza follow Natalie and this other woman. I shoot Roxy and Soli a look on the way out, like, who knows what this is? But it’s probably not good.

We cross over to Stage B where all the props and junk are. The chest of drawers that Jordan had been using as a desk now sits empty, which makes me just a little sad. There aren’t enough chairs, so we just take positions standing in a circle.

“Hi, I’m Megan Neumann,” says the woman in the suit. “I’m the business agent for IATSE Local 600. I’m responding to a complaint about inappropriate sexual activity in the workplace. We got an anonymous tip, and we’re just following up on that. You’re Matteo Navarro, right?”

“That’s right,” I say.

We shake briefly.

“And you’re Eliza Ellis?” she asks.

“Yes,” Eliza answers.

“Okay, so I’m guessing you’re already aware of the incident that I’m referring to,” the business agent says. “The sexual act that took place on location in Santa Clarita two days ago?”

“Yes,” Eliza says again.

She’s looking pale, mortified.

“We got an anonymous tip from someone on your crew about that incident,” she says. “And once we got that tip, we contacted the executive producer. She confirmed what happened. I’m not here to pass judgement on anyone. But the incident does violate several labor laws and union regulations, as I’m sure you can understand.” 

“Am I going to jail?” Eliza asks meekly. 

“We’re not with law enforcement at all,” Megan says. “So, you don’t need to worry about that. We’re only concerned with union regulations on the project. I just want to see if any party disputes the facts of the case, that you two did engage in sexual relations on camera, that this was not a simulated sex scene. Do you both attest that’s what happened?” 

“Um, I don’t think the cameras were rolling,” I say. “Actually, I’m pretty sure that it wasn’t filmed at all.”

“So… what was the reason for this?” the business agent asks.

“It wasn’t planned,” Eliza says. “It was this spontaneous act that neither of us planned for. I take full responsibility.”

“I think I also should take responsibility, for my part,” I say.

“That’s fine,” the agent says. “It’s not about blame. The issue actually turns on the way that the production is classified.”

“Sorry, I don’t understand,” I say.

“Okay, so the paperwork that you filed was for a commercial production that can cover on-set nudity, but explicit, non-simulated sex is not allowed.”

“So, what does this mean?” I ask.   

“Well, since neither of you dispute what happened, I’m recommending that the production shut down until you reclassify the production.”

“Reclassify?” Eliza asks. “What does that mean?”

“If you’re performing real sex acts, you need to classify your production as adult content,” the agent says. “That’s the best way that you can restart the production and finish your movie.”

“So, if I’m understanding you correctly,” I say. “If we file some paperwork that says we’re making an adult film, then we can continue shooting?”

“Right.”

“How long will that process take?”

“You need to contact the Screen Actors Guild and your Producers’s Guild Rep,” Megan says. “There will need to be a compliance review and after that you’ll need to allow time for the paperwork to process. But they move faster than you might think. You’re looking at seven days, maybe ten at the most.”

I nod. It’s a blow, but I think we can recover from it. 

“I realize it’s an inconvenience,” Megan says. “But there are reasons why these regulations are in place.”

“Of course,” I say. “We understand.”

“Okay,” the business agent says. “That’s it. The hard part is over. I’ll let myself out. Thanks for your time.”

“Thank you, Megan,” Natalie says, extending her hand in a shake.

The business agent hurries for the door. I don’t blame her. It’s hot on this stage with no air-conditioning, and having to wear a black suit doesn’t help. 

“Great. Seven to ten days with no filming means we still need to pay everyone, pay for the stages and rent all the equipment,” Natalie says. “That’s half of the reshoot days we’d budgeted for and we don’t get anything out of it.”

“Could have been worse,” I say, once she’s gone. “We could have gotten shut down for good.” 

“I’m so sorry,” Eliza says. “If there’s anything I can do, I’ll pay for some of those days out of my fee.”

“No, thank you, but it doesn’t work like that,” Natalie says. “The missed days combined cost more than what we’re paying you. Besides, you don’t need to apologize anymore. What’s done is done.”

“Who do you think dropped the dime on us?” I say. “Brian?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Natalie says. “Whoever it was, the damage is done. We just have to scramble to submit the paperwork so we can get up and running again.”

In the meantime, everyone gets a break. Except us.

“What do we do next?” I say.

“Let’s go talk to everyone, make sure they understand what’s going on,” Natalie says. “We need them to understand that this is temporary, they’re still working and will still get paid, so they shouldn’t look for other work while they’re on hiatus. We don’t want anyone dropping out now.”

I nod.

“I’ve been trying to fight it this whole time,” Natalie says with a sigh. “But I guess Collision Course really is a porn.”

Eliza looks like she wants to cry. I put my hand on her back and rub it gently. I understand how she feels.

“Look, I know we all want to be taken seriously,” I say. “But we still have the chance to make a great film. I know it’s not the movie we set out to make. But maybe there’s a way to salvage this. Maybe we can even use it to our advantage.” 

Natalie snorts.

“How?”

“I think it’s time for us to get back in touch with Sasha Vega.”

