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1.

“You understand the difference between a salesman and a closer, Matty?” he asks me. This is Hamlet talking. That’s really his name. Well maybe it isn’t, but that’s how he introduces himself. Hamlet Ghazarian. What a name.

A massive desk sits between us, gleaming under recessed lighting, but it’s mostly for show. The office is bare except for a few neatly stacked papers and a state-of-the-art conference phone.

“A salesman is someone trying to sell a product,” I answer. “A closer actually sells it.”

“Okay, so you aren’t confused,” he says as he leans over and stares at me. His fingers drum against the desk in an impatient rhythm, his dark eyes locking onto mine with the intensity of a predator sizing up its prey. “Something else is going on.”

“I’m putting up numbers,” I say. “Patel, Heinz, Reyes, all this morning, Hamlet.”

“Those are small-unit sales,” Hamlet says, leaning back in his chair and spreading his hands like he’s expecting money to jump into them. “Bulk sales, Matty. That’s what we need. NSDs are the kind of proprietary technology that can set up a company like NovaCare and everyone in it for life.” 

“But that’s if we act fast and don’t hesitate,” Hamlet continues. “You aren’t afraid of getting aggressive, are you?”

“I never back down,” I say, letting him know from my tone that I mean it in more ways than one. “I’ve got meetings lined up that I know you’ll be impressed by.”

“Who?” he demands.

“Lennon at Kaiser Permanente,” I say. “We’re in talks for him to buy devices for three of his patients.”

“Three!” he practically leaps out of his chair to throttle me. I wish he would try it, believe me. “What about Patel? Did you follow up with him about getting more NSDs into more patients?”

“Patel?” I say, “Since this morning?”

“What you only sell to one doctor named Patel?” he says, trying to laugh off his error. “I mean there’s gotta be hundreds of practicing doctors named Patel in this state. It’s like, why split hairs, ya know? Him or whoever, you need to follow up with them. Don’t be a salesman, here Matty. That’s what I keep trying to tell you. A salesman always wants to come off like a nice guy.”

Yeah, Hamlet. And a closer is the guy who isn’t afraid to twist your arm.

“We need to get more NSDs into more arms, my friend,” he says.

Which is just what your friendly doctor, or heroin dealer, wants you to be doing.

“I hear you, Hamlet,” I say.

“You’d say just about anything to get out of that seat right now, wouldn’t you?” he asks, and he crooks this creepy little smile on his face, his dark eyes bugging. I just stare back. He looks me up and down and then says, “Take that feeling, remember it, and deploy it yourself. It works, am I wrong?”

“You’re not wrong, Hamlet,” I grimace.

“Fantastic,” he says. “Wonderful, good. We’re getting into the swing of things. We’re not going to have any problems going forward. I can sense it. I have a good sense for these things.”

And this is, mercifully, my turn to stand up. I’ve got a question, think better of it, but ask it anyway.

“So, what’s my number?” I say. “What do you need for me to hit?”

He swivels in his chair and, I’m not making this up, this sideways asshole spins all the way around in his chair so that he’s facing away from me and then comes back around.” The chair lets out a slow, deliberate creak as he completes the full revolution, his fingers laced together like he’s just unveiled some grand scheme. He lands facing me again, a satisfied smirk curling at the corner of his lips, as if this ridiculous spin was some kind of power move instead of just proving he’s got too much time on his hands.

“Let’s do this,” he says. “You think about what you want to be earning, the commission that you want to be making, then figure out what you would need to sell to make that number happen. Then double it.”

Any other jerkoff wouldn’t bluff this hard, the bravado and the arrogance and the good suit and the bad dandruff. I’ve seen accident lawyers on billboards that aren't as cheesy as this greaseball. But then, Hamlet isn’t a salesman. He’s the CEO of NovaCare, and though he’s probably not allowed within 200 yards of a school zone, this guy is my boss. He’s the one with the company that’s developed this miracle product. And he’s telling me how I’ve got to be a closer. I half expect him to give me some kind of a cheesy “or else” threat or maybe to pal around and tell me that he’s really my buddy. But he’s apparently finished, so I just nod like there’s some fire burning behind my eyes and I walk away.

The office door swings shut behind me, and I exhale through my nose, slow and controlled. My shoulders are tight, my stomach knotted with something that isn’t quite anger but sure as hell isn’t calm. The hum of office chatter and ringing phones filters in from the bullpen, grounding me back in reality. I loosen my tie a fraction, even though I know I’m not done with this circus yet. It’s 4:15 and it’s not like I can leave at five after a meeting like that, not that I was planning to anyway.

My desk is the kind of organized chaos that only makes sense to me: sticky notes plastered around my monitor, a half-empty coffee cup that I should probably throw out, and an open spreadsheet of numbers that blur together if I stare too long. The headset rests beside my keyboard like a loaded weapon. I flip through my tabs to get my contacts spreadsheet and pick up the phone to set another outgoing call. Maybe I’ll get out of here at 9. Maybe later.

Why do I put up with it?

It’s because I never thought I would be making money like this in my life. Last month, I brought in close to a hundred grand in sales. Eighteen percent went straight into my pocket. You can do the math.

If there’s one thing that makes guys like Hamlet bearable, it’s money. I probably sound like the rest of these guys when I say that, but the truth is I’m not into the whole materialism thing. I’m not above it so much as over it. The rest of these salesmen are buying flashy cars and bragging about their trips to Vegas. I’m here to grind so that at the end of it I’ll have something to show for it.

Hamlet, even though he’s a jackass, is right about one thing. Now’s the time. If I hustle and push through now I can look forward to a whole lot less hassle in my future. I just have to be willing to commit. I’m not a Stoic, or anything. Half the guys that I work with have some kind of a mantra they swear by from Marcus Aurelius or Seneca. But they don’t actually know anything about philosophy beyond the kinds of inspirational quotes they read on Instagram. I know a little, and this is the truth. It’s all about mindset.

If I tell myself that this handset in my hand isn’t heavy, that my eyes aren’t red and blurry, then that’s my reality. I just need to push through and there will be something good waiting for me. And if I have to hassle some poor GP as she’s trying to pick up some drive-thru for the kids, well that’s just what I have to do. For now. Not forever. I’m going to make all this punishment I’m enduring worth something or die trying. If I can convince you, then I’m already half-way there.

Hours of grubbing pass painfully slowly. The spreadsheet is a monument to my exhaustion—row after row of names, phone numbers, and notes scribbled in shorthand that only I can decipher. Each entry is another life I’ve disrupted, another person who picked up expecting something important and instead got me. The numbers blur together, indistinct, like the white noise hum of my own thoughts.

I pick up the receiver again but just dial a bunch of random numbers. Then instead of calling out, I just hold the receiver up to my ear. I just need to look like I’m doing something. If Hamlet looks over here, he won’t see anything to make him come over and talk to me.

The truth is, I don’t hate sales. Selling is an art when it’s good, a cheap con when it’s bad. There’s a rush in those rare moments when the pitch lands perfectly, when the customer leans in instead of pulling away. But lately, it feels like I’m talking to walls—pushing a product that works but still needing to shove it down people’s throats. It’s not just about selling anymore; it’s about proving I deserve to be here. And I’m starting to wonder if I do.

No salesman loves the job all the time, but there are those exhilarating times when you feel like you’re actually giving people something that they want, providing something that will change their lives. NSDs can do that. The technology works much better than the next best testing device and it’s also cheaper overall, even if the initial cost is pretty steep.

But recently it’s like I can’t sell enough no matter how much I’m putting up. I sailed past that “safe zone” a long time ago and now I’m just coasting on fumes. I make a few more calls, all of which make me realize what an asshole I sound like. Closers are pushy, they don’t take no for an answer. They’re also just insufferable tools. People may cringe at a salesman when he comes to the door, but at least he doesn’t try to force his way inside to get the sale. If I keep this up, I’m not just going to burn every contact I have, I’m going to burn every brain cell too.

So, around nine I decide I’ve had enough and call it quits. Yosef is still at his desk in the back row and there’s a light on in Mitchell’s office. Fine. Let them stay longer than me, I’m beyond caring at this point. 

The drive home is mercifully quiet, and it’s these kinds of commutes that make LA bearable. LA at night is a different beast—less honking, fewer headlights weaving like restless sharks. It’s just 40 minutes from K-Town to my apartment in North Hollywood, and on the way I’ve got After Virtue by Alasdair MacIntyre to listen to. Not sure why I like listening to this kind of stuff on the drive home. But I guess that since I know I’m not going to have a test on the subject, I can just let the words pass through me. If some of them end up in my brain later, that’s all the better. The audiobook’s voice fills the silence, steady and unhurried, a counterpoint to the frenzied rhythm of the day. Philosophical musings float past me like highway signs—noticed but not really absorbed.

I exit off the I-5 and now the hunt is on for some street parking. The landlady warned me that the place didn’t come with a covered parking spot. I found out later that she meant by this that there wasn’t an uncovered dedicated spot either.

Luckily, there’s open parking in front of the liquor store, and it’s an odd numbered day so I’ll be good until 8am the next morning. I wander in and stand in front of the refrigerator case looking to get a tall boy. Tecate? Nah, fuck it. I’m a working man and splurging. Asahi. The fridge hums as I stand there, the glass fogged from too many hands reaching in throughout the day. I grab the can and let the door thud shut behind me.

Walking the block and a half on wobbly legs. I’m exhausted, and from what? Sitting for twelve hours with next to no break and running a marathon have the same effect on your body by the end of the day, except that the marathon puts years on your life and sitting does the opposite. The beer is warming in my hands, so once I’ve turned onto my cul-de-sac I pop it open and have a pull. Every step feels heavier than it should, my body processing the day’s inertia like it’s been through something physical instead of just mental.

I walk up to my apartment, and by the time I shut the door and look around at the dark interior the beer in my hand is already half gone. The apartment smells faintly like stale detergent and last week’s takeout. I use the light from the slits in the kitchen window to navigate. I know this apartment well enough to move through it blind, but the glow feels just enough like intention to make me feel vaguely responsible for not turning on a light. I’m not cheap. Well, maybe I am, but that’s not the reason I don’t leave the lights off when I’m just passing through a room. Every time you turn on a light, that’s a little bit of coal burnt somewhere in the world. It’s not just about the power bill. It’s about the invisible chain of cause and effect.

Once I’m in the bedroom, though, I can’t avoid it. I switch it on, have a few more long pulls from the can, go to the bathroom and splash a little water inside to get rid of the beer smell and then toss it in the trash can. I brush my teeth, take off my shoes, find my phone. I think about showering and watching porn, but I’m just so bone tired that I don’t have time enough for either. The idea of pleasure feels academic, like something from a brochure. Right now the only thing I want is unconsciousness, preferably dreamless. So, instead, I climb on my bed with my clothes on and flick through hot girl’s profiles on IG until I feel tired enough to sleep. I’m not even really turned on—just hypnotized. It’s like watching commercials for a life I’ll someday have once I’ve worked hard enough. ‘Til then, I’m flying solo.

Damn, it’s been a while. In LA, or really anywhere, if you don’t have money you’re not getting anywhere in the relationship category. People say love is free, but in LA it comes with minimum income requirements. You can have time or money but never both. And relationships need both.

Girls will still occasionally fuck you if you take care of yourself, which I do. But even that requires some free time and money. It doesn’t last, though. There’s no time for a relationship if you’re always working. So, you end up just working more. I don’t know anyone my age who is living a different way.

The beer in my stomach feels warm and cool at the same time. When I really can’t keep my eyes open anymore, I set a timer on my phone and set it up on the headboard where it will fall off and hit me in the face when it goes off. I do this on purpose. If the sound of the alarm doesn’t wake me up, this certainly will. The day dissolves. My thoughts get soft around the edges, like soap melting in the bath. In this liminal space, nothing hurts and nothing lasts. I’m half in that dream state after just a few moments, but I know that I won’t remember my dreams when I wake up the next morning. I never do. 


2.

“Got something big going in San Francisco?” the girl asks me. The sun’s already dipped behind the buildings, but the last light of day smears orange and pink across the windshield. Her cab smells faintly of coconut air freshener and something warmer, like coffee or maybe cocoa butter. The dash is tidy. A reusable water bottle in the cupholder. A tiny hula girl shimmies gently whenever she changes lanes.

Usually, I’m happy to talk with Uber drivers. Always, I’m happy to talk with ones as beautiful as this one. She’s got dark hair with highlights, a kind of crooked smile like she’s only using the half of her face that’s feeling it. But that’s the half I see in the rearview mirror from the back of her cab. She’s beautiful in that easy LA way, like she knows how to be the best-looking person in the room without looking like she’s trying. The kind of person who doesn’t check mirrors because they already know what’s there.

I should be happy to take her question and run with it, be the salesman (not a closer though, not today) but to be honest the last thing I want to talk about is what I’m headed to San Francisco to do.

“Nothing big, just work,” I say. She nods, once and then twice. “I, uh, sell medical supplies,” I continue, casting around for something more to add that doesn’t sound unfriendly. But I can’t muster the enthusiasm to pretend that I care about work at all.

“You must be pretty smart,” she says.

I glance out the window as we roll past a line of storefronts and tents pressed up beneath an overpass. A man under a gray tarp stares at the glowing screen of a cracked tablet, the only light on his face. I could be where he is, but I’m not. I guess I’ve got some kind of smarts.

“I just sell the stuff,” I say. But I smile a little and she clocks it, I think. She keeps looking back at me through the rearview mirror.

“So, what’s this thing you’re going up to NorCal to sell to people?” she asks. 

“They’re called NSDs. They’re like these little monitors that can check a patient’s vitals. It’s more accurate and much cheaper than the old method.”

“Sounds like a good thing,” she says. “For the world, I mean.”

“It’s a miracle product. You should buy fifteen,” I say.

She laughs. Okay, maybe it’s not impossible that she could be into me just a little bit. I didn’t mention this before, because why would I, but I’m not actually bad looking. I’ve got a hairline that’s holding strong, still fit in spite of the hours that I work although I don’t have anywhere as much definition as I had four years ago. I’ve still got the basics going for me. Clear skin, straight teeth, a jawline that hasn’t entirely faded into ambiguity.

My fashion sense is pretty minimal, and I don’t buy a lot of clothes, but I never wear anything without washing it, even jeans. I don’t iron anything I don’t have to for work, but I usually don’t look scruffy. I’m not trying too hard, which, ironically, is probably the only reason I might have a shot. Or would, if I actually had any time to date.

“So you’re going to go sell this stuff to some people?” she asks.

“Yep, you’ve got it,” I say. “It’s pretty boring.”

“Driving people all day around is boring,” she says. And then there’s cute little pause where I realize that she realizes that she has insulted me a little without meaning to. That pause, I love that cute sound that escapes her lips a split second later. Like a shriek stopped by a sigh. “I didn’t mean you.”

“Yeah?” I say, smiling. “You should have. I’m very boring.”

“Don’t tell a girl that,” she says. Our eyes in the rearview mirror. “She might get the idea that it’s true.”

A red light catches us and she glances back at me again, one elbow resting on the steering wheel. Her eyes in the rearview glint a little from the streetlight above. There’s something playful in her look, but measured, too—like she’s testing how much of this is just banter.

“I won’t,” I say. “I feel comfortable telling you, though.”

“Wow!” she says. “Thanks for that.”

I chuckle just a little.

“Can I help it if you make me feel comfortable?” I ask.

“Of course not,” she says. “I mean, I am an amazing conversationalist. But I’m also a woman.”

“I’ve noticed,” I say.

“Sarcasm?” she asks.

“Obviously not,” I say. “You’re an amazing conversationalist and woman. Look at us talking like this, and me giving you practically nothing to work with, too. Let’s talk about your job. It’s got to be more interesting than mine.”

“Why?” she asks. “What makes you think my job is interesting?”

“Why else would you do it?” I say.

“Uh, money?” she says.

“You’ve got options,” I say. “I can tell.”

“I’ve got options, I’ve got talents,” she says, and I can feel this smoothness in her voice. This may mean singing in the shower, but that’s not all she means when she’s talking about her talents. “But I have bills.”

We’re clearing downtown now, heading west. The buildings get shorter, less glass and more stucco. Billboards blur past, one for a yoga studio, another for debt relief. The freeway entrance looms up ahead like a silver promise. I wonder how many people in this city are driving toward something they actually want.

“So do all of us,” I say. “Do you have another job besides this one?”

“I’m a freelancer,” she says, making a turn.

“Oh,” I say.

“Not like that!” she says.

“Oh,” I say. As in, oh shit, I just missed my shot right here and now with a single syllable.

“You thought I meant–”

“No,” I say. “Never. I mean, I wouldn’t have thought that. You seem so, uh…put together.”

“Right,” she says. “Which is why I hop from job to job. That’s the only kind of hopping I do. Professionally. This gig is paying my bills.”

“Got it,” I say.

“I mean I do… hop. Just not the way that you’re thinking based on what I just said.”

“Understood completely,” I say. This conversation has taken a very weird but strangely intimate turn. And intimacy can be good. She’s awkward, like me, I guess. Which is also very good.

“I used to temp sometimes,” she says. “Office girl, reception. Data entry. That kinda thing.”

“Sounds…like something,” I say.

“Yeah it’s honestly not better than selling medical supplies,” she says. “At least you get to travel.”

“We’re moving now,” I say, as she weaves into the breakdown lane for a minute then merges again.

“Well, yeah,” she says. “It’s kinda part of the job.”

“So, I feel like it’s way past the time for me to tell you my name,” I say.

“I know your name,” she says, looking at the phone suction-cupped to her windshield. Matteo Navarro.

“And I, uh, know your name,” I say, about to read it from the app on the phone in my pocket.

“He says, reaching for his phone to check,” she narrates.

“Yep,” I say. “That’s what he’s doing.”

I read the name Marisol and look at the little round portrait in the corner of the app. Looks like her except that she’s wearing sunglasses and the yellow of the sunset actually obscures her features.

“I don’t think this photo does you justice,” I say. 

“Excuse me,” she says.

“I mean, you know, it’s fine,” I say. “I can tell you had your friend try a lot of different angles.”

“How do you know my friend took it?” she says.

“Okay, so your enemy took it?” I say.

This elicits a big laugh from her. Oh yeah. This is not my imagination at all. I’m funny– to her. In my mind a big bass closes its gaping maw over a little glob of neon gunk at the end of the fish hook.

“Ya know, she actually is kinda my frenemy to be honest,” she says. 

“Never trust a frenemy to take your photo,” I say.

She laughs again, the kind of laugh that fills a space. Even the hula girl on her dash seems to bounce along with it.

“Is it really that bad?” she asks.

“No, not at all,” I say. “I never said it was a bad photo. I just meant that you have a kind of presence that doesn’t exactly come through in this photo.”

“A presence?” she says, starting to crackle.

“Absolutely,” I say. “Like, in this photo, you’re smiling but I don’t get to see this glow that’s coming off you.”

“From the rearview mirror you’re seeing all of this?” she says.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “Plus, this picture doesn’t capture the smell of your perfume, which is–”

BANG.


3.

The world makes a sound like the sound of a folding table being snapped in half. Everything jumps.

The front of the car jerks left and then yanks hard to the right like something’s trying to twist it out of her hands. My phone leaves my fingers. I feel it more than see it—a small projectile in zero gravity. My shoulder hits the side panel. Glass explodes across the world.

There’s that weird moment where the sound drops out completely. Just silence, like someone hit pause. And then it rushes back in:

Horns. Brakes. Metal tick-ticking somewhere. That one horn that just keeps going like it’s stuck in a scream. My head rocks back, forward. Maybe both at once. My neck’s gonna hate me tomorrow. I blink. Once, twice. My vision does that thing where everything doubles for a second before it clicks back into place.

There’s blood on my hand. Just a little. A clean smear across the back of my fingers like someone kissed me too hard with lipstick made of rust. I feel my face—nose, lips, nothing broken. Okay. Okay. The airbag in front has gone off. Deflated now, hanging like laundry.

“Marisol!” I shout.

She’s upright. Eyes blinking fast. Her hair’s a little wild, lips parted like she’s trying to form a word but forgot which one. There’s a streak of white powder from the airbag across her shoulder.

“You okay?” I ask, already half-reaching for her seat. She nods once. Then again, like the first one didn’t register. “Yeah. Yeah, I think—I think I’m okay.”

A voice outside is yelling. Another car door slams. Someone’s filming, probably. Of course they are. I smell burnt rubber and that weird dusty smell airbags leave behind. We’re in the middle of the intersection, diagonal across the lane like a toy someone gave up playing with mid-game.

She kills the engine. We both sit there. Still breathing. Still buzzing.

“Jesus,” I say. She doesn’t say anything and I realize she’s still in shock. “Hey, Marisol,” I say, a little softer but more insistent. “We’ve just been in an accident. But I think we’re alright. Are you alright?” 

“Yeah,” she says, her voice far away.

“Marisol?” I say. I’m not totally sure that she’s lucid yet. Her brain is still processing what just happened.

“Where am I?” she asks after a moment.

“You’re in your car,” I say. “There’s been an accident.”

This time it seems to register with her what this means.

“Oh, shit!” she says.

“Don’t move,” I say. 

I unbuckle my seatbelt and try the door handle. It may have gotten dented by the crash because I have to force it open. I climb out, feeling disoriented and then make my way around the side of the car.

The car that t-boned us is stopped cattycorner from the road in the middle of the intersection. I don’t see the driver, but there are people coming out to gawk. People with camera phones.

“Call the police!” I yell at one of them. He gives me this look and I guess that he’s dialing, but I don’t have time to care about that. I come around to the driver’s side. There’s a massive impression where the other car hit us head on. Marisol is fumbling with the door, struggling against the lock.

“Let me try it,” I say. She takes her hand off the handle and I jerk it as hard as I can. I get it open and unhook her seatbelt. There’s broken glass but she seems fine, not bleeding anywhere.

“What the fuck!” calls this loud masculine voice from out of nowhere. I ignore it, helping her gently exit the cab.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” says this guy as he’s stomping toward us. Stomping isn’t the world. Lumbering? No. Slouching. That’s it. He’s slouching toward us.

He’s got a kind of neckbeard and is wearing a Metal Mulisha t-shirt of some kind. He’s got that kind of pasty skin and this kind of a piggish body type that suggests he doesn’t get out much. And he’s got this weird look in his eye. The other driver.

“You ran into me,” Marisol says, but she says it a little bit softly. Not just because this guy is confronting her but also because she can’t believe the audacity of this guy.

“Because you pulled into the intersection and stopped!” he said.

“I had the right of way!” Marisol says, her voice shaky and hesitant.

“So, why didn’t you turn then?” he’s practically screaming. “Stupid bitch!”

“Whoa,” I say. “That’s enough.” 

“You saw what happened?” he says, screwing his eyes on me.

“We’re all just trying to get our wits about us,” I say. “But you slammed into us. That’s what happened.”

“She totalled my fucking car because she stopped instead of making a fucking turn!”

He’s getting closer now. Close enough I can smell him. His B.O. is that of a smoker. I don’t mean that he smells like cigarettes, though he does. That’s not what I’m talking about. It’s some kind of chemical that just festers in your body when you’re a heavy smoker.

“This is not my fault,” Marisol says, and I can see that there’s this anger that’s slowly rising to the surface. “You totaled my car and now you’re trying to tell me off?”

I can see that he’s wanting to press his size advantage, and he would if he were alone with her. This pig is the kind of man who would intimidate a woman for no other reason than because he can. Except that I’m here, so he’s like a dog on a chain, looking to bark as much as he can without crossing the line.

“Let’s let the police handle this, alright?”

“Oh the police will get involved,” he says, in a way that is supposed to sound menacing but is also just a statement of fact so doesn’t actually inspire any terror. “Don’t go telling lies just because you’re tryin’ to hit that slit.”

Fucking swine.

“What was that?” I say, and not for the first time I’m glad I’ve got a physical presence. This guy clearly hasn’t seen a gym in high school and couldn’t run laps even then. I’ve got the height advantage on him too. Two inches, maybe two and a half. Not a huge difference, but enough when it comes down to who has the reach.

Marisol grabs my wrist, though, and I stop what I’m thinking about doing. What, am I actually going to punch this loser? I’m glad she’s here because I’m just rattled enough that I might actually contemplate puffing out my chest. Instead, I let her steer me towards the curb where we both take some time to cool off. She sits down next to me, so close that our knees are practically touching. Then, she maybe thinks better of it or maybe it’s just nerves but she rises and waits with her eyes on the street.

I notice as she gets up the curve of her ass in her torn jeans. Those hips and thighs that I had no chance to notice while we were in the taxi together. She really has a stunning figure. The kind of body that’s curvy in all the right ways, fat perfectly coexisting with slim contours to make that perfectly womanly shape. You can tell she doesn’t starve herself but she’s definitely concerned with keeping it tight. Her jeans don’t have a single centimeter of give anywhere, they hug her thighs down to her ankles as if they were made to be worn by her. But there’s something else I notice too. At first I thought it was a rhinestone, but as I look closer at the distressed stitching just below her inner thigh, something glimmers in the yellow street light.

“You have glass on your jeans!” I say.

“What?” she yelps. Her hands go reflexively for her sides and she tries to brush it off.

“Wait, wait,” I tell her and grab the little fleck of jagged glass with my fingers, tugging it free of the white strands of fabric. I do it without thinking, realizing only after that I might have pricked my fingers. I also might have touched the skin of her thigh.

“Thanks,” she says. “But you shouldn’t have done that.”

I’m worried that it’s some kind of violation, like I crossed some unspoken barrier between us, but her tone doesn’t communicate that at all.

“I, uh, did it without thinking,” I say. “Are you bleeding anywhere?”

“No,” she says. “You?”

“I don’t think so.” 

“I’m really sorry for this,” she says. “You’re going to miss your flight.”

My flight! I’d forgotten all about it.

“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “Just let me make a call.”

I get on the phone and explain what happened, why I won’t be able to make the flight. It’s not a big deal for the client—they’re all apologies, happy to reschedule. “Take care of yourself,” they say. Sure. Easy for them. I hang up and immediately imagine Hamlet’s tight-lipped silence when he hears. He’ll let it sit, let it fester, then bring it up at the worst possible moment. Classic.

Screw it. What can I do?

It’s maybe twenty minutes later when the cops show up. They don’t come rushing in, just roll up slow in their black-and-white like they’ve already got the whole thing figured out and nothing in the world is ever surprising anymore. One of them is tall and lean with silver hair cropped close to his head, aviators on even though the sun’s dipping low and soft behind the skyline. He talks like he’s narrating a procedural show from the early 2000s.

Marisol steps up and does the talking first. I watch her gather herself like it’s something she has to zip up from the inside. She’s firm but respectful, voice steady even as her hands keep clenching and unclenching at her sides. They nod, jot things down. Then they head over to the other guy, who immediately starts gesturing in big, angry arcs, like he’s auditioning for a community theater production of Anger Management: The Musical.

I just wait my turn, arms crossed, leaning against what’s left of the car. When they finally get to me, I do my best to sound clear, calm, helpful—like I’m a very reasonable man who is only occasionally driven around in vehicles that get demolished. I make sure to say Marisol wasn’t at fault. I say it a couple of different ways, actually, just to underline it without sounding like I’m in love with her or anything. Which I’m not. Obviously. But honestly? The whole thing happened so fast I couldn’t draw you a diagram if you paid me. So I tell them that too. In so many words.

We’re stuck there for close to two hours. The tow trucks show up with their heavy, dragging sounds and a certain grim professionalism, like undertakers for cars. A cleanup crew scrapes glass off the pavement. The lights from the cruisers flash against our faces in pulsing cycles of red and blue, turning everything briefly into a crime scene from a cable drama. Finally, we’re told that the investigation is over and that the other driver was at fault. Marisol made a triumphant little sound like a “huff” that said, “damn straight.” 

“Are you gonna arrest him?” Marisol asks.

“No, we’re just going to submit a report with our assessments,” the tall cop says evenly.

“He got pretty aggressive,” I say.

“Did he threaten either of you with physical harm?” the other cop asks. This one shorter, heavier, looks like he was pulled off a weekend barbecue. His shirt is slightly untucked, and he squints at everything like the world’s written in fine print. He’s got a mustache that belongs to another decade and a tan that’s doing its best to peel.

“I don’t remember exactly what he said,” Marisol says. “But I was scared. He intimidated me. And it was all his fault. That asshole!”

“Well, you submit a claim to his insurance company and get compensation for the damage to your vehicle,” the CSI cop says. Marisol sighs.

“But I have to pay upfront to get it fixed, right?” she asks.

“That’s something you have to work out with the mechanic,” he answers. “But, yeah. Probably.”

I can see tears forming in those mascara-laden lashes, which she flicks away with fingernails painted pink and bejeweled. She’s struggling to keep it together and appear strong too.

“Look, don’t think about that right this second,” I say, hoping that I’m not being too bold. I really don’t have any right to be so familiar, but we were just in experience together and I guess that makes me think a bond is forming. “Let’s get out of here and see if we can find something to eat.”

I can see from the look in her eyes that she’s grateful but also holding back waves of anxiety. I know the feeling. The panic that seems to climb out of your gut up your throat to strangle you.

“My car,” she mutters.

“It’s not like you can drive it home,” I say.

“Your car will be taken to the shop,” the other cop says. “You just need to decide where you want to send it and then you can leave.”

Marisol takes a deep breath.

“Yeah, okay,” she says. “I actually know a place.”

She writes down the address of a repair shop and then we’re free to go. With no car and no idea where we are, we start walking. 
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We find one of those Mexican food restaurants that haven’t changed anything in twenty years, not the interior or the menu. The prices have slowly risen, with new prices papered over the old ones on the wall beside the register, but you can tell the owners do what they can to keep the costs low. They know what they’re doing. There’s a crowd that could rival In-N-Out Burger.

I take my tray topped with baskets of chips and tacos, burritos wrapped in yellow paper and deposit them at the table where Marisol is waiting. Then I go over to the self-serve station where they have horchata, a kind of Mexican rice milk flavored with cinnamon and fill two cups. When I return to the table, Marisol’s got this faraway look in her eyes and I’m sure that she is contemplating the accident and what it’s going to mean for the rest of her week, the rest of her month.

“Thank you,” she says.

“De nada,” I say.

I unwrap my burrito and start smothering it in red sauce. She doesn’t pick up her food right away, but I don’t press it. After a few minutes, she takes a chip in her fingers and bites a corner while I tuck into my burrito. Damn, this thing is good. I should try to remember this place so I can come back sometime.

We don’t speak for a moment and it hits me how little we really know each other. I saw this chipper, fun side to her personality when we were in the car together and I’m hoping that I can bring it out again.

“I’m really sorry about your car, Marisol,” I say.

She gives me this odd look for a moment

“It was my fault,” she says.

“Pretty sure it’s not,” I say. “The cops declared the other guy was at fault.”

“I still should have been watching the road,” she says. “I mean, I was but. I was busy talking to you.”

“In that case, thank you,” I say.

She gives this small smile and raises a lightly-manicured eyebrow.

“I really didn’t want to get on that plane,” I say. “I hate my job.”

“Yeah, well, most of us do, right?” she says.

“I guess so,” I say. “But it’s only marginally better than being out of work, right?”

Which is actually the worst thing to say given the present circumstances. She’s not sitting there with this lost expression because she doesn’t know what she’s going to do with all her free time. She needs to work and this accident has left her without a way to support herself.

“Marisol,” I say, trying to smooth over my last mistake and somehow avoid making another. “I’m sorry about your car.”

“It’s a car,” she says. “And call me Soli.”

“I mean, I realize that it’s not the car itself but what it does for you, and I want to help.”

I was taking a big risk here, not just because I’d only met this girl but also we were connecting over our shared lack of enthusiasm for our jobs. But the truth was that I was making more money at NovaCare than I really knew what to do with. Far more money than I’d ever thought I would be earning. And I was a pathological saver, so that meant I had a rainy day fund that I could liquid for hot girls with smashed vehicles.

“If the repair shop gives you problems, I could probably give you an advance,” I say.

She stares at me with those brown eyes with the little cat’s eye lashes, a few different emotions passing across her face at once.

“Why?” she finally says. “That’s not the kind of thing a guy would do for a girl that he just met. Unless, he’s after something.”

“I’m not after anything,” I say.

“Nothing?” she asks. It almost seems like a challenge.

“Like you say, it wouldn’t have happened if we hadn’t been talking,” I say, finding my legs a little bit as I go. “And I’m not rich or anything, but the thing is I do have money.”

“How does that work?” she asks.

“Well, the job I mentioned? It’s terrible and it’s kinda killing me a little each day. But the pay is good. Like kinda ridiculously good, honestly.”

“I see,” she says. “So what exactly are you offering here?” 

“Just a quick bridge loan,” I say. “No collateral, no credit checks, no questions asked. I could pay the repair shop and you can pay me whatever it costs out of the insurance claim when it comes in. That’s it.”

“I don’t know, Matteo,” she says.

“Matty,” I say.

“I could screw you,” she says.

I can’t exactly fail to notice the way that her shoulders slump together at the blades, pressing her breasts between them for just a moment. A single little bounce in her bra, like a punctuation mark. 

“I’m not worried about that,” I say. “I get the sense that you’re not that kind of person.”

“You don’t really know me,” she says. “What makes you think you’re not just, like, doing this to make yourself feel good.”

“I don’t get off on helping people,” I say. “You don’t know me, but I normally never do anything for anyone. I swear.” 

This brings out a little giggle and she shifts her in her seat, a little leaning forward. I lean in just a little too, bringing my arm to rest on the table between us.

“Why not save your money?” she asks. “Use it to quit your crappy job, start a business or something.”

“It’s in the works,” I say. “A long term plan. This won’t disrupt that. In fact, I can’t think of anything else I’d rather do with the money than give it to you.”

“The repairs could be a lot,” she says. “I know a guy, but he does good work. I can’t ask for too much of a discount even though we’re friends because I know how many hours he’s going to put into it.”

“I’m fairly liquid,” I say.

“Like ten grand liquid?” she asks. “Or more?”

I flick my wrist a little, trying to appear casual and not dickish.

“Whatever gets you back on the road,” I say, reaching back for my burrito.

“Matty, you’re pretty cool,” she says. “This? What you’re doing, if you’re trying to look good for a woman what you’re doing here is honestly pretty fucking cool.”

I feel this warmth spread through my chest, bringing my hand to run it along my head in a move that says “cool guy” which is something I can play off as semi-ironic because she did just pay me a compliment and I’m feeling pretty cool.

Oh, there’s red sauce on my sleeve now because I just dragged it across my burrito. That’s good.

I reach for a napkin and try to dab it off.

“I’m getting the impression that you’re saying yes,” I say.

“What should I say?” she smirks. “No, handsome stranger. I won’t let you swoop in and be exactly the kind of support that I could use in my time of need? Seems like I’d kinda be stupid to do that.”

Handsome stranger. Don’t forget you heard that.

“Well, good,” I say. “This feels good to me. I think I’m lucky. Or like good luck or something. Not sure which. Maybe both.”

I can almost see the knot untwisting in her stomach as she reaches for her food. There’s this feeling of calm that comes over her. More than just her body language, it’s the energy she’s giving off that has subtly shifted somehow. It’s that smile too. God, that smile. Just a little bit shy with the eyes like a wild but playful animal that say that she wants to sink her claws into my back. Not tonight. Too much has happened already. Emotional upheaval. But some night, and possibly even soon.

“So, you’re not flying to Frisco,” she says. “How are you getting home tonight?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” I say. “I hadn’t really thought about it. Lyft, I guess?” 

“Shit, that reminds me,” she says. “I have to report what happened on the app. And probably deal with a bunch of hassles and paperwork too.”

“Right,” I say. “I hadn’t thought about all of that.”

“Give me your number,” she says and slides her phone over to me. I dial it and call my own phone then hang up.

“Great,” she says. “We’re connected. I’m going to figure out all of the repair stuff in the morning. Then I can text you?”

“Sure,” I say.

“Listen, thank you,” she says. “It’s really sweet and also way above and beyond what any guy would ever be expected to do in a situation like this.”

“It’s okay, I say. I’m glad I met you,” I say. “I mean it. I talk to people all day every day for my job and I never enjoy myself the way I have tonight.”

“Yeah, my night couldn’t have gone better either,” she says with a smile. “I’m glad I met you too. Now I have a lot of bullshit to sort through, which you don’t need to involve yourself with, more than you already have, I mean.”

“Yeah, I get that,” I say.

“I’ll call myself a ride. Where do you live?” she asks.

“North Hollywood,” she says.

She points a pink rhinestone digit at her own chest.

“Sylmar.”  

She waves with her phone as she slides out of the booth.

“Have a nice night, Matty Navarro,” she says.

“You too,” I say. “Get home safe.”

She turns to look at me and makes this face, pursing her lips and making her eyes go super wide, like, me? Not be safe?

Then she turns and she’s gone.   
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I spend the whole next day thinking about her. As I’m riding to the airport early in the morning, on the flight. She’s the first thing I think about when I touch down in San Francisco and she’s on my mind when I’m pitching the product. The client goes well, really well. So well that even Hamlet can’t be upset when I return. I hardly had to open my mouth and they seemed ready to make a commitment for a major order. I’m feeling on top of the world as I leave the meeting. Maybe this is a world where good things can happen. The future seems bright, a future where I can have financial independence and a girl like Soli too.

But then this ugly little thought rears its ugly head. Sure, we had chemistry and there was definitely some mutual attraction. But that kind of thing can dissolve just as quickly as it starts. If I’m being honest, a lot of it was probably the situation. The way we met. It was dramatic and I came off looking like a pretty reliable, responsible guy. But that’s not me. I mean, I wasn’t being fake. But the truth is that the side of me who volunteers to pay for car repairs is only able to exist because of the other side who works constantly and has no life.

I can see her in my head, those long black tendrils of hair framing her face and the way that little piece of glass got stuck in her jeans. She’s got personality and style, and the truth is that we could be good together. But the demands of work are too much. Once her car is fixed, she’ll be back to driving all night and I’ll still be working all day and night with no free time to spare.

The view of California below as my plane ascends reminds of the natural beauty of this place. But that just makes it all the more cruel that it’s so unaffordable. All of us moved here because we want to do something, to make something of ourselves. But we all end up caught in the rat race, thinking that we’ll be happier once we get to the cheese. But what if the only way to win is not to play?

By the time that I get back, I’ve already convinced myself of the hard truth. As much as I might like to start something with her, there’s just no way that I can have a relationship with Soli. I’ll get the chance to date someday, just not now. In ten years, when I’ve gotten the rewards that make all this worth it, I’ll be proud of restraint. In the meantime, I’m trying to just to get her out of my head and mostly succeeding. That is, until she messages me.

“So, my estimate came in,” her text message says.

“Yeah?” I say.

“It’s maybe a little more than you were thinking,” she says. She sends me a screenshot with a detailed estimate. $12,590.45. Not exactly chump change, but about what I expected given the damage and the fact that it’s LA.

“I’ll totally pay you back. It’s just, ya know… :)”

I send her a quick reply.

“Don’t even worry about it,” I say. “Just send over the account info and I’ll make the transfer today.”

A watch the little bubbles appear, and it looks like she’s having trouble deciding exactly what she wants to say. I set the phone down and a moment later, my phone buzzes on my desk.

“Why can’t this city be full of guys like you?”

“Workaholics with a weakness for women in trouble?” I type back. But before I send it, I stop myself. If I go through with a text like this, I have to be ready to do more than flirt. A text like this is more than just playful. It shows that I’m as interested as I actually am but aren’t allowed to be. So, I delete it and instead I send something neutral.

“Happy to help ;)”

Bland, unassuming. I kinda hate myself after sending it. She doesn’t respond immediately. Probably she was hoping for a flirtier response. But I don’t have time to dwell on it because I have an incoming call from a GP I sold to last month.

“Pete!” I say, shifting into the tone that’s been trained into me. “What’s happening?”

“Matty, hey,” he says. “All good. Just calling to reup on the NSDs.”

That should be exactly what I want to hear. The little salesman inside me should be doing cartwheels.

“Already?” I say. “That fast, huh?”

“Yeah, man. You were right. Patients love ’em. I’ve been handing out prescriptions left and right—anyone with even mild back pain or muscle fatigue, I’m writing them up.”

Any muscle fatigue? That sets off a tiny flicker in the back of my mind. But I push it down.

“Fantastic,” I say. “You think you’ll need a bigger shipment this time?”

“I could double the order, easy. These things are flying. Honestly, I might start offering them as a preventive option. You know—older patients, post-op recovery, even just folks who sit at a desk all day. Why not?”

He laughs like it's a joke. But I’m not totally sure he’s joking.

“Well,” I say, still smiling into the phone, “if you can take twice the inventory, I can give you five percent off. Let’s call it a volume loyalty incentive.”

“Make it happen, my man!” Pete says.

I tell him I’ve got him covered and hang up. If I had ten more like Pete, I’d be shopping for beach houses. The commissions on the NSDs are solid, and they’re covered by insurance. Everyone wins. Everyone... maybe.

I pull up the product literature on my laptop. NovaCare’s proprietary neuromuscular stimulation device: FDA-cleared, non-invasive, microcurrent therapy. It’s supposed to trigger localized muscle contractions to prevent atrophy in patients recovering from injury or neurological disorders. Stroke patients, people with multiple sclerosis, or severe muscular dystrophy.

Not carpal tunnel. Not "general fatigue." Not "he sits at a desk all day."

The ideal patient profile isn’t massive. The clinical trials show benefits for about 8–10% of the general patient population, tops. And even that’s generous. Yet somehow, Pete—who runs a small practice in Mesa—is blowing through his inventory in four weeks.

I stare at the whitepaper, its graphs and jargon blurring together. Then I click away. I’ve got emails to send and doctors to charm. The last thing I need is to invent problems where there aren’t any. And anyway, if this is what success feels like, why do I suddenly feel so uneasy?

The rest of the week passes by uneventfully. I’m out of the doghouse with Hamlet. He’s found some other victim to ride constantly, so I’m able to skate without any extra scrutiny. I was keeping my numbers up. I haven’t doubled them, not even close, but I’m pretty sure that was just Hamlet being dramatic. I wonder how many other salesmen he gave that same spiel to. 

It’s a few days later that I get a message from Soli. I’m just answering a few emails when a photo appears on my phone. It’s Soli’s car, damage-free after the repairs, with little happy emoji faces. She sends me a few of them, including a selfie of her posing on the hood. She’s wearing short jean shorts and a white tank top with spaghetti straps that barely stay on her shoulders. The kind of top that’s more suggestion than garment. Her lips are painted bright red, puckered in a playful kiss. Her oversized sunglasses hide her eyes, but the body language is pure confidence—shoulders back, one hip cocked, like a billboard for trouble.

I open my phone and let her know I like the photos, responding with little hearts to her self portrait. Damn, it is getting harder and harder to remind myself not to start something with this girl. My brain knows that it will only end in disappointment for both of us, but that’s not the part of my body that’s in control. A moment later, I get a message.

Thank you so much!!

You’re welcome!

…

Her next text is accompanied by another selfie, this time with her sunglasses pushed down the bridge of her nose so that her pretty brown eyes are staring right through me.

Let me say thank you.

I cycle through all the possible responses. “Not necessary” seems standoffish and curt. But if I engage any further, I’m going to end up having to flirt back.

Screw it.

How?

…

Let me pick you up and take you to lunch

And then–

The lunch isn’t your thank you

You’d have to be blind, deaf and dumb to miss a signal like that one. So, I should know going into this that “lunch” isn’t just lunch. I have to be careful about how I respond. But I see no good option here. Either I turn her down, thus giving neither of us what we want, or I tell myself that lunch is just lunch and I’ll figure out the rest later. Since I’m an idiot, I choose the second option.

Can’t wait

No emojis or exclamation points. No punctuation. Simple and understated so it doesn’t seem like I’m too excited. But the truth is, I am. I was happy to help out someone in need, but the truth is I offered to lend Soli the money because I wanted to see her again. I crave her presence. And maybe it’s the salesman in me that just can’t walk away from a promising lead, no matter how risky the terms.

When she pulls up, I’m already outside. The NovaCare office is just as bleak as ever—an off-white stucco box in a sunbaked business park off Van Nuys Boulevard. Behind me, the buzz of HVAC units and the faint hum of office lighting. In front of me, the shimmer of heat rising off the asphalt. The building has all the personality of a dialysis center—which, incidentally, it used to be.

And then there’s Soli, pulling up in her newly polished hybrid like a Technicolor dream parked in a grayscale world. I open the passenger door and slide in.

“Hey,” she says.

“Hey,” I answer. “Your car smells weird.”

“Ugh, I know,” she says.

The coconut air-freshener has been fighting for dominance with something that may be an unholy crossbreed of pine and pineapple.

Yousef, one of the other salesmen and a buddy of mine, sees me getting into this stranger’s car as he’s walking back with his Yoshinoya takeout in his hands. His eyes travel from me to the sexy Latina in the driver’s seat and he gives me a nice little guy nod. I give him one back as we pull away.

“It’s gonna take some time before she feels like mine again,” Soli says. “Even the seat feels wrong.

“Hold on,” I say. “I can adjust it for you.”

I reach over to the space between the seats and search for my fingers for that little lever—usually tucked in that no-man’s-land between the cushion and the backrest. Unless it’s behind the seat?

“It’s automatic!” Soli squeals. “Unless you already knew that and were reaching for something else.”

“Uh, no,” I say, I really wasn’t although I now realize that wouldn’t have been a problem based on how she responds.

“You were expecting one of those little switch things on the seats?” she says. “They stopped those in cars year ago.”

“You can take a tour of my car, if you ever want to revisit ancient history,” I say.

“Seriously? How old is your car?”

“A 2009 Nissan Ultima,” I say.

“Oh my god!” she laughs.

“It’s grey too,” I say with a smile.

“You really don’t spend money on yourself, do you?” she says.

“I guess not,” I say. “I’ve never really been a car guy.”

“It makes it even sweeter what you did for me,” she says.

“It’s the reason I save the way I do,” I say. “So I can spend on what counts.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to thank you,” she says. Then, with this devilish look in her eyes, “actually, I do. But I don’t want to give it away. I’m going to make you wait for it.”

“I’m a patient guy,” I say. But I can already feel myself stirring in my khaki work slacks. God, it’s been a while. How long? Five months since I’d been with anyone? It’s going to make Soli’s advances all the harder to turn down. If I even can.

We get off the 110 Freeway and it looks like we’re headed into Hollywood. The city rolls past outside the windows—mid-rise apartments, old strip malls painted beige and sun-bleached, the occasional taco stand blinking to life as early dusk settles in. We get off the 110 and drift east toward Hollywood. Streetlights are flickering on, one by one, in that way that makes it feel later than it is.

“So, where are we eating?” I ask.

“Do you mind if we make a stop first?” she asks. “There’s something that has been on my mind, and I just can’t wait.”

“Sure,” I say.

She puts on her turn signal and we turn into a carwash. It’s a line about three cars deep. This is the stop that just couldn’t wait? I guess my surprise reads on my face.

“I know it’s silly,” she says. “But I’ve just been thinking about my baby. I’ve been wanting to treat her right ever since I got her back.”

“No problem,” I say.

We sit for a few moments, just watching the activity all around. We sit in the queue, the two of us in silence for a few beats, watching the scene around us. A guy in a puffy jacket wipes down a black Tesla with obsessive care. A mother herds two sticky-fingered kids past the vending machine that sells fuzzy dice and air fresheners shaped like palm trees.

“The good people of the world are washing their cars on their lunch break,” I say.

“What makes you think they’re all so good?” she asks with a smile.

“No, it’s, uh, from the song?” I say. “Sheryl Crow?”

“Oh! Yeah, totally!” she says. “God, that was forever ago. I haven’t heard it since I was a kid!”

As we pull forward, the next car in line, Soli starts belting out, in an off-key but still very sweet-and-damn-sexy rendition, “all I wanna do is have some fun!”

She leans a little closer, her voice bouncing off the windshield, a mix of sarcasm and sincerity in her tone. Then she turns to me with this mock-serious look in her eyes and her voice gets low and sultry.

“I got a feeling I’m not the only one,” she croons, leaning over and resting her palm on my leg. She’s treating me to a full view of her breasts as she leans forward. She gives me this look like she wants to climb over into my lap right then and now.

Honk!

It’s polite but the car behind her can see that it’s her turn to pull forward. She leans back into her seat and gives a small wave to signal that she gets it. She switches gears and the car glides forward. The car lurches forward onto the conveyor track with a mechanical clunk. Overhead, a red light flashes green, and we start to glide into the tunnel, the outside world swallowed in blue plastic flaps and dim neon light. We watch for a few moments, the windows and windshield covered in a cascade of blurry soap and streams of water.

Then I hear something shift in Soli’s voice

“So, how about it, Matty?” she asks. “Wanna have some fun?”
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I’m not gonna lie. I’m already half stiff before she even asks. I already know that wherever this is going, and I’ve got a pretty good idea at this point, I’m going to just go along with it and enjoy the ride.

“That’s all I want to do,” I say. “Until the sun comes up over Santa–”

“Okay, now shut up and take out your cock,” she says.

Right. Playful irony is done. Now we’re doing this for real. I unzip my khakis, flipping up my waistband and taking out my cock.

“Whoa!” she says, giving my cock a look up and down like it’s some rare collectible that she’s had her eyes on forever. “You have a nice cock.”

And because even I’m not that dense, I finally just shut up and smile. No dumb attempts at humor, just enjoying the feeling of the hairs on the back of my neck standing up as I get ready for what’s about to come next.

“We have to hurry,” she says. “Or I’ll get caught.”

“Get to work, then,” I say.

Her nostrils flare as she lowers herself close to my lap. If I was half-hard already, then the sensation when her lips touch my head has me hard as a diamond instantly. She wastes no time, gently kissing the head for just a few seconds before going all in and deep-throating my shaft. She bobs up and down, confident and also urgent as she works me. I let her curls flow through my fingers as I rest my fingers on her head as she milks.

“Just a little teeth,” I think and she somehow knows, running her front teeth along the base of my head.

“Oh, fuck!” I say.

I palm her ears with each hand, just feeling the power of her neck muscles as she sucks me deeply. She’s ready for me to cum and I can feel it. The car has got to be close to finished, and so she’s got to sit up and assume control– of the car– again that means I have to be ready to cum pretty fast. But it’s not the kind of thing that I can just perform on command. So, I focus on how sexy she is, letting myself relax and enjoy Soli’s essence and what makes me so attracted to her.

I picture her naked in front of me, thinking about what those breasts would look like, how they would feel in my hands. In my mind, my eyes trail down to her golden brown thighs and the tight slit between them. I picture myself pleasuring her, giving her all of the satisfaction she’s giving me to me. I imagine her not just tending to me with her mouth but actively enjoying the taste of my smooth, slick cock in her mouth. She moans, elevating the experience I’m having in my head.

“Oh FUCK!” I shout as I spurt in her mouth. She makes a loud slurping noise, careful not to let any of my load slide out of her lips. Then she leans back into the driver’s seat and, still holding the cum in her mouth, searches for the packet of tissues in the side door. She takes out a couple of tissues and spits my spunk into them, dabbing her lips and adjusting her lipstick.

“I have a policy,” she tells me after her mouth is clear, “I don’t swallow unless I really know the guy well.”

“That seems like a totally fair policy,” I say, my breath still hitching slightly.

I can’t believe that just happened. Even with everything that has been building up between us, all the innocent flirting. To have her take control like that and tell me in no uncertain terms that she was going to pleasure me was just what I needed.

She primps her hair a little. There’s a strand that is pressed against her forehead, still plastered there with sweat. The car is on its automatic track, and we’re heading into the dryer section now. The big blowers are blasting the car with hot air to fleck away any lingering droplets.

There’s a little smile on Soli’s face as she pulls the car forward. An attendant is waiting and she rolls down the window. I lift myself out of the seat, digging for my wallet.

“Let me,” I say.

“No, that’s okay,” she says and opens up the center console, revealing her own wallet.

“Really,” I say. “I can totally cover this.”

“You’ve done enough, Matty,” she says. She pulls out a few bills from her own wallet and pays the attendant who gives an appreciative nod. I respect that she’s independent, and there is something kinda gross and transactional about paying for what she did just did, considering it was just what she wanted to do. She was the one who initiated it. But, hell, can you blame me for feeling I should do something to show my appreciation?

Once the window is rolled down and we’re turning out of the car wash, I turn to her and say–

“I’m trying to think of a way to express my gratitude.”

“Oh yeah?” she says. “I thought that was what I was doing.”

“Well, believe me,” I say. “Message received.”

She laughs.

“That’s good to hear!” she says. “Because that’s not the kind of surprise I give just any guy I like.”

Then her voice gets real low and sexy when she says–

“Not even when I really, really want to.”

Fuck me. How am I supposed to tell this girl that I have no time for a relationship? Any girl who would surprise a guy like that deserves a boyfriend who is willing to return the favor. Soli should have an amazing, supportive guy. She thinks that she’s found that with me. How am I supposed to tell her that she’s wrong? Especially when I really want to be that guy and would be, but for my crazy work schedule?

“I hope you worked up an appetite,” she says.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “I could definitely stand to refuel.”

“I didn’t have any place fancy picked out,” she says. “But it’s a place I love to go.”

“I don’t need fancy,” I say. “I don’t even like fancy. Where’s the non-fancy place we’re headed?”

“Canters,” she says. “Do you know it?”

“Of course,” I say. “It’s pretty much the oldest LA diner still around.”

“This is so cool,” she says. “I never expected you would be into old diners like me.”

“You’ve got great tastes,” I say.

“Clearly,” she says with a smile.

She grabs my thigh just above the knee and squeezes. I touch her arm, because how could I not? And I don’t even want to think about how I’m going to try to explain the walls I’ve built around my life. Not right now.  
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Canter’s looks the same as it always does—frozen in time like a photograph someone forgot to take out of the frame. The Formica counters, the cracked red leather booths, the overhead lights that hum just slightly too loud. There’s a deli counter up front stacked high with knishes and rugelach, and a glass case full of lox that somehow always looks both fresh and suspicious at the same time. The air smells like pastrami, dill pickles, and nostalgia.

Soli leads the way in, and I trail behind, still trying to recalibrate to normal life after what just happened in her car. She walks like she owns the place—confident, casual, completely unbothered—while I feel like I’m still catching up, like I’ve just stepped out of a dream and into a brightly lit sitcom set.

A hostess with penciled-on eyebrows and a thousand-yard stare asks us if we want a booth or a table.

“Booth,” Soli says, already sliding into one without waiting for confirmation. I follow her in and sit across, taking a moment to let my eyes adjust to the lighting, the kitsch, the low murmur of old-timers arguing about baseball over bowls of matzo ball soup.

She picks up a laminated menu the size of a phone book and flips through it like she already knows what she wants. I pretend to do the same, but really, I’m just watching her. There’s something about seeing her in this space—so relaxed, so grounded—that it feels like a natural extension of everything that Soli is to me. She feels like home.

“My Dad used to bring us here,” she says.

“Yeah, my parents used to bring me here too,” I say. “Although it’s probably been fifteen years.”

“You grew up in LA, too?” she asks like it’s a surprise.

“Yeah,” I say. I get it. Most of my friends aren’t from the city either.

“Where?” she asks.

“Altadena,” I say.

“So, you didn’t venture far from home,” she says.

“Nope,” I say. “But my parents sold their house and moved to Arizona about eight years ago. Now it’s just me.”

“Feeling lonely?” she asks.

“Not lately,” I say. “I’m happy for them, what they’re doing, but I couldn’t leave this city. I love the place.”

“Yeah, we were lucky to grow up here,” she says. “Of course, it’s different now.”

She’s right. When I was growing up, there were lots of neighborhoods I knew never to enter. Now the only thing scary about them is the prices.

The waitress returns and we put in an order for a tuna melt for me, a patty melt for her, malts and french fries and a bowl of matzo ball soup just to round out the order. She scribbles it all down in her pad and then takes her leave of us. 

Even brief silences can feel awkward when there are feelings you don’t want to express or are afraid to. Outside, we were flirting. Inside, we’re something else. Not a couple. Not quite friends. Whatever this is… it’s getting harder to ignore.

I feel like I have to say something, but every way that I try to start it feels totally wrong.

“I don’t know how to say this…”

No.

“I’m having the most amazing time, except…”

Yeah, this is sounding really terrible in my head. Then, she gives me an opening in the conversation where I can kinda casually pivot to what I really want to talk to her about.

“So, what do you like to do when you’re not working?” she asks.

“To be honest,” I say. “I really don’t have much of a life. I don’t really have, like, any free time.”

“Like at all?” she says. “Come on. You must like baseball or Final Fantasy or something.”

“Well, obviously I’ve got interests,” I say. “It’s just that I don’t really have the time that I wish I had to indulge them.”

“I get that,” she says, and I can see the realization dawning of what I’m really talking about. So I press on. “I work too. A lot. Too much. Like, it feels kind stupid sometimes.”

The matzo ball soup arrives and is pushed in front of us, a big blob steaming there, floating like some kind of a metaphor for something I can’t quite place.

“I don’t want to live like this forever,” I say, and I’m surprised by the intensity of emotion in my own voice. “I feel like I’m always putting my life on hold, putting off the things I really want to be doing.”

“Yeah,” she says, reaching for the bowl of matzo ball soup and taking the spoon from her napkin. “What would you rather be doing?”

“I know I don’t want to grubbing for money the rest of my life,” I say. Then, because I can’t think of anything else, and because I can’t hold back the words, “And I want to be with you.”

She picks up the matzo ball with her spoon and slides it into her mouth. She chews it contemplatively. Or maybe she’s just screwing with me. But she takes her time savoring that bread ball. Finally, she swallows it and gives me a direct stare with those big brown eyes of hers. 

“So, why don’t you?” she asks.

“You deserve more than a part-time boyfriend,” I say. “I don’t want to start anything with you unless…”

“Unless you’re sure you can finish it?” she offers. She’s holding her straw between her lips when she says it, and her eyes flick up like she’s reading me through a telescope. I smile.

“Well, that’s not exactly where I was going. But yeah, sure,” I say. “I just want to be really clear that it’s not about you at all.”

“Obviously not,” she says. “I’m pretty great.”

“You are,” I say. “Amazing.” I’m half-laughing, half-hoping she doesn’t hear the real panic tucked behind the compliment.

I’m trying to see through her stony expression to check for a tempest brewing under the surface. Because honestly, this should be pretty devastating. But she seems to be reacting pretty well, no signs of an imminent blowup. In fact, she seems totally cool and composed when she says–

“Matty,” she says. “What I did with you at the car wash? That’s not the kind of thing I would do for just any guy.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m glad to know that.”

“I think you’re the kind of guy that I would regret letting go of,” she says. “And I get it. You told me about your job the first time that we met… and I’m busy, too.”

“Yeah,” I say. I was prepared for the whole “I can’t wait around” speech, which to be honest is completely understandable. But now I’m starting to think that things might actually turn around and I might be in for a surprise.

“Look,” she says. “Let’s try this. We give each other whatever time we have and see where it goes. No judgements, no fixed schedules. Just see if we connect.”

I can feel my expression relaxing as I realize that I’ve not scared her off. I’ve been totally direct and straightforward and for once in my dating career it actually seems to be serving me well.  

“Really?” I say. “I was expecting accusations, maybe even some tears.”

“Why?” she says.

“It’s a reaction I’ve come to expect, honestly,” I say. “I’ve been through this before and it’s usually not fun for anyone. But I’m definitely liking this reaction a lot better.”

“Well, what do you expect?” she says. “A girl has to be flexible in this town. I mean, I get that it’s not exactly good news and it will mean some adjustments, sacrifices… but, come on. We can find a way to work around each other’s schedules. At least we’re being open and honest from the start, right? Figuring out what each of us expects?”

She taps the side of her glass with a fingernail as she says it. Soft little pings, like she’s scoring a point.

“Well, when you put it like this,” I say. “I’m game. I’m down. I’m all about it. Let’s try this thing.”

“There’s just one thing though,” she says with this look of total seriousness. “You have to let me peg you.”

Milkshake almost sprays out of my nose. It doesn’t though. I just choke and cough a lot.

“I’m so glad you said that,” I say, still trying not to crack up. “Because I actually need to get pegged. Like daily. Hourly, if possible.”

She gives this huge grin and then can’t help herself. She tries covering her face in her hand with this shy, damn cute expression but can’t keep it together and just laughing uncontrollably. I crack up too, and I can already feel that I’ve met my new best friend.

“Seriously though,” she says, after she’s composed herself. “I do like to get dominant sometimes.”

She waves her slender little manicured finger in my face and points it right between my eyes. “Don’t be surprised if I try some stuff with you.”

“I’ve been warned,” I say, throwing up my hands in a sign of contrition.

“Actually, you’re probably safe,” she says. “You’re all blocky and muscley and stuff. I only get that urge with, like, really skinny, pretty boys.”

I purse my lips and rest my chin on the back of my hand, fingers extended.

“I’m not pretty enough for you?” I ask.

“No, dude,” she says. “You’re damn hot. Those arms, that chest. And those calves.”

Then she looks at my face, studying it like she might a painting or an inscrutable check written in another language. “But you’re not pretty,” she declares.

“Ouch,” I say.

“You want to be pretty?” she asks.

I shrug.

“It’s not exactly a life goal,” I say. “I actually don’t even mind getting white hairs and wrinkles and stuff.”

She throws her used napkin at me.

“I hate you,” she says. “Anyway, if you ever do want me to stick stuff up your butt, try a little rouge and see what happens.”

I throw my head back and laugh, unfairly disturbing those nice older gents at the table near us who just came to discuss the Dodgers like they probably do every day. More food arrives along with the suggestion that I’m maybe just a little too loud. 

“Why doesn’t everybody talk like this?” I ask. “This right here? This is communication.”

“You’re damn right,” Soli says.

“You want to know something else?” I ask. “I’m already thinking about how I’m going to return the favor for what you did back there.”

“I’ve got a loyalty card for the car wash,” she says. “Eighth wash is free.”

“I was thinking my apartment,” I say.

“Tonight?” she asks. Her voice goes soft there, just barely grazing hopeful.

I can already feel this cramp in my neck that I left behind at the office reassert itself.

“No,” I say. “I’ve got a dinner with a client at 8:30. And it’s gonna run long.”

She adjusts in her seat a little. I can’t tell if she’s masking disappointment or if I’m reading way too much into the situation.

“Alright,” she says. “Keep me posted.”

That’s pretty much where we leave it. I take the opportunity to scarf my food. I need to fuel up and get back to the salt mines. I’m already ten or twenty minutes over on my lunch break, although that’s only a problem if I can’t convince Hamlet that this smoking hot Latina is in need of a device to monitor her in case of heart attack or stroke. 

We keep chatting, Soli and I. Nothing’s broken, we’re both still excited. But some of the fun, the buzzing excitement has been dampened by the reality check. Soli pays for the food, which I accept with no objection. When she delivers me back to the office, I feel like I’m walking back through the gates of hell. I watch her drive off through the warped glass of the lobby doors, her taillights flickering like she might turn around—but of course she doesn’t.  
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It’s a few days later when Hamlet calls one of his all hands meetings. The overhead lights hum like they’re about to burn out, casting everyone in that washed-out, jaundiced glow that makes us all look vaguely ill. Or maybe that’s just the morale. He’s standing in the middle of the bullpen, his jacket off with the cuffs rolled down. It’s manager visual lingo, body language that says somebody’s about to get buried.

“Huddle up,” he says, loud enough to project his voice and coffee breath across the room. Okay, maybe the coffee breath is in my imagination but it definitely seems to hit my nostrils like an unwelcome visitor. He’s got that face like he’s trying to smile and scowl at the same time — like someone who wants to encourage you and also see you fail a little. Just to keep you sharp.

I’m already kinda on autopilot. I’ve been keeping myself busy, making calls and some decent sales. I’m definitely not at the back of the pack. But these little shakedowns are unpredictable. I snag a spot in the corner, not directly in Hamlet’s eyeline and slump down a little, waiting for the onslaught. Things start off reasonably well enough. No cursing, no threats. This is the motivational section of the presentation before the opening salvo where he lays into somebody. The same kind of spiel that we’ve all come to expect.

“Every call you don’t make is money left on the table—and we’re not in the business of charity,” he says, waving around a printout of recent sales. He doesn’t actually reference these numbers, of course, because the trendline is going up. In a normal company, this would be cause for celebration, or at least a sign not to mess with what’s already working. Not so at NovaCare.

“Yosef, are you selling prescriptions or making pen pals? You log more calls than anyone—but somehow close less,” Hamlet stares at him a moment. “You running a damn support group?”

“I got a sale this morning,” Yosef says. “Haven’t had time to log it yet.”

“A sale? Wow,” Hamlet says. “Care to share with the class just how much you brought in with this sale?”

“Well,” Yosef says. “Four units. But it’s a new client. We haven’t expanded into that market yet.”

“Okay, four units,” says Hamlet. “Four. Can you survive on getting four for the day? What’s your goal? Not next month, not next week. I want to know how many sales you expect of yourself before you leave this office tonight.”

Yosef scrambles for a high number that doesn’t seem impossible.

“I think I can do ten,” Yosef mutters.

“Ten?” Hamlet says.

“Ten,” Yosef says again, this time a little more forcefully because he now knows this is his new number.

“I like ten,” Hamlet says. Somewhere behind me, someone exhales in relief that it wasn’t them. This is the game — dodge the bullet, live to sell another day. “See, Yosef is demanding more of himself. He’s setting an objective and he’s gonna follow through with it. This is what I want to see more of, guys– and gals.”

He flashes this big smile, maybe hoping for some nods or something. The way he switches from motivation to recrimination and then back again would be jarring for anybody. You can’t know exactly where you’re going to stand moment to moment, which is something that the new guy has already figured out.

“Todd, I appreciate your enthusiasm. But enthusiasm doesn’t cash checks. You sold a package to your chiropractor and haven’t closed a deal since. This isn’t Amway.”

Todd nods, happy to have at least enough standing that he doesn’t have to respond and can take the drubbing without having to get humiliated further. Hamlet scans the room and I straighten up a little because it’s not like I can be seen slouching and trying to disappear.

After a few moments of his beady eyes passing over all the other salesmen, he zeroes in on me. I keep my expression neutral, my body language open, like they taught us back when they used to bring in those motivational consultants who all wore earpieces and said ‘mindset’ a lot.

“Matty. My golden boy. What happened? You used to hustle. Now you’re acting like you’re tenured. You want to coast, go teach high school.”

“Yeah, Hamlet,” I volunteer, for no good reason at all. “I hear you.”

“What’s been going on with you lately?” Hamlet asks. “Got any new developments?”

“Yeah,” I say, mentally running through the list of recent leads I’ve got. “Madeline Kennedy at Pacific General, Tobey Baker bought fifteen units already and seems pleased, coming up on a reup a week from Thursday–”

“Okay, great,” Hamlet says, and there’s this evil little gleam in his eye. “Tell me about that little client meeting you had last week.”

I freeze, because I was not expecting to get sideswiped like this. I can’t exactly fess up to the fact that my meeting with Soli had absolutely nothing to do with work.

“You close on that?” Hamlet asks. There’s a beat — just long enough to breathe, just short enough to be dangerous. He could let me off the hook. But Hamlet’s not in a letting mood. Somebody, Todd maybe starts to snicker. I eyeball Yosef who looks away. No honor among thieves or salesmen.

“That is, um, ongoing,” I say, struggling to keep from tripping myself up. A personal meeting on company time is enough to get me balled out and possibly even fired. If I cop to it.

“So, you’re saying you didn’t close, then?” Hamlet says, with a mock serious expression but I can just a hint of a smile, a little flicker of lip like he’s holding back.

“I can’t say that I can put numbers on the board from that, no,” I say.

“Care to explain why?” he asks. “You were in her car. She picked you up from the building and brought you back, right?”

Slowly, I can see the fear and concern of the coworkers around me replaced by a very different feeling. There’s a kind of collective sigh that probably isn’t audible but seems to surround me as even the slower members of the crew are putting it together that the nature of my lunch with Soli wasn’t strictly work-related.

“I’m, uh,” I struggle for anything to say. “I’m playing the long game with that.” 

“Playing the long game?”Hamlet repeats, as if he’s testing the phrase for flavor, rolling it around on his tongue before spitting it out. Todd, that bastard, is softly snickering now. “Sounds like you’re not taking the right approach,” he says. “Not the right attitude. Am I right, guys?”

A few scattered “yeahs.” Muted. Most people are smart enough to know not to get too loud when there’s blood in the water. They’ve seen enough of these floggings to understand the rule: smile, but don’t smile too much or you’re next.

Then Hamlet starts walking in a lazy circle, shark-like, before stopping right in front of me. And since I’m seated I’m treated to his cock and balls directly in my eyeline as he spreads in a total power move.

“Be a closer,” Hamlet says. “Demand what you’re after. Accept nothing less. It’s what she wants, too. Believe me.”

Todd is covering his mouth with his hand, trying to keep it together. Even Chelsea is smiling and it’s absolutely clear to me that everyone has caught up. They’re all sure that I’ve not only been fucking around at work but that I can’t get laid. Which isn’t even true! Not that I can exactly set the record straight with things as they are.

Hamlet claps me on the back.

“You keep at it,” Hamlet says. “I expect big things from you. We all do.”

Todd cracks up, he’s dying. As soon as Hamlet’s back is turned, I pick up a stress ball and throw it at him.

Is this sexual harassment? I mean, it’s not a sexual advance directed at me, thank God. But it’s still sexual talk in the workplace. Or innuendo anyway. Maybe there’s some other way this could count as a violation? A privacy issue? OSHA? I feel I should be able to call him on something. It’s coded but not exactly subtle. I feel violated.

Then I remember that I can’t do anything unless I’m willing to accept being fired. Besides that, if I’m being honest, I was in the wrong for what I did. I mean, yes I am allowed (but strongly discouraged) from just taking a personal lunch that has nothing to do with work. But that’s only if I spend an hour and we were gone for closer to two, plus I played it off like it was work-related after I got back to the office. So Hamlet has grounds to fire me. Razzing me in front of everyone isn’t the worst thing that he could do. This is restraint. Or, at least, his version of it.

I slink back to my desk like a dog that’s just been punted across the yard but knows better than to bark.The energy in the bullpen resets, but not completely. I settle into my chair and stare at my monitor. Above me, the little whiteboard still shows my week-to-date sales in dry-erase ink: not bad, not great. A little too low to argue my way out of Hamlet’s narrative. Not low enough to feel like a real underdog.

And now I’ve got the bonus round — the unspoken tax for public embarrassment. If I leave at five like nothing happened, it’ll only confirm everything Hamlet said. So now I’ve bought myself an evening shift, just to prove I’m still hungry. Great. I reach for the headset and slip it on. Time to make a few calls. Try to close something. Try to outrun the smell of that whole damn meeting. The thing about damage control is that it still counts as damage.


9.

I put some numbers on the white board and feel my chest puffing out a little. I’ve made it. A totally defensible number and I’m free and clear. I can walk out of the office with my head held high knowing that I have a well-deserved reward ahead of me. I’ve been dreaming about my weekend with Soli all week and after slogging through the conference calls and client meetings and even Hamlet’s little power move at the conference meeting and now I’m finally ready.

The sky is streaked with orange tendrils turning pink as they touch the horizon. God, this city really is beautiful when you can catch it at just the right time. And for the first time in more than a week I’m actually leaving the office before dark. Even the hour in traffic I have ahead of me can’t bring me down. I’m floating on air as I jump in my Ultima and merge with traffic heading northeast to Sylmar.

The city changes as I push further north. Strip malls give way to body shops, then half-lit boulevards with faded lettering on the awnings. It’s still LA, just the version that doesn’t get postcards. But it’s where she lives, and somehow that makes it glow.

Soli sent me her address but I’ve never been to this part of the city. Sylmar sits at the Northern tip of LA and as I clear Mid-Wilshire, following a river of brakelights like streaks of hot lava running up dry hills, all I can think about is her. Soli, in my arms. I can’t help but undress her in my mind, picturing her jet black hair in velvet tendrils on delicate caramel-colored shoulders. In my mind, my gaze drops lower, mentally comparing images of naked breasts that might fit her frame. Larger, smaller, I can play with different combinations in my head but soon enough there won’t be any guessing.

The tops she wears betrays not a hint of extra fat around her tummy and waist and in my mind my eyes rake down every inch of her. I stiffen in my seat, feeling my erection tugging at the seam of my pants. Christ, I’m already so ready, and knowing how close I am only makes it that much harder to wait. It’s like this dormant part of myself, the sexual animal that I have to keep caged in my daily life is pawing at his pen. I’m ready for release, to be set free to run wild.

I can feel myself riding the brake just a little too hard, anxious to scoot just a little closer to my destination. Then I remember that golden rule of LA traffic. Much like quicksand, the more that you struggle against it the faster you sink. Just stay calm and keep centered, Matty.

I reach the offramp and make a right. Sylmar is just this little desert town that woke up one morning to find Los Angeles on its doorstep. The whole neighborhood sits along this one stretch of road. I turn into Soli’s apartment complex and find the visitor’s parking spot. I look around. The complex has a pool but there’s yellow tape wrapped around the gate and it doesn’t look like anyone’s used it in a while, what with the layer of dead leaves collected at the deep end, which looks about two feet too shallow. I walk around a little, looking for the right building number. But a guy walking a dog stares at me like a prowler and I decide it’s easier to give her a call.

“Hey,” I say. “I’m outside.”

“Hold on,” she says.

A moment later, I see her rounding the corner. She’s wearing this tank that shows off her stomach and is low-cut enough to give a view of those bouncing breasts I spent so much time thinking about.

“Hey!” she says, throwing open her arms. I rush over to her and throw my arms around her in a big, protective bear hug. After a tight squeeze to let her know how much I’ve missed her, my arms slide down to her hips. That’s when I lift her up, her squeals of delight filling my ears as her black hair cascades over my shoulders and down my back.

“I’ve been wanting to do that,” I say, setting her down.

“I can tell,” she giggles, still slightly dizzy as she tilts her head up to kiss me. I grab her hips and pull her toward me as our lips touch, my hands wandering over the curve of her ass. I need to pace myself or I’ll get hard again.

“Dios mio,” she breathes once we’ve both come up for air.

“Yeah,” I say, “It’s been a long week, but this is what makes it worth it.”

“Hungry?” she asks.

I lean down and nuzzle her neck, peppering her with kisses. “For food?” I ask.

She reaches around and swats my ass like I’m a naughty puppy.

“Yes, food,” she answers.

“I can eat,” I say.

“Good,” she says. “I picked up Panda Express on the way home. I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I got a bunch of stuff and you can take what you like.”

“Chinese sounds perfect,” I say.

We walk hand-in-hand across the parking lot over to Soli’s place. As she unlocks the door, I catch a glimpse of a faded welcome mat that reads Come in, we’re tired.

The smell hits me first — not just the food, but the ghost of something sweet and herbal lingering in the carpet. Cinnamon maybe? Anise? And deeper under that, cumin, clove, fried onions — traces of old meals and stories that probably go with them.

Inside, it’s small but cozy. The walls are an off-white that looks warmer under the amber light of the mismatched lamps scattered around the living room. A threadbare green throw is draped over the arm of the couch, and there's a low shelf lined with incense sticks, worn paperbacks, a cracked ceramic Buddha, and a framed photograph of Soli with a woman I assume is her mom — both of them squinting into the sun, mid-laugh.

There’s a fish tank humming softly in the corner, its glow casting watery shadows up the wall. A single orange fish loops lazy circles, oblivious to our entrance.

I slip out of my loafers and leave them by the door as Soli crosses over to the counter separating the kitchen from the living room. I have a seat on her leather couch and she plops down beside me, placing the white plastic bags in front of us.

“Chow mein or fried rice?” she asks.

“Yes,” I say. 
“Good boy,” she says as she undoes the tab of the white styrofoam tray, revealing a heaping helping of both sides, nestled together as cozy as we are. “I always get half and half too.”

“It’s the best,” I say. “You get more food that way, since they usually have to give you a big spoonful of each. And there’s just something about their flavors when they combine.”

“Oh, I almost forgot,” she says. “There’s beer in the fridge, too.”

“Let me get them,” I say, rising from the couch.

I’ve always liked making myself at home in a new girlfriend’s place. Marking this as my territory too through subtle little gestures like is one of those things I like best about starting a new relationship. It’s sexy for her, too, I think. Just letting her know that I plan on staying a while. I find the beers in the fridge, Red Stripe, which I haven’t had in years. There’s something I always liked about the chubby little brown bottles.

“Opener’s in the drawer?” I ask.

“Fridge,” she answers. I turn and scan for it. “On the side.”

I reach over and grab the magnet, flipping over the beers with a satisfying little “pop” and then leave the bent caps on the cutting board.

“You have excellent tastes,” I say as I set the beers in front of us on the table.

“Do I?” she asks, resting her head against my shoulder.

The flat screen in front of us remains black, reflecting our silhouettes illuminated from the back by the lone kitchen light. No need for distractions. There’s something satisfying, primal even about sharing a meal and space together in total comfort.

“How was your week?” she asks.

“Ugh,” I groan, theatrically. Then I take another swig of beer.

“Is it really that bad?” she asks, perhaps wondering if I’m the kind of guy who always finds something to gripe about. I ease up a little, not wanting NovaCare to intrude on my personal time now that I’m finally free. I’ve been needing this for so long, why ruin it now that it’s here?

“Ya know,” I say. “It’s a job.”

“Anything you want to share?” she asks.

“Right now?” I say. “Nothing. Just appreciating the contrast between there and here.”

She picks her beer bottle and tilts it towards mine. I do the same and we clink glasses. Cheers to not worry about anything.

We keep eating, feeding each other using plastic forks and spoons. I like a little of everything, from orange chicken to broccoli beef. Once we’ve finished, Soli stretches on the couch, putting her knees up and stretching across it, like a cat. She shows me her bare belly, golden brown and lovely. I reach out and touch her her, gently tickling with just the tips of my fingers. Just this simple contact, the softness of her skin, has me excited for what’s next.

“Do you have mouthwash?” I ask.

She yawns lazily. “Yep. Bathroom.”

She waves vaguely in the direction of the next room. I nudge her feet, which are curled on my knees, and rise from the couch in the direction of the bedroom. The blinds are drawn and I enter the one bathroom that’s connected to it.

I flick on the light, which is just one halogen lamp above the mirror although there are half-burnt candles all around. I love stepping into a woman’s bathroom, even if it’s as messy as this one. There’s always nice smelling gels and soaps and creams in bottles scattered around and Soli’s bathroom is no exception. There’s a bra hanging from the shower and a pair of blue silk panties discarded by the toilet. I forgot to bring a toothbrush, but mouthwash will do in a pinch. As I swish it around in my mouth, I look straight into my own eyes.

You’re a champ. You’re strong and powerful and that girl in there wants your cock. Take things slow, no need to rush anything. Just enjoy and give her exactly what you’re both craving.

Returning to the living room, Soli is just as I left her except for one thing. Her shorts are gone. She’s laying there, still in her top, but with just an acid green pair of panties between her honey-colored thighs legs. I come around the coffee table and she looks up at me through lidded eyes, a look of perfect satisfaction and naughtiness. I’m stiffening already as I admire her, watching her stroking her stomach and letting her fingers run over the curve of her thigh.

“You don’t have pants on,” I say with a grin.

“So why do you?” she answers.

Point taken, I take the condom from my pocket and undo my belt. I’m bulging visibly as I unzip my pants and let them fall away. I toss the condom on the table next to us and then climb on top of her. I breathe in the scent of her hair as I kiss her neck, moving up to her chin to her lips. She still tastes like beer and Chinese food but I couldn’t care less. This effortless, almost lazy, “I’m just going to lay here and wait for you to fuck me,” thing is working for me.

As I let my hands wander, cupping her breasts (no bra, as I suspected) and pressing my erection against her outer thigh, I can feel her heart rate speeding up. We kiss, tongues tangling and breathing in each other’s air.

“Matty,” she whimpers.

She squirms a little underneath me, positioning herself. She spreads her legs, inviting me to press my hard cock between them. I slide my erection out of my shorts, letting my mushroom head rub against her belly.

“Oooh!” she squeals, feeling how ready I am. I run my finger along her pussy through the lacy panties, feeling how wet she already is. I want to tease her just a little more, building up the anticipation. So, instead of pulling off her panties, I fondle her breasts and kiss her neck, pulling up the top to reveal her nipples and then sucking on those cute little chocolate-colored mounds. She sighs a deep, contented sigh and I can feel her heart racing.

“You want me inside you?” I ask. 

“Yes,” she whispers, nearly gasping.

“Tell me how you want it,” I say.

“First, gentle,” she says. “Then, rough.”

I reach down and slide off her underwear, admiring the wet spot on the trestle. She spreads herself wide and I grab the condom from the table, tearing the wrapper and sliding it on my stiff shaft. Fuck, I’m ready.

I lean over as I glide inside her, admiring the look in her eyes as I slowly enter her. Her eyes aren’t on me, they’re aimed at the ceiling, that same half-lidded expression like she’s still in a dream. My thrusts start slow as I press myself in deeper. Her hips buck, enveloping me further. When I’m in up to the hilt, that’s when I give her more power.

“Yes!” she cries. “Fuck, that’s it, yeah.” 

I take my time, smooth steady thrusts that get deeper inside her each time. I spread her legs, with one pressing into the couch and the other balancing in the air, trying not to knock over the beer bottles. But from the look in her eyes, I can see she’s gone. There’s a look of pure ecstasy on her face as I pound her harder.

Within minutes, I’m sweating and I can tell I’m getting her close. 
“Pillow,” she moans. I reach under her and move the throw pillow she’s laying on, giving her back a little more support. Then, spreading her legs deeper, I rub my shaft against her clit, creating as much contact as possible. She’s ready for it, and the friction is about to send her over the edge.

“You gonna squirt for me?” I ask her.

“Ummhmm,” she mutters.

“Come hard,” I say.

I can feel her creaming for me, and it’s just what I need to send me over the edge. We moan like banshees as we both orgasm together, Soli’s back arching to press me further inside her.

“Fuck me, that was good!” she says once we start to come down.

“Yeah,” I say, not quite ready to pull out of her but aware that the heat from her bodies is making me sweat on her. So, I slide out and let her recover a little, retreating to the bathroom to discard the condom.

“Have you got a towel?” I call to her in the next room.

“Use the green one,” she answers. I rinse off, my erection slowly receding. I step out of the shower and use the green towel, admiring my still-stiff cock in the mirror.

“Not bad, Matty,” I think to myself. “Not bad at all.”

I return to the living room with the towel wrapped around me. She’s slipped her panties back on and she’s hugging herself, naked breasts pressed against her knees.

“That was so hot,” she says. “How are you still single?”

“I’m not,” I say with a shrug, taking a seat on the couch with the towel wrapped around me. It’s a little compatibility test. There are women who feel like it’s their job to keep you in line, to tell you not to mess with their furniture. But Soli’s couch appears used, and if she isn’t bothered by the small damp patch she made on the couch she obviously isn’t going to be bothered by the one I’m leaving. It’s nice to know that I’m not going to be dealing with a neat freak. We’ve got the same priorities, except that her place actually has a sense of style among the chaos.

“So, what do you want to do now?” she asks.

“I don’t know,” I say. “We pretty much ticked off both boxes I had in mind for tonight.”

“Oh, no,” she says. “We’re not done.”

“Really?” I smile.

“This is just us on a pause,” she says. “Let’s take a little break, watch something and then go for round two in the bedroom.

“You’re going to be a real handful, aren’t you?”

“I’m going to suck you bone dry,” she says as she puts her head in my lap. “I’m going to suck your juices like a vampire and keep going. I’m going to let you ravage me completely and then–”

She starts giggling because my cock is already stirring, pressing gently against her cheek through the towel.

“Yep,” I say. “Somebody heard you.”

I contemplate going for another round right away, but I’m realizing that I need to build up my stamina slowly with this one. It’s been a minute and I have a feeling it’s going to be one very long and very satisfying weekend.

“Want some head?” she asks.

“It’s your turn for that, remember?” I say.

“No fair,” she says, pretending to pout.

“You’re saying you don’t want me to go down on you?” I ask. 

“I’m saying you already fucked my pussy raw,” she says. “Besides, I love giving head. I’m so good at it.”

“That’s true,” I say.

“And you’ve just showered, so your cock is all clean and smells like soap and, ooh!”

“Enough,” I say with mock seriousness. “You’ve twisted my arm. You started this, now get on your knees and finish it.”

She’s as eager as a kid on Christmas as slides down off the coach, bending slowly to her knees in front of me. She lets her hair fall across her face, thrusting her chest forward to treat me to the sight of her bare breasts bouncing. I do nothing, just put my hands behind my head and wait.

She picks up the edge of the towel and slowly, ever so slowly, lays it across the couch, then doing the other. When I’m fully unwrapped, she slides her mouth over my member. I was already at half mast. But once she starts working my shaft, licking the top of my head and breathing hot breath on my pubic hair. She sucks me deeper, willing me to let the sum slide over her tongue.

God, she really does love giving head. It’s only been a few minutes since I came the first time, but I’m already feeling myself getting close.

“Soli,” I say. “Angel…oh, that’s good!”

I come again, and this time she swallows all of it. When she’s sucked up the last drop, she lets my cock slide out of her mouth and smiles up at me.

“See?” she says. “I only do that for guys I know well. Guys who I know really deserve it. Now that includes you.”

“Believe me,” I say. “I’m honored.”

“Now I’m going to use the mouthwash,” she says, rising from the floor. “No offense.”

“None taken,” I say.

When she returns, we get even cozier. She’s wearing one of those oversized T-shirts that seems to swallow her frame, her damp hair up in a messy bun. She hands me another beer, plops down beside me, and tucks her legs under mine. The air smells faintly of shampoo and orange peel from the candle she lit earlier. It’s the kind of detail you don’t notice until everything else gets quiet.

We sink a couple more beers while watching Ted Lasso. I’ve never seen it before — Amazon Prime is the only streaming service she’s subscribed to — but I get why people like it. There’s something about Jason Sudeikis that just disarms you. Like he’s been where you are, and he’s not judging. I find myself smiling at lines I’d normally roll my eyes at.

After a few episodes, we bounce over to a couple of old movies — she’s big into rom-coms, but not the cloying ones. Stuff with a little edge, a little weirdness. The Big Sick, Obvious Child, something with subtitles that I can’t pronounce but she swears is perfect background noise. And she’s right. It’s nice — the way we don’t have to fill every silence. The way the quiet between us feels full instead of empty.

We don’t end up having “round three.” There’s no pressure to. We both stretch out on the couch for a while longer, limbs tangling naturally, like we’ve done this a dozen times before instead of just once. Eventually, we both start yawning in sync. She gives me a look like, ready?, and I just nod.

Her bedroom’s small but warm, with heavy curtains that turn the orange glow from the streetlight outside into a soft hum. The bed creaks a little when we crawl in. The sheets are cool, the blanket light and worn in places. There’s a fan running in the corner, casting a steady hush that makes the space feel safe. Like a held breath finally let out.

I don’t always sleep well in a new bed the first night. There’s usually a period of restless shifting, that strange alertness that comes from being in unfamiliar territory. But as soon as my head hits the pillow, I’m already half asleep. The beer, the food, the sex — they’ve all conspired to knock me out, and I’m not fighting it.

She rolls over and kisses me goodnight — just a soft press of lips, no ceremony. There’s a smile on my face as I sink into the mattress, a weightlessness in my chest. We’ve got the whole next day to do it all over again. And for now, that’s more than enough.
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I wake up just once in the middle of the night, blinking into the soft darkness. This usually happens when I’m stressed—like my subconscious can’t let go of the numbers, the quotas, the meetings still spinning in the background of my brain. It’s like work doesn’t believe in boundaries, even in sleep.

But then I remember where I am. The quiet hum of a box fan. The weight of Soli’s comforter pulled halfway down my legs. The warmth of her body curled beside me, breathing slow and steady. This place is unfamiliar, but it feels like home in a way that surprises me. The tension starts to drain from my chest, and I let myself sink back into sleep.

When I wake again, sunlight’s filtering through the blinds in buttery slats, painting soft gold lines across the sheets. I shuffle out of bed to take a piss — the tile floor is cold under my feet and I have to shield my eyes in the bathroom light. When I get back, Soli’s already awake, lying on her side, scrolling her phone with a pillow hugged to her chest.

“Morning,” she says with a soft smile as I slide back in beside her and nuzzle into the curve of her neck.

“Do you have coffee first thing?” I ask, still groggy.

“Not really,” she says, her voice still gravelly with sleep. “But we can go out.”

“Let’s do Intelligentsia,” I say.

“Where’s that?” she asks.

Oh, this is gonna be good.

“Hollywood. And Silverlake. The Silverlake one’s better. Trendy, a little bougie, but the coffee’s hella strong. Black Cat. Very dark.”

“Sounds good,” she says, stretching her arms above her head. “But breakfast after.”

“Definitely,” I say.

We shower — separately, although she tosses me a towel like we’re already living together — and get dressed. I run down to the car and grab the overnight bag I forgot, digging out a crumpled t-shirt and jeans. No toothbrush, though. Gotta remember to pick one up if I’m going to be staying here again, which... seems increasingly likely.

She’s dressed before me, wearing this floaty peasant blouse and a pair of loose, slate-gray harem pants that hug her hips in a way that makes it hard to concentrate. She tosses on some sandals and ties her hair up in a knot so effortlessly I almost applaud.

It’s light traffic, and we drive the freeway with the windows down, the morning wind whipping in and making conversation a little louder than normal. Her phone is plugged in, blasting a playlist that swings between early 2000s indie and new reggaeton tracks. We park on a side street, shaded by tamarind trees still dropping brown pods that stick to our shoes as we walk.

There’s a line, but it’s part of the charm. Silverlake never does anything quickly.

“You come here alone?” she asks, eyeing the crowd.

“Sometimes,” I say. “I used to come on Saturdays just to people-watch.”

It’s funny, as I say it, I realize how long it’s been since I actually did that. One of those things I used to do, back when I had more bandwidth for curiosity and less burnout. Maybe now I’ll start again — especially with her.

When we reach the counter, I go for an Ethiopian roast — floral, bright — while she picks a dark roast from Papua New Guinea.

“Someone told me once it was the best region for coffee in the world,” she says, handing over her card. “And he would know. He worked in a record store.”

We grab seats at the bar inside. The café hums around us — laptops clacking, low indie folk on the speakers, a guy in the corner sketching in a Moleskine like he’s auditioning for a Wes Anderson movie. We sip our iced coffees. I sneak a taste of hers.

“This is pretty amazing,” I admit.

“Right?” she says, leaning her chin on her hand. “I don’t get it though.”

“What do you mean?”

“You drive this old car, you save all your money, but paying twelve bucks for two cups of coffee plus tip is in your budget?”

She’s got me there.

“I guess luxury’s worth it some of the time,” I say. “Helps maintain the illusion that I’m rich.”

“I didn’t think that really mattered to you,” she says, studying me.

I finish a sip before I answer.

“It doesn’t, really,” I say. “But sometimes you can drive yourself crazy saving money all the time. Gets to a point where even small purchases feel like failure. Like you’re cheating on your own budget.”

She nods slowly, then lifts her hand in a gentle swooping gesture, like she’s releasing a dove into the air. “Set it free.”

“Exactly,” I say. “But not too much.”

She mimes yanking the imaginary dove back by a string. “Get back here!”

I burst out laughing.

“You’ve got good improv skills,” I say, still grinning.

“I took a class at UCB,” she says casually.

“Upright Citizens Brigade? No way.” I perk up. “That’s awesome. I’ve been there a few times to see shows.”

“Which ones?” she asks, sipping her coffee.

“ASSCAT. And one other I can’t remember. Something weird and chaotic. Like, people playing trees and arguing about philosophy.”

She chuckles. “That’s more sketch comedy. But yeah, those are fun.”

“You wanna be an actor or something?” I ask, curious.

“Not really,” she says. “I just like being around people who say yes to things. It’s infectious.”

I nod, letting that sit for a second. There’s something about the way she puts things — a little poetic, a little offbeat — that makes me feel like I’m seeing the world in slightly warmer tones.

Outside, the morning’s edging into late morning. We linger over the last sips of our coffee, not rushing. There’s nowhere to be, not yet. And for the first time in a long time, that feels like a good thing.

Next, we grab a couple of breakfast burritos from this little hole-in-the-wall place in Silverlake. One of those spots without a sign, just a menu board taped to the window and a handwritten "cash only" notice that seems aggressively proud of being inconvenient. But damn, they’ve got the best red sauce anywhere around — smoky, a little sweet, the kind of heat that builds slow.

After we pick up the food, Soli leans against the hood of the car, unwrapping hers.

“I’m thinking... Runyon?” she says between bites.

“If we can find a spot,” she adds, already skeptical.

Luck’s on our side today. We drive up the winding curves of Mulholland Drive, sun glinting off the windshields of other cars weaving between the hills. Near the top, just before we’d have to give up and circle forever, we find a spot — the last one, wedged between a dented Civic and a Tesla that looks like it’s allergic to dirt.

Neither of us feels like juggling a burrito and a hike at the same time, so we stay in the car, windows down, and scarf our food before it gets cold. A car creeps up behind us and lays on the horn, assuming we’re about to leave.

We don’t even look back. Just keep eating.

Eventually, the other driver peels off in search of a farther, sadder parking spot. Probably plotting how to key us out of spite.

“It’s this city,” I say, shaking my head. “Every day’s a fight for something. A job, an apartment, or just a place to be.”

Soli nods thoughtfully, squeezing a packet of red sauce onto her burrito with surgical precision.

“That’s why when you get something good,” she says, without looking up, “something everyone else seems to be after, you better hold onto it.”

I glance over at her—the sun catching the little gold hoop in her ear, the faint smirk playing at her mouth—and I know exactly what she means. This thing between us feels like a little cocoon. A shelter from all the noise and scrambling outside. I’m not letting go.

We finish eating, toss the wrappers in the backseat, and venture down the paved path into Runyon Canyon, surrendering the car to its fate.

The morning’s already warming up. Dogs tug at leashes, influencers in neon leggings pose mid-stride, couples in matching sunglasses power-walk uphill like it’s a competition. The air smells like dust and sunscreen and something sweet blooming somewhere off-trail.

As we fall into an easy pace, Soli glances over at me.

“You into fitness?” she asks.

“Kinda?” I say, making a noncommittal face. “I used to be a lot more diligent about it. Now I just try to exercise when I can.”

“Yeah, same,” she says. “I used to like running on the beach.”

“What beach?” I ask, even though I think I already know.

“Santa Monica,” she says, and there’s a flicker of something—not regret exactly, but maybe a shadow of an old life—in the way she says it.

It’s not a huge reveal, but still, my eyebrow lifts a little. It’s not exactly close by. An hour each way in good traffic. From Soli’s place now, probably closer to ninety minutes. She catches my look and shrugs like she’s gearing up to say more.

“I used to spend some time over there,” she says.

It’s a natural follow-up—not prying, just curious.

“Old boyfriend?” I ask.

She hesitates just half a second before answering. “Ex-husband, actually.”

“Oh,” I say, surprised but trying not to make a big deal out of it. People have pasts. That’s just life.

“I was young,” she continues, kicking a rock off the path with the toe of her sandal. “Too young. Nineteen when we met. Married by twenty. And he was older. Obviously.”

“Sure,” I say, picturing the scene: rich older guy, pretty young woman, glossy parties, sharp smiles. I’ve seen it play out a thousand times in this city.

“I’m twenty-six, by the way,” she adds, a little smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

“I’m twenty-eight,” I reply, realizing this is the first time we’re actually laying down basic facts about each other. Funny how those things can seem less urgent until they’re not.

She seems to consider for a moment how much to tell me, but then decides to just lay it out.

“He was the kind of guy every young, stupid girl thinks she wants,” she says, voice light but not without bitterness. “Hot, rich, complicated. Hard to please. He wanted me... and I wanted to be wanted.”

I walk beside her quietly, not pushing, just letting her talk if she wants to.

“I don’t think you have anything to be embarrassed about,” I say after a moment.

She gives a small laugh—not mean, just knowing. “Well, you don’t know the full story,” she says. “But you can probably guess most of it. It’s such a cliché it’s almost too embarrassing to go into.”

I want to tell her that clichés happen because they’re real, because people keep living them out like reruns they can’t resist. But I don’t say that. I just keep walking, matching my steps to hers, giving her the space to be exactly who she is, past and all.

“I wish I could say that it was easy to leave him, because I would respect myself more if I could say that.”

“You don’t have to beat yourself up,” I say. “I’m not proud of the person that I was in my last relationship either.”

Now it’s my turn to venture into territory that I’d rather not. We’re walking down a nice gentle slope but I can feel this tightness in my chest like somebody just reached into my chest and grabbed my heart for a second.

“What did you do?” she asks, and I can appreciate that there isn’t even a hint of accusation, which isn’t easy to pull off given the circumstances.

“It wasn’t any particular thing that I did,” I say. “More that I just wasn’t available in the way she deserved.”

“You’re getting better about that,” she says, taking my hand. “So far.”

“Well, when you learn the hard way, the lesson tends to stick,” I say.

The thing about hard lessons is, they don’t ever really go away. You just carry them around, tucked somewhere behind your ribs, flaring up when you least expect it.

But sometimes, if you’re lucky, you get a day like this—where the sun’s out, the air smells like dust and jasmine, and you’re walking downhill with a beautiful girl who doesn’t make you feel like a project. Just someone worth getting to know.
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The trail spits us out into a crisscross of quiet residential streets. The kind with cracked sidewalks, bougainvillea exploding over fences, and little hand-painted signs warning you to clean up after your dog. Somewhere, a sprinkler ticks mechanically, throwing mist over a patchy lawn.

We keep walking. I know a place a few blocks away that serves boba tea. I’m kinda surprised I could use another caffeine pick-me-up so soon after the coffee, but it feels like a good excuse to keep moving, keep heading somewhere.

As we turn a corner, I spot the car from before—the one with the impatient driver—parked tight against the curb. No sign of the driver though. He’s probably halfway up the trail by now, plotting our murder at the summit. I nudge Soli and point.
"Still alive," I say.
"For now," she answers, grinning.

“The part that I’m most embarrassed about isn’t even what I did in the relationship,” she says. “It’s what came after.”
“Which was?”
“Nothing,” she says. “I spent three years getting over that man. I couldn’t move on. I kept replaying all of my mistakes and trying to map out all the ways that we might have stayed together and happy.”
“Everyone does that sometimes,” I say.
“For three years?” she asks, her voice betraying that she’s still annoyed with herself about it.
“Why not?” I say. “When you’re not ready, you’re not ready. But then, that passes. You were certainly ready by the time we met.”

She shrugs, noncommittal, as we reach the boba shop — a narrow little storefront with faded menus taped to the glass. The smell of sweet syrup and plastic cups hits me the second we open the door.

Inside, we order two teas, and I watch Soli slurp up a tapioca pearl with casual expertise.

“You were interesting,” she says, apropos of nothing. Like it just now occurred to her.

“Okay, sure,” I say. “But I can’t have been the first interesting guy you met in three years.”
“No,” she says, shaking her head. She taps the side of her cup thoughtfully.

“So why me?” I ask.

My best friend once told me you should never pump a woman for information about why she likes you. Makes you look like you’re trying too hard. Like you don’t believe you’re enough on your own.
But sometimes, wanting to know feels less like insecurity and more like gratitude. Like trying to figure out how you stumbled into something good.

“You were cute,” she says. “But honestly? If it hadn’t been for that accident, I never would’ve done anything flirty like ask for your number.”
I nod. It makes perfect sense.

“I would’ve let you go too,” I say. “I would’ve regretted it for a few days. Thought about you in the car maybe. But then... I probably would’ve just forgotten about the whole thing.”
“Thank God for that asshole who hit us, right?” she says.
She laughs—a real laugh, loud enough that a couple kids sitting by the window glance over.

"Think of all we owe to the assholes in this town," she says, lifting her cup like a toast.

We clink our plastic cups together, the condensation slipping between our fingers. Yeah, I think. Maybe sometimes the chaos actually works in your favor.

“Really, though,” she says. “To answer your question, it was the way you helped me out.” She smiles as she says this, but she also directs the smile to her lap, not able to meet my eyes. “I feel sorta weird admitting that.”

“What for?” I ask, genuinely curious. “I mean, it makes sense to me. I know that what I did was something most guys wouldn’t.”

Which when I hear it coming out of my mouth almost makes me wince because it is so conceited. Really, though, it’s true. Most guys wouldn’t have loaned someone they barely know twelve-thousand dollars. On most days, I would have been one of them.

“You’re right!” she says. “It’s okay to admit that was a big gesture. It was uncommonly generous.”

“So, that’s fine,” I say.

“But it’s not something that girls are supposed to admit to caring about,” she says. “Because when they do, men accuse them of only being interested in that. It sucks, but a man who has some financial independence–”

“I wouldn’t necessarily say I’m independent exactly,” I say, the term making me think of old people with country clubs or, who belong in country clubs, or however it works.

“Okay, but seriously,” she says. “Just dropping twelve large like that? Not everyone could do that. And, ya know, Mark could do that. He totally could have done it without any problem. That is not a lot of money to him. And he wouldn’t have done it for me.”

“Seriously?” I say, marvelling at a husband who wouldn’t pay to have his own wife’s car fixed when she did it.

“Well, maybe he would have,” she admits. “But not selflessly, the way that you did. He would have needled me about it, made a bunch of passive aggressive jokes. He would have treated it like I was lucky to have his help and his criticism of me was just his due for all he did for me.”

“I’m starting to reevaluate my praise of assholes from a minute ago,” I say.

She smiles.

“You’re one of the good ones, Matty, really,” she says. “I got nothing in the divorce, in case you couldn’t already tell. I signed the prenup. I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t think I had a choice.”

“You probably didn’t,” I say, “at least not if you wanted to marry him. Which, at the time, you did.”

“Right, well, I could have saved myself some heartache and some bullshit, and some time, if I hadn’t gone through with it.”

“You didn’t mess up,” I say. “It sounds to me like you were doing what made sense for you at the time.”

“Yeah, maybe,” she says. And I can see from her expression, the way she tilts her head, that she’s trying to shield herself from any more of this conversation.

“New subject?” I ask.

“New subject!” she seconds.

“Great,” I say. “What’s something that other people don’t know about you that you wish they would?”

“No, no,” she says, waving her boba tea at me and causing the remaining ice cubes to collide with the boba blobs. “We’ve done me. It’s your turn to reveal yourself.”

“Okay,” I say. “What do you want to know?”

“Why do you sell medical supplies?” she asks.

“Because I make more money doing that than selling alarm systems door to door,” I say.

“That’s what you used to sell?” she asks.

“Yep,” I say, popping the 'p' a little, leaning back in my chair like it’s storytime now.

“Have you always been a salesman?” she asks.

“Pretty much,” I say. “I’ve tried doing other things, but I always find myself coming back to it.”

“Why?” she asks.

“Well, it pays,” I say. “I’ve had bad patches, dry spells where I’m convinced I’m terrible and I can’t sell anything. I mean, sometimes I would go door to door and not sell anything for a week or two weeks and be convinced I never had the touch. But then I step back and look at all the money I made in a year, and it was honestly a lot. Worth all of the bad parts of it, mostly. A good return on the time I invested, anyway.”

“That’s practical,” she says, nodding, tracing the condensation line on her cup with one finger.

“Most of the things you choose even when you don’t want them are,” I say, feeling like I’ve let slip more than I really want to. I told myself I wouldn’t let work talk ruin our weekend together, but somehow it’s found its way back in, like a draft through a cracked window.

“What would you rather be doing?” she asks, tilting her head like she’s genuinely curious.

“I don’t really have a different profession lined up,” I say, shrugging. The words feel heavier than they should.

“Okay,” she says, then stops herself. She folds her hands tightly in her lap, the boba straw wobbling unattended in her drink.

“What is it?” I ask, leaning in a little.

“Forget it,” she says quickly. “It’s too much, too soon. We don’t know each other well enough yet.”

“What?” I say, teasing her lightly. “Are we trying to keep things… impersonal?” I give her a smile meant to coax her back. “You can ask me anything. Don’t feel like you have to hold back.”

“Well,” she says slowly, testing the waters. “If you hate the job so much but it makes good money—”

“How much is good money?” I say, finishing the question for her.

“You don’t need to give me a number,” she says quickly, waving it away. “We really don’t need to talk about this at all, honestly.”

“That’s okay,” I say. I drum my fingers lightly on the table. “I couldn’t really tell you exactly how much I earn in a year anyway. It varies. I work on commission, you know. But right now, business is really booming.”

“Everybody wants those… what did you call them? MSBs?” she says, squinting playfully.

“NSDs,” I correct her with a laugh. “Yeah. We’ve been on this big push to sell them as fast as we can.”

“Why the big rush?” she asks, tilting her head.

“Well, it’s a proprietary technology,” I say. “And the regulatory window may be closing.”

“Uh, what does that mean?” she says, wrinkling her nose a little, like she’s bracing for jargon.

“It just means that the law may change soon,” I say.

“You mean change from legal to… not?” she says, narrowing her eyes.

“Well,” I say, choosing my words carefully, “there’s a lot of bureaucracy around medicine. It’s heavily regulated. So sometimes there’s this grey area where some product has been cleared with the FDA on a trial basis, but it still needs further review.” I catch myself, feeling the energy drain from the table. “And, uh, this is getting really boring.”

“I don’t know anything about it,” she says. “It sounds complicated, but…”

“What?” I prompt.

She hesitates for just a second. “Sounds kinda sketchy,” she says.

“Yeah, it does,” I say, giving a half-smile. “It’s really not, though. I mean, we have lawyers who go through and review everything we’re doing, making sure we’re compliant with all the relevant laws and stuff. But it’s, well, it’s kinda… weird sometimes.”

“Weird how?” she asks, lowering her voice a little like we're sharing secrets now.

“It’s just… some of the guys I work with,” I say, lowering my own voice too, “not me, but some of them… play a little fast and loose.”

Soli leans forward, her expression serious now. “Matty,” she says. “I think you should be careful with this.”

“It’s totally fine,” I say quickly, brushing it off. “Nothing to worry about. I’m just going to do my work and keep my nose clean. And then, someday, I won’t have to work there anymore.”

She looks at me for a beat longer than usual, like she’s measuring something about me.

“Then what will you do?” she asks.

“Philosophize,” I say, grinning.

She laughs, the sound bright and almost relieved. “What? What does that mean?”

“Nothing,” I say. I shake my empty boba cup. “I think we’ve been sitting here long enough. Wanna walk back up?”

“Sure,” she says. “What should we do next?”

“I’ve already done everything I wanted to do today that isn’t sex,” I say.

“So,” she says, “I guess that just leaves…sex?”

“Hmm,” I say, rubbing the dimple in my chin. “I suppose it does.” 
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As we get back to her place, I can feel the anticipation growing. We start kissing, hard and frantic standing in the living room.

“I need a shower,” she says.

“You’re good the way you are,” I say.

She pushes me playfully away.

“Ten minutes,” she says.

I follow her into the bedroom and watch as she strips, slowly taking her top and shimmying out of those harem pants. She stands with her back to me, facing the little mirror above the sink. She unhooks her bra and lets it fall on the floor in front of her. She pretends I’m not there as she brings her hands down to her hips, teasing me as she slowly hooks her fingers around her panties and then, slowly, very slowly pulls them down across the two luscious globes of her honey-colored ass.

Then she steps into the bathroom and closes the door behind her. I undo my belt, and I’m already stiffening after that little teasing display. So, I strip naked and then pump myself up a little, picturing her in there, soaping up her wet skin as I play with my cock. Then, once I’m stiff enough for my thing to swing around, I delicately creep over and soundlessly open the door.

She’s standing under the shower, hair still dry, soaping her breasts. Her nipples are standing at attention from the handling they’ve received. She throws her hair over her shoulder and leans back to smile at me.

“What are you doing, dirty boy?” she asks.

There’s no need to answer as I open the glass door and step in. She doesn’t turn to face me, lets me get behind her and take her waist with both hands, rubbing the wet curves of her body. I smell her hair as I take her fat, round ass in both hands. My cock stiffens and I press it into her thigh.

“Ooh!” she squeals. “What’s that?”

“That’s my monster,” I say. “You’ve released him.”

She turns and we kiss passionately. She grabs my cock and strokes it in her soapy hands. I contemplate taking her here and now, but the shower has two glass walls and it’s just not enough space. So, we rinse and soap each other, letting our hands map each other’s bodies. Then, we quickly towel off and move to the bedroom.

“Doggy style?” she asks.

“Fuck yeah,” I say.

She gets down on all fours on the bed, offering up her round, pert ass. I reach down and stick a finger between her legs, confirming she’s sopping wet (and not from the shower). I don’t bother with the condom this time, promising myself that I’ll pull out.

“Oooh,” she moans as I enter her. “Yeesss.”

I get a good rhythm going. She’s bending, taking the force of my thrusts and pushing back with just the right amount of force. Steady, Matty I have to remind myself. I don’t want to cum while I’m still inside her. But she’s so slick and tight, inviting me in and squeezing my head in a way that gets me nervous.

Finally, I’ve edged enough.

“I’m gonna cum,” I say, by way of apology, as I pull out fast. Just two quick pumps and I erupt all over the bedspread. I grab the head of my cock, trying to catch my load but it slips through my fingers and pools on the floor.

“Ohh,” she moans like she’s got a deep ache inside. “Fuck that was good. Think you can go again?”

“Not right away,” I say as my balls empty. If I had a condom handy, I might have lasted. But as it is, I don’t want to risk another.

“You really sprayed my sheets,” she says, climbing down from the bed to look at the stain.

“Yeah,” I say. “Sorry about that.”

“Well,” she says, a little grin teasing me. “I had something to do with it too. So I can’t be too mad.”

“Never would have happened if it wasn’t for you,” I say. “Hang on a sec. I’m gonna go wash up again.”

I rinse off in the bathroom, the steam curling around me, still feeling the buzz of her skin against mine. When I step back into the bedroom, the sheets are rumpled and the window's open a crack, letting in the faint sounds of freeway traffic. I smile to myself and wander out toward the kitchen, drawn by the smell of chorizo and sautéed onions. She's at the stove, barefoot, stirring something in a skillet.

“Let me help,” I say.

“There’s really nothing to do,” she says. “Think you can handle the dishes?”

I give a little salute as I take a seat at the counter, enjoying the aroma as the meat cooks with the vegetables. She stirs the food with a wooden spoon and then turns to look at me.

“How do you feel about gender roles?” she asks, pointing the spoon straight at my nose.

“Uh, fine,” I say. “I mean, I’m not the kind of guy who thinks housework is for women. I hate guys like that.”

“Very good to hear,” she says, turning back to the food with a smile.

“Well, I’ve been a bachelor for a while,” I say. “So, I learned a long time ago how to take care of myself. Of course, there’s more to gender roles than that.”

“True,” she says. “I don’t think that any woman can say she’s got no complaints with gender roles. But in general, I think they’re fine.”

“As long as they’re not too restrictive,” I offer.

“Exactly,” she says. “But I want a man, and I love being a woman.” She breaks a few eggs in the pan and scrambles it all together. “For me, there’s something so comforting about being around a guy. Well, not any guy.”

“I know what you mean,” I say.

“But there’s something thrilling and fun about being on the opposite side too,” she says with her back to me.

“Interesting,” I say, leaning forward in my chair slightly. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I told you already that I like girls too, right?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “I remember that.”

How did I ever for a minute let it slip my mind?

“I don’t like feeling like, and no offense, but some hairy muscly dude or something,” she says.

“Right,” I say. “I can see why that wouldn’t be the best fit for you.”

“But, being the one who takes charge, especially when there’s a girl who’s a little bit submissive…” she says. She licks the end of the spoon, giving herself a taste of what she has cooking. “Perfect!”

“Yeah,” I say. “Perfect.”

She turns the knob on the stovetop and the blue flame quickly vanishes. She scoops the contents of the skillet onto a platter-style plate and sets it down on the placemat in front of me.

“Smells delicious,” I say. “Thanks, darling.”

She places a hand on her hip and lets it rise and fall, playfully drawing my attention to her feminine shape.

“You got it, big boy,” she says. 

I dig into the chorizo and eggs with gusto.

“You know what would go great with this?” I say.

“Wine?” Soli says.

“I was gonna say OJ, but I like the way you’re thinking,” I answer. She grabs a couple of mugs and grabs the box of wine from a cupboard above the fridge. A refined pallet, just like my own. “Box wine is awesome.”

“Hell yeah,” she says, pouring us each a mug. “I don’t honestly drink a lot, but I like to keep a little of the good stuff on hand for special occasions.”

We clink mugs and have a drink. It’s a little oakey, vinegary but I’m smiling as it warms my belly even better than the food. Soli comes around and has a seat on the counter beside me. I’ve almost cleared my plate, but her next question almost makes me choke.

“So,” she asks. “How do you feel about monogamy?”

Ack! Cough! Was not expecting that one.

“Um, good,” I say. I try to get a read on her, but her expression betrays nothing. I struggle to think of something else to say. “I’ve always been loyal to every partner I’ve been with.”

She nods. “I’ve never cheated, either. But then, that’s not the same as being monogamous exactly, is it?”

“Well,” I say. “I guess that’s true.”

“I’m not trying to trick you, Matty,” she says. “You can be honest.”

“Sure,” I say. “I just mean that I’ve never had a girlfriend ask me that before.”

“Really?” she says, taking another sip from her mug of wine. “You’ve never asked if the relationship could be more than just exclusive?”

“What are you saying?” I say. 
“I’m not saying anything,” she says. “I’m asking questions.”

“Okay, so the question is, have I ever asked a girlfriend if it was okay to have an open relationship?”

“Correct,” she answers.

“That would have to be a no,” I say.

“Oh,” she says, pushing food around on her plate. “So, that’s not something you’re interested in?”

I can honestly say that this was not the way that I expected this conversation to be going. My phone buzzes from the other room. I ignore it.

“I’m not saying that exactly,” I say. “But I’ve never been with anyone who I felt like I could bring that up with.”

“Did you want to?” she asks. My phone goes silent again.

“Maybe at some point,” I say. “In some relationships. But honestly, I didn’t have to ask because I knew that the answer was most definitely going to be no. Even asking the question might have been a dealbreaker.”

“I get that,” Soli says. “Girls can be really defensive about stuff like that. I think it’s how we’re programmed. But, like, it’s not the only way we can be. It’s just the way that you approach things.”

My phone is buzzing again.

“Sorry,” I say. “One sec.”

I retreat to the bedroom and pull my phone out of my pants pocket. Chelsea. I hesitate for a moment, debating whether to let it ring out, but then I sigh and answer.

“Hey,” I say.

“Matty! Sorry to bother you this late, but I need to let you know — we’ve got a situation.”

“Okay,” I say, already bracing for it.

“Legal just got word that the FDA might be issuing a guidance change Monday morning. Apparently someone from regulatory caught wind of it and now leadership wants everyone in for a strategy session tomorrow — 9AM sharp.”

“Tomorrow’s Sunday.”

“I know,” she says quickly, her voice doing that thing where it tries to sound breezy but can’t quite hide the nerves. “They want to push what we can while it’s still clean. There’s a narrow window, and Hamlet wants everyone locked in.”

I rub my eyes. “Right. Okay.”

“Thanks, Matty. I knew you’d understand. See you tomorrow.”

She hangs up before I can say anything else. I slip the phone back into my pocket and stand there for a second, staring at nothing. When I come back into the kitchen, Soli’s giving me a curious look over the rim of her mug.

“Work?”

“Yeah,” I say, sitting back down. “Emergency meeting in the morning. FDA’s making noise about shutting down some clearance. They want us in early to push product before that happens.”

She winces. “Yikes.”

“Yup. Back to the grind,” I say. I pick up my fork, but the food’s gone lukewarm. “Let’s just enjoy tonight while it’s still ours.”

“Right,” she says. “What were we talking about?”

“Monogamy,” I say. 
“Oh, of course,” she says.

“So, what’s your opinion on it?” I ask.

“Well,” she says. “I know that girls are supposed to be all caught up in the idea of commitment and exclusivity. But for me, the most important thing is honesty. I need to have complete transparency in a relationship. I mean, not like ‘no privacy’ just honesty.”

“I completely agree,” I say. “I’m glad you’re bringing this up. Honestly, I don’t think I would have been able to raise it as an issue myself. It’s so rare for women to see any talk of an open relationship as anything but a threat.”

“I believe in communication,” Soli says, leaning over and giving me a peck on the cheek. “If we can’t talk about this stuff, what good is our relationship, really?”

“Good point,” I say. Offering my hand in a gesture of mock formality. She takes it and we have a hearty shake.

Then she pushes her stool out from the counter, leaving the plates behind and going over to sit on the couch. I take that as my queue and rise to collect the plates. In the sink I find a dishwashing brush instead of a sponge and press the little button in the back, dispensing the dish liquid. 

Washing the dishes and putting them in the rack, my mind is flooded with possibilities. Soli is open to bringing another girl into our relationship. She obviously wants this or else why would she raise the point about monogamy in the first place. A question flashes through my mind, is there more that I’m not seeing? Is the next conversation that she wants to date other guys too? Or even that she wants to bring another guy in? Probably not, based on what we’ve discussed so far. But I shouldn’t take anything for granted with this girl. She’s telling me that she wants to communicate and to make sure that we’re honestly understanding each other. I’d be smart to listen.

But I decide to table this conversation for the time being. After a long and very satisfying day, I’m happy to settle in on the couch with her and watch Ted Lasso until bedtime, which for me is earlier than I expected. We don’t discuss my job again, but I keep thinking about our conversation at the boba shop. Should I be worried? Probably not. I’m not doing anything wrong. The company isn’t breaking any laws, at least none that I know of.

But a big push before the regulations change is definitely sketchy if not downright wrong. It’s a grey area, which seems to be where my life is. I still don’t have a toothbrush, so I need to go out for one. Mouthwash just isn’t doing it for me anymore.

“There’s a 7-Eleven down the street,” she says.

“I’ll walk,” I say.

“Want company?” she asks, from her cozy spot under the blanket.

“It’s okay,” I say. I could use the distraction and the chance to be alone.   

The night’s cooled off by the time I step outside. The air smells like dry dirt and sagebrush, with that faint ozone tang from the nearby freeway. I pull up my hoodie and walk the cracked shoulder of the main road. No sidewalks out here — just gravel and dust and low stucco houses fenced in with chain link. Crickets buzz in the bushes, and a pack of feral cats scatter as I pass the edge of the apartment complex. Across the dark field to the east, I can see the headlights of trucks barreling down the 5.

The 7-Eleven glows like a bug zapper up ahead, the only thing open this late. It's wedged between an empty taqueria and a boarded-up vape shop, both shut for the night. There’s a guy loitering by the ice machine — tall, Black, wearing riding pants tucked into worn cowboy boots and a dusty canvas jacket. An eye patch covers his right eye, and he’s sipping a Gatorade like it’s a cocktail. He doesn’t look homeless — more like someone who’s always been here, so long he doesn’t need to explain himself anymore.

I nod at him. He nods back like he’s seen everything already.

Inside, the fluorescent lights feel surgical. I grab a toothbrush and a mini tube of toothpaste from the little hygiene section between the slushie machine and the beer cooler. I think about grabbing a snack too, but my appetite's been flickering in and out since that call from Chelsea. I check out at the counter, nod to the cowboy on my way out again, and walk a little slower on the way back.

The road’s still quiet. I try to tell myself it’s not a big deal — that tomorrow will be annoying, sure, but just another meeting. But the way Chelsea rushed through the call, the way she said push what we can while it’s still clean — that stuck with me.

Still clean.

That’s not the kind of thing you say when you’re running a totally above-board operation.

I wonder if Soli’s right — if this whole NSD thing isn’t just "a little weird" but something worse. Something we’ll all pretend not to see until we can’t unsee it anymore. The worst part is, I’m not even sure I care for the right reasons. I’m not thinking about ethics or patients. I’m thinking about my job, my bonus, my exit plan. What if this window slams shut before I’m ready?

I spot the apartment lights ahead. One porch light flickers. I think about the cowboy again — how he just stood there, calm as anything, like someone who’s lived through more end times than I can imagine.

I step over a gopher hole in the dirt, toothbrush in hand, and keep walking.
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Sunday morning. The parking lot's already half full when I pull in—a sea of sun-bleached compacts and beat-up SUVs. No sign of Chelsea’s BMW, but Hamlet’s ratty black Sentra is parked diagonally across two spots, as always.

Inside, the air’s thick with too much cologne and not enough ventilation. Phones are already ringing. The place has the weird buzz of a holiday sale at a mattress store — desperation dressed up in confidence. A few of the junior reps are visibly sweating. One guy’s pacing the aisle barefoot for some reason. Another's leaning back in his chair, air-typing a script to himself like he's rehearsing a play.

Then there’s Hamlet—the only person in the building who looks like he slept eight hours and went for a jog. His hair is slicked back, his eyes wide and gleaming. He’s making the rounds, clapping backs and dropping little grenade-sized pep talks:

“Tell ‘em it’s FDA-sanctioned for now, and we’re passing the savings to them. Move, move, move!”

“Use the Silver Package! People love it when you say Silver. It’s like affordable luxury.”

“Hey, babyface!” he shouts as I cross to my desk. “Glad you made it. Hope you wore your big boy pants.”

I give him a flat smile and keep walking. He doesn’t wait for a reply.

At my desk, I drop into the squeaky chair and boot up the CRM dashboard. The screen flickers to life. Already I can feel it — the churn in my gut, that panicked flutter like I’ve shown up for a final exam I forgot to study for.

A sticky note is already waiting on my keyboard. In Chelsea’s handwriting: Dr. Morillo — call him FIRST. He’s skittish. You’ve got a small window. Close hard.

Great. I put on my headset. The first number is already queued up. I ring and there’s no answer. Well, not surprising. It is Sunday. I decide I’ll circle back to Morillo. I go down the list, and there’s a surprising number of call throughs. No one is picking up and I’m starting to get a little antsy.

I go through my list of previous contacts, trying to think of someone I can turn to who can buy in bulk.

Pete Gilian in Mesa. He’s gonna be good for ten units at least. He answers on the second ring.

“Hey, Pete,” I say.

“Matty…” he says, his tone falling slightly, like you would do with someone who you wanted to maintain a physical distance from. And we’re sitting in separate states. Doesn’t matter; I push through in closer mode.

“I’ve got an incredible deal for you, Pete,” I say. “I know that you’re not due to re-up until next month. But once you hear the price I’m going to quote you, you’re not gonna wait that long.”

“Is this about the regulatory change?” he asks.

“What?” I say. “What are you talking about?”

“Fraternity brother of mine said the trail approval is set to expire,” he says. “That true?”

Salesmen don’t take an oath or something. You’re not actually supposed to lie. I mean, they tell you not to. All the meetings and stuff, they give you this whole spiel about integrity. The lesson you’re supposed to take away from all of it is that you’re supposed to stretch the truth, to fabricate when necessary and obfuscate when possible but not to lie when asked a direct question. It’s also something I really don’t like doing. 

“We have regulatory approval lined up,” I say. “There’s no issue. At most, we may be looking at a brief pause between the trial period and full approval.”

“Nope,” he says. “No thanks.”

“Hold on,” I say. “You haven’t even heard the price I’m offering.”

“I can’t buy a bunch of equipment that I can’t prescribe, Matty,” he says. “Even if it is insured, I won’t get reimbursed. I’ll get stuck holding the bag.”

“Okay, so if, if the rumor that you heard is true, then buying now is a risk,” I say, “But missing out on this offer is a risk, too. You have to think about the long term, the big picture. Don’t focus on the speedbumps, keep your eyes on the horizon.”

“Look, this has been fun,” he says. “You’ve made money, I’ve made money–”

“Hold on a sec, Pete,” I say, desperately trying to recover the conversation.

“But I’m not taking anything more until I know how things shake out with the regulators,” he says. “That’s it.”

“I understand where your head’s at,” I say. 
Click. Dial tone.

“God damnit!” I curse audibly, realizing that I just broadcasted my lack of success to everyone in earshot. Well, fine. I suddenly feel like my headset is pinching my head. I slide it off. Is this how it’s going to be for the rest of the day? For the rest of the week, year?

I look around and suddenly I’m seeing this mayhem for what it is. I’m supposed to be selling this technology that improves patients’ lives, that helps them heal or at least give them something they actually need. When did I become Leo from The Wolf of Wall Street?

Hamlet is prowling the floor, so I put my headset back on and at least pretend to be busy. But I can’t make more calls. I can’t deal with more people telling me that they already know that the window is closing, that they’ll be stuck holding the bag after the products we sell them are rendered worthless by FDA decree. But it’s not their questions that I can’t face. I can’t face my own.

“Who’s up?” Hamlet suddenly shouts, waving a piece of paper over his head. “Hot lead here!”

When nobody volunteers, he glances over at the board and then back at me.

“Matty!” he says. “Make or break time. This one’s you.”

He strides over and drops this slip of paper in my lap with a name and phone number.

“They’re this little outfit, but we’ve made sales there before,” Hamlet is saying. “Do what you have to do to get this.”

I stare at the number like it’s in some kind of code, like it holds some deep secret to my destiny.

“Look alive, Navarro!” he’s shouting at me. I snap back and start pressing buttons on the phone in an orderly sequence. I’m making the call, I realize almost outside of my conscious awareness. I’m half-expecting no one to answer. But then—
“Hello? This is Bobby.”

The voice is soft, warm, and a little wheezy. Elderly. Midwestern. Like he’s sitting on a porch in Omaha with a thermos of coffee and a dog at his feet.

“Hi, Bobby, this is Matteo calling from NovaCare Solutions. How are you doing today?”

“Oh, can’t complain,” he says. “Ain’t nobody listenin’ anyway, right?”

I give a polite laugh. “I hear that. I just wanted to take a couple minutes to talk to you about a new product line we’ve got—it’s helping a lot of practices increase patient outcomes and revenue, especially in rural areas like yours.”

He makes a little noise—“Hmm!”—then goes quiet.

“Just a quick question to start. Are you currently offering any advanced regenerative options in your practice?”

“No, sir,” he says. “We mostly do pain management. Steroid shots, some PT. I’ve been in this business thirty-seven years. Mostly treat folks who’ve worked their bodies into the ground.”

“Perfect,” I say. “That’s exactly who this is for.”

I go into the spiel. Words flowing out of me like a broken soda machine. I say all the right things—safe, effective, FDA-cleared-adjacent—but my brain is screaming through each syllable. You don’t even know what you’re selling.

He listens. Makes agreeable noises. I can practically hear his head nodding.

“Well shoot,” he says. “Sounds real exciting. You don’t need to send nobody out here in person?”

“Not necessary,” I say, coating my voice in trustworthiness. “We do everything remotely. I’ll walk you through the paperwork myself.”

He chuckles. “Well ain’t that slick. What’s the cost?”

I quote the number. A discount. A special tier. Whatever Hamlet told me to say. I could tell him it’s magic beans and he’d still be game.

“Can’t beat that,” he says. “How many units you think I oughta start with?”

“How many patients do you see a week?” I ask.

“Oh, round about fifty. But this would be more for the chronic folks. The long-haulers. Maybe twenty to start?”

“You know,” I say, “it might be worth thinking long-term. If you’re seeing success with twenty, you’ll wish you had more.”

He pauses. “Yeah… you might be right. Let’s say forty then.”

My throat tightens.

“Patients trust me,” Bobby says, like he’s still selling me on the idea. “If this works like you say, well… I can find plenty of folks who could use the help.”

I look down at the order form. His numbers. His address. I just need to click “send.” That’s it. But I can’t. I can’t do this. Not to him. I end the call. No sign-off. No excuse. Just… gone. The phone rings again almost instantly.I pick it up.

“Hey there, I think we got disconnected,” Bobby says.

“You don’t need this,” I say, voice shaking. “Bobby, you don’t need what we’re selling. You really don’t.” A beat of silence.
“Oh… well. Okay then. Thank you anyway.”

I hang up. My chest is pounding. My hands are damp. I stare down at the desk—blank except for a keyboard, an old cup of coffee, a plastic NovaCare pen. Nothing of mine.

I stand. Grab my phone. That’s it. I’m done. I don’t care about the commissions. The bonuses. The promises Hamlet made. I don’t care if I never work in sales again. I just need to leave before I start to believe in any of this.

I have to walk past Hamlet’s eyeline to exit the building. He’s giving me this look, expecting that I’m going to walk straight up and tell him I made the sale.

“Well?” he says.

“Fuck this,” I say, loud enough for at least a few people in the immediate vicinity. Yosef pokes his head up from his cubicle and peers over. I don’t care. “I’m not doing this anymore. I’m not going to unload a bunch of bullshit on people that they can’t even use tomorrow. I’m gone.”

“Whoa, hold up!” Hamlet says, and I can see that he’s vacillating between rage and trying to play off my comments for the rest of the room. “You’re not walking away from this. That would be a monumentally stupid thing to do.” 

“I’m out,” I say. “I don’t need this. Really I don’t.”

“Let’s talk,” he says, pumping his head in the direction of his office like he thinks he’s going to get me alone so he can work me over. And it makes sense, because with the old me he probably could. But there is no way that’s happening this time.

“I’m outta here,” I say, making my way to the door. But just in like in a movie, the villain has to get the final word.

“Can you afford to never work again, Matty?” Hamlet says. “Because you’re not gonna work in medical sales. I know all the players. I will bury you if you abandon this team now. You see these people around me? They won’t vouch for you. You’re not going to find another job.

“You’re just going to call and call and try and post resumes and it will just be spinning your wheels because you already blew your chance. Or, if you make the smart decision you can pull yourself out of this tailspin and try to undo the damage you’ve just done here.”

I shouldn’t really be surprised, but even after everything I still can’t believe the balls on this guy. But I have to hand it to him, he does have that closer mindset. So much so that I want to staple his asshole shut. I take a deep breath in and out. 

“You know, Hamlet?” I say. “There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy.” Which sounded really cool and like a badass putdown in my head but actually seems sorta cheesy in light of everything. But as I turn and walk away, I feel victorious.

“Bad move!” Hamlet calls after me. “Philosophy don’t pay the bills, my friend!”

We’ll see about that. I push through the doors and the cold blast of artificially chilled lobby air gives way to the heavy smog-warmed heat of the parking lot. The glass closes behind me, muting the office noise to a dull hum.

For a second, I just stand there. Like maybe someone’s going to come charging out after me. Maybe security. Maybe Hamlet with a final offer and a fake smile. But no one does. The door stays shut.

My car is parked halfway down the lot under a dusty jacaranda tree that’s dropped brittle purple blossoms all over the hood. I make my way toward it, each step feeling lighter. Not because the future looks easy—it doesn’t. But because I know I’ve stopped lying to myself.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. Probably a follow-up from Hamlet. Maybe Yosef trying to talk me down.

I don’t check it. I slide into the driver’s seat, start the engine, and crank the AC.

Outside, the building looms in the heat shimmer, big and beige and blank—the kind of place built to look like it’s been here forever and means nothing. A mirage of legitimacy. I watch the glass doors for a moment longer. No one comes out. Then I shift into drive.

I don’t know exactly where I’m going, but I know who I’m going to see. Soli. Her wine-in-a-mug honesty. Her weird little apartment in the hills. Her clear-eyed sense of what’s right, even if it’s not always easy.

NovaCare shrinks in the rearview mirror. I don’t look back again. Let Hamlet bury me. I’m already done with that life. And I’ve got better things to build.


14.

I can’t remember a morning commute that put a smile like this on my face. But I’ve got a big grin now, let me tell you. First, because it’s a Sunday and all the traffic is flowing the other way. Second, because I’m going home and not to work. Third, because I’m already picturing tomorrow morning and the commute that I won’t be making, the traffic I won’t be sitting in. I’m free, finally and completely. I crank on the radio and catch Duran Duran’s “Ordinary World” and even though I’m way too young to remember the 80s, for some reason it just works for the moment.

I don’t even think about returning to my place. I exit the 5 and head straight to Soli’s apartment. There’s no free spaces in visitor’s parking. I’m parking on the street! Even this seems amusing to me. I think of the person who probably moved their car off the street early this morning after they saw I vacated the space. I smile, feeling a sense of human connection with them. We’re all connected, friends! We all want the same thing. Aren’t all of us just searching for someone special to share our lives with and somewhere to park so that we can be with them?

I’m riding this buzz which feels like being punch drunk and I can’t help it. I whistle as I go park on the street and walk back to Soli’s apartment. I open the door and find her lounging in just an old t-shirt and boy shorts on the couch. She’s got this funny expression on her face and her fingers are twitching on her knee.

“What happened?” she asks, her voice breathy.

“I escaped,” I tell her.

“Oh my god!” she gasps. I come around and have a seat in front of her on the couch.

“Yep. It’s over. You were right about that place. You were right about everything. I’m never going back there.”

I reach over and take her hands in mine.

“I was so blind and I can’t believe it. But there is something sketchy going on. It’s like the veil lifted and I saw it all for the first time.”

“Matty, that’s wonderful,” she says. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks, I owe it all to you, really,” I say, letting go of her hands.

I brush my fingers through my hair and then stop. Whoa. I catch a whiff of something. I smell my hand and it’s got a fishy tang to it. Hmm. Interesting.

Soli looks at me like she’s gotten caught in something, and that look like she’s just done something naughty and she’s embarrassed about it makes my cock perk up right away.

“Were you playing with yourself?” I say, a huge grin on my face. I make sure to keep my tone nice and even, because I don’t want to tease her too much. I can tell she’s already embarrassed about it.

“No,” she says, but she’s got this smile which is as good as any confession.

“You were!” I say. “Look at that smile. What’s the point in denying it? I think it’s cute.”

“What’s so cute about it?” she says.

“To guys it’s cute,” I say. “I think it’s absolutely adorable when girls masturbate.”

“Why?” she says, apparently genuinely surprised.

“Do you not know that this is something that turns guys on?” I ask.

“Well, I know guys like porn and girls squirting in videos or whatever–”

“No,” I say. “Well, yes. But not only that. To me, a girl who pleasures herself whenever she wants, just for herself, is incredibly sexy.”

She’s giggling now, giddy like she can’t believe she’s having this conversation.

“I was horny and you weren’t around so…I just flicked the bean a little.”

“And that’s perfect,” I say, reaching over and running my fingers up her bare thigh. “Wonderful, in fact.”

“If I’m so wonderful on my own,” she says. “What do I need you for?”

“Yeah, good point,” I say, stroking her just a little bit harder. “Oh, I just remembered. I’ve got a mouth.”

“Oh,” she says, raising an eyebrow. “Do you?”

“You forgot that about me, did ya?” I say.

She laughs.

“I guess I did,” she says. “What are you planning on doing with that mouth of yours?”

“I am going to give you a little taste of what you gave me at the car wash,” I say, climbing onto the couch and prowling closer to her. She slides her knees down under me, inviting me closer. I rub her pussy through her shorts, finding them damp already. I reach for the waistband, preparing to pull them down.

“Not yet,” she says. “Go slow.”

“No problem,” I say, slowly sliding two fingers under her waistband, feeling the warmth and wetness of her mound without penetrating her pussy yet. Fuck, she’s already wetter than I realized. She clenches her thighs together gently, pressing my fingers between her thighs.

“Aaah,” she groans, a big smile forming on her face. “Yeah, that’s soo good.”   

I keep it up, stroking her mound, going just a little bit lower each time. She arcs her back off the couch just a little, pressing her thighs together in a rhythm. We keep at it until I can see from her expression that she’s more than warmed up. She’s practically begging for it.

“Now?” I say, though from my tone it’s hardly a question.

“Uh, huh,” she sighs.

Slowly and carefully, a slide down the boy shorts she’s wearing, revealing her smooth pussy. She spreads her legs, resting ankles on my shoulders and letting them slide down my back as I lean down and begin kissing her inner thighs.

I pride myself on being pretty good at this. Not that I started that way. Past girlfriends had to instruct me along the way. But now, with some experience, I know I can blow her mind. Once I’ve kissed her inner thighs all over with gentle pecks, I nuzzle my way into her folds. She squirms a little and I realize it’s too much, so I slow things down and tease her a little, allowing the intensity of her sensations to build gradually. “Mmm,” she hums and she starts tweaking her nipples and palming her breasts as I press deeper.

Soon, I’m running my tongue along her labia and then moving my attention to her clit. She presses her thighs together, pressing them against my ears the first time the tip of my tongue makes contact. It’s not a warning, more like an involuntary signal. She’s experiencing so much pleasure that she can’t help herself.

“Fuck, Matty, oh my god!” she squeals as I lash her clit in alternating patterns. I keep this up until I have her moaning so loud that the sound must be audible through the walls, if not the whole complex. “Uhh, yess!”

She yells as she orgasms, creaming in my face and giving me the sweet satisfaction of knowing that I’ve paid her back and then some from our first encounter.

“You’re a god,” she says, once she’s recovered from her high and we’re both on the couch together. I’ve washed my face and brushed my teeth, and she literally can’t seem to get close enough to me, the urge to cuddle and touch is overwhelming after the dopamine dump I just delivered her.

“Go on,” I say.

“I’m serious,” she says. “You’re so good. I’ve known girls who aren’t even that good at eating pussy. How did you know just what to do?”

“Well, I’ve had some practice,” I say. “But I was also inspired. You’re really good yourself, you know?” 
“You’re a keeper, Matty. Seriously,” she says. “I’m so happy for you. So happy for us.”

“Me too,” I say. We just sit there for a moment and I try to take a beat and collect my thoughts. I’ve done something major today. It’s a good thing, I think. I needed to get the hell out of NovaCare, but now I’m contemplating what the next step is going to be.

“What are you thinking about?” she asks, although she can probably already tell.

“Just everything,” I say. 
“Well, here’s something you may not have considered. I haven’t eaten or had any coffee this morning,” she says with this big grin.

“You wanna go out?”  I ask.

“Not yet,” she says. “I haven’t eaten anything, and I haven’t had coffee. Know what that means?”

“You’re hungry?” I venture.

“No, sweet, stupid boy,” she says. “It means that I’m already prepped and ready for you to fuck me in the ass.”

I smile. “I was supposed to get that from, I haven’t had coffee this morning?”

“Well, yeah,” she says. “What, you’ve never heard the coffee thing before?”

“I guess I just underestimated just what a horny, filthy girl you are,” I say.

“Well, now you know,” she says. “Now, take this horny, filthy girl in the bedroom and penetrate her ass. No condom. I trust you, and anyway I really want to feel your cock inside me as deep as possible.”

I’ve had some good days and bad days. Lately, I’ve had days that I struggled just to get through. But, seriously. This day is already shaping up to be one of the best days of my life.

Soli can barely drag me into the bedroom fast enough. She climbs onto the bed, crawling on all fours across the bedspread and raising her bare ass, presenting herself to me as she spreads her hips. I’m already getting stiff just looking at her.

“There’s lube in the drawer,” she says. “End table.”

Slipping off my pants and boxers, I go over and get the bottle of KY out. I flip open the top and spread a generous dollop on my cock. Then I move over to the bed, getting on my knees and applying just a little bit to the inside of Soli’s tight hole. I test the muscle with the tip of my finger and know I’m going to have some fun.

Still rubbing my cock with one hand, I prep her a little with my finger, gently applying pressure to let her body know that it’s time to let those muscles relax and dilate.

“Umm,” she says, the sound exactly like what she would make if she just ate lip-smackingly delicious. Once I feel that she’s ready, I rise on my knees and position myself, smacking my hard cock against her thighs just a little so she can feel what’s coming.

She groans loudly as I squeeze myself into her. I go slow, much slower than I would if it were her pussy I was entering. But as she bends and stretches, lowering her upper body down closer to the bed while keeping her thighs and pert ass nice and high, I can get in just a little deeper. Each time I thrust into her, she groans. The groans seem to be coming from deeper inside of her, like I’m literally reaching in and unearthing deeper pleasures from inside her body.

My cock is in so tight that each time I slide in it’s stimulating the seam under the head of my cock just right. I have to pace myself, breathe, not go too fast because I know that if I rush, I’m gonna nut way too fast. I press deeper. Jesus. She can take me all the way to the hilt.  

She’s mewling softly, almost delirious with pleasure, as she tries to stimulate her breasts at the same time that I’m pounding her hard. I’m bringing so much weight down on her that she’s having to use her elbows to keep herself upright, just to keep me from pressing her face into the mattress. I’m starting to sweat, and that’s when I feel it. That little knot of nerve-endings buried very deep inside, making her legs spasm uncontrollably.

“Ahhh!” she squeals, amazed by the pleasure of it.

I pull back and then come back just as hard the second time. She wails loudly and doesn’t stop, and now I’m sure that I’m going to deliver her an anal orgasm. Two more thrusts and she’s there. She screams loudly, her legs turning to jelly as I penetrate as deep as I can possibly go.

Hearing her gasps of pleasure, knowing that I’ve delivered her all the way over the edge, I see stars as I come too. I shoot my hot load deep inside her, letting it fill her up. My breathing ragged, I slide out as gently as I can, her hungry ass still squeezing my cock like she wants to empty it of every last little bit of semen that my body can produce.

“Fuck,” she says. “You ruined me.”

“Goddamn right,” I say, sensing that it’s the right moment to be arrogant in a playful way.

She turns and collapses on the bed, splaying her naked form in front of me. She’s still rubbing and touching herself when I return from rinsing my dick in the shower.

“That was fucking amazing,” she says as I climb onto the bed and kiss her.

“Yeah,” I say. “That was a great idea you had. I never would have thought you would be into something like that. None of the girls I’ve dated have actually volunteered to do anal. It’s always something I have to ask for.”

“No more,” she says. “Your cock is so big. And you really know what you’re doing with that thing too.”

“I’m just happy I could make you happy,” I say.

“Oh, I’m very happy,” she says. “Very, very, very.” 

I curl up next to her and spoon her and everything just feels right. I don’t know what’s going to happen or what the future holds for us, but I’m feeling hopeful about what’s ahead. After a while of us just laying there, silently, I think that maybe Soli has fallen asleep. But when I rise to look at her she opens her eyes and looks back at me.

“What?” she asks.

“Nothing,” I say. “Just enjoying laying with you and watching you breathe.”

“Good,” she says and turns over.

We lie there and then I really do fall asleep. It’s late afternoon when I wake up again and I’m feeling that groggy, almost dead feeling that I get when I take a nap in the afternoon. I don’t want to disturb Soli, so I rise from bed and go into the living, shutting the door gently behind me. I do some pushups on the floor and then get the last Red Stripe from the fridge and drink it. There’s a cool, meditative atmosphere to the place as I wait for Soli to wake again.

She enters the living room about forty minutes later.

“Hungry?” I ask.

“Starving,” she says.

Then I remember what she told me before, that she hadn’t eaten.

“I’ll order us some pizza,” I say. “What’s the best spot nearby?”

“Sylmar’s kinda small, so probably Domino’s?”

I’m already searching for the nearest location on my phone. I see it’s just up the road, so there’s no need to pay for a delivery fee.

“What do you like?” I ask. 
“Pepperoni, mushroom and feta cheese,” she says.

“Love it,” I say, ordering one medium pan-tossed pizza for her and a meat lover’s for me. I know we probably won’t be able to finish both, but that’s the beauty of having cold pizza the next day.

Soli settles in on the couch and after ten minutes, I go to pick up the pizzas. I stop by Ralph’s and pick up a six pack and some other necessities that I can’t do without. I get a few things that I know she can probably use, like toilet paper and bananas and stuff like that, plus my favorite brand of lard-free refried beans. I figure she can probably use these things, and though I’m not exactly sure what we’re going to cook together, it's usually a good idea to have stuff like that on hand.

We end up spending the rest of the night watching Jack Reacher, which is honestly just okay. I just have trouble accepting Jon Krasinski in other role than Jim Halpert from The Office. Probably not his fault, but that’s just the way that I feel.

“Hey,” she says, rising from the couch to check the time on her phone “I gotta go.”

“Go?” I say, genuinely confused.

“Matty, I have to drive,” she says. “Not that I’m not happy for you, but I didn’t quit my job today.”

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “I guess I just spaced.”

“It’s cool,” she says. “I’m gonna be driving around West Hollywood, probably will get home kinda late. Like one or two.”

“Okay,” I say, trying to mask my disappointment. I get that I have no reason to be feeling lonely, since Soli has a life and needs to make a living. Life doesn’t stop for everyone else just because I make a major life transition. I get that, but at the same time I had just pictured the two of us vegging out. I also feel a flash of worry, thinking about her driving alone at all hours and for a moment I think about volunteering to join her, but of course that’s ridiculous.

She kisses me on the forehead on her way out.

“Stay here and stay as sweet and sexy,” she says, giving me a wink as she slips on her hoodie.

“I’ll do my best,” I say, trying not to sound like a bummed-out puppy.

She grabs her keys from the hook and I follow her to the door, just to watch her go. The hallway outside is dim and quiet. She turns and looks at me before she heads down the stairs.

“You good?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “Better than I’ve been in a long time.”

She smiles, then disappears down the steps, the soft slap of her sandals echoing until it fades out entirely.

I close the door, lock it, and look around. The place still smells like pizza and shampoo and Soli. There’s a half-finished can of La Croix on the coffee table and the TV has gone to the idle menu, a looping preview of other shows I’m probably never going to watch.

I take a long breath and sit down on the couch. It creaks under me, familiar now. I rest my hand on the blanket she left balled up in the corner and feel, for the first time in a long while, still.

Not in a stuck way. In a safe way. In a way that makes me think I can finally slow down and let things come to me instead of always charging at them like a battering ram.

There’s no plan. No clear next step. No income stream. No pitch to rehearse, no emails to check, no leads to chase. Just me, a warm apartment in Sylmar, two half-eaten pizzas in the fridge, and the distant sound of a car door closing somewhere outside.

And for tonight, that’s enough.

I stretch out on the couch and pull the blanket over me.

Tomorrow can wait.


15.

For the next five days, we slip into this pretty steady rhythm. It’s an easy routine. Soli works nights, some days. She wakes me up when she comes in most nights, but it doesn’t bother me. I have all the time in the world to do whatever I want. There’s TV, of course. But I can’t veg out forever. And the really good stuff I want to save so that Soli and I can watch together. The stuff that’s not good, why would I bother?

I’ve been taking more time for myself. To spend some time alone and think. Not meditation exactly. Well, maybe mediation in the older sense. Contemplation but no humming or mantras. Sylmar is full of ranches and so I’ll spend hours just taking walks up into one hill, down and again. I don’t have a plan, yet. But I’m not nervous.

I’ve brought some stuff over to her place, enough that it now feels like my space too. Mostly, it’s just some clothes, but that’s all I have in my apartment anyway. Soli told me that I could move in if I wanted. But it feels a little too soon to make a change that drastic, even with things going so well between us.

This morning, I’m lacing up my New Balance running shoes and having a run through this loop of state land. I run along the road until I turn into this area that’s part park and part horse paddock. I’m not sure what it is, but people in this neighborhood really seem to like horses. The little decorations above people’s gates have horseshoes and horse head silhouettes on them. There are even piles of horse shit in the streets. I guess it’s part of the appeal.

Beyond the park and the paddock there are trails that seem to go on for miles and miles. There’s a dry riverbed at the end of the trail and maybe more beyond it but I’ve never been out that far yet. I’ll usually just make the loop around, maybe passing some riders taking their horses out, and then head back. It’s about two and a half miles all the way around. I was huffing and puffing and cramping up on the first day. But I’ve been getting up consistently and going out pretty much each day and I’m starting to build some stamina. Now it’s effortless to get out there. Just a part of my routine like showering or having coffee first thing in the morning.

As I’m walking back, I catch sight of this blonde in a ponytail doing stretches on the edge of the curb. She’s bending deep, getting a burn in those inner thighs. Her yoga pants and sports bra reveal a figure that’s, what’s the word? Rubenesque? Definitely not fat. Rubenesque makes it sound like she looks “like Ruben” which to me makes her sound like some old fat guy. Which she is not. Not fat and definitely nothing like a man. A lot of people use “curvy” as a polite euphemism, but that’s definitely not the case here. This woman is stacked and gorgeous, with big hips and thighs and breasts that her sports bra can barely contain. She’s built like Christina Hendricks from Mad Men if you’ve ever seen that show.

“Morning!” she says, not stopping for my response. Shit, I must have been staring. Really I was just stealing glances.

“Morning!” I say.

There’s this unspoken camaraderie between early risers, especially ones out for a run. If this encounter had happened late at night, I doubt we would’ve even made eye contact. But when the sun’s still low and the streets are mostly empty, a nod or a greeting feels like part of the social contract. A little breadcrumb of recognition that we’re both here, alive, trying.

She bends over again, ponytail swaying like a pendulum, and I suddenly remember I have somewhere to be. Or maybe I don’t. But either way, I keep walking.

I make my way up the cracked stairs to Soli’s place, the metal handrail warm with sun. I fish my key from the waistband of my shorts and let myself in. The air inside is cool and still.

I take off my shoes and put them on the shelf. There’s the faint smell of her shampoo drifting from the bathroom. I go to the fridge and find the only cold water is a half-finished can of La Croix that has lost all its fizz. I hate the taste of carbonation without the sugary syrup of soda to cover it, but it’s still refreshing and satisfying to consume something that Soli probably would have just thrown away. Ever since I was young, I liked finding little ways to conserve things even if they don’t really matter in the grand scheme. Probably because we never had enough. But some people who have that experience end up going the opposite way and seem bent on wasting as much as they can, so I guess it depends.

I take a seat on the couch and play with my phone while I wait for Soli to finish showering. She comes into the living room wrapped only in a towel.

“Look at you,” I say. “I wasn’t expecting to see you up before ten.”

“Uh, it’s Saturday!” she says.

“Really?” I say.

“Yeah, what day did you think it was?” she asks.

Honestly, I had lost track of the days and didn’t think about it much. So, I just shrug.

She comes over and sits down in my lap.

“Careful, I stink,” I say, admiring the contrast between her smell and my own. She’s clean and smells like soap and that shampoo. Lilac? I’m not that great with identifying smells, but I know what I like.

“You’re okay,” she says.

“I read somewhere that men’s sweat has some kind of hormone that turns women on,” I say.

“Yeah?” she says.

“Yeah, but only while it’s still wet. Once it’s dry, it just stinks,” I say.

“Go shower then,” she says, running her fingers along my stubbled chin. “Don’t shave, though. I like you like this. You’ve got just the perfect amount of stubble.”

We kiss, though just a quick peck because I haven’t brushed my teeth yet. She rises from the couch and I go in and take a shower. When I come out, she’s blow drying her hair and I pick out what I’m going to wear. Usually, it would be t-shirts and gym shorts. “Athleisure” is what I think they call it. But I’ve been trying to switch it up with some polos and collared shirts. Just nothing that I would have worn to work. I’m not looking for anything that reminds me of NovaCare.

“Hungry?” she asks once she’s killed the hairdryer.

“Yeah,” I say. “I could definitely eat.”

“How about Lola’s?” she asks.

We both smile because it’s practically the only breakfast place in Sylmar. This town doesn’t even have a McDonald’s. The food’s good, but it would be nice to have a few more options we don’t have to get in the car for.

“Lola’s is perfect,” I say, picking out my dark navy polo and a pair of jeans to go with them. Soli still needs time to get ready. I don’t mind. I love watching her get ready.

She picks out an outfit and then models it in the mirror, then she picks out another. She doesn’t ask for my opinion, but she does look at me out of the corner of her eye. I nod or smile, reassuring her. But she goes back to trying on something else. She spends another half hour on her makeup. It’s worth it to see how she looks when she’s all put together. She runs her fingers through her voluminous black locks and I’m treated to another whiff of her shampoo while it’s still fresh.

“Ready?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” she says, giving me this cute shy expression. “What do you think?”

I once had an ex who was always looking for compliments and validation but would never accept them when she got them.

“You’re so fine I don’t know how I’m going to keep my hands off you,” I say, moving in for a kiss. She lights up and I know that she knows just how hot she looks.

“Who says you have to?” she says.

I take my cue, moving my hands lower to explore the curves of her perfectly round ass. Smaller than hers, that woman. Not that I’m complaining. Sometimes you can admire two women who have opposite attributes and think both are great. Soli touches my chest too, staring into my eyes.

“Oh!” she says. “I forgot something. Come on, let’s go see.”

We get our stuff we’ll need for the diner and I follow her outside. We round the corner of one of the buildings and then go to the little mailbox area beside the sad, closed swimming pool.

“Is that thing ever getting fixed?” I ask, thumbing at the yellow caution tape wrapped around the front gate.

“Oh, it’s been like that for more than a year,” she says. “Ever since a kid drowned.”

“What?!” I say.

She gives me a smile, like I’m just a little bit slow and I get that she’s messing with me. She takes out her key and twists it in her mailbox. She goes through the mail and at least one item sparks her interest. It’s a plain white envelope. She reads the address and then tears it open with the edge of her key. I realize, not for the first time, how hard it must be for women, having long nails they have to keep looking nice. But then, that’s the point, right?

“It’s from the insurance company,” she says, handing it to me. “The check finally came.”

“Nice,” I say, looking at the check.

“It’s addressed to me, so I’ll just write you a new one, yeah?” she says.

“Sure,” I say. “But you know there’s no rush.”

“I know,” she says. “I just don’t want there to be any money stuff between us.”

“I get that,” I say. 
“I’ve honestly been thinking about this check a lot,” she says. “I had this worry that it wouldn’t come and it would be this weird thing between us, or like you’re secretly waiting for me to pay you back or something.”

“I honestly haven’t thought about it,” I say.

“How?” she says, pushing my chest playfully. “How do you give your girlfriend twelve-thousand dollars and then just forget about it.”

“I know you’re good for it,” I say. “I was never worried that I wasn’t going to get it back.”

“And if I just ghosted on you, would you even try to get it back?” she asks. 

I shrug.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I mean, if you ghosted on me, like with no way for me to ever contact you again, then I’d probably be more upset by that. Losing you forever, I mean.”

“Bullshit!” she says pushing me again, her palm pressing hard against my pectoral. “No guy is that sweet and nice. Not ever.”

“I’m a simp,” I say, smiling.

“No, you’re a good man,” she says, reaching up to kiss me. It’s a long, deep kiss that communicates a lot with no words. When it’s over, she says–

“Come on, I’m hungry.”

I hand her back the check.

“Hold onto that,” I say. “Put it in a safe place.”

“Right,” she says, reaching for her purse and tucking the check inside.

We get in her car, and I settle in. She turns the ignition and starts backing out of the spot, careful, one hand on the wheel, eyes flicking between mirrors.

Then, thunk!

A soft but unmistakable metal on metal noise. Nothing sharp. But enough to freeze us both. Soli jerks the brake and throws it in park. “No way.”
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I look out the window and, sure enough, a car’s come around the corner and tapped the rear corner of ours. A silver CR-V, angled just wrong. No damage I can see from here—maybe a scrape—but Soli’s already out of the car.

“Are you kidding me?” she calls, pacing toward the front bumper.

I follow but hang back a bit, scanning the situation. The other driver’s already out too— flush from what looks like a post-workout glow. Joan Holloway with running shoes. She holds up her hands before Soli can say anything else.

“God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you. That truck in the corner was blocking my view.” She gestures behind her, where a lifted Dodge Ram is parked like a wall, “I swear I was going slow.”

Soli exhales hard and walks around the back of her car to check the damage.

“Just…great. I swear I’m cursed,” she mutters, crouching. “Jesus.”

There’s a smudge, maybe a shallow dent, but nothing serious. The blonde, ponytail swishing, walks closer, already reaching into her bag.

“Here, let me give you my info. I’ve got insurance. Whatever you need.”

Soli looks at her, then back at the car. She seems to be talking herself down. “It’s fine. It’s not even worth it.”

“Are you sure?” Jordan asks, gently. “I’m really sorry.”

“Yeah, it’s okay,” Soli says. “No real damage done. Probably just a buffer job.”

I stand there, not sure if I should get involved, and if so how much. Soli’s temper is cooling but I also need to be the supportive boyfriend here and just want to stick to my prescribed role. But it’s awkward because I can’t exactly pretend that we didn’t just see each other out here less than an hour and a half ago. 

“It seems like that car was the real culprit,” I say, trying to lighten the mood.

“Yeah,” the blonde says. “But I’ve never seen the owner move it. Actually, I don’t even know who the owner is. Are you new here?”

“I don’t really live here,” I say. “Well, I guess I almost do. I’ve slept over every day this week. I’m Matty. This is Soli. She lives here.”

“Yeah,” the blonde says, “I’ve seen you around before.”

I could be crazy, and maybe I’m reading too much into it, but it kinda feels like she says it with an I’ve checked you out before vibe. She smiles and looks at the ground. Soli smiles back. There’s a beat where nobody says anything, and I think everyone is trying to get a sense of what to say.

“I’m Jordan, by the way,” the blonde, whose name I now know is Jordan, says.

“Were you just coming back from the gym?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says. “I would have gone longer, but uh, well. It’s nothing.”

“Nothing?” I ask, cautiously pressing.

“Well, I usually like to get a solid hour in. I’m a member at the 24 Hour Fitness just up the road?” she says, not really a question but her voice rises at the end of her sentence, like, ‘are you familiar with this establishment? “Anyway, there was this guy. He was kinda bothering me.”

“Eww,” Soli says. “I’m sorry.”

I can see that Soli’s attitude toward Jordan is shifting.

“What was this guy doing?” I ask.

“Apparently not enough for the management to do anything about it,” Jordan says, rolling her eyes. “He was staring. Right at my chest. Really obvious too.”

“What a perv,” I say. Though to be honest, I don’t have any difficulty understanding why a guy would stare at this lusciously built woman in a skimpy outfit. No excuse for leering, obviously. But what he was probably thinking is no mystery.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “I mean, guys look. I get that. But it just really threw me off mentally. I was at the crunch machine, and well, you need to concentrate. And it’s not easy to do that when someone is looking at you like a piece of meat.”

“And the manager just said, what?” Soli asks. “He’s got a right to look?”

“I guess there’s something about proximity and physical contact in their harassment policy,” Jordan says, shrugging. “They were really apologetic about it, there just wasn’t anything they could do.”

“That really sucks,” I say.

“Yeah, well, it’s open twenty-four hours,” Jordan says. “The staff member told me that she always comes early to avoid the guys.”

“You shouldn’t have to do that,” I say. 

“It’s almost impossible anyway,” Jordan says. “It’s like eighty- or ninety-percent male at that place. I wonder why.”

“Men are garbage,” Soli says, then turns to me. “No offense.”

“It’s okay,” I say. “I get it. I’ve felt intimidated in gyms plenty of times myself, but I never realized how much more uncomfortable it must be for women.”

“Sorry I ruined your morning,” Jordan says.

“No, you didn’t really,” Soli says. “We were just going to breakfast. Do you want to join us?”

Jordan reacts with surprise, even mild shock.

“I’m not really dressed for it,” she says.

“Are you kidding?” Soli says. “You look cute.”

Something about the way that Soli says it makes it sound like she’s being more than polite.

“I stink,” Jordan chuckles.

Soli sniffs the air.

“I don’t smell you,” she says. “Matty, does Jordan smell?”

“No,” I say. “And you’re perfectly dressed for where we’re going. It’s pretty casual. You probably know it. Lola’s?”

“Yeah, of course!” she says, and I can tell from her tone that she is already picturing something mouthwatering she likes there. “It would be hard to miss it. It’s like one of five restaurants in the area.”

“Exactly,” I say. “Please join us. We’d love it if you would.”

She bites her lip. It’s one of those moves that’s usually pure theater. But on her it somehow feels…innocent. Or maybe that’s what makes it more dangerous.

“Okay,” she says. “But you have to let me pay.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Soli says.

“No, really,” Jordan says. “I insist.”

“Well, if that’s what it’s going to take for you to agree to come with us, then we don’t really have any choice, right?” I say.

“Guess not,” Soli says.

“Great,” Jordan says. “So…whose car are we taking?”

She grins.

“How about we walk?” I say. “It’s not far. And we could have saved ourselves some trouble anyway.”

“Sure,” says Jordan. “Oh, let me park properly first.”

“Right, obviously,” I say.

While Jordan parks, Soli and I give each other a look. I raise my eyebrow and purse my lips and she nods slightly, as if we’re both thinking “isn’t this an interesting development?”

We have to walk along the shoulder and cross with no crosswalk, but there’s not that much traffic. Lola’s is located in this strip mall along the main drag. It’s a real Americana-style diner with American flag bunting and wood paneling everywhere. Inside, it smells like burnt coffee, bacon grease, and waffle batter—a perfect combination. It’s brunch time, so I have my choice of breakfast or lunch. I go for a patty melt with fries and Soli gets a Cobb salad. Jordan goes for fish tacos.

“We could get a pitcher of Bloody Marys,” Jordan says.

“Ooh, yeah!” Soli says. 

There’s an outdoor patio, and after we put in our order we head out there and wait for our order to be ready.

“So, what gym do you go to, Matty?” Jordan asks.

“She saw me coming back from my workout,” I explain to Soli. “I actually have been just running in that park over there.”

I gesture vaguely, but there aren’t that many places I could be referring to. Jordan nods.

“I love that place too,” she says. “It’s so open. When I first signed my lease, I figured I would be going there a lot. But I guess I just haven’t much.”

“Me too,” Soli says. “Matty makes me feel like a bum. I haven’t worked out in so long.”

“I really just got back into it,” I say. “Before, I was way too busy.”

“Before?” Jordan says, then her expression changes and I can see she’s worried that she’s being too nosey. “Sorry, didn’t mean to pry.”

“Not at all,” I say. “I recently quit my job, and I don’t have anything new lined up.”

“How long ago?” Jordan asks.

“It’s been a week now,” I say.

“You’ve still got plenty of time,” Jordan says.

“That’s what I’ve been telling myself,” I say. “There have been other things occupying my attention.”

I touch Soli’s leg with mine gently. Claiming her, I guess you could call it.

“You two are such a cute couple,” Jordan says. “Is this a new relationship?”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “It doesn’t feel like it, though. We’ve only known each other a few weeks.”

“Wow!” Jordan says. “I wouldn’t have expected that. You seem really close. Really solid.”

“I feel the same way,” I say. Jordan smiles at me again—friendly, casual, just neighborly. Probably.

The Bloody Mary pitcher arrives, condensation beading on the glass. Jordan lifts it with both hands, careful not to spill, and pours out three tall drinks. She slides one across the table to me, then to Soli, before topping off her own.

“How did you meet?” Jordan asks, casually curious, as she leans back in her chair and stirs her drink with the celery stalk.

“The same way we did,” Soli says, grinning toward her like it’s an inside joke.

“Almost,” I add, chuckling. “We were in the same car.”

“I was driving him to the airport when it happened,” Soli says, angling her body toward Jordan as she tells it. “We’d never met before. And someone hit us. Some asshole.”

She glances over at me, her eyes twinkling.

“Can I tell her?” she asks.

I shrug, smiling. “Go ahead.”

“Matty offered to cover the cost of the repairs until my insurance check came through.”

Jordan’s eyebrows go up. “Whoa. I don’t know a lot of guys who would do something like that for someone they just met.”

“That’s how I knew I had to snatch him up,” Soli says, nudging my leg under the table. “So, I pursued him. He was miserable at his job, and he said he had no time for me.”

“Soli helped me escape,” I say, smiling at her.

“Escape?” Jordan asks, her tone brightening with intrigue as she takes a sip.

“I didn’t really realize it until Soli gave me something to focus on instead of work,” I say, pausing to find the words. “She helped me mentally escape. Once she did that, it was just a matter of walking out the door.”

“That’s amazing,” Jordan says, sounding genuinely impressed.

“Yeah,” Soli agrees. “And it happened totally by accident.”

“Here’s to happy accidents,” Jordan says, raising her glass.

“And to unexpected collisions,” I say.

We clink glasses. The sound is light, crisp. A tiny ceremony.
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The conversation softens into a comfortable lull. Jordan leans forward slightly, resting her arms on the table.

“So, what do you do, Jordan?” I ask. We’re settling in now, finding an easy rhythm. I want to get all the usual small talk out of the way before the food comes so we can just eat when it does.

“I’m just temping around the city,” she says. “Right now I’m in K-Town.”

“I used to work around there,” I say. “I was coming from North Hollywood, but I know what the commute is like.”

“It’s not even that bad,” Jordan says with a shrug. “Two months ago I was waking up at 5:30 to make it to El Segundo by 8:00 a.m. That was brutal.”

Soli winces in sympathy. “Yikes.”

“So, what kind of work are you doing?” Soli asks, genuinely interested.

“Boring clerical stuff mostly,” Jordan says, picking up her drink again and playing with the straw wrapper. “I’ve been bouncing around a lot but not actually doing what I moved out here to do.”

“Actress?” I venture, teasing but not unkind.

Jordan rolls her eyes and lets out an exaggerated scoff. “Nope. I don’t have the looks for that, and I know it.”

“That is not true,” Soli says, shaking her head with a slight frown.

“It is,” Jordan insists with a small, self-deprecating smile. “Anyway, you have to be a nepo baby to be a movie star these days. I’m lucky that’s not my dream. I don’t know how those people handle it, although I admire them.”

“So, what do you want to do?” I ask.

“Design sets for films and TV shows,” she says, sitting up a little straighter now, her voice gaining a touch of excitement. “It’s like this super-specific kind of interior design. And trust me, it’s hard enough to break into.”

“That’s really cool,” Soli says. “I’ve never known anyone who had that job, or even wanted to do that.”

“I’ve always been fascinated with spaces and the way that people keep them,” Jordan says. “I remember being ten years old and obsessed with Friends. And when I learned it was someone’s job to design Joey and Chandler’s apartment, I knew that was the job I wanted to have.”

She pauses, looking down at her drink for a beat, then back up at us.

“Of course, there’s really only one place in the country, maybe in the world, where you can have that job.”

“So you moved here to pursue your dream,” I say, reaching for my glass again.

“It’s a cliché, right?” Jordan replies with a half-laugh. “All of us hustling and grinding.”

She swirls her Bloody Mary absentmindedly, then takes a small sip, her eyes flicking toward the window like she’s already replaying all the early mornings and low-paying gigs.

“I think that’s so cool,” Soli says, her tone warm. “I don’t really have anything like that.”

Jordan turns to her, genuinely listening.

“It shouldn’t be mandatory to have some kind of dream job,” she says. “Especially because it’s not easy even once you land your first job and start to establish yourself. But it gives me something to hope for, to look forward to.”

“I know what you mean,” I say, nodding. “Whether we have a dream or not, everyone’s here looking for some big thing they want to be doing. We’re all working toward something.”

Jordan smiles, thoughtful. “What about you guys?” she asks. “What are you out here for?”

“I was born here,” Soli says, matter-of-factly.

“Same,” I add. There’s a pause as that sinks in.

“It’s weird being from L.A.,” Soli continues. “You grow up and everyone around you is striving and struggling so hard trying to make it. And you’re just... struggling kinda for its own sake. But, what do you do? Move away?”

Her voice softens at the end, not defensive, just honest. The weight of it hangs in the air for a second too long. Jordan picks up on it, gives her a small, reassuring smile.

“I know it wasn’t easy for me to leave home,” Jordan says. “Growing up, I never saw myself leaving Tucson.”

Soli looks over and offers a grateful little nod. “I think it’s really cool what you’re doing.”

“Thanks,” Jordan says. “I’m really only trying. But maybe someday I’ll look back and feel like I have a lot to show for it. And that it was worth it.” She shrugs. “Maybe not.”

Just then, the food arrives—crispy, hot, and fragrant—and the server slides the plates in front of us with a practiced flourish.

“I’m sure you’ll do great,” I say. “You seem to have a very realistic plan and understanding of your prospects.”

Jordan looks at me, surprised for a beat, then smiles. “Thanks, Matty.”

We all start to eat, the clinking of utensils filling the space. The conversation doesn’t pick up again right away, but the silence isn’t uncomfortable—it’s just a natural pause, like everyone’s letting the moment breathe.

I usually inhale my food, but I force myself to slow down. The meal’s too good to rush. I look around the restaurant, taking in the little details, and reach for a napkin from a chrome dispenser that looks like it’s been here since the ‘60s.

“I like the décor here,” I say, wiping my hands.

“Does it give you any ideas?” Soli asks, glancing toward Jordan with a playful smile.