Three days later, we’re walking into the corporate headquarters of Afterglow. It’s another dumpy little office in Canoga Park not far from Sagebrush Stages. Besides being obviously low-rent, the place looks clean and normal. They’ve got their corporate logo over the front desk, giving the space a professional look. We check in at the front desk. The gang’s all here, minus Jordan who is obviously still at home. After I sent the email, Sasha responded quickly saying she’d love to do another interview with all of us.

As we crowd into the elevator, four different perfumes fill the space. I look my girls over, and each has dressed specifically for the occasion. Roxy and Soli have really turned it up. Soli’s wearing this satin slip dress with a plunging neckline and no back and strappy heels. Roxy’s in a fitted metallic-colored shirt and black jeans. Natalie’s wearing all black, offset with a little white bow around the color. Eliza, too, is trying to look more calm and professional, so she’s got on this cream-colored blouse and brown slacks with just a little jewelry. All of them are looking sexy, and I’ve got a collared shirt and slacks on, so I’m looking okay, too.  

We exit the elevator and walk down the hall to Conference Room B. Sasha Vega is looking stunning in this blue silk shirt and matching pants. She rises from her chair as we enter.

“Hi! How are we feeling?” she says.

“We’re doing great, thanks,” I say. I notice there’s a camera set up on a tripod aimed at the head of the big conference table. There’s another set up against the far wall. “Where should we sit?”

“How about you on my right side, Matty,” Sasha says. “Eliza, you can sit on my left. Then Soli and Roxy on either side, and Natalie next to Roxy.” 

“Oh, I’m not in it,” Natalie says.

“Yes, you are, you’re the producer,” Sasha says. “And so cute!”

We all take our seats around the table.

“We don’t usually do interviews with the same cast before the movie is even released,” Sasha says. “But the first interview we did got a huge reaction. And this one’s going to be bigger. I can feel it.”

I smile.

“Thanks for talking to us,” I say. “When we got into some trouble, yours was the first name I thought of.”

“We’ll get into that trouble in a moment,” Sasha says. “But before we get into it, are there any no-go zones? Stuff that’s too sensitive that you aren’t willing to share?”

I glance across the table at Eliza, and maybe Sasha picks up on this because she looks at Eliza too. I can see her brow furrowing and her lip curling.

“It’s alright,” Sasha says. “The email explained what happened. Obviously, I was scandalized to hear of people having real sex in front of a film crew.” 

Eliza smiles, opening up a little.

“Don’t worry,” Sasha says. “I want to make clear from the beginning that nobody is on trial here. This is your chance to tell your story your way. I just want to know where your boundaries are so I don’t step on anyone’s toes.”

She looks over at Soli, who smiles.

“I don’t want to get into the physical stuff too much,” Eliza says. “Can we focus more on the emotional experience? I don’t know if that’s interesting to your viewers, but it would make me feel better.” 

Sasha tilts her body toward Eliza in a sympathetic gesture.

“That’s a great idea,” Sasha says. “Let us know what it felt like. And everyone can jump in and share their feelings, too. We’ll go around so everyone will get their chance.” 

“That sounds good, thanks,” says Roxy.

“Does anyone need water?” Sasha asks, gesturing at the collection of water bottles standing in the middle of the table.

I shrug and get up to grab one.

“Thanks,” I say, twisting the cap off one.

A few minutes later, a couple camera people come in and turn on the lights, get the cameras all set up.  

“How’s my makeup? Ladies?” Sasha asks.

“You look great,” Soli offers.

“Alright, are we ready?” Sasha asks. The cameraman gives an ‘okay’ sign and then presses the record button on the camera.
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“It’s been a wild ride for the cast and creators of Collision Course,” Sasha says. “One of the hottest indie films we’ve ever covered is certainly turning heads. The story of a spicy three-person love affair has really connected with our viewers, and that’s even before anyone’s even seen it! We’re here talking with the actors, director and producers of the film to get a behind-the-scenes exclusive of what’s been going on with this much-anticipated new film. Let’s meet them all again.”

Sasha introduces all five of us for the camera. 

“So, as I understand it, Matteo, you are one of the producers on this film,” Sasha says. “Is that right?”

“Yeah,” I say. “But Natalie is the executive producer.”

Sasha nods.

“And you two are in a relationship,” Sasha says. “Is that ever hard to work through?”

I look over at Natalie and she nods at me. Go ahead.

“I wouldn’t say that it’s hard,” I say. “There’s no ego or competitiveness between us. I really think of her as the boss and myself as more of the support person who’s just filling in wherever. When we first started doing the movie, I was the one fetching sandwiches for everyone. I had no idea I’d ever be cast as the lead. But I’m just happy to help however I can and support these ladies and their talents.”

“Natalie?” Sasha asks. “What’s your take?”

“I think that the fact that we’re in a relationship can actually make things easier,” Natalie says. “We’ve had to have some really direct conversations, but there’s a lot of love and trust built up between us. That goes for all of us, not just me and Matty.”

“That’s right,” Sasha says. “Because each of you is in a relationship with Matty, right?”

The girls all nod and give their assent.

“Is this all of your girlfriends?” Sasha asks, spreading her hands at the girls around the table.

“Uh, almost,” I say. “Jordan is also part of the film crew but she’s at home resting. She’s having a baby.”