Jordan looks around, her eyes scanning the retro signage, the warm wood paneling, and the overhead globe lights. She chews, swallows, then nods.

“Yeah,” she says. “I always thought this place had a real sitcom feel. I love sitcoms. They’re just like comfort food to me.”

“Oh yeah?” I ask, intrigued. “Which ones?”

“Okay, I’m being a dork here, you guys,” she says, holding up her hands in mock surrender. “So no making fun of me.”

“No, we won’t,” Soli says, laughing.

There’s something sweet about the way girls talk when they first meet. There’s this gentle choreography of self-deprecation and affirmation. I’ve noticed it before. One puts herself down just a little, and the other lifts her up in return. It’s simple. But nice.

“You know The Big Bang Theory?” Jordan says. “That’s probably one of my favorites. I know a lot of people hate it—I mean hate it—but I dunno. I think the jokes are pretty funny. Oh, and Community. The set design on that show was amazing.”

“Oh yeah,” I say. “I remember those. It seems like there aren’t that many good ones anymore.”

“Yeah,” Jordan agrees. “Abbott Elementary is great, but it’s basically just a ripoff of The Office set at a school.”

“Have you seen Ted Lasso?” Soli asks. “Matty and I have been watching that one.”

“Oh yeah,” I say. “I spoke too soon.”

Jordan groans lightly. “Ugh, I don’t have Apple TV or whatever. I’ve heard it’s pretty great though.”

We chew quietly for a few moments. The lull that follows isn’t awkward exactly, but it has that familiar tension—like the air’s waiting for someone to break it. Still, I kind of like it. There’s something honest about just... pausing.

“So, what have you got planned for the rest of the day?” Jordan asks, eventually.

I smile, appreciating the gentle pivot.

“It’s kinda funny because we almost never make a plan,” I say.

“Yeah, we kinda just let things happen,” Soli says with a shrug, her voice light. “You?”

“I don’t really have that much going on,” Jordan admits. “It sounds terrible, but the truth is I just spend most of my time sleeping on the weekends.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Soli asks, genuinely curious.

Jordan flips her ponytail over her shoulder in a reflexive, slightly self-conscious motion.

“I dunno,” she says. “I was talking to my mom and I told her that, and she said it sounded like I was depressed. Which I’m not. At all.”

“That’s really unfair,” I say, frowning. “I’m sure she meant well, but who needs judgment like that?”

Jordan nods, the tension in her jaw easing a bit.

“Yeah, everybody’s always talking about self-care,” she says. “But it sometimes feels like it’s only okay to take care of yourself in ways that other people notice and approve of.”

“Ugh,” Soli says, leaning in slightly. “Right?! I’m glad you said that. I’ve had the same thought. It’s so stupid. Who are we performing for?”

“Our parents, apparently,” Jordan says, exhaling sharply. “And… I don’t have a boyfriend, which is its own thing.”

“Any reason why?” I ask, trying to keep the question casual, though I’m genuinely curious.

“Oh, just the usual reasons,” she says, her voice softening, a little shy.

“What he means,” Soli jumps in smoothly, “is that you’re gorgeous, intelligent, interesting, and easy to talk to. There’s definitely no reason why you don’t already have a boyfriend. Just so that’s clear, in case your conversation with your mom got you thinking too much.”

Jordan flushes—visibly, warmly. It rises from her cheeks down her neck and across her collarbones, even tinting the upper part of her chest in a slow, blooming wave.

“Thanks,” she says, her voice small and almost swallowed. “Really. It’s not like no one’s interested. I’ve just tried the dating apps and... dating just feels really weird out here.”

“Totally,” Soli says, instantly in sync. “Guys will ghost you for nothing. For literally no reason at all.”

“Girls too,” I chime in. “Believe me. Nobody has it easy. No matter who you are, there’s always someone ‘better’ out there. At least, that’s what everyone thinks.”

“It’s not just finding someone decent,” Jordan says. “It’s the distances, too. I rented in Sylmar because it’s kinda, sorta affordable for me. But every guy I match with lives like an hour away, at least. And the apps keep sending me these little pop-ups saying, Widen your search area for more matches! It just gets really exhausting.”

“I know how you feel,” Soli says. “I’d totally given up on even trying to date. Then all of a sudden—bam!”

“Yep,” I say. “Bam. Literally.”

Jordan laughs, her eyes flicking between us. “You’re really lucky to have found each other. It’s like you were meant to be together.”

Soli smiles at me with warmth, then turns back to Jordan. She gently rests her hand—manicured and glowing under the soft restaurant light—on top of Jordan’s, whose fingers are long, bare but polished, and perfectly still beneath Soli’s touch.

“You believe in that stuff?” Soli asks, her voice quieter now. “Like, fate?”

Jordan’s expression changes—opens, almost. Her features light up, and there’s a shift in her body language, like something just unlocked.

“Yeah,” she says. “I do. I think people can find each other every day. I mean, I’m not religious.”

“Me neither. Anymore,” Soli says softly.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “Me too. Anymore. But I still think there’s magic in this world—and that people are kind of magical when they come together. That’s love. That’s the thing we’re all looking for. My parents didn’t have that, but it makes me want to believe in it all the more.”

“Oh my God,” Soli says, her voice suddenly hushed but full of feeling. “That’s beautiful.”

“Super cheesy,” Jordan says, laughing nervously. She blushes again, though this time the embarrassment feels more vulnerable than shy.

“No,” Soli says, eyes locked on hers. “I believe all those things too. I just never had the words to say them.”

Her hand hasn’t moved. Their fingers are lightly interlaced now. The two of them are sharing a look that feels heavy with new electricity, but also fragile—delicate, like glass that hasn’t decided yet whether it wants to break or hold.

I sit quietly. Watching. Not intruding. Letting it play out. I’m getting very good vibes from this moment—gentle, tender, and charged with possibilities. The conversation has just taken a very interesting turn, and I want to see where it’s headed.

“I’ve had some really shitty luck with love,” Soli says. “Now I feel like I’ve found something really special. And I just want to share it.”

“Kinda sounds like you want to share your boyfriend,” Jordan says, laughing nervously.

Soli doesn’t blink, just lets a devilish little grin spread across her face. 

“That would be too much, right?” Soli says, teasing. “We’ve only just met, and that’s not the kind of thing that girls are supposed to do. Not good girls, definitely. Right?”

Soli lets her fingers dance across Jordan’s for just a moment. Jordan goes redder than the Bloody Mary in her glass.  

“I, uh,” Jordan stumbles. “I should use the bathroom real fast.”

Soli releases her hand. “Of course,” she says, allowing Jordan to uncross her legs and push her chair out from the table.

“Be back in a sec,” Jordan says as she retreats around the corner.  
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“That was some pretty hardcore flirting,” I say.

Soli gives me this big-eyed expression, pursing her lips, as if to say, who, me?

“I kinda felt a vibe and decided that instead of dropping it I was gonna pick it up and see where it took me,” Soli says. “You think she’s sexy, right?”

“Come on. This is breakfast talk?” I say, only half-seriously. “Although, I guess we have been drinking a little.”

“Just tell me she’s not hot, that you don’t find her attractive, and I’ll drop the whole thing,” Soli says. “I’m only interested in getting this thing started if you are.”

“What thing?” I say.

“You know,” Soli says. “Look, I’ve been very upfront with you, Matty. I like girls. I don’t consider monogamy necessary in a healthy relationship. Why do you think I said all that stuff? You’re going to act surprised when I start making moves to make a three-way happen?”

Wow. Okay, so this is really happening.

“Yeah,” I say. “You’re right. You did tell me all that stuff. Just let me catch up a little here. I’m getting whiplash. A second ago, I thought we were just having a polite conversation. I didn’t expect that you were going to find someone you like this quickly.”

“Does it bother you?” Soli asks. “Tell me honestly, because this isn’t something that I need to have today, right now, with her. If you would rather focus on us first before bringing anyone else into the relationship, I’m cool with that.”

My head is swimming and the Bloody Marys have almost nothing to do with it.

“Jordan is great,” I say, struggling to walk a fine line here. “I don’t have any objections to flirting with her and us just seeing where this goes.”

“Okay,” says Soli gently. “But not having objections isn’t the same thing as saying, let’s go for it, right?”

“Right,” I say. “That’s true. I’m probably thinking way too much about this. We don’t even know how Jordan feels yet.”

“We know,” Soli says with a look of confident self-assurance on her face. “She’s probably in the ladies’ room touching herself right now.”

“Jesus,” I say. “You think so?” I hear the words and my mind can’t help but conjure up the image of Jordan’s face, her features scrunched slightly, eyes closed as her fingers probe her depths, breath ragged with the need to get off so intense that she’s willing to risk being caught in public trying to satisfy it. I’m instantly stiff and try to shift in my seat as my erection presses against my pants leg.

“Girls have needs just like guys do,” Soli says. “And you heard her say she isn’t having sex. She needs this, and we can give it to her. Or not. Choice is yours.”

“You put it that way, and it’s almost like I would be selfish not to go for it,” I say. “Of course, she may not actually want to do anything right away if she’s curious.”

“Maybe,” Soli says. “A lot of girls are like that. But speaking as a girl, we’re not as hesitant to try stuff with other girls as we are with men. There’s this double standard that guys have pretty much no idea about. I’ve fooled around with a lot of girls right after we met and done things that I would have made a guy wait ‘till the second date to do.”

“What about the car wash?” I ask.

“The car wash was our second date, Matty,” she says. “If you’d had a pussy, I might have fucked you the very first night we met.”

“Holy shit,” I say. “And this is like a thing? Girls know about this?”

Soli shrugs. “A lot of girls, straight girls, and I think that Jordan falls into this category too, don’t view hooking up with another woman the same way they do hooking up with a guy,” she says.

“Right,” I say. “I get that. But you really think she’d be down to hook up with us both today, just like that?”

“I’m not sure,” Soli says. “But it’s a very real possibility.”

“So, how do we do this?” I say. “What should we do to help her along?”

“Okay, so you are down, then?” Soli says, leaning forward slightly, a small smile forming on her lips.

“Yes, totally,” I say. “If that’s the way that things are flowing, I’m happy to go with that flow.”

Soli’s face grows serious and I can tell she’s putting on her practical hat and sizing up the situation.

“We should stop drinking,” she says.

“Yes,” I say. “Definitely a good idea.”

“But maybe we could try smoking a little weed?” she says. “I’ve got some at my apartment.”

“Hmm,” I say. “Could turn her off. Not everybody smokes weed.”

“True,” Soli says. “But it’s also a nice, casual offer that gives her the opportunity to back out if she’s uncomfortable without risking offense. And if she is interested, then getting her in my apartment is the right first step. It’s like a…what do you call it?”

“Litmus test?” I offer.

“Yeah,” Soli says. “If she doesn’t like weed, we can always make an offer to do something else some other time. She does live in my complex, after all. This isn’t the last time we’re gonna see her regardless.”

“That’s another thing that I was thinking about,” I say. “This won’t be awkward for you after?”

Soli seems genuinely surprised by the question.

“Why would it be? It’s not like we’re just going to fuck this sweet girl and then discard her, right?”

“No, of course not,” I say. “It’s just easy when people hook up for feelings to get hurt, regrets to crop up out of nowhere.”

“That’s why we need to make sure that we pay attention to her signals and not rush her into anything,” Soli says. “As long as we respect her boundaries and don’t try to pressure her into anything, I don’t think she’ll have any reason to regret the things we’ll be doing together.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That makes sense. This all makes so much sense.”

And it really does. I’m feeling good about this—better than I expected. Soli is unlike any woman I’ve ever dated. Unlike any woman I’ve ever met, really. She’s emotionally attuned, kind, and deeply thoughtful… but also clear, confident, assertive when it comes to sex and getting what she wants. It’s a powerful combination, and watching her navigate all this—thoughtfully, responsibly—only makes me more certain I trust her.

“Matty,” Soli says, her voice calm, clear. “If we go forward with this, it means bringing Jordan into our relationship. Maybe not forever—but maybe. I don’t know how she feels about that yet. But we both need to be ready, either way.”

I nod slowly, feeling the weight of it settle in. This isn’t just about tonight. It’s a door we’re opening—one we can’t close in quite the same way.

“This will change us,” I say. “I think it’ll be for the better… but it will be different.”

“You know where I stand,” she says.

And I do. It’s written in the way she’s looking at me now—steady, open, and maybe just a little bit vulnerable, even if she’d never admit it.

I smile. “I do. I trust you. I love you. I’m glad we’re doing this together.”

She rises a few inches in her seat to kiss me across the table. Her lips are warm, confident. The kiss lingers just long enough to draw a glance or two from the other diners, but neither of us care. When she pulls back, her eyes are soft.

“I love you, too,” she says, settling back.

We let the moment breathe.

I turn my attention to the last few bites of my patty melt—perfectly crisp bread, buttery and still warm, with the sweet depth of caramelized onions. I don’t want to eat too much, but I know I’ll want the energy later. The server arrives with the bill, placing it quietly on the table’s edge.

I glance at it. “Should I try to pay?”

“No,” Soli says, quick and firm. “She insisted. If you pay, it undermines her. Let her be generous.”

I nod. “Smart call.”

We fall into a comfortable silence, but the air feels subtly charged now—like something’s shifted, even though the booth and the people and the restaurant’s low chatter remain exactly the same.

A few minutes pass.

“It seems like she’s been gone kind of a long time,” I say, my voice low.

“She’s probably just coming down,” Soli says. “She’s got to clean herself up. If I’m right about what she’s been doing in there, she’s got hormones flooding her system, sweat pooling in every crevice in her body.”

“You don’t think she’ll be like, spent already, do you?” I ask.

Soli gives me a smile and just the smallest shake of the head, as if my question is adorable for being so foolish. Moments later, Jordan emerges looking perfectly composed.

“Sorry I took so long,” Jordan says as she returns to the table, brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

“No, not at all,” I say, and I mean it—her presence brings a renewed spark to the table.

“They’ve brought the bill already,” she notes, eyes drifting to the folded check. “Does anyone want anything else? More Bloody Marys?”

“We were actually thinking of something a little different,” Soli says, her tone light but intentional. “Do you ever get high?”

Jordan perks up. “Sure. My roommate in college was kind of a stoner, so we ended up hotboxing in her car a lot. Not that much lately, though.”

“Well,” Soli says. “I’ve got something that’s covered in hairs and very sticky. Wanna try?”

“That sounds amazing,” Jordan says, and the flush in her cheeks leaves no doubt in my mind that the double entendre was not lost on her.

“Yes!” Soli grins. “Let’s do this.”

“Let me just grab the bill,” Jordan says, reaching for it without hesitation.

“Thank you, again, for treating us,” I add. Maybe it’s old-fashioned, maybe it’s just ingrained, but I feel the need to acknowledge the gesture one more time.

“No worries,” she says with a shrug and a smile. “I’m just glad I ran into you guys. I mean—not the way it happened with the car, of course.”

“We know what you mean, sweetie,” Soli says, gently touching her arm. “We feel the same way.”

We head to the register together, the three of us in a kind of quiet sync. Jordan leaves a generous tip. Outside, the sun has shifted slightly, casting long, amber streaks across the sidewalk. Soli takes my hand as we cross the street, and I feel the soft pressure of her fingers wrapping around mine. There must be a smile a mile wide on my face.

Chance encounters. Random collisions. Who knew things like this could actually happen? Not in a dream, not in some story you tell yourself, but in real life. In daylight. On a Saturday afternoon. And I’m cruising right for it.
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Soli’s apartment is cool and dim, the blinds pulled just enough to let in bands of afternoon light. The faint hum of traffic outside fades into the background, replaced by the quiet clink of glass as Soli loads the bong on the coffee table.

“I tried smoking with ice once, and I got totally addicted to it,” she says, her long fingers slipping a cube of ice down the neck.

The ice crackles faintly as it hits the catcher, already fogging slightly from the change in temperature. There’s something precise and graceful in the way she handles it—like she’s done this a hundred times, but still finds the ritual worth doing right.

“Where do you get your weed?” Jordan asks.

“There’s a place in Hollywood I like called Greenhaven,” Soli says. “I’ve got a punch card, so if you ever want to come along and buy with me sometime, just let me know. Bulk buys equal discounts.”

I hang back a little, giving Jordan space to settle in. She’s sitting at the edge of the couch, one leg tucked under the other, scanning the room with quiet curiosity. She seems at ease but tuned in, like she knows something’s happening here even if none of us has said it out loud yet.

“I love your place,” Jordan says. “It’s really cozy.”

“Make yourself at home,” Soli says. “Mi casa es su casa.” 

Jordan offers her a warm smile, then glances my way. That quick flicker of connection. Just a glance, but it’s enough to steady me. I look at them both—Jordan, tall and golden and quietly thoughtful; Soli, dark-haired, deliberate, magnetic. Very different women. Both stunning. Both kind, sharp, open-hearted in their own ways.

And both here. With me.

The air hums with something electric. It’s that rare feeling you get when life suddenly feels a little bigger than you expected. Like the edges of your ordinary world are blurring into something you didn’t even know you wanted.

I’m trying not to jump too far ahead. Just stay present. Just take it in. Soli finishes grinding and taps the last of the flower into the bowl. She leans back, lit from one side by a blade of sunlight that cuts across her cheekbone. She looks like she knows exactly what she’s doing. And she’s enjoying every second of it.

“Let’s let our guest take greens,” Soli says, offering Jordan the bong.

I nod, smiling. “Excellent idea.”

Jordan takes the bong with a kind of quiet reverence, cradling it carefully and settling the base squarely in her lap like it’s a fragile relic or some kind of ceremonial object. Soli passes her the lighter, their fingers brushing in the exchange. There’s a softness in Soli’s eyes as she watches Jordan adjust her grip.

“I always overdo it and end up burning my throat,” Jordan says, glancing down at the bowl with a half-smile, half-winced anticipation.

“If that happens, I’ve got almond milk in the fridge,” Soli replies, her voice low and reassuring. As she speaks, she places a hand gently on Jordan’s shoulder, thumb tracing small circles through the fabric of her shirt. The gesture is casual but intimate—comforting, grounding.

Jordan sparks the bowl with practiced motion, the flame flaring briefly before vanishing into the swirl of smoke. She pulls out the downstem with a soft pop, and a thick gust of ice-cooled vapor fills her lungs. Her eyes flutter closed for a moment as she holds it in, then exhales smoothly through her nose, the smoke curling in slow tendrils toward the ceiling.

“Wow!” Soli says, grinning.

“You’re a pro,” I add, watching Jordan with no small amount of admiration.

Jordan coughs, just a little, and waves a hand like she’s fanning away embarrassment. “The ice helps,” she says once she catches her breath.

“Yeah,” Soli agrees. “I don’t know if it actually filters anything out, but the ice cubes get all smoky and covered in soot, so maybe so.” She leans forward to inspect the bong with amused skepticism.

Jordan lifts the glass and offers it to me. I rise slightly from my seat and accept it gingerly, careful not to knock anything over. I take a short, measured rip, letting the taste roll over my tongue before exhaling. Then I go in for a second, slightly deeper pull before handing it over to Soli.

As I ease back into my chair, that cozy, familiar haze begins to settle behind my eyes, softening the world’s edges.

“Has anyone ever had to work someplace where they drug tested you?” I ask, voice already a little looser around the edges.

“Target,” Jordan says. “But I left that job before I ever tried weed.”

“I got turned down for a job once,” I say, laughing a little at the absurdity. “They were ready to hire me until I realized the drug screening included marijuana.”

“What was the job?” Soli asks, lighter in one hand, the bowl now glowing faintly as she takes a long, steady inhale.

“Dishwasher,” I say, with theatrical solemnity.

Soli exhales a cloud of smoke, shaking her head. “So, you can’t even get work as a dishwasher if you smoke weed? That’s messed up.”

“It was at a retirement home,” I explain. “It was already fully legal in California, of course. But it was this big national chain, and they told me that was just their policy. What could have been, right?”

“Their loss,” Jordan says, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

“Exactly,” Soli says. “You could have been an amazing dishwasher. You have everything it takes.”

“I know,” I say, grinning. “I still think about it sometimes. It was steady work. I might not have even looked for a better job for years. Of course, after that I got my first job selling door to door, and thus my illustrious career as a salesman began.”

“I don’t think I could do sales,” Jordan says. “Way too much rejection for me.”

“That’s what I thought, too,” I say. “But it stings less and less each time.”

The room feels softer now. Warm. Slow. I can feel the weed working its way up the back of my neck, loosening my shoulders, smoothing out my thoughts. I sink a little deeper into the couch, body giving in to the moment.

“What’s the name of this strain?” Jordan asks, stretching her legs out in front of her, clearly settling in.

“Just a little Lemon Haze,” Soli answers, settling back into the cushions beside her. “Nothing special, but it gets the job done.”

“Oh, yeah,” Jordan says. “It’s definitely getting the job done.”

Soli sets the bong down on the coffee table and takes the opportunity to scoot a little closer to Jordan on the couch. My focus may not be laser sharp, but I’m definitely watching what’s going to happen next. There’s this goofy smile on my face, but luckily it makes sense given that we’ve all just gotten high. Besides, nobody’s judging anyone. This is a safe space.

“The first time I ever got stoned, I was with my best friend,” Soli says. “She was always the more adventurous one, pushing us to do new things.”

“Yeah?” Jordan asks, a little hazy. “What kind of things would you do together?”

Soli gives this big smile, like the memory is coming back to her.

“We’d get a little wild together,” Soli says, starting to giggle. “She always said that weed made her super horny.”

“Oh, me too!” Jordan says. “It just makes me feel so good all over.”

“Where?” Soli says, glassy eyes widening with excitement. “Show me where you feel it.”

Jordan is grinning now and I can see her chest is rising faster now, breath quickening.

“Right here,” she says, holding her hands over her chest.

“Here?” Soli asks, slowly reaching over and cupping Jordan’s breast through her tank top. She touches her gently, then pressing more firmly.

“Yesss,” Jordan says, placing her hand on top of Soli’s, encouraging her to press with a little more pressure. “God, that’s it.”

Jordan’s own hands begin to rub her thighs through her yoga pants and I can feel the blood rushing to my cock. Soli flashes me a conspiratorial smile.

“Is it okay if he watches?” Soli asks.

Jordan looks at me and gives a lidded smile.

“He can watch,” she says. “He can do other stuff, too.”

“He has to wait his turn first,” Soli says, showing that dominant side she told me that she likes to bring out with other girls. Turns out it applies to me too, when we’re having a ménage à trois.

Soli’s inches from Jordan now. She reaches out with her free hand, turning Jordan’s face toward hers. The kiss is gentle, tentative. Then Jordan breaks away.

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” Soli asks.

“Does my breath stink?” Jordan says.

Soli laughs loudly. When Jordan winces a little, Soli reaches over and runs her thumb down Jordan’s chin.

“No,” she says, kindly but firmly. “You taste great to me. And me? How do I taste to you?”

“Fine,” says Jordan. 
“Really?” Soli says. “No lying, now. If you want to stop to brush our teeth first, we can.”

Jordan shakes her head slightly, then she appears to grow bolder, like she’s letting go of her reservations. She presses her lips to Soli’s, making a delicious smacking sound as they connect.

I’m so hard it aches, and I want so bad to unzip and start rubbing my throbbing cock. But I know that this will take time, and I need to maintain my stamina. I’m going to be coming again and again this afternoon, and I want to hold out for as long as I can before I start touching myself.

The girls’ kissing gets more eager, almost frantic as they rub and touch each other. Jordan’s skin-tight workout gear puts every detail of her body on full display. Soli works her nipple with her palm, the other hand rubbing the area around her belly button.

Jordan tugs Soli’s top up, exposing her nipple. I watch with rapt attention as she tweaks Soli’s caramel-colored nipple between her fingers. Jesus, this is hot. I’m watching my girlfriend getting pleasured by her hot neighbor, and they’re doing it all knowing I’m watching them.

“Lay down,” Soli commands.

Jordan spreads herself across the couch, lying on her back while Soli pulls off her own top, breasts jiggling as she tosses it over her shoulder. Jordan pushes herself up on the couch with her elbows, offering her own breasts up to Soli. Soli straddles her, tugging her tank top down to expose her own full breasts with those little pink nipples.

Soli takes both of Jordan’s breasts in her hand, playing with their girth as she massages them.

“You like that?” Soli asks.

“Yeah,” Jordan says, almost whimpering.

Soli keeps kneading Jordan’s breasts with her palms and rubbing her thighs against her own, building friction. I’m about to lose it and quickly unzip, freeing my cock from the prison of my underwear. The pressure was getting unbearable, and now my cock is standing at full mast, pulsing gently as I watch my girlfriend go to town on a girl she just met.

Soli leans down and starts kissing and licking Jordan’s nipples, her hips pressing against Jordan’s. Jordan raises her ass up, raising her ankles in the air so that Soli can press her groin against her. Soli’s pussy collides with Jordan’s, both of them gasping slightly at the pressure.

“Fuck me, mommy!” Jordan cries out.

I start rubbing and caressing the head of my cock, willing myself not to cum too soon as I watch this erotic display.

Soli spreads her legs wider, her legs entangled with Jordan’s. She brings her pelvis down against Jordan’s again and again. Then she switches tactics, focusing back on Jordan’s breasts and kissing her again.

Jordan takes charge for the first time, reaching up to touch Soli’s pussy through her thin shorts.

“Unzip me,” Soli says, almost begging. Jordan eagerly complies. Once her shorts are unzipped, Soli rises up on the couch to wiggle out of the tight-fitting jean shorts. There’s a wet stain on the front of her panties already. Then Soli helps Jordan wiggle out of her own tight-fitting yoga pants, the two of them never breaking concentration. The two of them are laser-focused on each other’s bodies, both ready to pleasure each other as much as possible.

I’m already near bursting, so I stop touching myself, afraid I’m going to nut before these two have even really gotten started fucking each other. My cock feels impossibly dry all of a sudden. It throbs, begging to sink into one those wet pussies, one and then the other. But I have to be patient. My turn will come.

When both are in just their panties, Soli reaches under Jordan’s underwear and starts fingering her pussy.

“Too soon?” Soli asks, gently checking in on her.

“No,” Jordan says. “Keep going. Don’t stop.”

Soli keeps teasing Jordan, playing with her pussy and flicking her clit. I don’t have the best angle from where I’m sitting to be able to see the penetration. So, I rise, stroking my cock as much as I dare, standing over the two of them wearing a look of total absorption. Soli pulls down Jordan’s panties, exposing her glistening wet pussy. Jordan must have just shaved this morning, because there’s not even a hint of any hair anywhere from her mound to her slit. Soli brings her fingers together, forming an arrowhead she uses to part the lips of Jordan’s pussy, pressing deeper.

“Ooohhh, fuck!” Jordan whimpers, eyes closed as she gives herself over to the pleasure of the experience.

Soli keeps pressing her fingers into Jordan, making wet, sloppy noises as she stimulates her wet cunt.

Precum is already forming and I know that in another second, I’m going to cum. There’s nothing I can do. I reach over and grab Soli’s discarded top, which sits on the throw pillow on the couch. I give myself a few quick jerks, watching Jordan’s face contorted in a look of pure ecstasy. I cum hard, spraying white slick liquid from the tip of my cock, which I catch with the flowing top’s frilled fabric.   

“Shit,” I mutter, suddenly feeling self-conscious.

“It’s fine,” Soli says, arms still pumping as she brings her fingers down against Jordan’s pussy.

It’s just the weed, I tell myself. You needed somewhere to spill your seed, and you reached for the first thing handy. It can be washed. Don’t let it detract from the moment. Let go of your ego and just enjoy.

“Mmmmm–aaaaaah!” Jordan’s breaths are getting ragged now and I can see that she’s getting close. The sight of her back arching, eyes shut and mouth open wide is getting me hard again already. “Oh fuck, fuck, fuck!”

I watch as Jordan’s orgasm spasms through her body, the moistness between her legs turning creamy and dripping between her thighs.

“Holy fucking shit!” Jordan says.

Soli is sweating, her exposed back covered in beads of dew that roll down between her crack. I move to her, knees bending to get down on her eye level. My stiff cock wiggles a little as I bend down.

“That was incredible,” I say, kissing Soli’s neck. She presses the back of her neck against my shoulder, bending to me.

“You liked that, didn’t you?” she says.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “And I can see that you enjoyed that just as much as Jordan did.”

“Not possible,” Jordan says, sighing deeply.

Jordan’s ample chest is still heaving and I can see that she’s still trying to catch her breath. I rise from my crouching position beside the couch and my stiff cock wags like a pool toy. I’m not as rock hard as I was a few moments ago, but it will take me a while before I calm down enough to get flaccid again, not that I want it to.

“Watch where you put that thing,” Soli says with a grin.

“Where are you gonna put it?” Jordan asks, sitting up.

“Wherever I damn well please,” I say, resting my fists against both sides of my waist, arms akimbo, and turning my hips slightly to make my cock flop around. Both girls laugh uproariously as I bring my flopping cock closer to Soli’s face.

“Are you just going to stand there flapping your cock around?” Soli asks.

“No,” I say. “Because you’re about to take it in your mouth.”
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“Oh, I am, huh?” Soli asks.

“Fuck yeah you are,” I say, grabbing my cock and tugging on my shaft, pumping up the head.

“And what am I going to do?” Jordan asks.

“You’re gonna eat sweet little Soli’s pussy,” I say.

“Mmm,” Jordan says. “That could work.”

“I’ll lay down here,” I say, pointing to a spot on the couch. “Then Soli, you get on your knees and position yourself in front of Jordan.”

“Yep,” Soli says, already moving to comply. “I can see where you’re going with this.”

I slide onto the couch with Soli in front of me, one leg hanging off the couch and the other resting against a pillow.

“Comfortable?” Soli asks.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “Jordan, are you comfortable?” Soli wiggles her bare ass in front of Jordan’s face.

“Yep,” Jordan says, swatting it playfully. “I’m definitely enjoying this view.”

Soli laughs and it’s a beautiful sight, watching the girl I love getting so much pleasure and satisfaction from our little three-way sex play. I reach out and take her chin in my fingers, drawing her closer for a long, passionate kiss. We stare into each other’s eyes, and I’m overwhelmed with how lucky I am to have found her.

“Are you thinking about what I’m thinking?” I ask.

“Are you thinking about how much you like sucking cock?” Soli asks. I laugh.

“Actually, I was just realizing how lucky I am,” I say.

“That’s an understatement,” Soli says.

She purses her lips, winking at me. Then, she cranes her neck down to meet my massive erection with her lips. She tongues my head first, stimulating the sensitive nerve-endings and giving the seam under my cock plenty of attention. I let out a contented sigh which turns into giggles that seem to bubble up from inside me. Maybe it’s the weed, but I’m feeling even greater sensitivity than the first time Soli did this for me. Something about the way that the tip of her tongue darts across my mushroom head, the way that her pillowy lips slowly move around the head and down the shaft. I close my eyes to heighten the physical sensations as they arrive.

I can hear small kissing noises, and I know that Jordan is behind Soli and about to give her some of what she needs.

“Ummm, uuhhh,” Soli moans. There’s an almost involuntary spasm that passes through Soli, and I can tell that Jordan’s tongue has just made contact with Soli’s wet pussy. She keeps moaning, momentarily breaking her concentration. I open my eyes and see Jordan with her face pressed to Soli’s backside. Our eyes meet and she gives me this look of utter contentment.

I take Soli’s head in my hands and slowly guide myself down further. I can feel my head touching her, first her palet and then sliding past it. She gags, which scares me and I pull myself back.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

She swallows some saliva and breathes deeply.

“Yeah,” she says.

“Did I hurt you?” I ask. Jordan has paused too, peering at us both from behind Soli’s back.

“No,” Soli says. “It’s fine. You did good. Just, a lot to pay attention to. I got distracted.”

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s take this again, nice and smooth.”

I let Soli get comfortable first, adjusting to Jordan’s lips, nose and tongue, licking her lips and then pressing herself inside her. The pleasure is unbelievable, I can tell, and Soli’s so gone that her eyes are half-open in a kind of wild ecstasy. After a moment, she gets this look of hunger and pure determination on her face and she practically propels herself forward to resume sucking my cock.

We find a nice rhythm after that. I’m more careful than before, but I’m reading her signals and she wants me to make her go deeper. She’s still moaning when she deepthroats me. I cum suddenly, faster than I’d expected and she swallows it down in big, loud gulps.

Soli comes up for air and Jordan is still working her from behind. I rest my neck in my hands as I watch as Jordan brings my girlfriend to orgasm. Or is it that they’re both my girlfriend now. I’m not totally sure, but we can figure that out later. For now, I’m just enjoying watching them.

Soli’s big tits with their huge brown nipples jiggle as she kneels on all fours, getting stimulated from behind. Jordan has clearly got some experience eating pussy judging by the way that Soli is completely absorbed by what her tongue is doing.

“Damn you look good like that,” I say.

“Uh huh,” Soli manages to say. I chuckle.

“You really are so gone, aren’t you?” I say.

“Oh, fuck yes!” Soli gasps, beads of sweat running down her neck and sliding off her nipple.

Soli spreads herself further, lifting her ass slightly to help Jordan’s tongue stimulate her clit.

“Fuck!” Soli screams.

Jordan’s eyes snap open as Soli’s orgasm floods her tongue. She withdraws her head and Soli stretches, deep and low in a very feline gesture.

“Oh, baby,” Soli says, looking at me. “I have to give Jordan some attention for what she just did to me.”

“Go right ahead,” I say, smiling.

Soli turns around and wraps her naked body around Jordan’s the two of them kissing and nuzzling each other all over.

“You’re so warm,” Jordan says, softly. “Your pussy tastes so good.”

“Really?” Soli says. “I can’t believe your tongue moved like that. You give amazing head.”

“Better than me?” I say, with a big grin letting her know that there’s no real competition.

“Matty does give amazing head,” Soli says. “You’ll have to try him out some time.”

“Ooh, sounds good!” Jordan says, brushing aside Soli’s long black curls with her fingers to kiss the side of her neck.

“But, first, how about some ice cream?” I say, already halfway to my feet.

“Yes, please!” Soli says, perking up like I’d just offered her a foot massage and a promotion.

“I think there’s caramel and chocolate swirl and some mint chocolate chip,” I say, squinting toward the kitchen like I’m trying to visualize the freezer’s interior. “Is that right, Soli?”

“Mint chocolate chip’s gone already,” Soli says, stretching her arms overhead. “But there’s some peach sherbet in the back behind the frozen taquitos.”

“We’ve got taquitos, too?” I say, like this is the best news I’ve heard all day. “Score.”
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I distribute the bowls of ice cream first—two full scoops for them, a sad little runt of a half-scoop for myself. There’s just barely enough to go around. The sherbet’s a little freezer-burned, but nobody complains. It feels like the kind of day where sweetness, in any form, is enough.

Then I pull on my underwear—somehow inside-out—and fish the taquitos out from behind the bags of frozen spinach and old banana halves. I line them up on a cookie sheet like little soldiers and slide them into the oven for eighteen minutes. The hum of the oven kicks on. The room fills with that faint smell of pre-fried, pre-seasoned anticipation.

By the time they’ve cooked and cooled, the girls have flopped onto the couch and show no signs of being interested.

“So, I’m just gonna eat twelve taquitos by myself?” I ask, holding the tray in both hands like an offering.

“Looks like it,” Soli says, without even looking up.

“I’m good with that,” I say, already biting into one.

Jordan stands, stretching, her spine popping faintly as she reaches for the ceiling. “Okay,” she says, brushing hair from her face. “I really need a shower.”

She starts collecting her scattered clothes from the floor—bra under the coffee table, shirt draped over the arm of the couch like it was lounging too.

“You can use mine,” Soli offers, nodding toward the bathroom.

“Thanks,” Jordan says. “But I’ve got my loofah and all my soaps and lotions and stuff at my place. It’s easier if I just shower over there.”

“Are you coming right back?” Soli asks, her voice gentler now, a little thread of vulnerability winding its way in.

Jordan leans down and kisses her, a soft, reassuring peck on the lips. “Of course,” she says. “I’m happy to keep hanging out. Just need to take a second to regroup.”

“We’ll be here,” I say, standing to wrap my arms around her. She lets herself fall into me for a moment, warm and relaxed, and then leans up to kiss me too. It’s a soft, simple kiss—brief but sure. Natural. Comfortable. Which is strange, when I stop to think about it. It’s the first time we’re doing this, and somehow it doesn’t feel like the first time at all.

Jordan steps into her thong and pulls it between her shapely ass. I keep munching taquitos, not staring exactly but having a healthy appreciation for her body as she dresses in her dirty clothes. She manages to slide herself into her workout outfit, which clings to her as she pulls it on. The top and yoga pants are mostly spandex, so they stick to her as she struggles to put them on.

“It’s gonna feel so good to throw this stuff in the hamper and put something on that’s billowy and flowing,” she says. 

“No panties too, ‘kay?” Soli says.

“Yes, mistress,” Jordan says. She walks over to the door and then turns to give a cheeky little sign off– “To be continued.”

Once she’s gone, it feels like something’s missing. It’s funny—because this morning, I would’ve told you Soli and I had everything we needed. We were whole. But now, with just the two of us in the apartment, there’s this… absence. Not a loneliness, exactly. Just a space that didn’t used to be there, and now I can’t un-feel it.

Soli adjusts the green throw blanket she’s wrapped around herself, tucking it beneath her arms like she’s cinching a robe. Her bare legs peek out beneath it, folded neatly on the couch.

“Let’s check in with each other,” she says. “How are we feeling about what just happened?”

“Great,” I say, too quickly maybe, but I mean it. “I feel absolutely great about all of it.”

“Me too,” she says, smiling gently. “I think that Jordan could be a permanent part of what the two of us have. Like… we could be a throuple. Are you good with that?”

“This is all new to me,” I say, sitting down beside her and resting my hands on my knees. “And I still need to take a little time to sort out how I feel.”

“Right,” Soli nods. “That makes sense.”

“But I have no reservations at all,” I say. “I think Jordan adds something to the relationship that brings out a different side of both of us.”

Soli tilts her head, studying me carefully. “And you’re not jealous at all? I realize that the two of us mostly focused on each other.”

“Believe me,” I say, leaning back with a grin. “I am fully satisfied with how things played out. Watching you start her off was… better for me, actually.”

“Better how?” Soli asks, brushing a stray lock of hair from her face.

“If I’d been the one to initiate things, I think I would’ve been self-conscious. Worried I was neglecting you. Or that I might accidentally upstage you somehow. I mean, there’s no comparing the two of you, obviously.”

“Obviously,” she says with mock seriousness.

“You both bring something so unique to the table,” I say. “You’re like two goddesses with different elemental powers. You’re so assertive and confident, and she’s so receptive and warm. I’m rambling now. But what I’m trying to say is that you’re amazing. I’m in awe of you. And if I’m going to be sticking my tongue down the throat of a girl I just met, I’m so glad my girlfriend was the one to do it first.”

Soli laughs—rich and throaty, with just a touch of disbelief.

“You really feel that way?” she asks, nudging me with her foot.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “If you had tried to get us to start things off, I would’ve been way too in my head about the whole thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“Too worried that this was all some kind of elaborate trick you were pulling on me,” I say. “Like, I don’t know—some loyalty test or hidden-camera setup to catch me making the wrong move.”

“Oh, like I wanted to get you alone with another girl just to prove you weren’t loyal?” Soli says, eyebrows raised. “Matty, that would be pretty twisted.”

“I know, I know,” I say, raising my hands in mock surrender. “I trust you. You’ve always been clear with me. It’s just—these ideas about exclusivity are so deeply ingrained, you know? Even when someone gives you a flashing green light, there’s still this little voice in the back of your head whispering trap. It’s paranoid, I know.”

“Well,” Soli says, pointing her big toe toward the bong on the table, “this might have something to do with that.”

“Right,” I say, chuckling. “Anyway, like I said—I’m just grateful that it happened the way it did. For both of us.”

“Me too,” Soli says. “Come over here and cuddle with me.”

I go to her and she lifts the blanket like an invitation. I slip underneath, and we lie there together, her back against my chest, my arm draped across her waist.

I breathe her in. There’s something new in her scent, something layered—hers, but not quite. I realize after a second that it’s Jordan, too. Her perfume, her skin, her presence—still clinging faintly to Soli’s body. It’s a little surreal. But not in a bad way.

After a while, there’s a soft knock at the front door.

“It’s open!” Soli calls, without moving.

Jordan enters, wearing an oversized t-shirt dress that hits just above the knee. Her hair is still wet, pulled back behind her ears. No makeup. She looks fresh and real and strangely radiant.

She kicks off her flip-flops and walks barefoot across the rug, then slides in beside me on the couch. She leans back, settling comfortably against my shoulder.

“What did I miss?” she asks.

“We were just talking about you,” Soli says, draping her arm lazily across Jordan’s lap.

“Gossiping? Really?” Jordan says, raising an eyebrow and trying not to smile.

“Hardly,” I say. “We just both feel that you’re someone special… and we want to bring you into our relationship.”

There’s a long pause and I can see that she’s weighing the idea carefully.

“Wow,” she finally says. “To be honest, I never thought I would ever find something like this. I mean, I’ve had boyfriends and I’ve had little flings with girls too. It’s just so daring, ya know?”

“Don’t feel like you have to give us an answer right now,” Soli says. “We just want to know where you’re at and what you’re feeling.”

“Totally,” Jordan says. “I think it’s wonderful. You’re both really sexy. Matty, you have this incredibly laid-back and effortless sex appeal.”

“Yeah?” I say, flexing a little and making my pecs dance.

“Yes! That right there,” she says. “You’ve got a nice body and a sense of humor about yourself. Very hot. And Soli…”

“I know, girl,” she says. “I think you’re gorgeous too.”

“This might sound weird to say out loud,” Jordan says. “But I actually saw the two of you, before today I mean.”

“That’s not weird,” I say, grinning.

“No, but I mean, I saw the two of you going somewhere. You didn’t notice me, but I saw you walking to your car. You were holding hands and there was this glow around the two of you. It was like your auras or something. I don’t mean you were literally glowing just… happy. I saw you both and thought, that’s the kind of relationship I want to be in.”

“Well, you’re welcome to join us,” Soli says, patting Jordan’s thigh lovingly.

“It’s okay to take a breath before diving in, though,” I say. “This relationship is new for us both, too.”  

“It feels right, though, doesn’t it?” Jordan says.

“Very right,” Soli says. “I could tell just from meeting you one time that you were someone that I could trust. That’s why we talked it over while you were in the bathroom at Lola’s.”

A smile crosses Jordan’s face, and call me crazy but I don’t think it’s from flattery alone.

“Jordan,” I say. “In the spirit of being open and honest, I hope you don’t mind if I ask you a personal question.”

“Of course not, Matty,” she says. “Go ahead.”

“Well,” I say. “When we were at Lola’s, you left the table kinda abruptly after Soli started flirting with you. And Soli had this idea that you, uh, that you were–”

“Playing with yourself in the stall because you were so horny you couldn’t stop yourself,” Soli finished.

Jordan goes bright red and covers her face in her hands.

“Oh, God!” she says. “Was I that obvious? You guys don’t think I’m some kind of pervert, right?”

“No, no!” I say, trying not to laugh. Jordan’s mortification at getting caught only makes her even more lovable. I rub her arm and kiss her cheek just below the ear. Soli touches and kisses her too, showering her in reassurance.

“No, of course not, sweetie!” Soli says. “We would never judge you like that.”

“Cards on the table, I think it’s incredibly sexy and adorable,” I say.

Jordan scrunches up her face like she can’t believe it.

“Adorable? Really?” she says. “I get so hot that I have to run off and touch myself, and that’s cute to you?”

“Yes!” I say. “When girls masturbate it is always adorable. Louie C.K. has this whole bit about it.”

“What Matty means to say is that we love that we could turn you on that way,” Soli says.

“It had just been so long,” Jordan says. “And it was so unexpected. Soli just gave me these unbelievably strong, sexy vibes and my body just responded. I couldn’t resist so, I had to scratch the itch.”

“You have nothing to feel embarrassed about,” Soli says. “It was the reaction I was hoping to get, so actually I’m flattered.”

“Soli has powers,” I say. “Sexual powers. If it had been me, I would have been rock hard and looking for some way to hide it. I definitely would have snuck off to get some release myself.”

“Well, what we did before offered some release,” Jordan says. “But there is still something I haven’t had today that I could really use.”

“That’s right,” Soli says. “Matty, can we get this girl some dick, please?”

“Don’t leave her out either,” Jordan says. “I’d love to watch you two sexy lovers go at it.”

“I guess that’s my queue,” I say. “Shall we take this to the bedroom?”    
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We start slow, the two of us just kissing and getting reacquainted. So much has happened today that I feel no need to rush things. Jordan is spread on Soli’s bed, watching the two of us as we stand in front of her, making out. Soli’s wearing nothing but her panties, her stiff nipples pressed against my chest.

“You taste so good,” I say, glad that we took a break to brush our teeth. Soli’s so sexy to me that she would taste amazing even with weed on her breath, but this is much nicer and I know she has to be thinking the same.

“You too, baby,” Soli says, running her fingers along my lower back.

I reach down and cup her ass. She does the same to me and we both kiss, our tongues exploring each other. I’m starting to stiffen as our groins collide, our bodies pressing together as our passion grows. I pick her up and she wraps her legs around my waist. I can feel this dampness forming against the gusset of her panties as she bucks gently against my stomach.

My stiffness grows as she rides me. I stumble a couple of steps and then toss her onto the foot of the bed. Jordan is sitting at the head of the mattress under, her fingers already rubbing the outline of her pussy through her own black panties. I glance at her for a moment, my erection tenting my shorts. She stares back at me, eyes lidded. I’m getting turned on by her voyeurism, like I’m her pornographic fantasy in living color. I slide my boxer briefs off, revealing my throbbing cock for both of my ladies to behold.

“Hey, big boy,” Soli says. “Don’t leave me waiting.”

“Fuck her good and hard,” Jordan says. “Give it to her!”

I don’t waste any more time and climb onto the bed and onto Soli. I kiss her with greater intensity, tweaking her nipples. She’s already so wet that I pull her panties down, revealing just a tiny trail of pubic hair around the lips of her pussy. I run the head of my cock around her inner thighs, teasing her before I thrust inside her.

“A condom would probably be a good idea,” she says.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “Good call.”

“Don’t move!” Jordan says, crawling across the bed to reach the box of Trojans on the end table. She takes one out and tears it open, tossing it onto the bed right beside me.

“Nice assist,” I say.

“Yeah, thanks babe!” Soli says.

“Happy to help!” Jordan says. “Now, Matty, put that big thing inside her already!”

I roll the condom onto my cock and kiss Soli’s neck as I enter her slowly, allowing her to envelope me. She wraps her legs around me again, hanging on as I thrust inside her. She’s so wet and hot that it seems to radiate from her core. I think it’s even hotter than the first time we fucked on this bed, knowing that this time we have an audience.

I glance up at Jordan from time to time as I fuck Soli. Jordan’s slid her panties down and she’s rubbing her bare pussy, fingering herself with her eyes fixed on us. This is so fucking hot, I can’t hold out for long. I start to slow, hoping to last longer. But when I look in Soli’s eyes, she tells me–

“It’s okay, baby. You can nut. Those hips and thighs are getting a hell of a workout and you need to save some strength for round two.”

“That’s right,” Jordan says. “You’d better save some for me, too!”

“Well, if that’s what my ladies want, who am I to say no?” I say.

We kiss again, and I start thrusting, faster and harder again. After three or four more thrusts, I feel myself erupting into the condom. Soli’s tight muscles squeeze the last bits of cum from the tip of my cock. I sigh with relief, giving Soli one last deep kiss before climbing off her. I snag a tissue from Soli’s makeup table and use it to tug off the condom before tossing it in the trash.  

“We should give him a break,” Soli says. “That’s the third time you’ve come today, right Matty?”

I hold up four fingers.

“Don’t forget about this morning,” I say, running my fingers through my hair. I’m fairly certain this is the most sex I’ve ever had in my entire life. 

“Don’t care,” Jordan says, an evil grin spreading across her face. “I’ve come twice today, and if I have to snap it off then that’s just how it goes. I need dick.”

I chuckle, shaking my head. “You’re a brat,” I tease, reaching down to try and pump some life back into my flaccid cock.

“Punish me, then,” Jordan shifts on the bed, her movements fluid and feminine, designed to entice.  I reach down and try pumping up my flaccid cock.

“Tell me how much you need my thick cock,” I demand, my eyes locked on hers.

Jordan’s response is immediate, her voice filled with desire. “I’m so horny,” she admits, her cheeks becoming flush. “Getting fucked by a girl only made he hungry for your cock, Matty.”

“You gonna put it in your mouth?” I ask.

“Not this time,” Jordan says. “I need to feel you deep inside me. I need something hard between my wet thighs.”

Exhausted as I am, Jordan’s dirty talk is working for me. I can feel my dick responding to her call to action. The lust in her eyes spurs me on. I keep pumping and soon I’m stiff enough to show off my erection. 

I climb onto the bed, the mattress dipping slightly under my weight. Jordan yields to me, eagerly putting her thighs in the air and sticking her chest out, her body inviting and ready. Soli hands me a pillow, and I slide it under Jordan’s back, positioning her for more comfortable penetration. I lean down, bringing my face close to hers, our breaths mingling.

“I’m gonna fuck you,” I say, my voice low and husky. “When you’re good and ready.”

We kiss, our lips pressing firmly together, and I take a moment to play with her breast, feeling its weight and softness in my hand. She responds eagerly to my touch, spreading her legs wider under me, inviting me in. I run my fingers up her inner thigh, feeling her heat and wetness. Christ, she’s already so horny. I kiss her neck, my teeth grazing her skin, before I reach for the condom Soli has placed on the bed. I quickly roll it on, my movements efficient and purposeful.

With a swift, hard thrust, I enter her, no warning given. She bucks and squirms slightly, letting out a tiny groan. I pause, wondering if I’ve been too rough, but she meets my thrusts with her own, clenching and bucking back against me. I go deeper, harder this time, my body like steel as I push into her, making her gasp with pleasure. Her sighs fill the room as our bodies crash together and then release. My thighs and back burn with exertion, but it’s a pleasure-pain that I crave.

“Yes…oh, fuck!” Jordan squeals, her voice filled with ecstasy.

I’m sweating now, a drop of perspiration threatening to fall from my forehead onto Jordan’s chest. Soli’s hand reaches out, gently dabbing my forehead, her touch soothing and encouraging. I turn to look at her, her smiling face filled with love and lust. She’s enjoying this as much as we are.

“Look at my big powerful man,” Soli says, her voice a sultry purr. “Fuck that little girl. Fuck her hard.”

I ease Jordan’s thigh onto my shoulder, getting deeper inside her. She groans softly, her eyes closed in bliss. I play with her breasts, roughly twisting her nipples as our bodies collide and grind against each other. Her moans fill the air, a symphony of pleasure that spurs me on.

“I’m coming,” Jordan cries out, her voice a high-pitched wail. “Ohhhhaaaa!”

Her body clenches around me, and I give her a few more thrusts, chasing my own release. Stars erupt behind my eyes as I explode inside her, my body shuddering with the force of my orgasm.

“Oh, fuck,” Jordan says as I pull out, her body trembling with the aftermath of her own climax.

“That was great, you two,” Soli says, her voice soft and satisfied.

I slip off the condom and discard it before climbing back onto the bed on wobbly knees. I’m totally spent as I curl up beside Jordan, our bodies covered in a sheen of sweat. Soli moves to lay on Jordan’s other side, the two of them staring into each other’s eyes, sharing a private moment.

“You had fun, didn’t you?” Soli asks her, a soft smile playing on her lips.

“Yeah,” Jordan answers, her voice distant, lost in the aftermath of her orgasm.

“You liked watching me fuck her, didn’t you?” I say, a smug grin on my face.

“It was almost as good as getting fucked by you myself,” Soli answers, her eyes never leaving Jordan’s.

“I love you guys,” Jordan says, her voice filled with a sweet, girlish innocence.

We each lean in, kissing her on the cheek, nuzzling and caressing her and each other. Soon, all three of us are entwined in a tangle of limbs, our noses and lips meeting in an effortless give and take.

We share kisses and caresses, our bodies pressed together, the feeling of closeness between the three of us so cozy and right. It feels profoundly, perfectly natural to be like this, sharing and giving love freely.

Eventually, I get up and take a piss and then hop in the shower. The girls are snuggled together and they don’t take any notice of me as I look around for a pair of clean underwear. I should probably make a run to my own apartment soon to get some more clothes. At the least I’m going to have to do some laundry tomorrow.

“You’ve got a pair in the hamper on the dryer I think,” Soli says, looking up from her phone. “Or you could walk around hanging brain.”

“Yeah,” says Jordan. “We’re good with either one.”

I wag my junk a little, and Jordan smiles at my antics. But it can really only be cute for so long, and I’m getting the impression that everyone’s horniness levels are beginning to recede.

“Back in a sec,” I say.

Returning wearing a pair of underwear, I suggest that it’s time for dinner.

“Pizza?” I ask, half-hopeful.

“Again?” Soli groans from the tangle of sheets. “Meh.”

“Okay, okay,” I say. “You’re right. Enough takeout. I’ll make us some dinner.”

“Oh, I can help,” Jordan offers, propping herself up on one elbow.

“Fine,” Soli says, feigning exasperation as she rises, stretching like a cat. “I’ll help too.”

“Leave it all to me,” I say, waving them off. “You two still need a shower.”

“You’re a good man, Matty,” Soli says, grinning.

“Yeah, thanks,” Jordan echoes. She reaches over and takes Soli’s hand. “Soli, want to shower together?”

Soli gives her a sly smile. “Obviously.”

Jordan giggles, and the two of them disappear into the bathroom, the door clicking softly shut behind them.

I exhale and head into the kitchen, barefoot, the cool tile pressing up against my soles. There’s a calm in the apartment now, the sort that settles in after you’ve wrung all the lust out of a day. It feels good. Real.

I open the fridge. It’s a landscape of chaos: half a jar of sun-dried tomatoes, a tub of hummus with a post-it note that says "Don't throw out!", three eggs, an unopened bag of shredded mozzarella, half a red onion, a ziplock of pre-cooked quinoa, a wrinkled lemon, a block of feta, and a suspicious container of something that might’ve once been chili. In the crisper drawer, there’s spinach that’s somehow still good, one zucchini, and a lone bell pepper.

I close the door, then open it again like maybe it’s reset itself in the last three seconds. It hasn’t.

Still, I’ve worked with less.

I rummage through the cabinets and find olive oil, garlic, a can of chickpeas, a bag of pasta—rotini, the twisty kind—and a half-used container of red pepper flakes.

Game on.

I put a pot of salted water on to boil and set to work, slicing the red onion into thin arcs, tossing it in a pan with olive oil over low heat. The kitchen starts to fill with the smell of caramelizing onion and garlic, and I take my time with it, stirring slowly, letting the rhythm lull me into a meditative state.

I cube the zucchini and bell pepper and toss them in with the onions, letting them soften and pick up a little color. A handful of spinach goes in last, wilting almost instantly. I squeeze in half the lemon for brightness, then add the chickpeas and a bit of pasta water to deglaze the pan, watching as the steam billows up like some kind of alchemical experiment. I crumble in feta and mozzarella near the end, just enough to make it creamy and a little salty.

By the time the girls emerge from the bathroom, both of them wrapped in towels and giggling about something I can’t hear, the food’s done. I’m plating it, three bowls on the counter, a sprinkle of red pepper flakes and a little extra lemon zest on top—because why not?

Soli peeks into the kitchen. “Whoa, this smells amazing.”

Jordan leans over my shoulder. “What is this?”

“Improvised rotini with chickpeas, zucchini, spinach, and two kinds of cheese,” I say. “Or, uh… ‘Pantry Pasta à la Matty.’”

Soli gives me a kiss on the cheek. “You’re ridiculous. And perfect.”

“I’ll take ridiculous,” I say, handing her a bowl.

We settle into the couch again, still damp, wrapped in throw blankets and bath towels, eating from mismatched bowls. Outside, the sun’s starting to dip, casting a gold line across the floor. No one talks for a little while—not because there’s nothing to say, but because the silence feels earned.

“We could do this every weekend,” Jordan says. “This could just be our lives, spending time together like this.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

Soli has nothing to say so just contributes a deep, satisfied sigh which seems to capture the mood perfectly. 

Once we’re finished eating, the girls do the dishes and I start collecting my clothes and Soli’s from the bedroom hamper and the bathroom floor. By the time I’ve loaded the washing machine and thrown in the fabric softener, the girls have finished in the kitchen and are back on the couch.

“What should we watch?” Soli asks, thumbing through different titles on some streaming service or other.

“Oh, wait,” I say. “Office Space. Perfect. I’ve really been channeling this movie lately.”

Jordan navigates back and clicks on it.

“What’s it about?” she asks.

“You’ve never seen it? Oh, it’s a classic slacker comedy,” I say. “Maybe the classic slacker comedy.”

“But what’s it about?” Jordan asks again.

“Ron Livingston is an office worker who is fed up working for his soul crushing corporate job and decides to take revenge against the blandness and conformity of 90s work culture by scheming to rip the company off with his two best friends,” I say.

“It’s pretty great,” Soli says. “Jennifer Aniston is in it, too.”

“Okay,” Jordan says. “Let’s do it.”

We start the movie and settle in. At one point, Gary Cole as Bill Lumbergh appears giving his trademark “that would be great,” and Jordan’s face lights up.

“Oh this is what’s from,” Jordan says. “I knew this guy was a meme. I just never knew what it was a reference to.”

“Yep,” I say. “Now you know.”

Even though I’ve seen the movie plenty of times on Comedy Central, I know that if it had played a month ago I know I would have changed channels. I couldn’t have stomached it. Way back then, laughing at a guy wasting his life in an office cubicle just would have been impossible for me. The jokes just hit too close to home.

The eventual triumph of Ron Livingston’s character would have only reminded me of everything I wasn’t doing with my own life. And the fact that, in his carefree and enlightened state, he managed to get Jennifer Aniston for a girlfriend would have just pissed me off.

Now, though, I see it from the other side. I'm as free as the guy in this movie and then some. I’m able to live every day to the fullest. I’ve escaped the rat race, the constant pressure to make money and all of it thanks to a simple choice I made to walk away from it all and live the life I want instead of the one I thought I had to live.

I look over at Soli, the woman who made all of it possible and at Jordan, the woman she welcomed into both of our lives. I’m amazed that this is my life now, and it’s all here right in front of us.

“That was great,” Jordan says once the movie’s finished.

“They don’t make them like that anymore,” I say.

“So, now what do you want to do?” Soli asks.

“I’m going to do nothing,” I say. “And it’s everything I hoped it would be.”
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The following week involves much of the same. I’m waking up blissful every morning, and early too. Since I’ve been waking up without an alarm, Soli sleeping beside me, I’ve decided to go on runs together, and since Jordan needs a workout and doesn’t want to deal with weirdos at the gym, I invite her to join. It’s been three days now that we’ve been doing this. Soli stays behind. She’s still tired from driving late at night.

“Besides, I’m lazy,” she says while I sit on the edge of the bed. “You two go ahead. It’s nice to have something for you both to bond over.”

“You don’t mind?” I ask.

“No, you should,” she says. “She’s your girlfriend too now. You should be doing some one-on-one stuff together. I want to do one-on-one stuff with her, too.”

“Can I watch?” I ask, climbing onto the bed to bring my face closer to hers.

“Not exactly what I meant,” she says. “But of course you can watch us pick out clothes and paint our nails and stuff.”

“Those sound like the kind of intimate moments that could easily turn sexual,” I say.

“I would say that you’re being a horny teenager,” Soli says. “But the fact is you’re probably right.”

“Okay,” I say, leaning over to kiss her. “Running together can be something that Jordan and I do together. But don’t think that just because you aren’t running with us that I’m gonna let you get away with absolutely no exercise.”

Soli grins and we share a long kiss before I roll off the bed, feet still dangling and then plant on the floor.

“Save some strength for when you get back,” she says, grabbing the other pillow and wrapping it around herself.

“Can do,” I say.

It’s just after dawn when I meet up with Jordan outside her apartment. The air is cool in that fleeting, golden way Los Angeles mornings can be—before the sun decides to start cooking everything. We kiss hello and lace our fingers together as we head down the quiet road toward the park with the horse paddock.

The neighborhood is still stretching awake. Above us, the foothills glow pink and orange with early light, the San Gabriels rising rugged and blue-gray beyond the 210 freeway, already humming with traffic.

“This is so much nicer than a treadmill,” Jordan says as we reach the trailhead.

“Right?” I say. “I don’t have anything like this near my place.”

The trail is dusty and uneven, winding through low scrub and parched grass. A pair of rabbits dart out from the underbrush, startled, and we pause to watch them disappear into the chaparral.

“So, where is your apartment?” she asks as we fall into an easy jog.

“North Hollywood,” I say. “But it’s starting to feel more like a storage unit than a home. That can of marinara sauce I left in the fridge is probably mutating into a new life form.”

Jordan laughs. “So, like a fifteen-minute drive from here?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

She glances at me, her tone gentle. “Have you thought about making any changes to your living arrangement?”

“I have,” I admit. “I’ve thought about moving in with Soli. But even with how intense this connection is, it still feels... fast.”

The idea of bringing Jordan into that equation hovers in my brain—unspoken, not unwelcome, but definitely premature.

“But I’m not really getting much use out of the apartment, so something’s gotta give,” I add.

The trail bends toward a scenic overlook. In front of us, the valley stretches out in hazy gold, suburban rooftops glinting under the early light. A red-tailed hawk circles overhead, gliding on thermals. It lets out a piercing cry before perching on a distant power pole.

“Wow,” Jordan says, shading her eyes. “You forget how beautiful this city can be when you’re not staring at it through a windshield.”

“Seriously,” I say. “It’s like a secret world up here.”

Lizards skitter across sun-warmed rocks. Quail chatter from somewhere near the trees, their calls soft and insistent.

“So what’s your plan for the rest of the day?” she asks.

“Oh, you know,” she continues before I can answer. “Just work mostly. This is probably the highlight of my day.”

“Really?” I say, surprised.

She nods. “After this I’ll shower, get dressed, sit in traffic, deal with meetings. The usual grind.”

“Well,” I say, “I’m glad I can be part of the best part of your day.”

“Me too,” she says, giving my butt a playful swat. “Watching you in those shorts is a highlight too.”

We laugh. Up ahead, three riders on horseback approach, trotting steadily down the trail. We step off to the side and wave as they pass—two women and a man, all in wide-brimmed hats, their horses kicking up little puffs of dust.

“Morning!” one of them calls.

“Morning!” we respond in unison.

Once they pass, we pick up the jog again.

“So,” Jordan says, “what do you have going on today?”

It’s a perfectly reasonable question. And yet, my brain suddenly feels like it’s buffering.

“Well,” I say slowly, “after we get back, I’ll probably cook breakfast. Or she will. Then we’ll hang… She’ll go to work at some point in the afternoon, and then I’ll find something to do with myself.”

“Sounds fun,” Jordan says.

Her tone is neutral, but I can’t help wondering if there’s something a little envious buried in it. Or maybe that’s just me, feeling guilty about not having a plan, projecting envy where there’s none. Honestly, even to me it sounds a little indulgent.

“I guess when you don’t have a plan for the day, you always end up doing pretty much what you planned to,” I say.

She chuckles beside me, breath steady but just slightly elevated from the incline we’ve started up. The path here curves along a ridge, the city beginning to stretch wide below us in the morning haze. Clusters of mustard bloom yellow in the scrub, bees already hovering busily.

“You’re decompressing,” she says. “Maybe you’ve still got trauma from your last job and need time to recover.”

“That could be it,” I say. A rivulet of sweat works its way down my temple and I swipe at it with the back of my hand. “I’m not used to having nothing to do. But I can see that it’s growing on me fast. Like a rash.”

Jordan snorts. “Well, you got your butt out of bed to come running with me. That’s a ‘w’ right there.”

“Yeah, that’s something,” I say. “I’ve been taking better care of myself ever since I quit NovaCare. Now if I can just stay away from McDonald’s and crystal meth, I’ll be healthy as that horse.”

I point ahead as another trail rider rounds the bend—a shaggy white gelding ambling up the path, its rider tipping their cowboy hat in greeting. Jordan laughs. We both wave.

“It’s good that you’re taking care of yourself,” Jordan says. “But have you thought about next steps?”

“Well,” I say, my breath coming a little heavier as we crest a rise, “I do have some savings.”

I haven’t told her how much. She knows about the loan I gave Soli, so she knows it’s not nothing—but I doubt either of them knows the size of the nest egg I’ve been quietly sitting on, accruing interest and waiting for a purpose.

“That’s good,” she says. “You’ve got some space to figure things out.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But that’s something I need to figure out soon. This is bigger than me and my dream of doing nothing. It’s about all of us.”

“Office Space?” Jordan asks, grinning as she wipes sweat from her brow with her shirt hem.

“You know it,” I say. “The truth is I’ve been living like that guy. Just blissed out, feeling like I have everything I want and need in life.”

“Really?” she says. “That’s got to be an amazing feeling.”

“It is,” I say. “And I’m grateful. I can’t think of any time when I’ve been happier than I am right now… But there’s more to life than just being free. At some point, you’ve got to ask yourself, okay, I’ve got freedom from—but that also means I have freedom to. And what does that look like?”

We’re jogging downhill now, our pace picking up, the sound of our footfalls muffled slightly by the dusty trail. A gust of wind carries the faint tang of eucalyptus and the drier, earthier scent of creosote.

“Freedom is a burden, too,” I add, between breaths.

“I never thought about it like that,” Jordan says.

“Neither did I,” I say.

“What do you mean?” she grins. “You just said it.”

“Yes, but I wasn’t the first one to have the thought. Jean-Paul Sartre was.”

“Really?” she asks, not missing a beat.

“Well, maybe he wasn’t the first, but he’s the one who introduced me to the idea,” I say. “He believed that people were free—but that meant they had responsibility for everything that happens, and they couldn’t look away from it.”

“That’s pretty deep,” she says, her pace slowing just slightly as we near a bend where the sun breaks fully through the trees, casting long shadows across the trail. “Where did you learn that? I mean, I’ve never even heard of—what was his name?”

“Sartre,” I say. “Camus can do, but Sartre is smart-ruh. That’s how you can remember it.”

She laughs. “So where’d you learn about him?”

“Well, that little rhyme I got from The Simpsons,” I say. “But the stuff about radical freedom? That was from a philosophy class I took in college.”

“I didn’t know you went to college,” she says. “What was your major?” she asks.

“…philosophy,” I say, almost swallowing the word.

“You must be really smart,” she says.

“Eh,” I say.

“What does that mean? Eh?”

“People think philosophy is only for geniuses. But it’s not. Anyone can get into it. Most people get curious about philosophy at some point in their lives. Especially if they grew up religious but stopped believing.”

A scrub jay bursts out of a bush ahead of us, squawking indignantly as we approach. Jordan jumps slightly, then laughs. The morning is fully underway now. Her breathing has gone deeper, measured—like mine—but she still looks energized, alive.

“So, you decided to study philosophy after some kind of spiritual epiphany?” she asks.

“No, not exactly,” I say. “When I was eighteen, I started selling alarm systems door to door. It gave me a lot of time to read—because you can really only knock on so many doors before the sun sets. Plus, it actually helps to look a little bored. Like you’re just doing your job, not trying to sell them anything too hard. I’d usually carry a book, mostly as a conversation starter. Something I could use to go off-script and come across more like a real person than a salesman.”

We jog past a dog walker wrestling with a German shepherd that clearly wants to bolt. Jordan and I both instinctively veer wide, giving them space. The hill we’re on is steeper than it looked from below, and I feel the burn now in my thighs.

“Actually, now that I say it out loud, it sounds kind of nefarious,” I go on. “But it worked. People are more likely to open up when they see something a little off-pattern—like a guy holding Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance on their porch.”

She raises an eyebrow. “That’s the one you started with?”

“I picked it because I thought it was about motorcycles,” I admit. “Turns out, it’s more like a philosophical memoir. The narrator spends the whole book talking about this idea of quality—what it means, why it matters. There’s a whole subplot where he used to be a college instructor. He’s teaching rhetoric, I think. But he starts questioning the foundations of how people think. Eventually, the pressure and resistance he gets from the university kind of drives him over the edge.”

“Why did they push back on him?” Jordan asks.

“Well… it’s a little blurry what’s true and what’s novelized,” I say. “But in the book, the guy—Phaedrus, he calls his past self—just gets too radical for the faculty. They don’t like how far outside the box he’s thinking. That, plus the stress of it all, leads to a mental breakdown.”

“Whoa,” Jordan says, her voice tinged with sympathy and intrigue.

“Yeah,” I say. “I read that and thought, this could be me!”

She laughs, a short, surprised sound.

“But seriously, it got under my skin,” I say. “I thought about that book for years after reading it. And then at some point I picked up Meditations by Marcus Aurelius.”

“I’ve heard of that one,” Jordan says.

“Exactly, everyone has,” I say. “Stoicism’s kind of trendy now, but back then it wasn’t. That book led to another and then another. After three years of selling alarms, I had some savings and I figured I’d try community college. So, I did.”

The trail levels out for a bit. Jordan slows her pace slightly, and I follow suit. The rhythmic sound of our shoes on dirt and the occasional call of a crow overhead fills the silence between us.

“Then what happened?” she asks.

“I got my associate’s degree in two years. Then transferred to CSUN and studied philosophy. Two years after that, I graduated.”

“So you had a dream and followed through on it,” Jordan says. “What happened?”

“I got out and realized there was no real career path for me,” I say. “I knew I didn’t want to teach. So, I went back to selling. This time it was solar panels. Everyone tells you education is a golden ticket. That a degree opens doors. But it turns out some kinds of knowledge are valuable to people, and some aren’t. I had the second kind.”

“That’s too bad,” Jordan says softly.

“I don’t regret doing it,” I say. I kick a clod of dry earth off the trail and watch it tumble into the brush. “Still… knowing what I know now, it’s hard not to wonder what would’ve happened if I’d picked a different major. Or just fallen in love with something more practical.”

“Well, there’s still time, isn’t there?” she says. “Maybe you could do something with your degree.”

“I’ve thought about it,” I say, exhaling hard through my nose. “But I don’t have any better idea now than I did when I graduated.”

She glances sideways at me, brushing a strand of hair away from her sweaty forehead. “Maybe you could write something. Like… a book?”

It sounds like a shot in the dark—something people say when they want to be helpful and don’t know how. But I try not to shoot it down immediately.

“I’ve never written anything before,” I say. “But maybe.”

“Just a thought,” she says, voice gentler now. “I hate to see you struggling. And I want to help if I can.”

“Thanks, Jordan,” I say. “I’m glad I have you on my side.”

We run a little further in silence until the trail loops back toward the park. Our pace slows naturally as we begin to cool down, our breathing gradually syncing to a calmer rhythm. A few kids chase a soccer ball across the grass nearby, their shouts faint and cheerful in the distance.

“You know what I realized?” I say. “I told you about my philosophy degree before I told Soli. She still has no idea about it.”

“How do you feel about that?” she asks, keeping pace beside me as we leave the park's edge.

“Well, I had this flash of guilt for a second,” I say. “As if she should know first, but why? That doesn’t actually make sense.”

“You’re loyal to her,” Jordan says. “That’s not a bad thing. You want to be honest with her and share every part of yourself. So, you feel guilty because you’re not being as honest as you could be.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But it’s not like it’s a secret. I came close to telling her about it once, but it felt like bragging. I just didn’t share it right then. But I told you because you asked. Does that make sense?”

“The feeling makes sense,” she says. “I mean, it’s understandable. I think you should only feel guilty if you didn’t want her to know for some reason.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I say. “But I think maybe that there’s another lesson in here somewhere. I might have also been avoiding talking about philosophy because I’m embarrassed that I’m not doing anything with it. Like, the more people I tell, the more real it becomes and the more I have to do something about it.”

“When you put it like that,” she says, “I think you should tell as many people as possible. Fear of embarrassment can weigh you down, but you can also harness it to keep yourself accountable and make sure you actually do the things you say you’re going to.”

“Yeah,” I say. “You’re so right.”

We slip into a companionable silence as we leave the park behind and pass under the overpass, where a white van is still parked in the exact same spot it's always in, looking like it’s never moved. The concrete overhead is stained dark in patches, and streaks of crusted bird shit cake the sidewalk beneath it. A lone pigeon coos from a ledge above, eyeing us with casual disdain.

On the other side of the underpass, we hit the shoulder of Foothill Boulevard. Cars rush by in waves, close enough that we feel the gusts of wind they leave behind. The sidewalk is narrow here, hemmed in by weeds and chain-link fences guarding light industrial buildings and storage yards. Jordan walks on the inside, away from traffic, her arms folded loosely across her chest now that the chill is setting in from our sweat.

I still have no better idea about what I want to be doing with myself, but somehow, I feel lighter. Like the simple act of talking through it has shifted the weight.

We reach the apartment complex, a low, sun-faded building set back just a little from the boulevard.

“Thanks for talking with me,” I say. “You’re a great listener.”

I lean in to kiss her, and our faces hover close for a breath. My arms find her waist, and she rests her hands on my chest.

“Glad I could help,” she says. “I had fun, too. Thanks for saving me from having to work out with those assholes at the gym. Now I’m going to go in and take a shower.”

“They could be waiting for you in there,” I say. “We’d better shower together. For protection.”

She smiles, but it’s already halfway to an eye roll. She checks her watch.

“Rain check?” she says. “A shower together sounds great, but I’ve got to sit in traffic and be at work. I don’t think I could really be present for it.”

“Say no more,” I say. “We can catch up at Soli’s tonight for dinner.”

“Cool,” she says, lifting her face to mine for one quick goodbye kiss. Then she turns and goes inside. Soli is sitting on the couch curled up with a cup of tea when I enter.

“How was your run?” Soli asks as I enter.

“Enlightening,” I say. “Wanna take a shower together?”

“Sure!” Soli says.

She finishes the last dregs of tea and hops up from the couch and I swat her affectionately on the butt. I may have no idea what I want to do for work, but there is no universe in which this isn’t me enjoying my best life. Career prospects? Kinda uncertain. Having a relationship with two amazing women at the same time? Nothing uncertain about that.


24. 

After Soli leaves for work, I’ve got the place to myself. The morning’s conversation with Jordan keeps replaying in my head. It lit a spark under me. I can’t just coast. It’s time to stop treating this like a holiday and start acting like someone who gives a damn. So, I spend the rest of the day plotting out my plans for world domination. When Soli gets home, I greet her at the door and we sit and talk. She tells me about her day, and I’m just a little bit coy about mine. Not long after, girlfriend number two arrives and I take it as my queue to start dinner.

I open the fridge and take stock: zucchini, eggs, leftover rice, and a block of sharp cheddar. Not bad. I start with the rice, crisping it in sesame oil with garlic and scallions until it’s golden and nutty. While that sizzles, I grate the cheese, slice up the zucchini into thin coins, and crack the eggs into a bowl with a splash of soy sauce. The smell fills the kitchen—comforting, savory, alive. I toss it all together in the pan, stir-frying until the eggs are barely set, the cheese melted, and the zucchini just tender enough to still bite back. I add chili crisp at the end, just a little, for kick.

Within twenty minutes, the apartment smells like I actually know what I’m doing. After everything has had time to sizzle, I know it’s done. Then I raise the idea of a group meeting.

“Uh-oh,” Soli says, arching an eyebrow as she settles onto a stool. “Sounds serious.”

“No, not at all,” I say, scooping food onto a plate and handing it to her. “Just some things I’ve been thinking about.”

“Like what?” Jordan asks, reaching across the counter for her glass of water.

“Like, I think it’s time for me to go spend some time at my own apartment,” I say, watching their reactions carefully. “I’ve been pretty much living here for weeks, and while that’s been fine—great, actually—it’s too easy for me to treat this as one long vacation. You two go off to your jobs and I just veg. I need to get serious and focused again.”

“I see what you mean,” Jordan says, nodding slowly as she sets her glass down.

“Yeah,” Soli adds, picking at her food. “It makes sense.”

“I’ll still be around, of course,” I say, trying to keep the mood light. “Just on nights and weekends. And maybe, down the road, once I’ve got myself more settled, then we can start thinking about a place for all three of us.”

Soli perks up. “Are you talking, like, a house?”

“The thought crossed my mind, yeah,” I say with a half-shrug, half-grin.

No idea what the bedroom situation would be. Would we each have our own rooms? Some kind of rotating schedule? Thankfully, we can work out the details down the road.

“A house? Here? In LA?” Soli says, squinting at me like I’ve suggested colonizing Mars.

“Do you have any idea what houses cost here, Matty?” Jordan asks, raising an incredulous brow.

“Well, that’s the other thing I wanted to bring up,” I say, wiping my hands on a dish towel. “I have money. Kinda more than I let on.”

“Okay…” Soli says slowly. “How much more?”

“About two hundred thousand,” I say. “A little less, actually.”

Soli’s fork clinks against her plate. “You’ve got two hundred thousand dollars?” she says, blinking at me. “What the hell were you doing working for those slimeballs at that company?”

“Well, that’s the thing,” I say, leaning back against the counter. “I was getting a commission on every sale, and it added up. I was saving up to retire early. Or to have a financial parachute, or whatever. I told you I was making good money there, but I never let on how good. I wanted to wait until we got to know each other better. Money can screw up relationships, and the problem isn’t always that there isn’t enough of it.”

Soli nods slowly, chewing on that.

“I get that,” she says at last. “I was curious. I’m glad you brought it up so we’re all clear on it. Not that you can just buy a house with your savings. Even if it is a lot.”

“That’s true,” I say. “But I didn’t mean just buy one outright.”

“It’s enough for a downpayment though,” she says. “Or something else.”

She’s trying to keep her tone even, but there’s a brightness in her eyes, a giddiness she doesn’t quite suppress. This is good news. For all of us. Even if it’s too soon to talk about “spreading the wealth,” this money has the potential to unlock doors we hadn’t even dared knock on yet.

“And you don’t have any regrets about leaving?” Jordan asks, watching me closely.

“No,” I say. “Absolutely not. That company was sketchy and toxic and some of what they were doing was probably illegal. It definitely seemed that way by the end. I owe you, Soli. Thanks for snapping me out of it and showing me just how bad NovaCare was.”

Soli raises her water glass in a toast, and I clink mine against it.

“And Jordan,” I say, turning to her, “you helped me realize that I need to treat this time as an opportunity and not waste it. I don’t have to find another job right away, which is great, because I really don’t want one. But I’ve figured out what I do want to be doing.”

I lean in just a little, hands braced on the edge of the counter. They lean in too, amused, sensing I’m building toward something.

“I’m going to write a philosophy blog,” I say, deadpan.

“A blog?” Soli asks, grinning.

“Not a blog, technically,” I say. “Well—maybe there will be a blog. And a podcast. But I’ll be publishing on Substack and Medium and places like that to start, while I’m building an audience. I know it’s going to be hard, and I’ll need to devote a lot of time to it. I’ll probably never make anywhere close to as much money as I was making with NovaCare, and I may not make anything—”

“No, don’t do that to yourself,” Jordan says, shaking her head. “Don’t shoot down your idea before you’ve even given it a chance. Self-doubt will come later. For now, just let yourself go crazy and imagine what could be.”

“Yeah,” Soli chimes in. “Who knows? Maybe it’ll be a huge success.”

“Thanks,” I say, genuinely touched. “I’m just trying to keep my expectations realistic. There’s so much free content out there already—it’s a miracle if you can find someone who’ll actually pay to read your work.”

“True,” Soli says, swirling her fork. “But miracles happen every day. People are out there making money. You’re persistent. You can deal with rejection.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “Besides, it can still be your passion project, even if it’s not your full-time thing.”

“That’s true,” I admit. “But I will need lots of time to get things set up. I’ve gotta spend a ton of time reading, and I’ve never written anything before—at least not outside of school papers. It’ll take a while before my writing doesn’t suck. I have to budget time to learn my craft. It’s gonna be a lot of work.”

“You’re excited,” Soli says, eyes glinting. “I can see it in your face. You’re trying to talk yourself down, tell yourself to go slow and steady. But just from looking in your eyes, I can tell how much you want this.”

I smile, caught. She’s right.

“I’m really happy for you, Matty,” Jordan says, her voice soft. “We both are. You’re starting a new chapter and doing something you’re passionate about.”

“This can be a new chapter for all of us,” I say, stepping around the counter to place a hand on each of their shoulders. “This money I saved—it doesn’t have to just be for me. I want it to benefit us all. I don’t know exactly how yet, but if I can help either of you achieve your dreams in any way, I want to do it.”

“Aww, thanks, Matty,” Jordan says, reaching up to squeeze my hand.

“I love us,” Soli says. “I love our throuple.”

“Me too,” I say. “I couldn’t do this without you guys. I wouldn’t want to.”

We lean in and share a three-way kiss—awkward, affectionate, a little silly. Our noses bump. Jordan giggles. We all press in again, lips puckered just enough to make it work, and when we finally part, the room feels warmer, more anchored. Like something important just clicked into place.

Soli spears a few more bites of rice, grinning at her plate. Jordan carries hers over to the sink and scrapes the last bits into the compost bin.

“So,” Soli says, stretching her arms overhead, “what shall we get into tonight? We should celebrate this news, right? Consecrate your blog, or whatever?”

“I was thinking that I would sleep at my place,” I say, holding up my hands as if trying to apologize.

“Okay, so go sleep over there,” Soli says, a playful sneer spreading across her face. “That doesn’t mean you have to rush off.”

“She’s right,” Jordan says, brushing her hair over her shoulders as she sets a washed plate in the drying rack. “I had a long day full of stress, and I could really use someone to fuck all that stress and anxiety out of me.”

“Well,” I say. “When you put it like that, what kind of a boyfriend would I be if I just my two girls alone and unsatisfied?”

“The kind of guy who looks up and realizes he no longer has two girlfriends,” Soli says. We all laugh.

“Fine,” I say. “You’ve twisted my arm.”

“Not yet,” Jordan says. “But we can, if that’s what you’re into.”

I smile, putting a finger to my chin. It gives me an idea. There’s something I haven’t tried yet, but this may the perfect opportunity.

“I don’t think you really want to hurt me,” I say. “And I don’t want to hurt either of you. But, a little bit of domination roleplay? That could be fun. What do we think?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” Jordan says, playfully saluting.

“Call me Master Sir,” I say. They both laugh, and so do I. “Finish up here and join me in the bedroom. Don’t take long.”

The girls smile at each other and I leave to wait for them in the bedroom, my mind full of possibilities of what we could get into. I’m wondering how far to take things. I haven’t forgotten what Soli said about how she likes to be dominant with girls. With guys, she likes to be the one not in control. My hunch is that Jordan wants the same. We’ll put my theory to the test.

So, I strip down to my boxers while I’m waiting for them and have a seat at the edge of the bed. I don’t slouch, for once. I sit with my back straight and I’m aware of my own inner masculinity. Power comes from within, and I want to radiate it out from my core for both of my lovely ladies to enjoy. To do that, I have to accept my role as the dominant one, directing their pleasure and heightening it. I take a deep breath and take notice of every part of my body. I think about the two of them and what I could make them do. When they enter, they find me almost meditative, except that I’ve already got a hard-on.

“Somebody’s ready,” Soli says. I smile gently but put a finger to my lips, letting them know that the time for talking is over.

“You’ll listen, but you won’t speak,” I say, calmly but firmly. “You’ll do exactly as I say. Put your trust in me and you won’t have to think of anything else.”

Soli runs two fingers over her lips to say she’s zipping them. Jordan gives a little nod.

“Good,” I say. “Jordan, I want you to kiss Soli.”

Jordan turns to face Soli. She reaches up and runs her hand down Soli’s face. Soli’s pupils dilate slightly, her lip goes slack. Her eyes are lidded as Jordan presses her lips to hers. The kiss deepens and Soli gives back the same passion that Jordan gives her.

“That’s good,” I say. “Now I want you to undress each other. Tops first.”

Soli sighs contentedly as Jordan’s hands move spread over her belly and move up to slide her top up. The flowery top comes off easily as Soli lifts her arms. She’s not wearing a bra and when Jordan tosses the top aside, Soli’s pert nipples are exposed. She grabs them and rubs, pressing them together.

“Her next,” I say, not unkind but not smiling either.

Soli’s hands leave her own breasts and she reaches out to unbutton Jordan’s work blouse one at a time. As she works her way down from the collar, Soli plants small kisses on Jordan’s neck. When she’s finished unbuttoning, the blouse hangs open.

“Turn around and let her take the blouse off you,” I tell Jordan.

Jordan slowly turns her back to Soli and slowly helps her slide the blouse off.

“Unhook her bra,” I say. Soli complies, dropping it on the floor with the blouse. “Now turn around.”

Jordan turns back and there’s this short but delicious moment where the two of them are looking at each other hungrily but doing nothing. They’re in my power, or willing to pretend they are. And I can tell from how fast their chests are rising and falling, the sound of their breath, that they’re both enjoying.

“Kiss each other,” I say, “Don’t be too gentle.”

This time, the two girls come together even more passionately than before. Their chests press against each other as their lips meet, tongues mingling as they rub and touch each other’s bodies, tasting each other. I’m not just stiff. Now I’m rock-solid watching the two of them. I can see the fire building between them and I have to stoke it carefully, letting it grow without burning out of control.

Soli’s hands roam across the slope of Jordan’s ass, then her fingers come around to the front of Jordan’s jeans. Soli starts to undo Jordan’s jeans.

“Stop,” I say.

Both girls look at me. Soli groans at me, her lips locked tightly.

“Do you want permission to speak?” I ask with a smile. Soli nods vigorously. “Permission granted.”

“She’s ready,” Soli says.

“I’ll tell you when she’s ready,” I say. “Don’t do anything with her until I say.”

Soli looks at me with a mix of frustration and arousal. She would resent getting ordered around like this in some other context. But in the bedroom, it’s just what she wants and I know it. She’s horny and getting more hot and bothered by the minute.               

“Tease her first,” I say. “Jordan, you do the same.”

The girls resume kissing and touching each other, now touching each other’s pussy through their jeans. After a few minutes of this, I can sense how ready they both are.

“Okay, Soli,” I say. “It’s time to take off Jordan’s pants.”

Soli casts a look at me, then makes a show of looking away. I grin, loving this rebellious streak in her that’s asserting itself even when she’s being outwardly submissive. Soli reaches down and undoes Jordan’s button, then she zips down her jeans. I can hear Jordan’s breathing getting faster as Soli helps her out of the tight jeans, letting them pool on the floor. I can smell how wet Jordan is from the bed. She clenches her thighs together shyly, covering the wet patch on the front of panties with a hand. 

“Come here,” I say. “I want to see how wet you are.”

Jordan moves a few steps closer to me, her legs rubbery.

“Spread your legs,” I say.

Jordan does as I say, her panties soaking wet now.

“Now go take off Soli’s pants,” I say.

Jordan turns and quickly undoes Soli’s jeans. Then she wraps her fingers through two belt loops and yanks the jeans down Soli’s shapely ass. The quick jerk causes Soli’s panties to slide down too, exposing her bare pussy. Soli makes a theatrical “o” with her lips, covering her mouth with her manicured fingers. I quietly admire how game she is for this. She’s clearly enjoying herself.

“Good girls,” I say. “Now, on your knees. Both of you.”

The girls kneel on the hardwood together, staring up at me with expectant expressions.

“Crawl over to me,” I say. “Slowly.”

Both girls rise to their knees and make their way to the edge of the bed where they stop.

“Good,” I say, freeing my stiff cock and balls from my boxers. “Since Soli already has her panties off, I’m going to fuck her first.”

Both girls nod.

“Jordan,” I say. “I’ll need a condom. Rise and take it from the end table. Then bring it here.”

Jordan moves to comply with my command. My eyes are locked on Soli’s. Her expression is one of pure desire and expectation.

“You’re loving this, aren’t you?” I ask Soli.

She smiles, still kneeling in front of me and lifts one shoulder in a little shrug. I don’t know. I smile back, loving my playful girl when she’s acting bratty. Jordan comes to stand next to me with the condom.

“Put it on me,” I say.

Jordan tears the wrapping off the condom and then slides it over my erect cock.

“Have a seat on the bed, Jordan,” I say. “Don’t go far.”

She has a seat on my left side.

“Soli,” I say, spreading my legs a little wider on the floor. “Get up here, baby.”

Soli climbs into my lap.

“Kiss me,” I say. “And from now on, feel free to make as much noise as you want.”

“Thank you, Master Sir,” she says, her voice a sultry whisper. She leans in, her lips meeting mine in a passionate kiss. As we kiss, she wiggles her hips, grinding down on my cock, taking me inch by inch into her wet, eager pussy. She starts to ride me, her movements fluid and confident, cowgirl style. Her hips roll and grind, taking control and setting the pace. I can feel every inch of her, her tightness and wetness driving me wild.

We break apart, our breaths ragged and eyes locked onto each other. I lean back, propping myself up on my elbows, a dominant smirk playing on my lips.

“I’m gonna fuck you and kiss her at the same time,” I say, my voice a low growl. “How does that make you feel?”

Soli’s response is immediate, her voice filled with desire. “So fucking horny,” she purrs, her hips never stopping their relentless motion, riding me with purpose.

I lean back further, giving myself room to maneuver. I turn my head to the side, beckoning Jordan with a crook of my finger. She leans in, her lips meeting mine in a deep, passionate kiss. Our tongues dance together as I explore her mouth, my hands reaching up to tangle in her hair, holding her to me.

All the while, Soli continues to ride my cock, her movements unbroken, her moans filling the air, a symphony of pleasure that spurs me on. I pause our kiss to look at Soli, taking in the sight of her body moving above me, her breasts bouncing with each roll of her hips.

I hold Jordan's gaze for a moment longer, then turn my attention back to Soli, who is riding me with increasing fervor. Her breaths are coming in short, sharp gasps, her body glistening with sweat. I reach up, grabbing her hips, my fingers digging into her soft flesh as I help her ride me harder, faster.

"That's it," I growl, my voice low and encouraging. "Fuck me, Soli. Fuck me ‘till you cum."

She leans back, her hands on my thighs for leverage as she bounces up and down on my length, taking me deeper with each descent. Her moans grow louder, more desperate, and I can feel her body tensing, her muscles coiling as she chases her orgasm.

Jordan, not to be left out, starts kissing and sucking on my neck, her hands roaming my chest, adding to the sensory overload. I'm sandwiched between two incredible women, their bodies moving against mine, their moans and whimpers filling my ears.

Soli's movements become erratic, her breaths coming in short, sharp pants. "I'm close," she gasps, her eyes locked onto mine. "So close, Master Sir."

I lean up, capturing one of her nipples in my mouth, sucking and biting gently, adding to her pleasure. She cries out, her body shuddering as she reaches her peak. Her pussy clenches around me, milking my cock, and I can feel my own orgasm building, spurred on by her release.

"Cum for me, Soli," I growl against her skin. "Cum all over my cock."

She obeys, her body convulsing as she cums hard, her juices coating my cock, making me slick and wet. The sensation sends me over the edge, and I cum with her, my cock pulsing as I fill the condom, my body shaking with the force of my release.

We ride out our orgasms together, our bodies moving in sync, our breaths mingling, our hearts pounding as one. Soli collapses forward, her body spent, her chest heaving as she tries to catch her breath. I wrap my arms around her, holding her to me, our bodies slick with sweat and sex.

“Holy shit,” she gasps, her voice betraying her amazement. “That was hot.”

I smile, a sense of satisfaction washing over me. “Was it just what you needed?” I ask softly, my lips brushing against her ear.

“Oh, yeah,” she replies, looking straight into my eyes, her gaze intense and honest. “That was perfect.”

Jordan, not wanting to be left out, chimes in from her spot on the bed. “Hey, you two!” she says, her voice playful and demanding. “Is somebody going to get me off, now?”

We both laugh. Soli climbs off me, her body moving with a newfound grace and confidence. I start to gather my clothes off the floor, not in any rush to leave.

“Can you take care of her for me?” I say to Soli, a smirk playing on my lips as I pull on my t-shirt. “I need to get going.”

Jordan pouts, sticking her tongue out at me in a playful display of annoyance. “You’re not going to stay and watch?” she asks, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

“I told you,” I reply, my voice playful. “I’m sleeping at my place tonight. I need to get some rest.”

Jordan rolls her eyes, but I can see the smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Don’t worry,” I add, leaning in to give her a quick kiss on the forehead. “I’m leaving you in very capable hands.”

Soli wraps an arm around Jordan from behind, nuzzling her neck as she catches my eye over Jordan’s shoulder. “I’ve got her,” she says, grinning. “You just worry about getting your precious eight hours, old man.”

“Wow,” I say, grabbing my socks from beside the bed. “Didn’t realize I was dating two bullies.”

Jordan snorts. “Please. You love it.”

She’s right. I do. I linger in the doorway a moment longer than I probably need to, watching them settle back against the pillows, tangled up and laughing about something already out of earshot. It hits me then. The feel isn’t regret, not even quite sadness. It’s closer to that feeling that comes from leaving a warm room for the cold outside, even when you know it’s all you can do.

“Night, you two,” I say softly, one hand on the doorframe.

“Night, Matty,” they call out, almost in unison. Soli adds, “Don’t be a stranger.”

“I’ll text you when I get in,” I say, and I mean it. I want them to know I’m thinking of them, even when I’m not in the bed beside them.

Then I’m gone, the door clicking shut behind me.


25.

Waking up alone in my apartment isn’t nearly as lonely as I’d imagined it would be. It feels more like I’m back from an amazing vacation. It feels like a dream, and I have to keep reminding myself that those two beauties are really mine and are waiting for me.

I make myself coffee in my little french press, and for the first time I’m grateful I didn’t bring it with me to Soli’s place. It helps me get back into my routine and focus on what I’ve got ahead of me. I pour just a little hot water into the bottom, enough to soak the grounds. Then I wait a minute, or about a minute, then fill up the rest. As I’m waiting for the coffee to step, I look out the little window above my sink at the first light of morning. I’ve got the whole day ahead of my and I know just how I’m going to spend it.

Books; that’s what my whole day will consist of. A smile creeps across my face as I realize that this will be the first time in years, since college really, when I’ll be able to devote myself entirely to studying philosophy and thinking about what I’m reading. No pressure, no rushing around. Just pure leisure.

Aristotle had this to say about work; we are unleisurely so that we can enjoy being leisurely. I drink my coffee slowly and let the concept run through my mind. The Greeks didn’t understand doing work for its own sake. They understood what we modern people have forgotten. Life is for living and work is just the thing we need to do which makes that life possible. Try telling that to Hamlet, or anyone at NovaCare, and to them it would be like speaking Greek even if you used plain English.

So, I drink my coffee leisurely for about an hour or so. When my coffee cup is empty, I stretch a little and then get down on the floor, feeling the cool hardwood under my palms. As I do pushups, my eyeline passing under the bed where weeks of dust has accumulated. Got to do something about that today. More tasks keep piling up, but instead of feeling frustration I’m glad for it. There’s one thing that hanging out all day can’t get you, and that’s the satisfaction of making order out of chaos.

As I count off pushups, I try to count the number of days since I walked out on NovaCare. It’s been two weeks, at least. But is it ten days or more? When I finish my set, I look at the calendar. It was Sunday, I know that. Right, two Sundays ago. Today is Thursday, so actually it’s been more like three weeks. Three weeks and absolutely no contact. It’s not like I was expecting Hamlet to call crying and begging me to come back, but I was expecting something. At the very least, I assumed Chelsea or someone in HR was going to call rather to harang me or get my side of the story. But it’s been complete radio silence. Oh, well. I guess I haven’t checked my mailbox in a while. Maybe my final paycheck’s waiting for me. Maybe I’m lucky it will come with some vague threat included in Hamlet’s scrawl. Seems like his style.

Not worth thinking about that yet, though. I finish up with my sets and grab a quick shower. When I step out, I check my phone. It’s from Soli.

Good morning (sunshine emoji)

Still in my towel, I start a video call.

“Hey,” Soli says, her voice still carrying the traces of sleep. “How’d you sleep?”

“I hugged my pillow all night,” I say.

“I humped mine,” says Jordan’s voice.

Soli tilts the camera in Jordan’s direction. Her blonde hair is hanging in her face, covering her eyes. She brushes it aside as she sits up.

“You’re both still in bed?” I say. “Sleeping with Soli is making you lazy.”

“I’ve corrupted her,” Soli says, tilting the phone back to her face.

“Miss you two,” I say.

“It’s been ten hours,” Soli says with a grin.

“It feels like twelve,” I say.

“Okay, I’m getting up,” Jordan says.

“Oh!” Soli says. “Want to see what you’re missing?”

She points the camera back at Jordan, catching her as she gets up to pee. She waves dismissively, hair still hanging over her eyes. But her bare ass is visible as she stumbles towards the bathroom. My cock twitches just a little in my boxers at the loveliness of the sight.

“Like that?” Soli asks. “Well, she’s all mine. Not sharing.”

“Careful,” I say. “I may be in monk mode right now, but if you keep teasing me like this I might come a huffin and puffin to blow your house down.”

She tugs at her chin.

“Not by this you won’t,” she says.

“You don’t have any hairs on your chinny, chin, chin,” I say.

“And I’m definitely no pig,” Soli says.

“Me neither!” Jordan calls from the bathroom.

“Point taken,” I say. “Have a great day. I love you both.”

“Aww, thanks sweetie,” Soli says.

“I thought I was your sweetie,” Jordan says as she reenters the room. Soli aims the phone at Jordan, still nude. She rests her fists on each hip in a gesture of mock annoyance. Soli switches to the front cam, giving an exaggerated eye-roll. Then in a blink, they’re gone.

I finish toweling off thinking how glad I am to have my own space. Those two are distractions. The best possible distractions that a man could ask for, but still. I need to focus today. I throw on some clothes and then start sweeping up the place. Once the dust bunnies are taken care of, I go for the box of books in the corner of the room. They’re dusty. I haven’t thumbed through any of them in years. I used to have a big collection of philosophy books but I traded or sold most of them years ago. These are the ones that survived the purge.

I flip through Will Durant’s The Story of Philosophy. It’s a classic. Durant practically created philosophy for a popular readership. I start reading random sections, not trying to study as much as absorb the material. I notice the way that Durant brings the reader into the stories of these men who shaped the way that other people think. He sprinkles in little tidbits of theory, too. But what he really succeeds in doing is making connections between different thinkers in different places and time. This is what I need to be doing, I think. If I want to make philosophy interesting to people, I’ve got to do what Will Durant does with this book.  

I sit in my computer chair, reading by the light coming through my window and occasionally glancing at my laptop on the desk in front of me. Every time I look at it and get the idea to start writing something, I turn my attention back to the book. Not yet, I think. I pass five or six hours this way, picking up a different book and reading it all, finding creative reasons why I’m not quite ready to pick up my laptop. I have an idea for an article, and then I think of some other book that I could use to research the subject, and then I have the perfect excuse to dive in and keeping reading until I have another thought that sends me in a new direction.

Finally, I stand up and stretch. I’m getting a crick in my neck from sitting too long. I remember to check the mail. The mailbox is full, but there’s nothing interesting. I use autopay for bills and so the rest is mostly coupons and junk. Nothing from NovaCare. Okay, maybe they’re making me sweat after the way that I left, dragging out paying my last check for as long as they possibly can. I can’t say I’m surprised.

I walk back around the building, and I’m about to head up to my apartment when the door of my neighbor below swings open. I’ve seen her a few times — always in business attire, hair neat, posture sharp — the kind of woman who probably has her morning routines down to the minute. But we’ve always been on opposite schedules, just exchanging a passing “hi” now and then. Ships in daylight.

Today’s different.

She’s looking straight at me, and for a second, her face shows surprise. Not just surprise, but something more — like my appearance outside her door disrupted some personal hypothesis.

“You’re back,” she says.

“Um, yeah,” I say.

She vanishes into her apartment before I can explain. I freeze — one foot on the step up to my place, the other hovering in indecision. What could she want?

Then she reappears, holding a thick envelope. Her outfit catches me now — the kind of slate-gray pantsuit that says downtown professional, but it fits like it was tailored. A pale blouse underneath, soft-looking, with just one button left open at the top — enough to suggest confidence, not accident. She’s wearing low heels, understated jewelry, a light touch of lipstick. Put together, but not trying too hard. Her hair’s swept to one side, a few strands framing her face in a way that feels effortless — though I’d bet money it isn’t.

“This got delivered to my place,” she says. Her voice is calm, but the envelope trembles slightly in her hand.

I take it and look at the return address.

NovaCare Solutions.

Great, I think. It’s my check. But something about the thickness of the envelope suggests otherwise.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I would have slipped it under your door, but I didn’t see you. I thought you’d moved out and I didn’t want to throw it away. I used to work in the mail room, so I know just by looking at a letter when it’s the kind of thing you need to hand deliver.”

“Um, thanks–”

“Natalie,” she says. “And you’re Matteo, right?”

“Yeah,” I say, my eyes still fixed on the letter as if by staring I could divine its contents. “Do you remember how long ago this came?”

“Last week,” Natalie says. “Like I said, I’m sorry. I would have given it to you sooner, I just didn’t know how. I kept expecting to see you around sometime, but I stopped seeing your car parked on the street…”

“I was away,” I mutter, distracted. “Girlfriend’s apartment.”

“Well,” she says, brushing a lock of hair from her face. “There it is.”

I tear open the letter.

“You don’t have to read it right now,” Natalie says, probably looking for some opportunity to extricate herself from this situation any further. But it’s too late as my eyes are already scanning the letter.

“Legal department?” I read. “Defamation? Oh, what the hell?”

I read on, trying to understand the weird funhouse mirror version of the day I quit that they’re presenting. Apparently, I didn’t just walk out by caused a “visible disturbance” and “inflicted harm” that must be rectified.

“Those assholes,” I growl. They’re trying to shut me up. They’re afraid I’ll start telling tales about what NovaCare is doing, so they’re going on the offensive. “I can’t believe they’d stoop to this. What am I saying? Of course I can.”

I resist the urge to throw the letter on the ground, instead clutching my temple and groaning.

“Sorry,” Natalie says, filling this awkward beat with the only response she can think of.

“No, Natalie,” I say. “I’m sorry. You’re not involved in this, but you did the right thing by giving me this letter. Really, thank you.”

“Maybe you should call a lawyer,” she says.

“I’m calling the office,” I say, taking out my phone.

“That would be a bad idea,” she says.

She’s probably right, but I’m already calling. I want to hear Chelsea’s voice as she struggles to defend what they’re doing here. I tell myself that I’m in control, that I can avoid saying something that will only sink me further into trouble.

It doesn’t matter. As soon as I press the phone to my ear, I hear that pre-recorded voice they all use say, “Sorry. The number you have dialed is not in service at this time.”

I check to make sure I’ve dialed the right number, then I try again.

“Not in service?” I say. “Their phones are down? Do I have to go down there myself?”

The question wasn’t addressed to Natalie, but since I’m lost in my own self-pity, she chimes in.

“I really think you shouldn’t do that. I know it seems scary, but people sue people. It happens. I deal with legal issues all the time. Let a lawyer handle it. That’s what they’re for.”

I feel a sinking in my gut. Lawyers? Really? I can feel my mood spiralling already. This is going to be a huge hassle and eat my day, my time and money as I have to defend myself. Okay, just breathe. Breathe, Matty.

“Contacting a lawyer makes sense,” I say.

“Do you know any?” Natalie asks.

“No,” I say.

“Give me your phone,” she says.

I hand over my phone and she programs a number in.

“This is your lawyer?” I ask.

“That’s my number,” she says. “I haven’t used her in a while, and I don’t have her current number, so I have to look it up. She’s good, though. I’ll find her contact and share it with you.”

“Thanks, Natalie,” I say. “Sorry you got dragged into this.”

“It’s okay,” she says. “If it’s any consolation, I’ve been there. I mean, I don’t know all the details, but I know what it’s like to get blind-sided out of nowhere. Getting a letter like that is like finding out you have cancer.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s exactly how I feel right now.”

“But it’s not really that bad,” Natalie says. “It just feels like it is. You’ll be okay. Look at me, I’m a survivor. Not of cancer, I didn’t mean it like that. But I’ve been sued. It’s not the end of the world.”

Her phone rings inside her apartment.

“I’ll get you Donna’s contact, but now I’ve got to go,” she says.

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

She gives me a smile so small that it’s almost possible to miss it, but then it grows and seems to radiate with sincerity. Then, she retreats into the apartment and closes the door behind her.

I drag my heavy legs up the stairs to my apartment. I can feel the anger rising inside me, and I take a deep breath trying to let it out. It’s not just the time and money I’ll be wasting defending myself in court. It’s the betrayal. Et tu, Hamlet? I knew NovaCare was shady, but I underestimated how far they would go to punish people who know it.

I’m pacing the floor, boiling with rage, replaying the whole thing in my head — except this time, it’s worse. Way worse. In the mental cut of the scene, I’m unhinged: yelling, threatening, unloading on everyone in the office. I imagine snatching the letter from the legal department and jamming it into Hamlet’s smug face, forcing him to choke it down. He sobs, getting paper cuts on his tongue, telling me with his eyes that he knows he deserves it. Then I’m screaming at Chelsea, at Tina from HR, at the guy who waters the plants. Fuck him!

Then something stops me. It’s the book, The Story of Philosophy left open on the desk with the cover side facing me like it’s a witness to me going nuts. The absurdity of it hits me sideways, and suddenly I’m laughing.

I asked for this. Not this, exactly, but something like it. A disruption. A reason not to sit down and write. And Hamlet, bless his awful three-sizes-too-small heart, delivered.

The anger doesn’t vanish, but it folds into something more tolerable — an ironic appreciation of the universe’s sense of timing. Sartre said we’re all living in a fundamentally absurd reality. Sometimes that feels crushing. Today, it actually helps.

I don’t meditate. I’ve tried, but I suck at it. I spend the next hour doing a lo-fi version of that. Letting thoughts roll through me without chasing them down or trying to clean them up. Natalie was right. This isn’t that bad. In fact, it’s a pretty minor nuisance in what is otherwise a pretty outstanding life. I could have cancer, and maybe I will someday. But for now, I’ve just got some jerks hassling using the legal system. But I can fight this, and I will. 

When I check my phone again, I see that Natalie has sent me a text.

Natalie: Here’s her contact. Hope it helps. Hang in there ;)

Donna Straton (818)-954-2208.

Donna@StratonAssociates@gmail.com

Me: Thank you. Seriously.

Then open a group chat with Soli and Jordan. I get them up to speed.

Jordan: You can probably counter sue. They have more to lose in court than you do.

Me: I hadn’t even thought of that. Thx.

Soli: You should probably get in touch with this lawyer your neighbor knows.

Me: Good call. I’ll email her now.

Soli: Do you want to come over? Let your hot mommies make it all better? 

I think about it. I told myself that I needed to stay focus, but I have to be honest about just how derailed I’ve gotten. If I stay here, I’m not going to get any studying or writing done. And I’ll probably spend the time brooding, even after I tell myself that it’s useless.

Me: I’m on my way.

Soli: ♥️♥️♥️


26.

“Jordan, come here,” Soli says from behind another stack on the other side of the store.

“Aww!” says Jordan after a moment.

I peek around the corner and find the girls have made a discovery. Not a book but a big fluffy grey cat that’s sitting on a table stacked with books. I smile as I watch them petting the cat, which looks old enough to be a bookstore cat; not bothered by humans but also doesn’t bother to play with them. I turn back to the shelf and find the book I’m looking for on the lower shelf.

I pick up the paperback and thumb through it. The pages are yellow and it’s dogeared in places. Perfect. Just the kind of book I come to The Iliad Bookshop to find. After retreating to the safety of Soli’s apartment, and her bed, I spent the day regrouping. I called the lawyer that Natalie recommended. She was patient with me but not terribly concerned by my story.

“Let’s wait and see,” was her reply. “This all may be just bluster and they’ll be satisfied by an NDA and no damages.”

I felt better after talking with Donna, but I still felt like I had a grey cloud hanging over me. But Soli, little ray of sunshine that she is, told me to get off my ass and stop moping. She demanded that we take a day off from stress and just enjoy each other, and it made me think of this place.

When I first moved to North Hollywood, I noticed The Iliad Bookshop while I was driving around and checking out the neighborhood. I’d been in a few times and bought a few books but got frustrated after I bought three books that I never finished. Actually, only two were unfinished. The other I never even started. But that was the old me who never made time outside of work. The new me has a bright future writing about for philosophy for a living. And if he doesn’t have books to read then he’ll have nothing to keep him from writing. I’d better stock up.

I take my selection and bring it over to show the girls. The cat swivels its neck and flees at my approach, knocking over a small stack of books. Both girls bend down to collect them, giving me the chance to admire the curves of Jordan’s toned thighs and Soli’s breasts through her top.

“See anything interesting?” Soli says with a smile that says she’s clocked the way I’m staring at her boobs.

“Yeah, I notice a couple things I’d like to peruse later,” I say.

“Peruse, eh?” she says.

“Yeah, most people think the word means to just skim without thinking too much,” I say, drawing closer. “But actually it means just the opposite. Absolute, intense absorption.”

“Ooh,” says Soli. “That sounds much better.”

“Yep, “In fact, I could see myself not leaving my bed for days.”

“That’s an idea,” says Jordan, springing from her squat and prancing delicately over to me. “How about books?”

“Found one of those, too,” I say, showing her the title. She scans it. 

“Man’s Search For Meaning,” she says. “What’s it about?”

“Victor Frankl was a Holocaust survivor,” I say. “The book is about how he found a way to stay sane after everything he went through.”

“Well… I’m not horny anymore,” Soli says.

“Is this about NovaCare, Matty?” Jordan says. “Looking for something that will help you cope with the stress?”

I chuckle, a little too loudly for a book store.

“It’s just a good book,” I say. “I’ve only read parts of it, but now I’ll get the chance to read the whole thing.”

“Let me buy it for you,” Jordan says. “You deserve a treat.”

I smile, surprised by her gesture.

“Okay,” I say. “In that case, let me pick out a book for each of you.”

“We’ll all find books for each other,” Soli says.

We fan out through the stacks, and it feels like a scavenger hunt. I forget about the philosophy section and go hunting in biographies. I scan one wall and then find what I’m looking for, the cover facing out.

Frieda Kahlo. Perfect for Soli. Now what about Jordan? I try to think of some of the best books that I’ve read, the ones that moved me in some way. I search around but come up short. Every time I think of something good, Iliad doesn’t have it. That’s always the hazard of used bookstores. It’s usually better to have no idea what you’re looking for so you’ll never be disappointed. I try to think of what I love about Jordan. She’s interested in design and fashion too. Maybe something about that? The girls are scurrying around the store, chasing each other around stacks as they search, and I feel the pressure to find something that will fit Jordan.

Then I think of Letters to a Young Poet. Not long and it’s also full of useful life advice, just like Jordan. It’s perfect, and they don’t have a copy. But I do.

Once the girls have made their selections, we all regroup by the cash register. The clerk is a guy with thick glasses and a patched denim vest covered in band pins; he nods as we approach, as if we’re fellow members of some secret book cult.

“Okay, show ‘em,” Soli says, thrusting a book at both me and Jordan with a proud grin. Her cheeks are a little flushed from the hunt.

Jordan gets a book on Bauhaus (good choice, all about design) and I get Bird by Bird by Anne Lamott.

“I’ve heard of this one,” I say, thumbing through the first few pages. The cover’s slightly bent at the corners, but the spine is solid.

“It was in the writers’ section,” Soli says. “Might help you.”

“Smart,” I say. “Thanks, Soli. I got you this one—Frieda Kahlo. She was a Mexican artist.”

“Thanks, I know who Frieda Kahlo is,” Soli says. “Her face is on t-shirts and she was a Mexican artist, and… that’s all I know about her. So, thanks.”

“Jordan,” I say, shifting the books in my arms. “I picked out the perfect book for you. In my mind.”

“Okay,” Jordan says, hiding my book behind her back. “Yours is going back.”

She turns on her heel with performative flair, like she’s about to return my would-be present to the stack. The floor creaks under her boots.

I laugh. “It’s a box at my place!”

Jordan stops mid-stride, pivots, then saunters back like a cat who just remembered where the treats are. She raises one eyebrow.

“Ooh!” she says. “So, I get a new book and I get to see the reclusive lair of tortured writer and philosopher Matteo Navarro?”

“Yep,” I say. “You’ll both get to see my lair.”

“Can we stop to eat first?” Jordan asks, tugging the sleeves of her cardigan over her palms.

“Yeah,” says Soli. “I haven’t even had coffee yet.”

“Perfect,” I say. “We’ll go to Republic of Pie. It’s over on Mag, not far from my apartment.”

We pay for the books. Jordan tucks hers into a paper bag, refusing to show me what she picked out for me. Soli lingers at a display of zines by the register until Jordan nudges her out the door. The afternoon light outside is golden and warm, and the sidewalk smells faintly of cinnamon from the nearby churro stand.

At the cafe, it’s crowded, as it usually is, but we manage to snag a couch in the back near a crooked bookshelf of mismatched board games. We order blueberry pie, strawberry scones, and three coffees—one of which Soli insists must be “the most caffeinated option available.”

“Cute,” Jordan declares after we’ve sat down. She’s already Instagramming the pie.

“So much better than the old place,” I say.

“What was here before?” Soli asks, blowing across her steaming cup.

“Well, it used to be The People’s Republic of Pie,” I say. “Very different vibe. Terrible. Nothing on the menu but goulash and gruel. I forgot to tip and they sent three generations of my family to the gulag.”

They both eye me like I’m nuts, but then Soli cracks up, trying not to spill coffee on herself.

“That is such a terrible, weird dad joke,” she says.

“I know,” I say. “But I came here alone, and I thought of that joke and had nobody to share it with.”

“Hold on,” Jordan says, narrowing her eyes. “Tell me honestly, did you bring us here so that you’d have an excuse to use that corny, convoluted joke on us?”

I shrug and sip my latte, letting the silence answer for me. Jordan bursts out laughing.

“That’s funny,” she says. “Your joke? Meh. But how hard you tried to make it work? That is hilarious.”

“Whatever works,” I say, brushing the crumbs from my chin with my sleeve. “Now, where’s my book?”

She takes it out of the paper shopping bag and slides it across the table to me.

Letters to a Young Poet by Rainer Maria Rilke.

“Spooky,” I say.

“Spooky?” Jordan asks, suddenly unsure of her selection.

“This is the same book I picked out for you,” I say.

“You’re lying,” Jordan says.

“I swear,” I say.

“Aww!” Soli says. “It’s like you’re soulmates or something.”

There’s not a trace of bitterness in her voice, but something about her saying it makes me weirdly uncomfortable. I glance at her, but she’s already sipping her coffee like nothing happened.

“Not that I’m jealous or anything,” Soli adds. “I love that I brought the two of you together.”

Jordan leans over and kisses Soli gently on the cheek.

“I’m glad you brought all of us together,” she says.

“Same,” I say. “I have two girlfriends and pie. I don’t think I could be happier than this.”

Jordan smiles and reaches into her bag again. “Soli, this was one I read in school, and I really liked it.”

The Poisonwood Bible.

“Now this sounds good,” Soli says, inspecting the cover. “Is there, like, black magic or something?”

“No,” Jordan says. “It’s about an American girl who moves to Africa because her parents are missionaries.”

“That sounds good too,” Soli says, nodding.

After we’re done with our coffee, I order us some lunch—grilled cheese for Soli, a quinoa bowl for Jordan, turkey club for me—and then go feed the meter again. I stand by the curb for a minute while the parking machine spits out the new slip, watching sunlight catch in the windows of the bookstore we just left. I feel a strange sense of calm.

When we’re full, we all settle in and start reading our books. I haven’t found coffee shops to be the best places to read. They’re great for letting others see you read, but not for actually reading. Even when people are trying to be considerate, there’s always a level of ambient distraction—the hiss of steamed milk, the laughter at nearby tables, someone dragging a metal chair an inch too far. But I find myself really digging in. Maybe it’s because I haven’t read Letters to a Young Poet in years, or the mood I’m in, or maybe it’s just Rilke being Rilke, but I’m feeling inspired by the time I’m done. The last letter lands like a pebble dropped in deep water—gentle, but echoing.

As we leave the café and walk back to Soli’s car, I’m feeling better about everything. Rilke has this way with words that would intimidate anyone, but he manages to make you really feel something. He writes like a man who’s already lived through the answers and is only pretending to still be curious. I start to imagine myself doing the same—finding just the right words to share an idea with the world, even if only a few people hear it.

“How are you feeling?” Jordan asks, taking my hand as we cross Lankershim.

“Feeling good,” I say.

She nods, brushing a bit of hair from her face. “You look lighter.”

“It’s the grilled turkey sandwich,” I say. “Very cleansing.”

Soli snorts. “You’re an idiot.”

We pile into her car, which smells faintly of coconut. Soli drives, windows cracked, music low. Outside, NoHo moves past in a blur of pastel murals, pop-up shops, and dog walkers. The air’s still warm, even with the sun starting to dip.

We talk a little on the drive—about the books, about what we might want to do later, but it’s the kind of conversation that drifts in and out, like the music. We pull up outside my apartment just before golden hour hits full bloom. The building looks the same as always—stuccoed and sun-faded, with a crooked mailbox and a bougainvillea trying to swallow the gate. There’s a guy standing across the street, leaning casually against a telephone pole. He’s wearing a plain blue shirt and slacks, sunglasses, holding a takeout coffee like he’s just killing time.

I barely clock him as we step out of the car.

“Alright,” I say, grabbing the bookstore bag from the floor of the car. “You’re about to see the lair.”

“I’m expecting stacks of philosophy books and at least one vintage typewriter,” Soli says.

“And maybe a goldfish,” Jordan adds.

“A dead goldfish,” Soli further adds.

“Clementine isn’t dead,” I say. “She lives on in my heart.”

We start to cross the street toward my building when I notice the guy push off the pole. He doesn’t walk fast, just angles himself toward us like he’s meaning to intercept.

He gets a little closer. Late 30s, maybe early 40s. Clean-shaven. Too neatly dressed to be a neighbor. Not smarmy enough to be a salesman.

“Matteo Navarro?” he asks, voice calm, almost polite.

I stop mid-step. Jordan and Soli pause behind me.

“Are you a process server?” I ask.

“No,” he says.

“Would you have to tell us if you were?” Soli asks.

“No, that’s undercover cops,” he says. “And it’s a myth.”

“So, you could be a process server,” Jordan says. “You may just be lying about it.”

“Yes, but no,” the guy says, clearly getting exasperated.

“So, who are you?” I ask.

“Are you Matteo Navarro?” he asks again. 

“Yeah,” I say.

“I’m Tobias Wren,” he says, reaching for something leather which isn’t a wallet. He flips it open. It’s a badge.

“I’m a special agent with the FBI,” Wren says. “I need to ask you some questions about your involvement with NovaCare Solutions. Let’s talk.”
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“Talk?” I say, as if the word is in a foreign language. “Sorry, but um, can you repeat that last part?”

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

Suddenly my ability to form sentences seems to have run off, ditched me like a cab speeding away in the rain. A moment ago, I was walking to my apartment with my two girlfriends thinking the biggest problem in my life was that I was being sued by the company I used to work for. Now the FBI wants to know where they can have a nice little chat. So much for the lawsuit. This just jumped to issue #1.

“I… uh, am I in trouble?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes,” I say. “Exactly. I quit.”

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

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

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

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

“No, sir,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He gives me this look like he’s my uncle and he wants to punch me in the arm.

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

“Understood,” I say.

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

“Got it,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“A parabolic microphone?” I ask. “I doubt it. I think he’s gone.” 

“We should go,” Jordan says.

“The book,” I say, “we still need to get your book from my apartment.”

They both look at me like they’re expecting me to move. Then I realize that I have to move my feet if I actually want to ascend the stairs to my apartment. I try to snap out of it, but it’s almost like I’ve got this brain fog settling over my brain. I’m going to get a subpoena. From the FBI. And maybe go to jail. Man, I wish I could back to just getting sued. 
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“Hey,” Soli says. “You want something to cheer you up?”

I’m staring into space sitting at the foot of my bed. I was just picturing myself caught in some kafkaesque nightmare, sitting trial with no jury, just a bunch of angry wild animals staring at me.

“What?” I ask, sitting on the edge of the bed.

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

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

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

I laugh.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Jordan smiles and waves the book in front of her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You’re right,” I say.

“Have I ever been wrong?” Soli says.

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

“We know,” Jordan says.

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

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

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

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

“Hey!” Soli says. “Pinky! Remember?”

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

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

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

“Sorry,” I say. “I owe you a coke.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Or mine?” Jordan asks.

I smile.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Venice, of course,” Soli says.

“Ooh, great choice!” says Jordan.

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

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

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

“Good,” I say.

“Is, uh, that stuff, okay?” she asks.

That stuff is the civil trial that she thinks is still my main priority.

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

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

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

No possible felonies hanging over me or anything!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s okay,” Natalie says.

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

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

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

“Oh,” Natalie says, wincing in a small grin. “I’m kinda just lounging around the apartment today. I’m even wearing any makeup. But you’re sweet.”

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

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

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

“It is,” Soli says.

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

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

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

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

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

“We will,” Jordan says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Exactly,” Soli says.

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

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

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

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

Soli opens the passenger door and puts on heel in. She pauses a moment before sliding inside. 
“Again?” she asks. “What are the odds? Besides, you have deep pockets in case we need another repair job. Don’t forget to adjust the seat, Lurch.”

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

Beep! Beep!

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


3.

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

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

“Lovin’ is what I got!” sings Soli.

“Remember that!” Jordan joins her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What is?” Jordan asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I kinda like it,” I say.

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

“Can I buy that for you?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Can I wear mine later?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Seconded,” Jordan says.

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

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

We enter and the hostess takes us up to the second level where we can get a view of the water. The girls are walking in front of me and take seats on opposite sides of the table. For a split second, I’m not sure who to sit next to. Then I remember that it doesn’t matter. We’re all here together, and I’d rather have a view of the beach and go sit next to Jordan. Even with the umbrella shading us, I’m regretting having forgotten my sunglasses. The girls have brought their purses, so they take out theirs.

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

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

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

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

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

“You look kinda sexy in those sunglasses,” says Soli.

“Yeah?” I ask, amused.

“Yeah, like that picture of Kurt Cobain where he’s wearing Courtney Love’s. Probably.”

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

“I could believe it,” I say.

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

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

“He’s married again!” Jordan says. 
“The Tiger King guy?” I ask.

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

Maybe I’ll find a new husband in jail.

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

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

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

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

I nod. Then I go back to staring. I think of the old man who lived in my neighborhood when I was young. His house sat on the hillside and he’d always sit out there every morning. He must have watched the sunrise over the hills. I saw him out there in the evening too. Same direction. Same view. So, in the evening there was nothing to see and he was still there.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“See?” Soli says. “He’s happy.”

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

“Same,” says Soli.

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

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

“Gross!” says one of them.

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

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

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

“So, this might be a dumb question,” Jordan says.

“Ask away,” I say.

“Why do they call it Venice Beach?” she asks.

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

“Right,” I say. “The city was built around this amusement park and then they built the canals to run through the neighborhood.”

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

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

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

“Cool!” says Jordan.

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

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

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

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

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

“I mean out,” Soli says. “To the club.”

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

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

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

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

“Yep,” Jordan says, reaching over and placing her hand on the back of my neck. “Don’t you want to come dancing with us?” She guides my head up and down, like a puppet. Yes. “You don’t want your girlfriends to go dancing alone, do you?” She jerks my neck from side to side and my head shakes like a rag doll. No.

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

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

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

Soli shrugs.

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

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

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.”

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

“Stay thirsty, my friend,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

“LA will break your heart,” I say.

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

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

“Not bad,” I say, checking the photo.

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

“We look cute,” she says.

“Sun’s going down,” I say.

“Okay,” Soli says. “Let’s head back. I’ll drive.” 


4.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What’ll ya have?” he asks.

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

“Make that two,” says Jordan.

I hold up three fingers. It’s unanimous.

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

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

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

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

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

“Good,” I say, and I mean it.

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

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

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

“Her turn,” says Soli.

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

“Look at that,” I say.

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

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

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

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

“It’s a tie,” I say.

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

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

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

“Yes,” I say.

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

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

“Good to know,” Soli says.

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s Natalie.”

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

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

Natalie looks up from her phone as we approach and her eyes light up.

“Hey, guys!” she says.

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

“When did you get here?” she asks, having to talk loudly to compete with the DJ.

“We just arrived,” Jordan says.

“How was the beach?” Natalie asks.

“We went to Venice,” I say. “We saw the canals.”

“Ah, the grand canals of Venice!” Natalie says.

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

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

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

“Matty is my neighbor,” Natalie tells her group, “And this is Jordan and Soli.”

“Wow!” Jordan. “You have a good memory.”

“You have to be good with names and faces in this business,” she says. “We’re at Magnolia Studios.”

See? What’d I tell ya?

“Do you want to sit with us?” Natalie asks, like she’s craving the company. “We’ve got bottle service!”

“Are you sure?” Soli asks.

“Sure,” Natalie says. “There’s plenty of room.”

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

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

She makes a move to fill another glass, but Soli stops her.

“I’m driving,” she says. “But, thank you.”  

“I’m okay too, thanks,” I say, trying to talk past Jordan’s head.

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

“You know who’s coming tonight?” Natalie asks.

“Who?” replies Jordan.

“Kali Uchis,” Natalie answers.

I have no idea who that is but try to look duly impressed.

“Oh, I love her!” says Jordan.

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

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

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

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “Magnolia. We’re still kinda small. Our office is in Burbank right across from Nickelodeon.”

“I know of it!” Jordan says. “That’s so cool! Are you, like… a producer or something?”

“Yeah,” Natalie says, her face betraying just a hint of pride. “I’m a junior producer.”

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

“That’s amazing!” Jordan says.

She means it too, you can tell.

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

“Are you working on any big projects right now?” Jordan asks.

“Yes, but I’m not really at liberty to talk about it,” Natalie says.

She rolls her eyes a little, as if the confidentiality is just a little silly.

“Oh, I get it,” Jordan says.

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

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

Jordan and Natalie keep talking but I kinda just space out. Then, after a while, Soli says–

“I gotta pee. Tell Jordan.”

I lean over and whisper in Jordan’s ear.

“Be right back,” she tells Natalie.

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

“Jordan and Soli are so nice,” Natalie says.

“I can’t believe how lucky I am,” I say.

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

“So, it’s three of you, huh?” she finally asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “I don’t know how it happened either. It wasn’t planned. I met Soli first, and we really connected. Then we met Jordan. Soli was the one who wanted to open up the relationship.”

“Oh, so she wanted it,” Natalie says, nodding.

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

“Yeah,” I say. “I didn’t fight it, though–”

Natalie laughs at this. I hadn’t meant it to be funny, but I smile as if I had.

“It just happened, and now I’m really glad. They compliment each other well, but they’re also really different.”

“Different, how?” Natalie asks.

“Well, like how Jordan is always such a sweetheart, and Soli…” I struggle to put it into words. It’s not the rum so much as the fact I’ve never had to articulate the feeling before. “Well, like earlier today. I was feeling really down, really low. Afraid, really.”

“Because of the lawsuit, right?” Natalie says.

“Yeah,” I say. “No, not exactly. Doesn’t matter. Anyway, Soli pushed me to get out of the house. All day, she was just teasing me and pushing my buttons… it’s like she says and does things that seem really insensitive.”

“Uh-huh,” says Natalie. 
“But she has the sensitivity to understand that it’s exactly what you need,” I say. “Do you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I do,” she says. “She sounds like my Dad.”

“Right, exactly,” I say. “She teases you like a dad or an uncle or something. But then, she’s also sweet and reassuring. She’s smart too. She saved me from making a big mistake today.”

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

“Jordan is also really smart,” I say. “But she’s softer about it. I mean, she’s gentle. That’s what I’m trying to say.”

“And you have both of them,” Natalie says, resting her hand on her chin. Her elbow slips off the edge of the table. She laughs and I do too. “I’m a little drunk.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “It’s allowed.”   

“I’ve never met a guy with two girlfriends,” she says.

“Me neither,” I say. “I’m still trying to figure out how it works.”

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

“I think it’s really interesting,” she says. “Most people here are all trying to be unique and stand out in some predictable, showy way. But you seem so cool, like you’ve got it all figured out.”

“Trust me, I don’t,” I say. “The truth is that things mostly just happen to me, and I just try to keep up and go with the flow.”    

“I don’t believe it,” she says.

“What’s not to believe?” I ask.

“You have something,” she says. “Those women wouldn’t choose to be with you if you didn’t.”

I roll my shoulder, giving a little half shrug.

“You’re probably right,” I say. “You must be right. But honestly, I don’t know what it is. If I did, I would tell you.”

“No, don’t,” Natalie says, eyes fixed on me with that stare of hers. “It’s more fun to be surprised.” 
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I know that I’ve been drinking a little, and she’s been drinking a little more, but even so it’s hard not to get the impression that last line was Natalie flirting with me.

“Surprised?” I ask, smiling gently.

I have no idea how else to respond. Is she really flirting with me right now? In a split second, Natalie goes from smiling to mortified to smiling again.

“I mean, uh, we’re getting to know each other…” she says, then her voice trails off. “We’re neighbors, so… that’s all I meant. I’m looking forward to getting to know you as my neighbor and, um…”

She’s struggling for words, sure she’s embarrassed herself. I want to say something encouraging, to reassure her that she hasn’t done anything wrong and doesn’t look silly. But here’s the thing: Natalie is really damn cute when she’s embarrassed. She’s going bright red, and not just her face. From her ears down to her plunging neckline it’s like she’s got an instant sunburn. I want to wrap my arms around her, to let her press her face to my chest, and…

Uh, oh.

“It’s fine,” I say quickly. “I get it. We’re getting to know each other and we’re neighbors. And friends now, I think–”

“Yes!” Natalie says, flailing and thrashing for the lifeline I’ve just thrown her. “Exactly. That’s what I meant to say. It just sounded wrong the way it came out.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “I know what you meant. I’m sure we’ll be learning a lot about each other.”

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

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

Suddenly the conversation next to her is of vital importance and Natalie interjects something. She turns back to me.

“Do you mind?” she asks.

I shake my head.

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

“Sure,” I say, eager for the distraction.

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

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

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

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

I reposition my hips, still moving but not applying pressure to Soli’s backside. She turns to look at me.

“Having fun?” she asks, speaking straight into my ear.

I just nod, a huge grin on my face. Then, Jordan reaches out and takes my chin in her fingers, guiding my face close to hers in a kiss. I kiss her while dancing with Soli, trying to split my attention between the two of them.

“Whoo!”

Soli gives a little yell as she bends low, her hips bouncing along with the baseline. Then Jordan comes up from behind her, putting both hands on her hips and bending and swaying in sync with her girlfriend. I don’t stop; just take a moment to admire these two beauties of mine giving the dance floor everything they’ve got.

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

“I’m tired,” Jordan says. “I’m gonna go sit down.”

“Okay,” I say, giving her a parting kiss before she goes to sit back with Natalie at the corner booth.

Now Soli is my sole focus, and it does get a little easier to just lose myself in the music and not think so much about how I’m going to give both of my girls my full attention. Then, after the next song, the DJ makes an announcement–

“Alright, kids,” she says. “Make some noise for Kali Uchis!”

She comes out in this skin-tight silk slip dress and out comes everybody’s phone. Her first song is about how she wants to get high with her lover, which speaks to me for obvious reasons. It’s a great song that strikes just the right tone. It’s sultry and sexy and Soli’s body sways gently against mine, the two of us just bobbing and moving with the beat. She does just a couple more songs and we get some pictures of her on stage (which don’t come out that great because the lighting is off, but whatever) and then, quick as she came, Kali retreats behind the curtain again.

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

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

Soli takes out her phone to show Jordan and Natalie her pictures. I see the opportunity to check in with everyone.

“How are we doing?” I ask. “Anybody need water?”

Soli raises her hand.

“Yes, please,” says Jordan.

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

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

“How about it, gang?” I say to the girls. “Are we ready to call it a night?”

“Whatever you think,” says Soli, as if she hasn’t been calling the shots all day.

“Thanks for letting us sit with you,” Jordan says to Natalie. “I don’t think I would have been able to make it all night if I had to stand in these heels.”

“Same,” says Soli, reaching out to touch Natalie’s arm. “You’re a lifesaver, thank you.”

“I had fun too,” says Natalie. “I’m glad we got to know each other better. I know I can come off as kinda awkward sometimes.”

“What?” Jordan says. “That’s not true.”

“Yeah, we don’t think that,” says Soli. “You’re really cool. We liked getting to know you better too.”

“Maybe we’ll get to see each other again?” Natalie asks. “Matty and I are neighbors, after all.”

“Definitely,” Soli says. “You’re looking to spend more time at your apartment, right?”

That last comment was directed at me.

“I have to,” I say. “I have to watch the mailbox about that thing.”

It’s been a while since I brought it up, but my upcoming talk with the FBI can’t be avoided forever. The girls look suddenly solemn and I think Natalie picks up on it.

“Anyway, thank you, Natalie,” I say. “The night wouldn’t have been the same without you.”

“Yeah,” says Soli.

“Totally,” says Jordan.

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

“Get home safe,” Natalie says.

“You too,” I say.

Outside on the curb there’s still a steady flow of traffic. The valet comes back with the car and I tip him a few bucks.

“I’m good to drive,” Soli says.

I make an okay sign and open the passenger door for Jordan, opting to take the back. We drive back to Sylmar in a comfortable, companionable silence that seems to fill the space. The girls must be as tired as I am.

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

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

“Who wants to take the first shower?” I ask.

“I do,” says Jordan, not waiting for an answer but walking into Soli’s bedroom with the bathroom attached. I decide to raid the fridge and the pantry for some salty snacks. Tortilla chips, Pirate’s Booty, Cheez-Its, there’s a lot here. I lay it all out on the counter and start pulling handfuls of snacks from each bag. Then I look up and realize that Soli is looking at me. Staring, actually.

“What?” I ask, my mouth still full of Cheez-Its and Pirate’s Booty.

“You looked really sexy tonight,” she says.

“Me?” I say, letting my mouth hang open to reveal my half-chewed food.

She laughs. “Yes, you!”

I chew a little more then swallow.

“You were the one tearing up that dance floor,” I say. “I was just trying to keep up with you.”

“You’re a lot hotter than you realize,” she says.

“And you are everything I could hope for, and more than I deserve,” I say.

She puts her hands on her cheeks, pretending to play coy.

“It’s true,” I say, coming around the counter to stand beside her. “You made the difference for me today, and I want you to know how much I appreciate what you did for me.”

“It’s not a big deal,” she says.

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

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

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

“Shit,” she whispers. “Fuck me now.” 

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

As I kiss and caress her, I can feel how wet she already is through her panties. I slide them down, flipping up her short skirt to admire her perfectly trimmed, tight pussy.

“You’re so wet for me already,” I say.

“It’s what you do to me,” she answers.

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

Condom? No, it’s fine. I’ll pull out.

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

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

Well, almost nothing.
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I break my kiss with Soli to turn my head and look at Jordan.

“You’ll get your turn,” I say. “But Soli has been a very good and very bad girl all day. Just give me a few minutes.”

“I don’t even need a turn,” Jordan says. “I just want to watch.”

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

“I love you,” I say.

“So, fuck me harder,” she says with a devilish grin.

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

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

I turn to look at Jordan, legs spread luridly as she teases her clit with her fingers, her mouth forming an “o” as she watches us. Then Soli reaches up to take my face in her hands, redirecting me back at her and only her.

“You ready?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say.

“Okay, you can pull out,” she says.

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

“That was so fucking hot,” I say.

“You’re the best,” she says.

We kiss, breathing in each other’s air. I reposition Soli’s legs and climb off the couch. Soli lazily plays with the cum dribbling over her flat stomach and pooling in her navel. I go over to the counter and grab a napkin, then I bring it over to her. Jordan is still sitting in the chair, lazily flicking her clit.

“What’s the hurry?” she asks. “That was just getting good.”

“I held out as long as I could,” I say.

My cock is still erect, and I stand there brandishing it in front of both of my women.

“Sorry, sweetie,” Soli says to Jordan. “I honestly wasn’t expecting to fuck him tonight. He was just so cute, stuffing his face. His cheeks were full like a chipmunk.”

“Don’t believe her,” I say. “The cute part, that you can believe. But I didn’t stuff my cheeks.”

“He was like Dale,” Soli says.

“No, don’t make me Dale,” I say. “I want to be Chip. Dale is the dumb one.”

“You’re Dale,” Soli says. “You’re dumb but you’re so cute it makes up for it.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says, like she’s handing down a ruling. “Your Dale, Matty. You’ve got definite Dale vibes.”

“Okay,” I say. “I’m Dale. I’m a cartoon chipmunk who stuffs his face with snacks. And, apparently, nobody can resist Dale’s hard dick.”

“That’s right!” says Soli.

We all laugh, and I go to the bathroom to rinse my dick off. I know I’ve got another one in me, I can feel it. I wasn’t expecting it, but thinking about Jordan watching from the chair and playing with her pussy is giving me half a chub already. When I return to the living room, I walk over to Jordan and stand in front of her. 

“Okay,” I say, still fully naked. “It’s your turn.”

Jordan raises her shoulder in a little half shrug.

“I don’t know if I want it anymore,” she says, turning her head away like she’s trying to get me to play with her. “I mean, I was horny. But the moment passed.”

“I don’t believe you,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Okay,” she says. “I’m sold.”

But I’m not finished.

“I want to flick your clit with the tip of my tongue and make you scream my name. I want to feel the waves of pleasure rippling through your thighs, the animal moans of ringing in my ears as I taste your molten heat and leave you a quivering mess of–”

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

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

Soli laughs loudly from the couch. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It was good for me, too,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Good lord!” she says when she’s learned that I’m now facing federal charges.

“Yeah,” I say. “So, what do I do?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Matteo?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say.

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

I wince a little at this, but even so there is some part of me that thinks it sounds cool.

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

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

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

“Did he interview you? Did you say anything to him?” Michael wants to know. 
“I didn’t tell him anything,” I say. “I said I’d have to get a lawyer.”

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

“Right,” I say. “It hasn’t come yet.”

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

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

“That’s good,” I say.

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

I told Michael everything I could think to. I explained how I’d been told that a team of lawyers was vetting everything that we were doing. It wasn’t until the very end of my time there that I started to suspect there was something wrong. He interjected a few times, asking me follow-up questions and asking for more details.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“We already have,” Micheal says. “I’m already billing you for the past hour.”

“What?” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

“I understand,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

“When should I come?” I ask.

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

I thank him again and hang up. I’m not sure whether to feel relieved or not. I guess I can at least say that things are in motion. There is something relieving about that at least. I fill in the girls over group text. Then, I drive down to Century City to meet with Michael and sign the papers. I’m not really leaving anything out by skipping this part. It’s really just me doing paperwork and then driving over to Soli’s place. Something did happen later that night, though.

I’m sitting with Soli on the couch watching old Seinfeld episodes on DVD using her Playstation when Jordan walks in. 
“Guess what?” she asks.

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

“What?” I ask.

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

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

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

“Oh my god!” I say.

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

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

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

“Wow,” I say. “5:45 AM.”

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

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

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

Huh. This is an interesting development.

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

“She’s really so nice,” Jordan says.

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

“Right?” says Jordan. “She’s a doll.”

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

Whoa, hold up.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“See?” Soli says.

I lean against the counter and look at Jordan.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How do you mean?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Jordan places a hand on my shoulder, as if I’m a slow child that might wander into the street.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you sure?” Soli says.

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

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

“Naturally,” Jordan says.

The girls get their bags and we put on our shoes. Outside the sun has almost completely finished setting but some orange streaks still cling to the edges of the sky. As we walk into Lola’s and take a table in the back, I’m looking forward to a simple, quiet meal. I’m happy for Jordan, but I also can’t stop thinking about what the girls said before. Maybe Natalie would make a great addition to our little found family. Could that be why Natalie helped Jordan get the job? I hate thinking that, since she’s qualified and has worked hard for it. But still, it wouldn’t have happened without Natalie. So, what was she thinking when she decided to help Jordan?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Soli: I’m booorreeeeddd ��

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

Me: On my way. Anything I should bring?

Soli: �� and condoms

Me: Yes, ma’am.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m gonna come,” I say.

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

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

“Aaaaaaaaah!” she cries, her voice cracking.

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

“I needed that so bad,” she says with a smile. “You have no idea.”

“I have some idea,” I say.

She just grins, eyes still closed like she’s floating on a cloud.

“No,” she says. “You have no idea.”

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

“That was a wonderful surprise,” I finally say.

“Yeah, well,” she says. “I like to keep things interesting. I figured this would give sex a little extra kick.”

“Very good call,” I say.

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

“What’s up?” I say.

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

“Has Jordan messaged you?” she asks.

Suddenly I’m alert that something might have happened between them. A fight?

“No, why?” I say.

She turns her head slightly, like she can’t figure out why I’m so dense.

“Because she’s just started this great new job that she was so excited about, and she’s barely said anything about it since her first day.”

“I don’t think that’s unusual,” I say. “She’s probably just busy.”

“I just hope she’s having fun,” Soli says, sitting upright, causing her boobs to bounce. “I’d hate to think she’s worked so hard to get this only to realize she’s not happy.”

“It’s sweet that you’re concerned about her,” I say. “But I don’t think there’s any reason to be worried yet.”

“You’re a guy,” she says, with a mocking grin. “You assume everything’s fine until someone tells you it’s not.”

“Well, yeah,” I say.

“It’s not your fault,” she says. “You can’t help it. But girls think about these things. We notice when someone isn’t saying something. That can be as important as what they do say.”

“You think I should text her?” I ask.

“Yeah, maybe,” she says. “But just be casual about it. You can ask her how she’s doing, but don’t pry too much.”

“Sounds good,” I say. I take a seat on the bed beside her. I reach over and start playing with her hair.

“What are you thinking about?” she asks.

“I’m just thinking that even though I love us as a unit, sometimes it’s great having some time together with just the two of us.”

She rests her hand on my arm.

“I know what you mean,” she says. “That’s the great part about love. When you spread it around, it grows. But that doesn’t mean that you can’t still give it to just one person at a time too.”

“Exactly,” I say. “So, let’s do something together. What do you want to do?”

“Wanna take a walk?” she asks. 
“Sure,” I say. “I’d love to.”   
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We walk hand in hand around Hanson Dam Park. The space surrounding the dam is huge. There’s a baseball field in the center but all around it are trails with wooded areas. If you follow the trail long enough you'll end up at Hansom Dam. I’m guessing that the government probably forbade anyone from building too close to the dam in case of flooding, so there was nothing to do but turn the land into a park. Trails twist and turn and we pass people walking dogs, pushing baby carriages or just hiking like we are. No horses, though. That’s just the other park.

“I can never come here without thinking Handsome Dan,” Soli says.

I chuckle.

“Yeah,” I say. “Who was Handsome Dan, and why did they name a park after him?”

“If you saw how handsome Dan really was, you wouldn’t have to ask,” Soli says.

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

“So, how is writing about philosophy going?” Soli asks.

“Good, actually,” I say. “It’s weird, but the stress of everything that has been happening to me lately is giving me inspiration that I didn’t have before.”

“Yeah?” she says. “What are you working on now?”

“I just finished one about human freedom, Sartre and all that. Can you still be free even if you’re sitting in a jail cell? And what does it mean to be free when you aren’t? It’s really about asking what freedom means. Not in some kind of flag-waving way but about how to live your life knowing that you have this freedom and you have to take it even when you know it can always be taken away.”

“That’s deep,” Soli says.

“Yeah, well,” I say. “I think it’s okay. It doesn’t have to be the greatest idea ever. Most of writing about philosophy involves writing about other people’s ideas. You don’t have to be original.”

“It sounds like you’re trying to say that it’s not really that good,” she says. “But you don’t mind because that’s normal.”

“Well, I mean, not exactly,” I say. “I just don’t want to brag about it. You shouldn’t believe in people who talk too much about their writing and what it means.”

“Okay, I get that,” she says. “But you’re a salesman, Matty. Sell yourself.”

“You mean, like, on a street corner?” I ask. “Fishnet stockings and high heels, that kind of thing?”

She just grins, but it’s the kind of grin she looks like she’s trying to tamp down.

“Not funny,” Soli says. “A lot of those girls get forced into it.”

“Sartre would say that by saying they were forced into it, they’re really acting in bad faith,” I say.

She stops for a second and looks at me.

“Seriously?” she says, raising an eyebrow.

“Okay, not seriously,” I say. “He would say that. But I won’t. I’m just kidding.”

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

“What I mean to say,” Soli continues, “is that if you want to share something you’ve made, you need to be willing to nurture and love it. Be the first one to advocate for it.”

“Yeah,” I say. “You’re right. Of course you’re right.”

“Are you really into this project?” she asks. “This whole philosophy thing?”

“Uh, well…,” I say, and why say more when I’ve already made clear my total lack of commitment.

“It’s fine that you don’t have your heart set on it,” she says. “But you should be honest with yourself about what you’re doing with your time and why.”

I’m feeling a kind of uncomfortable feeling that seems to be moving into the pit of my stomach and staying there. It’s not because I think Soli’s wrong but because I know that she’s right.

“Yeah,” I say. “You’re right. That makes sense.”

“Not that I’m perfect,” she says.

“I have to respectfully disagree with you there,” I say.

She giggles and presses close to me to let a cyclist pass coming down the hill to pass.

“I’m not perfect, and I don’t pretend to be, but, I see you struggling to actually put much work into this thing that is supposed to be your passion project,” she says.

“Right,” I say. “I shouldn’t talk about doing this thing unless I’m serious about giving it my all.”

“Yes, exactly,” she says. “You know, I’m glad that I can say something like this and you can hear what I’m saying without getting mad. It’s rare, do you know that?”

“I do,” I say. “My dad could never take any criticism but my mom was always the opposite. She could be fair with herself and admit when she was wrong without always blaming herself for everything. I really respect that. Of course, I’m also very easy going so I don’t usually get too defensive. Neither of them were like that, so I don’t know where I get it.” 

“Maybe you’re just sweet,” Soli says. “And maybe you’re secure with yourself.”

I shrug.

“I’m not so sure it’s that,” I say.

“Well, okay, you’re insecure about some things,” Soli says. “You’re not sure if your writing is good, and so you talk about it being just okay.”

“Right, well, that’s just me being humble,” I say. “Which is a good thing, I think.”

“It can be,” Soli says. “Just don’t forget that you also have a lot going for you.”

“Thanks,” I say.

It’s early evening when the looks just perfect. Golden hour, photographers call it. The way that the light plays with the dry brown grass clinging to the hillsides and the twisted tree branches makes me want to capture it. 

“Go stand over there,” I say, pointing to a little patch of trees next to the waterline. “I want to take your picture.”

Soli happily obliges and I snap a few of her with different poses and expressions. She takes my phone from me and reviews them.

“Not bad,” she says. “If this philosophy stuff doesn’t work out, you may have a future as a photographer.”

“It’s nothing,” I say. “With the lenses phones come with now, it’s not hard to take a good picture.”

“Your turn,” she says, pointing the phone at me and waving me towards some trees behind me.

“I don’t really need any photos,” I say.

“What? Why?” she asks.

“It’s really something that girls like,” I say. “Women love getting their picture taken. For men, it’s not really that important.”

“Do it for Jordan,” she says. “We’ll send them to her.”

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

“Fine,” I say. “But just one or two. Then we’ll get a selfie.”

“Deal,” she says.

I stand for my photos, and I smile because what else am I going to do? Then we get a couple of us together.

I send one of the selfies to Jordan.

Me: Miss you! 

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

“Wanna keep walking?” I ask.

“Sure,” she says.

We keep walking along the waterline. The dam forms a little artificial lake. It’s just a tiny strip of water, more like a still river really. I don’t think there are fish in it, but the water is enough to keep the trees alive at least. There are frogs and crickets too. I see one crawling over some big tree roots near the water.

“I think the thing I like most about philosophy is reading about it,” I say. “I’ve always liked learning, but I never saw myself as a writer. The thing is, I just don’t know what else to do with philosophy besides writing about it.”  

“Well, you could make videos or something,” she says. “But I know that’s a lot of work too.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Maybe I just need to build up the muscle.”

We round a corner and the big concrete walls of Hanson Dam loom in front of us. There are people walking along the top of it and we follow the dirt trail heading toward it. My phone buzzes and I check it.

“Jordan sends a thumbs up,” I say.

I look at Soli, expecting some kind of a reaction from her.

“Well, that’s good,” she finally says.

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

When we reach the path that leads up to the top of the dam, Soli turns to me and says–

“I’ve been thinking about going back to school.”

“Oh, that’s great,” I say.

“I can’t decide, though, whether I want to do it for myself or just because I see you two doing things and going after your dreams,” she says.

“Right,” I say. “I see what you mean. Somebody close to me gave me some good advice recently. Be honest with yourself and how you want to be spending your time.”

“Meh,” Soli says. “Sounds like whoever it was they were talking out of their ass.”

I laugh so loud that a couple walking a terrier turn and look at me. 
“Okay, so why do you want to go back to school?” I ask, after I’ve recovered myself.

“I don’t have a good reason,” Soli says. “Which probably means I shouldn’t do it. At least not until I know what I want to study. I just don’t want to wait too long and miss my chance.”

“I get that,” I say. “But you can study anytime. Some people do it in their seventies.” 

“Well, sure,” she says. “But the main reason I would go is the chance to earn more.”

We’ve reached the top of the dam now. The whole park is below us and you can see the 1-5 freeway cutting through the valley. The sun has set over the hills but the sky won’t darken completely for at least another half an hour.

“It all depends on what you choose. A degree doesn’t always get you a better job,” I say. “Believe me, I’m proof. I ended up making money and it had nothing to do with my degree.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “I’ve thought about that. Plus there’s AI.”

“Plus there’s AI,” I say. “There’s no way to know right now what skills are going to be important in five years. Maybe all of us won’t even be needing jobs soon.”

“Maybe,” Soli says. “But if people still have jobs in the future, I want to be one of them. Unless…”

“Unless?” I say.

“Unless I decide that instead of a career, I’d rather have… the other thing.”

“Oh,” I say. “Well, that makes sense, too.”

“Of course, I’d want to be stable first,” Soli says. “Since I met you, I feel that I am stable. And with Jordan with us too, we’re even more stable. Like a stool.”

“Exactly,” I say. “Nobody’s gonna knock us down.”

Then, I rock forward and back, pretending to lose my balance. Whoa! Soli grabs the back of my shirt.

“Don’t jump,” she says. “I’d hate to think I brought it on you just by bringing up, the you know–”

“The other thing,” I say. “Right. Well, you’ve got every right to. And even though we haven’t known each other that long, it still doesn’t feel sudden.”

“Really?” Soli says. 
“No, not at all,” I say. “We’re just talking about it.”

“Right, just talking,” she says. “I’m just trying to keep my options open. But I also feel like I can’t stand still.”

“Just don’t walk forward,” I say, pointing to the lip of the dam’s edge.

She doesn’t say anything for a while. She just stares out at the hills and trees and brush in all directions in front of us. Headlights crawl along the highway, streetlights are coming on to ensure that nobody will see the stars.

“It’s not such a bad world,” Soli says. “Right?” 

“I don’t think so,” I say.

We stand there for a while longer. Long enough for the sky above to turn from pink to purple.

“You ready to head back and get some food?” I ask.

“Sure,” she says.   

I take her hand and we walk back across the top of the dam and back down the dirt trail the same way we came. We keep talking but leave the heavy stuff up on that dam. I’ve got a lot on my mind by the time that we leave the park and return home. I’ve got a new reason to want to stay out of jail.


10.

The rest of the week seems to fly past me. We hear from Jordan and she does send some pics of herself at work. She’s wearing sweats and her hair up, because I guess that the business is casual like that. But it looks like she’s spending a lot of her time in just a boring conference room, not some kind of fantastical wonder factory. I hope she’s having fun. She still hasn’t been over a single night since she started working, though she sends her love and text messages. I know that she’s busy and that this is the job that she’s been dreaming about, but I also miss being around her. It’s not lonely– I have Soli. But I still feel the absence from her not being there.

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

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

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

“IDs?” she asks.

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

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

“Cell phones, smart watches, any recording or communication devices must be turned over now,” the guard says. We hand over our cell phones and are then told to go on through security. “White collar crime unit is on floor 10. Take the first right after the elevator.”

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

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

“How are you doing?” Michael asks.

I shrug.

“Come on,” he says. “It’s not like they’ve got the room bugged. Well, maybe they do. But I doubt it.”

“Just want to get it over with,” I say.

“Well, they do things in their own sweet time,” he says.

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

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

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

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

“Matteo Navarro,” I say.

We go through the other usual stuff, like my age and address. Then, with all of that out of the way, Wren starts asking me questions about NovaCare. When did I start working there? What was I doing before I started, stuff like that. He even asks about my degree.

“Philosophy, huh?” he says.

“Yeah,” I say.

“Why get a degree in philosophy just to go back to sales?” he asks.

“Well, philosophy doesn’t pay the bills,” I say.

“But this job sure did,” he says, reaching for a set of documents that the other agent brought in. He thumbs through one big stack looking for the page that he wants. When he’s got it, he thumbs it twice and whistles. “Not bad at all.”

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

“Does that list appear accurate to you?” he asks.

“It appears to be,” I say.

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

“Lot of money, especially for a young guy like you,” Wren says. “Did you ever stop and wonder, what am I getting all of this for?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” I say.

“You never asked yourself, where does my end come from?” Wren asks.

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

“I, uh…”

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

Wren twirls his pen.

“Okay, let’s talk about when it was first made clear to you that bonuses were directly tied to bulk payments. When was that?”

“That was after I’d been there for a few months,” I say. “There was a big push for bulk orders.”

“Right, so you were told that if you didn’t meet minimum targets for bulk sales, you wouldn’t be receiving any bonuses, correct?”

“Correct,” I say.

“And were you ever pressured to produce more sales in spite of the limited market for NSDs?” Wren says.

“Yes, I was pressured,” I say. “We all were.”

“Who is we?” he asks.

“All the sales staff,” I say. “You already know their names, right?”

“Go ahead and help me out,” he says, clicking his pen again, poised over the note pad. “Who were the other sales people?”

“Well, it was kind of a rotating cast,” I say.

“Just do your best,” Wren says, pen still poised in his hand.

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

“And what about Ian?” he asks.

“Who?” I say.

“Ian Ghazarian,” he says. “Your boss at NovaCare?”

“His name was Ian?” I say. “He asked people to call him Hamlet.”

“Right,” Wren says, clicking his pen. “He started using the name Hamlet before he started NovaCare. Weird, right?”

“Very,” I say.

“Anyway, what can you tell me about him?” Wren says.

“Very intense,” I say. “Always pushing everyone to make more sales no matter how much they were bringing in.”

“Did you like him?” Wren asks.

“No,” I say.

“But you were willing to put up with him,” Wren says. “Because the money was so good.”

“Yes,” I say.

“Did he ever push you to do anything that you felt was unethical?” Wren says.

I look at Michael. He nods.

“Yes,” I say.

“And did you?” Wren asks.

“I, uh…,” I sputter.

This feels like a trap. I can already see where he’s trying to lead me, but I don’t know what else to say. “Can you be more specific I say?”

“Did you, at any time, engage in actions that you felt were unethical under pressure from your boss while you were working at NovaCare?” Wren says.

“I didn’t knowingly do anything illegal,” I say. “I felt pressure to make sales. I made sales. I was told repeatedly that there was nothing illegal about what I was doing.”

“Okay,” Wren says, looking a little miffed. “What about when you were told that the FDA recommendation was going to change?”

“What about it?” I say.

“Do you remember when that was?” Wren asks.

“Yes, it was three weeks ago,” I say, giving the exact date.

“You must have understood that you were selling products that would have been unusable to the people who were buying them, right?”

“Hold on,” Michael says. “Is this an interview or an interrogation?”

“Okay, I’ll rephrase the question,” says Wren. “Were you aware that any products sold after the FDA recommendation had changed were unusable by the clients?”

“Yes,” I say. “I understood that.”

“And you sold them anyway?” Wren says.

“No,” I say. “I didn’t. I didn’t sell any units after I learned that. None. I walked out that day.”

Michael leans back in his chair. Wren looks vexed.

“Did you make any attempt to report NovaCare’s malfeasance?” he asks.

“No,” I say.

“Why not?” Wren asks. “By your own admission, you knew that what they were doing was unethical. You may or may not know that it was also illegal.”

“I didn’t know it was illegal,” I say.

“It still seems strange to me that you didn’t say anything about it,” Wren says.

“I wasn’t really in that head space,” I say. “I was in love. It was a new relationship, and I was looking forward to focusing on that.”

“Which one was this?” Wren says.

“Sorry?” I say.

“You told me on June 16th outside your apartment that you have two girlfriends,” Wren says.

“You gonna ask me how I pulled it off?” I say.

Immediately, I regret it. Wising off is pretty much the last thing you’re supposed to do in one of these situations. But, come on? What would you do?

“My client’s relationship status has no relevance to the facts of this case,” Michael jumps in, his voice stern. “Move on.”

Wren looks chastened, like he knows that his professional veneer just fell away there, and now he just has to try to claw it back. He starts peppering me with questions rapid-fire

“Fine,” he says. “Let’s talk about Ian, or uh, Hamlet as you knew him. Did he ever discuss strategies for maximizing reimbursements?”

“Not with me,” I say.

“Do you know what CPT codes are?” he asks.

“Uh, yeah,” I say. “They’re used in billing for Medicare.”

“Did you personally handle these codes yourself?” Wren asks.

“No,” I say.

“Who did?” Wren asks.

“Billing,” I say.

“Okay, so you are saying that that was a totally separate part of the equation,” Wren says. “Compartmentalized, you might say.”

“Yeah, you might say that,” I say. “I’m sorry. If you’re interested in billing irregularities, I may not be the one to ask.”

“Oh, don’t be so sure,” he says. “We’ve got a lot to cover here. Who else in the company had access to the billing platform and payment records?”

“Well, Hamlet, or Ian, or whoever,” I say. “Definitely him.”

“Uh, huh,” Wren says. “Who else?”

“Chelsea,” I say.

“Chelsea Wright?” Wren asks.

“Yes,” I say.

“Okay,” Wren says, clicking his pen again.

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

“So,” Wren says. “What did you spend the money on?”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Well, you made more than two-hundred thousand dollars in your time working at NovaCare,” Wren says. “You must have bought something. Crypto? Car? Boat?”

“A boat?” I ask.

“Sure,” Wren says. “Something flashy. Something that says you’ve arrived.”

“Nope,” I say. “Nothing like that.”

“No gifts for the girlfriends?” he asks.

“A couple of books,” I say.

“A couple of books?” Wren repeats, an incredulous smile breaking across his face.

“Sure,” I say. “Gotta keep ‘em happy.”

Wren laughs.

“That’s good,” Wren says, writing that down like he’s planning to repeat it at the bar later. “Gotta keep ‘em happy.”

“Can we get back to the matter at hand, please?” my lawyer says. “We’re veering once again into my client’s personal life, and I don’t think it’s a productive use of anyone’s time.”

Wren looks at his colleague, then he flips some pages in his legal pad.

“I think we have what we need for now,” Wren says. “We might be in contact later. Let’s just wait and see.”

Michael is already rising from his chair and buttoning the bottom button on his suit. I get up too and Wren extends his hand.

“Thank you for your cooperation Mr. Navarro,” he says.

We shake and I nod, then follow Michael out the door.

Holy shit. I’m not in trouble, right?

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

“So, am I good?”

Michael smooths his hair before answering.

“They never tell you that you’re good,” he says. “They’ll tell you that you’re free to go, but they’ll always leave it open that they might want or need you for something. But, I think you’re safe. I’d be very surprised if they tried charging you with anything. You’re clearly just a low-level guy– no offense.”

“No that’s okay,” I say. “Whatever gets me off the hook. I’m just that it’s over.”

“We’ll keep watching what they do for the next weeks or months,” Michael says. “They may call you back and ask you questions. But I don’t think you need to worry about another subpoena unless they’re just so sloppy that they don’t even know what they’re looking for. My impression is that they already have all they need to roll up the principal characters, your boss and the people who were central to the scheme. You don’t need to let it trouble you anymore.”

He extends his hand and I shake it.

“Thanks, Michael,” I say.

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


11.

I’m in the kitchen drinking OJ straight from the jug when Jordan comes in and starts taking off her shoes and putting her bag down. She doesn’t look up. 

“Hey!” I say. “Guess what happened to me today?”

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

Jordan finally looks at me. Her eyes are puffy. She’s been crying.

“Oh my god,” I say, putting the OJ down and rushing into the living room to press my naked body. “What happened?”

“Oh, Matty!” she says, burying her face in my bare chest. She starts to sob, big fat tears. “I’m gonna quit. I can’t take it anymore.”

I hold her close to me and hold her tight, pressing her close to me.

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

I wait for her to say more, not wanting to pressure her. She just keeps softly crying, the tears running down my chest and pooling on the floor. At some point, Soli walks in wearing a bedsheet that’s she’s wrapped around her waist.

“Jordy, honey,” she says softly, like she’s speaking to a wounded animal that my bolt at any moment. “Do you need to talk?”

Jordan dabs at her eyes, trying to will the tears away. I let go of her and she walks over to couch and sits down.

“I have to call in sick tomorrow,” she says. “I feel terrible. I look like shit.”

“That’s not true,” I say, still standing in the middle of the room in all my “glory.”

“How about you go put some underwear on?” Soli says to me. 
“Sure,” I say.

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

Not the time, Matty. Not the time.

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

I take a seat in the chair across from the two of them and let Soli take over.

“What did she do?” Soli asks.

“Everything is wrong. Always,” Jordan says. “I never get a smile or a thank you for anything that I do. And I’m trying so hard. I’m giving everything that I know how to give.”

Her voice is cracking and I can tell that she’s having trouble keeping it together. Soli rubs her shoulders.

“I can’t take the pressure,” she says. “I’m working, like, all the time and I never have any time for you guys.”

“Don’t worry about us,” I say.

“That’s right,” Soli says. “Focus on you right now. We’re fine. Matty isn’t even going to go to jail.”

I give an exaggerated smile and double thumbs up, which makes Jordan crack a smile.

“That’s great,” she says. “I’m happy for you, Matty. Really.”

She wipes her eyes and tries to clear the tears clinging to her eyelashes.

“Oh, honey,” Soli says, “I knew that something was wrong. I just didn’t know how to ask about it.”

“I didn’t know how to tell you,” Jordan says. “I wanted to, I just… I couldn’t because I didn’t want you to tell me I should quit.”

“We won’t tell you that,” I say. “You should stick with it, if you think that’s what you should do.” 
Soli gives me this look, like, really? I give her one in return like, what should I say?

“We don’t want to pressure you to do anything,” I hazard. “We only want to support you in whatever you want to do.”

“But– I– don’t– know!” Jordan says, burying her face in her hands.

Okay, this is pretty tough. Maybe there’s nothing that I can say, so maybe I should let Soli handle this. I don’t want to put the emotional burden all on her, but I have to admit that she seems to know the right thing to say better than I do.

“It’s okay,” Soli says, resting her head against Jordan’s shoulder.

“We’ll just listen and support you,” I say.

Jordan isn’t looking at me, so I’m able to read Soli’s signals. She slips me a subtle “okay” sign. Listening is better than talking. I probably should have already learned that about women before now, but at least I’m learning.

“Vanessa is such a bitch,” Jordan says, once she’s recovered herself. “She’s like the ice queen. I’m not the only one who hates her. She’s always critical and even Raphael and Linda, who are like her little minions, they only stick around her because they’re afraid of her.”

“She sounds terrible,” I say.

“But they get all the best assignments,” Jordan says. “They’re the ones who are building models for set designs. I’m the one doing all the thankless jobs like cleaning up or going out to source props, which means I have to drive all over. Yesterday, I had to call around to all the shops in the area and ask about this one special shade of fabric, midnight blue. There was one store that had it, so I had to drive to Encino and when I get there, they don’t have midnight blue. They’ve got other blues, but not that blue.”

I can feel Jordan’s anger rising. Damn those bastards and their lack of selection! When really, it’s not the shop and it’s not the blues. It’s Vanessa.

“So, I get three different ones, the closest I could match,” Jordan says. “What else could I do?”

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s not your fault if they don’t have midnight blue. You made the best with what you had.”

“Well, that’s not what Vanessa thinks,” Jordan says. “Why did I waste money on three rolls of fabric? Why am I bringing her fabrics that she can’t work with? As if it’s impossible for her to do her very important job with fabrics that aren’t the exact shade she asked for. I wanted to scream!”

“That bitch,” I say.

“Right?” Jordan says. “She’s impossible. I can’t take it anymore.”

“You shouldn’t have to,” Soli says. 
“What should I do?” Jordan asks. “I should quit, right?”

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

“You don’t need to decide anything right now,” Soli says. “Go lie down in my bed and let us take care of you.”

Jordan wraps her arms around Soli in a hug.

“Thanks,” she says.

She takes her hands away, accidentally untucking the fold of the sheet around Soli’s body, which falls away and reveals her naked body in all its glory. Nice. Not the appropriate moment, but still. Nice.

“Sorry,” Jordan says.

“Don’t worry about it,” Soli says, swatting her playfully. “You just get comfortable.”

“Can I have wine?” Jordan says, in an adorably childish voice.  

“Of course, baby,” Soli says. “Matty will bring you some.”

Relieved to have a task, I get up and go the kitchen. There are no wine glasses in Soli’s place, so I get the Cathy mug from the top shelf in the cupboard and then get wine from the box on the top of the fridge and pour a very generous serving.

Soli slips on an oversized t-shirt, the curves of her body still visible underneath and then takes a seat on the edge of the bed. I hand the mug to Jordan, who takes it with both hands. I lean down to kiss her and she gives me a quick peck on the lips.

“Thanks, you guys,” Jordan says.

“Of course, darling,” Soli says. “We’re your lovers. This is what we’re here for.”

Jordan takes big gulps of wine like it’s medicine.

“You want to cuddle until you feel better?” I ask.

Jordan shakes her head.

“I just want to lie here in the dark a little while and feel my feelings and then sleep,” Jordan says. I’m about to interject, but Soli heads me off.

“Of course,” Soli says. “We’ll be right outside.”

Jordan puts the mug to her lips and then upturns the rest. Once she’s polished off the last drop, she hands it back to me.

“Thanks, Matty,” she says sweetly, then turns over on her side. I switch off the light and we exit the room like two parents, shutting the door behind us.

“Let’s talk outside,” I whisper to Soli, aware that Jordan isn’t sleeping yet and can probably hear us. We carefully exit the apartment and close the front door without making much noise.

“Poor baby,” Soli says. “I hate that this is happening to her.”

“Yeah, I agree,” I say. “But shouldn’t we, ya know, do with her what you did with me? Try to snap her out of her funk, don’t let her sulk because that just makes things worse?”

Soli puts her hand on my chest, and then gently and carefully says–

“Matty, no,” Soli says. “Jordan isn’t a guy. That’s completely wrong for her. It was fine for you, but she needs to be allowed to process her feelings.”

“Isn’t that kinda… sexist?” I ask.

“No, it’s just treating people differently according to their needs,” Soli says. “Guys and girls are different.”

I scratch my chin.

“Yeah, okay,” I say. “I trust your judgement.”

“As you should,” she says with a smile.

“So, what do we do?” I ask.

“I think you should talk to Natalie,” Soli says.

“Really?” I say. “Wouldn’t that, ya know, undermine Jordan?”

“No,” Soli says. “Because she’s not a man. She doesn’t need to stand on her own, all strong and independent all the time. Yes, she wants to succeed because of her abilities, but she also needs love and care and nurturing. If Natalie can make things easier for her, you should ask her to do what she can.”

“I get that,” I say. “I just don’t want to impose on Natalie too much, especially after she was generous enough to get Jordan the job.”

“She doesn’t need to fire this bitch Vanessa,” Soli says. “Just ask her if there’s anything she can do. If she can’t do anything, well, okay. You tried. Besides, it will give you an excuse to get closer to her. Don’t forget what we talked about.”

I put my hands up in mock surrender.