“Right, well we all hope she’s doing well,” Sasha says. “Last time, we got a lot of comments about the nature of your relationship. So, tell us Matty, what’s your secret?”

I smile, hoping I’m not coming off like a dick.

“It seems like everyone wants to know that,” I say. “To be honest, I never have a good answer. I don’t think there’s anything about me that isn’t true of a lot of other guys out there. I’ve been extraordinarily lucky, but that’s not really something to brag about. I don’t really get it either.”

“Girls? Maybe we can help him out?” Sasha says.

“I think I can answer,” Roxy says. “The first time I met Matty, I really didn’t like him. I didn’t realize why these amazing girls were so into this guy. But the fact that they all wanted to be in a relationship with him, and had this really strong bond with each other, made me want to learn more about him.”

“And what did you learn?” Sasha asks.

“That Matty is completely devoted to the women in his life,” Roxy says. “He’s really devoted to all of us.”

“Well, I saw him first,” Soli says with a smile. “And the thing that I was most impressed by was his generosity. I’ve met so many guys who just want to know what you can do for them. And when they do something for you, they want to make sure you remember they did it. Matty’s not like that at all. He doesn’t care about money or success. He would give you anything he has and then never even think about it again.”

“That’s true,” Natalie says. “The movie might never have happened if he hadn’t invested his own money into making it, and that was after I told him not to.”

“Wow!” Sasha says, crossing and recrossing her legs as she leans towards me. “I think I’m starting to get a little excited myself. What do you say, Matty? Is there room for one more?”

We all laugh and I throw up my hands in mock surrender.

“I’m not really the one in control,” I say. “Honestly, I’m as surprised as anyone that all of these unbelievable women have chosen to be with me.”

“Ask if he’s a good lover,” Soli says with a wink. “Go on.”

“Well, Matty?” Sasha says.

“What are you asking me for?”

Sasha chuckles.

“Right, let’s hear from the ladies. Natalie?”

“Matty’s an amazing lover,” she says. “I mean, I don’t need to get too specific, right? But he’s good. He makes me feel great.”

“Surprisingly creative,” Roxy adds. “I’ve seen him navigate some pretty tight situations without losing his head.”

“And he doesn’t get worn out easily,” Soli says. “He sometimes has to perform double or triple duty and he’s always ready. Eager, even.”

“Sounds like he’s got some stamina,” Sasha says.

I shrug.

“I just find a way to soldier on somehow,” I say with a smile.

“Eliza, you’ve been pretty quiet so far,” Sasha says. “Is there anything you want to add about our friend Matty?”

Eliza clears her throat, and I can tell she doesn’t love being put on the spot like this, even if she was prepared for something like this to come up.   

“I think I would prefer to say that Matty and I have a special connection,” Eliza says. “It’s very strong, and obviously passionate. But it comes from a place of deep friendship and mutual respect. I don’t know exactly how to refer to it, but I guess that’s about as close as I can get.”

Sasha nods.

“That’s wonderful,” she says. “I want to talk a little more about the movie. When are people going to get to see these beauties and this stud in action?”

“Well, actually the production of Collision Course is currently on hiatus,” Natalie says. “There was an incident on set, and we’re still dealing with the fallout from it.”

“Oh?” Sasha says. “Well, don’t leave us in suspense. What happened?” 

“I, um… sorry,” Eliza stumbles. “It might make more sense if I start by telling why I wanted to make this movie.” 

Sasha nods.

“All of my adult life, I’ve been fascinated by romance and sex and passion. All that stuff. But I’ve also been… frustrated. No, frustrated isn’t really the word. I don’t think that confused fits either. I’ve felt alienated from the experience of sex. It’s like I can only find it enjoyable if it’s disembodied somehow.”

“Okay,” Sasha says, putting a hand on Eliza’s. “Go on.” 

“I met Matty and then I got to know his girlfriends,” Eliza says. “As I got to know them, I found myself drawn to him in a way that I hadn’t been with anyone else.”

She understandably leaves the whole twin sister with a sex tape part of the story. It just complicates things a little too much.

“I found myself attracted to him in a way that I wasn’t to anyone else,” she says. “But it was totally unprofessional because I was the film’s director, and at this point Matty was the star. So, I knew that I couldn’t cross that line.”

Eliza sighs.

“The truth is, I did cross that line. I knew what I was doing, but it was like I was viewing it from outside my own body. I let something inside take over, and I ended up having a sexual experience with him on the set of this movie.”

“Wow,” Sasha says. “That’s very raw. And I’m sure it’s not easy to admit that.”

Eliza nods gently.

“It’s not easy being here today,” she says. “I realize this isn’t something a lot of people can understand. But in that moment, it felt like a breakthrough. It was like I had somehow managed to untie these knots that I’d been bound by for so long and just go free. I wanted to let go and release it all. That’s how it happened.”

“Can I say something?” Soli asks.

“Go ahead,” says Sasha.

“I was really encouraging of Eliza hooking up with Matty,” she says.

“Now, see, that’s interesting,” Sasha says. “Not a lot of girls would be this excited about another woman hooking up with her boyfriend.”

“Soli is not like most women,” I say. “She’s very special that way.”