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll text Natalie and offer to meet for coffee. No pressure, no promises. We’ll just see what happens.”

“Good boy,” Soli says, leaning up to kiss me on the lips. “You’re doing the right thing. And don’t be too shy about flirting if you sense that she’s interested.”

She reaches down and grabs my cock and balls through my boxers.

“It’s not just women who can use their sexuality to get what they want,” she says. “You’ve got power in that thing. Let’s see you use it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I say. “Now let’s go inside before your neighbor comes out and finds me in my boxers.”   


12.

The next morning, I send Natalie a quick text .

Me: hey neighbor! R u free to grab some coffee ☕?

Natalie: hi Matty! Ive got kinda full schedule actually this week… but are you free today?

I tell her I am and we agree to meet at 11 am. Since it’s near her office, and I feel the cozy vibes are the perfect place to get her in the mood to do favors (regular ones, not sexual ones) I suggest we meet at Republic of Pie.

I arrive a few minutes early and order a latte, then I stake out a little two-person table near the front window. I sip my latte, and to my surprise I realize I’m nervous. It’s not about all the stuff with Jordan and her boss. It’s about the prospect of adding another woman to my life. Even a woman as strong and independent as Natalie will have emotional wants and needs that I’ll have to help with sometime. Jordan is no pushover, but she needs help.

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

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

Hold on. This metaphor is getting absurd. What the hell am I thinking? Luckily, Natalie walks in and derails this especially stupid train of thought.

She’s got on these big round sunglasses which she takes off, revealing lashes topped with mascara. Her outfit is business casual, a light purple collared shirt and pen-stripped pants. But you don’t need much imagination to picture the body underneath. And the slippers have a slight heel that shows off the curves of her ass.  

“Hey!” she says. I get up to meet her and we hug. A very warm, intimate hug. Maybe the closest one yet. Interesting.

“Hey, thanks for meeting me,” I say. “I know you’re busy.”

“It’s okay,” Natalie says with a wave of her hand. “Coffee time, lunch, these times are sacred in the business. Everybody’s got to network…uh, did I say that? I feel gross.”

She chuckles just a little too loud and too strong. There’s that awkward girl that I can’t help but want to get closer to.

“It’s totally fine,” I say. “It’s just what big time power players like you and me do.”  

She smiles a big, genuine smile that lights up her whole face.

“I’m gonna get a macchiato and a muffin,” she says, reaching for her purse. “You want something?”

“Let me get it,” I say. “I invited you out.”

“Sure?” she says.

“Yeah, definitely,” I say. “Just give me a second. You can guard my latte.”

“Deal,” she says, sliding into a chair across from mine.

I go to the counter and put in the order. I take a number and then return to the table.

“So, how’s the whole lawsuit thing going?” Natalie asks after I’ve sat down.

“Can I be honest?” I ask.

“Yeah, of course,” she says.

“The lawsuit ended up not being an issue,” I say. “NovaCare can’t sue me anymore because the company got shut down. The FBI is investigating them for fraud, embezzlement. I don’t even know what else.”  

“You’re kidding,” Natalie says, her mouth hanging open.

“No,” I say. “The FBI came to my apartment and told me I had to answer a bunch of questions. It was like, this whole federal case.”

“Oh my god!” Natalie says. “That’s insane! Are you in trouble now?”

Then she says, her voice falling to a whisper–

“Why did you ask me here today? Are you wearing a wire?” 

I smile and try to wave away her concerns.

“It’s nothing like that,” I say. “I just went downtown and they interviewed me. I told them everything they wanted to know, or at least all that I could, and then they told me I was free to go. I think I was just a little fish that wriggled out of the net.”

“The FBI,” Natalie says, her voice filled with wonder. “I can’t believe it. I was living next to the notorious criminal mastermind Matty Navarro all this time.”

“Yes,” I say. “You’ve fallen into my trap.”

The bell rings and I hop up to collect Natalie’s muffin and macchiato.

“Thank you,” she says after I return to the table. “So, what’s going to happen with all the people you worked with?”

“I have no idea,” I say. “Some of them are definitely going down. Not a bad thing for some of them. At least a few of those people definitely deserve it. They were running some kind of Medicare scam, I think. But they weren’t all bad. Some people working there didn’t know what was happening, like me. I was really lucky to get out of there when I did.”

“Wow!” Natalie says. “Your life is like a movie. Believe me, I would know.”

“It’s actually not as action-packed as you might think,” I say. “I missed all the dramatic stuff because I quit at just the right time. I feel bad for anybody that got hurt though. Patients, I mean.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “That is bad. I’m glad you came out of it okay, though.” 

“Thanks,” I say. “What about you? What are you working on at Magnolia?”

“It’s not really all that interesting,” Natalie says with a sigh. “There are lot of projects going right now, but most of them aren’t mine. I got assigned one by my boss, and it’s not something I’m that passionate about.”

“Superheroes?” I ask.

“No, we don’t have the budget for those big blockbusters,” she sasy. “We’re more indie, more personal. Which I thought was what I wanted to do, but now I’m starting to realize that you have to appeal to these really small audiences, so everything you do is risky. Well, I guess it always is. But now, especially. And I just don’t really care about the source material all that much.”

“What’s it about?” I ask.

“Okay,” she says. “I can’t get too specific, but it’s basically this mother-daughter drama, and they’re both Asian, so that’s why they assigned it to me.”

“Oh, that’s really not cool,” I say.

Natalie takes a big bite of muffin and then dabs the crumbs with her napkin.

“I understand their perspective,” she says, after she’s finished chewing. “Now everyone is so fanatical about representation. I mean, I get it. I’m glad that there is somebody there who is working on these kinds of stories. I want for people who look like me to see themselves on screen.”

“Sure,” I say. “But your bosses shouldn’t make that your responsibility.”

“Yeah,” she says. “But they’re under their own pressures. When you’re junior to a lot of other people, you have to take whatever you’re given and act grateful for it. I can’t just turn down these assignments. I have to try to make something that’s going to be successful whatever I’m given to do. That’s how you move up.”

“Do you think it’s a good story but it’s not your thing, or…?” I ask.

Thaaaap! She makes a fart noise with her lips and tongue.

“It sucks,” Natalie says with a shrug. “The script is terrible. Matty, I’m telling you. Almost everything that everyone makes in Hollywood is so bad. Trust me, Bukowski was right. There isn’t any talent hiding under rocks anywhere.”

“Bukowski?” I say, raising an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” she says. “Charles.”

“I know who he is,” I say. “I just don’t meet a lot of women who are fans.”

“Oh, he was a bastard,” Natalie says, tossing her napkin on the table in front of her to illustrate her point. “I wouldn’t have wanted to be with him. He was a filthy old man. But his poetry? Tennison has nothing on Buke, if you ask me.”

“Definitely one of the great LA writers,” I say. “I read Women when I was maybe twenty-five. It was astounding to me that this gross old alcoholic got laid like he did. It seemed unreal. But it definitely left an impression.”

“Right?” Natalie says. “I mean, he wasn’t really one for plot. But that voice. Nobody could write like him.”

“Can I be honest?” I ask. “I’ve been trying to write too. Not poetry or fiction. Non-fiction articles. Just short articles.”

“And?” Natalie asks. “What are you writing about?”

“Philosophy,” I say.

“Good for you,” Natalie says. “Too many writers are wrapped up with trying to be popular, to find a mass audience.”

I chuckle.

“Is that a dig?” I ask with a smile.

“No!” she says. “Okay, maybe it sounded like one. But that’s not what I mean. If you’re writing about philosophy its because you want for someone to read your ideas than you want to be rich and famous, right?”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s exactly it. I’m in a place at the moment where I don’t have to work the bills. So, I’m trying to do something that can fail and I’d still be okay.”

“That’s wonderful,” Natalie says. “Can I read some of your writing?”

“Sure,” I say. “I haven’t really written much yet. I just finished one article and…that’s it, so far.”

“You have to start somewhere,” Natalie says.

“Yeah,” I say. “Honestly, I never thought of myself as a writer before. I like reading, but mostly non-fiction stuff.”

“That’s true of a lot of guys,” Natalie says. “I’ve heard that men are more interested in things and women are more interested in people. Speaking as a guy, do you think that’s true?”

“Not sure,” I say. “I guess in some ways, I’m kinda interested in both. Although it’s true that I don’t really that many novels.”

“Yep,” Natalie says. “Women read tons of novels. Not that I’m the best example. Mostly I just read scripts, but that’s my job. All my friends tell me about what they’re reading, but almost all of it is chick lit. Romance novels, really steamy stuff.”

“Oh yeah?” I say. “And you? I mean, when you’re not reading scripts?”

“Sometimes,” she says, lifting her mug to her lips like she’s trying to hide her smile behind it. “I like to indulge in fantasies, especially because it’s not like I’m having sex in my real life.”

Okay, Matty. That was a signal. Could be wrong, but I’m pretty sure that was a signal.

“Sorry,” she says. “Is that like, way too personal? Between neighbors?”

“Of course not,” I say. “It’s LA, you’re a kickass career woman. You don’t have time to date. I was having a dry spell myself not too long ago.”

“And now you’re waist deep in a flood,” Natalie says, with barely disguised coyness.

“Well,” I say. “You could put it that way.”

“I’m sorry if this is invasive,” Natalie says. “But I have to know…what’s it like having two girlfriends?”

“It’s honestly not something that I ever planned,” I say. “It just kinda happened.”

“Right,” Natalie says. “You said before that you didn’t plan it. But, I mean, day to day what is it like? How do you balance it? Do you schedule time with each, sleep with them on alternating days?”

“No, nothing like that,” I say. “It’s more like we’re a group of really good friends who also have sex. We spend time together, do things together, but it’s not like they have some kind of arrangement about sharing me. In fact, I don’t think that you can say that I’m even the focus of the relationship. I mean, I’m the guy. I bring a certain something.”

“I’ll bet you do,” Natalie says with a wink.

“But it’s not like they would ever dream of fighting over me,” I say, trying to capture my feeling. “In fact, if I died they would be sad but I think they could probably have a wonderful close relationship for years even after I was gone.”

It feels weird to say this out loud, especially because the idea has never actually occurred to me before. It does feel like the truth, though. They would carry on, and they’d be okay.

“What I mean is, we all support each other,” I say. “And, actually, if I’m being honest, that’s kinda why I asked you to meet for coffee.”

“Oh?” Natalie says. 
“Yeah,” I say. “Well, you know that I’m really grateful for getting Jordan that job–”

“How’s that going, by the way?” Natalie asks, her eyes alert to signs of trouble.”

“Not great, actually,” I say. “She’s not really getting along with Vanessa.”

“Shit,” Natalie says. “I thought that might happen. Sorry, I’ve heard from people that she’s difficult to work with. I even mentioned it to Jordan when I told her about the job, but I think she was just so excited that she was ready to do anything.”

“Right,” I say. “She didn’t want to even tell Soli and me about it. She was trying to just bottle it up and pretend that everything was fine because she didn’t want to admit that she was miserable.”

“Oh, no,” Natalie says, frowning with sympathy.

“I know that it’s not your job to handle this kind of stuff,” I say. “And she is grateful to you. All of us are. You know, Soli and Jordan really like you a lot.”

Natalie smiles and nods.

“I wish there was more that I could do,” Natalie says.

“I get it,” I say, putting up my hands. “I’m not asking you to fire Vanessa. Actually, I’m not even sure what I want to ask you. But Soli suggested that I talk to you about it, I thought it was a good idea.”

Natalie looks at the table a moment, and for a second I wonder whether I’ve said something wrong. But if I have, I don’t know what it is.

“Hmm,” she says. “I think the best I could do is maybe get her a job as a production assistant.”

“Really?” I say.

“Understand, it’s a demotion,” Natalie says. “She would be working outside of the sets department, and she’d have to run errands and do things for the producers, the talent, everyone. It’s a really demanding job. But I know Janey, the executive producer on the show. She’s demanding, but she’s not a sadist. She’s a great boss and everybody likes working for her.”

“Huh,” I say. “That might be a lot better.”

“Just make clear to Jordan that this will mean a setback for her career,” Natalie says. “She’ll get experience she can use to get her next job. But she will have to work her way up to the sets department. She could spend years trying to get back to where she already is now.”

“I understand,” I say. “I think I should ask her about it and let her decide. Honestly, she might jump at the chance. She was really upset last night when she got home. She came home crying, saying she has to quit. If every day is as bad as yesterday was for her, then she might like being a production assistant better if it means getting a different boss.”

“Working as a PA can get you places on the set,” Natalie says. “It’s where I started. Actually, a lot of producers get started that way.”

“Really?” I say. “What kind of stuff did you work on?”

“Mostly commercials,” she says. “One for Pepsi, that was pretty fun. We filmed this big light display with sparklers and stuff. And Beyonce was there.”

“Nice!” I say.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “It was cool. I couldn’t ask for a picture or an autograph or anything, though. They don’t let you do that. Make sure Jordan knows that.”

“I’ll tell her,” I say. 
“Besides,” she says, bending her neck to the side and then whipping it back in an attempt to flip her hair, which fails. “It’s not what cool people do.”

I laugh, both at her hair flip fail and the self-conscious way that she can make fun of herself even as she’s doing it.

“Can I say something?” I ask.

“I guess,” she says.

“You are such a nerd in this–”

I freeze mid-thought, reaching for an acceptable adjective for my neighbor. But every word comes out cute, adorable, sexy– can’t use those.

“Great,” I finally say. “Awesome, best way.”

“Yeah?” she says, running her fingers through her long, black hair.

“It’s the thing I like best about you,” I say. “It’s like, I see sometimes that side of you, and suddenly I can picture you when you were a teenager.”

“Ugh, what?!” she says, practically squealing.

“It sounds weird, I know,” I say. “But just listen. You were a nerd in high school, right?”

“Uh, yeah?” she says, twisting her hair around her finger.

“Well, you still have that yourself,” I say. “I mean, look. You’re very impressive.”

She lets the hair she’s twisted up unravel.

“Really?” she says, grinning. “You think I’m impressive?”

“Of course you are,” I say. “Look at you, you’re this Hollywood big shot. You’re a producer. You’re a superstar. But that’s why I like you.”

“You like me because deep down you know I’m actually a huge nerd?” Natalie says, a big smile forming on her face.

“Exactly,” I say. “I see this nerd inside your little shell, and I just want to say to her, you are perfect.”

Then she looks at me, straight at me and her eyes go wide, her mouth hangs open. I can see that she wants to say something, but there’s this moment of hesitation before she says it. So I just smile gently and let her take her time.

“Matty,” she says. “I want you to kiss me right now.”             
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I can feel my heart starting to pound, and I can sense that hers is pounding too. I think about what she’s thinking, about what her body is doing. The tiny reactions that are taking place in her brain. Is her pulse quickening too? Is she getting wet?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?” Natalie says.

“It’s Spanish for witch,” I say. “It doesn’t mean anything. She was just messing around.” 
“But I do like you,” she says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“A hotel room?” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That old motel in Burbank?” I ask.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What, are you a cop?” he asks. 
I shrug.

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

“What’s the name?” he asks.

“Slater,” I answer.

I give Natalie this little look, our inside joke.

“Can I see your ID?” he asks.

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

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

“Yeah,” I say. “I was doing a bit.”

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

“Yep,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

“Number 6!” she says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Wait’s over,” I say.

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

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

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

“Somebody came prepared,” I say.

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

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

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

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

“I like it too,” I say.

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

“Fuck me!” she squeals. “Matty!”

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

“Aggaaaaaah!” she screams.

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

“Aaawww, fuck!” she squeals.

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

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

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

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

“Aaaaahhaa,” I groan.

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

“So good,” she coos.

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

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

“Oh, you do?” I say.

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

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

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

“Mmm,” she hums as she takes it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’ll say.”

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

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

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

“Shit, what time is it?” she asks.

I check my phone.

“It’s 12:42,” I say.

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

“But worth it, though, right?” I say.

“So worth it,” she says.

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

Once she’s finished getting dressed, she checks herself in the mirror. She tries to smooth the frizzy strands of her hair with her fingers, to find the obvious tells that she’s just had awesome sex in a hotel room and go back to the world of sexless professionalism.       

“Is it okay if I go?” she asks.

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

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

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

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

“Perfect,” I say.

We kiss again.

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

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

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

And then she’s gone. 


14.

“Whoa,” Jordan says.

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

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

“This is good, right?” Jordan says.

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

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

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

“So, what happens now?” Jordan asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

They both laugh as Soli grinds up on Jordan’s ass. I just stand there, leaning over to rest my arms against the counter, admiring this lovely little scene.

Finally, Jordan twirls in the direction of the fajitas, the beer in her hand. Soli takes one herself, a DosExxes, and hands it to me before taking one for herself. She takes the bottle opener hanging on the fridge and opens all three beers.

“So, what else did you guys talk about?” Jordan asks.

“Oh, yeah!” I say, amazed that I’d almost forgotten to mention it. “The real reason why I asked Natalie to meet and have coffee was to talk about your job.”

“Oh?” she says, in tone that says that she’s already figured out that part and wants to know what came of it.

“Yeah, so, she said that she can get you work in another department,” I say. “She says that she can get you work as a production assistant.”

“Oh,” Jordan says, trying to process what this would mean.

“She wishes she could do more,” I say. “She realizes that it would mean you working outside of the department where you really want to be working, but the executive producer is also a really nice person and much easier to work with than Vanessa.”

Jordan tilts the bottle back and takes a big swig of her beer then lets out a long sigh.

“It isn’t fair,” she says. “Vanessa is the problem. She should be the one who has to get a new job. But life is like that sometimes, right?”

I give a cautious, reassuring smile.

“Yeah, sometimes it is,” I say. “For whatever it’s worth, I know what it feels like to finally be free of a toxic boss you hate. The feeling of freedom after that, it can change the way you look at life. Of course, I’m not trying to influence your decision either way.”

“Thanks, Matty,” Jordan says, leaning over the counter and treating me to a sight of her cleavage, the plunging neckline of her Ramones t-shirt doing almost nothing to conceal it.  

“You shouldn’t have to give up your job,” Soli says. “But if you stay, you may just end up more miserable than if you find something else.”

“That’s true,” Jordan says. “I dreamed about this job for so long because I thought it would make me happy. But if it’s actually making me miserable, then why stay?”

I nod.

“You don’t need to make the decision right away,” I say. “Just know that you have options. You’re not trapped in that job forever. Besides, being a production assistant may be pretty cool. And Natalie says that it’s a stepping stone to bigger things in the business. You may be able to pivot to a job you’re more passionate about down the road.”

Jordan puts on a brave smile, and I can see some of the tension that she’s been carrying with her since she came home so devastated is starting to disappear.

“It was really sweet of you to talk to Natalie for me,” Jordan says.

“Soli deserves all the credit,” I say. “She was the one who told me to do it.”

“I merely suggested,” Soli says. “I thought it would be a good idea, that maybe some good would come of it, and as always I was right.”

“As always,” I say.

We clink the tips of our beer bottles, then I turn to Jordan and we do the same.

“It is a relief to know that I’m not stuck anymore,” Jordan says. “For now, I just don’t want to even think about it. Let’s think about what we’re going to do this weekend.”

“Great idea,” says Soli. “Let’s do something fun! I want to get out and really make it special. We can invite Natalie, too!”

“Of course, we have to,” says Jordan. “We should do something that will make her feel welcome and part of the group.”

“We could go to The Last Bookstore,” I say.

“Uh, another book store?” Soli says. “Really?”

“Yeah, I’ve only read like five pages of the book you got me last time, Matty,” Jordan says. “And only sixteen of the book that Soli got me. I mean, I like reading, but ya know.”

“We should do something big, like a road trip!” says Soli.

“Yes!” Jordan says. “A road trip would be perfect. Let’s go camping– or glamping! We could glamp!”

“That works, too,” I say. “I’ve never really been glamping before. I’ve only ever done the kind where you take a tent and end up sleeping on rocks with nothing between the ground but you and a sleeping bag. That’s the way my parents always liked to do it.”

“Maybe we could rent a cabin in Tahoe or somewhere,” Jordan says. “We could bring a bunch of booze and weed and food and just pig out and chill and have sex for two days.”

“I’m game,” I say. “Who’s going to figure out all the details?”

“Let’s decide like this,” says Soli. “If you have a job, raise your hand.”

Her hand and Jordan’s both shoot up in the air. Mine doesn’t. I laugh.

“Okay,” I say. “The hint was almost too subtle, but I managed to pick up on it. I volunteer to figure out all of the details and book the cabin, pending approval from the committee, of course.”

“Motion passes,” says Soli.

“Okay, everyone come get some fajitas now,” says Jordan. “They’re getting cold.”

***

“So, I’ve already booked the cabin,” I tell Natalie. I’m over at her place and she’s cooking for me. Tonight it’s soybean paste stew, which smells incredible. It’s got a garlicy and fishy scent, like salted fish. “It’s two hours to Big Bear, so it would probably be best to drive up Friday evening so that we’d have the whole weekend. But we’re flexible. Whatever you want to do.”

Natalie has her back turned to me, cutting up some small pieces of beef. She sets the knife aside and turns to me. From her expression, and really just from the way that she’s carrying herself, I can see that she’s got something on her mind.

“Look,” she says. “It sounds really fun, thank you.”

“But?” I say.

“But, I need to be honest with you about something,” she says. “I’m not sure if I’m ready to be in a relationship with you and Jordan and Soli. I think for now, I really just want to be in a relationship with you.”

“Oh,” I say.

Suddenly, I’ve lost my appetite.

“I know it’s unfair,” Natalie says. “And I’m not asking you to become exclusive with me. I have no right to ask that. I’m completely okay with the fact that you’re in a relationship with them also and that doesn’t change just because you’re with me.”

“Right, okay,” I say. “I get where you’re coming from. And as far as being fair is concerned, feelings aren’t always fair. But I’m glad you’re being honest with me about yours.”

“Thank you,” Natalie says. “I really like Jordan and Soli. I want for us to be friends, even close friends. But, to be honest, I’ve never felt attracted to women before. So, the idea of dating two women and you at the same time, it’s too much, ya know?”

“Totally,” I say. “You don’t have to rush into anything that makes you feel uncomfortable. I should have asked you about this first before I assumed you were okay with everything.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Natalie says, putting a hand on mine. “I rushed off before we had a chance to discuss things.”

“That’s true,” I say.

“Do you think the girls will be okay?” Natalie says. “I don’t want them to feel rejected.”

“I don’t think they will,” I say. “You’re not attracted to women. Who could hold that against you? I’m lucky that Jordan and Soli are both bi and that we met the way we did, but it would be unreasonable to think every woman I meet is going to feel the same.”

Natalie takes a deep, satisfied sigh.

“Good,” she says. “That really puts me at ease. I was worried that it might be a dealbreaker.” 
“No,” I say. “Of course not. You have every right to define this relationship in a way that makes you comfortable.”

“Thank you,” she says. I get up and extend my arms. She folds into them and we hug deeply. “You know, I feel lucky.”

“I’m pretty sure I feel even luckier,” I say.

“You’re an amazing guy,” Natalie says.

“Yeah, maybe so,” I say. “But seriously, what could I possibly have done to deserve everything that I’ve got?”

She giggles and I grab her rump, making her squeal.

“Let me go or you don’t get dinner,” she says.

We kiss sweetly, then I release her from the hug. She crosses back over and picks up the knife again. She cuts little cubes of beef.

“So, now that we’ve established that you’re not looking for a sexual relationship with my other girlfriends, will you still come to Big Bear? The girls both really want you to come, and it won’t be the same for me if you don’t join us. I’ll miss you too much.”

“Of course I’ll come,” Natalie says. “It sounds like a great time. Besides, I could use a break.”

“Awesome,” I say.

I’m honestly happy to leave things there, since it seems like things are perfect between us. But I know I can’t do that. There are still some things I need to know.

“So,” I say. “Just to make absolutely clear, it’s not going to be a problem that I’m touching and kissing and, ya know, doing other stuff with Soli and Jordan while we’re together?”

“Absolutely,” Natalie says. “Don’t feel like you need to keep asking. They were there first. It would be completely unreasonable of me to get jealous that you’re showing affection and attention to them.”

“Right,” I say. “Okay, that’s good. I’m glad you feel that way. But, things like sleeping arrangements on the trip? We’d typically all sleep in a big bed with the three of us…”

Which, for Natalie, means that she has to go to bed alone while her boyfriend shares a bed with two other women. I can imagine how she would feel about that, especially considering the fact that we’ve just started this relationship and this is our first trip together.

“Oh,” Natalie says, clearly grasping what I just have too. “I didn’t think about that…”

“I could ask them if they mind the two of us bunking together,” I say.

“No,” Natalie says. “I don’t want to impose on them that way. It’s not fair to ask them to compromise for me.”

“It kinda makes,” I say. “Since that way we’d sleep two to a bed.”

“That’s fine,” Natalie says. “I just don’t want to be the reason that everyone changes their normal behavior. You shouldn’t have to feel inhibited trying to make me feel more comfortable.”

“On that note,” I say. “When the three of us are together, we’re, um, pretty open with our bodies and each others’. Spontaneously, sometimes.”

“Right,” Natalie says. “Why wouldn’t you be?”

“Are you really okay with this?” I say. “I know it’s an unconventional romance, and some people don’t mind that. But you have to be ready for it.”

Natalie chops more beef pieces. Tat! Tat! Tat!

“I’m ready for it,” Natalie says.

“Really?” I ask, now less sure than ever.

“I am,” Natalie says, turning to look at me.

Her tone is calm and measured, but I’m not sensing a lot of joy behind her words. It’s like she’s resigned herself to the situation and is determined not to fight it. But she’s not really sure that she can accept it without bitterness.

“Matty, I knew what I was getting into with you,” she says. “I had my doubts, and I honestly tried to talk myself out of pursuing you. But after that night at the club, I couldn’t help myself. I spent the whole week thinking about you, and so when you messaged me to have coffee I jumped at the chance. I wanted to see you again as fast as I could. I felt so special and seen by the things you said to me. The whole time, I knew that you were already in a relationship with not one but two girls. It didn’t change the way I feel about you and it still doesn’t. I want to be with you, and I know that I have to fit myself into your world to do that. I’m prepared for that.”

“Okay,” I say. “Now it’s my turn. I am absolutely falling in love with you, too, and I really didn’t expect it. I thought everything that I had was enough. I didn’t want anything more. But when I realized that we both felt the same why about each other, I thought, why not? I knew I wanted to go for it. And you have been as patient as any woman could be expected to be.”

She smiles and I can see small tears forming in the corners of her eyes.

“You keep talking about what’s fair,” I say. “You want to be fair to everyone, and that’s wonderful. Just know, whatever you’re feeling, whether it’s fair or not, you have to a right to feel it. And you can share it with me at any time. Even if the feeling is selfish or jealous or whatever.”

“Thank you,” she says. “You’re a really sensitive guy.”

“Yeah, well,” I say. “I guess I have to believe you. I clearly have a way with women.”

She smiles.

“That’s right,” she says. “Look at all these girls you have cooking for you.”

“I cook too,” I say. “I’ll show you when we go camping.”

“Okay, deal,” she says. “Wanna pour some wine?” 

“Sure,” I say, hopping up and going over to the counter beside the fridge to take the bottle of red sitting there.

“Wine glasses are above your head,” she says, pointing.

Real wine glasses? What a novelty. I smirk.

The rest of the evening is nice and full of light talk that suggests we’ll be free of all issues. We discuss movies and her job and some of the jobs that I’ve had. But as much as things feel perfect and normal between us, I have some lingering doubts.

Can Natalie fit seamlessly into our group? Or will she always feel like she’s on the outside looking in? I think the camping trip will be the test.    


15.

We’re on the 1-5 freeway headed north on a perfectly sunny Southern California day. Soli is at the wheel, I’m in the passenger seat with Natalie and Jordan in the back seat. There are three different perfumes all colliding at once in my nostrils, but I don’t care. In fact, I love it. I love the way that women smell, and I could never get enough of them. Now I’ve got more than enough.

“This is going to be the best camping trip ever,” I say. “Whoever said the best time you can have with your bros is crazy. I can’t think of any three people I’d rather spend my time in the woods with.”

“Is it still technically camping if we stay in a cabin?” asks Jordan.

“Definitely,” I say. “Camping is an activity. Nobody goes cabining. We’re still setting out to face the great outdoors. Even if we go inside to sleep, we’re still going to get away from civilization.”  

“I’ve never actually been camping or cabining,” says Natalie. “My parents didn’t really do stuff like that with us. They don’t really see the point in nature.”

“I went with my ex once,” Soli says. “But there was a big screen and a PS4 in the cabin, so he just played games the whole time. I was so bored I found myself wanting desperately to fuck him just to give me something to do.”

The girls laugh, and I chuckle a little too.

“Oh, there was a hot tub out back, though,” Soli adds. “That was cool.”

“Is there a hot tub at the place you rented, Matty?” Jordan asks, her voice betraying the excitement of a little kid.

“You’ll see,” I say with a smile.

“Obviously, you’ll see means yes,” Natalie says. “Because if we get there and we see that there’s no hot tub, then we’ll be pretty disappointed and pissed at you.”

“Yep,” I say. “She’s right. You’ll see means there’s a hot tub. The website says that it comfortably seats four.”

The girls give a collective wooo! 

“Nice job,” Soli says.

“I didn’t bring a bikini,” Natalie says.

“Neither did I,” Jordan says.

“We don’t need them,” Soli says. “The cabin is private, right?”

“Totally private,” I say. “We can do whatever.”

“Just be sure to soak your balls in that hot water for at least twenty minutes before sex,” Soli says. “It’s natural birth control.”

Interesting. I guess we’re not talking about the possibility of Soli getting pregnant. I mean, I know she’s kidding. But I can’t help but take note.

“That’s a myth,” I say.

“Good boy,” Soli says. “Someone paid attention in sex ed.” And then, looking in the rearview at Natalie– “Matty’s always very careful. He’s very good about wearing a condom every time.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “Safety first.”

I’m not sure if Natalie is completely comfortable with everything. But she told me I didn’t have to keep checking in with her, so I’m trying to respect that.

“I made some trail mix,” Jordan says, fishing the ziplock baggie out of her bag. “Want some?”

“Sure,” Natalie says, taking it. She unzips it and pours some in her hand before passing it up to me.

“I love trail mix,” I say. “I always end up eating it all before I get on the trail, though. Except the raisins.”

I paw around in the bag, trying to snag only peanuts and M&Ms. There’s a minivan in front of us and Soli is going to change lanes to get around it. I happen to glance over at the rearview just as a big Ford truck appears in the lane next to us, coming fast.

“Watch it!” I yell.

Soli turns hard to move back into her lane, hitting the brake to avoid running into the minivan.

SCREECH!

The car rocks and there’s honking–

But, thankfully, there’s no collision this time.

“Jesus!” Soli says. “What the hell?”

“It was the jackass in the truck,” I say. “He just appeared in your lane out of nowhere.”

“Sorry, guys,” Soli says, her voice still shaken.

“It’s okay,” Natalie says. “Nobody’s hurt.”

“Yeah,” says Jordan. “It happens.”

“It really wasn’t your fault,” I say.

“Right?” says Soli. “I mean, I’m going the speed limit. Well, five over. But five over is the speed limit on the highway. Am I wrong?”

“I don’t think you’ll find a cop who will repeat that,” I say. “But, yeah, I think you’re fine.”

“I’m not a bad driver, right?” Soli asks.

“Of course not,” I say. “It was the other guy’s fault.”

“Maybe I’m just cursed,” Soli says. “My car is like a magnet for bad drivers.”

“Soli was in an accident recently,” I say. “Her car got pretty smashed up. It’s how we met.”

“Oh, really?” Natalie says.

“Yeah,” Soli says. “Then we met Jordan the same way.”

“Yep,” says Jordan. “I made that scratch on the rear fender you might have noticed when you got in.”

“Really?” Natalie says. “That sounds kinda cosmic, actually. Almost like the three of you were meant to meet.”

“Well, maybe,” I say. “Maybe we were all meant to meet for some cosmic reason. Like, maybe that’s why I had all those problems with NovaCare– so we could meet.”

“I was just kidding,” Natalie says. “But it’s fun that the three of you have that meetcute. Even if it is always shitty getting in an accident.”

“Maybe you being here is balancing out our luck,” Jordan says. “You’re like a good luck charm.”

“Exactly,” Soli says. “You’re bringing good vibes, Natalie. We love you for it.”

“That’s what I’m here for!” Natalie says, as if in reference to something, except that it’s not from anything and she’s just being awkward, like she does.

“Oh, damn it,” I say, looking down at the plastic bag in my lap. “I spilled the trail mix.”

I try reaching under the seats to pick up the pieces but they’ve fallen into those little crevices where you just know that you’re never going to get all of them.

“It’s fine,” Soli says. “I don’t think the ants can get in here. Make sure you watch where you put your feet, though. I don’t want crushed M&Ms staining my floor mats.”

“Right,” I say, running my hand under the seat to scan for them.

“Let’s get some music going,” Jordan says.

“Yeah!” Soli says, grabbing the purple adapter cable that’s connected to her car’s stereo– “Natalie, you choose.”

Natalie takes the cable and opens her phone. She plugs it in and then a moment later the sound is filled with–

“Yo, I’ll tell you what I want, what I really, really want!”

Which all the girls start singing along to, just all women who are old enough to remember the 90s can. I even sing along, too, because it’s not like you could have escaped that song even if you were a boy, like me.

After that, it’s a compilation of Britney, Lady Gaga and some Chappell Roane, which is new for me. We reach the cabin about an hour later. It’s at the end of this little gravel road through the forest that looks like it doesn’t get much action, except for maybe the occasional four-wheeler. Out my window, I can see the cabin appearing suddenly through the trees.

“There it is,” I say.

“Oh, it’s big!” Jordan says.

“Sometimes size matters,” I say.

No laughs on that one. Crickets. Really? Not even a polite chuckle? Okay, it was kinda lame. But still, a little appreciation wouldn’t hurt anyone.

The place really does look nice. I can picture it in winter. It would look just like a snowglobe covered in white. The timber walls, the stone fireplace on the side. It’s like somebody built it from a blueprint that just had the word “COZY” in big block letters on it. Next to the mailbox out front there’s one of those combination key holder things. I use the code I got with my VRBO confirmation and out pops the key.

Inside, it’s not as rustic as you’d expect. It’s decked out: leather recliners, big marble countertops and a kitchen island, plus there’s a big chandelier. The fireplace is probably the humblest thing about it. We check out the

“Whoa,” Natalie says, turning to take the place in from every angle. 
“Way to go, Matty,” Jordan says. “You picked an awesome place.”

“Yep,” I say. “Just glad we’re all here to share it.”

Once we unpack all the food and drinks we set to work making cold cut sandwiches, which we eat on paper plates with Doritos and wine coolers.

“I always had the idea that people cooked beans or fish they caught in rivers when they went camping,” Natalie says. “I like this a lot better.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “Glamping beats camping. I mean, the nature is great. But I’m not so much a fan of the rest of it.”

I get up and have a look at the fireplace. A lot of cabins like this are being built with electronic ones these days that use natural gas, but this is a real fireplace made for burning wood. There doesn’t seem to be a lot though. There’s one log, but it looks almost ornamental.

“Hey, gang,” I say. “How about we go look for firewood?”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “It’s a good excuse to walk around. I don’t want to sit around getting fat all day. Let’s go for a hike.”

“I’ve got something that’s gonna make it more fun!” Soli says, jumping up and heading up the stairs. “I’ll meet you guys outside.”

So, we put on our shoes and wait for Soli outside. She comes out wearing a Lakers hoodie with her super-short white jean shorts. She slides her hand out, revealing the little glass weed pipe concealed up her sleeve.

“Let’s get high first,” she says. “It’ll make it more of a challenge. We can give those twigs a fighting chance of not getting found.”

“Nice,” I say.

“Natalie, would you like to take greens?” Soli asks.

“Uh, what?” Natalie asks, a small nervous smile spreading across her face.

“She’s asking if you want to be the first one to hit the bowl,” I say. “Because the weed inside is still all green and not yet blackened by the flame. It’s a courtesy thing.”

“Oh, thanks,” says Natalie. “But, I don’t really smoke weed. I mean, I never really have so...”

“That’s okay,” Jordan says. “It’s no big deal if you don’t want to.”

“Totally,” Soli says. “No peer pressure or anything. Mind if I hit it, though?”

Soli flicks her thumb over the lighter in her hand.

“No, of course not,” Natalie says. “Do your thing. You guys can enjoy it.”

Soli sparks the bowl and then passes it to Jordan and I. We take a couple of hits each, and right away I’m feeling a little crunchier. There’s something about getting high in the forest that makes it more comfortable and relaxing somehow. I can see from their eyes that Soli and Jordan are feeling it too. There’s a kind of mellowness that has settled over us.

“Aww, look!” Jordan says. “There’s an owl!”

I look to where her finger is pointing, and sure enough. It’s a little brown one perched on the branch of a tall pine.

“I thought owls only come out at night,” I say.

“That’s bats,” Jordan says.

“I think it’s both, actually,” says Soli.

“Owls are mostly nocturnal, I think,” says Natalie. “Maybe this little guy just woke up to find out, hey, what’s that smell?”

Jordan smiles.

“Smell something skunky there, little guy?” she says. “Don’t worry. We’re just some friendly stoners from LA come to explore your home.”

“Yeah,” says Soli. “We won’t burn the place down, though.” She cashes the bowl on the ground and then grounds out the little embers with the heel of her shoe. “Safety first.” 

We split up and have a look around for some choice pieces of firewood. There’s not exactly a trail, but since the trees aren’t actually thick it’s kinda hard to get lost even as we wander further from the cabin. I find my mind wandering away from the task even as I meander around. The golden light spilling through the tree cover above inspires something in me. It’s probably because I’m stoned. In fact, it’s definitely because I’m stoned, but there’s just something magical about the setting.

I pass Jordan and Soli holding hands and laughing. Jordan holds up the small bundle that she’s collected in her other hand. I give a little golf clap, then realize that my hands are empty. I haven’t even been trying to find firewood.

I look around for Natalie and see her a few hundred feet away, standing over something and looking down at it. I try creeping up on her, but the crunch from the brown pine needles gives me away. She looks up and I grin.

“Hey,” I say. 
“Hey,” she says back. “You look like you’re having a good time. Seeing any crazy colors, strange shapes, anything like that?”

I laugh.

“Weed isn’t really like that,” I say. “That’s really more like mushrooms or LSD. You don’t hallucinate, although you do experience a perspective change. Things and ideas strike you differently, that kind of thing. What are you looking at?”

“I just found this weird flower,” she says.

I bend over to get a better look. It’s a deep-red with these alien-like appendages that look like tubers with big open mouths.

“Whoa,” I say. “That is pretty wild.”

She snaps a photo with her phone. A few minutes later, AI identifies it as “Sarcodes sanguinea.”

“So called,” says Natalie, “because of its blood-red color. It feeds off tree roots instead of taking in light.”

“A vampire flower,” I say. “Awesome!”

I put my arm around Natalie and admire the plant, then I pull her too so that she’s staring into my (probably bloodshot) eyes.

“You’re really having a good time, aren’t you?” Natalie says.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “It’s what we came here for, right?”

“I mean the weed,” Natalie says. “You guys seem like you’re really enjoying it.”

“Is somebody maybe a little curious?” I ask, brushing a strand of hair from her face.

“Maybe,” Natalie admits. “I’ve never done drugs before, and it’s not like I never had the chance to. I didn’t want to say yes just to go along with everyone. But now, I’m getting hella FOMO.”

“Not to worry,” I say. “It’s never too late to try. I’m sure that Soli would be more than happy to pack a bowl for you.”

“Pack a bowl,” Natalie repeats, trying the words on her tongue.

The unfamiliar stoner terminology seems exotic and amusing to her. I press my forehead to hers and just stare into her eyes. She touches her lips to mine, pressing them gently until we start to really, earnestly kiss.

“Does my breath taste gross?” I ask.

“Kinda,” she says. “But I’d still rather kiss you than not.”

We kiss again, with a little more tongue this time.

“Come on,” I say. “Let’s go find Soli and Jordan. Somebody is about to pop their weed cherry.”  


16.

“Oh, wow!” Natalie says, looking incredibly adorable and completely, utterly stoned as she peers up at me from her spot on the loveseat. “I can feel the forest!”

“We’re actually inside now, dear,” Jordan says gently, reaching over to touch her hand.

“I know,” Natalie says. “But I can feel it. I can feel myself surrounded by it on all sides. It’s like its presence is coming in through the walls. Oh, and through the windows.”

“Totally,” I say, grinning.

Even for her first time, Natalie’s experience with weed seems unusually strong. Luckily, she seems to be responding really well so far. No apparent paranoia or bad vibes. Soli and Jordan have been taking excellent care of her, and their positive energy is getting magnified back at them from a very cheerful and grateful Natalie.

“Natalie, would you like some water?” Soli asks, handing her a glass.

“Yes!” Natalie says, taking it and gulping down three quarters of the glass in a single long pull. “Ah!”

Soli takes a seat on Natalie’s other side on the loveseat.

“Natalie,” Soli asks. “Does anyone ever call you by a nickname? Like Nat?”

“Not really,” Natalie says, crinkling her nose. “But you can call me ‘Nat,’ if you want to.”

“Okay, thanks,” Soli says.

Soli rests her hand on Natalie’s thigh. It’s not exactly flirtatious, at least among women, but it’s definitely more than strictly friendly.

“I really admire that you took a bold step today,” Soli says. “You tried something for the first time that most people only do when they’re teenagers. And some never get the chance to explore it.”

Okay, I’m starting to see where she’s going with this, and I’m not sure if I like it. Natalie has said that she’s not attracted to women. Soli knows this, but it definitely feels like she’s putting out some incredibly flirty vibes.

“I’m surprised, too,” Natalie says. “I didn’t think I would try marijuana today. That’s something I never thought I’d do.”

Something about the term “marijuana” feels weirdly dated to me. I don’t know any stoner who calls it that, even though it was the first term we used to use growing up.

“I almost tried it once when I was seventeen,” Natalie continues. “My friend had some, and he wanted me to try it with him.”

“Oh he did?” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “But it was illegal at the time, and I was all Miss Goody Goody.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a good girl,” Jordan says.

“Right,” says Soli. “We’re none of us born bad girls.”

“I don’t think the stuff he had was very good either,” Natalie continues. “Not like this stuff. Wow!”

“I’m glad you approve,” Soli says. “If you ever want any more, just say the word. Not that I’m trying to push anything on you.”

“Right,” I say. “Let’s not push anything on anyone. Because that’s not cool.”

Soli waits until Natalie’s attention is turned to Jordan before giving this big, wide-eyed stare and sticking out her tongue for just a second before retracting it. I smile in spite of myself.

“I like weed,” Jordan says. “It’s not an everyday thing for me, but that makes it a treat whenever I do smoke.”

“Mmm,” Natalie says.

She must be getting cottonmouthed because she slurps up the rest of her water.

“Hey, Nat?” Soli says. “What would you like to do this evening?”

“Hmm?” Natalie murmurs. “I don’t know. I guess I’m kinda hungry. But I can wait for dinner.”

“Matty would be happy to get you something, right babe?” Soli says. “I brought Cap‘n Crunch: Oops, All Berries!”

“Really?!” Natalie says, suddenly glowing. “I would love that!”

“I’ll get it for ya,” I say.

Sitting in my recliner, I don’t want to push the button and wait for the leg rest to go down, so I just toss my legs over the leg rest and crouch into a standing position– like a ninja.

I grab the bag of Cap’n Crunch from the big cardboard box on the kitchen island. Then, I wing it over– it’s got one of those clips to keep it closed– and Natalie catches it. She opens the bag and starts pouring it out in her hand. She offers the bag to Soli.

“Want some?” she asks.

“Sure,” Soli says, taking the bag. She picks a few sugar-encrusted nuggets out of the bag and then passes it to Jordan. The three of them take their turn with the bag of cereal. Then, out of nowhere, Soli says to Natalie–

“You’ve got really nice skin. Very youthful.”

“Yeah,” says Jordan. “What kind of moisturizer do you use?”

“Jergens,” says Natalie. “Twice a day. Plus an apricot scrub in the shower.”

“Oh, I’ve tried apricot scrubs,” says Soli. “But I’ve found that salt scrubs work better for me. I’ve got these huge pores. Here–”

Soli takes Natalie’s hand and places it on her own face, guiding Natalie’s fingers along her chin. “Feel those?”

“They aren’t that bad,” says Natalie. “Your skin is really nice.”

“Aww, thanks, Nat!” Soli says. “I just wish I had your nose. It’s so darling.”

Soli touches Natalie’s face, making her suddenly turn red. I want to stop her, or say something. But the truth is, I can’t. Maybe it’s because I don’t want to call out Soli for flirting and make things more awkward. But another part of me is all too aware of my quickly stiffening erection.

“Natalie,” Jordan asks. “Have you ever kissed a girl before?”

“Um, no,” Natalie says, growing uncomfortable.

“Well, if you don’t want to, it’s perfectly okay to say, no,” Soli says. “But me and Jordan, we think you’re so pretty.”

“Yeah, we do,” Jordan says, placing a hand on her shoulder.

Natalie squirms a little in her seat, pulling her legs up in an almost defensive posture.

“You’re both so beautiful,” she says. “But I don’t think I want to do that…right now.”

“Okay, no problem,” Jordan says. “You can change your mind any time you want to. Or not.”

“Yeah, it’s totally your choice,” Soli says. “Would you mind, though, if I sat next to Jordan? Weed sometimes makes me horny, and she just looks so good to me right now.”

“Oh, sure,” Natalie says, rising from the loveseat.

Soli scoots over to sit next to Jordan. They start kissing, touching and even groaning as their bodies explore each other. I’m glued to my seat, unable to tear my eyes away. Damn! This is really getting hot. But as much as I hate to interrupt them, I have to think of Natalie’s comfort. So, before Jordan and Soli start peeling each other’s clothes off, I decide to intervene.

“Hey, girls,” I say. “Maybe you’d be more comfortable upstairs in the bedroom?”

Soli breaks her kiss long enough to look at me, Jordan still planting kisses along her neck.

“Sure,” she says. “Are you gonna join us?”

“Maybe,” I say. “Why don’t you two get started first?”

“Okay,” Jordan says. “But don’t wait too long. You might miss out.”

The girls disentangle their limbs and then rise from the loveseat. My eyes watch them hungrily as they saunter up the stairs. The door shuts with a thunk! and I can hear laughter and the sounds of raucous fucking as it commences.

I meant to go and sit next to Natalie, but I’ve got a visible chub which is unmistakable under my knit basketball shorts. Natalie’s staring out the window, and I can’t get a read on her emotions.

“Aren’t you going to go upstairs?” she asks.

“I, uh, want to check in with you first before I do anything,” I say.

“Matty, go,” Natalie says. “I may be high, but that doesn’t mean you have to babysit me. You should go and join them.”

“Are you sure?” I ask. “I don’t want you to feel abandoned.”

“That’s sweet,” she says. “But it’s really my choice. You should go. I can see your hard-on from here. Besides, they’re waiting for you. That little show, that was for you as much as it was for them.”

“Right,” I say. “Okay.”

“We can have our own private time later,” Natalie says with a coy smile. “For now, I’m fine here on my own. Go!”

“Okay,” I say. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll see you soon.”

I do my little ninja move and slide out of the big leather recliner. I’m still partially-hard as I bound up the stairs, my cock flopping around in my shorts. Uncomfortable, yes, but it makes me eager for what’s to come.

I open the door and find Jordan on top Soli kissing and rubbing her bare breasts. Both are completely naked, of course, their contrasting skin tones a delicious invitation. Immediately, I can feel myself getting hard again. I screw an expression of mock seriousness onto my face.

“You two are demons,” I say. “Shame on you for trying to corrupt that sweet, innocent girl down there.”

“We’re sorry, Master Sir,” Soli says, her eyes lidded. “We’re just so horny!”

Jordan turns her head to look at me.

“Yeah, my pussy is just so wet, I could fuck anything,” Jordan says. “But what I really want is a big, hard cock to plow me while I stick my tongue inside Soli.”

“You are filthy,” I say. “I’m gonna give you exactly what you deserve.”

“What’s that?” Jordan asks, her expression the picture of innocence.

I pull of my t-shirt and take the condom from my pocket.

“Everything you’ve asked for,” I say, pulling off my shorts to reveal my cock, which is now as straight as a flagpole.

“Oh, look at that thing,” Soli says.

“Imagine how it’s going to feel for Jordan when I stuff it inside her,” I say.

Maybe it’s the suggestion, or the way that Jordan cups her breast as she kisses her neck, but Soli’s eyes go lidded, a look of pure satisfaction fills her face as he moans.

I tear the wrapper and slide the condom over my raging hard-on. Then, I climb onto the bed behind Jordan. She’s bent over Soli, pleasuring her. As I get closer, she bends at the hip, raising her pert ass towards me.

I lean down, kissing Jordan’s shoulder, positioning myself behind her. I let my hands travel over her body from her shoulders down her back, to her hips and then down to her inner thighs. Jesus, she’s wet alright. So wet that she’s practically dripping from dry humping Soli’s thigh before I came in.

I spread her with my hands, then I insert myself into her wet opening.

“Ohhh,” Jordan groans, momentarily distracted from pleasuring Soli. As I gently press myself inside of her, her stance widens to accommodate me. Soli, seizing the opportunity, takes the dominant role with Jordan. She leans up and starts nuzzling Jordan’s neck, kissing her and playing with her breasts, heightening her pleasure as my cock stirs inside of her.

Jordan’s moans grow louder as the backs of her legs run across Soli’s thighs, her hips bucking along in the rhythm that I set for her. I tug at her hips, repositioning her so that she can more comfortably bring her face to Soli’s. Jordan’s mouth finds Soli’s again, the two of them kissing almost frantically.

I sink myself deeper inside of her, entering Jordan’s wet pussy all the way up to the tilt. I can tell that she’s struggling to keep her concentration on Soli’s lips and tongue when I’m rocking her from the inside. She moves her hips up and down, letting my cock guide her movements.

“Oh, fuck me!” Jordan moans, “Yes, oh god!”

She’s close, I can tell. With me inside of her and Soli rubbing and touching her everywhere, Jordan’s just a hair away from a skull-splitting orgasm. I speed up my thrusts, going harder and deeper than before. Jordan gurgles as I plunge into her insides. Soli’s fingers run across her face, her lips. Their lips press together and Jordan’s thighs splay, her hips bucking as she comes.

“Aaaaahhaaaaaa!” Jordan wails.

Knowing that I’ve gotten her off, it only takes a few more thrusts before I come too. I press my head against her walls, which constrict around me so tight they threaten to pull the condom off inside her.

“Ohhh,” I sigh. “Fuck, that was good.”

I can feel Jordan releasing, her pussy allowing me to slide out. I just lay there beside the two of them for a moment, momentarily exhausted. Jordan rests her head on Soli’s chest just between her breasts, their hips entwined.

“Glad you could join us,” Jordan says, still panting.

“Well,” I say, huffing and puffing myself, “you both looked so good together. I didn’t want to miss the party.”

Soli runs her fingers through Jordan’s hair. I reach over and grab Soli’s thigh, kneading it affectionately.

“That was so great,” Jordan says. “I really needed that. Soli?”

“Yes, babe,” Soli says.

“You want me to get you off with my mouth?” Jordan asks.

“Yes, please,” Soli says. “But there’s no rush. You can take your time.”

“I’m ready,” Jordan says, rolling her shoulders and stretching her neck.

Jordan starts off slow, allowing things to build. I get up to take the condom off and toss it in the trash. Once I have, I take a seat on the side of the bed, leaning over and perching myself on one arm to watch the action.

Jordan’s on her knees, her head tilted up slightly to meet Jordan’s eyeline. I can feel myself getting stiff again as I watch Soli squirm, the pleasure she’s receiving from Jordan’s tongue radiating through her whole body.

My hand finds its way to my cock as I slowly start to stroke myself. Jordan’s hands roam over Jordan’s inner thighs as her Soli bends her spine to bring her upper body forward, taking Jordan’s head in both her hands.

Jordan redoubles her efforts, her fingers and tongue working in tandem as she gets Soli closer. Soli’s toes curl, her heels rising into the air and staying there as her body prepares for the coming orgasm to wash over her. When it comes, it’s like a wave breaking inside her.

“Ooooooaaaaaah!” Soli moans.

Her legs rise and fall and rise again, finally coming to rest gently on Jordan’s back.

“Oh, dios mio!” Soli exclaims. “That was good!” 

“Yeah,” I say. “I can’t claim that it was as good for me as it was for her, but I definitely enjoyed myself.”

“Glad you liked it,” Jordan says. “Both of you.”

Jordan curls up next to Soli and I spoon her from the other side. For a while, it’s just a nice quiet break. Probably it’s a combination of the heat of the room, the sex, and maybe also the weed that makes us all sleepy enough. I drift off for about an hour, but then I can’t get back to sleep.

So, I carefully climb out of bed, only disturbing the girls for a moment as I open and shut the door. Downstairs, I find that Natalie too has fallen asleep on the loveseat. I smile. She’s just adorable when she’s sleeping, her mouth wide open like that.

I grab a Coke from the fridge and then slide open the glass door that leads to the sundeck. I sit there, sipping the Coke and feeling not quite stoned anymore but very satisfied. The air is cool and clean and there’s probably about an hour before sunset. Somewhere, somebody’s having a cookout. I can smell searing meat wafting on the breeze. It’s making excited to play grillmaster for the girls once everyone wakes up. It’s only our first day, and I can already anticipate the fun we’ll get into tonight.        


17.

“Never have I ever had sex on a plane,” Jordan says. She looks around at the rest of us, but nobody takes a sip of their beer. “Seriously? Nobody?”

“I don’t think anyone has actually had sex on a plane since the 70’s,” I say. “I mean, yeah, there’s the whole mile-high-club thing. But I think that’s an urban legend.”

“Someone has had sex in the bathroom of a commercial flight somewhere in the world in this decade,” Jordan says with confidence. “I’m sure of it.”

“Probably true,” I say. “But nobody in this hot tub.”

We’re outside soaking. It’s dark and the air is bracingly cool. It’s one of those chilly nights that you’re relieve for since the tub is so hot, but it’s also just a little too cool so that you want to sink all the way under the water and lift your body out and escape the heat, both at the same time. I get to watch the girls go through these different stages of hot and cold, their bare breasts bobbing on the water like buoys every time they submerge themselves.

“Okay,” Natalie says. “My turn. Never have I ever worn braces.”

“Really?” Soli says. “Oh, so you suck!”

Soli and Jordan both drink. Natalie raises an eyebrow when I don’t.

“Technically, I wore headgear,” I say.

“Oh, that’s close enough,” says Jordan. She turns to Natalie, looking for her ruling. “Is that close enough?”

Natalie shrugs. 
“Drink,” she tells me.

I turn up the end of my Pacifico and then set the bottle on the deck before climbing out of the tub.

“Who else needs one?” I ask.

Soli raises a finger. I grab a fluffy red towel and dab myself with it just to fleck off the excess water but then let the rest of me airdry, my cock and balls hanging free and dangling in the breeze.

I wipe my feet on the mat and then duck inside. I feel a quick headrush and wonder if I should slow down a little. Drinking and hot tubing together are not exactly an advisable combination, and I can feel my heart beating fast. I stop, take a deep breath in and out, then proceed to the fridge to get a couple more beers. I’m about to walk back out when I decide I’d better put something more on my stomach if I’m going to keep drinking.

I set the beer bottles down. The remains from our cook out are still scattered around on the counter. We made so much food that we couldn’t finish it all. I grab a cold leftover hamburger patty and then find one little crumpled bun left in the bag. I add some lettuce, mustard and ketchup. Good enough. The burger patties turned small under the blackening heat of the grill, much more than I’d anticipated. I eat the whole thing in three bites.

I open the beer bottles, slide open the door with my foot and then come around to give Soli hers before easing myself back into the hot water again.

“Matty,” Natalie says. “It’s your turn.”

“Okay, let’s see,” I say. “Never have I ever eaten an emu.”

All three girls tip their beers.

“Really?” I say. “I never imagined it was that popular. What have I been missing out on?”

“I’ve tried it,” Jordan says. “But I’ve never had it regularly.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “It’s more the kind of thing you try to say that you’ve tried it. Like alligator.”

“Oh, I’ve had gator!” Natalie says.

“Me too,” Jordan says. “In Florida. They cooked it on this big spit. It was like chicken. But weirder.”

“Oh, okay,” Soli says. “Never have I ever been to the South.”

I drink but Jordan and Natalie don’t.

“I used to spend summers in Gulf Shores,” Natalie says. “I have family in Alabama. The white side of my family, obviously.” 

“Never have I ever been to Europe,” Jordan says.

Only Soli drinks for that one.

“Really?” I say. “Where did you go?”

“Just the usual places,” Soli says. “London, Prague, Paris, Rome, Amsterdam, some Greek islands, Spain. Ya know. Places.”

“Wow!” Natalie says. “That’s so cool. I wish I could go to Florence. Anywhere in Italy, really.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “It’s all about who you travel with.”

I’m guessing she’s talking about her ex-husband, which is why she’s trying to downplay the whole thing.

“I’ve never really been anywhere,” I say. “I mean, besides California I’ve only taken some trips down to Mexico. And really short ones. Like a day or two at most.”

“Can you speak any Spanish?” Jordan asks.

“Not really,” I say. “Not more than anyone else would know.”

“Same,” Soli says. “My parents never bothered to make sure that me and my sister learned it. Supposedly, the way you’re supposed to do it is to have one parent only speak one language and the other parent speak only the other. But they just both spoke English all the time. My grandma would speak to me in Spanish, and I could understand her. But I’ve forgotten most of it.”

“It was the same with me,” Natalie says. “My dad didn’t see any point in me learning anything about Korea. I’ve never even visited.”

“Do you want to?” I ask.

Natalie shrugs.

“I think I’d actually rather visit Japan. I loved manga when I was a kid.”

“Me too,” Jordan says. “My brother had this big wall of manga in his room and I’d always come in and read whatever I wanted: Fullmetal Alchemist, My Hero Academia, Kimi ni Todoke.”

“That’s so cool!” Natalie says. “I loved Kimi ni Todoke. I felt like her, like I was this girl who everyone thought was weird. Like a ghost girl.”

The bubble jet must have timed out because the water suddenly becomes still, revealing in the green, distorted light the silhouettes of our naked bodies.

“Whose turn is it?” I ask.

“I think I’m ready to get out,” Soli says, climbing out.

“Me too,” Natalie says, raising herself up.

“Careful of the bottles,” I say.

We’ve left quite a few fallen soldiers, still standing at attention all around the rim of the tub. The girls all grab their towels and wrap them around themselves like it’s sub-zero outside and they’re about to die of hypothermia. Jordan shuffles over and opens the sliding glass door, all three of them hustling inside.

I know I’m supposed to put the cover on the hot tub. But I really don’t feel like it. Probably should, especially because it was one of the things on the checklist. So, I wrap my towel around my waist, collect all the bottles, set them all in neat rows on the table, then drag the foam cover over the hot tub and secure it with those little fasteners. It’s a pain, especially because the towel keeps coming loose no matter how many times I try to tie it. Finally, the task is done. I can collect the bottles in the morning before we leave.

Inside, I find Natalie sitting on the couch, still wrapped in the towel. Jordan and Soli are upstairs, judging from the light coming from the second floor. 

“I’m gonna sleep good tonight,” Natalie says.

“Are you tired yet?” I ask.

“Actually, no,” she says. “I had that nap, but I feel so relaxed that when it happens I’ll sleep deeply. How about you?”

“Not ready to sleep yet,” I say, leaning over to kiss her deeply, the taste of beer on both our tongues.

“Really?” Natalie says. “You think you can?”

“Hey, if I can’t, I can always just flop around drunkenly on top of you,” I say.

She grins.

“My pussy is practically pickled.”

“Say that five times fast,” I say. She laughs and I put my arms around her and pull her close to me. “I want us to have a special night together.”

“Okay,” she says. “But it’s still special even if we don’t have sex.”

“That’s true,” I say. “So, do you want to?”

She looks in my eyes, and I stare back into hers.

“I heard the noises you made with Soli and Jordan,” she says. “I could hear it from downstairs. And, yes, I want some of that.”

“You’ve got it,” I say.

We kiss again then cross over to the staircase, hand in hand. We stop at Jordan and Soli’s bedroom and peek in. The girls are wearing just their panties. Jordan’s rummaging in her bag and Soli is laying flat on the bed, her big breasts splayed at different angles. I rap on the doorframe gently with my knuckle.

“Hey, beauties,” I say. “We’re gonna take the other bedroom.”

“Goodnight!” Jordan says, turning to wave at us.

Soli sits up and points at me.

“Treat her right, Matty!” she says. “Enjoy yourselves!”

I blow them a kiss and then we walk down to the bedroom down the hall. I flip on the light, but it feels like a little too much.

“How about the bathroom light?” Natalie says.

“Yeah, good idea,” I say, flipping that one on. “Do you want to shower first?”

I turn to look at her and she just shakes her head slowly, her eyes never breaking contact with mine as she strides toward me. We meet and she reaches out to touch my face, running her fingers along my chin. I do the same, my touch gentle as I run the tips of my fingers from the lobe of her ear to her lips.

She touches my face with her palm and I kiss it with featherlight kisses. She slides both hands behind my neck and our lips touch. I can feel that she wants me to go slow, to really take my time with it. As our lips caress each other’s, I wrap my arms around her, playing with the knot in the towel. One little tug and it will fall to the floor, and she’ll be completely naked in front of me.

I tighten my embrace as we continue kissing. She brings her hands to the knot in my towel, teasing me the same way. I give one violent tug and the knot falls apart. She does the same and our nude bodies crash together, the complete contact is so familiar and yet feels exotic and exciting. I can feel myself getting hard as I press myself against her thigh.

She breaks off the kiss and looks straight into my eyes.

“I can’t believe you’re mine,” she whispers. “Tonight, you’re all mine.”

“All yours,” I answer.

She takes my hand and guides me over to the bed. Then when we reach the edge, she stops and sits down, laying back on her back, spreading herself for me. I climb onto the bed and position myself over her. I’m harder now. A little foreplay and we’ll both be there. I focus on her breasts, licking and nuzzling her nipples. They start to stiffen as I play with them, sucking and even biting them gently. She sighs, back arching as I do it. She likes that.

I keep touching and caressing her breasts, and after a few moments she’s rubbing her outer thighs against my inner thighs, preparing herself for when I grind myself into her. She’s already yearning to feel me inside her. I reach down and run a hand between her thighs. Her lips are wet.

“You don’t have a condom?” she asks. 
“In my bag,” I say.

“It’s fine,” she says. “Just don’t enter me, okay? We can just dry hump?”

“Okay,” I say.

I’m so hard already that the thought of grinding on her soft, smooth thighs has its own appeal. She reaches down to stroke my cock and guide it between the soft skin of her inner thighs. She clenches, wrapping around my cock and stroking it vigorously. The sweat from our bodies and from her wet pussy makes my cock slick as I press myself against her.

I can feel the sensitive seam under my head getting more and more excited. The friction and the smoothness help to elevate the experience, and I’m surprised at how quickly I can feel myself building to an orgasm. 

“Ohhh,” I sigh.

“You like that?” Natalie asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “You’re getting me off.”

“You wanna come for me?” she asks. “You want to come all over my stomach, fill my belly button with your hot seed.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I want to come on you.”

“Do it!” she says. “I want your hot cum all over me. Please, I need it! I need your cum!”

I bury my cock between her thighs. She presses her legs together, grinding against me, milking me before finally I explode all over her.

I look down and watch as my cock erupts over her stomach, spraying her breasts and spilling down her belly.

“Oh, fuck yeah,” I say.

“Mmmmm,” she sighs.

She runs her fingers over her belly, playing with the streaks of cum that I’ve left there. I climb off her and grab one of the towels that we just discarded.

“Take this,” I say. “There’s another bath towel I can use to shower.”

I toss the towel to her and she wipes the cum off her belly. Then, I walk over to the bathroom and rinse off. I’m brushing my teeth when Natalie comes over to stand in the doorway.

“That was awesome,” she says. “You were so present and gentle. It was different from the first time.”

I spit in the sink, rinse, and then spit again.

“Yeah,” I say, setting my toothbrush on the edge of the sink. “It always is. No matter how many times you have sex with someone, there’s always something new. I don’t think I’ve ever had that much fun dry humping before.”

“Me neither,” Natalie says. “That was really special.”

I kiss her on the way out of the bathroom. She takes her turn, and after that we’re both ready for bed. We curl up together, spooning until we both drift off to sleep.
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“Hold the talk, please, background!” says the production assistant. To everyone sitting around us, it’s a friendly warning. But to Soli and I, it’s said with just a little bit of a wink.

It’s our first day on set. After we got back from our trip, Jordan lasted all of a week at her job with Vanessa before deciding that she’d had enough. She accepted the job as production assistant, which means that she’s responsible for corralling the background actors on set. Today, that includes us.

“Jordan’s doing great,” Soli whispers to me.

“I know,” I say. “She’s really taking charge.”

“Cut!” cries someone on the other side of this fake wall. We hear the sounds of intense activity as everybody gets ready for the next take. I’ve never been on a set before, but We Are Us needs extras, or “background actors” and we apparently fit the bill. I never realized how easy it was to get to be a background actor. All you have to do is register with Central Casting. Thanks to Jordan, we got the job and we’re even getting a better-than-average day rate.

Best of all, there’s really not that much to do. You have to show up really early and get in costume, but after that there’s really not much going on. It’s like there’s this huge machine humming on all sides around you, and you’re sitting still and letting it move and do its thing, and hopefully not accidentally crush you as it moves.

Jordan rushes over holding a green apron.

“Hey, Matty,” says Jordan. “Do you want to be a barista?”

“Sure,” I say.

“Great, put this on and come with me,” Jordan says.

I give Soli a wink and throw the apron over my regular outfit. I was told to wear typical, casual clothes. Apparently, on this show regular guys only wear clothes with no logos, and also nobody wears red or green or pink because the director doesn’t like those colors or something. They gave me a whole new wardrobe which is appropriately bland.

I follow Jordan, stepping over these big heavy cables that are used to power the lights all around us, and we walk onto the set. All the characters you know and love from We Are Us are there, sitting at their usual booth in the corner and trading their classic quips and delightful banter. That’s what they’re going to be doing in the scene, I mean. Right now, they’re all just staring at their phones.

Jordan leads me to a spot behind the counter of this coffee shop where I’m handed over to the assistant director.

“Okay,” he says. “Dillon is going to come over here and you’re going to hand him this cup of coffee.”

“Got it,” I say. 
“Pretend to write something on the cup, like you’re writing his name,” he says.

“Sure,” I say. 

“But don’t actually write anything,” he says. “That will screw up continuity.”

“So, I just pretend I’ve got this pen in my hand?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he says. “It’s acting. You’re a natural. It will look great.”

Somebody else yells “soundspeeding,” whatever that means, and the assistant director dashes off to go stand off stage. Then the director, or whoever, yells “Background, and action!”

Right away, I can feel myself connecting with my character. He’s a barista, yeah, but he’s got big dreams. He’s going to go to school and study philosophy. Then, he’ll get tired and disillusioned and end up working for a shady company that nearly lands him in jail. I get to know this barista so well that I come to believe I am him. He’s me, I understand him body and soul. He’s so dedicated to his craft, he blocks out every distraction. He commits totally to his task, it is his calling, his purpose.

“Hey,”

“Cut!” the director yells.

I look up. One of the guys from the main characters table is staring at me. I look around, and everyone is. The Assistant Director strides over to me.

“What was that?” he says. “You’re supposed to give Dillon the coffee!”

“Oh, sorry,” I say. “I was in the zone.”

He gives me a look of pure amazement, then goes over to the director. They talk a little while, then the AD waves Jordan over. She comes over to talk to me.

“Good try,” she says. “But they’re going with another barista.”

“Uh, okay,” I say. “Don’t they need to do like a few takes first? For continuity?”

“No, you’re good,” Jordan says. “You can get a real cup of coffee at craft services, if you want. That’s what they call the snack table. It’s right over there.” 

“So, I should give back the apron?” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “Don’t worry, though. You still get paid for the day no matter what you do.”

“Oh, that’s not bad,” I say.

I can see the director and his assistant glaring at me, so I decide it’s time to move. I take off the apron and hand it over. Then I get out of the line of fire as quickly as I can.

“Back so soon?” Soli says when I return with donuts.

“I think my Hollywood dream is over,” I say.

“What happened?” she asks.

“I was too committed to the role,” I say. “I was so absorbed in who my character was that I spaced on the fact that I was supposed to just hand some guy coffee. I didn’t even look up when he came over.”

Soli takes the donut wrapped in a napkin and eats it in dainty bites, careful not to smear her lipstick.

“Not that it matters, though,” I say. “I didn’t really want to be a background actor anyway. But still, one strike and you’re out? This business really is harsh.”

“I’m just here for the free food,” Soli says. “Plus, if they keep us here all night, we’re gonna make like three hundred bucks.”

Jordan explained that as background actors, we can’t really do much of anything to distinguish ourselves. She didn’t mention that we can still screw up, but I guess that doesn’t matter much either. As a background actor, your pay depends entirely on how long they keep you. You get a base rate for the first eight hours, but then there’s overtime, and it keeps going up.

“Sure,” I say, “That is nice, but who wants to spend fifteen hours a day like this?”

“Don’t forget,” she says. “There are a lot worse ways to earn a living.”

“True,” I say. “I guess I don’t have much to complain about.”

A buzzer sounds.

“Lunch!” yells somebody.

“Finally,” says Soli, stuffing the last piece of powdered donut in her mouth.

We walk around the big fake wall and rejoin the rest of the herd as they move toward the elephant doors.

“Finally?” I repeat. “We’ve been eating all day. I don’t think I could even eat any more.”

“But you have to,” Soli says. “They’ve got a catered lunch. It’s a big spread, the same that the big shots get.”

“Eh,” I say. “I’m hungry for recognition, for a role that’s worthy of my many talents.”

“Dream on,” Soli says.

Outside, the catering truck is all set up and people are getting in line. We hang back, waiting for Jordan. A few minutes later, she comes out and looks around for us. Even in her dressed-down set attire, no makeup and sweats with a Patagonia sweatshirt, she looks stunning. Her blonde hair is done up in a ponytail with a baseball cap on top, and it waves from side to side as she turns her head looking at us.

“Jordan!” Soli says, waving.

Jordan sees us and comes over.

“Hey, guys!” Jordan says. “Great first half of the day!”

“Are you kidding?” I ask. “I sucked. I might have lost out on the role of a lifetime.”

“No, it’s fine,” Jordan says. “I mean, you’re not going to be considered for a speaking part, but I can still stick you somewhere away from the camera for our next setup.”

“Whatever works,” I say. “I’m glad I didn’t get you in any trouble with your bosses for recommending me.”

“Believe me, it’s not that big a deal,” Jordan says. “I mean, people here take their jobs seriously, but you guys are just background. There’s like practically no pressure because you’ll just be on another set next week, anyway.”

“I’m starting to like this better and better,” I say.

“Me too,” Soli says. “I just want to be used. After lunch, will you tell them to use me?”

“I’m saving you for something special,” Jordan says. “After this setup, we’ve got a nightclub scene. I’m going to put you right next to the main cast’s table.”

“Sweet!” Soli says. 

We get in line and wait with the rest of the cast and crew, but even though it’s all pretty delicious stuff, I mean they’ve got fillet mignon and salmon fettuccine, but I’m honestly not that hungry. Then I get an idea.

“Natalie’s office is somewhere around here, right?” I say.

“Yeah,” says Jordan. “She’s on the other side of the lot. You can walk over and peek your head in. But be back before lunch is over.”

“And don’t bother her,” Soli says. “She’s probably busy, so don’t distract her.” 
“Got it,” I say. “She’s probably at lunch anyway, but if she’s got something going on I don’t have to stay.”

“Have you still got the studio map that security gave you this morning?” Jordan asks.

“Yeah,” I say, taking the paper from my pocket and unfolding it.

Jordan takes a sharpie from her pocket and marks the nondescript square where Natalie’s office is located. 

“Thanks,” I say. “Enjoy the spread.”

“See ya soon,” Soli says, offering me a quick peck before I go.

I turn to Jordan, unsure whether she wants a kiss goodbye, too. She looks around before puckering her lips and giving me a discreet “air kiss”. I get it, she’s in work mode.

I follow the map, passing by bungalows that have been converted into offices. The path is lined with spruce trees and the sun is shining. It’s kinda cool knowing that I’m walking around a studio lot. But at the same time, they are just office buildings and nothing all that interesting is happening at lunch time anyway.

There’s nobody at the reception desk when I walk in, so I just enter and walk down a hall, checking the names until I find the one marked Natalie Hoong-Suek. She’s sitting at her computer with her back turned. The smell of instant noodles reaches me first. The half-eaten cup is sitting next to the Vitamin water on her desk.

“Knock, knock,” I say, wrapping my knuckle on the open door.

She turns and quickly brightens to see me.

“Hey!” she says. She closes her laptop and swivels her chair around.

“Don’t let me interrupt,” I say.

“No big deal,” she says. “It’s just emails. Besides, I’m glad to see you.”

She gets up and wraps her arms around me in an embrace.

“How’s your first day on set?” she asks.

“I found the acting bug crawling on my arm,” I say. “But then I crushed its hard exoskeleton with my thumb and forefinger.”

Natalie grins.

“That good, huh?” she says. 
“I kinda screwed up a take,” I say. “So I think after lunch they’ll try having me walk behind the camera instead of in front of it.”

“You’re fine,” Natalie says. “Nobody’s going to remember if you did well or not.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Jordan said the same thing. It’s a cushy job, and I’m not complaining. But I wish I’d brought a book. There’s not much to do when they don’t need you shooting, which is like eighty-five percent of the time.”

“How about Soli?” Natalie asks.

“She’s having fun,” I say. “And Jordan seems to be really enjoying herself.”

“I’m glad,” Natalie says. “I’ve been wanting to get lunch with her, but we’re both so busy.”

“How’s your project coming along?” I ask. “The mother-daughter drama?”

“Oh, that got canned,” she says. “It wasn’t my decision, which was nice. It took the weight of the decision out of my hands. I felt bad for our writer, though. She worked hard. It just couldn’t come together– oh!”

“What?” I ask. 
“We’ve got a new IP that we’re thinking of acquiring,” she says.

“Cool,” I say. “What’s that mean?”

“Oh, right,” Natalie says. “That’s just industry speak. We’re thinking about buying the rights to turn this novel into a TV series. And it’s about this philosophy. Or anyway, the main character is this young philosophy professor and he’s got to use some dialogue that sounds authentic. And I can’t tell from reading the script whether it’s good or not. Can you read it and tell me what you think?”

“Sure,” I say. “I don’t know anything about screenwriting, but I’ll read it and tell you what I think.”

“Great, it’s somewhere around here,” Natalie says, looking around the clutter on her desk. She moves her cup of noodles and finds the script buried under a couple of others.

“Here it is,” she says, handing it to me. “Just let me know if you see anything the character definitely wouldn’t say and make a note of it. If the script sucks, tell me that too.”

“I can do that,” I say. 
“Thanks,” she says. “It’s a big help. I would have had to have my assistant do it, and I’m pretty sure she doesn’t know anything more about philosophy than I do.”

“I’m happy to help,” I say. “Plus, it gives me something to do.”

“You’re sweet,” she says. “I’m sorry I don’t have time for a real lunch date. I’m just swamped with a bunch of other stuff right now.”

“No worries,” I say. “I should probably walk back over and make sure I’m not late. Jordan kinda stuck her neck out to get me this job already, so I don’t want to make her look bad.”

“Let’s have dinner this week,” Natalie says. “Just the two of us.”

I lean over and kiss her.

“You got it,” I say.

“Say hi to the girls for me,” Natalie says. “Send my love.”

“Will do,” I say.

I feel good as I walk back to the lot with the script in my hand. It’s nice to feel useful, and I’m curious about the script. Maybe it will actually be good.

I find Soli and Jordan sitting at a long fold-out table in front of the catering truck.

“There he is,” Soli says. “You’ll eat my fillet mignon, right? I can’t finish it myself, but I don’t want to throw it away even if it was free.”

“Sure,” I say, taking the plate from her and skewering a thin strip of steak with my plastic fork.

“It must be nice being a guy,” Jordan says. “Just eating whatever, whenever and not getting fat.”

“It is,” I say. “Although every guy’s metabolism slows down some time. Also, I try to avoid sugar. It’ll kill ya. Steak’s okay, though.”

“How’s Natalie?” Soli asks.

“Busy,” I say. “She gave me a homework assignment. I’m helping her with a script.”

“Yeah?” Jordan says. “That’s cool. What’s it about?”

“I dunno,” I say. “But I guess there’s this character who’s a philosophy teacher or something. So, she wants me to read it to see if it’s good. I guess that degree is coming in handy after all.”

“Are we not lucky to have Natalie in our lives?” Soli says.

Jordan tilts her head slightly, in response to the earpiece she’s wearing. She stands up and announces to the crew–

“Back in everyone!”
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After lunch, we change clothes for the night club scene. The only difference from before is that I’m sitting and waiting around in club attire. Jordan takes Soli and a handful of others to set, pulling a few of us out after each take so they can circulate. But Jordan comes to grab someone and take them to set, she seems to be saving me for last because I end up waiting around for hours.

I don’t mind. I’ve got something more important to do. It’s not that the script is that great, not that I would know since it’s the first film script I’ve ever read, but it’s not bad. And the more that I read it, the more I’m absorbed by this lead character. He’s got a lot of the predictable elements to his story. He’s a single dad, he’s got a smoking hot boss who clearly has a thing for him, and he’s got students in his university classes that don’t get his lectures or find his jokes funny.

I agree. The lectures are bad. Not only are the jokes terrible, but the points he’s making are nonsense. He goes into this long diatribe about Hegel, but he doesn’t even bring up the way that Schopenhauer might have responded. They both taught at the same time, at the same university, and they had completely opposite views about the world. Hegel believed that everything was getting better, a little better all the time; Paul McCartney. Schopenhauer supplied the intellectual equivalent of John Lennon’s rebuttal “can’t get no worse.” The two are more interesting in conversation with each other, but the other side is just completely absent here. His lecture would be more realistic if the guy giving it seemed like he knew the subject.

I make a few little notes and suggestions, and I even cross out a line or two and then write in some adjustments of my own. It wasn’t long before I started finding more flaws with the script.

It’s got nothing to do with philosophy, but there are other things that bug me. Like, his whole relationship with his daughter is just so hackneyed. She’s a rebellious teen; he just can’t understand her generation. It’s the kind of thing that any lazy hack would churn out. To me, it’s more interesting and fun if they have a basically good relationship but introduce something important to argue over. Something that makes the crack in their relationship make sense.

I spend the next hour just sitting there, thinking of something better that could work. I sketch out a few ideas, like maybe there’s a pregnancy scare or maybe she’s been using drugs, but that stuff seems pretty cliche. I try to dig deep and make it personal. I don’t have any sisters, and I never fought with my parents over anything. They weren’t all that overbearing, and I knew that they always wanted the best for me. Also, they were often fighting with each other, so I didn’t see the point in piling on.

I realize that watching people get along on screen is kinda boring, but is it really better to have them engage in these generic arguments just to give them something to do? I’m already outside of my area of expertise, but I’m imagining the two of them having this really intimate and sweet relationship where they understand each other but they’re always trading little barbs and quips and stuff. I think of some lines they could say to each other, and they sound not terrible, at least to me, so I make a few suggestions in the margins.

I’m still writing when Soli comes back from the set, taking a seat beside me and getting really close.

“Guess who just had her hand on my leg?” she says.

“Um, Jordan?” I guess.

“Roxy Wells,” Soli says.

“Oh,” I say.

“You have no idea who that is,” she says. 
“I do not,” I answer.

“She’s the fiery redhead,” Soli says. “Have you never seen this show? She’s the one who is always stirring up drama with men and women, and the director asked me if I wanted to be seated with her, and I said yes, and they asked if it was okay for the actor to touch me, and I said that was fine, and so she did and it was so cool!”

“Wow,” I say. “This is cool. Maybe you’ll get made a cast or something. They’ve discovered you!”

Soli waves a hand at the suggestion.

“Nah, that almost never happens,” Soli happens. “Jordan said so. But, they may bring me back again now that I’ve been on camera.”

“Soli, that’s awesome,” I say. “This could actually turn into something.”

“I know!” she says. “I mean, I’m trying to keep my expectations realistic. But it’s not like being a background actor is hard, and I can make as much or more than I would have driving. Plus, it’s just more fun, I can spend the day with you and Jordan– ah! I love this!”  

“Okay, everyone,” Jordan says, walking briskly towards us and addressing the group. “We’re going in. This one’s the wide shot, so everyone is going to play in this setup.”

“Even me?” I ask.

Jordan wraps her arm around mine and brings me with her to the set.

“I’ll put you somewhere in back,” she says.

“Works for me,” I say.

The three of us, plus all the other background actors, walk down a hall and out the door that leads outside. We walk across the lot to another soundstage where they’ve got the night club set all ready. On a table are dozens of plastic wine glasses and beer bottles and cocktails. The drinks are laid out on the plastic fold-out table with a grid of neon tape laid across it with numbers in each square.

“Remember the number cup you take,” Jordan says. “Put it back where you found it when we’re done with the day.” 

I grab a whiskey tumbler. The fluid inside is the color of whiskey, but it’s actually iced tea.

“You can really take a sip if you want,” Jordan says. “But you’ll probably be off camera, so you don’t have to bother.”

She shows me to a spot in the corner and then brings some other people to sit with. We’re told how we’re supposed to talk to each other.

“The key is just to respond to what the other person is doing,” Jordan explains. “If they’re talking, pretend to listen. Then every time you see your partner’s lips start moving, just mime and gesture and it will look good enough on camera.”

I give it a try, and it’s actually pretty easy. You just gesture a lot and more your lips more than you would when you’re really speaking. Then everyone does their pantomime while the actors say their lines, that way it’s not too loud. I guess they add sounds from the club later when they’re doing the editing.

Soli’s not seated with the main cast members at the table anymore. I guess that part’s already past, or maybe they haven’t gotten to it yet because they always film the scenes out of sequence. Anyway, she’s told to walk across the room then wait a few beats, then walk in another direction so that it looks like there are people circulating around. I make a decision that my character, a lonely bachelor sitting the corner with a bunch of dudes, would stare at her as she passes by. It just feels authentic, so I follow my acting instincts.

Goddamn she’s looking fine. They have her wearing this red dress with a see-through panel in the front and a sheer-cut skirt. She plays it so well, too. The swish when she walks, the way that the sway of her hips causes the tassels on the skirt’s hem to bounce and her breasts to jiggle. The sound of her heels is blunted by these little caps that she wears at the point in her stilettos, but even if you can’t hear her approach no man– no straight man, certainly– could possibly not notice her as she crosses the room.

So, for take after take, I just mime looking at her, elbowing the guy beside me and pointing at her. None of this is for the camera, of course. I’m pretty sure we’re so far away that we don’t appear in the shot. But Soli does, and I want her to have something to play off. Plus, it’s just fun to flirt with my girlfriend at work as part of my job. In between takes, when she’s allowed to sit down and take a load off her feet, she takes a seat at the edge of the bench next to me, our bodies pressed close together.

It’s almost nine p.m. by the time we can finally leave. If you’re booked as a background actor, you just show up at your call time and then you have to clear your schedule for the rest of the day, because they can keep you for as long as they like. Soli doesn’t mind, I can tell. We’re getting plenty of overtime, like she said, and there’s this sense of relief when we are finally finished that makes the whole thing feel worth.

“Take my picture,” Soli says when we’re in the hallway.

She’s about to change out of her club outfit and take her makeup off and she wants to pose first. I’m more than happy to oblige. I start with some closeups of her looking down, looking away, then back at the camera. Then, I get a few full body shots: lifting one leg and smiling; bending over and sticking her ass out; leaning against the railing to accentuate her chest; from beyond, sticking out her ass again.

“Damn,” Soli says, looking through the photos. “I’m so fucking hot. How can you keep your hands off me?”

“Who says I can?” I say.

I make my hand quiver, like it’s moving on its own, and then, still shaking, I place it on her breast. She swats my hand with a limp wrist but giggles. I get behind her and put my hands on her hips. 
“Seriously, you are so fine,” I say. “I’d spend fifteen hours of every day waiting around doing nothing if it means that I get to spend it with you.”

“You mean it?” Soli asks. “You’d do that for me?”

“Absolutely,” I say. “You’re my goddess. Nobody could keep their eyes off you in there, especially me.”

“Hey!”

We turn and Jordan approaches wearing a big smile.

“Jordy!” Soli says. “Let’s get some pics, babe.”

“Ugh, no! I look gross!” Jordan says.

She doesn’t, of course. Granted, she doesn’t have her hotness cranked to eleven, like Soli, but she’s still insanely gorgeous after eighteen hours on her feet and probably less than five hours’ sleep.

“Come on,” says Soli. “Just a few. Please?”

“Okay, let’s do it,” Jordan says.

The girls pose, and I get a few with the two of them. Then I turn the camera around and get a couple selfies of all three of us.

“Just don’t post these, ‘kay?” Jordan says. “I mean, it’s fine, because you’re not snapping photos of the cast or the set or anything, but just don’t tag the show or anything like that. Producers hate spoilers and they try to keep the background from posting anything if they can.”

“Yeah, no problem,” I say.

“I’m gonna go get changed,” Soli says.

I do the same. Obviously, we don’t each get our own dressing rooms. So, I change in this empty office with around a dozen other guys. Then, when I’ve returned the costume to the wardrobe department, and collected all my stuff including the script, Jordan signs off on my timesheet, and then it’s time to go. For me and Soli, that is. For Jordan, escape isn’t that easy.

“I’ve got to wrap up some stuff here,” she tells me, sitting at a table and signing the sheets for all the other background actors in the queue before she can go.

“When’s your shift over?” I ask.

“When work’s done for the day,” she says. When she sees the look of concern on my face, she adds, “Probably just another hour, maybe less.”

I check my phone. It’s already close to ten p.m.

“And you’re good with this?” I ask.

“Yeah!” Jordan says, seeming surprised by the question. “I mean, it’s a lot of work and it probably doesn’t look like much fun, but I’m getting to be a crucial part of the production. Plus, I’m appreciated here. That makes all the difference.”

“You want us to wait for you?” I ask.

“No!” Jordan answers. “Take Soli home, get some rest and relax, then maybe you can come back and play later.”

“Okay, then,” I say. “Get home safe.”

She blows me a kiss, and I turn to go find Soli. She’s carrying her makeup and stuff and I hold out my hand, offering to take her bag.

“Let’s get you home, superstar,” I say. “It’s been quite a day.”

As we walk to Soli’s car, I’m happy that Jordan is settling in and that she’s happy with what she’s doing. I know how she feels. There’s something addicting about feeling like you’re firing on all cylinders and you’re good at what you’re doing. I just hope she doesn’t end up burnt out. Still, this show looks like it could be a great opportunity for her, and Soli.            
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“These are great,” Natalie says, turning a page of the script.

“Oh?” I say.

She’s reading the notes I gave on the script she gave me to read. 

“Definitely,” she says. “This is just what I was hoping for.”

I’m stirring the peppers and onions in the skillet, focusing on getting the chicken breast cut into slices. But I have to admit that it feels good to be praised for my efforts. I smile a little as I see her reading my notes and nodding along.

“Yes!” she says, eyes still on the script. “I hate that line, too! It makes no sense for Bradley’s character. It’s good to know I’m not the only one who feels that way. You’re really good at this.”

“Thanks,” I say. “I don’t really know what I’m doing, but a few things just jumped out at me.”

“Whoa,” she says, turning another page. “That’s a lot of red ink.”

“Yeah,” I say. “The lecture just wasn’t working for me. I think that the voice is all wrong, and I don’t think the writer knows that much about the subject.”

“Probably not,” Natalie says. “I mean, he’s smart. He went to Yale and all that. But a lot of these guys get hired onto writing staffs right out of college. They don’t have much real-world experience. They don’t know anything except their own little narrow domain.”

“Right,” I say, turning back to the vegetables sizzling in the pan. “I thought it was weak, and hopefully what I wrote is a little better.”

“It is,” Natalie says, nodding.

“Maybe you can show it to the writer and see if he likes the changes, then if he agrees he can rewrite it the way he likes,” I say.

“Great,” she says.

I turn to the chicken, cutting it into slices. Then Natalie says something I can tell she’s been turning over in her head.

“Ya know, I might be able to make you a consultant.”

“Really?” I say. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

“Well, you’ve got a specialized set of knowledge,” Natalie says. “That means you can be valuable. I’m going to show this to the executive producer and see if I can make you a technical advisor on the show.”

“Are you sure that’s not going to raise any eyebrows?” I say. “I mean, since we’re sleeping together.” 

“Oh, well we obviously couldn’t let them learn that,” Natalie says with a little chuckle. “So, we’d have to keep it on the DL, but it shouldn’t be a problem. If I tried to make you a writer or co-producer or something, the Writers Guild rep would scream bloody murder. But technical consultants can be had for chump change, and besides there’s room in the budget for roles like these.”

“Okay,” I say, dumping the chicken in the pan and searing it. “If I’m not stepping on anyone’s toes, then it sounds like the kind of thing I’d actually want to be doing.”

“Perfect,” she says. “It’s not a done deal, yet. I still have to go over it with the executive producer. But I don’t think there’s any reason why she’d object, especially because I can show her the work you did. You have a degree, right?”

“Yeah,” I say. “But just a bachelor’s.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Natalie says. “A bachelor’s degree is good enough. Nobody’s going to check anyway, but it’s nice to have in case someone asks.”

I take in a deep breath, letting the smell of the searing vegetables waft into my nostrils. I turn a switch and the blue flame under the pan disappears.

“Done,” I say, reaching up for plates in the cabinet above the stove range.

“Oh good,” she says. “I’m starving.”

I warm the tortillas in the microwave, and after that the fajitas are ready to eat. We each make our own and I wrap one that’s just a little too big so that it falls apart in my hands as I try to eat it. Natalie smiles as she watches me try to stuff the remains of my fajita into my mouth.

There’s a question on my mind, but I don’t want to appear too eager to say it. So, I wait taking bites from my fajita and smiling at Natalie whenever our eyes meet. Finally, I swallow and broach the subject–

“So, how much is chump change?” I ask.

She gives me a quizzical look. Then she smiles, getting it.

“Oh, right,” she says, dabbing her mouth with a napkin. “Well, it will vary depending on how much work you do. But let’s say between five hundred and a thousand bucks a week?”

“That’s chump change?” I say.

“Welcome to Hollywood,” she says. “We have to keep people fed if we want them sticking around. For what it costs to live out here? It’s not all that much, really.”

“And I just have to read the scripts and tell you what I think of them, and then suggest any changes?” I ask.

“Pretty much,” Natalie says. “I can’t promise it will be steady, but it’s nice work when you can get it. Especially because I don’t expect that you’ll be working full time. Of course, you can always help out on set and make yourself useful if there’s down time. There are a lot of jobs that kinda fall through the cracks or aren’t on anybody’s job description. If you can make yourself useful, I’m sure the executive producer will see the wisdom in keeping you around.”

“Sure,” I say. “I want to help out. I especially want to offer Jordan some help. I mean, she’s much happier working as a production assistant, and thank you for working that out, but I still feel bad for her. It seems like she’s rushing around all day. If I could ease her burden in any way, that’s what I want to do.”

“Perfect,” Natalie says. “This is going to work out great.”

We keep eating and once we’re done, I take Natalie’s plate and mine to put them in the sink, but she stops me before I can get up.

“No, let me,” Natalie says. “You made dinner so I’ll handle the dishes.”

“It’s not a big deal,” I say.

“I know,” she says. “But I want to be helpful to you after you’ve been helpful to me.”

“You’ve done way more for me tonight,” I say. “I know the consulting job isn’t a done thing yet, but the fact that you even gave me something to work on was really generous.”

“I thought you were the one who was helping me out,” Natalie says.

“Well, maybe that’s how you saw it,” I say. “But I’ve been needing something to keep me feeling useful, something I can excel at. You gave me that.”

“Aww,” she says, leaning in closer to me and rubbing her nose against mine. “You are such a sweet man, ya know that?”

“Go on,” I say.

“You get this great news about this cushy job where you can make some easy money, and your first thought is about how you’re going to use the opportunity to help out Jordan, to make her burden lighter. No wonder you have so many girlfriends.”

“I feel it’s a give and take,” I say. “If I’m generous with the women I love, it’s only because they’re so generous and thoughtful with me too.”

She grabs my face and tugs on my ears, because, hey, I’m damn cute.

While she’s taking care of the dishes, I’m thinking about what we could do together tonight. Maybe something spicier, a little unexpected. I’m thinking about that blow job in the hotel room the first time we hooked up. It was a lot hotter than almost any blow jobs I’ve gotten. Not that Soli and Jordan don’t have amazing talents in that area, but the way Natalie deepthroated me was on another level. I get the idea that I could kick things up a notch by getting dominant and assertive, and maybe engaging her in a little unexpected play.

I get hard as I imagine her kneeling on the tile in front of me, of the way that her body responds when I command her to service me, to pleasure me whether she wants to or not. A devilish little smile appears on my lips as I picture it, blood rushing to my cock already at just the thought of her on her knees, mouth wide open and eyes looking up at me with a mix of awe and supplication.

I’ve still got this smile on my face when she turns around, tossing down the dish rag.

“What?” she asks.

“You say I’m sweet,” I say. “Maybe I am. But I’ve got another side. I don’t want to be sweet with you tonight. I want to command you. I want to give you no choice but to fulfill my every desire.”

I watch as her pupils dilate, the force of my words awakening something in her.

“Okay,” she says with a nervous smile. “We could do that.”

“Good,” I say. I stand and come around the table so that there’s nothing between us, maintaining eye contact the whole time. “Now, get on your hands and knees and crawl over here.”

Natalie can’t help but blush hard and she’s having trouble containing her smile. Dutifully, she bends down and puts both knees on the floor. Bent over on all fours, she slowly crawls toward me, head tilted down. She’s dirtying the cuffs of the black pants she wore to work, and I get a little feeling of satisfaction at this small act of humiliation.

When she reaches me, she turns her face to look up at me, her gaze expectant and completely submissive. I undo my belt with extra theatricality, unzipping myself and freeing my engorged cock from my fly. Natalie looks at my erection expectantly, hungrily, prepared to slide the head of my cock between her lips the second I give her permission to do it. 

“Wait,” I say, taking out my phone. “I’m going to record you so I can watch it later.”

“Oohh,” Natalie groans involuntarily, reaching down to touch herself through her pants.

“Not yet,” I say. “You can touch yourself when I tell you you can touch yourself. Not before.”

Natalie’s practically vibrating with excitement as she struggles to keep herself composed. She nods demurely.

“Alright,” I say, pressing the record button on my phone. “Now you can start.”

Natalie brings her face close my cock slowly, and I watch her through the phone. Then, she opens her mouth and extends her tongue, running it along the bottom of my cock and tickling the shaft. Then she kisses my head and then presses my head between her lips.

I jerk just a little as she takes me in her mouth, slowly enveloping more and more of my shaft with each suck.

“Mmmmm,” she hums, savoring me.

I struggle to maintain my composure and play the dominant, assertive one, which is what I know she’s wanting.

“Look at me,” I say.

I watch through the screen as her eyes open wide to stare up at me. That look of helplessness and pleasure combined has me wanting to nut already.

“Good girl,” I say. “Take me deeper. Take me as deep as you want to, you hot little slut.”

Something inside her snaps and she turns wilder than before. All thought of the camera is gone. Her focus becomes pleasing me by bringing my cock as far down her throat as she can handle. And she can handle a lot.

My cock practically disappears down her throat, her nose almost touching my pubic hair, she’s so deep. She runs her lips across my whole shaft and I savor the feeling of her wet cheeks against my sensitive flesh. She keeps at me, bringing me so deep that she starts to gag just a little.

“Breathe,” I say.

She can’t answer without breaking her concentration. She works me deeper, faster, and I just can’t hold out any longer. I come hard, spewing my seed against her pallet and down her throat. It’s all I can do to keep from dropping my phone as my orgasm tears through me, running down into her belly. She sucks, gags, sucks again. Then, finally, once she’s finished, I end the video. Jesus, that was hot. I’m going to enjoy jerking off to this later.

She lets my cock slide out of her mouth and then looks up at me, hair bouncing off her shoulders and a big grin on her face.

“How was that?” she asks.

“Fucking fantastic,” I say. “You were amazing.”

“You too,” she says. “All that bossing me around, the domination thing, it really turns me on.”

“So, what do you want to do now?” I ask.

“No, don’t do that,” she says. “Tell me what I want to do now. Command me, order me around.”

“Oh, we’re still playing, eh?” I say with a chuckle.

“Yes,” she says. “I’m a bad girl. Use me, punish me. Tell me what you want me to do, and then make me do it.”

“Okay,” I say. “I think I can go for round two.”

I grab my cock, which isn’t totally limp yet, and jerk a little to see if I can get it going again.

“How about I fuck you in the ass?” I say.

“Is that a question?” Natalie says, looking sexy with that defiant look on her face.

“Fine,” I say. “Have it your way. Stand up.”

She rises from her crouching position on the floor slowly, gracefully. Then she looks at me, obediently awaiting my next command.

“Walk over and take the coconut oil from the counter,” I say. “Be quick.”

She turns and prances over to the counter, grabbing the coconut oil. She holds it and waits, unsure what I’ll tell her to do next.

“Now come back over and give it to me,” I say.

She quickly shuffles over and presents me with the bottle. I slip my phone in my pocket and then move my hips so that my jeans slide to the floor. I’m still in my boxers, so I take those off too. My cock is hard already, but not as hard as it will need to be to force its way up inside her.

“Take off your pants,” I say. “Then present your ass to me with your panties still on.”

Natalie is a good girl and does as she’s told. She unzips her black dress pants and then shimmies out of them, letting them pool on the floor beneath her. She steps out of them then gets on her knees. She bends deep, giving me an excellent view of her round, pert ass.

She shifts all her weight onto her hips, using her hands to rub and touch her ass.

“Finger your asshole,” I say.

She touches her asshole through her panties, probing at first.

“Slide your panties off first,” I say, getting down on my knees myself to get a better view of her as she does it.

She slides her panties down slowly. Then, tentatively, she starts to probe the outside of her opening.

“Hold out your hand,” I say.

I take the coconut oil and pour a little of it into her palm.

“Now rub it in your hands and lube yourself up,” I say.

With her hands and fingers slick with the oil, she starts to probe more urgently. She gets a pinky in deep, rubbing it all along the clenched muscle to loosen it and get it ready. My cock is getting harder and harder the more that she plays with herself. I pour some of the oil in my own hand, running it along my shaft. When I’m fully lubricated, I get the feeling that she’s ready. I’ll go slow, be careful. But it has to be now. I can’t hold back any longer.

“Spread yourself as wide as you can,” I say.

Natalie moans as she spreads her hips wide, ready to accept my girth, or at least as ready as she’ll ever be. I scoot closer until there are just inches between us, then I press my mushroom head to the opening where her cheeks meet. No forcing it; I have to be gentle. Carefully, I press just a little bit without applying too much pressure. Slowly, gently, she accepts me until I’m able to enter her. She moans loudly as I press myself inside. She’s not used to this, but she’s going to have to get used to it.

After a few minutes, I’m able to plunge deeper. I start to build up a rhythm. Natalie’s legs buck so hard that I worry that she might lose her balance and collapse onto the floor. I put my hand on her knee to steady her, but I don’t stop thrusting. Our bodies move in perfect rhythm, and I can feel myself getting just a little bit deeper with each thrust. I keep going, her moans rising as I continue rocking her.

My thighs burn as I keep up this pace, knees getting sore against the hard tile. I can feel myself about to come again.

“Give me all you’ve got,” I say.

She hears me and starts to grip my cock even harder from the inside as I thrust into her. Moments before I’m about to come, she lets out a wail like she’s getting torn apart from the inside and couldn’t be happier. It’s a sound like–

“Aaaaaahhaaaaa! Jesus, fuck! Fucking shit! Oh, god!”

Satisfied that I’ve done my duty, I let myself release and I come, too. Releasing my hot seed inside her, deep into her, I feel my body relax. Muscles uncoil and I’m left with a warm satisfaction even as my legs are cooled by the tile. I pull out a moment later, standing and helping Natalie to her feet.

“How was that?” I ask.

“Holy shit,” she says. “That was so hot! I can’t believe how sexy you were. I wasn’t expecting anything like that.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But I knew it was what you wanted. I love indulging that side of you.”

“My ass is going to hurt tomorrow,” she says. “But so do I.”

The rest of the evening is spent with us being sweet and gentle with each other. We drink wine and talk and snuggle. The sugar is the perfect compliment to the spice of our encounter. Each one of my girls needs something just a little different, and while each of them likes a little dominance play, I think Natalie may need it the most. Soli was right, as always. Natalie has a kinkier side that I love bringing out in her. If I can figure out what each girl needs and give to her when she needs it, I may just have a shot at balancing this whole “having three girlfriends” thing. 

 


21.

The next day, I roll onto the lot of Magnolia Studios. They check my name and ID at the gate and I’m told where to park. It’s my first day as a consultant. Natalie came through with the job. I guess that the executive producer thought that the notes I gave were pretty good because now I’m part of the team. Not the real team, maybe, but second string is good too. 

An ice macchiato sweats in my hand as I walk to the stage where I hope to find Jordan. She doesn’t have an office like Natalie, so she may be roaming around. But it’s still early. The sun has just barely crept over the mountains and the palm-tree lined walkway is quiet except for those little carts that zip by carrying maintenance staff around the lot.

I duck into Stage 14 and look around for Jordan, walking the narrow hallways around the perimeter of the stage. The walls are painted all black inside, and the only lights are coming from the sets, so it’s hard to make out who anybody is. But I find Jordan in an office going over plans for the day. She looks up and grins when she sees me.

“Hey!” she says. “What are you doing here?”

“I got a new gig,” I say, taking a seat across from her. “Natalie got me a job as a technical advisor on Professor.”

“What? That’s incredible! How?” she asks.

“I can’t believe it either,” I say. “All I did was give some notes on a script. But I guess because I’ve got a background in philosophy that my opinion is valuable. Anyway, the job isn’t that demanding. Which means that besides being technical advisor, I get to be the assistant to the production assistant.”

I push the macchiato toward her. She covers her mouth with her hands, giddy from the gesture.

“Aww!” she says. “That’s so cute! Thank you, Matty!”

She takes a sip from the cup and holds the cup in her hand like it’s a prize.

“It even says Matty with a heart,” she says.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “I probably should have given them your name.”

“No, it’s fine,” she says. “I love it. It reminds me it’s from you. It’s a sweet gesture. Thanks, babe.”

“So, is there anything I can do to help you out?”

“Hmm, not sure,” she says, putting a finger to her lips. “Maybe you could wrap some stingers?”

“Uh, okay,” I say. “What’s that?”

“That’s what we call those big black cables,” she says. “It’s not complicated, but it’s easy to screw up. And it’s a pain.”

“I’ll give it a shot,” I say.

Jordan leads me out of the office to a place at the corner of the stage where a bunch of cables are lying around. She picks one up and shows it to me.

“Okay, so take this end with your right hand,” she says, handing it to me.

“Okay,” I say. “Now what?”

“Now make a loop, over and then under,” she says, showing me how to make the loop with the cable.

“Like this?” I ask.

“No, that way you’ll get kinks in the line,” she says. “You can’t wrap it like a garden hose. Try this way.”

She shows me how to do the over/under method with no kinks. I try to follow her, and after a few tries I think I’ve got it figured out.

“Better,” she says. “Much better. Now try the same thing with the XLRs. Those are these ones here. The sound people use them.”

She shows me more cables and gives me an overview of all their names and what they do. It’s not as interesting as the stuff I’m doing in the office, but I kinda like this work. It’s straightforward and you feel like you’ve accomplished something at the end.

“If you could help out by doing this even just once or twice a week at the end of the day, I promise I’ll reward you,” she says.

“Yeah?” I say, smiling.

“Yeah,” she says. “Just not here. Nobody can know that we’re dating. In fact, it would probably be simpler if we didn’t even know each other.”

“How’s that going to work?” I say. “Since I’m helping you out, someone’s going to notice, right?”

“Shit,” she says. “Yeah, you’re right. Okay, so we’re not dating. I guess people can think what they like, but it would be a little complicated for me if everyone knew our whole situation.”

“Right,” I say. “I completely agree. By the way, I’m not dating Natalie either.”

“Don’t forget Soli,” Jordan says. “She’ll be around, too. The director likes her look, so I think we’ll use her in the background, at least in some episodes.”

“Right,” I say. “But there’s no reason why she and I can’t be dating, right? I mean we hung out on set and went home together.”

“I guess that’s true,” Jordan says. “It might just raise some complications for the three of us being seen together.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I get that it makes sense to keep a low profile.”

The director likes her look. And I think Roxy Wells does, too.”  

“Oh yeah,” I say. “Soli told me about her. She said she put her hand on her leg.”

“I think she’d like to do more than that,” Jordan says.

“What do you mean?” I say. “I thought Soli was acting, like it was part of the scene.”

“It was,” Jordan says. “She was just acting in character. But Roxy– not Tiffany, the character she plays– she’s bi in real life. And I think she might have a thing for Soli.”

“Well, Soli’s hot,” I say. “It wouldn’t exactly be a surprise.”

“I don’t think it really matters that much,” Jordan says. “Roxy’s already got a girlfriend. But just FYI, she was flirting pretty hard on set when we had that nightclub scene a few days ago. And you know how Soli is.”

“I do,” I say. “Should I be worried?”

“No, of course not,” Jordan says. “Soli would never cheat on you, on us. But she may be interested in a fling. If it’s consensual.”

“Huh,” I say. “Well, I’m not mad. But I do feel a little weird about the idea of Soli sleeping with someone outside of our group. Of course, if it’s something she wants, I’d be a hypocrite to tell she couldn’t do it.”

“I’ve probably got you thinking over nothing,” Jordan says. “Like I say, it was just some flirting. Roxy is a sweetheart. I think you’d like her if you got to know her, which you will. Now that you’ll be hanging around the studio, I’m sure you’ll be seeing her sometime.”

“That’s cool,” I say. “I’m not threatened or anything. It’s just something to think about.”

We wrap a few more cables and I think about what I can remember about the day that Soli met Roxy. She was excited, even giddy. It doesn’t bother me the same way it would if Soli met some guy. The fact that Roxy is female definitely shapes the way that I think about the two of them together. I don’t see her as competition, at least not in the same way. Still, it’s not as if I welcome the idea that someone, anyone might take Soli from me. But that’s kinda paranoid, and unfair. If there’s anything that I’ve learned from being part of this relationship network, or whatever it is that I’m in, it’s that love expands and grows with more people in it. I shouldn’t fight it.

“Hey,” Jordan says. “You seem kinda in your head  about something. I don’t want you to worry.”

“No, it’s fine,” I say, still coiling the cables. “Just thinking.”

“I’m really glad that you surprised me like this,” Jordan says, coiling cables of her own. “I’ve felt bad that I haven’t been around as much as before.”

“You don’t need to feel bad about that,” I say. “It’s not like you’ve been avoiding me or Soli or Natalie or anything. You’ve just been working.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “But I’ve been working so much, and– yes, it’s better than before– but there are still tradeoffs.”

“There always are,” I say. “But you have nothing to feel guilty about.”

“Thanks,” Jordan says. “I mean it when I say that I’ll reward you sometime.”

“And I’m seriously prepared to let you,” I say. “How about this weekend? We can all do something fun.”

“Cool,” Jordan says.

Once we finish with the cables, we go back to hang out in the office for a while. There’s not a lot to do until 10:00 when the whole production gets going and Jordan has to be on call, so we just sit and talk and catch up on everything.

“I think Soli could do this professionally,” Jordan says. “I mean, it’s not exactly glamorous being a background actor, but it’s pretty cushy and there are perks. You can even join the Screen Actor’s Guild and make a good living.”

“I think she’d be happy doing it awhile but not forever,” I say. “She’s too free-spirited. Plus, I think she has other things she still wants to do.”

“Like what?” Jordan asks.

Shit, I’m not sure if I should say anything. It’s not like it’s a secret, but it was something personal even if it was private. But Jordan is looking at me like she’s not about to let the matter go.

“Well,” I say. “Right about the time you were having all that trouble with Vanessa, Soli and I went for a walk around Handsome Dan– I mean Hanson Dam and she said that was kinda considering maybe having a baby at some point.”

“Oh, that,” Jordan says. “She told me.”

“Really?” I say.

“Of course,” Jordan says. “We’re girls, and lovers. So obviously we talked about it. I didn’t think she was really serious about it, though. At least not right away.”

“Right,” I say. “That was my impression, too. I guess it's just me thinking about how time isn’t unlimited, ya know? I mean, we’re young but not that young.”

“You’re speaking to a woman, Matty,” Jordan says. “Believe me, I’m aware.”

“So, what do you think about the whole thing?” I say. “How do you feel?”

“About Soli carrying your baby?” Jordan asks. “Or about me carrying your baby?”

“Either, I guess,” I say. 
“Well,” Jordan says. “I can’t say that I’m ready for a baby at this moment, either.”

“Obviously,” I say. “You’re busy.”

“That said, I’m definitely open to the idea of being the mother of your child,” Jordan says with a gentle smile. “And the idea of being co-mothers with Soli sounds so amazing.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I can picture it, and it does sound tempting.”

“Right,” Jordan says. “Well, you’ve probably got this image in your mind of the two of us each holding a baby in our arms, with our breasts all huge, and all four of us smiling at you, right?”

“Something like that,” I say. “But it’s a fantasy, right?”

“Not exactly,” she says. “It’s just an incomplete picture. You always hear people tell you that kids are work, but they really don’t stop being work. I mean ever. Before you have a kid, consider it the work of your life.”

“That’s wise,” I say. “I guess I would say that I’m not ready to be a dad, but is anyone really? Like you say, the burden of it is so great that you can’t actually prepare yourself.”

“Right,” Jordan says. “But kids are also fun. It’s fulfilling raising children. At least, that’s what I thought when I was growing up. But careers can’t wait.”

“That’s true,” I say. “And I know we’re not deciding anything right now. But lately, I’ve been thinking that careers can only give you so much satisfaction.”

“Says the guy who is sitting on a huge nest egg and can afford to coast,” Jordan says.

“Touche,” I say. “I’m arguing from a privileged position, it’s true.”

“It doesn’t make you wrong,” Jordan says. “And I’m not upset that you’ve got money in the bank. As a prospective mother of your child, that’s a bonus.”

I smile.

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s never a bad thing. I’m lucky, really lucky to have come through that whole thing with NovaCare the way I did. I’ve got a lot to be grateful for, so I shouldn’t forget that. Anyway, how did we get on this topic?”

“I dunno, but we should probably cut it short,” Jordan says. “It’s almost ten.”

She starts getting her stacks of pages together and switching on the walkie talkie on her belt and the earpiece she’s wearing.

“Thanks for the coffee, and your help with the cables, and just for being here for me,” she says.

“Happy to,” I say. “Actually, I didn’t come in just to see you. I’ve got a meeting at eleven, so I can just hang out for a while until that starts.”

“Good luck with the meeting,” Jordan says.

“Thanks,” I say. “Before you go, think I could steal a kiss?”

Jordan, my blond bombshell gives me this look like I’m a little lost puppy and her heart just melts for me.

“Yes, Matty,” she says. “You can have a kiss.”

She doesn’t just lean over, she comes around to the other side of the table, has a seat on my lap and presses a sweet and deep kiss on my lips.

“How was that?” she asks after our lips part.

“Wonderful,” I say. “Nothing brings me closer to someone I love than a kiss. And something about the way you do it…it’s nourishing.”

“Aww,” she says, tousling my hair. “That’s the perfect way to describe it.”

She’s about ready to walk out the door, but she turns when I tell her–

“Don’t work too hard.”

She grins.

“I won’t,” she says. “Don’t work too little.”

I smile too.

“I won’t.”                


22.

Walking into the conference room, I see Natalie sitting behind the desk with guys I don’t recognize on her left and right. One’s definitely an executive by his suit. The other one has to be a writer. He’s wearing these cherry red horn-rimmed glasses and a Black Flag t-shirt. I’m not exactly sure how I’m supposed to act around these two. But Natalie sets the tone.

“Hi, Matty,” she says, rising from her hand and extending her hand.

“Hello, Natalie,” I say, trying to hide my amusement at the formality between us.

“This is Sam,” she says, gesturing to the guy in the suit who gives a little wave and nod. “And this is Len,” she says about the guy who I’m clocking as the writer.

Len? What could that be short for? Leonard? Who goes by Len? He sticks out his hand and waggles it in front of me. I clasp it and then he quickly withdraws as if I bit him.

“Have a seat,” Natalie says. “We’re just discussing the project, and your input could be valuable.”

“Okay, great,” I say.

I take a seat and reach for one of the water bottles in the center of the table.

“Sam, would you like to start us off?” Natalie asks.

“Sure,” Sam says. “We really love the stuff that Len has come up with.”

Len is impassive, probably sensing that there’s a but coming.

“But we have some thoughts,” says Sam.

Yep, there it is.

“We’re not too sure about some of the main character’s motivations. The relationship between the father and daughter can be strengthened. Also, we couldn’t really make out much of anything from his lectures. All this philosophy stuff is going to go over our audiences’ head, no?”

“It’s sophisticated,” Len says, with obvious venom. “It’s okay if you don’t understand. So long as you understand that the guy is smart and assertive, that’s the important thing. Even if it sounds like gibberish to most people, they’ll still understand that he’s smart and doing his best as a father.”

“Right,” Sam says, with obvious annoyance, “well, even if we get that about him, why do we care about this guy if we can’t understand him? What’s his appeal?”

“He stands up for himself,” Len says. “He cares about his daughter. Melanie is a rebellious teenager, just like we all were, but their relationship is really the heart of the story.”

“Okay, fine,” says Sam. “We’ve got the father-daughter thing going. That can play. But the philosophy stuff is still not second-screen enough.”

“Huh?” says Len.

I’m glad I’m not the one who had to ask him to explain that one.

“We’re competing for eyeballs, and it’s a knife fight,” Sam says, leaning back in his chair. “All of our content has to be something that people can watch while they’re also watching something else. If it’s too complicated, they’re going to tune out completely and then we’ve lost them.”

“I don’t understand,” Len says. “You want me to write something that’s going to make them want to watch something else?”

“I think what Sam is saying,” Natalie interjects, “is that they’re already watching something else. What we need is to make sure that they’re engaged enough to keep watching our series while they’re doing it.”

Len is trying his best to hide his disgust and not succeeding. I don’t blame him. It’s pretty demoralizing to tell an artist that he’s competing with Instagram and losing. 

“I think it could work to make him a banker,” Sam says, out of nowhere.

“A banker?” Len says, amazed.

“Everyone understands what a banker does,” Sam says. “It frees us up to focus on the relationships, and it doesn’t change the character all that much anyway.”

Len looks like he’s about to jump out of his chair and throttle this executive prick with his own tie. You can just feel the hostility radiating off the guy. So, I decide it may be time to interject.

“I think that making him a banker would be a mistake,” I say.

“Oh?” says Sam.

“Bradley’s whole arc really depends on his relationship to the material he’s teaching in his courses,” I say.

His arc? What the hell do I know about arcs? But it’s something I heard some screenwriter on a podcast say, so it seems to work here.

“He’s not the same guy if he’s a banker,” I say. “Besides, people don’t want to curl up and unravel a banker. There’s no mystery to him. This philosophy professor, understanding what makes him tick, that’s a part of what makes the script work in my opinion.”

“That’s interesting,” Natalie says, putting the end of a pen to her lips. “Keep going with that.”

“Well,” I say. “I think that’s what sets the story apart. There are problems with the lecture scenes, it’s true–”

Now it’s Len’s turn to say, “Oh?”

“Yeah, well, I made some notes,” I say, aware that I’m stepping on everyone’s toes.

“I shared them with you,” Natalie says to Len.

Her tone is firm and suggests that there may be a history of tension in this working relationship.

“I’m not sure that it’s the right direction for the scene,” Len says.

“Well, we really love what you did with the draft you submitted,” Natalie says.

I’m starting to understand that “we love it” is something industry people say when they mean “we hate it” but can’t say so.

“But we feel that it could go in another direction with it,” she says. “We’d like you to take another pass based on Matty’s suggestions. There may be some kind of a compromise there. Matty, would you be open to working with Len directly on this?”

“Yeah, of course,” I say.

“Sorry,” Len says. “But who is he?”

He jams his thumb in my direction, and I’m starting to get the impression that Len doesn’t play well with others.

“Matty’s our consultant,” Natalie says flatly. “We think he has some valuable contributions to make to the project. It would be great if we could get some flexibility on this.”

“Or he could be a banker,” Sam says pointedly. “That’s always an option.”

“Right, well…” Len says, clearly mulling over his options. “I think before we do anything drastic, maybe we can try taking another pass at the dialogue.”

“Let’s explore that,” Natalie says.

“Great,” says Sam, getting up from his chair. “Thanks everyone. I’m really super excited about the project, and I can’t wait to see what you come up with. I’m sure it will be a smash hit.”

Yeah, I’ve got a hard on, too. Where do they find these guys? Is everyone in Hollywood this big of a phony tool?

Sam doesn’t stop to shake anybody’s hand but gives a little wave as he retreats.

“Okay,” Natalie says once Sam has gone. “It may not seem like it, but I’m fighting for this thing. I need you to work with me on this, Len. I can’t guarantee the project will go forward if you aren’t willing to take notes and adjust your script accordingly.”

Len takes a deep breath, puts his hand over his face, and then gives a big sigh and lets it out. We’re both just sitting there, uncomfortably, waiting for him to say something. Finally, he composes himself.

“I understand,” he says. “I can work on it.”

“Thank you,” Natalie says. “Matty, you’re good to stay, right?”

“Yep,” I say. “I’m here.”

“Then I’ll leave you both to it,” Natalie says, collecting her notes. Before she walks out, she turns and tells us, “good luck, guys.”

I let out a breath that I didn’t realize I’d been holding in.

“Alright,” Len says finally. “Who the hell are you? Really, why are you sitting in that chair right now?”

“Don’t kill the messenger, man,” I say. “I’m just a technical advisor, that’s it.”

“But why are you even giving notes on my script?” Len asks. “You aren’t a writer.”

“Well,” I say. “Yes, that’s true. I’m not a screenwriter, anyway. But I know something about philosophy, and I think that it’s cool that you’re writing about it. That’s why I’m here. I stood up for you before, remember? You really want Bradley to become a banker?”

“Yeah, okay,” Len reluctantly says. “But your notes, they don’t work for me. The scene’s unbalanced now.”

“Fine,” I say. “Let’s go through it line by line. Can I see the script?”

Len slides the script in front of him across the table to me.

“Okay, so how about this line?” I say, reading from the script. “Hegel believes that God is the universe knowing itself. That’s kinda beautiful, right?”

“What’s wrong with that?” Len says. 
“It’s not even true!” I say. “Hegel is projecting human ego onto the universe and calling it God.”

“Says who?” Len says.

“Schopenhauer,” I say.

Len gives me this look like maybe I’m not a complete idiot.

“The lecture isn’t on Schopenhauer's views,” he says.

“Not now,” I say. “But it could be. And it would be more interesting. Introduce a point and then offer a counterpoint. It makes the whole closing monologue he makes when he’s alone with his daughter a lot more believable and heartfelt. You can relate the experience he’s had over the course of the episode to this dialectic between Hegel and Schopenhauer.”

“Okay, that’s not bad,” Len says, his pen twitching in his hand.

He jots down a few quick notes and I can see this is getting through to him.

“What about this next line?” he says. “Got anything for that?”

As we go through line by line, I sense that we’re making some progress. Len’s a little pretentious, but he’s not actually a jerk once you get to know him. I tell him that I understand how he feels about the work.

“I know you’ve got a lot of pressure on you,” I say. “And I’m not trying to pile on. You’ve got enough bad notes to deal with. I’m just trying to give you options. What you decide to do with them is really up to you.”

I can tell that it’s not easy for Len to say what he says next, so it raises my estimation of him when he says–

“These are good notes. I’m sorry if I came off as kind of an asshole before. I just know I’m going to get fired. Again. The vultures are circling, and I guess I thought you were just gonna pick at my carcass, too.”

“I get it, man,” I say. “You’re up against a lot with that guy Sam. But I think Natalie seems to be on your side. She’s cool.”

“Right,” Len says. “And a great piece of ass, too. Jesus, she’s hot.”

I grimace a little, trying to keep my composure.

“What?” Len says. “You don’t like Asians?”

“She’s beautiful,” I say. “I mean, she’s very attractive. It’s just, ya know…”

“Yeah, alright dude,” Len says. “If you want to be like a bunch of corporate suits with their sexual harassment bullshit, then fine. I thought we were just a couple guys talking.”

“It’s whatever, man,” I say. “I’m not trying to police ya.”

I’m also not trying to let him know that the woman he’s talking about is my girlfriend. Len offers his meathook and we shake.

“You’re alright, Matty,” Len says.

“Take it easy, Len,” I say.

After we part, I decide to let Jordan get back to work and do her thing. I know she’s busy, so I decide to peek my head into Natalie’s office and let her know that we’ve wrapped things up.

“How’d it go?” she asks.

“Good, I think,” I say. “Len is, uh, kinda temperamental.”

“Do you think you can work with him?” Natalie asks.

“Yeah, I think so. We got along okay. He’s a bit rough around the edges, and he can get prickly when challenged. But I think he really cares about this project, and he can make it better.”

“Awesome,” she says. “Way to go!”

“We’ll see what happens,” I say. Somebody else is approaching down the hall, so I close with the standard Hollywood sign off– “let’s do lunch!”

Natalie smiles and gives me a little wave and I’m free for the rest of the day. So, with nothing to do, I end up back at Soli’s place. I’m sitting on the couch and she brings me a beer, helping me take a load off after a long half day of work. I’m filling her in on the whole story.

“Len sounds like a tool,” she says.

“Yeah, kinda,” I say. “But I have to work with him anyway. If this project falls apart, there goes this cushy job that Natalie got for me. I was lucky I was in that meeting today or they might have gotten rid of the whole philosophy part of the story. One guy on the project doesn’t get it at all, but I hope that what I said changed his mind about screwing with the story.”

“Listen to you,” she says. “You’re really starting to sound like you know what you’re talking about. You’re like an industry insider now.”

“What about you, superstar?” I say. “You’re tearing up the Hollywood scene yourself.”

“Please, I’m an extra,” she says.

I shrug and take a sip of beer.

“Still,” I say. “They like you. The director likes your look. Jordan told me.”

“She said that?” Soli says. “She used those words?”

“Yeah, I thought they told you that they liked you,” I say.

“They did,” Soli says. “They told me, we love you! We’ll definitely have you back. But what’s that really worth, ya know?”

“I get it,” I say. “In this business, people never say what they mean.”

“Did Jordan say anything else?”

I’m not sure how much I want to volunteer. For no reason I can name, I don’t want to bring up what Jordan said about Roxy Wells. 

“She says she wants to do something fun this weekend,” I say.

“Oh, let’s do a pool party!” Soli says.

“Pool party?” I say. “Where?”

“You didn’t see?” Soli says. “Come on.”

I follow her out to the parking lot. I parked on the other side and didn’t even glance over at the pool area. It’d been closed the whole time I’d known Soli, so I hadn’t even thought to look and see that the caution tape had been taken down. The pool was filled just in time for summer. 

“The building manager finally fixed the crack in the pool and refilled it,” Soli says. 

“Oh, awesome!” I say. “This is so cool, we can have a cookout in that little firepit area over there and then swim, all four of us.”

“Perfect,” Soli says. “Now I just need to buy a bikini.”

“You don’t have one?” I ask.

“I have at least half a dozen,” Soli says. “But I don’t have a new one.”

I just smile.

“Okay,” I say. “You won’t hear me complaining about watching you try on bikinis.”

“So, you’ll treat us, right?” Soli says.

“Of course,” I say. “A gift of something skimpy for you to wear is really a gift to me.”

Soli lets out an excited little squeal. 

“We can go to Everything but Water,” Soli says. “The girls’ll love it!”
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“What do you think about this one?” Soli asks, holding up the kind of bikini that screams seduction. It’s lipstick red with these darker, sharper shades of red in a triangle pattern along the edge that made it look like it had teeth.

“Hot,” declares Jordan.

“So sexy,” Natalie seconds.

Soli waves the skimpy triangles of fabric in front of me and sticks out a pouty lip, eliciting approval.

“You already know my answer,” I say.

It’s the same answer I’ve given to the last three two-piece sets– yes!

“Let’s try it on,” Soli says.

She beckons the other girls to follow her into the dressing room. Apparently, these dressing rooms are huge because all three disappear behind the door. I peek under and see three pairs of feet. Soli disrobes, her shorts and panties falling to the floor.

As I walk around the shop, waiting for Soli to reemerge, I look at the swimsuits on each mannequin, trying to picture what each piece would look like on each of my girls. It’s pulling the lever on a slot machine where every combination is a winner. How did I get this lucky to have this much variety all at my fingertips?

When the dressing room door opens, Soli doesn’t walk out so much as strut like she’s on the runway. The v-shaped thong disappears between her honey-colored hips and toned thighs. She flicks her hair behind her, then brings a hand down to finger the clasp holding the two halves of top together. Then she shifts her weight to one hip and raises one leg in that irresistible way that women do.

“One to ten,” she says. “How does this one rate?”

“Is one the highest or the lowest?” I ask.

“One is the lowest,” Soli says. 
“Ten,” I say.

“Hold on,” she says. “You haven’t seen it from the back yet.”

She twirls on her heels, treating me to a sight of her luscious ass which is just barely contained by this tiny strip of latex that hugs her cheeks, riding just above her thigh.

“Yep,” I say. “Still ten.”

“Okay,” Soli says, turning back to look at me. “I’ll take this one.”

“You’ve got it,” I say.

“Thanks, baby,” Soli says. “Who’s next? Natalie?”

“I can’t decide,” Natalie says. “You guys pick something out for me.”

“Hold on,” Jordan says. “I saw one that would be perfect for you. Let me find it.”

Jordan glides over to a rack behind a mannequin and returns with this one-piece with thin strip along the stomach that connects the upper and lower halves. It’s a light blue, the color of pool tiles.

“Oh, I love it!” Natalie says, taking the hanger from Jordan and letting the soft, cool fabric run across the inside of her hand.

The trio return to the dressing room. If there’s a rule against this, the one bored-looking staff member doesn’t seem interested in enforcing it. She just stands there with a mute smile, content that the women raiding the store seem to know what they want.

When Natalie comes out of the dressing room moments later, it’s not with Soli’s radiant confidence. More like a demur shyness which is sexy in its own way. She walks up to me, presses her thighs together, and sticks out her chest and turns away with this modest expression.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “That’s working on you.”

“What would you give it?” Natalie asks in a tone of absolute seriousness. “Seven point five? Eight?”

“Ten,” I say.

“They can’t all be tens,” Natalie says.

“Why not?” I say.

“You’re such a guy,” Natalie says with a playful eyeroll.

“I don’t deny it,” I say.

“What do we think?” Natalie asks the girls.

Natalie turns and shows off the reverse side of the bikini. The bottoms are low and sit easy on her hips.

“So hot,” Jordan says. “Really. You look gorgeous, doll.”

“Okay,” Natalie says. “I’ll take this one.”

Finally, it’s Jordan’s turn. She takes a while deciding, but when she does make up her mind she doesn’t disappoint. It’s a simple black two-piece with gold trim and some kind of sparkly fabric. It’s not so much the style as the cut. The bikini top pushes up her breasts, and her bikini bottom may be the skimpiest of all. When she turns, the strip of fabric practically vanishes between her cheeks.

“Jesus,” I say. “That one might be an eleven.”

Jordan smiles triumphantly.

“Men,” she says. “Whatever shows the most skin wins.”

“What can I say? I know what’s good when I see it.”

“Ladies?” Jordan asks.

“Oh, that’s a definite thumbs up from me,” says Soli.

“Same,” Natalie says. “I almost want to change my decision.”

“Well, you wear mine any time,” Jordan says.

“Okay!” says Natalie happily. “Now, what about Matty?”

“I’m already wearing boardshorts,” I say. “They’re the same Billabong pair of shorts that I bought at Kohl’s four years ago, and there’s not a thing wrong with them.”

“Boring,” Jordan declares.

“Yeah,” says Soli. “Let’s get Matty something that shows off his junk.”

I roll my eyes but agree to play along. The three of them drag me over to the men’s section.

“Here we go,” says Natalie, holding up a black latex banana hammock that’s practically no different from a bikini bottom.

“Nope,” I say. “Gonna exercise my veto on that one.”

“You’re no fun,” Natalie says.

“How about these?” Jordan says, holding up a pair of navy shorts with a crisp white draw string. They’re short shorts, but I guess that’s the point. 
“I’ll give them a try,” I say. “You girls want to follow me into the changing room?”

“We’ll wait out here,” Soli says. “Go ahead.”

I step into the dressing room and try on the shorts. They only come up to the middle of my thigh, and I wouldn’t choose to expose so much of my legs. They help accentuate my thigh muscles though, so I’m not not about that. Plus, my bulge gets a little bit of a boost and looks bigger than normal shorts.

I step out of the dressing room and I’m given the greenlight by all the girls.

“Oh, those look great!” Natalie says.

“Yummy,” says Jordan. “You have to get them.”

I put my hands on my hips. I feel a little exposed, but also sexy in a manly way. Which is the point, after all.

“Okay,” I say. “I’m sold. Let’s get them.”

After I change back into my street clothes, we take everything to the checkout counter at the front. The prices are obscene. I don’t even want to admit how much I spent. But the girls are happy, and that’s what we’re doing this for.

“Thank you, Matty,” Jordan says.

“Thanks, Matty!” say Soli and Natalie in unison.

“You’re welcome, angels,” I say.

Next stop, Ralph’s. We fill our shopping cart with everything we need for a great barbeque: Paper plates, Chips, beer, watermelon, hot dogs and hamburgers with buns, ice cream and a peach pie.

“I’m glad I didn’t eat anything today,” Jordan says, pushing the cart. “I’m going to look so fat after I eat all this.”

“I’m going to get as fat as I want to be,” Soli says. “I could eat two, three hot dogs, easy. Plus pie.”

“Me too,” Natalie says. “I just want to pig out today. I don’t even care.”

“Is there anything we’re missing?” I ask.

“Ice for the beer,” Natalie says.

“Right,” I say. “What else?”

“Corn on the cob?” Jordan suggests.

“Oh, great idea,” I say. “Oh, and charcoal. We also need lighter fluid and a box of those big long matches you can use to light the grill.”

Once we’ve paid for all the stuff, we each take a few shopping bags and load up the car. It’s feeling like the perfect day. The sun is shining, birds are singing. Probably. I mean, we’re stuck in traffic on the I-5 freeway, but presumably there are birds singing songs somewhere.

We return to Soli and Jordan’s apartment complex and set the charcoal, and some of the stuff that won’t get hot in the sun outside by the grill to kinda claim the space. Then, we head inside to change.

Inside Soli’s apartment, the girls each take out their new swimsuits and start stripping in the middle of the living room. It’s just another of the perks of having three girlfriends that they think of nothing of changing in front of each other. Once the girls are ready, they pose and bend in their new gifts, treating me to the sight of their luscious bodies. Jordan takes sunscreen from her bag.

“Can someone do my back?” she asks.

“I’ve got you,” Soli says.

Jordan unclasps the back of her black bra and holds it in her hand. I watch, feeling myself stiffen as Soli brushes Jordan’s long blond hair onto one shoulder to rub the white sunscreen all over her shoulders. Then her hands move lower, caressing Jordan’s lower back. Natalie clocks the way I’m staring and gives a little smile. I shrug.  

“You look great, girls,” I say.

“Hey,” Natalie says, in a small voice. “I think we should give Matty a special thank you.”

“You already thanked me,” I say.

“But not a special thank you,” Natalie says.

The girls look at each, and I’ve got an idea of what’s coming.

“Really?” I say. “Now?”

“Why not?” Natalie says. “We could take turns, right girls?”

“I’m game,” Jordan says. “Soli?”

“Why not?” Soli says. “He’s been a good boy. Matty, go pull down your shorts and have a seat on that chair.

Well, who am I to argue with that? I tug my shorts off and go have a seat. The girls come over and crowd around me, arranging themselves on the floor in front of me. Their faces are all arranged in a row and my cock is already starting to stir. I reach down to start stroking myself, but Soli playfully smacks my hand away.

“Let us handle that,” she says.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “We’ll take turns.”

Soli starts stroking my cock with her hand while the other two watch me stiffening. It doesn’t take long. With this kind of an audience, my cock is standing at attention in minutes.

“Ooh,” Natalie says. “Look at that big vein!”

“I love that big vein,” says Jordan. 
“You notice how the head of his cock looks almost purple when it’s all stiff like that?”

“It’s like it’s his purple onion!” Natalie says.

“Huh?” says Jordan.

“That’s what Bukowski called his cock,” Natalie says. “When he said it, it sounded gross. But with Matty, I dunno. It’s kinda great.”

“I like onions,” Soli says. “Big purple ones, too.”

She lets go of my cock and raises herself up on her knees to bring her face close to my lap. She looks up at me as she teases the slit of my cock with her tongue. Then she kisses my cock all over, getting me warmed up.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “That’s great.”

As she takes me in her mouth, Natalie and Jordan just beam up at me. Soli strokes my cock for a few minutes, then she releases with a sloppy wet sound.

“Your turn, Natalie,” Soli says.

I can see just a hint of nervousness as Natalie takes her turn. She’s never done this with the other girls before, so it’s kind of a big step for her. But she leans over and wraps her lips around my shaft, I’m instantly reminded of all the times she’s had me deep in her throat. She’s not ready to go there, yet. Instead, she runs the head of my cock around the inside of her cheek. She bobs up and down several times, enveloping just a little more of my shaft each time.

When Natalie pulls her mouth away, it’s Jordan’s turn. She licks the underseam of my cock, her saliva mingling with that of the other girls. Each one contributes something. I’m just satisfied to sit back and enjoy the pleasure.

Well, I’d like to be able to say that I held out for round after round of this treatment, but with three insanely hot girls all taking their turn blowing me? I’m only able to last until my cock passes to Natalie a second time. She starts taking me deep into her throat, and that’s it. I come hard, spilling my juices down her throat. She swallows hard, gulping me down.

Soli and Jordan give Natalie little golf claps in congratulations. All I can manage to do is pant.

“Thanks,” I say, finally. “Thanks for that. It was amazing.”

“You deserve it,” Soli says.

The girls rise from their knees, Natalie putting pressure on my knee as she pushes her weight down on me to stand. She burps and a little of my cum comes up.

“Sorry,” she says.

“For what?” I say. “It’s natural, right?”

I take a moment and just collect myself. It’s not every day that you get a gift like that from your three girlfriends, and I want to savor it. All around me is a flurry of activity as they finish putting on sunscreen and get the stuff together. I want to just sit here and just admire the three of them  But the girls are ready to go, so I stand and pull my too-short shorts on. I’ve got responsibilities, work to do.

I grab the cooler and put a few beers inside before filling it with the bag of ice, then it’s time for the rest of the beers. Everyone’s pitching in; Jordan’s putting raw hamburgers and hot dogs on a plate, Soli has got her little iPod boombox that she’s probably had for years, and Natalie has got the bag of chips and all four of our towels.

“Alright, gang,” I say. “Let’s hit it.”
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We bring all the stuff outside and get set up by the pool. It’s a perfect day exactly like any other in LA. Sunny, not too hot, absolutely no chance of rain. Except today there’s a very high probability that we’re going to get wet.

I’m on grill duty, pouring in the charcoal, spraying a little lighter fluid and then lighting it. The girls are all in the pool, swimming and chatting and playing together. Soli’s playlist is playing Latin beats.

I put the corn on the cob wrapped in tinfoil first, then a few minutes later I throw on all the meat at once, not even caring if we finish it all. I just love watching it sizzle as it cooks, the smell of the grill as it starts blackening on the outside.

As I take a sip of beer, I ask myself, could this be better? I think of all the excursions and great memories we’ve already made together and think that this simple one is maybe the best of all.

“Marco!” says Natalie, groping blindly for the other two.

“Polo!” say both Jordan and Soli at once.

I flip the burgers, and it looks like they’re close to done. I want to keep at least a few of them just a little pink in the middle. Soli and Natalie are chasing each other across the pool playing Marco Polo.

“Who wants cheese?” I ask.

Soli raises her hand, not wanting to alert Natalie to her location. But she makes a little splash anyway and Natalie’s head swivels, eyes still closed, and lunges in her direction.

“Aaah!” Soli squeals.

She tries to flee, but Natalie grabs her around the waist, pulling her under the water. Damn, for girls they really play for keeps.

I throw some cheese on a few burgers, figuring that we’ll each eat two and maybe a hot dog or two each. I definitely made too much food.

“Alright,” I say. “Let’s eat!”

“Five minutes!” Soli says.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “I’m winning!”

“Okay, but the meat’s just getting colder,” I say.

“Maybe yours is!” Natalie says.

Jordan and Soli both laugh uproariously. Honestly, on the burn scale it’s about a 5.6. But whatever, I’ll give it to her since it’s the first time she’s made an awkward comment that seemed really to land.

I scoop the burger patties and hot dogs off the grill and put them on a plate, but the girls are too distracted. Natalie and Soli are pinching and grabbing each other. Only Jordan seems interested in this bounty I’ve prepared for us. She comes over, wrapped in a towel, and eyes the cooked meat with wonder.

“I’ll take that plate from ya,” Jordan says, giving me a peck on the cheek as she does.

I peel back the tinfoil on the corn with the edge of the metal spatula. Satisfied that the ears of corn are ready too, I put those on another little plate.

Soli and Natalie finally come out of the pool like spoiled kids and everybody puts their burgers and hot dogs together.

“Have you heard of this all-meat diet where you just eat nothing but steak?” Soli says. “I think I could do that with burgers.”

“I don’t think I could even eat a burger with no bun,” Jordan says.

“Oh, well buns are included in my all-burger diet,” Soli says. “As are onions, lettuce, tomatoes, jalapenos, and swiss, and chips and beer.”

“So, it’s basically a diet where you can eat anything?” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” Soli says. “But I’d be, like, super strict with it.”

“Seriously, how are you skinny?” Natalie asks.

“Genes, baby,” Soli says.     

I have to hand it to the girls. They really know how to put them away. I’ve made a dozen hot dogs and eight hamburgers and we’ve got two hot dogs and one burger left over by the end.

Nobody wants to move, we’re all too full. There’s hardly even a need to speak. We just sit under the covered awning and feel the breeze, sipping beer and holding our stomachs.

“Okay, I’m getting in,” Natalie announces.

“I’ll join you,” says Jordan.

I look at Soli who shrugs. I shrug back, so then she shrugs back, then I shrug back. We’re undecided is the TL;DR.

So, we do nothing. I watch as Jordan floats on her back and Jordan bobs around the deep end.

“We’ve really got everything, don’t we?” I say.

Soli nods.

“Think there’s room for one more?” she asks.

I smile and shrug. And so she shrugs, and then we’re back to it, each raising and lowering our shoulders until we’re both tired of it.

“Sure,” I say. “There’s room.”

“Really?” Soli says.

“Why not?” I say. “The more the merrier.”

“Are we talking about the same thing?” Soli says, squinting at me like she’s not sure if she can figure me out.

“Yes,” I say. “I think we are.”

“Good,” Soli says, rising from her chair. She strikes a pose, pointing her finger in the air. “Let’s swim!”

“Okay,” I say. “Let me go put on sunscreen first.”

I return a few moments later and walk up the edge of the pool and sorta hop in. Wouldn’t it look cooler if I did a cannonball? Yes. But since it’s only five feet at its deepest point, that could end up going pretty badly.  

“Let’s play chicken,” Jordan says. “Matty, let me get on your shoulders.”

“No way!” Natalie says. “Matty’s the only guy. It’s not fair; you two against Soli and me.”

“That’s right,” Soli says. “But we’ll still kick your asses, anyway. Come on, Natalie! I got you, girl!”

Soli dives down and swims under Natalie. Natalie spreads her legs, resting them on Soli’s shoulders as she rises from the pool. Soli keeps her balance, spitting to keep the pool water out of her mouth. 

“You want somma this?” Soli says, full of defiance.

“Easy, killer,” I say, and swim over to Jordan.

I dive down and put my head between Jordan’s thighs. Then, I lift her onto my shoulders. It’s not really a fair fight, honestly. But that’s the way that Soli wanted it. We charge forward, Natalie doing her best to grab at Jordan and pull her off me. The girls squeal and cry as they claw at each other.

“Closer, Matty!” says Jordan. “Charge! Charge!”

When Soli tries to back up, she loses her balance and Natalie topples off her shoulders.

“Booyah!” shouts Jordan, triumphant.

Bad winner. I grab her ankles and throw her off my shoulders. Jordan howls before she hits the water. Bursting to the surface, she spits water and then lunges toward me.

“Bastard!” 

She tries to catch me, but I run like hell across the bottom of the pool, taking big broad strides as I try to evade her. When I come to the corner of the pool, I turn and let her catch me. She wails on me, but she’s a girl, so I just take the slaps on my chest with good humor before finally throwing up my hands.

“Truce! Truce!” I say. “Let’s play again. This time I’ll get on your shoulders.”

“Arg!” she says, lunging at me. I catch her.

She laughs and I brush her damp hair out of her face. I pick her up at the waist and she wraps her legs around mine. We kiss, a long and deep kiss.

After we break off the kiss, I sigh a contented sigh. We could play another round, but I’m sensing that we’re all pretty tired. I let Jordan drift from my arms and we all just float or lounge around the pool for a while. We take turns sunbathing or taking a dip, swimming around a little bit. At one point, I get out, have another beer and drink it slowly. The cool buzz and the sun combined are making me feel sleepy, relaxed.

The sun moves lower and I throw my arm over my face to shield my eyes. I don’t sleep exactly, but I just allow myself to rest and listen to the sounds all around me. Soli’s music, which is quieter now, the sounds of the girls as they splash around the pool.

“Who’s ready to call it?” Soli asks.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “I think it’s time we pack it in.” 

I sit up and look around. She’s right. The sun is already hovering just above the foothills. We’ve got probably another three hours of daylight left, but I think I’m ready to head inside.

“Okay,” I say, rising from my deck chair. “Let’s get together all the stuff.”

I grab the empty beer bottles and take them over to the big recycling dumpster. Soli brings in the leftover food, Natalie collects all the condiments and the extra paper plates and napkins, and Jordan collects our towels. Common courtesy is to clean off the grill with one of those wire brushes. I would do this if I had one, but I don’t. I’ll just take the karma demerit. What else can I do?

As we’re walking back up to Soli’s apartment, the conversation turns to showers.

“Who’s going to take the first shower?” Soli asks.

“Winners first!” Jordan says.

“Boo!” Natalie says.

“Okay, okay,” Jordan says. “Losers first.”

“Boo!” says Soli.

“Okay,” says Jordan. “I don’t care who takes the first shower, but it won’t be me. Sound good?”

“Acceptable,” says Soli.

Once we’re inside, Soli puts the food in the fridge. Jordan has a seat on the couch. Natalie scratches her head, her hair already messy and frizzy from the pool water.

“I think I’m gonna head home,” she says.

“Yeah?” I say. “Okay, that’s cool.”

“Thank you for today,” she says, coming over to give me a hug. “For the new bikini and the food, and playing grillmaster. Thanks for just being you.”

“Aww,” I say. “You’re very welcome.”

“That goes for you too, girlies,” Natalie says. “You’re wonderful!”

“We had a blast, too,” Jordan says.

“Ya know,” I say. “I think we should all be thanking you. You’ve basically set all of us up with new careers.”

“I don’t know about that,” Natalie says, smiling humbly. “All I did was make a few recommendations.”

“That’s not nothing,” I say. “You changed all our lives for the better.”

Natalie glows when she hears this.

“I feel the same,” she says, her voice full of deep feeling.

“I think that Natalie deserves a special thank you,” Soli says, putting one hand on her hip and looking at Natalie with something like a challenge in her eyes.

“You mean, like Matty’s?” Natalie says, her lips pursing together.

“Only if you want to,” Soli says. “It would be gratifying for me too, by the way.”

Natalie chuckles nervously, her cheeks growing red.

“I dunno,” she says, but she is smiling.

“We love you, Nat,” Jordan says. “You’re one of us girls, and Soli and I like to take good care of each other. She’s unbelievable at giving head by the way.”

Soli approaches Natalie slowly, swinging her hips and maintaining a fixed stare that testifies to her attraction.

“Uh…I, I’m not sure,” Natalie says. “I probably smell like chlorine.”

“I love that smell,” Soli says.

She may be laying it on just a little thick, but I think that Natalie is responding. The resistance, the discomfort that I sensed when Soli tried this before at the cabin in Big Bear seems to be gone now.

“Well,” she says. “Matty, what do you think? Are you okay with it?”

“More than okay,” I say. “If you’d enjoy yourself, I want you to do it.”

I’m already sporting a partial chub at the thought of watching.

“So, you’d all watch, then?” Natalie says, her eyes passing from me to Jordan.

“Is that alright?” Soli asks.

Soli’s closed the distance between them now, finding her way into Natalie’s personal space. Each time Natalie tries to offer some objection, Soli gets just a little closer.

“I guess it would be fine,” Natalie says, her eyes meeting Soli’s and holding there. “I’ve just never done anything like this with another girl.”

Soli brings her face close to Natalie’s, so close Natalie can probably taste Soli’s breath on her own.

“You don’t have to do anything,” she says. “Just leave everything to me.”

Natalie doesn’t say a word, just nods slightly. Soli leans in and plants a kiss on her waiting lips then releases. Natalie’s eyes are closed, and I can sense her flutters of nervousness but also excitement. I feel my erection growing stronger.

“How was that?” Soli asks.

“Fine,” Natalie says. “It was good.”

Soli’s hand moves to the thin strip of fabric holding Natalie’s bikini bottom in place.

“Can I?” Soli asks.

“Yes,” Natalie says, slightly more confident now in her affirmation.

Soli’s slender fingers work the ties of the bikini until the knot falls apart. The strip of fabric comes away in her hand, and Natalie stands naked in front of us, her shaved pussy getting wetter by the minute.

“Now the bra,” Soli says, already moving behind her to undo it.

The bra comes off just as quickly, and Natalie is left standing in the middle of the room, completely naked and vulnerable. 

“Go have a seat on the couch,” Natalie says.

Soli’s command seems to snap me out of my trance, and I remember that I’m a participant in the scene too, not just an observer. My cock is riding up my leg, clearly visible in my short, tight swim trunks.

I waddle over to the chair where Jordan is seated with her legs spread wide.

“Scoot over,” I say.

She tries to make room, but there’s not enough for two people to sit side by side. But it’s the best seat in the house for the show that’s about to commence. 

“You can sit on my lap,” I say.

Still watching Soli, who is getting down on her knees in front of Natalie, Jordan hops up. I have a seat, then pull her into my lap. I’m careful not to let her crush my erect cock with her hip as she sits down, pivoting my pelvis away. We stroke each other gently, the two of us enjoying being voyeurs on the erotic performance underway.

Soli’s head disappears between Natalie’s legs. As she starts to kiss and suck her, Natalie’s head reclines on the sofa back, her eyes opening in a look of pure ecstasy. 

“Oh, god!” Natalie squeals.

“She’s loving it,” Jordan says, almost in a whisper meant for me.

I put a hand on Jordan’s breast and start applying just a little pressure. Soon, she’s doing the same to me, fingering the head of my erect cock through my swim trunks.

“Mmmmm,” Natalie says. “Ooaaah!”

The slurping sounds from Soli’s mouth are deliciously profane, the pleasure that she takes in pleasuring Natalie is turning all of us on. Natalie starts to squirm in her seat, her legs kicking slightly as Soli’s tongue probes deeper.

Jordan and I keep touching and rubbing each other, our own bodies entangled. I feel an electric current passing between us as we get increasingly aroused.

“Oh! Yes!” Natalie says, throwing her head back.

Natalie’s chest rises from her seat as her body arches. Soli’s tongue must be teasing her clit already. Natalie can’t seem to sit still, can’t handle anymore.

I slide my fingers along the outside of Jordan’s pussy through her bikini, feeling the wetness forming there. She continues rubbing just the tip of my cock, which is fighting against the fabric of my shorts.

“Fuck this is hot,” she says, her voice a low rasp. 

“Aaaah!” Natalie screams. “Yes, Soli! Soli! Yes, oh God!”         

Soli knows just what to do to finish her off, and Natalie’s body writhes in pure pleasure, her hips bucking and rising as the orgasm crests over her.

I can feel myself getting closer too. I squirm, trying to free my cock from my shorts, to have Jordan’s hand touch me bare. But I don’t make it that long. White liquid bubbles up from my navy shorts, forming a small wet spot.

Soli rolls her neck, letting her long black hair cascade across her shoulders before turning to look in my direction.

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

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

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

Roxy Wells.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Just get out of here!” cries someone.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sorry,” I whisper.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A perfectly generic answer about his absolutely generic love story.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It was… not great,” Jordan says.

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

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

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

Jordan makes a cringe face.

“It kinda was, though,” she says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Natalie gives a little wave as they depart.

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

“Sure,” Natalie says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Nope,” Natalie agrees.

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

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

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

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

“A party?” I say. “Tonight?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I roll my eyes and gesture toward the door.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I never saw that show,” Natalie says.

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

I whistle the theme song.

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

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

“Can you whistle any song?” she asks.

“If it’s one I know, sure,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The light changes and we walk down Hollywood Boulevard.

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

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

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

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

“What’ll you have?” she asks.

“Dirty gin martini,” Natalie says.

“I’ll have an old-fashioned,” I say.

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

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

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

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

“Both, I guess,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

She takes a sip before answering.

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

“Yeah?” I say.

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

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

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

We clink glasses.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I love that movie,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ready for the next round?” she asks.

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

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

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

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

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

“Sure,” Natalie says.

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

I pay for our drinks and we head back into the night. I wish the girls were here with us, but I don’t feel like we’re missing out by not joining them in Malibu. We can have just as much fun, just the two of us.
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“Yesss,” she says, the word sliding slowly down her tongue and then falling from her lips.

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

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

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

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

“You want me inside you?” I ask.

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

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

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

“Go on,” I say.

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

“Oh, god!” she says.

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

“Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me, fuck me,” the words spilling from her lips without thought, like a prayer.

“You’re so fucking hot,” I tell her.

She leans forward, placing her hands on my chest as she straddles me. She bears down, using her hands to drive herself against the tip of my cock, stimulating her clit as she thrusts. She bites her lip, but the groan escapes her lips anyway. She puts all her strength in her hips now, in fucking me as hard as she can. My hands are on those hips, guiding her, assuring her. When she comes, she screams—

“Aaaaahoooooooooo!”

She’s gasping as she comes down, but she doesn’t stop riding me. For a moment, she’s thrown off of the rhythm, but she finds it again. She’s so soaking wet, she might slip off me, but her inner walls constrict around me, begging her hips to remain in place.

I come hard, and that sends her over the edge too. For the second time, she orgasms with a roar—

“Aaaaaaaaahhaa!!” she wails.

“Fuck, yeah!” I say.

She’s almost delirious for a moment. Then she looks at me and gives a little nod, as if she’s becoming aware of herself again. I take her hips in my hands and help her to slide free of my still-hard cock. She shifts her weight and lays her hip beside mine, resting her head against my chest.

“That was so great,” I say.

She can’t answer yet, just breathes hot breath on my chest hairs.

“Yeah,” she says finally.

I place a hand on her cheek, running my fingers across it and down her chin. She puts her hands on me, wraps her legs around mine, and we just enjoy the stillness of our breathing. I could fall asleep like this, and I expect to. But we only lie together a few moments before I’m stirred by the marimba of my phone—

“Ting-ting-ting-ting!” and again, “Ting-ting-ting-ting!”

Reluctantly, Natalie slides off me and lets me rise and scoop my pants off the floor. I fish the phone out of my pocket.

Jordan

“Hey,” I say, voice still groggy and post-coital.

“Hey,” she says loudly back.

Even as she struggles to be heard against the ambient noise around her, I hear it—that apprehension in her voice that starts my heart beating faster.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“Soli’s drunk,” Jordan says. “She needs to get home, and I think she needs someone to help her. I’m not sure if she can walk on her own. We really need a guy.”

Shit. Not good. My brain is flushed with adrenaline as I focus on what I have to do.

“Okay,” I say. “Do you know the address of the party?”

I hear more background noise, music and voices as she takes the phone from her ear, turning to someone nearby and asking them, inaudibly, for the address.

“It’s, uh, three-eight–seven-five,” she says, the words spilling out of her.

I wait, and then I say—

“That’s not enough numbers. I need one more digit.”

More background noise as she goes to check the address again.

“Uh, okay,” she says, “It’s three-seven-six-five-eight.”

“Three-seven-six-five-eight?” I say. “You said it was three-eight-seven-five before.”

“Uhh,” Jordan says. “Can you just read the number off the mailbox when you get here?”

Drunk logic. She’s clearly wasted, too.

“I can’t come to you unless I have the right address,” I say. “Is it three-six-seven or three-seven-six?”

“The first one,” she says.

“Okay,” I say. “Now I need the street name. What street are you on?”

She gurgles a little as she struggles to remember.

“Pacific Crest Trail,” she says.

“Okay, you’re sure?” I say.

“Yeah,” Jordan says, sounding not sure at all.

“Where’s Soli now?” I say.

“She’s throwing up,” she says. “Roxy’s helping her.”

Jesus.

“Okay,” I say. “I’m coming over. I’ll be there soon.”

“Thanks,” she says. “Bye.”

I hang up and start putting on my clothes.

“What’s wrong?” Natalie asks, coming over wrapped in a sheet.

“Soli’s drunk,” I say. “Jordan too. They’re still at the party in Malibu. Soli needs someone to take her home.”

“Why can’t she just take an Uber?” Natalie asks.

“I think she’s really drunk,” I say. “She may need someone to carry her out.”

“Should I come with you?” she asks.

“No, you should stay,” I say. “I need to return Soli’s car, anyway. I’ll drive them back and sleep at her place.”

Natalie flips the hair out of her eyes and fixes me with a worried expression.

“Keep me posted, okay?” she says. “I want to make sure they’re alright.”

“Yeah,” I say, pulling her in for a kiss.

I grab Soli’s key fob off the counter and then slip on my flip-flops. I have to stop myself from racing to the street where Soli’s car is parked. What the hell could they be thinking? Soli doesn’t get drunk like this, and neither does Jordan.

There’s only one obvious culprit—Roxy.

For some reason, she convinced my girls to drink way past their limit and now they’re in trouble. I’m lucky that there won’t be much traffic at night, but traffic isn’t the only thing I have to worry about. Even if there’s no road construction or accidents to slow me down, Malibu is close to an hour away.

Hold on, girls. I’m on my way.


5.

I pull up to the house on Pacific Crest Trail. Even without the exact address, there’s no way I could miss it. The valet, wearing a black vest and cumberbund, waves me over to this gravel side lot where I squeeze in between someone’s Tesla and a motorcycle that might have belonged to Dennis Hopper in Easy Rider. Walking toward the house, colored lights flash from big glass windows. The whole house looks like it’s made of glass and concrete, all low angles and minimalist, like it’s something a designer took from Japan in the 1960s.

I walk up and the front door is standing wide open, polished concrete under my feet. A crowd of people parts around me as I press my way through the throng to get a look at the living room. Good God, this place is huge.

I scan the people sitting and milling around, looking for the faces I recognize. There’s a guy doing coke off a hardcover copy of Joan Didion’s The White Album, but no Soli. No Jordan. I take out my phone and call her. I walk into the kitchen as it rings. On the counter, there are dozens of shot glasses lined up in messy, incomplete rows. The sink is filled to the brim with ice and beer, along with spiked seltzers, wine coolers, and various pre-made vodka concoctions.

No wonder things got out of control fast.

There’s no answer from Jordan’s phone, so I try again. This time, she answers.
“I’m here,” I say. “Where are you?”
“We’re by the pool,” she says.

I walk over to the floor-to-ceiling windows and look down. The pool is like a round blue lens against the dark. I can make out some daybeds surrounding it, lit by fairy lights.
“I see the pool,” I say. “Hold on, I’m coming down.”

I pass through the kitchen and down the hall to a staircase. At the bottom, there’s a platform cantilevered across the hill. I walk down steps made of frosted glass and lit from inside so that they glow the same blue as the pool. It’s eerie but undeniably cool. There’s an amazing view of the Santa Monica Mountains and the ocean below, which, even at night, is impressive.

Reaching the bottom of the steps, I follow the path around the fire pit and walk toward the sunbeds.
“Matty!” Jordan calls out.

I turn and see the three of them at the end of the row. Soli’s sitting up, a good sign. She’s got her hands on her knees and looks like she could puke at any time. When I get closer, the smell from her palm tells me she already has.

Jordan is standing, waving me over. Roxy is kneeling next to Soli, a bottle of water in her hand. She trains those green eyes on me as I stand over her.
“Hi,” says Soli, sheepishly.
“Are you alright?” I ask.
“I threw up,” she answers.
“I know,” I say.
“She’s okay,” Roxy says. “She just needs more water.”

I unconsciously put my hands on my hips, but it feels too much like I’m “Dad” coming to rescue a misbehaving kid, so I drop them.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” I say. “Can you walk on your own?”
“Yes, she can walk,” Roxy answers for her, her voice petulant. “She’s doing fine, better now that she’s had some water.”
“Good, fine,” I say.

Jordan comes over and throws her hands around me. I wrap my arm around her, my eyes still focused on Soli.
“Why did you all drink so much?” I say.
Roxy snorts.
“It is a party,” she says.

I can’t blame her for still being pissed at me. But does Roxy really have to test me, after everything? And she’s the one who has obviously been a bad influence on my girls.

Shit, I really do have to knock it off with the “dad” stuff. But I’m protective, ya know? How could I not be?
“Let’s go, yeah?” I say to Jordan.

The party seems to be winding down anyway. I check my phone. Almost three-thirty already. God damn.
“Yeah,” Jordan says. She brings her lips to my cheek, and I can smell the booze on her breath. I hold her in my arms. I’m glad they’re both safe.
“Roxy needs a ride home, too,” Soli says.
“Okay, where do you live, Roxy?” I ask.
“Third Street and Flower,” she says.

Downtown LA. Great, that’s well out of our way, so it’s nice and inconvenient.
“Alright,” I say. Then, I remember something. “What about your girlfriend?”
“Don’t worry about it,” Roxy practically snarls. “She’s getting her own ride home.”
“Fun stuff,” I say, clapping my hands. “Let’s go.”

Soli stands up, a little unsteady on her feet, but follows us in train as we walk back up those crazy glowing stairs to the house. I look behind me, making sure the girls don’t stumble as they ascend.
“If anyone needs to use the bathroom, now might be the time,” I say.
“It’s like a forty-minute wait,” Jordan says.
“Right,” I say. “Let’s press on then.”

We make it through the crowd and exit out the front. The party is definitely winding down now. I still have no idea whose house this is, or how, if at all, Roxy knows the host. But whoever they are, they have to be Gatsby-level rich to invite a bunch of strangers to come, throw up, trash the place, and then take off.

The girls are quiet as they follow me to the car. I realize that Soli and Jordan are probably embarrassed. As for Roxy, I have no idea what she’s thinking. She avoids eye contact as much as possible. I can’t focus on her now. I’ve got my girls to think about. Before we reach the car, I consider the seating arrangement.
“Maybe you should ride in back,” I say to Soli. “It might help you from getting queasy on the road.”
“No, that’s wrong,” says Roxy. “You should watch the road to keep from getting carsick. She should sit in front.”
“I want to sit in the back,” Soli says. “That way, I can lie down.”
“I’ll sit with her,” Jordan says, essentially volunteering to be in the splash zone if Soli gets sick again.

That leaves Roxy sitting shotgun with me, which is not my favorite prospect, and probably not hers either. But Jordan and Soli are already beelining for the back seat. I hit the button on the keyfob, unlocking the car. Roxy hesitates a moment. I gesture for her to go ahead.
“After you,” I say.

She nods by way of acknowledgment. The thought occurs that it might be better to get Soli a sick bag to throw up in if she needs it, but at this point, I’ll be lucky to make it home with the girls by dawn. What can I do? I have to take it on faith that Soli’s already emptied the contents of her stomach for the evening.

After a few minutes, we leave the strip of houses hugging the cliffside along the coastline. There’s no way to avoid lots of twists and turns; Malibu is practically nothing but switchbacks for canyon after canyon. I slow a little to help negotiate tight turns.
“How are we doing back there?” I ask after about fifteen minutes.

No answer. I check the rearview and see Soli asleep on Jordan’s shoulder. Jordan too is either asleep or resting with her neck craning against the headrest. Beside me, Roxy is laser-focused and alert. The silence between us is like a physical distance separating us. I want to bridge the gulf between us because it’s there, at least in part, because of me.

“How was your night?” I ask softly. “I mean, besides, ya know.”
Roxy just huffs.

Okay, fine. She’s upset and doesn’t want to talk. Fine by me. I’m not crazy about having to drive all the way to Malibu and back to pick up my girls who only got so drunk because of Roxy. But there is something I need to get off my chest. It’s not because she’s friends with my girlfriends. I owe her an apology.

“Look, about the theater,” I say. “I’m sorry about that.”
“I don’t know what you mean,” Roxy says.
“I’m sorry I laughed,” I say. “I really didn’t want to.”

This earns me another haughty little huff from Roxy.
“All that stuff you said on stage during the Q&A,” I say. “I understand where you’re coming from. I know how you must have perceived it.”
“Oh, how I perceived it?” Roxy repeats, her voice full of venom even as she keeps her volume controlled. “I was just mistaken, is that it? Are you from a culture where people laugh at a doomed romance, at the declaration of undying love for someone they know they’ll never get the chance to be with?”
“No, I’m from here,” I say.
“What kind of sick person thinks watching someone die of cancer is funny?” Roxy asks.
“Whoa, hold on,” I say, unable to hold back my smile. “That is not what I did.”
“Oh, is this amusing to you, too?” Roxy asks. “Everything is just so hilarious, isn’t it Matty? People’s feelings are just there to entertain you, huh?”

I power through the turn, one hand at ten o’clock. I check the speedometer and ease up a little.
“It was a movie,” I say, trying to keep my own voice from rising. “Let’s not muddy the issue.”
“You humiliated me,” she says, crossing her arms across her chest.
“That’s right,” I say. “That’s the real issue. And I’m sorry, Roxy. I apologize for doing that.”

There’s a pause, and I can tell she’s not ready to accept my apology but can’t think of a good enough reason to refuse it.
“Why did you do it?” she asks finally.
“Come on,” I say.
She has to know the reason. She can’t not know.
“Come on, what?” she says.
She really is determined to dig in her heels, despite my best efforts at reconciliation.
“I’m trying to mend fences with you,” I say. “Have I accused you of dragging my girlfriends to a party I wasn’t invited to and getting them both way too drunk?”
“Uh, I think you just, actually?” Roxy says.
“No, I didn’t,” I say. “But if I were to say that, it would be true. And if I were to further say that that movie you’re in was a steaming pile of shit, that would also be true.”
“How dare you!?” she shrieks, jabbing her finger at me.
“What’s going on?” Jordan says, her voice from the back seat soft and cautious like a small child who has wandered into her parents’ fight.
“It’s okay,” I say. “We’re just talking.”
“Indie cinema is criminally underappreciated in this country,” Roxy rants. “It’s not that way in France.”

The road divider is just a faint dotted outline against the asphalt. I tilt the wheel slightly just to keep us on course.
“Oh, please!” I say. “It was cheesier than a nacho supreme. The writing was laughably bad. Hence my laughter.”
“Go to hell!” Roxy shouts.
“Look, I was trying to apologize,” I say. “I’m not trying to—”
“Look out!” Roxy yells, practically diving at me, her hands clawing for the wheel. On instinct, I grip it tighter, brushing her arm away with my own.

Then I look forward and see the headlights rounding the corner. Oh fuck!
“Shit!” I yell.

I jerk the wheel hard to the right, causing the car to skid onto the gravel shoulder. But we fishtail, causing the oncoming car to slam into us from the left.
BANG!

Then comes the horrible screech of tires as we’re flung into the oncoming lane. Something big and white comes out of nowhere to punch me in the face. I reel from the blow at the same time that a loud crash breaks behind us.
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A thousand thoughts swirl through my head—Soli, Jordan, Natalie back home, the party, the moments that just passed—but I don’t get any flashes of my life before my eyes. I guess I wasn’t that close to biting it.

My lip feels swollen. The airbag is now as limp as an empty plastic bag, and I bat it away from my face.

“Is everyone okay?” I ask.

I look over at Roxy. Her airbag didn’t deploy, but she sits upright and alert.

“I’m alright,” she says softly.

I tear off my seatbelt and turn back to look at Soli and Jordan.

Jordan’s hands are on Soli’s arm. Soli’s head is lurched forward, a trail of spit dripping from her lip to her lap. She’s puked on herself.

“Soli?” I ask. “Baby, are you okay?”

She tilts her head up, eyes listless.

“Yeah,” she says finally. “I’m okay.”

“Jordan?” I ask.

“I’m alright, Matty,” Jordan says. “We had our seatbelts on. We’re okay.”

I allow myself a deep exhale.

“Oh, fuck,” I mutter.

The weight of what just happened hits me. Oh fuck, we’ve been in an accident. I was driving. It was my fault—oh fuck. Soli’s car! No, actually, it was Roxy’s fault. Can’t worry about that now, oh fuck! Fuck! I have to go check on the other driver. I have to move the car out of the road. I can’t move the car because there’s been an accident. You’re not supposed to do that. They need to check for—skids, or whatever. I don’t know. But we’re sitting in the middle of the fucking road. And the car’s still on. I hit the button and switch it off.

“What are you doing?” Roxy demands.

“Just give me a second,” I say.

My brain is overloaded. I don’t know what to do.

“Matty,” Jordan says, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Turn the car back on. You need to get over to the side of the road first. That’s the first step.”

I nod, still a little numb. I press the button, and the engine purrs to life. I put the car in drive and gently, ever so gently, ease us onto the gravel shoulder as far as we’ll go. The car’s left front side is still bent, and I think one of the tires may be flat, but it’s about as good as I can do. I put it in park.

“I gotta check on the other driver,” I say.

“Turn the hazards on first,” Jordan says.

“Oh, yeah,” I say.

I look around for the button, but it’s not my car, and my brain’s a little scrambled.

“Oh, for the love of—here!” Roxy says, hitting a button on the dashboard with a red triangle.

“Thank you,” I say coldly. “I’ll be back.”

Stepping out of the car, I’m consumed by the blackness of the night. I didn’t know it could even get this dark in LA. Leaving the car, I approach a black Sentra with a busted front end that has skidded off the road. The driver is already out of the car. He approaches me.

Now, I’ve been in a crash and got hit with the airbag, so for a second I wonder whether I’m hallucinating. But the face in front of me doesn’t change, except to match the expression of amazement on mine. I still have to take out my phone and flash the flashlight at him before I’m totally sure. But once I do, I am. It’s him alright.

Ian “Hamlet” Ghazarian.

“Navarro?” he says, wincing at the light in his face. “What the hell?” 

“One of us should call the police,” I say. “You’re not… wanted, are you?”

“Wanted?” Hamlet repeats, as if he’s unsure of the word’s definition. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“NovaCare,” I say. “The FBI. You were arrested. I thought you’d be in jail.”

“Jail? That case is pending,” Hamlet snaps. “They don’t just throw you in prison because you’re accused. Christ, how ignorant are you?”

“All right,” I say. “Give me a second here. I’m processing. This may be a dream.”

“This isn’t a fucking dream, you asshole!” he shouts. “You wrecked my fucking car!”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “It seems like a plausible explanation. I mean, you’re here. It’s three in the morning. And you’re dressed like a movie theater usher.”

It’s true. I didn’t get the chance to mention it before, but he’s got on a black shirt and pants with a white bow tie and cummerbund.