“Thank you, I am,” Soli says. “Anyway, I was the one who asked Eliza to fill in for me. So, I was the reason why she stepped into that scene that Roxy and I had with Matty. It was pointed out to me recently that I manipulated the situation. And when I heard that, I resented it. It didn’t feel fair.”

I notice a look passing between Natalie and Soli.

“But I thought about it later, and I realized that it was true,” she continues. “I did play a role. I never wanted to hurt anybody, but I still think that some of the responsibility for what happened is mine.”

“Soli, thank you,” Eliza says. “But the truth is that I’m the one who is responsible.” 

“I was there, too,” I say. “If we’re taking responsibility, some of it has to belong to me.” 

“Me too,” Roxy says. “I was part of it, too.”

“But I hope that everyone watching can understand something,” Soli says. “Nobody was hurt. None of us are jealous or possessive in this relationship. That’s what’s so magical about us. I don’t see any of these girls as rivals. They’re my best friends and lovers. We’re all better off for having found each other the way we did.”  

“Exactly,” I say. “Yes, what happened broke some regulations, but all of us are consenting adults and so I hope that the people at home can respect that.”

“That’s something we have a lot of respect for at Afterglow,” Sasha says. “We’re all behind you one-hundred percent.” 

Sasha turns to Natalie.

“So, what does this mean for the future of your movie?”

“Well,” says Natalie. “Like I said, we’re currently on a hiatus. But we’re in the process of reapplying the proper permitting so that we can reclassify our film.”

“Tell us what that will mean,” Sasha says.

“Well, what happened wasn’t planned,” Natalie says. “But we’ve decided that the best way forward is to reclassify the film as explicit content.” 

“How steamy are we talking?” Sasha asks.

“All the steam,” Roxy says. “We’re not holding anything back.”

“Ooh, this sounds interesting,” Sasha says. “Well, we already have seen a sneak preview of what Roxy and Soli can do together. I’m sure we’re all going to be eagerly waiting to see what Matty has got down there that helps him keep all these incredible ladies satisfied. Thanks, everyone!”

We say thanks and give our little sign offs for the camera. The lights go dark and the camera person switches off the camera.

“Thanks for this, Sasha,” Natalie says. “We really need the promotion. This helps a lot.”

“I might be able to do more than just promote you,” Sasha says. “I was serious before, when I said that I could help you get a distribution deal.”

“We’re happy to talk to anyone you can put us in contact with,” Natalie says. “But we’re going to need to make sure that we can make our budget back.”

“How much are we talking about?” Sasha asks. 

“We’ve spent almost two point five million,” Natalie says. “Distribution rates on SatinX are usually substantially less than that. You can see why that’s an issue for us.”

“Well, look,” Sasha says. “Everything is negotiable. If your higher budget translates into higher quality, I might be able to secure you a better deal. The viral marketing you’re doing now is already going to help. But it will especially interest SatinX execs if it’s part of a series.”

“A series?” Eliza says.

“It’s all about the sequels,” Sasha says. “Recognizable commodities, on-going sources of revenue. That’s where the money is.”

“We hadn’t thought of that,” Natalie says. “But of course we’d be open to it, right girls?”

“Definitely,” Soli says.

“Of course,” Roxy says.

“So, brass tax, what does that mean?” Natalie asks.

“If you’re willing to commit to a sequel, I can get you five million dollars,” Sasha says.

Holy shit. Considering how much I put in, that’s… I don’t know. It’s probably complicated. But it’s double the budget, so it’s gotta be close to double my investment, right?

“We’d need at least one million of that up front in escrow,” Natalie says. “We’ve got expenses. And we need to set the deal up fast.”

“That’s understandable,” Sasha says.

“What about your end?” Roxy asks. “What will you get?”

“For putting together the deal, I’ll take three percent of what you gross,” Sasha says. “I’ll also want an associate producer credit.”

“We can do that,” Natalie says. “Right?”

“Definitely, that’s very reasonable,” I say.

“You understand, I’m not making any promises, yet,” Sasha says. “We need to see what you’ve come up with first. You still need to finish the movie,” Sasha says. “And you’ll need to reshoot all the sex scenes you’ve already done. They may be titillating as they are, but simulated sex isn’t going to cut it if you’re going to sell to SatinX. This won’t be a problem, will it?”

“Not at all,” I say, grinning. “We can definitely handle that.”

“Do you really think you can get five million dollars?” Eliza asks. 

“Well, I can’t guarantee it. But there’s already so much buzz around this project already, I’m sure that it’s going to be a success. Just focus on finishing it. Then we’ll talk. And, Natalie?”  

“Yeah?”

“I know this feels like a step down. Believe me, I get it. I once had dreams of working in Hollywood. I always wanted to go legitimate and make it big. But I figured out that making porn is just more fun. There are more sharks swimming in that big blue ocean than there are in our little pond. So, jump in.” 

“Thanks, Sasha,” Natalie says. “We’re all really grateful for everything.”

“Don’t mention it,” Sasha says. “Just give me a turn with Matty sometime, and we’ll call it even.”

She winks, but I get the feeling that if I went for it, she wouldn’t say no. It’s probably just the fact that the girls have hyped me up so much. I have to admit, it was nice listening to all the nice things they said about me. 

We all take turns hugging Sasha on the way out, and the hug she gives me is especially friendly.

As we’re leaving the building, Roxy says–

“Sasha’s pretty hot. I’m pretty sure she wasn’t kidding about hooking up with Matty.”

“Just what Matty needs,” Natalie says.

“I think I have to put my foot down this time,” I say. “Sasha’s gorgeous, and no doubt very experienced, but I think there has to be a limit on the number of girlfriends a man can keep happy. I’d be perfectly satisfied with just you girls, and Jordan, for the rest of my life.”

“We’re like your five desert island picks,” Roxy says.

“Exactly,” I say. “Forget the world, forget civilization. I’ve got all I need already.”

“So, what now?” Soli asks.

“Well, it’s going to be a scramble to finish the movie,” Natalie says. “But this is pretty much the best news we could have hoped for, given the circumstances. We’ll get the money, we’ll get it soon.”

“That’s a big relief,” Eliza says.

“I agree,” I say. “I know that we all wanted to see the movie in theaters, do the whole red carpet thing. But we’re lucky that we’re going to make our money back and then some. That’s a big accomplishment.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “That’s true. Most indie films don’t get streaming offers before they’re even finished. Apparently, sex does sell.”

“And our reputations?” Roxy asks. “I guess those are just going to take the hit?”

“Maybe we could release the movie under porn names,” Soli says. “We can each choose one. I wanna be Esmeralda Fuente.”

“I’ll be Candy LeFlame,” Roxy says.

“Oh, yours goes with mine!” Soli says. “We’ve got fire in our names.”

“Exactly,” Roxy says.

“What should my name be?” I ask.

“Fuckboy Slim,” Roxy says.

“Nah, how about Carlos DeLarge?” I ask.  

“Frisky Vanderhorn!” Eliza says.

Natalie hesitates, trying to think of something as she fumbles with the keys in her purse.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Natalie says. “Molly Swallows?”

“Oh, I love it!” Soli says. “Now available, exclusively on SatinX, Collision Course: a Molly Swallows Production.”

We all pile into Natalie’s car and start driving back to Sagebrush.

“Let’s not forget the other part of the deal,” I say. “What are we gonna do about a sequel? How are we gonna top what we’ve already done?”

“I think for the next one, our talented writer-director has to get in front of the camera,” Soli says.

“Oh, definitely,” Roxy says. “You can write yourself into the story. Turn this throuple into a quadruple.”

“That could work,” Eliza says. “I could see how the next story would be all about integrating the new girl.”

“Breaking her in, ya mean?” Soli says with a grin.

I can see Eliza turning red in the rearview mirror. I can’t believe she’s entertaining the idea, though if she’s confident enough I know it would work out great for everyone. 

“And then, if we can sell the next one too, we could do another and then another,” Roxy says. “Each time adding a new girl.”

“That would get pretty complicated after a while,” I say. “You can only do that for so long before the sex scenes just become a huge jumble and the story falls apart.”

Soli clucks her tongue at me.

“So little imagination,” she says. “How’d you ever end up with five girlfriends?”

I shrug.

“I think Matty’s got the right idea,” Eliza says. “You’d have to cap the series before it became ridiculous.”

“Yeah, but who knows?” Soli says. “If it’s successful enough, there’s always room for one more sequel, right?”

“Let’s focus on finishing this movie,” Natalie says. “Then we’ll figure out what comes next.”

“Before we do that, I think we need a pool day,” I say. “Who’s with me?”

Woooo!

That’s a resounding ‘yes.’ We’ve got a deal in the making, a film that’s well on its way to being finished, and we’ve finally going to have the rest that all of us deserve.
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“I really want to do something crazy, a memorable send off,” Soli says. “If this is the last scene that wraps everything up, let’s make it the best we can. Right?”

“I could suck Matty’s cock while he’s going down on you,” Roxy says.

“Not bad,” Valerie says. “But I think we need to see full-on penetration for this last one. I love watching someone eat pussy while at the same time watching someone else suck cock as much as the next gal, but I think we’ve got to see some good old-fashioned fucking this time.” 

It’s the last day of shooting, and it promises to be a big one. After all the paperwork got approved and we were cleared to start the production back up again, we spent the next two weeks scrambling to finish up everything we didn’t get a chance to shoot before. It meant a lot of long, incredibly tiring days because there were some big scenes left to shoot. We even had the big car crash scene which ate up a lot of the budget because we had to rent a bunch of equipment and pay for two junked cars, plus we had to pay to close the street for a night. We stayed up all night shooting it. There were fog machines and big cameras on cranes. It was wild.

Now comes the fun part. The only things we have to film are the reshoots of the sex scenes we did before. All of them, or at least what we could do without having to drive a truck back up to Santa Clarita.

The ones we did before were fine for an arthouse flick. But since we’re going to sell this as an adult film, our audiences are going to demand more explicit content. We did the rated-R version before. Now comes the Rated-X redux. The rest of the crew has been wrapped. It’s just us on set. I’m alone on a stage with six of the sexiest ladies I know. Eliza invited her sister to put her bedroom photography skills to use and shoot us handheld. She’s been giving suggestions too, and she’s proven herself well-suited to the task, offering some very creative input.