“It’s my work uniform!” he says, spitting like he always did whenever he’d get really mad.

“Alright, Jesus,” I say. “So you’re an usher now. That’s cool.”

“I’m a caterer!” he says, same volume. “I needed a job. This one pays. That’s why I’m in Malibu at night. Are you drunk or something?”

“I’m not drunk,” I say. “I was giving my girls a ride home.”

“Your girls?” Hamlet repeats.

“Whatever. Doesn’t matter,” I say. “I just want to make sure you’re not hurt.”

“You don’t know that I’m not hurt,” Hamlet says.

“Well,” I say. “Are you?”

“I’ve got neck pain,” Hamlet says. He rubs his neck and winces a little, as if to provide proof. Not liking the look of that at all.

“All right,” I say. “We’ll just wait for the police. You can get checked out by the EMTs when they get here.”

“You’re gonna pay for the damage to my car,” Hamlet growls.

“Yeah?” I say. “Let’s see what the police say.”

“You swung into my lane!” Hamlet shouts.

“Just take it easy,” I say. “Let’s let the police handle this.”

I start walking back to the car, feeling his icy stare on the back of my neck the whole way.

Soli and Jordan are standing behind the car. Soli’s pouring the contents of her water bottle down her skirt, trying to clear off some of the puke.

“You’re not going to believe this,” I say.

“Did you call the police?” Jordan asks.

“Uh, no,” I say. “I haven’t gotten the chance yet.”

“It’s fine,” she says. “I’ll call them.” She goes to retrieve her purse from the back seat.

“Hamlet is the other driver,” I say. “He’s a caterer now.”

“What?” Soli asks, not understanding. “Who’s Hamlet?”

“My boss from NovaCare, remember?” I say. “The guy who was always pushing me to make sales? Of all the people we could run into, it’s him! Isn’t that insane?”

“Crazy,” Soli says, practically gagging on the word.

She leans over and barfs again, luckily without it getting on her clothes this time. I approach and place a hand on her back, rubbing little circles as she spits on the ground.

“You didn’t hit your head, did you?” I ask.

“No,” she says. “It’s just from the booze and the ride.”

She straightens out and then takes the last sip of water, gulping it loudly.

“Fuck, Matty,” she sighs. “My car!”

“I know,” I say.

“And you’re not even insured to drive it,” she says.

“I know,” I say again.

Worst possible timing, the worst possible luck.

“I don’t have great insurance,” Soli says. “And they’ve already paid out once this year. My premiums—fuck. My premiums.”

“Don’t worry about that now,” I say, taking her in my arms. “We’ll worry about everything later.”

Jordan comes over.

“The police are on their way,” Jordan says. “EMTs too.”

“Okay, great,” I say, pulling her to me and kissing her on the cheek. “We’re gonna get through this. I’m sorry for everything.”

Jordan wraps her arms around me and holds me, her fingers tracing lines on my back.

“It’s okay,” she says. “Accidents happen. It wasn’t all your fault.”

“Yeah,” I say. “It was Roxy’s. If she didn’t distract me—”

“Okay,” Jordan says. “Go easy on her. She’s had a rough night, too.”

“What? Because I laughed at her stupid movie?” I say.

“No,” Soli interjects. “Because she had this big blowout with her girlfriend in front of everybody.”

“It was ugly,” Jordan adds. “After that, we started drinking, and…”

“Oh,” I say. “I didn’t know that.”

I’m still upset with her, but the fact that she might have hurt feelings that didn’t revolve around me hadn’t occurred to me, and it probably should have. She hasn’t moved from the front seat, choosing to sit in the smashed car, which now smells of Soli’s alcohol-soaked puke, rather than stand around with the rest of us. That rubs me wrong until I realize how ridiculous and petty it sounds, even in my head.

We stand around for another fifteen or twenty minutes before a Los Angeles County Sheriff’s cruiser pulls up, its lights flashing. Two deputies get out. One, tall and lanky, comes over to talk to us while his partner takes out some traffic cones and covers the road.

I tell the lanky sheriff’s deputy what happened, recalling how the whole night played out from the time I got the call from Jordan. I’m haggard, the weight of the whole night bearing down on me. It’ll be light out soon, and I haven’t gotten any sleep. My brain is shot.

An ambulance arrives and checks on the girls, shining lights in their eyes and giving them water and blankets to wrap up in. You wouldn’t think it would be cold in Malibu, but on a windy night just before dawn, it is.

The deputy calls me over to stand next to his cab so he can take notes.

“So, you were giving these girls a ride home from the party?” the officer asks, scribbling in his pad.

“Yeah,” I say.

“How many hours were you at the party?” he asks.

“Not long,” I say. “I just came to pick them up.”

“Did you drink at the party?” he asks. “Any drugs?”

“No,” I say.

“How about earlier in the night?” he asks.

“I had a drink in a bar,” I say. “That was around ten-thirty or eleven. I went home after that. Then I got the call from the girls.”

“What’s your relationship with them?” he asks.

“Uh, romantic?” I answer.

He looks up from his pad to stare at me.

“All of them?” he asks.

“No,” I say. “Not all of them.”

I decline to elaborate, and after a moment he decides to move on.

“You say that the passenger grabbed the wheel while you were driving?”

“Yeah,” I say. Then, “No. Not exactly. But she looked like she was reaching for it.”

“So, you’re not sure whether she reached for it, but she distracted you?” he asks.

“Yes,” I say. “That’s right.”

“Do you know how fast you were going?” he asks.

“Uh, well, I was making the turn,” I say. “Probably about thirty-five or forty.”

“Probably?” he repeats. “But you’re not sure?”

“I was paying attention to my speed,” I say. “It’s dark and the roads are winding, so I kept it below fifty. But I can’t say how fast I was going at that moment.”

“How about the other driver?” he asks.

“I couldn’t say. It happened fast.”

“Okay,” he says, nodding and writing.

The sheriff clicks his tongue against his palate.

“All right, Mr. Navarro,” he says. “I’m going to perform a breath test. You okay with that?”

I nod. What choice do I have?

He removes the test from the console and starts fumbling with the little plastic, sterilized pieces. When it’s ready, I blow into the breathalyzer. A minute later, he shows me the result.

“Point-oh-two,” he says.

“So… I’m good, then?” I say.

“You are under the legal limit, yes,” he says.

“Is there any more information that you need from me?” I ask.

“That’s all I need from you,” he says. “I just need to interview your, uh, passengers.”

I walk in circles around the car as the deputy talks to Soli and Jordan, then separately to Roxy. The EMTs check me out, but I tell them I don’t have any serious injuries besides my lip, from the airbag. They administer a few quick tests, and once that’s done, the deputy I was talking to earlier waves me over.

“Let me confer with Deputy Neilson,” he says. “He’s interviewing the other driver. I promise we’ll get you out of here as soon as we can. You can call a tow truck to take away your vehicle.”

I tell Jordan and Soli what I just heard.

“I’ll make the call,” Jordan says.

“Here,” I say. “Take my credit card. Soli, I’ll pay for everything. If your insurance won’t pay for the damages, I’ll pay for those too.”

It’s gonna be a very big bite out of my savings. And unlike last time, I probably won’t get reimbursed.

“I said this car was cursed,” says Soli. “Didn’t I say it was cursed?”

“You were right,” I say. “Just like always.”

The two deputies come back over, and we all huddle around them.

“All right, folks,” says the other deputy, whose nametag I note says Deputy Neilson. “It’s our determination that the fault for the collision was mixed.”

“Tuh,” says Hamlet.

Neilson glares at him, then continues—

“All this means is that nobody is going to be charged with a crime. You’re all free to go as long as you’ve been checked out by the emergency responders and have attested that you don’t need to be medevaced.”

He looks at each of us, and when nobody says anything, his partner says—

“All right, thanks for your patience. You’re free to go. Good morning.”

The deputies walk back to take the hazard equipment out of the road. We wait for the tow truck as the sun rises.

In a few minutes, a tow truck shows up—but it’s Hamlet’s. He walks back toward the car as it raises his vehicle, which doesn’t look all that seriously damaged in the morning light. I watch Hamlet climb into the truck’s cab. He stops before getting in and looks at me. He rubs his neck as he glares at me.

“Oh, please,” I mutter.

Once his tow truck takes off, a grey Honda pulls over to the side of the road behind the sheriff’s cruiser.

“I think that’s my ride,” Roxy says. “I called an Uber.”

Jordan goes to throw her arms around Roxy.

“Sorry the night kinda sucked,” Jordan tells her.

“Wasn’t your fault,” Roxy answers.

I frown, because she’s clearly talking about me. Then I remember what Soli said about Roxy’s girlfriend and their breakup. Okay, so maybe it’s not entirely about me. But a dig about me was definitely in there somewhere.

“I’d hug, but I’m all pukey,” Soli says, extending her hand.

Roxy clasps Soli’s hand and strokes the back of it with her thumb.

“Sorry I got us all wasted,” Roxy says.

“Wasn’t your fault,” Soli says. “You may have been the one passing out the vodka shots, but I was the one throwing them back.”

The Honda flashes its headlights—the warning signal. Keep him waiting longer and soon it’ll be a light honk.

“I gotta go,” Roxy says. “Matty, uh… thanks for driving, I guess.”

Really? She’s gonna make a crack about my driving after she was the one who distracted me like that?

She smiles, like she’s being cute. I don’t smile back, don’t say a word. I’m fried, I’m starving, I’m on the hook to pay for damages to Soli’s car, and we could have all been hurt or worse because of her bad decisions. What about me says to her, I’m somebody to be trifled with?

“Get home safe, okay?” Roxy says.

“Hmm!” I say.

“Take it easy,” Soli says.

Roxy doesn’t even acknowledge me; she just turns on her heel and walks away. No apology, nothing. God damn it. Maybe hate is a strong word, but I really, really, really don’t like Roxy Wells. If I never see her again, it’ll be too soon. Damn her for all the trouble she causes, and without any consideration. But I can’t worry about that now.

The tow truck comes, and we ride back in the driver’s cab, dragging the hulk that was Soli’s car back to LA with us. Soon enough, I’ll learn how much the repairs are going to cost me. But for now, I’m looking forward to some sleep and the promise of a new day.

The sun is shining. It’s Saturday morning.
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I wake up in Soli’s bed. Harsh daylight pries open my eyes. No relief from the sun’s rays as they sneak in through the tightly shut Venetian blinds. Slowly and carefully, I rise from the bed. Soli and Jordan are still tangled in each other’s arms. I’ll let them sleep.

A run is out of the question, but after I grab the pre-made cold brew from Soli’s fridge and put it on ice, I’m feeling ready to… not tackle the day exactly, but at least throw my arms around it and wrestle it into a low-effort bear hug.

Rehydrated and caffeinated, I decide I’m going to take a walk. Once I’m on the street, I call Natalie and fill her in on everything that happened the night before.

“Oh my god, Matty!” Natalie says. “Why didn’t you call me earlier?”

“What could you have done?” I say.

“I could have given you all a ride home at least,” she says.

“It was five in the morning,” I say. “The tow gave us a ride. Besides, I didn’t want to risk it.”

“Risk what?” Natalie says. “Risk me getting in an accident on the way to pick you up?”

“Is it a rational fear? No, not really,” I say. “But that’s where my brain was at. Another accident so soon after the one that totaled Soli’s car the first time? It’s weird, right? I mean, what are the odds?”

“Not really that bad, actually,” Natalie says. “You were driving through the canyons of Malibu at night. These things happen every day.”

“Yeah, but why always to me?” I say. “And with Hamlet being the other driver? It’s spooky, right? I mean, Soli keeps talking about a curse. It’s seeming less crazy all the time.”

“What can I do for you?” Natalie asks. “And for the girls?”

“Nothing, it’s settled,” I say. “At least for now.”

I follow the bend in the road until I come to Veteran’s Park. Like Superman—or somewhat less heroically, a plant—I’m drawing energy and power from Earth’s yellow sun. I feel myself coming back to life, back to health, feeling like myself again. I smile as I tilt my face toward the sun. I’m alive. We’re all alive. We faced death on the road, but we came out alive. I’m grateful. I’m happy. I accept what the universe hands down to me in the hope that my gratitude will protect me from the bullshit it can, and possibly will, choose to send my way next.

“Why don’t you come over?” I say. “Let’s just have a fun Saturday. No stress, no driving anywhere. Let’s just stay home and chill.”

“I want to,” Natalie says. “But I have a lot of scripts to read, plus a bunch of other stuff to take care of before Monday. It’ll really help my stress level to make some progress on it today.”

“Anything I could take off your plate?” I say. “With the scripts, I mean?”

“You’re sweet,” Natalie says. “But you’ve got enough to think about. Besides, I’ve got it covered. If there’s anything interesting, though, I’ll put it aside so you can read it too. I like hearing your opinions—after I’ve formed my own.”

“Okay,” I say. “We’ll do something fun together this week, yeah?”

“Perfect,” Natalie says. “I miss Jordan and Soli. Let’s all hang out together soon.”

“Love you,” I say.

“You too,” she says. “Take care of yourself.”

After I hang up, I wander down to the horse trails. When I was studying at CSUN, I couldn’t afford a parking decal, which meant I had to leave my car at my parents’ house and walk everywhere. Even living in LA, I never broke the walking habit. It’s the best way I know to decompress, especially with some music. I put in my AirPods and play Jack Johnson for some Saturday vibes. I walk the dusty horse trails, soon imagining myself serving my ladies some big, fluffy stacks of banana pancakes.

Hunger hits me suddenly, like a punch in the gut. When was the last time I’d eaten? I check my phone. It’s almost one. I haven’t made it halfway down the first bend in the trail, but I decide it’s time to head back. Maybe the girls are awake. If they’re not, I’m eating without them.

When I return to Soli’s place, I find her washed and dressed, sitting on the bed, brushing split ends out of her freshly shampooed hair.

“Hey,” she says, wincing as she pulls out a knot.

I have a seat next to her, taking a deep whiff of the lavender scent as I kiss the top of her head.

“Hello, my beautiful one,” I say.

“Aww,” she says, pursing her lips and planting a kiss on me. “Where’d ya go?”

“Just walked around,” I say. “Had to clear my head.”

“Did it work?” she asks.

“Actually, yeah, kinda,” I say. “Is Jordan in the shower?”

I can hear the water running, so I know she is. But it’s just one of those questions you ask when you enter a room.

“Yeah, she’s in there,” Soli says. “Look, I’m sorry about last night. If I hadn’t gotten completely shitfaced—”

“It isn’t your fault,” I say. “It’s no one’s fault. Except Roxy’s.”

She smiles but tilts her head toward me with a look of mild disapproval.

“Do you hate her now?” she asks.

Yes.

“No,” I say.

“Are you lying?” she asks.

Yes.

“No,” I say again. “I mean, yes, none of us would have been on the road except for her, and yes, she distracted me at that critical moment when I might have avoided that collision, but—”

“But?” Soli says.

“I won’t say anything more about her,” I say. “Promise.”

“She’s actually a cool person,” Soli says. “And a good friend.”

“And she’s into you,” I say.

Soli looks suddenly guarded.

“Who told you that?” she says.

Her tone suggests that it’s true and she knows it. Interesting. I don’t want to betray Jordan’s confidence, especially when the bathroom door creaks open and a cloud of steam and Jordan spill out.

“It’s just a feeling I get,” I say. “Remember when we were on set and she put her hand on your leg?”

“That was in a scene,” Soli protests.

“Sure,” I say. “But it wasn’t just about that, right? Especially since after that, you became fast friends.”

“Can I wear your green camisole?” Jordan asks.

Soli waves a hand at her closet as if to say, take it all!

“All true,” Soli says. “But that doesn’t mean anything.”

“She’s also bi,” I say. I glance at Jordan, but she’s got her back to me and doesn’t turn. “And as of last night, she doesn’t have a girlfriend.”

“Where are you going with this?” Soli asks.

“I want you to know how you feel about her,” I say.

“She’s my friend,” Soli says. “And I don’t want to cut her out of my life because you don’t like her. So, start liking her.”

Soli stands, resplendent in a purple crop top and canary yellow harem pants. She bends forward, tossing her gorgeous black tresses and running her fingers through them. Her fingers slip through her hair, tugging at knots. The smell of her wet hair is intoxicating, and I breathe deep.

“What if I can’t?” I say. “Would you break off your friendship with her for me?”

Soli straightens, tossing her hair back across her shoulders.

“That’s not fair to ask,” Soli says. “You shouldn’t ask me to do something like that.”

“You’re right,” I say. “I have no right to tell you who you can be friends with. But I’m telling you, I’m not sure that I can get along with this girl.”

“Maybe you need to have sex first,” Soli says with a wink.

“Be serious,” I say. “Sex? With her? Bah! Bah, I say!”

“Actually, it’s not totally crazy,” Jordan says, stepping into a pair of Soli’s light blue panties, which she tugs up her milky thighs, coming to rest in the space between them.

What were we talking about? Oh, yeah.

“How?” I say. “Because it seems totally crazy to me.”

“Well,” Jordan says. “She’s single now.”

“And she likes women,” I say.

“So do I,” says Soli.

“Me too!” chirps Jordan.

“Okay, but there’s also the fact that she hates me,” I say. “And the feeling is mutual.”

“Doesn’t mean anything,” Soli says. “Lots of people who want to fight each other end up fucking instead.”

“But not in this case,” I say.

“Why?” Jordan asks.

“I can’t stand to be around her,” I say. “I don’t want to fight her or fuck her. I just want to let her live her life, and to live mine with you two. And Natalie. Isn’t three women enough for any man?”

Soli shrugs.

“I’m just putting out suggestions,” she says. “Because, Matty, I have to respectfully decline your request that I not see Roxy anymore.”

“Oh, well, if you do it respectfully, then fine,” I say.

She smiles.

“I want you to give her another chance,” Soli says. “You might change your mind about her.”

I go over and brush an errant lock of hair out of her eyes.

“What if I can’t?”

“Try,” Soli says.

“And if I fail?” I ask.

“Try, try again,” Soli says.

“You really like her?” I ask.

“Yes,” says Soli.

“And you really like her too, don’t you?”

Jordan pulls the camisole over her head and tugs it over the curves of her body.

“Roxy’s great,” Jordan says, putting a hand on her hip. “You two have gotten off to a bad start, but that’s fixable. Soli’s right. Give her a chance.”

“Okay,” I say. “I promise I’ll be open minded. About not hating her. That’s about all I can do right now. Are we ready? I’m starving.”

“Where are we going?” Jordan asks.

“I don’t want to deal with cars today,” I say.

“No arguments here,” Jordan says.

“So, I guess, Lola’s?” Soli says.

“Yes,” I say. “I need grease. I need something sugary and salty, with some strong coffee.”

“That’s Lola’s,” says Jordan.

“Let’s hit it,” says Soli.

We get all our shoes and stuff together and walk across the street. It’s now close to 2 PM, but they’ve got all-day breakfast. I want lunch too, so I order a short stack of banana pancakes and a taco plate.

I don’t notice it until I take the first bite of hard-shell taco, but my lip still stings a little from the crash.

“Have I got a fat lip?” I ask.

Jordan scrutinizes me carefully.

“Oh, yeah,” she says. “You want some of my lipstick to cover it up?”

“No,” I say. “Just kiss it and make it feel better.”

Jordan sets down her fork and leans over. I get up out of my seat so she doesn’t have to reach, and we kiss.

“You want one from me too, baby?” Soli asks.

“Yes, phwease,” I say, in my little kid voice.

I turn to kiss her, and she presses her lips hard against mine. Like, with an intentional amount of pressure.

“Um, ouch,” I say, with only mild indignance.

“A little pain heightens the pleasure,” Soli says with a wicked grin.

“I’ll have to remember that,” I say.

I turn back to eat my nice soft pancakes. Soli nibbles daintily at her huevos rancheros, and Jordan gets a cob salad. We don’t talk much. No need to until we’ve all finished eating.

“So, what do we want to do with the remains of the day?” Jordan finally says.

“We could watch Remains of the Day,” I say.

“Do you know what that movie is about?” Jordan asks.

“No,” I say.

“Do you actually want to watch it?” she asks.

“Umm, no,” I say.

“I thought this was already decided,” Soli says. “Orgy.”

“Not objecting,” I say. “I want to make that emphatically clear. But when exactly was this decided?”

“Well, it’s obvious, isn’t it?” Soli says, pausing to take a sip of water. She clears her throat. “We’re not going anywhere, not without driving. That means we’re going to stay home. Ipso facto, that means we’re gonna have sex.”

“Can’t argue with that logic,” Jordan says.

“Nor can I,” I say. “Let’s get the bill.”

“Hold on,” Jordan says, picking up her fork. “I’m not done yet.”

“No rush,” I say. “Let’s all build up our strength.”

I take a few more bites of pancake, knowing that I’m not going to finish the stack but still wanting to clear away as much as I can. Soli takes her napkin from her lap, placing it on her plate. She has this look in her eye.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Today, let’s fuck raw,” she says.

“Yeah?” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “Let’s live dangerously. Jordan, are you good with that?”

Jordan covers her mouth as she chews, swallows.

“Fine with me,” she says. “Just don’t come inside me, ‘kay?”

“Absolutely,” I say. “You can keep eating, but I’ve got a half a chubby already, so I’m going to at least settle up.”

I put a finger in the air, the waitress comes around, and fifteen minutes later we’re heading back to the love pad. It may not have been the best start to a day, but I have to say that things are definitely starting to turn around.


8.

The floor of the living room is littered with Jordan’s borrowed camisole, Soli’s harem pants, my shirt and shorts, and panties—gloriously frilly and risqué.

Soli and Jordan kneel on the couch facing each other. The soft curves of their completely naked bodies rub together as they kiss and caress. Jordan’s necking with Soli, kissing her as she gets her breasts massaged in turn. The little moans and grunts as they tweak each other’s nipples, pleasuring each other’s bodies, give me a powerful need to rut.

I’m standing with my cock in my hand, feeling the raw power these two fallen angels are stirring inside me. As I stroke myself, I get lost in the sexuality of their display. Soli opens her eyes to look at me. Jordan stops nuzzling and kissing long enough to do the same. I smile at both of them.

“Holy Christ,” I say. “You two together are the most beautiful sight a man could ask for.”

“Hear that?” Soli tells Jordan. “He’s happy just watching and playing with himself.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” I say, putting my hands on my hips and thrusting with my erect member. “I intend to use this thing.”

Soli gives a little “hmm” and shrugs. We’ll see, her look seems to say.

Oh, that’s how it’s gonna be?

The girls resume kissing and rubbing each other. Jordan gasps as Soli reaches down and starts stimulating her wet pussy.

I’ve held out as long as I can. Now it’s just a matter of deciding which one I’m going to enter first. Soli’s being bratty, which I love, and I want to fuck that little pout right off her face. But I’m going to be raw-doggin’ it, and I don’t want to do Soli first and then switch to Jordan since I might accidentally come inside her.

Jordan it is, then.

I walk over and climb onto the couch behind her. I run my hands from her shoulders down her back to her hips. I press my hard cock against her ass, letting her body know I’m ready. She leans her back against me, and I gently spread her hips. Soli’s fingers are spreading her lips, but she slides out to let me enter.

Still kissing Soli, Jordan spreads her legs and sticks out her ass. I grab her hips, positioning her body, then press myself inside her pussy. Her breath hitches as I slide into her. She lets her neck arch back as Soli palms her nipples with both hands, roughly handling her breasts while she starts to bounce on my cock.

Dear God, this is good. I let my hands wander from Jordan’s thighs to Soli’s stomach. They’re both so soft, so beautiful, and so completely mine. We move and hump in a train. I thrust deep, giving Jordan everything I have. When I feel myself close to peaking, I slide out.

The girls keep going. Jordan starts kissing and licking Soli’s nipples as I move around to the other end of the couch to get behind her. I crouch behind Soli. She spreads herself as wide as she can, and I slowly enter her. She’s soaking wet already, so I slide in easily. She leans into me, allowing her back to arch as I push up inside her. As Jordan’s tongue runs from Soli’s belly button to her cleavage, I cover her breasts with both hands.

“Oooh!” she yelps.

I lean over so that my face is close to her ear.

“You like that I’ve got your girlfriend’s juices all over my cock as I fuck you?” I whisper.

“Fuck, yeah!” Soli groans.

“Come for us,” I say to her. “I want you to come.”

She’s really groaning now.

“Come, come,” I chant.

And, well, it does something to me too, because I explode inside her. I don’t fight it—just let my balls empty inside this slutty goddess of mine.

“Ohhh,” Soli says. “Shit, yeah.”

I give her a few more thrusts and let my seed shoot inside her. Then, after a moment, I pull out. My cum drips out in big, fat drops, and I jump up and grab a couple of squares from the paper towel roll on the kitchen counter. I bring them over and offer them to Soli, who dabs gently at the semen spilling from her pussy.

“I, uh,” I start to say, not sure how I want to phrase it, but not wanting to ruin the mood. “We’re good, right?”

“I think so,” Soli says, her face resting against Jordan’s breast. “I mean, I forgot to take my pill today. And yesterday.”

“Oh,” I say.

“Don’t worry,” she says. “I wouldn’t have suggested we fuck without a condom if I wasn’t pretty sure I was safe. I got my period about a week ago. We should be okay.”

“Okay,” I say. “Good.”

“Your heart’s beating fast,” Soli says to Jordan. “Can I finish her off?”

“Yeah,” Jordan asks. “Can she finish me off?”

“Go right ahead,” I say. “I’ll just watch.”

Soli slides down off the couch and kneels on the floor in front of Jordan. Jordan turns and spreads her legs in front of Soli’s face, inviting her to press her face between her thighs.

Soli has a special passion for giving cunnilingus. She does it well because she loves doing it. No matter how many times I watch her, it’s always sexy as hell. I take a seat in the chair and watch Jordan. The expressions of pleasure and arousal on her face, the way her legs twitch as she raises them up above Soli’s shoulders. Soon, the moans start coming.

“Ohh, oooooh,” Jordan coos as Soli licks and nuzzles her inner thighs.

Those soft little moans turn to full-on cries when Soli turns her attention to her clit.

“Oh, shit! Shit, yeah!” Jordan wails.

She starts playing with her breasts, raising her hips to bring her face closer to Soli’s, willing her tongue to go deeper.

“Oh, God!” Jordan says.

My cock is starting to stiffen again. I tease the tip lazily, but I’m too engrossed by the scene in front of me to give it much attention. I’m focused on the girls—on Jordan, touching and rubbing herself as Soli’s tongue fucks her gently. Soli’s a maestro, and before long she’s got Jordan cumming loudly.

“Ohh!” Jordan shrieks. Then, “Aaaaaaaahhhaaaaa!”

What must the neighbors think?

Once the wave of her orgasm has crested and Jordan is feeling relaxed, Soli climbs back onto the couch and I go over and join the two of them. I rest my head on Jordan’s bare thigh and she plays with my hair. Beside her, Soli runs her fingers over Jordan’s thighs. We just pause for a moment, letting ourselves decompress.

I needed that. I mean, I’m a man, so I always need it. I’m constantly moving from a state of needing it, to having it, to feeling satisfied, to needing it again. But what I mean is that I needed the release that sex offers more than usual—not just for its own sake, but for what it does for my overall mood and outlook. I’m feeling much better now. Not just relaxed, but really well. Sex can be magical like that.

“So,” Jordan says. “What should we do now?”

“Who wants to get high and watch Clueless?” Soli asks.

Jordan’s hand shoots in the air.

“I do!” she declares.

“Yeah,” I say. “That sounds pretty great.”

Our clothes still lay discarded on the floor, but I’m in no rush to get dressed again. There’s something so primal and deeply satisfying about being naked with a woman. Even better when there are two. I get to feast my eyes on Soli’s ass as she bends over her stack of DVDs.

“I’ve never actually seen Clueless,” I say. “I mean, I’ve seen scenes from it, but never the whole thing.”

“I haven’t seen it at all,” Jordan says.

“Oh, my god, you guys,” Soli says, holding the square DVD case in front of us. “How can you not have seen this?”

Jordan takes the case and reads it over.

“Well, when it came out in theaters, I was…” she checks the release date and quickly does the math, “zero.”

“Sleepovers! Reruns on TV!” Soli says. “You must have gotten a chance to see it sometime.”

“I was a boy,” I say with a shrug.

“No excuse,” Soli says. “This is, like, the ultimate ’90s movie. Seriously, you’ve never seen a movie that is more ’90s than this.”

I hop up and go to the kitchen. Jordan grabs the bong from the end table and starts packing it.

“Have we got anything to drink?” I ask.

“There’s sun tea,” Soli says. “I just brewed it two days ago.”

“I love sun tea,” Jordan says. “I used to make it with my mom and my sister when I was a kid.”

I find the tea in a glass pitcher. I dig up a bunch of mismatched mugs and glasses and start pouring cups for the three of us.

I bring the girls their tea. Soli’s putting the disc inside the PS3. I grab my own glass and have a seat on the couch.

We just sit there like that—passing the bong between us and watching the movie as naked as the day we were born, which for Jordan was sometime after 1995. Surely the weed helps, but I think Soli’s right: it’s an excellent movie, and I’m enjoying it more than I expected. Especially a pre-Scrubs Donald Faison.

“Ya know,” Jordan says, “there’s something very male-gazey about the way Alicia Silverstone is shot.”

“The director is a woman,” Soli says.

“Really?” Jordan asks.

“I agree with you, though,” I say. “Those skirts they’ve got her wearing are really short. I thought it was just me.”

“No, it’s definitely meant to be sexy,” Jordan says. “I mean, these girls are supposed to be fifteen but are obviously, like, twenty. They even drink coffee from Starbucks.”

“Poor Brittany Murphy,” Soli says. “She died way too young.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says.

Later, the kids are learning to drive and accidentally get on the freeway, causing them to freak out and almost crash.

“You see?” I say. “Driving is hard. I feel vindicated.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “It’s especially hard in L.A. And when you’re a teenager. And clueless.”

We keep watching to the end, which is satisfying but also kinda strange, as Jordan points out.

“Paul Rudd’s cute,” she says. “But it’s a little weird in the end when she realizes she’s been in love with this guy who’s basically like her brother.”

“They’re just step-siblings,” Soli says. “Ex-step-siblings, actually. Doesn’t count the same.”

“Still kinda weird, though,” Jordan says. “Especially because he’s in college and she’s fifteen.”

“Even weirder was the way the dad was trying to set them up,” I say.

“What do you mean?” Soli asks.

“Remember the scene where they’re going to the party in the Valley?” I ask.

“Sure,” says Jordan.

“Well, Paul Rudd asks to go too, to keep Alicia Silverstone safe,” I say. “And the dad gets this look in his eye, like, I know you’re into my daughter, son—and I love it! You two crazy kids need to get together! What sense does that make? I mean, even if they’re not step-siblings anymore, he’s secretly hoping they’ll hook up? That’s weird.”

“Hey, yeah,” Jordan says. “I hadn’t noticed that.”

“I think you might be reading too much into it,” Soli says.

“Nah, I think Matty’s right,” Jordan says. “It’s fun to pick apart movies, to notice weird things about them. That’s part of the fun.”

“Exactly,” I say. “If I can’t point out quasi-incestuous undertones in movies, why bother watching?”

“You know, I was horny just now,” Soli says. “But since the conversation has turned to incest—now I’m positively soaked.”

We all laugh.

“Come here, little sister,” I say, beckoning her over with one finger. “Come fuck Daddy.”

“Eww,” says Jordan, cackling. “Is this going to turn into some kind of weird fantasy play?”

“What’s wrong with it?” I say. “We’re practically a family already. Come on, I want to suck on Mommy’s tits while Baby Sister watches.”

Jordan laughs so hard she slides off the couch, her ass hitting the carpet, which sends us all into fits of laughter. Once it subsides, I look at my two lovable, fuckable, and completely naked babes and get the idea that another round may be just what we all need.

“Jokes aside,” I say. “Who’s ready for more?”

Soli rises from the couch, putting her hands on her hips as she strides across the room toward me.

“For me, banter is foreplay,” Soli says. “I’ve been ready.”

Jordan shrugs.

“Okay,” she says. “Me too.”

“Let’s take this to the bedroom,” I say. “I’ve got an idea.”

We move into Soli’s bedroom, and I take a seat on the edge, climbing to the head of the bed and propping a couple of pillows behind my back.

“Soli,” I say, “get me off with your mouth.”

“Yes, Master Sir,” Soli says, giving a little salute.

“Jordan?” I say. “You get behind Soli and reach under her. That way, you can eat her pussy.”

“Oh, yes, Master Sir,” Jordan says. “I’d just love to get Soli back for that orgasm she gave me before.”

“Perfect,” I say, spreading my legs in front of me and putting my hands behind my head.

Soli climbs onto the bed and crawls toward me, slinking slowly to give Jordan a view of her ass. I can feel myself stiffening from just the playful look in her eyes, the way she licks her lips.

She leans down, kisses my cock. She licks the head, and I’m already starting to harden. She gives it a few quick pumps with her hand while Jordan gets behind her, caressing her thighs all over. Soli shudders with pleasure as Jordan plays with her, fingers touching intimate places just enough to make her ticklish. There’s something about seeing the pleasure on Soli’s face that heightens my own, and I’m fully stiff almost immediately. That’s when Soli leans down and takes me in her mouth.

I lean back and close my eyes, already in a comfortable position. I don’t need to do a thing. I just let her take over, focusing on the sensations at the tip of my cock as she tongues and caresses me with her mouth.

“Oh, yeah,” I say.

I open my eyes to see Jordan’s face peering at me with Soli between us. She’s kissing the curves of Soli’s ass, preparing to slide her tongue into Soli’s pussy. My cock bobs in Soli’s mouth, excited by the sensations she’s about to experience.

Jordan presses her face in the space between Soli’s legs, and Soli visibly shudders at the intensity. She opens her mouth wide and gurgles, then runs her tongue along the underside of my cock like it’s an ice cream cone—and I explode, fast and hard.

Soli gulps down my seed as I finish in her mouth. She opens to let my cock slide out, but Jordan is far from finished with her. With Soli on all fours, though, she’s having a tough time getting the angles she wants without craning her neck.

“You know,” she says, coming up for air, “this would probably be easier with you on your back.”

“Good thinking,” I say. “You can rest your head on me.”

Soli flips onto her back, resting her head against my thigh. She spreads her legs wide, giving Jordan more room for her tongue to penetrate her. This gives me a better view of both of them as Jordan goes to town, licking Soli’s pussy. Jordan spreads her further, licking her outer lips and then pressing her nose against her clit.

“Oooh!” Soli whines.

She arches her back, pinching and playing with her nipples. She leans back, arching more as she lets the orgasm come crashing through her.

“AAaah!” she shrieks.

She moans as her body twitches and convulses, coming down from an ecstatic high. Moments later, she’s still resting her head on my leg. Jordan crawls toward me, and I cradle her head in the crook of my arm. It’s barely even dark out, but I’m feeling sleepy. Between the sex, the weed, the huge lunch—which was basically two meals—and now the supreme comfort I’m feeling, I could honestly just drift off to sleep. So, that’s what I do. We all do.


9.

“What do you think about this one?” Soli asks.
“Looks, uh, safe,” I say.

We both stop and stare at the four-door in what the paper taped to the windshield identifies as “forest green.” Since Soli’s old car was completely totaled, and because even if it wasn’t, she didn’t want to drive the car anymore anyway, here we are.

We’re at a used car dealership in Woodland Hills, a “once-a-year blowout!” according to the sign. I’m blown away alright. If I were any more blown away, my head would be splattered all over the wall. When did they start charging this much for used cars? They are still producing new ones, right?

“What did I bring you for?” Soli says. “I was always taught that guys know about cars. I thought you all loved them.”
“Have you seen my car?” I say. “What makes you think that I’m a car guy?”

“Maybe we should look under the hood?” Soli suggests.
“Good idea,” I say.

I go around and open the driver’s side door, peering at the console and looking under it for some kind of switch or button or something. Finding nothing, I go around to the front and start trying to pry the hood open with my fingers.

“What are you doing?” Soli asks.
“There has to be some trick to this,” I say, rapping my knuckle against the hood in one place, then another, hoping it will unlatch the little lock underneath.

Soli goes around and slides into the driver’s seat and reaches down under the steering column, just as if she’d done it a thousand times before.
“Oh,” I say.

I lift up the hood and use that little retractable metal piece to prop it in place.

Soli comes around and we stare at the engine block.
“Yep,” I say. “Everything seems to, uh, be there.”
“You have no idea what you’re looking at,” Soli says.
“I have a general sense,” I say.
“Yeah?” Soli says, pointing to some long tube. “What’s that?”
“That?” I say. “That’s the, uh, defibrillator.”

She laughs.
“What?! Bullshit.”
“That’s the technical term,” I say.
“And that?” she says, pointing at a long black bar.
“Oh, that?” I say. “That’s the refibrillator.”

This makes her laugh again. Two for two.
“Such a dad joke,” she says.
I shrug.
“What can I say? I never knew or cared anything about cars. It’s all just a way to get from someplace to someplace else.”

“Well,” Soli says, “we can’t ask the salesman. If we don’t seem like we know what we’re talking about, how are we going to bargain? We don’t even know how any of this works.”
“I’ve got an idea,” I say.

I snap a photo of the car and then give AI some basic details. It gives me a handy little breakdown. Apparently, there aren’t any obvious warning flags. The dealership has a pretty good reputation, and the car is reasonably priced for its make, model, and year.

I show Soli what I’ve gathered. She’s less than convinced.
“Are we really going to leave it up to AI?” she asks.
“You were ready to leave it up to my judgement,” I say. “AI can’t be more unreliable than me.”
“It makes shit up,” she says.
“Uh, refibrillator?” I say. “Humans make shit up. Why is AI less reliable?”
“Okay, so you’re both unreliable,” she says. “I wish Jordan and Natalie were here.”
“Me too,” I say.

Soli walks around the car a few times. She pauses and looks at it. She bites her lip.
“Hold on,” she says. “I’m gonna text ‘em.”

She snaps a few photos of the car. I look around, surprised that we haven’t been assaulted by some overeager salesman already. But nobody crowds us with the hard sell. Maybe used car salesmen have eased off that already. More likely, they’re just busy with some other suckers and they’ll come to gouge us when it’s our turn.

The girls respond in the group chat. Natalie asks some sensible questions about mileage and whether a fully electric car might not be better.
“That’s a good point,” I say.
“What do you think?” Soli asks me.
“Well,” I say, “I’m all for low-carbon, but where are you going to find a charging station?”
“Yeah,” she says. “This one is a hybrid.”
“Let’s have a seat inside,” I say. “Get a sense of what it feels like from the inside. Then, if you like it, we’ll see about a test drive.”

So, we climb in and Soli puts her hands at ten and two, gripping the wheel cover. She sniffs the air.
“You smell that?” she asks.
“Yeah,” I say.
“What is that?” she asks.

I sniff the interior of the car.
“It’s kinda indefinable,” I say. “Full disclosure, I don’t exactly excel at identifying odors — which, unlike the lack of interest in cars, is pretty consistent with gender expectations.”
“Yeah,” she says. “You guys are weird about not being able to smell as well as us.”

I rap my knuckle against the handrest.
“It’s like a dusty smell,” she says. “Or like, old dust that’s gotten hot and fused with the interior, right?”
“Something like that,” I say. “Look, if you’re not sold on this one, there’s no reason why we have to rush to buy.”
“How am I supposed to get around?” she asks.
“Well,” I say, “you can always take my car. I know, it’s not nice. But it’s reliable, and I hardly use it.”
“You don’t need it?” Soli asks.
“Strictly speaking, no,” I say. “I can always get a ride with Natalie or Jordan to the studio, and for other stuff there’s rideshares. It’s just temporary, and it takes the pressure off you to commit to something right now.”

She leans over and kisses me.
“Thank you, Matty,” she says.
“Of course,” I say. “It’s the least I can do.”

We get out of the car just in time for a prematurely bald salesman wearing a Hawaiian shirt over his collared white shirt to rush over.
“Hey!” he says. “What are we thinking? Time for a test drive?”
“We’re gonna take a rain check.”

He crosses his arms, weirdly scowling and smiling at the same time.
“May not be here by the time you get back!” he says.

His voice is almost taunting, as if he expects us to rush back to this little four-door and slap our hands on the hood to claim it.
“We’ll take our chances,” I say.

I put a hand on the small of Soli’s back and we pick up the pace, walking off the lot to my car.
“I knew you’d be useful for something,” she says. “Even if you don’t know cars, you can at least keep away the creeps.”
“Come on,” I say. “Let’s go get an In-N-Out Burger.”

In the drive-thru line, which stretches around the block as usual, I walk through all the little quirks of driving my car.

“Don’t worry about the check engine light,” I say. “It’ll come on sometimes if you gun the engine while accelerating up a hill. Ignore that. But there’s nothing really wrong with it. It’ll just turn itself off on its own.”
“Got it,” she says.
“Oh, and there’s a Red Hot Chili Peppers CD stuck in the disc drive,” I say. “But you’ll probably just listen to music on your iPhone, right? You can plug it into the port. That works fine.”

“Hey,” she says. “I’ve got some news.”

Her eyes are locked straight ahead, her tone flat.

Oh, shit.

How many days has it been since we fucked without a condom?

Hold on—she said she was on the pill.

Wait. What she actually said was that she missed a day or two.

My heart rate starts climbing. I take a deep breath.

“It’s nothing bad,” she says. “Actually, it could be really good.”

That could mean a lot of things. Babies aren’t bad. I mean, not in theory.

“Okay,” I say. “What’s up?”
“Roxy—”

Oh, boy. This should be good.

“—got me an audition with her agent,” Soli says.
“Really?” I say. “That’s great.”
“Are you shocked?” she asks with a smile.
“I didn’t even realize that was something you wanted,” I say.

We pull forward a few feet, then stop again.

“Well, it wasn’t,” she says. “I was having fun doing the whole background thing. I never thought I’d be an actor, but Roxy thinks that I’ve got talent. They’ve been using me a lot on the show, and pretty soon I’ll be eligible to join the Screen Actors Guild.”
“Wow,” I say. “Yeah, that’s awesome!”
“I don’t know if it’s something that I want to do,” she says. “I mean, it’s one of the most competitive jobs there is. And most of the girls I’ll be auditioning against have probably wanted to do this since they were, like, four…”
“Yeah,” I say. “But anyone can discover a talent at any age. Don’t count yourself out. You could be as good as them, or better.”
“You think so?” she asks.
“I’ve never seen you try to be anyone other than who you are,” I say. “But you have an incandescent personality that draws people to you.”
“Aww,” she says. “You mean that?”
“Of course I do,” I say. “You’re a presence. You steal the scene every time even with no script, no cameras, and, uh… hey, here comes someone to take our order.”

Soli turns and sees a guy in a white shirt and pants, wearing a red hat and a headset with a tablet in his hands. He’s waiting for Soli to roll down the window. She fumbles for the button, and we order a couple of Double-Doubles with fries, a Coke, and a Dr. Pepper. Soli gets her fries animal style, which—if you don’t know what that is—is on the “secret menu.” It’s not advertised, but upon request they’ll smother your fries in grilled onions and melted cheese.

“Okay,” Soli says, once we’ve placed the order, “you were… praising me?”
“That’s right,” I say. “You’re incredible, and sexy, and if you can find a role that’s right for you, I think you could be amazing as an actor.”

As we pull forward and then stop in our slow crawl to the drive-thru window, Soli’s eyes stay fixed ahead of us. But she’s got this smile curling at the corners of her lips that won’t disappear.
“Matty, thank you,” she says.
“Hey, I’m only telling the truth,” I say. “You’ve been looking for something that can make you feel fulfilled. This could be that thing for you.”
“I really hope so too,” she says. “I mean, I know that it’s hard. I know I’ll face rejection, and I’m not expecting to get famous overnight. But it’s not like everyone needs to be a big star. I could find a niche, and that would be enough for me.”
“Well, I support you completely,” I say.
“Thanks,” she says. “That’s really good to hear, because I don’t want to drive anymore. I mean, I want to take a break from driving Uber. After the accident, and then me driving your car, it would all be really complicated if I had to go to auditions during the day and drive on top of that.”
“Okay,” I say. “I get that.”
“Which means I won’t have as much income coming in,” she continues. “I mean, I’ll be earning money from background gigs. But I can really only book, like, maybe two or three days a week doing that.”
“Sure,” I say. “Well, don’t worry,” I say. “I’ve got you.”

I reach under me to slip my wallet out of my pants, but Soli waves me away.
“It’s fine,” she says. “I’ve got it.”

She taps with her phone to pay, and we get our drinks, burgers, and fries. Then we pull forward.

“There’s a parking spot over there,” I say.
“You want to eat it in the car?” she asks.

I give her a look of absolute seriousness.
“We have to eat it in the car,” I say. “In-N-Out Burger should always be consumed within minutes of when it’s received. If you wait to eat it when you get home, you’re not eating it at peak freshness. That’s unacceptable.”
“Okay, so you’re fine with people eating in your car?” Soli asks.
“If what we’re eating is In-N-Out Burger,” I say, “I insist on it.”
“Aye-aye, captain,” she says.

She turns into the spot, snagging it just in time. I distribute the burgers and fries, tearing open the bag along the seam to make it easier to grab at the fries.

I can’t describe to you why In-N-Out is special if you’ve never eaten there. It’s more than just a burger. To me, it’s the burger—the burger which all others are measured against. Tucker Max does a good job of trying to get at In-N-Out’s special allure. If you get the chance, pick up his book I Hope They Serve Beer in Hell, because he does a better job of articulating it than I can. It’s also pretty hilarious, so it’s worth the read even if you’re not into paeans to a fast food franchise.

We don’t speak again until we’re finished with the food, which means that for seven to ten minutes we’re just blissfully chewing and swallowing. Then—
“I was thinking, maybe it’s time we simplify and reduce our living expenses,” Soli says.
“You mean move in together?” I ask. “Yeah, that makes a lot of sense. I mean, it’s made sense for a while, but now we’ve got the perfect excuse. Plus, my lease is up next month.”
“So, you want to move in with me, in Sylmar?” she asks.
“It makes the most sense,” I say. “I’d be closer to you and Jordan. Of course, I’d be farther away from Natalie.”
“It’s still a pretty short drive though,” Soli says.
“Right,” I say. “Besides, your apartment is like our unofficial clubhouse already. Everyone already hangs out there, so it’s the natural choice.”

Soli smiles, probably feeling flattered.
“Yeah,” she says. “The unofficial clubhouse. I like that.”

We don’t say anything for a moment. It’s better to just let all these possibilities swirling around us settle for a moment.
“Big things are happening, huh?” I say.
“Big things,” she says.

I lean over and kiss her, our lips tasting of cheese and grilled onions. 
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Soli gives me a ride back to my place. I’ve got some scripts to read over, and she’ll put some gas in my car, which is her car now.
“So, when’s this audition?” I ask.
“It’s Thursday,” she says. “I have to prepare, though. Roxy offered to help me. She’s really nice, ya know.”
“Good,” I say.
“Do you still hate her?” she asks.
“I never did,” I say.
“You know what I mean,” Soli says. “We can hang out sometime, right?”
“Well, yeah,” I say. “There’s not actually a good reason why we couldn’t do that.”
“Except that you hate her,” Soli says.
“Right,” I say. “Except for that.”
“Give her a chance?” Soli asks. “She’s really doing a lot to help me. I wouldn’t have this opportunity if it wasn’t for her.”
“Yeah,” I say. “I get that. I’ll give her another chance, if she’ll give me the same.”
“Yay!” she says.

We kiss again, long and deep this time.
“See you later,” I say.

I get out and wave as Soli drives off. I’m feeling good about everything. The move makes sense, and I’m fine with lending Soli my car. I do wonder if Natalie’s going to be completely okay with me moving. It’s nice, the two of us being neighbors, even if we do have completely different schedules.

I’m thinking about this when I walk up to my place and see this young guy wearing a dark suit and sunglasses standing outside my door.
“Matteo Navarro?” he asks.

Shit, not again.
“You’re not from the FBI, are you?” I ask.

He takes off his sunglasses to look at me.
“No,” he says, holding out a tan envelope. “Are you Matteo Navarro?”
“Uh, yeah?” I say.

He thrusts the envelope into my hands and my fingers close around it.
“You’ve been served,” he says.

Should have seen that one coming.

The guy walks off and I tear open the envelope. Inside is a summons.
Fuck me — it’s from Hamlet!
Plaintiff: Ian Ghazarian. Complaint for Personal Injury, Negligence, Property Damage, and Emotional Distress…

Oh, what the hell? That bastard is suing me now?
“Personal injury?” Damn it, he was rubbing his neck after the crash. He’s going to hit me with a bogus suit just for some petty revenge. 
“Wherefore, plaintiff prays for judgment against defendant in an amount according to proof at trial, but not less than $250,000…”

“Unbelievable,” I say out loud.

$250,000? That’s all I have and more. This could ruin me. And not just me — Soli is depending on me. All my girls are.

My first thought is to go downstairs and knock on Natalie’s door, even though I know she isn’t home. I need someone to complain to. Then, I remember that’s what lawyers are for. So, I call Michael.
“Matty,” he says after I’ve explained what happened, “I’m a criminal lawyer. This is a civil suit. You need a lawyer who practices civil law.”
“Oh, right,” I say. “Sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it,” he says. “I won’t even charge you for the phone call.”

I hang up with Michael and then try to remember the name of the other lawyer, the one Natalie put me in contact with.

Donna, that’s right.

I search my contacts and give her office a call. I get her assistant, then half an hour later Donna calls me back. I tell her the whole story, refreshing her memory about the whole NovaCare saga again.
“The same guy who was suing you before is suing you again?” Donna asks.
“Yeah,” I say. “Except now it has nothing to do with NovaCare. Well, not directly.”
“This is unbelievable,” she says. “I think we have a very good chance of getting the case thrown out on prejudicial grounds.”
“Really?” I say.
“Yes, there’s a strong justification for a move to strike,” Donna says. “You two have a prior history that would prejudice him against you.”
“So, you’ll take my case?” I ask.
“Absolutely,” she says. “If all goes well, we’ll get this case thrown out before you even have to appear in court.”
“Oh, that’s great,” I say. “I mean, I know he’s probably making all of this up, having a neck injury and all that—”
“You say that he was complaining about it at the site of the accident?” Donna asks.
“Yes,” I say. “He told me, you don’t know I’m not injured and started rubbing his neck, almost like he was starting to build a case then and there.”
“Well, it’s going to be your word against his,” she says. “But even so, that’s good. We can use that to build the case that this complaint is spurious and vindictive in nature.”
“Right?” I say. “So, how do we do that?”
“Well, you’ll need to sign some paperwork. I can email it to you if you’d like,” she says. “Then it’s just a matter of submitting the motion to strike.”
“Great,” I say. “But what if it doesn’t work?”
“Well, if the judge denies the motion, then we’ll go to trial,” she says. “Bottom line, I think you’ve got a good case. But I try to always caution my clients against assuming the best-case scenario.”
“Right,” I say. “That makes sense. I get that. So, what will you charge to take my case?”
“Typically, I work on a retainer,” she says. “For a case like yours, it’s $7,500.”
“Whoa,” I say. “I thought all we have to do is file a motion?”
“We do,” she says. “My office bills a standard rate of $300 an hour. But to retain my services, I’ll need a lump sum. From that, I’ll draw down depending on the number of hours I and my associates work. If it takes less time than what you’ve been billed for, then we’ll reimburse you.”
“Okay,” I say. “So, what do you think the chances are that it will end up being less than $7,500?”
“Well,” she says, “there’s always the chance. Especially if the motion to strike is denied. If it isn’t, it’s hard to say how much it could be. I’m sorry. I know it’s a lot, but my rates are standard for Los Angeles civil court.”

There’s this burning sensation in the pit of my stomach as I start to imagine how fast my savings could be drained. First Soli’s car, then this lawsuit. Here I thought I was set for… well, not for life, but for the foreseeable future at least. Now that’s all about to be shattered.
“Okay,” I say. “I can arrange to pay your retainer. I have the money.”
“Then I’ll get started as soon as the paperwork is signed,” Donna says. “Don’t worry too much. This will probably blow over soon.”
“Thanks, Donna,” I say. “Thanks for your help.”
“No problem,” she says. “Take care, and drive safe!”

I smile — a weak smile, but her attempt at humor is weirdly comforting.
“I’m trying to avoid driving as much as I can,” I say. “But thanks.”

After I hang up, I find myself pacing the floor of my studio apartment. What if the trial drags on for months? Years?
Hamlet, that bastard. It would be him who would do this to me. I can’t believe that I stand to lose all the money I made at NovaCare to the same psychopath who gave me the job that let me earn it in the first place. Fuck me!

I take a deep breath and try to remember that it’s not certain the trial will even happen. Maybe Donna’s right and the case will get thrown out. This may all be over soon. $7,500 is a lot of money, but if that’s all it turns out to be, I’ll probably be lucky.

Roxy.

If she hadn’t distracted me…
She grabbed the wheel. Or she tried to. That has to count for something, right? Maybe I could tell the judge that. If I can do that, would Hamlet try to get the money out of her instead of me? Or both of us? These are questions for my lawyer, but at $300 an hour, I’ll save that until later. Motion to strike — that’s first. One step at a time.

I’m glum for the next few days, because how could I not be? I have to send back the paperwork and pay the retainer. I tell the girls about it, all of whom offer their support. Other than that, things keep happening. Life doesn’t stop.

If there’s one consolation, it’s that I still have lots of sex. It’s one of the reasons that I’m glad I’m a man. Women, I’m told, have to be in the right frame of mind to get aroused. If there’s something bothering them, something they’re stressed about, they just can’t get in the mood.

Not so with guys — at least not with me. Sure, I’m not horny right after I get the letter. But eventually, my feelings stabilize, as they’re bound to do, and I’m back to my usual self.

I have a nice, quiet, and mostly enjoyable dinner date at home with Natalie, and afterwards we fuck. The next morning, she gives me a ride over to Soli’s place, where we have sex in the morning and then again with Jordan when she gets back. Things could be worse, I think to myself as I thrust into Jordan as she moans, taking my cock and enjoying every minute of it. Things could definitely be worse.

On Thursday morning, I’m looking forward to going to the studio to do some work as a technical advisor. It’s been a few weeks, and I need the paycheck more than ever. More than that, it will be a welcome distraction and the opportunity to do something productive instead of just sulking and waiting around. Plus, I get to commute to the studio with Jordan. We do the drive-through at Starbucks and then we’re on the road.
“I’m nervous for Soli,” Jordan says.

She passed her big audition with Roxy’s agent, and that means she can start going out for auditions and maybe get booked for acting and modelling work.
“I’m not,” I say. “I think she’ll do great. She’s got a real shot at a career, right?”

“Oh, totally,” Jordan says. “I don’t mean that I’m worried she won’t do well. It’s more that she might…”
“Succeed?” I offer.
Jordan crinkles her nose as she turns the wheel, trying to articulate what it is she’s worried about.
“This is a tough business,” she says. “It’s not just dealing with rejection that gets people down. You get in and you realize how much is involved, how much you have to give of yourself, and it’s more than you imagined.”
“I think she needs this,” I say. “She’s been needing some direction, and this gives her that.”
Jordan nods.
“She needs something,” she says. “This could be it. But what if it’s not?”
“Well,” I say. “Then she can move on to the next thing. What else can any of us do?”
“I just worry that she’ll have an easy time getting in because Roxy is helping her out,” Jordan says. “Then, when she realizes how punishing the business is, it will crush her. It happens to most actors eventually.”

Really? That seems overly pessimistic, especially for Jordan. She’s usually supportive of people going after their dreams—especially people she loves. I take a sip of my iced matcha latte and think about it. Then I get the idea that maybe there’s something else on her mind.

“Be honest,” I say. “Is this really about Soli?”
She flashes me a guilty look and then turns her attention back to the road.
“Mostly,” she says.
“Jordan, are you happy with your job on set?” I ask.
“Yes! Oh, god, I can see why you think…” She stumbles for a moment. “I didn’t mean me. I was talking about someone else.”
“Who?” I ask.
“I can’t say,” Jordan says. “I’m bound to confidentiality. I mean, legally. I can’t tell you about it.”
“Uh, okay,” I say. “Well, how? I mean, you’d get sued if you told me?”
“Maybe,” she says. “I dunno.”

We reach a red light, and I see my opening.
“Jordan,” I say. “I only have Soli’s best interest and yours in mind. If there’s something that’s bothering you, you can tell me.”
“Matty,” she groans. “Grrrr. I’m not supposed to talk about it, okay? I could get in a lot of trouble if it gets out.”
“Trouble with who?” I ask.
“Okay, fine,” she says. “Roxy’s going to get killed.”
“What?!” I exclaim, almost spilling my latte.

Honk! Honk!

The light is green ahead of us. Jordan pulls forward, waving to let the asshole behind us go around.
“Not in real life,” she says, exasperated. “On the show We Are Us. They’re killing off her character. Nobody knows yet, including her. I only know because I read the advanced scripts.”
“Oh,” I say. “Well, that’s not such a big deal. I mean, I feel sorry for her, but that’s normal for actors, right?”
“Uh, yeah,” Jordan says. “That’s exactly my point. Soli’s going to have to deal with these same letdowns and rejections all the time if she wants to act. And it’s not like she can fall back on being in the background either. Nobody will take you seriously if you do that kind of work.”

She turns onto the lot and we approach the security gate. I put the latte in the cup holder and lift the right side of my ass slightly to slide my wallet out.
“Look, we’re getting ahead of ourselves,” I say. “I understand your concern for Soli, but I think we should wait until she has a career before we start worrying about whether that career is going off the rails. She’s a strong person, whatever happens. I think she can adapt.”
“And Roxy?” she asks.

Roxy can go screw as far as I’m concerned.
“She’ll bounce back,” I say. “If For Everhart gets an international release, it might get some Oscar buzz going.”

Jordan chuckles in spite of herself. We hand over our driver’s licenses and we’re waved onto the lot.
“You know, the fact that she had to do that movie means that she can’t book better work,” she says.

We pull into the parking garage and start trying to find parking on one of the higher levels. The less important you are, the higher up in the structure they tell you to park.
“Well, that’s how life goes,” I say. “We oughta be focusing on those inside our little magic circle, our group. Soli has a chance to do great and start a new career. I think we should be sending her good vibes today.”
“I will be,” Jordan says, a little defensively. “I love Soli. I want her to succeed, obviously.”
“Good, me too,” I say. “And Roxy, too. But, ya know—less so.”

Jordan rolls her eyes as we pull onto the top of the parking structure. I grab my latte and my tote bag as we get out.
Peering out from the top of the structure, I wonder who really has the privilege. Someone who gets to park on the ground level gets to the office fast. But we’ve got this gorgeous view of the San Jacinto Foothills and all of Burbank. It’s a beautiful day.

Yes, I think as we walk to the elevator. Things could definitely be worse.
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“How about this line?” Arnie asks. “Is he a Stoic or a stoic? I don’t get the difference.”
Arnie’s one of the writers in the writer’s room.
“Stoics aren’t actually stoic,” I say. “That’s a misconception. The real Stoics believed that you should accept life as it comes but not hide your emotions. You’re supposed to interrogate and work through them, not deny them. A college professor would know the difference between a Stoic and someone being stoical.”

Len levels that stare at me, behind his rounded bright-red frames — the stare that says, stop making me look dumb.
Sorry, man. But it is my job. Correcting things, that is — not making Len look stupid.

“Thanks, Matty,” says Arnie.
“Sure,” I say.

“How about this quote he uses by Marcus Aurelius?” Teresa asks. “‘Learn to slow the mind, and the world will follow.’”
“It’s a good line,” I say. “And it fits Marcus’s philosophy and writing style. But he never said that. I checked it out, and I can’t find it anywhere. Might have been written by ChatGPT.”

Len clears his throat.
“That, uh, might have been a misattribution,” Len says. “I never meant for it to be used as a quote.”
“So, should I change the line?” Teressa the writing assistant asks.
“Leave it for now,” Len says. “I’ll take care of it.”

I have no idea how long it’s been since we started this meeting. Time seems to freeze in the writer’s room. It’s windowless, with nothing to rest your eyes on except the black mirror of the TV monitor and the other poor, benighted souls who are trapped in the depths of this casual-attire dungeon.

“So, why do people call Stoics stoic?” Andre asks.
I shrug.
“Words change their meanings over time,” I say. “It’s the same with the other major schools of Greek philosophy. Stoics aren’t stoical, Epicureans aren’t epicurean, Cynics aren’t cynical, Academics aren’t academic. Well, they sort of are, but I don’t feel the meaning really fits. The meanings get mixed up and misrepresented. Only Skeptics are actually skeptical.”

“Skeptics? That’s an Ancient Greek school?” asks Ellen.
“More of a movement,” I say. “They didn’t believe in anything, so there was nothing to learn. The whole point was to poke holes in other schools’ arguments. It was kind of a philosophical turf war.”

“Wow!” Arnie says. “I never knew that.”
“Could women join these schools?” Lydia asks.
“Some,” I say. “Epicureans welcomed women, and there were a few female Stoics. Peripatetics, never.”
“Para… what?” says Teressa the assistant.

She’s trying to take notes and isn’t going to even attempt to write ‘Peripatetic.’
“That’s the school Aristotle founded,” I say. “The word means walking around. He would always go walking while he lectured and men would follow him, so the name stuck. He hated women. But it wasn’t like that for all of the schools.”

“I’d be an Epicurean,” says Lydia. “I like the sound of it.”
“Good choice,” I say.

“Huh,” says Arnie. “From now on, I’m not going to write anything with philosophy until I clear it with you first.”
I give a modest little smile.
“That’s what I’m here for,” I say.

“Can we circle back to the task at hand?” Len asks. “I think that’s all the philosophy stuff we have to do for now. We’ll just focus on breaking the next story. Thanks, Matty.”
“Sure,” I say, leaning back in my chair.

Len looks down at his script and then double-underlines something with a red pen. He looks up at me with this questing expression.
“Don’t let us keep you,” Len says. “You’re free to go.”

This is met with some grumbles by the writers on the staff.
“Come on, Len,” says Arnie. “Let Matty hang around if he wants to.”
“He’s an advisor, not a writer,” Len says. “He doesn’t want to be stuck here longer than he has to, right, Matty?”
“I serve at your pleasure, my liege,” I say, sliding my notebook in my totebag.

Len winks and clicks his tongue.
“Atta boy,” he says. “Everybody say goodbye to Matty.”

The room erupts into warm goodbyes and homoerotic come-ons from some of the guys. It’s a fun group, writers. It helps to make the work more tolerable and, even, fun.

Still, part of me is relieved to escape, even if I know that Len is trying to hustle me out the door just so I won’t embarrass him. These meetings can go on for hours, and Len wasn’t kidding about the writers being trapped all day. I’m the only one escaping, but it’s not even three o’clock, and now I’ve got nothing to do.

I decide to see if Natalie’s free, but I have to check that she’s alone. She made it clear that it would complicate things for her if our little relationship became public knowledge, so I have to cool it with the PDA. In fact, I have to be a little strategic about where and when I appear. I want to avoid prying eyes if I can. Since we’re in the middle of a shoot day, I’ll just have a look around and see if there’s a break in the schedule where I can slip in and say hi.

I leave the sound stages and walk over to the offices. I walk down the hall of her office and see her walking toward me, but she’s with someone. It’s that producer guy I met before whose name I can’t remember. Sam?

Natalie sees me, slips into work mode.
“Hi, Matty!” she says, giving what to me feels like an exaggerated wave.

The message is clear: we’re work colleagues who give cordial hellos, but that’s it. You can fuck my brains out later — in fact, that’s what I’ve been needing you for — but not now. Just wait till I get you alone.

That’s what her wave said. If you’d been there, you would have picked up the same thing.

Now I need a new destination. Time to score some free grub. Walking down the hall and out of the executive offices, I walk along the tree-lined path to the soundstage across the little service road. The red light above the door isn’t flashing, which means it’s safe to enter without screwing up the take.

I duck inside and beeline for the craft services table. That’s the standing snack table which is always amply supplied with too much of everything. So, even though I actually work on a different show, no one’s going to miss an apple from the bowl or a cup of coffee. Actually, I’m ensuring that nothing gets thrown away at the end of the day. Like any bottom feeder, I’m a vital but underappreciated part of the ecosystem.

I pick some M&Ms out of the trail mix bowl and pop them in my mouth. When I turn, I see a hand reaching for the fruit bowl. I follow this hand to the body it’s attached to. The head belonging to this body turns, training a pair of green eyes on me.

“Hey, Roxy,” I say, trying to keep my tone neutral.
“Hi,” she says, a little coolly.

Oh, fine. Be like that.

She’s about to walk away, not even bothering to stop and talk with someone she shared a pretty consequential night with not that long ago.

Saying it like it, I’m making it sound like we hooked up. But you remember what happened. It was consequential, especially for me. And now she’s just going to breeze past me without even a “hi.”

Okay, Matty. She did say “hi.”

Maybe it’s a mistake, but I’m remembering everything that Soli told me. Not the stuff about the two of us needing to have sex to get rid of all this tension. But the other stuff, about me giving her a chance and all that.

“Roxy,” I say. “Hold on. I, uh, I want to thank you.”

She stops, tilts her head, and then lifts one eyebrow, like the little princess she is, waiting for the praise to which she is so richly entitled.

“Soli is really grateful for the audition with your agent,” I say. “Making that happen… that was very cool of you.”

Roxy actually has the audacity to shrug.
“I love Soli,” she says.

Not as much as me!

Damn, that was kinda aggro. Relax, man.

“Yeah,” I say. “Well, she loves you, too. She’s lucky to have you as a friend. She thinks, uh, we should be friends.”

Roxy strides over to me, her heels muffled so that they make no sound on the soundstage. She’s so close she could spit in my face if she wanted to. Instead, she asks, doe-eyed and innocent—

“Aren’t we friends?”

“Haha,” I say. “No. But we could be, right?”

There are more people crowding around the snack table, trying to get their bowl of hummus and carrots, or whatever. And they probably do actual work on this show, so I put a hand on Roxy’s back and guide her away from the table so we can continue our conversation. When we’re far enough away from everyone to be out of earshot, Roxy says—

“I don’t think I want to be your friend.”

“Why?” I ask.

“I’m not into liars,” she says. “And I don’t make friends with cheaters.”

“Uh, what?!” I say, trying not to laugh. “Cheating? Who am I cheating with?”

“Don’t think I haven’t seen you hovering around her office,” Roxy says. “You’re not subtle. I watched you. You just walked past her office and then walked out again. And it’s not the first time I’ve seen you with her.”

Shit, she’s more observant than I thought. Or maybe I’m just more obvious than I realized.

“Okay,” I say, my voice low. “You’re right. About everything—except for one important detail. I’m not cheating.”

“You’re just friends?” Roxy asks, her tone haughty.

“No,” I say. “Natalie and I are lovers. But Soli knows about her, and so does Jordan. I’m dating all of them. We’re all dating each other. Sorta. It’s complicated, but there’s absolutely no cheating going on. I swear.”

“Hold on,” Roxy says. “You’re dating Soli and Jordan and Natalie all at the same time? How?”

“Fair question,” I say. “If I knew, I’d tell you.”

Roxy looks me up and down, as if there’s some clue that she’ll spot that will explain how three insanely hot, intelligent, and ambitious women would all choose to share me.

“Who the hell are you?” Roxy asks.

“I’m just a guy, really,” I say. “Look, I know you probably don’t like me that much. To be honest, the feeling is mutual.”

She makes a little harumph sound.

“But I want to change that,” I continue. “Roxy—I want us to be friends. Let’s start over. Who needs more enemies? Especially in this town. I can be a great guy to the women I’m close to. Ask any one of them.”

I hold out my hand. She looks at it a moment, then places her small, delicate hand in mine and gives a stiff, formal shake—up and down, up and down. I have to smile. She knows exactly how to go through the motions of being friendly while being so on-the-nose with it that she manages to make it seem sarcastic as she’s doing it.

“Okay,” she says. “Truce. We’re friends. Provisionally.”

“Provisionally?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says. “You’re my friend unless and until you give me some reason not to trust you.”

Like, for instance, if you happen to have secret knowledge that I’m about to lose my job and do nothing to tell me about it.

“I’ll take it,” I say.

And then, as if on cue, Jordan appears.

“Hey, Roxy?” she says. “We’re ready for you.”

“Thanks, Jordan,” she says. “Hey, Matty, here is your boyfriend, right?”

“Um… yeah,” Jordan says, feeling a little sheepish to be put on the spot like this.

“And he’s dating Natalie, too?” Roxy says.

Jordan freezes.

“It’s okay,” I say. “She knows. I told her.”

“Oh, uh, yeah,” Jordan says. “We’re all dating. It’s kinda this whole thing. We don’t like to get into it at work.”

Roxy gives me an appraising nod.
“You weren’t lying,” she says.

“Nope,” I say. “I wasn’t.”

Jordan adjusts the headset in her ear.
“Yep, copy,” she says. “We really gotta go.”

Jordan looks about ready to drag Roxy to set with her.

“Bye, friend,” she says, giving me that winning smile that could land her a Crest commercial.

“Hold on,” I say. “Come hang out with us this weekend. We’ll do something fun together.”

“What?” Roxy asks.

“Matty, we need to go now,” Jordan says. “Roxy’s needed on set.”

“Magic Mountain?” I say. “That’s fun. We’ll ride roller coasters, hang out.”

“Jordan?” Roxy asks.

“Yes, yes, we’ll go,” she says. “Set. Now. Please.”

“It’s a date,” Roxy says.

Jordan turns and blows me a kiss as she leads Roxy away.

“Have fun,” I say with a wave.

Damn. I feel bad now that I know what’s coming. This morning, it didn’t bother me to learn that Roxy was getting the axe. Now that we’re friends, I feel a twinge of guilt about what’s coming, even if it was a decision I had nothing to do with.

But the good news is that my mission is accomplished. I’m no longer enemies with Roxy. Actually, once you get past how obnoxious she is, she’s not bad at all. Maybe we could all be friends. Maybe we could even be…

Nah, too soon. Five minutes ago, I hated her. The possibility that we could turn into lovers strikes me like whiplash. I touch the back of my neck, almost by reflex.

Hey, maybe I can sue somebody and make some money just like Hamlet.

Better not to think about that. I’d much rather think about this weekend. I have no idea what made me choose Six Flags: Magic Mountain. I haven’t been since I was fourteen. But, hey, when you’re looking for wholesome fun for the whole family—or harem—what better place is there?


12.

It’s just half an hour from Soli’s apartment to Magic Mountain. Closer and cheaper than Disneyland, and less crowded too.

Walking through the gates, it’s looking—as if I need to say so—like another beautiful and nearly cloudless day in Los Angeles.

We’ve got our neon wristbands on, walking hand in hand. All around us are families, couples pushing strollers, guys wearing shorts and dad hats. And here I am with a rainbow coalition of some of LA’s finest women. The girls have really turned it up, letting their hair down and dressing for a day of fun and sun: spaghetti straps, short shorts, fashionably short skirts, and lots of makeup. Every opportunity to go anywhere is a chance to dress up and take pictures. Well, you won’t hear me complaining about having to play photog. I’m snapping photos of all of them as we walk along, capturing some candid moments as we enter the park.

I’m not the only one. Some jackass snaps a photo of Roxy. Doesn’t ask first, doesn’t even acknowledge her. Just flashes a photo. Worst of all, he’s walking with his wife and kids. Roxy is classy about it, giving just a hint of a smile as she turns her head away—not encouraging him, but not calling him out either. I feel for her. This kind of stuff must happen all the time. She doesn’t seem too bothered by it, but it’s not hard to see that her plastered-on smile is fake.

“Ugh,” Jordan says. “What a pig.”

“It’s something you get used to,” Roxy says. “Even when you’re only sorta famous, when you’re on TV people think it’s allowed.”

To Soli, she says—
“This is what you’ve got to look forward to,” she says. “After you start booking jobs, strangers will start recognizing you everywhere. Then you belong to them.”

“Eh,” Soli says. “Guys have been staring at me since I was fourteen.”

“Twelve for me,” Roxy says. “I developed early.”

I’m walking with Natalie. Soli and Jordan are holding hands. Roxy walks a little behind Jordan, and Jordan offers her hand too. Aww, sweet. I remember only now that Roxy has had a recent breakup. I wonder how long it’s been since she’s been out with friends. I’m glad Soli suggested we bring her along.

“So, besides roller coasters, what have they got here?” Natalie asks. “Bumper cars? Bowling? One of those games where you shoot water in the clown’s mouth?”

“Uh, I’m not sure,” I say. “I think they may have some games. But it’s mostly roller coasters.”

Her hand squeezes mine just a little bit tighter.

“You okay?” I ask.

“I have this fear about roller coasters,” she says. “It’s not the speed that I’m afraid of. In fact, I kinda like it. It’s more the fear that the car will stop when I’m upside down and I’ll be stuck up there for hours and hours and then they’ll say that it’s not safe to continue the ride and so they’ll put a big net for all of us to fall into because there’s no other way to get us down.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I get that. That’s pretty normal.”

“Really?” she says, a slight edge in her voice.

“I mean, it’s a normal thing to be afraid of,” I say. “Not that it’s a thing that happens normally.”

“Right,” she says.

“Don’t worry,” I say. “I think most of these roller coasters are pretty small. We’ll check them before we get on to make sure there aren’t any big loops.”

“Thanks,” she says, putting her head on my shoulder. “I know it’s silly, but it’s nice not having to feel silly admitting it.”

“I really don’t think it’s silly at all,” I say. “It’s a childhood fear. This is a childhood experience. There’s nothing in the grownup world that would get you past this very particular fear.”

She squeezes my hand as we follow the girls to a big wooden roller coaster. This one is called Colossus. We look up at the track and Natalie gives a nod of approval.

“No going upside down,” she says. “I can do this one.”

We get in line, walking through the maze of corridors that snake around leading to the entrance.

“Hey,” Soli says, taking a small round tin from her purse, “I’ve got gummies.”

“Score,” says Jordan.

“Very good thinking,” I say. “I remember reading about a study that says edibles can help prevent motion sickness on roller coasters.”

“I hadn’t even thought of that,” Soli says. “I just brought them so we wouldn’t get bored standing in line.”

Soli opens the tin and passes it around. I take two gummies, enough for a nice mild buzz. Natalie waves them away, though. She’s driving, and she really doesn’t like weed much anyway.

The line moves pretty quickly. For a Saturday, the crowds are really not bad. I guess that fall isn’t really the season for tourists. Besides the groups of teenagers, it seems to be mostly families, like the one in front of us. We’ve got a pretty typical setup: two point five kids. One’s in a stroller, two more are running around, trying their haggard parents’ thin patience. The baby cries and the dad, wearing a t-shirt that declares to the world that “life is good,” scoops him up and attempts to comfort him. Dad’s got sunglasses on, stooped over to take the baby from the stroller. Ten years ago, he’d probably be hungover on a Saturday afternoon. Today, he’s probably just running on three hours of sleep.

He glances behind him and does a double take. First noticing Soli and Jordan holding hands. Not so subtly, his eyes pass to Roxy, and then Natalie, and finally at the guy who’s holding her hand. He jiggles the baby but keeps his eyes on me, a scowl on his face.

“Dude—how?” his look seems to say.

I shrug. How did I end up spending my Saturday escorting these hotties? I’ve got no idea.

“When I was in eighth grade we took a bus ride to California,” Jordan says. “It was maybe eight hours from Tucson. We came here—Knott’s Berry Farm, Disneyland, and Universal Studios. It’s pretty much the only thing I remember about eighth grade. Or at least the only thing I still want to remember. Even then, I wished I lived in California. This was the kind of place where people did fun stuff like this all the time.”

“I never went to any of the parks when I was little,” Soli says. “I’ve still never been to Disneyland. There wasn't any money for it, and anyway my parents didn’t really see the point.”

“There are pictures of me at Disneyland,” I say. “But I don’t actually remember going. Well, I remember the Pirates of the Caribbean, I think. Maybe I dreamed it.”

We get to the front of the line. The family in front of us can’t get on. Apparently, it didn’t occur to them that roller coasters come with height requirements. Clearly pissed at having wasted their time, they collect the kids, who start crying, and lead them off to go stand around somewhere else.

It’s three to a car, so the attendant, who looks like he’s fifteen, waves us into the car with his little plastic wand. Soli and Jordan get into a car with another single rider. Roxy gets in and I take the seat next to her, with Natalie on my other side. The big foam-padded bar comes down and we grab it. I notice Roxy’s holding on pretty tightly.

“Does this one go… fast?” she asks.

“Uh, I guess,” I say. “No loops though. We checked.”

Roxy nods, her green eyes locked straight ahead with a look of intense focus.

“Nervous?” I ask.

“Something like that,” she says. “I have this thing about roller coasters.”

“It’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” I say. “Natalie’s scared of loops.”

“I don’t get scared,” she says. “It’s the, uh, vibrations…they do things to me.”

“Oh,” I say.

“Oh my god, I get that,” says Natalie. “It’s like, some girls get it when they ride horses.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says, her voice breathy. “It’s like, once I strap in, I know I’m gonna be shaken around, the force of those Gs pressing down on my nipples, on my thighs. It’s weird, but I kinda can’t help myself.”

Roxy crosses her legs, pressing her thighs together. Damn, that’s hot. To anyone else, it would look like she’s just adjusting herself. But listening to her describe getting horny from the roller coaster, I can’t help myself. All of a sudden, I can feel the head of my cock pressing against my inner thigh.

The car jerks forward suddenly and we start moving slowly forward, ascending. Natalie grabs my hand and holds on. We climb higher and higher, and I can feel the butterflies in my stomach rising. I can only imagine what Roxy is feeling, what the anticipation must be doing to her, the reactions it’s setting off.

Oh, fuck. I’m fully hard right now.

“If I start screaming,” Roxy says, “it just means that I’m—”

She doesn’t get to finish, doesn’t have to. Our car crests the top of the incline, then the sudden plunge and we’re falling fast. Natalie screams with delight, but a completely different kind of sound comes out of Roxy—animalistic and raw, and, well, orgasmic—

“AAaaaaaaahhaaaaa!!!”

We are flying as the car banks. I squeeze Natalie’s hand and, with my free hand, I grab the foam bar in front of me. My fingers touch Roxy’s. The car straightens out but it hardly loses speed as it climbs, preparing to plunge us down the track again. Even as the peak thrill has passed, Roxy’s fingers don’t move. Mine don’t either. Our pinkies are touching, and it feels completely natural. She’s panting hard.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says. “Great.”

When we plunge again, Roxy screams, this time placing her hand on mine. She squirms in her seat as the vibrations rock our car. I’m still stiff, aroused by the knowledge that Roxy is getting off right next to me with nothing but the rollercoaster doing it to her. I grip Natalie’s hand tighter.

Matty, seriously dude. You’ve got three girlfriends, and you’re getting hard thinking about Roxy?

But what can I do? My head fills with dirty thoughts. If she’s this open about getting aroused in public, what does she do when she’s alone?

We make one more loop around. Roxy’s hand doesn’t move away from mine, and I do nothing to pull it away. Eventually, the car slows to a stop, and Roxy removes her hand, placing it in her lap.

“That was awesome!” Natalie says.

“God, yeah,” Roxy says. “I haven’t felt that in way too long.”

“Yep,” I say. “Quite an adventure.”

I try to think of something—anything—that will make my erection recede. I’ve heard guys think of baseball, or old people, or something. But that’s never worked for me. I just have to try to clear my head and hope my cock follows. Of course, it’s not like I’ve got much time, since the bar suddenly comes up and we’re all expected to climb out and exit in an orderly manner.

“Uh, Matty?” Roxy asks. “Can I get off now?”

I thought you just did.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’ve just got a leg cramp.”

Well, it’s not like I can do much about it, so I just pray nobody’s looking at my crotch as I slide out and follow Natalie and the other girls to the exit.

“I think I’m starting to feel the gummies kick in,” Jordan says.

“It always takes me forever with edibles,” Soli says. “Matty?”

“Definitely feeling something,” I say.

After a few minutes, my erection recedes and I’m able to walk normally. Roxy rejoins her little clique with Jordan and Soli ahead, and Natalie and I follow them, holding hands. I try to forget what just happened. Okay, I was—briefly—attracted to Roxy. So what? It was just because she was doing her whole “When Harry Met Sally” routine on the rollercoaster right next to me. It was hot, and my body reacted.

Normal. Nothing to worry about.

“Oh, I want a frozen Coke,” Natalie says.

“Sure,” I say.

We stop at the frozen Coke stand. The girls continue ahead, unaware that we’ve stopped.

“Give us a sec!” I yell.

Soli turns and gives a thumbs-up.

I order us a pair of slushie treats from the vendor. As I take out my wallet to pay, Natalie tugs on my sleeve and whispers—

“Let’s go somewhere private.”

“Here?” I say. “At Magic Mountain?”

“Yeah,” she says. “I need to talk to you. Alone.”
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My heart starts beating fast. I try to read from her tone if she’s upset. She doesn’t sound upset, but it’s hard to tell with girls sometimes. Maybe she knows that I got a hard-on and she wants us to have a talk about it.

“Sure,” I say. “Give me a sec.”

I go over to where the girls are waiting.

“We’re gonna do Ninja next,” Roxy says.

Ninja. Lots of loops. Perfect.

“I think we’re gonna sit this one out,” I say. “Natalie’s afraid of any ride that goes upside down. Let’s meet Goliath in like, half an hour?”

“Cool,” Soli says, her eyes already starting to get cloudy. “Cool, cool.”

“See ya,” I say, smiling and waving.

I turn back toward Natalie. When I get close, she turns away, beckoning me to follow her with one little bend of her hand. I walk behind her, taking her hand. She lets me but doesn’t look up, doesn’t say anything. Is she pissed? It’s not like her to be passive aggressive, but it’s not always easy to tell with women.

Finally, we get to this spot in front of a train ride that looks like it’s been closed down with nothing new put in its place.

“What’s up?” I ask, feeling a little panic entering my voice.

Natalie looks at me, her gaze deep and imploring.

“On the ride,” Natalie says. “You were turned on, right?”

For a moment, I think of lying. But I can’t do it. Even if I wanted to, I’m sure she’d be able to tell.

“Yeah,” I say.

“God, me too,” Natalie says. “The way Roxy was practically having a screaming orgasm right there on the ride, right next to us. It was so hot.”

A wave of relief crashes over me.

“Yeah,” I say. “It was.”

“You were practically busting out of your pants,” she says, grinning.

She runs a finger along my inseam, teasing my cock. I start to stir at her touch, already swelling again.

“I was that obvious?” I say.

“You’ve got your work cut out for you trying to conceal that thing,” she says with a wink. “I don’t know how you walk straight with it swinging in your shorts.”

I smile.

“Just an involuntary reaction, ya know?” I say.

“Just like my hard nipples,” Natalie says. “And my wet pussy.”

“You like that I got turned on by another girl?” I ask.

She keeps running her fingers along the outline of my cock, teasing me through my shorts.

“I like,” she says. “That you’re insatiable. That when you get turned on, you can’t help yourself. Just like me.”

“What are you gonna do?” I ask, so giddy I’m already beaming.

“What are you gonna make me do?” she asks.

I take a quick glance around. Coast is clear. No sign that anyone’s coming. But they could come. At any minute. And that just makes it all the hotter.

“There could be cameras,” I warn. “They could be set up all over to keep people from doing, well, what we’re about to do.”

“Are you actually trying to talk me out of it?” Natalie asks. “How are you gonna go all day without a release?”

I’ve got a big goofy grin on my face that has almost nothing to do with the weed gummies which are just now kicking in.

“Yeah, okay,” I say. “I want you to blow me. Right here and now.”

“You really want me to do it?” Natalie asks, her bottom lip quivering just a little.

“Yes,” I say. “Now.”

She grins and then bends at her waist, descending until her face is level with my cock. She takes my frozen Coke and hers and put them on the ground next to her. Then her slender fingers start unbuttoning my shorts, unzipping my fly. Those fingers guide my cock, which spills out, already hard and ready.

Without a moment’s hesitation, she wraps her lips around my head, then sucks up my shaft. She starts bobbing, running the head of my cock against the inside of one cheek, licking the tip gently with her tongue. I put my hands on her head and keep them there, fingers gently massaging her as she goes to work on me.