“What if Roxy and Soli are really going at it, and I slide and kinda pull them apart?” I say. “I mean, they let me in, and I take turns penetrating them both, but they’re still going at each other at the same time?”

“That sounds good,” Eliza says. “But I’m not sure that we can get the right angle. Besides, how are you going to pivot between them?”

“You may be right,” I say, “Let’s work this out.”

I crawl across the mattress, positioning myself between my two naked beauties. No modesty patches this time. Each of my sexy brown bombshells is fully nude, their two sets of dark nipples already standing up. They’re both reclining on their backs, hips touching, a translucent white sheet barely covering their thighs.

I grab Soli’s hip and then turn her toward Roxy. She turns her body the way I guide her, so she’s facing Roxy. I guide Roxy’s hip the same way, and she plays along, letting me pose her like my little sex doll.

“I see what you mean,” I say. “If they’re facing each other, it’s gonna be awkward for me to try to slide into both of them.” 

“If we lie with our backs flat, Matty can move between the two of us,” Roxy says. “But that means we have to crane our necks to kiss each other. It might look kinda awkward.”

“That’s okay,” Soli says. “We can still rub and touch each other. I can rub your breast even as Matty’s plowing you with his hands on your hips.”

“Aww, look!” Natalie calls out. “He’s getting hard just hearing you talk about it!”

“Yep,” I say, wagging my hips and making my semi-stiff cock flop between both their thighs. “This conversation is really getting my creative juices flowing.”

“What do you think, Eliza?” Soli asks.

“I think it could look really sexy,” Eliza says. “We’ll shoot from a high angle for the medium shot and then we can put a handheld camera underneath Matty so we can get some shots of him entering both women. Matty, you’ll have to give the camera some room to get under you so that we can see the moment you penetrate them both.” 

“I think I can do that,” I say. “If it doesn’t look great, we can always switch things up. I’m prepared to work as long as necessary until everyone is satisfied.”

“Atta boy,” Roxy says, reaching up to slap my ass.

“Okay, I think we’re ready to try one,” Eliza says. “Quiet on set, please!”

“Yeah!” Roxy says. “I wanna be able to hear myself moan!”

“Hold on. Intimacy coordinator?” I call over to Jordan. “Does that all sound good to you?”

Jordan glances over. She’s sitting in a cozy camp chair with her feet resting on an “apple crate.” That’s what us industry insiders call it, though you may know it as a “box.”  

“Just as long as everyone feels safe, I’m happy,” she says, rubbing her stomach. “Go nuts!”

This is what I’ve been wanting this whole time. No lines to keep straight in my head, no cues to miss, no pesky crew people to worry about, and no condoms– so I do need to be careful to pull out and cum on someone’s stomach or thigh, assuming I can hold out long enough without nutting.

“Okay,” Eliza says, stepping behind the camera rig. “Let’s do this. Valerie?”

“I’m set,” she says.

“Great,” Eliza says. “Just be careful not to walk into this camera’s line of sight. Let’s start recording now. Performers, begin whenever you’re ready!”

I start slow, looking for a natural rhythm. Just like before, I forget the cameras are there and just focus on the girls in front of me. I shift my weight carefully as I move up their bodies, kissing and rubbing their flawless, shower-fresh skin. The girls are kissing each other, gently, sweetly. I bring my knees together on the bed, leaning down so my palms are cupping two breasts, one for each girl.

Roxy groans as I make contact. I keep at it, gently kneading their breasts. The key is to be gentle and apply just the right amount of pressure. Soli’s hand finds my cock and starts jerking me as I rub and touch her. I’m getting stiffer now. I slide my hands around their chests as I bring my face lower, until I’m almost touching them both. They turn their heads and then take turns kissing my lips.

I close my eyes and let myself taste one set of lips and then another, then both at once. The whole time, Soli is still jerking me with growing intensity. Roxy’s fingers touch my head, and Soli’s hand moves down to cup my balls.

I kiss their faces, their cheeks. I spread my stance on the bed, giving their hands more room to maneuver around my cock.

“That’s good, Matty!” Eliza calls.

“Now climb on top of Soli,” Valerie says. “I’ve got a good angle.”

I don’t move right away, wanting the movements to seem spontaneous. But when it feels natural for me to do so, I move my knee between her thighs. I shift again and I’ve got her under me.  

Soli’s attention is on Roxy, the two of them kissing even more intensely now. It’s just what I need to get me even harder. Watching them, I smack my stiff cock against Soli’s thighs before running the head of my cock over Soli’s pussy. She’s wet enough already to take my shaft. So, I spread her legs wider and then press myself against her opening.

She squeals as I move inside her, but it’s muffled by Roxy’s lips and tongue covering her mouth. Her eyes pop open, mouth widening as my hard cock presses against her tight walls. I keep thrusting, watching as their tongues dance between each other’s mouths. Roxy leans over a little more, tweaking Soli’s nipple hard and causing her to jerk underneath me like a current of electricity is running through her.

I keep rocking into her, feeling her muscles alternate between squeezing my cock and then releasing. She kneads my cock as I thrust into her, my hands rubbing her thighs.

“Good, that’s great,” Valerie says. “Now, whenever you’re ready, go ahead and switch.”

I give Soli a few more quick thrusts but then pull out. It’s not easy keeping the same pace as I shift from girl to girl, making sure my knees don’t hit anyone’s ankles. But the girls are such total pros that they can anticipate my movements and focus on each other even as I shift my focus between them.

I get myself between Roxy’s legs, my cock still slick with Soli’s juices, and then slide myself inside her pussy. Her body yields to me without resistance. She’s already so wet that I easily enter her. I bend her legs back, wanting to get deeper, needing to get further inside of her.

Roxy holds onto Soli, touching her face and practically clinging to her as a lifeline as she’s carried away by the force of my thrusts. I bend her forward as I work her body like a piston in an engine.

I’m aware of the camera over my head, the lights on me, and I can feel a bead of sweat dripping down the bridge of my nose. I press on, rocking and pressing Roxy into the mattress. Beside me, Soli’s hips are arcing, her feet are on the mattress. Her fingers are working frantically as she plays with herself.

I think about switching girls again, but I don’t think I can hold out any longer. I’m gonna burst soon, and I don’t want to waste it. Roxy’s staring up at me, those green eyes lidded with pleasure. She’s getting close, and Soli isn’t close behind.

As soon as Roxy cums, squirting on my cock, I pull out fast and spill my load on the slender strip of mattress in between the two of them. I grab my cock and work the rest of my cum out with little jerks. I spread it between both of the girls

The girls press their thighs together, rubbing the hot seed all over themselves.

“Cut!” Eliza yells.

I take a deep, satisfied sigh, and then roll off the end of the mattress.

“That was brilliant, you guys!” Eliza says.

“So hot,” Valerie agrees.

I look over at Natalie.

“Thoughts?” I ask, wiping the sweat from the back of my neck. 

“I’m so fucking wet right now,” she says with a smile. “Kinda makes me wish that I was in that scene with the three of you.”

“Oh, me too!” Jordan says. “And not huge!”

“You can tag in if you like,” Soli says. “I didn’t even come yet!”

“Let’s let our boy replenish his electrolytes first,” Natalie says.

“Good idea,” I say.

Natalie goes over to the cooler in the corner and comes back with bottles of Gatorade for each of us.

“Thanks,” I say, wiping the sweat from my hands to twist off the bottle cap.

“Wanna see how it came out?” Valerie asks.

“Sure,” I say.

“Me too!” says Soli.

I have a seat on the edge of the mattress and set down my Gatorade. Valerie hands me her handheld DSLR and I hit the play button. This angle is mostly just our bodies, not our faces. It looks pretty good, I have to say. It’s just the b-roll footage, the sight of me entering Soli. The money shot comes at just the right time

Since Valerie’s job was to shoot just our lower bodies, you can’t really see much except cock and pussy. I smile, amused by the way my own ass looks as it flexes. Never seen this angle before. I hand it off to Soli and she and Roxy inspect it.

“Not bad, right?” I say.

“Very hot,” Roxy says. “You know, you’ve got a really cute pussy.”

“Thanks, girl,” Soli says.

“Matty’s thing isn’t bad either.”

I nod and then toss back the rest of my red Gatorade. I was thirstier than I thought. I get up and go over to where Natalie, Valerie and Eliza are watching the footage from the other camera. 

“How’s it looking?” I ask.

“Good,” Eliza says. “Very good. Think you’ve got one more in you?”

I steeple my fingers behind my back and then bend forward, stretching to keep as limber as I can.

“I think I’m good for one more,” I say. “How about it, ladies?”

“Yeah, how about you get me off this time?” Soli teases.

“You’re a brat,” I say. “How about I smack your ass?”

“That could do it,” Soli says.

“Okay, then,” Eliza says, rising from her director’s chair. “Let’s get everybody into position.” 

The girls crawl back into the same spots on the mattress and I crouch down to climb back on top of them. They turn to each other, kissing gently.

“Action!”

I move into position again, kissing and rubbing Soli’s breasts. As I feel myself getting into the rhythm, I can feel my eagerness growing. Watching the two of them together is helping my erection return. I’ve just come, but already my cock is starting to stiffen again. I jam that erection between Soli’s legs, willing it to get stronger and firmer. Soli coos gently, spreading her hips to let me in.

As I continue pressing my head against the soft smooth skin of Soli’s thighs, I can feel myself getting harder. I’m entranced by the two of them, the way that Soli fondles Roxy’s breasts, the way their lipstick smears across each other’s mouths. But mostly, I’m focused on what Soli’s going to feel like when I’m inside her. I’m gonna make her cum hard this time.

As I slide into her, feeling her wet folds enveloping me again, I feel this sexual power radiating through me. The cameras move and the lighting is making me sweat, but I tune all that out and just focus on Soli. She was the first, the one that set me on this crazy ride. Because of her, I have a new kind of family. She’s the one who built it up after that one crazy encounter. Now it’s time for me to do her right.

“Mmmaaaah,” she groans, her lips going slack with pleasure.

Roxy keeps up the pace, touching Soli everywhere while I keep working her from the inside.

“Aaaah,” she groans.

That’s it, my sexy girl. Show me your magic, sex bruja!

“Aaaaahaa,” Soli gasps.

“That’s good,” Eliza says. “Roxy, lean back a bit. I want to see a close up of Soli’s face.”

Soli’s eyes open and she looks up at me, smiling gently. She’s so close now that all it will take is a few more thrusts focused on her clit to make her scream.

“Aaahaaaa!”

That’s it, babe. That’s it!

“Aaaaaaaaaaaahaahaaaa!”
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“Waaaaaaaahhhhhhaaaaaaa!”

“Okay,” I say. “It’s okay. It’s fine. Daddy’s coming, sweetheart!”

I hurry over to the sofa and pick up my baby girl to stop her from wailing.

Marissa, our seven pound ten ounce miracle arrived right on time. After selling the distribution rights, we were able to get the cash we needed for the delivery without any issues. In fact, I ended up making almost a hundred thousand dollars profit, which is more than worth it for what I put in.

More satisfying even than the money was getting to screen the movie at home, with all of us watching. You put it all together, and the film is a lot more than just the sex scenes. I know that Natalie is disappointed that we didn’t get a theatrical release, but the truth is that more people will see the film this way than they ever could if we tried to go the film festival route. The execs at SatinX won’t tell us exactly how well the movie has done. But

Jordan’s delivery went so smoothly that they even allowed all of us to be there in the delivery room. One nurse objected, pointing out that protocol demands family only. Well, once Jordan told her the girls were all her sisters, they let up. It was the happiest that I’ve ever seen Jordan, and I have to say that seeing her and holding her was the best thing that I can remember having happened to me, and this in a year when I also starred in an erotic film which in some way involves all of the women I love. Except my mom, obviously. And this little one that I’m holding to my chest.

“It’s okay, sweetie,” I coo.

As soon as she picked her up, she stopped crying. Marissa has her mom’s blue eyes which are struggling to stay open as I snuggle her against me. She yawns, and it’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever seen. 

“Is she okay?” Jordan asks, coming up behind me and putting a hand on my shoulder. “Is she wet?”

“I think she just wanted to be picked up,” I say. “She’s alright now.”

Jordan holds out her hands and I pass her over. Jordan bounces her, rocking and swaying with her. She’s got her hair in a bun, and she hasn’t lost all the baby weight, but damn is she looking good. Her hips and breasts are as shapely as ever, just without the watermelon belly sticking out in front.

“Okay, beach bag is packed,” Soli says from the kitchen. “I’ve got diapers, wipes, sunscreen, hat, change of clothes. I think that’s everything.”  

“Thanks, gorgeous!” Jordan says.

Ding! Dong!

“Waaaaah!”

— and Marissa’s awake again. While Jordan tries to calm her down, I go over to open the door. Natalie, Roxy and Eliza are all standing around, looking sexy as hell in their beachwear.

“Don’t ring the bell,” I say. “Just come in.”

“Sorry,” she says, taking her finger away from the buzzer.

“How’s my little angel?” Roxy asks, rushing over to see the baby.

“Cranky,” Jordan says. “I think she’ll sleep on the drive, though.”

“Hey, Mommy,” Soli says. “Can I put some grownup candies in the beach bag, too?”

She holds up a tin of weed gummies.  

“It’s okay with me,” Jordan says. “We’ve got to take these opportunities while we can, before Marissa starts teething and crawling.”

“Exactly,” I say. “Let’s seize the day while we’ve got it.”

“Are we ready?” Natalie asks.

“I think so,” I say. “I’ve got the car seat and stroller in my car.”

“Alright, then,” Soli says. “Let’s load up the mom van.”

“Hey, it’s a dad van,” I say.

“Of course it is, sweetie,” Soli says.

With the money I got from the movie, I bought a new car. I’m not a car and so I wasn’t really that tempted to get something cool and sleek like Soli did with her share. I think she wanted something to rival Roxy’s. I got the van because, hey, it comes in handy. When you’ve got a family this big, it definitely comes in handy.

Jordan’s got the baby, Soli’s got the baby bag. I grab my keys and we’re ready to go. Outside, we load up the van, which even for being a mini-van is honestly pretty cool. It’s got adjustable seats, captain’s chairs, the whole thing. Jordan and Soli load Marissa into her car seat while Roxy does her makeup.

“Alright everybody, buckled up?” I say, once we’re all loaded in.

“Yes, Dad,” Natalie says. 

“What music should we play?” I ask.

“Won’t music wake the baby?” Eliza asks.

“No, if it’s noisy she’ll fall right to sleep,” Jordan says.

“Oh, this is it!” Soli says. She picks a song on her iPhone and it comes drifting from my speakers.

“All I wanna do is have some fun before I die!”

As I turn out of the parking lot, we all start singing along. I get on the 134. There’s traffic, of course. But we’re moving in the right direction. We’ll get there.

And look at that. Can you believe it? In Los Angeles, California, it’s another sunny day.

Thanks so much for reading Collision Course 5! If you’ve made it this far, you are a beautiful human being. This is my first ever series, and I’m very grateful to have your support. Please don’t forget to rate and review. It helps me make more books. 

The next series by Thurston Kade will be Slayers Gonna Slay— coming soon!
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