I sigh, contented, but try to stay alert, aware that any moment we could get caught and possibly arrested, or at least reprimanded. It only makes the bliss that much sweeter.

Natalie starts working me harder, getting out all her arousal in this act of total sexual submission. She keeps her knees bent, not kneeling on the ground but bending her body to service mine. Her tongue runs over the head of my cock and then down the seam, her lips sucking and blowing all the time. Each suck and stroke sends waves of pleasure through me. Judging by the noises of pleasure coming from her as she works, she might be enjoying this even more than I am.

She’s not just sucking me to get me off, it’s her pleasure to do something so dirty in public. If there wasn’t the threat of getting caught hanging over both of us, she’d take her time. But the frantic energy she brings just makes it all the hotter, and it’s not long before I can feel myself about to reach my limit. I want to prolong the pleasure, but I know that we’ll have plenty more chances. So, as I feel myself reaching my climax, I thrust harder, pulling her head closer to my crotch, willing her to take all of my shaft as deep as she can go.

Natalie has always been the best at deepthroating, and today is no exception. She relaxes her throat, allowing my cock to slide so far inside her that I’m practically touching her tonsils. I can feel when I bottom out, my tip colliding with her pallet. When I come, it’s fast and Natalie is ready, sucking up all of it and not letting a single drop escape those talented lips.

I take her hands and support her as she rises from her crouching position.

“The thigh burn is crazy good,” she says. “It’s, like, the best exercise you can do.”

“I can’t believe you can hold that position for so long,” I say.

“Really?” she says with a grin. “That’s what you’re impressed by.”

“Well, that and your amazing skills in giving head,” I say. “But we both knew about that already, didn’t we?”

She leans over, picks up her frozen Coke, and takes a sip.

“I just got excited,” she says. “When that happens, I do things.”

I slide my cock back in my shorts and zip up, satisfied that we’ve gotten away with it but not trying to press our luck. I pick up my frozen Coke.

“Let’s take a walk,” I say.

Rejoining the crowd, I’m satisfied that we’re not about to be arrested by security. We’re gonna get away with it. We have gotten away with it. God damn that was hot!

“I can’t believe that just happened,” I say. “Of all the inappropriate erections I’ve ever gotten in public, that had to be the very best possible resolution I’ve ever had.”

“I’ve always wanted to do that in public,” she says. “The risk is such a turn-on, plus it’s just so brazen. Sometimes, I like to think that kind of thing is happening all around us, all the time. In office buildings and schools and even theme parks people are fucking and about to get caught doing it. Do you ever think about that? You ever wonder if, when you round a corner, you’re gonna accidentally come upon two people doing it?”

“No, but I will now,” I say.

“Love is wonderful,” Natalie says, “and sex is its greatest expression.”

“Here, here,” I say.

As if I needed an excuse to be happy, I’m now feeling even better than before. The weed gummies are giving the world an extra-friendly sheen. I take Natalie’s hand and let her lead me all around the park. We walk in the direction of the Ninja ride, but we’re not in any hurry. The girls are having their fun, and we’ve already had ours.

All around us people are having wholesome fun, which only makes the secret knowledge of what we just did together all the more enjoyable. All these people who came just for the rollercoasters don’t know that I just experienced the main event, a private ride just for me.

We find our way to the Ninja ride. I put my arms around Natalie as we watch the riders zoom by. I wonder if the girls are riding right now or just waiting in line. My brain is flooded with oxytocin and I feel this need to connect, to feel closer to the women I love.

“So, this might be a weird question,” I say. “But was the fact that it was Roxy, a girl outside of our group, that made it somehow hotter?”

“Hmm,” Natalie says, considering the question. “I think if it had been Jordan or Soli who got off on that rollercoaster, it would have been pretty much as hot. Of course, Roxy is really sexy. But it was more the fact that a girl was getting aroused in public, and the way you reacted that made it hot for me.”

“Interesting,” I say.

“Why do you ask?” Natalie says. “Because you’re attracted to her?”

“Well,” I say. “I’m honestly not sure how I feel. I’m still getting used to the idea that I don’t hate her. Am I attracted to her? I’m not sure.”

“Oh, come on,” Natalie says. “You so clearly are.”

“Okay, do I think she’s attractive?” I say. “Yes, I do. But that’s not the same as saying I’m attracted to her.”

“What’s the difference, exactly?” Natalie asks.

“It’s subtle, but it’s there,” I say. “I can say I think she’s attractive. But I could say that about a lot of women I’m not interested in. And until recently, if you’d asked me, no question, I would have said that I could acknowledge that she was attractive without being attracted to her.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “That makes sense. So, what changed?”

“Well, I’m starting to let go of the things that annoyed me about her,” I say. “And I think she’s seeing me in a new light, too.”

“Right,” Natalie says. “She had plenty of reasons to dislike you at first.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But I think we’re starting to warm up to each other.”

“So… are you thinking about bringing her into the group?” Natalie asks.

“No,” I say. “At least, not yet. I mean, I have no reason to think that’s something she wants. But Soli was pushing me to consider it.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “That sounds like her.”

“I don’t know what it is,” I say. “She won’t be satisfied until I’ve got a whole harem.”

“Poor you,” Natalie says.

I laugh.

“I’m merely a pawn in this game,” I say. “Women rule my world.”

We watch the riders as they zoom by on the track, spiraling up and around at top speed, getting hurled about and loving it.

“You want to be up there riding with them, right?” Natalie says.

“It does look like fun,” I say.

“Well, then I want you to do it,” Natalie says. “I want you to have everything you want.”

“You won’t feel left out?” I ask.

“I’ve had my special time with you,” she says. “You always make me feel cared for, like I matter. But you don’t need to favor me every time. Go have fun. I’ll be waiting for you when you get back.”

“We’re not talking about rollercoasters, are we?” I say.

“Not exclusively,” she answers with a gentle smile. “Go ride what you like.”

“God, you’re amazing,” I say. “You’re this unbelievably cool and hot chick who is not the least bit jealous or insecure. How did I end up with you?”

“You’re a special guy, too,” she says. “Believe me, I feel lucky.”

“Thank you,” I say. “But if there is one MVP today, it’s you. Hands down. I have to be firm on that.”

I wrap my arms around her and kiss her neck.

“Okay, accepted,” Natalie says. “I just want you to be happy, because I love you. So go do what makes you happy. Be with who you want. It doesn’t take away anything from me.”

“I’m so glad you feel that way,” I say. “I just want to make sure you feel fully included.”

“Believe me,” she says. “I’m happy with the way things are. I think everything’s working really well. Don’t you?”

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “I don’t think I could be happier with our arrangement. I just wanted to check in and make sure we’re both on the same page.”

“Well, thank you,” Natalie says. “I’m glad we’re connecting and talking about this stuff.”

We kiss again, and I just hold her, feeling a little lighter and just a little bit more stoned by the minute. I have to pace myself. If it were possible to drop dead from an overdose of happiness, I’d say that I’ve got all the relevant risk factors.
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We’re waiting at the bottom of the hill for the girls when they get off the ride. Their hair is a mess, and they have this giddy, almost delirious expression on each of their faces as they approach.

“Wow,” I say. “That ride really blew your hair back.”

This sends them into fits of hysterical laughter, really open-mouthed cackling.

“Didn’t think it was that funny,” I say. “But I have to say, I’m pleased with the reaction.”

“They are stoned,” Natalie says.

“Yeah,” Soli says. “That’s it. We’re high. We’re really high.”

Jordan and Roxy are absolutely unhinged, laughing like mad and leaning on each other for support. I giggle too. Yes, I’m also stoned at this point. But there’s also something contagious about their laughter. I try to pull myself together, putting on a straight face.

“Okay,” I say, “what do you wanna do now? Who’s hungry?”

“Oh, me,” Soli says.

“Me too,” Jordan says.

“I think there’s a food court over this way,” I say, pointing around the corner. “Let’s take a break.”

In the center of the park, there are some vendors. We break off, everyone gets what they want, and we regroup at the shaded picnic tables. I got a hot dog, tacos, and a fruit smoothie. The girls each chose their own junk food feasts: tacos, churros, candy, ice cream, pizza.

They’re are still giggly as they eat, snapping photos of the junk food and themselves. Soli sprinkles candy on her slice of pizza as she bends it in her hand, holding it up to her mouth while Jordan takes her picture. The girls indulge in their pigging out in a way only girls can. Guys eat what we want when we want, but for women, there’s this feeling of, we’re getting away with this! Look what we’re eating; we’re all complicit in this together. There’s this sense of pent-up tension being released as they consume all they can, and it’s fun to watch, especially because every moment seems tinged with laughter.

“Be honest,” Jordan says. “You were bored without us, weren’t you?”

“Yep,” I say with a smile. “Natalie and I didn’t know what to do with ourselves.”

Natalie smiles too, her quickly reddening face giving us away.

“Hold on,” Soli says. “You two got up to something, didn’t you?”

I shrug.

“Maybe,” I say.

Jordan turns on Natalie, who is sitting on the bench beside her.

“Okay, spill it,” Jordan says. “What did you do while we were on the ride?”

Natalie leans over and whispers in Jordan’s ear.

“No way!” Jordan says, a huge grin spreading across her face.

“What is it?” Soli says.

“Yeah, tell us,” says Roxy.

Jordan gets up and leans over so she can whisper in Soli’s ear.

“Ooh, nice one, Natalie!” Soli says.

“Okay, I want to hear,” says Roxy.

So, like a game of telephone, Soli whispers in Roxy’s ear. I can only imagine how the message is getting garbled with each repetition, so that Roxy is probably hearing—I glue Matty.

Roxy smiles.

“In the park, really?” she says. “That’s pretty bold.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “I thought what we did was adventurous.”

“Hold on,” I say, setting down my hot dog mid-bite. “What you did? What did you do?”

The girls look at each other, smiling conspiratorially. Roxy looks around, as if someone could be eavesdropping. Then she leans over to whisper something in Natalie’s ear. She goes even redder.

“Okay,” I say. “Can I please learn the secret?”

Natalie whispers in my ear.

“While they were riding, they touched themselves, and each other,” she recounts breathlessly.

“Well, well,” I say with a grin. “Wasn’t that naughty? Now I understand what all the giggling was about.”

“Roxy started it,” Soli says.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “And we joined in.”

“She was clearly having so much fun,” Soli says. “How could we resist?”

“Who would try to stop you?” I say.

“What can I say?” Roxy says. “Rollercoasters do something to me. They’re better than guys that way.”

“Oh, they are?” I say.

Roxy shrugs.

“Just one girl’s opinion,” she says.

“I get it,” I say. “I’m not forty feet tall, and I can’t vibrate or go a hundred fifty miles per hour. I don’t think there’s a guy alive who can claim he is the equal of a rollercoaster. Maybe Superman.”

“Oh, let’s do that one next,” Roxy says. “I love that one. You go up really, really slowly, then you see Superman standing on the wall, then there’s the sudden drop. Natalie, does that sound like one you could do?”

“I think so,” Natalie says. “Just as long as I don’t get stuck upside down, I’m fine.”

“Okay, perfect,” Roxy says.

“I can’t believe I ate so much,” Jordan says. Then she brightens. “Hey, maybe I’ll barf and I won’t have to worry about it!”

Everyone laughs.

“Alright,” I say, finishing the last of my smoothie. “Are we ready to get back to it?”

Soli lets out an exaggerated sigh of relief, a kind of Aaaah.

Being the gentleman that I am, I collect all of our trays and deposit them in the trash. Then we make our way over to the Superman ride. As we’re walking, Jordan takes Natalie’s hand this time. I grab Soli’s and start walking with her. Then I feel another hand take mine. I look over to find that I’m now holding hands with Roxy too.

I examine her hand with exaggerated curiosity, almost as if I’ve never seen one before.

“What?” says Roxy.

“Nothing,” I say. “Just surprised.”

“Don’t think it means anything,” Roxy says. “I held hands with your girlfriends, too.”

“That’s not all you held,” I say.

Roxy gives this little playful expression, pretending to be innocent.

“That doesn’t shock me,” I say. “But my understanding was with you it’s women first, rollercoasters second, men third.”

“Well, I’m not about to hold hands with Colossus,” Roxy says. “Besides, it’s not like I think boys are icky or anything.”

“Good to know,” I say. “I don’t think you’re icky either, for what it’s worth.”

Roxy swings her arm. Soli sees what she’s doing and does the same. Soon, all three of us are skipping.

“We’re off to see the wizard!” I sing.

“The wonderful Wizard of Oz,” sing Roxy and Soli in unison.

Seeing us, Natalie and Jordan get in on the act and join us, forming a daisy chain. We’re uncoordinated, since most of us are high, and we almost stumble and fall, but the laughter this induces from the group is well worth it.

We get stares, obviously. Even without skipping through the park, we’d make quite a scene. I can’t think of a time when I ever saw a guy like me running around an amusement park with four smoking-hot women in tow. A pair of teen boys stare at me, sizing me up like I have to be famous or something.

When we reach the line for the Superman ride, we release each other’s hands and walk single file through the maze of barriers to the front. Just as before, it’s not a crowded day. But we do eventually reach a point where the line has stopped in front of us. As we move through the line in starts and stops, we chat a little about the ride and the others we want to go on before it gets dark.

“This has been so fun,” Roxy says. “Thanks for inviting me today.”

“Of course,” Soli says, throwing her arms around her. “You’ve treated me just like a sister since the day we met. I can’t believe you’d be so nice to me, especially when I was just an extra.”

The two girls hug sweetly.

“You’re fierce, you’re fun,” Roxy says. “Besides, we all start somewhere, right? What does it matter if you were an extra? I believe it’s best to be nice to everyone you meet on set. You never know who might become your friend someday.”

“Aww!” Soli says, squeezing Roxy even tighter. “We are gonna have so much fun on set!”

I look at Jordan, who has the same uncomfortable expression on her face. Only we know that Roxy’s days on the show are numbered. Luckily, nobody else seems to notice.

We ride the Superman ride. I’m not riding in the car with her, but Roxy doesn’t seem to be coming unglued from the vibrations rocking the cars. If the girls are still playing their little game, they’re discreet about it this time.

After we get off, it’s time to decide what to ride next.

“I think I need a break,” says Roxy. “Don’t want to have too much of a good thing.”

“I could take a break, too,” Natalie says. “Matty?”

“Sure,” I say.

“Well, I still want to do a few more before we go,” Jordan says. “Let’s do Scream.”

“We’ll be right over there,” I say, pointing to a shady bench that’s free.

“See ya,” Soli says.

“Hold on,” I say. “Give me a hug first.”

“Okay, Dad,” Jordan says.

We do a little group hug. Is it cheesy? Even clingy? Yeah, sure. But I don’t care. I want to show these two affection every chance I can. They deserve it, and I want them to know it.

“Don’t have too much fun,” I say with a smile.

The girls hurry off to ride more rides, and I take a seat on the bench next to Natalie, putting my hand on her knee as she talks with Roxy.

“We appreciate you being discreet about our whole… situation,” Natalie says.

“Oh, yeah, are you kidding?” Roxy says. “I’ve been in some relationships that you could consider pretty unconventional by most standards. No judgment at all. Yours looks a lot healthier than my last one, FYI.”

Natalie puts her hand on mine as I squeeze her knee.

“We’re lucky that it works as well as it does,” she says. “Soli and Jordan are special people. Matty’s okay too.”

“You ever get tired?” Roxy says. “With all these women always making demands on your time, and body?”

“Believe me,” I say. “Natalie, Jordan, and Soli are my refuge. It’s everything else that I wish I could spend less time on.”

“Ugh, I know,” Natalie says. “I feel the same. Work is just insane right now.”

“Oh, I know the feeling,” Roxy says. “I’m grateful for the work. But We Are Us? I mean, it’s basically a prime-time soap opera.”

Okay, so maybe it’s not so bad that she’s getting written off. She’ll go on to bigger, better things. Then comes the gut punch—

“I just don’t know how I’d afford the rent at my place without my recurring role,” Roxy says. “People assume that because I’m on TV I must be rich. Doesn’t actually work that way.”

Great. So she actually does need the work. Now I feel terrible.

“Yeah, everyone assumes that about me, too,” Natalie says. “The truth is that I rent a pretty ordinary apartment in North Hollywood. Not that I’m complaining. It’s how we met.”

“We were neighbors,” I say. “Still are.”

Although that may be changing soon, not that I want to bring that up right this minute. Wow, this conversation has really turned into a minefield.

“What about you, Matty?” Roxy asks. “How do you get by?”

“Well,” I say. “I’ve got my job as Technical Advisor on Professor. And my apartment isn’t really all that expensive. So it’s enough to live on.”

For now. But with this lawsuit, who knows?

“You’re pretty down to earth,” Roxy says.

I smile.

“What do I have to compensate for?” I say. “Simplicity suits me just fine. Besides, it’s better to live simply so you have a financial cushion when you need it.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “Good advice. But long ago, I discovered retail therapy. Since then, I’ve been self-prescribing liberally.”

I shrug.

“We all have our vices,” I say. “And from the look of your dress, I don’t think you can say the money was wasted.”

Roxy’s dress is peach-colored and flowing, covering just one of her shoulders while leaving the other deliciously bare. She rises from the bench, grabbing the hem of her skirt and giving a little curtsy to show off, before sitting down again.

“When you’re in my line of work, showing up in something new isn’t just a good idea,” Roxy says. “It’s practically required.”

“It must be hard feeling like you’re on display,” Natalie says. “I don’t think I could ever do that.”

“You don’t think guys are staring at you?” Then to me, Roxy says—

“Do you not tell this woman she’s beautiful? What is wrong with you?”

“I try to make her feel beautiful every chance I get,” I say. “Honestly, I stare at her constantly.”

I widen my eyes and bring my face progressively closer to Natalie, as if I’m burrowing into her skull. She squirms and laughs.

“Matty’s great,” she says, squeezing my thigh. “I’m just shy, that’s all. If guys are looking at me, I don’t even notice.”

“Oh, they’re definitely staring at you,” Roxy says. “But as you say, I am on display. It comes with the territory, right? How could I be mad about it when it’s something I’ve asked for?”

“That’s a healthy attitude,” I say.

“It’s one you may have to adopt yourself,” Roxy says. “I’ve seen plenty of women doing double takes looking at you today.”

“Really?” I say. “I’ve mostly been noticing the women’s husbands, who all look like they want to give me a high-five or a slug in the face, and maybe both.”

“Women notice a guy who women notice,” Roxy says. “It’s like, the hard work has been done for us so we can swoop in and take him. Like we’re carrion circling a kill.”

“I thought you preferred women,” I say.

“I’m speaking in general,” Roxy says. “Natalie, speaking as a woman, you back me up on this, right?”

“Absolutely,” she says. “But Matty’s a guy… so he’s clueless. The simplest things need to be explained to him.”

“I may be,” I say. “But I am coming around to the idea that I’m attractive to women. Can’t argue with the facts, right? It doesn’t seem fair, though. Why should some guys have so many women while others have none?”

“In my experience, nothing in life is evenly distributed,” Roxy says. “You have to take what you can while you have it.”

“And be grateful for it,” I say. “That’s the most important thing. You never know how long it will last.”

We keep talking for a while as the light changes, taking on that golden, late-afternoon tinge. Soli and Jordan come back before long. I guess the lines are getting shorter toward the end of the day.

“So, are we ready?” I ask after we’ve regrouped and are walking in the direction of the parking lot.

“I am,” Roxy says.

“Me too,” seconds Natalie.

“Yeah,” Soli says, throwing an arm around Jordan. “I think we’ve got our money’s worth.”

“Thanks for inviting me,” Roxy says. “I really needed it.”

“You’re welcome any time,” I say. “Right, gang?”

Everyone gives their assent, in the form of a “wooo!”

I feel good that Roxy and I have gotten past our rough start. Everyone seems to get along with her. In fact, she already feels like a member of the group. She’s got a bratty, entitled side, but I now see that she’s also got a lot of vulnerability and sweetness too. I’m not perfect either. If I’d been in Roxy’s shoes, I would have thought that guy laughing at my big tear-jerking scene was a total douche. Given that, it’s almost miraculous how quickly she’s forgiven me.

As we head back toward Sylmar, Natalie at the wheel, the sun retreating behind us, everything seems pretty close to perfect. I’ve got my girls, and we all have a new friend. If things can just stay this way, I won’t have any problems.

But, as Cher Horowitz would say—

“As if!”
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For the next several weeks, everything goes along smoothly. I’m spending most of my time at Soli’s place. Pretty soon, I’ll move my stuff out of the old place, give away most of it, and bring whatever remains over here. I don’t have much to begin with, and most of the furniture came with the place anyway. I understand why some guys feel a loss of independence when they move into their girlfriend’s place. I don’t really feel that at all. But I do have one reservation, and that’s about telling Natalie my plan.

I wait until we’re alone together. We have a movie date scheduled—just the two of us staying in to watch The 400 Blows. After the movie’s over, I see an opportunity to broach the subject. Natalie’s clearing away the plates from dinner and carrying them to the sink.

“So, what’s the latest with the lawsuit?” she asks.

“I don’t know anything yet,” I say. “Donna’s working on submitting paperwork. She’s confident she can get the case thrown out.”

“You think there’s any chance that Hamlet really is injured?” Natalie asks. “Maybe his injury is legit.”

“It would be pretty convenient if it was,” I say. “Considering our history, I have to assume that he’s making it up. I’d guess a judge will say the same.”

“I can’t believe that he’s suing you while he’s on trial himself,” Natalie says. “Why doesn’t he focus on staying out of jail?”

“The wheels of justice turn slowly, I guess,” I say. “In the end, he may go to prison, and then my problems with the civil trial are over. Until then, he can just keep eating away at me by costing me in legal fees.”

“How much is it costing you?” Natalie says.

“A lot,” I say. “And it just keeps adding up. That reminds me of something I wanted to talk to you about. Soli suggested I move in with her—to save money, you know?”

“Oh,” Natalie says. “Okay, that makes sense.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I mean, she’s driving my car until she buys one of her own, so it’s practical. Easier to share the car, I mean.”

“True,” Natalie says. Then she says it again, like she’s making the case to herself—“true.”

She clears clean dishes from the drying rack and puts them away, clearly processing. I come around to put my hands on her hips and kiss her neck.

“Hey,” I say. “Are you okay with this?”

“Yeah,” she says, her tone rising, like she’s not exactly sure whether she is or isn’t. “I think so.”

“It’s okay not to be,” I say. “If you have any reservations, let’s talk about it.”

She turns on the faucet, wetting the plates, then shuts it off again.

“So, you’re moving in with Soli to save money,” Natalie says. “That makes sense. You’re already over there a lot, and I’m not at home as much as she is, so even when you’re here we aren’t together for most of that time.”

“Right,” I say.

“But,” she says, “have you considered the alternative?”

“What alternative?” I say.

“Well, what if you moved in here,” Natalie says, “and Jordan moved in with Soli, then everyone is economizing on living space without changing things too much.”

She scrubs the plates and then rinses them before putting them in the drying rack.

“Yeah,” I say. “That would work, too.”

“Just a thought,” she says.

She turns and looks at me. I run my thumb down her chin and rub her back gently with my other hand.

“I like the idea of us living together,” I say.

“Okay, well, let’s do it, then,” she says.

“But I think it makes more sense for me to move into Soli’s place in Sylmar,” I say.

“Okay,” Natalie says. “Do that, then.”

Her tone is flat—not angry, not hostile. But she’s not happy, and she’s letting me know it.

“I will,” I say. “But only if it’s clear to everyone concerned that I’m not choosing Soli and Jordan over you.”

“How do you plan to make that clear?” Natalie asks, her eyes peering deep into mine. “Draft a declaration? You want to call Donna, get it notarized, and in writing?”

“Okay,” I say, “I want to be sensitive to your feelings. Tell me how I can do that.”

She sighs and hugs me, and I can feel her tone softening a little. Her still-wet hands dampen my shirt.

“You’re doing fine,” Natalie says, breaking away from our embrace to look at me. “I’m just processing my feelings as they’re coming, ya know?”

“Sure,” I say. “I get that.”

“I knew what I was signing up for when we got together,” Natalie says. “And I’m comfortable with the status quo. We live near each other, but not together. I can focus on my career, and you have your other relationships so neither of us feels neglected.”

“Right,” I say. “I like that, too. I’m comfortable, too. But change is natural.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “That’s true. It’s just, in a normal relationship, progress involves us moving closer, not further apart.”

“We’re still making progress, you and me,” I say.

“Okay, but you’re moving further away from me,” she says. “That doesn’t feel like progress to me. Do you see what I mean?”

“I do,” I say. “But I think this gets to the core of something else I’ve been feeling. Come on, let’s go sit on the couch.”

We release each other from our embrace and take our places on our respective sides of the couch.

“I’ve been feeling that ever since we started dating, there’s been a barrier,” I say. “Not between you and me—it’s been me and Soli and Jordan, and me and you. It’s like we’re two units. I split time between both parts, and everyone’s basically happy, but there’s still this divide. And I don’t want that divide to be there.”

“Okay,” she says. “I see what you’re saying.”

“I want for us to be one complete unit,” I say. “No divisions. Just a single whole. Like a family.”

“Except that adult family members don’t live together, usually,” Natalie says.

“Fair enough,” I say. “Family, group, tribe—whatever you want to call it. It’s fine that we each exercise our independence. But what I’m saying is that progress, for me, feels like us all ultimately coming together and becoming one thing.”

“So… how does you moving in over there fit into that plan?” Natalie asks.

“Good question,” I say. “I hadn’t exactly worked that out.”

“Well,” Natalie says, “if the three of you are all in Sylmar, then if we’re all a unit, it makes the most sense for me to move to Sylmar too, eventually. Did you maybe have that in mind as a kind of long-term goal, at least subconsciously?”

“Maybe,” I say.

“Well,” Natalie says, “that doesn’t sound terrible. It’s an option. It’s not like I planned on dying in this apartment. But I can’t help but notice that Soli is apparently the nucleus of this family, and I have to wonder why that is.”

“Huh,” I say. “That’s a completely reasonable thing to ask. Okay, I’m realizing now that I probably should have raised that issue before. I’m sorry that I didn’t.”

Natalie shrugs.

“You’re raising it now,” she says. “Anyway, these are things that were bound to come up eventually. With a relationship like ours, these issues have to appear sometime.”

“True,” I say. “I really appreciate how mature you’re being about the whole thing.”

I’m amazed that we can have a conversation like this one with no tears, no accusations—just calm, rational discussion. I’ve had enough relationships to know how rare and precious it is.

“Thank you,” she says. “Now, be honest—where do you want to live?”

I think about it for a moment, giving the matter due consideration. I try to weigh the evidence, but for a lot of reasons the choice isn’t that hard.

“I think, for a lot of reasons, I feel more comfortable over there,” I say. “Her apartment is bigger, for one thing. There’s a lot more open space around her complex. Parks I like to go to. And I like that Sylmar has that small-town feel.”

“Those things all matter,” Natalie says.

“They do,” I say. “My biggest reason to stay here is you. But as you say, we really only have time for each other a couple nights per week. I could still come over here just as often.”

“Yeah,” she says. “That’s true. In practical terms, it doesn’t really change things all that much.”

“Symbolically, though, it doesn’t feel like we’re growing closer,” I say. “I totally acknowledge that.”

“Right?” she says. “Thank you for that.”

“I want us to be as close as possible,” I say.

“You mean, as close as possible without actually occupying the same physical space, right?” she says with a smile.

“Okay,” I say. “I walked into that one.”

She curls her legs up on the couch and then scoots closer to me, laying against me and resting her head in my lap.

“I can be calm,” Natalie says, peering up at me. “I can be rational. But I’m still a girl. I need to feel valued and treasured. I need to feel like I’m not losing you a little bit at a time.”

“You are,” I say. “And you’re not.”

I stroke her face with both hands, letting my fingers run over her head and shoulders.

“I love you,” I say. “I’m so in love with you.”

“But you have other girlfriends, too,” Natalie says. “And they need your love, too.”

“That doesn’t bother you, does it?” I ask.

“It didn’t bother me when we first got together,” Natalie says. “And it doesn’t bother me now. It just requires some… adjustments.”

I stroke her hair and neither of us says anything for a while. In spite of our frank discussion, or maybe because of it, I think tonight might be a good night to try to get something going. Nothing cements the bond between two lovers better than sex, especially when that bond looks tenuous. I massage Natalie’s temples gently and her eyelids shut. Then, when she’s good and relaxed—
“What do you want to do tonight?” I ask in a tone of voice that lets her know what I’ve got in mind.
A smile forms on her lips, then her eyes suddenly open.
“Oh, shit,” she says.
“What?” I say.
“I forgot to finish reading that script,” she says. “I’ve got an early meeting and I need to have an opinion on it. And it had better be the right opinion, because we’re deciding whether we want to move forward on it. Damn it. I completely forgot. Now I’ve got to stay up.”
She sits up, trying to get herself back into work mode when she thought the evening was just about relaxing.
“Can I help?” I ask.
“Thank you, but no,” she says. “I need to do it myself.”
“Well, that’s okay,” I say. “I’ll make you some mint tea while you work on it. I’m gonna be on set tomorrow for rehearsals. In the morning, we can drive to the studio together.”
“Right, except…” Natalie says.
There’s no need to finish her thought.
“Except you don’t want anyone to know we’re dating,” I say.
“I do,” Natalie says. “I really do. Sometimes it would make my life easier if we were public, for work functions and stuff, but I don’t want everyone to know that my boyfriend has two other girlfriends, both of whom work at the studio, you know?”
“I know,” I say. “I get it. It’s awkward.”
“Can I drop you off around the block?” Natalie asks. “You could walk up to the security gate and get on the lot that way.”
“If it’s gonna be like that,” I say, “I’d rather just ride to work with Jordan.”
Natalie’s already moving to the bowl where she keeps her keys by the door.
“Okay,” she says. “I’ll give you a ride over there.”
“I can call an Uber,” I say.
“Don’t be silly,” she says. “The sooner I drop you off, the sooner I can get to work.”
I grab my stuff, slip on my shoes, and we head out. It’s just 15 or 20 minutes to get to Sylmar from North Hollywood. Easy commute.

We don’t say much on the drive over. It’s not tense exactly, but I can sense that she’s mentally occupied with this script, and probably a lot else. I accept that with an unconventional relationship like ours, there are bound to be some bumps. But in spite of it all, I’m really grateful for Natalie. She’s willing to compromise, to think about my needs first, and she deserves to feel appreciated—not just for being willing to share me with two other women, but also for being willing to help me out when I need it.

I just wish there was a way I could express this to her. I tell myself we’ll get our chance, but I realize that by giving Soli the use of my car, I was, in a way, putting a burden on Natalie and Jordan and everyone else around me. I thought what I was doing was selfless, but actually I was creating a chore for the women I love. Obviously, the smart thing would have been to avoid that accident in the first place. But what can I do about it now?

When we pull up outside the apartment complex, I unbuckle my seatbelt and lean over to kiss Natalie. Our lips touch, and that tenderness I’ve been craving is there—that subtle reassurance that we’re okay and we’ll get through this rough patch is there in her kiss.
“Thank you for tonight,” I say. “For everything you are, I love you.”
“I love you, too,” she says. “Things can’t always be easy in a relationship, but you make it worth it.”
I take a deep, calming breath and feel that things will be okay.
“I’ll see you soon,” I say as I exit the car.
It’s bittersweet as I watch her drive off. I know she’s stressed and I want to help her but can’t. I want to make her happy but also have to do what I think is right for both of us. Maybe it’s impossible to get everything perfect. Sometimes being satisfied with things as they are is enough. And on the whole, things are good. Very good, as I’m about to find out.

I unlock the door to Soli’s place and, as I walk in, I can hear the sweet sounds of pleasure coming from the bedroom.
“Who goes there?” Jordan calls from the bedroom.
“Rapist!” I answer.
“Better hurry!” Jordan says.
I lock the door behind me, kick off my shoes, and hurry over to the bedroom. The bedroom door is open, the lights are on, and on the bed are splayed my two naked beauties, holding each other, tangled in an embrace. The girls look at me with hooded eyes, cloudy with lust.
“What have we here?” I say, putting my hands on my hips.
“Who told you you were invited?” Soli asks.
“Yeah,” Jordan says. “You strike out with Natalie, so you come over here thinking you’re gonna get some sloppy seconds?”
“My slutty sense was tingling,” I say. “Don’t let me interrupt, please. That’s the last thing I want to do.”
“He’s just gonna stand there staring,” Soli says. “So dull.”
“Enough quipping,” I say, undoing my belt and pulling it open. “Master Sir is home, and it’s time for him to take command.”
“Oh, yes, Master Sir!” says Jordan, in her horny little-girl voice.
“Soli,” I say. “Let’s see you eat out Jordan.”
“You really want me to?” Soli asks, playing coy.
“No, no,” I say. “No talking back, and no questions. That’s over now. Be a good girl and do as you’re told.”
“Sorry, Master Sir,” Soli says, disentangling herself from Jordan’s arms.

She crawls down Jordan’s body, kissing her as she slinks ever farther down. With each kiss—on her breast, her stomach, then her thighs—Jordan’s body reacts to Soli’s mouth, the expression on her face making clear that she’s already got the impending orgasm in mind.
Jordan arches her back, fondling her nipples as she spreads her legs wide. Soli takes the invitation and brings her face between Jordan’s inner thighs. I pull down my pants and then slide my shorts off, peeling off my shirt and tossing it on the floor.

I’m already starting to get stiff, but it doesn’t take more than a few pumps with my hand before I’m rock hard. Jordan’s expression is priceless. She’s so carried away with what Soli is doing that I might as well not be there—her world is so completely filled with pleasure, the sensations happening between her legs radiating up her spine—that she’s numb to everything else.
And Soli—God, she’s looking hot. Her slender brown body is lithe and lean, nothing but soft and smooth curves from her hips and thighs to her ass. Soli hums softly as she presses her lips to Jordan’s wet opening. I’m stroking myself hard and fast, wanting to pace myself but finding it impossible with this lurid scene in front of me.

Soli plumbs Jordan’s depths with her tongue, making her squirm. The tip of my cock is slick and I’m sure that if I don’t cool it I’m going to shoot my load fast. But I’ve got something else in mind.
“That’s good, Soli,” I say. “You’ve done well. Now let me take over.”
Soli shuffles out of the way as I climb into the bed, positioning my hard cock between Jordan’s legs. I slap her smooth, wet thigh with my dick, teasing her with it.
“You want this hard dick?” I ask.
“Yes, Master Sir,” Jordan answers.
“You’ve got it,” I say.

I lean down and slide myself inside her. She’s so wet and ready, she accepts me easily. I glide inside her, my hands running from her smooth shoulders to her breasts. I palm her breasts, using the leverage to thrust myself inside her. Careful not to press too hard, I apply just the right amount of pressure to make her wince just a little.
“Fuck, yeah!” she squeals. “Fuck me, Master Sir!”
“You took your birth control, right?” I say, momentarily breaking character.
“Yeah,” she says.

Now I’ve got no reason to hold back. I pick up the pace, impaling her from the inside with my stiffness. Soli’s hands are on me, caressing my shoulder and back. I turn to look at her, and she brings her face to mine, our lips meeting for one hot moment before I turn my attention back to Jordan.

I come first, erupting inside her and coating her inner walls with my seed. Her thighs quiver like Jell-O as she responds to me. I rub my still-hard cock against her clit, focusing all my attention on getting her off fast. Then, she throws her head back and screams—
“Aaaahaaa!”

I pull out and rest my thigh on the mattress.

But Soli isn’t done.

She takes my cock in her hand and then, with Jordan’s juices still coating me, she wraps her lips around me.
I think there’s no way I can get going again so soon. But Soli’s tongue is masterful, and ninety seconds later I’m hard again. I recline on one arm, watching as Soli’s head bobs up and down on my cock. She hums, sending pleasure radiating from the tip of my cock down to my balls.
“Jesus,” I huff. “That’s so fucking good.”

Soli tightens her grip on my cock, running her front teeth along my shaft. I only last another two or three minutes before I feel the seed spilling from my hard cock once again. Soli drinks me up and then swallows with theatrical flourish.
“Glad you could make it,” she says, once her mouth is clear.
“Not as glad as I am,” I say.

Soli climbs off the bed and stands straight, then rolls her neck like she’s worried she might get a kink in it. Jordan splays out on the bed, so blissed out from her orgasm that she seems content not to move. I sit up and look at the two of them, first one and then the other.
“Who’s sleepy?” I ask.
Jordan raises one weary arm.
“Soli?” I ask.
She lets her neck go limp, as if she’s already dead on her feet.
“Okay,” I say. “Then it’s now time for every man’s favorite part: the post-sex cuddling.”
“Aww, you mean it?” Jordan asks.
“No cap, coming was my favorite part,” I say. “But cuddling is pretty great, too.”
“Let’s brush our teeth first,” Soli says.

I go first and take my spot in front of the mirror. Soli follows, reaching past me to grab her toothbrush and the Crest. Still feeling a little lazy, Jordan rises from bed and follows us into the bathroom. I step back to make room for her in front of the mirror. Full house. Is this how it’s going to be every night when I move in? A traffic jam before lights out, when everyone is brushing their teeth at once? Hey, I know—champagne problems. But still, it will require a period of adjustment.

I keep lathering and then spit in the toilet. When the girls have finished, I rinse my toothbrush and drop it in the cup. Everyone files out and I switch off the light.

Soli and Jordan climb into bed and I switch off the bedroom light. Then I crawl into bed, taking the spot closest to the door. It’s silly, but I like feeling like I’m their first line of defense. We each turn in bed and try to get comfortable, then everything is still.
“Good night, Sue Ellen,” I say.
“Good night, John Boy,” says Jordan.
“What are you talking about?” Soli asks.
“Nothing,” I say. “Just an old TV show. Good night, my lovelies. Sleep well. We’ll all need to get our rest. You never know what tomorrow may bring.”

Famous last words.


16.

I’m standing behind the director and the assistant director and the second AD and Len, the makeup team, and all the rest, watching the action through the monitor. I don’t merit one of those little collapsible studio chairs, so I just hover around, watching and listening.

And, well, I can’t say I like what I’m seeing. It’s not the acting. I mean, it’s mediocre, but that doesn’t bother me. That’s normal.

No, it’s something else. It’s the lines they’re reading. They’re the exact same lines that I saw before. No changes, even after that meeting where we went over all the problems I pointed out with the script. Len sat there with the whole writing staff and nodded along, and then changed precisely nothing from the script.

On screen, I’m watching as the series lead delivers his line—
“Learn to slow the mind, and the world will follow.”

“Oh, come on!” I mutter under my breath.

“Cut!” yells the director, getting up from his chair.

“That’s lunch, people!” calls the assistant director.

A buzzer sounds, and the dozens of people all standing around holding their breath start moving toward the exit for the lunch truck waiting outside.

I follow along, feeling my anxiety growing. I know I have to confront Len, and I want to do it in the gentlest way possible. I hope it won’t be a big scene, but that’s not really up to me. It’s for Len to decide.

I jockey my way through the crowd, eager to get behind him in line so I can talk.

“Hey, Len,” I say, quiet as I can.

“Hey, Matty,” he says.

How do I phrase this in a way that doesn’t come off as dickish?

“Good stuff today,” I say, realizing even as I say it that I’m turning into one of those obnoxious studio types. “But I can’t help but notice that it doesn’t seem like much was changed from the first script to the last.”

“Well, revision is a process,” Len says, grabbing a tray and getting his silverware, never once looking at me.

“Yeah,” I say. “But since we’re already shooting, it seems like the script revisions are done, right? It’s too late to change anything now.”

“Oh, right,” Len says, playing dumb. “I see what you mean.”

“Well,” I say. “The reason I made those suggestions was to improve the script. It’s my job.”

“And I value your input,” Len says.

Yeah, right. I get it. Up yours, buddy!

“It’s your show,” I say, taking my silverware and a plate as I go through the line.

“It is my show,” Len agrees, smiling.

“I just want to make some kind of a contribution,” I say. “I gave you a lot of notes, and from what I can tell not one of them has been followed.”

“Well, Matty,” Len says, “maybe you should apply that philosophical mind of yours to the question of why that might be.”

“Uh huh,” I say, grabbing a roll and tossing it on my plate. “So, I’m guessing it’s going to be more of the same, then? I make suggestions and you continue to ignore them.”

“You know, Natalie is right about you,” Len says. “You are smart.”

I have to grin. Len’s got me.

“All right, what is it?” I ask, still trying to keep my voice low. “Is it a seniority thing? I haven’t earned the right to criticize, is that it?”

“You have a lot to learn about how the business works,” Len says. “You have no prior experience and no business rewriting my scripts. You give suggestions; I accept them or reject them as I feel in accordance with what is best for the show. That’s how this works.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But you haven’t accepted any of my suggestions. I’m only trying to help here.”

“If that’s true, you should have no problems,” Len says. “You’re doing what you’re supposed to, and if anyone asks you can say so. Just keep doing your job, and I’ll keep doing mine.”

I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I always knew Len was kinda petty, but this takes things to a whole other level. Maybe he thinks he needs to do this. By pointing out his errors, I’ve become a threat to him.

“Look, Len,” I say. “I want to help you, not work against you. Is there any way that I can change what I’m doing to better support you?”

“Why, Matty, what a lovely sentiment,” Len says. “If I could offer a suggestion, it might streamline the process if, instead of coming to the studio, you could just send your scripts directly to my office.”

“Get them into the trash can that much faster, eh?” I say, not even trying to hide the bitterness in my voice.

Balancing his lunch tray in one hand, Len reaches over and grabs my head, ruffling my hair, running his fingers along my scalp.

“See? Just like I say,” he says. “What a mind!”

I’m not amused. But what can I do? He outranks me, and he knows it. All I can do is eat shit, say thank you, and live to fight another day.

“Good talk, Len,” I say.

“Great talk, Matty,” he says, walking over to sit with the other big wigs at their table, a big grin on his face. I just stand there, holding my lunch tray. I look down and realize I’ve gone through the whole line and only picked up a roll. No matter. I’ve lost my appetite anyway.

I stuff the roll in my mouth, then walk over and slide my tray into the return slot. I walk off, tearing off parts of the roll with my teeth and swallowing them. The roll tastes like bitter defeat in my mouth, plus it’s probably made with refined flour, but I choke it down anyway.

It’s official. I have what is technically referred to as a “bullshit job.” I do nothing, and my contribution is a dead letter. But I’m still getting paid. Things could be worse. I could be breaking rocks on a chain gang, or I could be back working for a scam company that gets busted defrauding Medicare. This is still better than either of those. At least I’m not suffering. So, why do I want to storm back over there and toss the rest of this half-eaten roll at Len’s head?

I can tell myself I don’t need this, that I could be doing anything. And that’s true, sort of. But between Soli’s car, which I’ll have to cover eventually, and the expenses from this civil trial, I’m not as secure as I was before. I need to work, to build a career, and that’s clearly not happening. What’s worse, whatever Len says, if I can’t prove I’m making some kind of an impact, then I become just another useless line item on the show’s budget. Sooner or later, someone’s gonna notice. The fact I’m sleeping with the producer can only keep me employed for so long.

I swallow the rest of the dry roll and walk back toward the parking lot. Then I remember I don’t have a car. Jordan’s my ride, and she’s not going to finish until the sun is down—and probably long after.

I could call an Uber to take me home. I could even wander the streets in search of the mythical LA subway, but it doesn’t run to Sylmar anyway. It does run to North Hollywood, though. I could go sit and sulk at my apartment. Whatever I do, I sure don’t want to stick around here. Better to wander the streets aimlessly than waste my time.

Then, just in time, my lawyer calls.

“Hey, Donna,” I say.

“Hi, Matty,” she says. “I’ve got some news. The motion to strike was denied. I’m sorry.”

“So, he’s got a case?” I say, feeling myself deflate.

“Not necessarily,” Donna says. “Really, what it means is that the claim needs to be investigated. There’s still a chance that it won’t go to trial.”

“Really?” I say. “How?”

“The next stage is discovery,” she says. “This is where his lawyer and our office will be gathering evidence. That means that they’ll be issuing subpoenas. The case turns on a traffic accident, so there’s not a lot of paperwork. It’s going to come down to police reports and eyewitnesses.”

“The police said at the time that we were both at fault,” I say. “So, how can he claim that I was responsible?”

“He’s suing you for personal injury,” Donna says. “But they have to prove wrongdoing. It’s not a strong case, but apparently a judge thinks there’s at least enough evidence to refuse to strike it.”

“What is Hamlet actually claiming, exactly?” I ask.

“From what I can gather,” Donna says, “according to what documentation has already been filed, he is claiming a spinal injury and ongoing soft-tissue damage to his neck and upper back.”

“Oh, bullshit,” I say. “This is a personal vendetta, I know it. We have a history.”

“You may be right,” Donna says. “Soft tissue damage is hard to prove. But it’s also hard to disprove. He’ll be checked out by doctors.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Doctors he’ll handpick to give the report that he wants. He must know hundreds of doctors—shady ones, too. He can pick anyone who will back up his story.”

“And when he does that, we’ll be ready,” Donna says. “We can investigate every claim they make. But I won’t lie to you—this will mean really getting into the weeds. It will get expensive to adjudicate a case like this.”

I sigh audibly. I can see my bank account draining in front of my eyes. Not just my money but my freedom—all of it slipping away.

“I know this is scary,” Donna continues. “And I know it’s not fair. I’ll do what I can to structure the payments. But there will be a lot of people to pay if we end up going to trial.”

“I get it,” I say. “It’s just how these things work. How are we doing on that retainer?”

“It hasn’t been exhausted yet,” Donna says. “But this next phase is going to involve a lot more work than the last one. We’re really only getting started.”

“Great,” I say.

“There is a possible alternative,” Donna says. “His lawyers might offer a settlement. Or we could offer one.”

“That’s just what he wants,” I say. “That’s exactly what he’s playing at. He’s planning on it being cheaper to settle than to fight it.”

“You may be right,” Donna says. “But you also need to consider whether it might not really be cheaper. It might.”

“What do you think I should do?” I ask. “Settle or fight?”

“It’s early days,” Donna says. “There’s a lot we don’t know yet. We don’t know what kind of evidence he’ll put forward or how much he’d accept in settlement. I can’t advise you until I know more.”

“Yeah,” I say. “But there’s no way to learn more without spending a lot more money, right?”

“I’m afraid so,” Donna says.

“How does he even have the money to do this?” I ask.

“He probably found a lawyer who is working on a contingency basis,” Donna says. “Personal injury lawyers usually do.”

“Those guys from the bus ads?” I say.

“Well, yeah,” she says. “A lot of them advertise that way.”

“So, Hamlet gets a lawyer who will only get paid if he wins,” I say. “If he wins, he gets my money, and if he loses, he’ll probably end up in jail anyway.”

“That’s a plausible summary of what’s happening,” Donna says.

“Damn,” I say. “Is there any way to fight back? Beat him at his own game—sue him for the lawsuit? Like, for bringing it without cause?”

“The problem is, at this point we can’t prove there isn’t cause,” Donna says. “We have to go through the process first. A judge isn’t going to entertain a countersuit without the original complaint being adjudicated first.”

“Okay,” I say. “I get that.”

“If we win the case and can convince the judge that he’s faking his injuries—or even just exaggerating them for the sake of bringing a lawsuit—we’ll be in a great position to countersue,” Donna says. “But honestly, it’s pretty difficult to prove that definitively.”

“Even with our history?” I say. “This guy has more than enough reason to be prejudiced against me. Any judge will see that.”

“That’s true,” Donna says. “But you still have to prove that he’s faking. That’s not easy.”

“What about the fact that he’s being charged with fraud?” I say. “That has to factor in his credibility, right?”

“Yes, of course,” says Donna.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I want to fight it. I’m sure that he’s just trying to get a settlement—probably so he can pay his defense attorneys to keep him out of jail.”

“And we may be able to prove just that,” she says. “It’s just a matter of how much you’re going to have to spend in the meantime.”

“So you think settlement makes more sense?” I say. “Based on what we know?”

“Like I said, it’s still too early,” she says. “But settlement is often cheaper in the long run, and I say this as someone who will make more money if you don’t settle and go to trial.”

“Thanks, Donna,” I say. “I appreciate your honesty.”

“Hey, I’m your advocate,” she says. “I’m on your side.”

“Do I have time to decide?” I ask.

“Absolutely,” she says. “I’d counsel you against doing anything yet. Let’s wait and see what comes out in discovery.”

“What can I do in the meantime?” I ask.

“Let’s talk about the witnesses you can produce on your behalf,” Donna says. “Who can you bring in who will be on your side?”

“Oh, this is good!” I say, getting excited. “The car was full of sympathetic witnesses who will back me up.”

“That is good,” Donna says. “Are they reliable? I mean, in the eyes of the judge?”

“Totally,” I say. “They’re all upstanding citizens… they were drunk, though.”

“That’s less good,” Donna says. “Anyone sober who can corroborate your story?”

“Roxy had been drinking pretty heavily,” I say. “But she wasn’t out of her mind or anything. She was in the front seat, and—”

Suddenly it hits me. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before.

“She reached for the wheel!” I say.

“Are you sure?” Donna asks. “Did you share this with the police on the scene?”

“Yes,” I say. “But I said I wasn’t sure. It happened so fast, ya know?”

“Okay,” Donna says. “We’ll read over the police report. This could definitely be material.”

“Material how?” I ask.

“Well, if she had a role in the accident,” Donna says, “then your passenger may be liable for a portion of the damages if the judge decides to award any.”

“So, Roxy would be on the hook for the money?” I ask.

“Yes, potentially,” Donna says. “Of course, your ambiguity will be a factor. It will help your case if you can get a statement from her saying she reached for the wheel.”

“But she wouldn’t do that if she knows she might be opening herself up to liability, right?” I ask.

“You’ve got it,” Donna says.

“Well, damn,” I say. “I don’t think I can get her to say that.”

“It may not matter,” Donna says. “But then again, it may.”

“Okay, well, you’ve given me a lot to think about,” I say. “Thanks for trying with the motion to strike. That was still a good idea.”

“No problem,” she says. “Just remember, we don’t know what kind of case they’ll bring. It may be weaker than we think. And the clock is ticking on this guy—he may be in federal prison before the trial can even start.”

“Fingers crossed,” I say. “Thanks.”

“Take care,” she says.

I take a deep breath and let it out. Fucking Hamlet. This bastard is either going to take every cent I have or bankrupt me trying. Unbelievable.

Well, if there’s one good thing I can say, it’s that at least Len blowing off my advice isn’t the worst thing that happened to me today. There’s nothing like a looming catastrophe to put your everyday disasters in perspective. And though it may not sound like it from my grousing, this actually does help me feel a little better. I could have things much worse, and maybe I soon will.

But I’m also not the only one suffering. Round any corner and you’ll find someone in distress.


17.

I’m walking between these big soundstages when I see her. Roxy Wells, my former nemesis and now—friend? She’s got her sunglasses on, her head tucked in slightly. She’s hunched over, sitting in the passenger seat of one of those little carts that big shots ride in when they’re on the lot. She’s probably waiting to get delivered somewhere else because I don’t see anybody with her.

Just then, a production assistant beelines for the cart. And not just any production assistant, but a sexy one with a blond ponytail swaying behind her as she hurries into the cart.

Jordan.

She’s about to take off in the little electric car, but before she does, I run over to jump in. If I misjudge how fast the cart is going, I’ll end up with my ass hitting the concrete. So I jump, launching myself and landing roughly in the seat, causing the cart to rock. Then—screech!—it comes to a halt.

“Jesus!” Jordan exclaims. Her eyes meet mine in the cart’s rearview mirror. “What the hell, Matty?”

I put up my hands.
“Sorry, sorry,” I say. “I was trying to catch you before you drove off.”

“I would’ve stopped,” Jordan says. “You could have waved.”

“Yeah, mea culpa,” I say. “Thought it would look cool. Realize now it was a little childish.”

Jordan takes a deep breath, then hits the accelerator and we take off. The breeze whistles through the cart, but no one says anything. It’s awkward, and I want to do something to fill the silence.

“Hi, Roxy,” I say.

“Hey,” she says softly.

I detect a note of pain in her voice, switch gears.
“What’s going on?” I ask, gentler.

“Matty, Roxy isn’t having a great day,” Jordan says.

“I got canned,” Roxy says bitterly.

Oh, that’s today. Shit, I forgot.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m sure it wasn’t your fault. It was probably just because of the way they were writing the season, right?”

“Maybe I’m just a terrible actor,” Roxy says. “The kind that people laugh at.”

“Okay,” I say. “I guess I deserve that.”

I had hoped we’d gotten past that, but I get that she’s upset. She deserves a little leeway.

“I put my heart into this role,” Roxy says. “And it was not what I wanted to be doing. Stupid soap opera. I turned down a play, a good play, to do this show. Now the recurring role they promised me doesn’t fit the executive producer’s vision.”

“That’s unfair,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s show business,” Roxy says, her voice weary.

It seems like if they wanted to get rid of her character, they could have at least told her sooner. Jordan knew weeks in advance. Hell, even I knew. Every job ends sometime. But does the farewell really need to be so abrupt—not to mention heartless?

“I’m giving Roxy a ride to her car,” Jordan says.

“Well, I have no better place to be,” I say. “That’s why I hopped on.”

Roxy’s turning things over in her head, I can tell.

“God, my ex was right,” Roxy says. “This was a big career mistake.”

“You never know,” I say. “It might have been the role that lands you the next one.”

“I just want to take a bunch of pills and fall asleep in the bathtub,” Roxy says with just a trace of humor. “Too dramatic, right?”

“Aww, sweetie,” Jordan says. “It’s okay to feel shitty. You just got dealt a shitty hand.”

“I’m probably just being pissy,” Roxy says. “I know I’ve got to just suck it up and deal with it.”

“Let yourself process first,” Jordan says. “It’s healthy.”

“That’s good advice,” I add.

“Thanks,” Roxy says.

She doesn’t say anything more, just lets her emotions steep as we zoom toward the parking garage. Jordan pulls up next to the structure and then gets out, coming around to Roxy’s side of the cart. Roxy gets out and Jordan throws her arms around her, pulling her into a deep hug.

“You’re a superstar,” Jordan says. “This is just the first road bump, the inciting incident that kicks things off. Your story hasn’t even started yet, believe me.”

“Thanks,” Roxy says. “You’re sweet.”

“I’m sorry I can’t come with you,” Jordan says. “I feel like I’m abandoning you.”

“It’s fine,” Roxy says. “You’ve got a job to do. I’ll be okay.”

“I can hang out,” I say.

Both women turn to look at me. They seem to have forgotten I was there. Or maybe they just didn’t expect me to say anything.

“I mean, if you want to be alone, that’s fine too,” I say. “I wouldn’t blame you.”

Weeks ago, the idea of my presence comforting Roxy Wells would have been ludicrous to us both. But that trip to Six Flags changed things between us, I think.

“What do you want to do?” Roxy asks.

“Whatever you want to do,” I say.

“Drink,” Roxy says. “Probably not the best idea if I’m driving. Which I am, right? You still don’t have a car?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Sorry, but you’ll have to drive.”

“Well, let’s go,” Roxy says. “We’ll figure out where we’re going on the road.”

“Hold on,” I say.

I wrap my arms around Jordan and kiss her neck shamelessly. She giggles, happy but also realizing it’s not appropriate given her friend’s shitty mood. What can I say? I’m a big proponent of PDA. Not trying to be insensitive to Roxy’s feelings. But hers aren’t the only ones I care about. Gotta show my lady she’s loved.

“Okay, okay, down boy,” Jordan says.

“See ya later,” I say.

We share a quick peck on the lips, then I release her. Jordan climbs back into the cart and waves as she speeds off.

“After you,” I say.

I follow Roxy into the parking structure where her silver Lexus is parked on the first level.

“Nice car,” I tell her.

“I leased it,” Roxy says. “Not sure how I’m gonna make the payments now. It’ll probably have to go back.”

“That’s rough,” I say.

“Sorry,” she says. “I realize I’m acting like a bitch. Believe it or not, this isn’t my only mode.”

“You’re fine,” I say. “Thanks for the ride.”

We get in and Roxy drives off the lot. After the security booth arm rises and we turn onto Magnolia Boulevard, Roxy guns it, swerving around another car, then comes to a screeching halt at the red light.

Fuck me. This is how she drives? It can’t just be her bad mood. Something tells me this is how she gets everywhere.

“So, how was your day?” she asks, as if her erratic driving was completely normal. And I guess by not engaging, I’m normalizing it.

“Seems I’ve been wasting my breath trying to give advice to the Head Writer on Professor. He doesn’t want to hear it.”

“Are you out of a job, too?” Roxy asks.

“Not yet,” I say. “Just shoved to the side. Could be worse, I know.”

“At least your value isn’t dependent on your rapidly vanishing youth and beauty,” Roxy says. “I feel like rotting fruit. I’ll be thirty in four months.”

I can’t help but smile at this.

“You think it’s all in my head?” Roxy demands. “Trust me, it’s not. I’ve gotten half as many auditions this year as I got last year. I’m a depreciating asset. From the minute I drive off the lot, I’m worth a little less.”

Funny you bring that up, because it would really help me if you could let the lawyers after me know that the accident in Malibu was your fault.

Yeah, can’t exactly say that now.

“What?” Roxy says. “Why are you smiling?”

“Nothing,” I say.

The light turns green and suddenly the car lurches past the white line and I’m pushed back in the seat from the force of the acceleration.

“Hey, Roxy,” I say. “If you think there are paparazzi chasing us, you’ve lost them.”

“Ha ha,” Roxy says.

“Seriously, though,” I say. “You’re taking corners like you’re Cliff Booth.”

“Who’s Cliff Booth?” she asks.

“Brad Pitt in Once Upon a Time in Hollywood,” I say.

“Oh,” she says. “So I guess that makes you the stray hippie girl I pick up on the street. You gonna make me drive you out to the desert so I can meet the Manson Family?”

She drifts into the other lane without signaling. I grip the handrest, like that’s gonna help if I go flying through the windshield.

“Okay, really,” I say. “Not bantering anymore. Do you always drive like this?”

“Ugh,” she says. “I don’t really need this from you right now, Matty.”

“I’m just saying, for the sake of protecting life and limb—and not only ours—please slow down and exercise a little caution,” I say. “Please.”

She lets out the deep, exasperated gasp of the long-suffering.
“Okay, daddy,” she says.

Something about her use of that word, that way, doesn’t seem so innocent. Probably just my imagination, but when a woman this fine uses the word daddy on you, you’d be turning over its meaning too, believe me.

To my surprise—and relief—Roxy decelerates.

“Thank you,” I say.
“I don’t know why I bother,” she says. “I’d probably be more famous if my career ended with my untimely death.”
“Just remember that leaving a beautiful corpse is a myth,” I say. “You go through a windshield, forget about an open casket.”
“How did this conversation suddenly turn so morbid?” Roxy asks.
“You were the one who brought up dying young,” I say. “And whatever you think, you’re still very young.”
“How old are you?” she asks.
“Pretty close to your age,” I say.
“Older or younger?” she asks.
“Doesn’t matter,” I say.
“So, you’re younger than me?” she says. “Gross.”
“How is that gross?” I say. “Besides, I’m not saying either way. It’s just a number.”
“Unless you’re an actress,” Roxy says. “Especially one who is still trying to break in.”
“Things will turn around,” I say.
“Oh, that reminds me,” she says. “I gotta flip a bitch.”

I grab the handrest and grip my seatbelt, expecting she’s about to turn on a dime.
“Relax,” she says. “Just making a U-turn, safely and responsibly, thank you.”

And she does. She decelerates and then carefully looks before merging. As we get on the I-134 freeway, Roxy continues successfully passing for a responsible motorist. She not only maintains the speed limit but actually signals when she changes lanes. So, she could have been doing this the whole time but chose not to. There’s something galling about that, somehow. I should be grateful. Instead, I’m asking myself, why doesn’t she drive like this all the time?

“So, where are we going?” I ask.
“How should I know?” she answers. “I’m just the one at the wheel.”
“Well, we’re headed into Hollywood,” I say. “Unless you get off on Cahuenga.”
“Okay,” Roxy says.

In an instant, she’s slid into the lane next to us, which is magically vacant. The precision of the motion impresses me, even if I can’t admit it.
“That wasn’t a suggestion,” I say. “Just thinking out loud.”
“Too late now,” she says.

We turn off the freeway, and then Roxy makes a left and we’re headed up into the Hollywood Hills.
“I had in mind this steadily ascending trajectory,” she says. “It would be hard at first, no work and no one giving me a chance, but then I’d get my big break and it would end in triumph. But it’s nothing like that.”
“How so?” I say.
“Well, instead of facing constant rejection, I got work right away,” she says. “I got a Doritos commercial after living here for three months. Then after that, it was little recurring parts on sitcoms and stuff like that. I even got cast as the daughter in this sitcom that didn’t get picked up.”
“So, things were better than you expected,” I say. “That sounds encouraging.”

We’re banking around sharp turns now. I don’t blame Roxy, though. Gliding along on Mulholland, you have to take these turns fast. Locals know all of them by heart, and they’ll honk at you for exercising caution.

“Yeah, they were better,” Roxy says. “Then after that pilot didn’t go forward, I didn’t book anything for ten months. I was auditioning the whole time, putting myself out there, going to parties and networking and doing all the stuff you’re supposed to do. I even leased this car even though I could just barely make the payments — all to keep up appearances. Then I got This Is Us, and pretty soon after that I got a movie.”

The infamous For Everhart.

“So, it’s ups and downs,” I say. “Sounds like you’re probably due for another win.”
“But that’s just it,” Roxy says. “What’s scary is that there’s no shape to it. No way to build a story around it and make sense of it. Rags to riches — that’s an arc. Instead, it’s just one damn thing after another, and none of it seems to mean anything. Like, what’s my story?”
“Real life just doesn’t happen like that,” I say. “It doesn’t organize your experiences so that they are neat and orderly.”
“So, it’s all just chaos?” Roxy says. “I don’t believe it. There has to be some kind of organizing principle.”
“Why?” I say.
“Because if there’s not, how can you wake up and live your life every day?” she asks. “How can you deal with the uncertainty?”
“What other choice is there?” I say.
“Belief,” she says. “But the problem is, what is there to believe in? I don’t believe in God. I can’t still believe after the way that I was raised. But I just feel so lost, without an anchor. You understand what I mean?”
“I think so,” I say. “I’ve felt the same at different times. I just didn’t have the words to express it.”

We keep through the narrow two-lane road that snakes through the hills. Even the smaller houses here cost tens of millions. It’s the view — and maybe the bragging rights too — that people pay through the nose for.

We’re getting close to a lookout where we can turn off. There are a few cars parked along the side of the road, but—
“You wanna stop?” I ask.

Roxy doesn’t answer, just deftly crosses over into the strip of dirt along the shoulder of the road, bringing the car to a sudden stop. We sit there for a moment, then the car powers down, the hybrid’s engine shutting itself off automatically.
“Now I don’t even know if I want to live in a big mansion overlooking Hollywood,” Roxy says. “But if I don’t have that goal in front of me, then what do I want? It may sound shallow, but that dream at least gave me something to swim towards. Now I’m lost at sea.”
“Well, what would you rather be doing instead?” I say. “If you have no idea, it’s a sign you can’t be that far off the mark.”
“Maybe,” she says. “Or maybe I’ve already missed my chance and I’m to spend years spinning my wheels and only realize later that I threw away the only shot I had.”
“I don’t think that’s true,” I say. “Speaking as someone whose life was pretty okay, then terrible, and now better than I ever could have hoped for, I can say that life can always surprise you.”

Roxy turns and looks at me.
“Your life is really better than you could have hoped for?” she asks.

There’s something intense in her gaze, like she’s imploring me to share some secret I’ve discovered about the human condition.
“Yeah,” I say. “Mostly. I mean, there are still complications. Things go wrong. Today has actually been one bad thing after another. But I also have this abundance of love in my life. It’s hard not to be grateful when you have that.”
“Yeah, how did you do that?” Roxy asks.
“I didn’t,” I say. “It happened to me. And since it did, I believe it can happen to anyone. I believe in that.”
“That’s… sexy,” Roxy says.

I laugh, surprised by her choice of words.
“Really, it is,” she says. “Girls are sexy when we’re soft and frail and vulnerable. Not that confidence isn’t attractive in a girl. A girl who’s confident can be so hot.”
I nod.
“Soli,” we both say at exactly the same time. We both laugh, surprising each other that we’re so in sync.
“But guys, you’re just brimming with it,” Roxy says. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s like catnip for a girl.”
“Yeah, I get that,” I say. “It’s strength, resolve. Bravery.”
“Exactly,” she says. “But it’s more than that. It’s like, you being centered helps me not to feel like I’m spinning out of control.”
“Me?” I ask.

The question is playful, but there’s an urgency in it, too.
“I’m speaking in general,” she says.
“That’s the second time you’ve done that,” I say. “But the first that we’ve been alone in a car together while you did it.”

I see an expression that might be a smile play across Roxy’s face.
“Matty, are you flirting with me?” she asks.
“I think I was actually calling you out,” I say. “For flirting with me.”

She turns her attention straight ahead for a moment, as if contemplating the road in front of us, ready to peel out and keep driving. Instead, she unbuckles her seatbelt and throws open the door.
“Let’s get out,” she says. “I want to be the one to look down on this town for a change.”

We get out, and I walk around to the driver’s side of the car. We walk over to the sunshade on the side of the hill. There are a couple of people, probably tourists, taking photos, but otherwise it’s not crowded. In another couple of hours, it’ll be sunset and it’s certain to be mobbed. Now it’s tranquil, probably the way it was intended to be when it was built.

We walk the edge of and look down. It’s more impressive at night, I’m sure. The glare of mid-afternoon doesn’t quite do it justice. But the shimmer from the glass of the buildings in Hollywood is impressive too. You can see the outside edge of Downtown LA as well, with its big skyscrapers.

The expansive space of the outdoors isn’t as claustrophobic as the car, but the sexual tension is as strong as before. I want to take Roxy’s hand. Something about it feels right. But I don’t know what it will mean if I do. It would mean acknowledging what’s happening between us, and I don’t know if that’s what I really want to do.

Friends hold hands sometimes, right? They can have an innocent, sexually-tinged conversation, then hold hands as they look down from a romantic viewpoint and still remain totally platonic, right?

Even as I turn the thought over in my head, it seems absurd.

Roxy seems absorbed with the enormity of the city laid out in front of us. When she speaks, it’s almost like a personal meditation.
“I always wanted to be somebody,” Roxy says. “Anyone really. As long as I could have a break from being me.”
“What’s wrong with being you?” I ask.
“That’s not what I mean,” she says. “I wanted to be bigger, to expand and be filled up with something grand and beautiful and eternal.”
“Don’t jump,” I say. “I’ll grab you if you try.”

Then she turns those big green eyes and looks at me with this look of complete composure and absolute seriousness.
“Sometimes it’s better not to make a joke out of things,” she says.

For a moment, I don’t know what to say. Irony didn’t work, so instead I try for sincerity.
“You have the most gorgeous eyes,” I say. “Do you know that?”
She lets those eyes go wide in surprise for a moment, then turns them away.
“They’re contacts,” she says.
“Really?” I say.
“Of course,” she says. “My eyes are really brown.”
“Fooled me,” I say.
“That’s the idea,” she says.

Okay, I’m just going to go for it. I turn my head to look down at the valley below. Then I reach out and take Roxy’s hand in mine. She closes her fingers around mine, and it’s like a plug jamming into a socket — instant sparks.
“Do you really need another girlfriend?” she asks.
“No,” I say.
“Then what are you doing with your hand?” she asks.
“You can let go at any time,” I say.

She does. But not immediately. There’s a good ninety seconds where we just stand there, not moving, not saying a word or even looking at each other. Just standing there with our hands entwined.

Yeah, alright. It sounds mushy. But it doesn’t feel that way. It feels… perfect.
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Mel’s Diner is exactly what you’d expect from the name—classic diner food in a restaurant that probably hasn’t changed since it opened in the ’50s. It likely would have vanished years ago if it weren’t less than a block from Hollywood and Highland, ground zero for tourists. Everything here—from the wax museum to the shops hawking Elvis and Marilyn Monroe memorabilia—is frozen in time.

We grab a booth in the corner.

“I think we’re in time for the early bird special,” I say.

“I love eating at this time,” Roxy says. “Who says you need to wait until six-thirty?”

“It’s one of those rituals that makes sense when you’re cooking for a bunch of kids,” I say. “But it makes a lot less sense when you’re a single adult.”

A guy in a white shirt, apron, and one of those paper hats waiters used to wear in the ’50s comes to take our order. I get the patty melt and a strawberry milkshake; Roxy orders a tuna melt and a chocolate shake.

“I haven’t had diner food like this in so long,” she says.

“I get it all the time. There’s this place, Lola’s, near Soli’s apartment. Well—my apartment soon.”

“You’re moving in together. Nice.”

“Yeah, it’s good. You should come over sometime. The place itself isn’t much, but Soli makes it feel special. She knows how to have fun. Jordan too.”

“Oh, I know,” Roxy says. “But where does Natalie fit into this new plan?”

“That’s the thing. It’s been… not tense exactly, but something like that.”

“Have you asked her to move in too?”

“Not exactly. I brought up all of us living together, but it was vague. Open-ended.”

“Where does she live now?”

“Same complex as me. Same apartment I’ll be vacating at the end of the month.”

“Have you told the landlord?”

“Oh—no. Hadn’t even thought about it. Why?”

“No reason. Go on.”

“Right, well, Soli asked me to move in, and I said yes—it made the most sense. But I didn’t talk to Natalie first.”

“And she took it well? Impressive. But she’s not thrilled, and now it’s weighing on you.”

“Spot on. How’d you get that so fast?”

“I’m a girl. We’re perceptive. Plus, I’ve been in your situation.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I was dating a guy, and we both met this girl—Sadie.”

“That’s your ex, right?”

“Right. He was the one who wanted it, but I was attracted to her too. After a while, more to her than to him.”

“So what happened?”

“I told Sadie, but she wanted all three of us together. We kept it going until he got really into coke—paranoid, jumpy, exhausting. Not abusive, but I didn’t want to be around him. Sadie still did. I said we had to start fresh somewhere new or we’d be stuck forever. So we moved to LA.”

“How long were you together?”

“About three years. Ended the night of that party.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It happens.”

Our milkshakes arrive. Roxy drains half of hers in one long gulp.

“When you’re in a relationship,” she says, “you’re responsible for another person’s feelings, but you can’t control their actions. Like—Natalie probably wants you to stay where you are or ask her to move in. She can’t demand it, but she expects you to acknowledge it and maybe act on it.”

“Huh. Hadn’t thought of it that way. I do care about her feelings. I just don’t know if there’s a solution where everyone’s happy.”

“Maybe not. But you’re lucky—you’re not having to choose one girl over another. Most people would make you choose.”

“That’s true. I’ve got a lot to be grateful for.”

Our food arrives—hot, crispy, smelling amazing. The guy in the paper hat warns us the plates are too hot to touch.

“So, what do you think I should do?” I ask.

“Let me move in,” Roxy says, sipping her shake with a playful glint in her eye.

I blink. “What?”

“You move into Soli’s place, I take your place and pay rent,” Roxy says

“Uh… okay,” I say. “Why?”

“Because I just lost my job today,” she says. “My rent’s insane, and I need the favor.”

“Right… and this helps me with Natalie how?” I say.

“Now you’re not just moving for Soli—you’re giving your apartment to a friend,” Roxy says. “It changes the optics.”

“Well… yeah, I guess. I’d rather you be Natalie’s neighbor than a stranger,” I say. “But the landlord might raise the rent.”

“Or—I move into Soli’s place and you stay near Natalie,” Roxy says.

“How does that help me?” I ask.

“It doesn’t,” she says. “Helps me, though.”

“You know Soli’s place has one bedroom and one bed, right?” I say.

“I wouldn’t mind,” Roxy says. “And I don’t think she would either.”

“So you are attracted to Soli,” I say.

“I never said I wasn’t,” she says. “Problem?”

“Depends,” I say. “Soli’s part of a package. I’m part of that package.”

“Well, I’m interested in your package too,” she says with a smile.

“Really?” I say.

“I’ve been pretty obvious,” Roxy says. “I held your hand at Six Flags, you held mine on Mulholland Drive. We’ve been flirting. Why’d you even hang out with me if you weren’t interested?”

“All right,” I say, “I’ll say it. I find you attractive.”

Which, if you’ll remember my previous conversation, is not the same thing as being attracted to her. At least for me.

“I’ve also talked about the possibility,” I say. “With Soli and Jordan. They’re both on board as far as I can tell. Natalie too. We had a discussion about whether I was attracted to you.”

“Oh?” Roxy says.

She takes a big bite of her sandwich and I try to choose my words carefully.

“I wasn’t sure how I felt about you at the time,” I say. “We had gotten off to a rocky start at first, and when she asked me if I was attracted to you, I told her I wasn’t sure.”

“When was this?” Roxy asks, covering her mouth because it’s still full of food.

“At Six Flags,” I say. “We’d just gotten off the ride. Well, you had just gotten off on the ride.”

“Yes,” Roxy says, without a hint of embarrassment. “I remember.”

“What I said was, finding yourself attracted to someone and finding them attractive are not necessarily the same thing,” I say.

“Right, totally,” she says, taking another fry and crunching it between her teeth.

“My food is getting cold,” I say. “Can we pause for a sec?”

“Totally,” she says.

So, we sit and chew our food. My eyes are on Roxy, and she stares right back at me. It’s a playful, flirty stare and it’s getting my heart racing all over again. Finally, I can’t use food as a distraction and continue–

“So,” I say, wiping my mouth with a napkin, “I told Natalie that I found you attractive but I wasn’t attracted to. I could acknowledge your hotness, I mean, a nun could do that. But I said it didn’t mean that I wanted to jump your bones.”

“And now?” she asks.

“Now… I’m attracted to you,” I say. “Since getting to know you better—yeah. Very attracted.”

“Good,” she says.

“Your turn,” I say.

“You’re attractive, Matty,” Roxy says.

“Thank you,” I say. “But that is not what we’re talking about here. I’m not fishing for compliments. I don’t really need the ego boost. I want to hear you say what I said.”

“Okay,” Roxy says. “I’m kinda in love with you.”

“That’s actually way stronger than what I said,” I say. “That’s a disproportionate response. Like going nuclear right away.”

“I said kinda,” Roxy says, shrugging her delicate brown shoulder. “Besides, I’m surprised by it too. I wasn’t expecting to feel this way. I didn’t even realize it until just now.”

“Well,” I say. “It’s not like I’m arguing with you, but can I ask why?”

“Sure you can,” she says. “My answer is, I don’t know. I mean, I think you’re sexy. Like a young Pedro Pascal.”

“Seriously?” I say.

“You’ve never gotten that before?” Roxy asks, batting her big eyelashes.

“No,” I say. “But thanks.”

“But that’s not why I like you,” she says. “Maybe I don’t have a reason, and maybe I don’t have to have one.”

“Fair enough,” I say. “So, we’re on the same page?”

“Not yet,” she says. “If we’re both attracted to each other, don’t we owe it to each other to do something about it?”

“What did you have in mind?” I ask.

“Don’t do that,” Roxy says. “Don’t make me the responsible party, like I’m the one making the choices. Girls—and here I’m speaking from direct personal experience—prefer to be in the passenger seat.”

“Okay,” I say. “Well, look, you know my whole situation at this point, and you’re obviously fine with it.”

“Obviously,” she says.

“But there’s a lot more for us to work out here,” I say. “If you’re going to move into my place, maybe I don’t need to move out right away.”

“True,” Roxy says. “Of course, that would mean starting a new relationship with a live-in girlfriend in the same complex as your current girlfriend. If we have a fight, where can you run to?”

“I’ve never actually had a fight with one of my girlfriends,” I say.

“That could change,” she says, tilting her head and staring at me. “I may be more trouble than you’re willing to handle.”

Her tone is ironic, but it still feels a little ominous. It’s true, after all. Maybe truer than she’d freely admit.

“Right,” I say. “It is possible. And if things go so badly between us that we break up, that would be really terrible—for obvious reasons, but also because it would make this whole situation much harder.”

“Just so I’m clear,” she says. “We’re talking about a messy end to a relationship that hasn’t actually started yet, right?”

“That’s right,” I say. “But nobody ever talks about the downsides. I mean, everybody assumes every relationship will be wonderful.”

“You’re right,” she says. “I never thought things would turn bad like they did in my last relationship. Of course, in my defense, a lot of that wasn’t on me. But some of it was.”

“Care to share?” I ask.

“It’s personal,” she says.

“Well, I guess we could compare sandwiches. Patty melt or tuna—what does it really say about you?”

“Okay,” Roxy says. “I’ll come clean. Sadie dumped me because she accused me of being in love with someone else. And the truth is, I was… in fact, if you want to know the truth, Matty, I was in love with your girlfriend.”
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“Soli?” I say. “She’s the reason you broke up with Sadie that night?”

“Not exclusively,” Roxy says. “There was other stuff. I mean, things hadn’t been happening between us for a while. You ever hear of lesbian bed death? I’m not sure what it was, but we just weren’t having sex anymore. It was so hard, and lonely. To be perfectly honest, I was missing cock.”

“Oh,” I say. “Well, Soli can’t help you there.”

“Yeah, well,” Roxy says. “Heart and head don’t always get along. I found myself craving cock but still noticing girls I liked more. And Soli is… wow.”

“I get it,” I say. “She’s a force of nature. Jordan is just as sexy, but Soli’s just so forceful—”

“Exactly,” Roxy says. “I wanted to be in a throuple with the two of them…but someone already beat me there.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I get it.”

“I wasn’t expecting to fall for you too,” she says. “I thought you were a jerk.”

“Understandably,” I say.

The waiter comes to the table and asks if we want anything else. I ask for the bill.

“I realize it probably sounds like I’m just trying to get to Soli through you,” Roxy says.

“Well, you did just toy with the idea of moving in with her,” I say.

“I know,” she says. “I guess I have some complicated feelings. But, believe me, I’m not lying when I tell you that I love you. I really, really feel that. It’s weird that it’s so strong this early. It usually doesn’t happen like that for me.”

“I get it,” I say. “Feelings can surprise you. Mine are doing the same thing to me right now.”

“So, what do you want to do?” she asks.

“Well,” I say. “If we can count this as our first date, I want to at least have a second before we make any plans to move in together.”

“Yes, that makes sense,” Roxy says.

“When do you need to be out of your place?” I ask.

“I’m already two months behind on the rent,” Roxy says.

“Damn, seriously?” I say. “You didn’t think to mention this before?”

“I’ve had a very crappy day,” she says. “Besides, I had a plan. I’m about to get a big paycheck for the work I did on Us. It was meant to tide me over for a while. Then I learned it’s got to last until I get another job, whenever that is. So, that changes things.”

“Okay,” I say. “I get that. Maybe we can talk with my landlord and see about getting you a contract at the same rate I’m paying now. I can’t guarantee he’ll go for it, though.”

“He’s a guy?” Roxy says. “That’s never hurt me before.”

“Right,” I say. “It must be useful being a girl sometimes.”

“Well,” Roxy says. “We think the same about you guys.”

“I’ll warn you now,” I say. “The place isn’t much by LA standards. Just a studio.”

“I get it,” she says. “I’m not expecting a lot.”

“Of course,” I say. “The rent isn’t much either.”

“So, can I see this place?” she says. “I mean, I know beggars can’t be choosers, but…”

“Sure,” I say. “You should see what you’d be getting before you decide.”

I leave some money on the table, then walk ahead of Roxy to open the door for her. An old-fashioned gesture, maybe, but it’s an old-fashioned place, and I’m in the mood for it.

It’s a short drive from Hollywood to North Hollywood, just about twenty minutes via the Cahuenga Pass.

“There’s only street parking,” I warn.

“Oh, this place just keeps getting better and better,” Roxy says.

“Welcome to North Hollywood,” I say. “Don’t say you haven’t been warned.”

I lead Roxy inside, and she has a seat on my twin-sized mattress and gives me that come-hither stare. Not wanting to rush anything, I sit across from her in my swivel chair. She crosses her legs, one caramel-colored thigh pressed tightly against the other. She casts those luminescent green eyes at each of the four walls and says with a smile—

“It’s… palatial.”

“Yeah, well,” I say. “I realize it isn’t much. But it’s affordable.”

“That’s something I could really use right now,” she says. “But that’s not all I could use.”

She rubs the bed beside her suggestively, gripping the sheet.

The way she sits there, those thighs barely covered by her short skirt, her breasts, her heart-shaped face, and those eyes—god damn. They may be contacts, but it doesn’t take away anything from the fluttering in my stomach when she looks at me. And that’s to say nothing about my cock.

“Well,” Roxy says, rising from the bed, “I guess I’ve seen what I came here to see.”

“So, you’ll take the place?” I say. “Assuming the landlord is on board, of course?”

She looks around the room, appraising everything. She prances around in her heels, leaving a trail of perfume as she moves. God, there’s something intoxicating about the fragrance. She ducks her head into the bathroom, turns on the light, and quickly glances at the small space. It’s not much to look at, but at least I keep it clean.

“It’s adequate,” she declares. “I can live with it.”

“Great,” I say. “Well, me casa es su casa.”

She sashays over and puts her hands on her hips.

“Gonna give me something, that’ll make this dump feel like home?” she asks.

I stand and stare into Roxy’s green eyes. In her heels, she’s only an inch or two shorter than I am barefoot. Those eyes, so inviting and almost predatory, draw me closer. I admire everything about her—from the smell of her hair, papaya, and the shape of her nose. As I lean close to kiss her, it’s not her breasts or the shape of her ass that draws me in. It’s not even her face so much as the expression she wears.

It’s impish, playful, with a kind of ironic detachment. But underneath that facade, I sense a vulnerable side she isn’t showing. As our lips meet, I feel her eagerness, the anticipation as she holds her breath. Our lips press together, and as I rub mine along hers, willing her mouth to open as I open mine, a little spark of electricity ignites as our tongues find each other.

As they do, this sexy movie-star folds into me, letting me guide her as I press her body to mine. I wrap my arms around her, and she places her hands on the back of my neck, her fingers caressing me gently and running across the hairs there.

“Wow!” she whispers. “You really like kissing.”

“Oh, and you don’t?” I say with a smile.

“When I’m kissing someone who really loves kissing,” she says, “I love kissing. You don’t kiss like a girl at all.”

“You kiss exactly like a girl,” I say.

“You always get this excited over kissing?” she asks.

Her slender fingers rub my shaft through my pants, teasing me.

“Not always,” I say. “You do something to me.”

“What else do you want me to do to you?” she asks.

I take her hand and rub it against my cock, which is quickly becoming engorged. Then I pull her close to me, our bodies crashing together as my hands explore her body. I grind my erection against her thigh, making her gasp.

“Oh shit,” she whispers.

I whisper straight in her ear as I unzip the back of her dress.

“What did you say before,” I tease. “Something about missing cock?”

“Erm, yeah,” she groans. “I need it. Bad.”

I tug the zipper of the dress and it falls to the floor. She’s standing there in just those black panties and a matching bra. Her hands move to undress me quickly, pulling off my belt and undoing my zipper. I fall out.

“Fuck, you’re big!” she says.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m told I have a good cock.”

“Shut up and fuck me with it then,” she says, pressing her lips to mine.

I wrap my arms around her, grinding against her with my swollen cock. We kiss and rub each other, fingers massaging skin and caressing each other. I unhook her bra, letting it fall to the floor. Our chests meet and I press her soft breasts with those hard little nipples against my pecs. Then I pick her up so that her legs wrap around me and fling her down onto the bed. I climb on top of her. I tug off her panties, revealing her wetness. Then, I tug my own underwear over my erection, pull them down, kicking them off so that they land on the floor beside the bed.

Since it’s my first time with her, I think about getting her off with my mouth first. But the truth is, I’m just way too hard for that. I’ve gotta rut, and I mean now. I slip a finger inside of her, making sure she’s wet and ready.

“Oh!” she gasps.

I probe her gently, touching her clit and feeling a jolt of electricity shoot through her. She’s ready, alright. But I can see she’s surprised when I next sink my cock into her, her hot wetness accepting me almost immediately.

“Ah,” she winces, then her mouth goes slack.

“Don’t worry,” I say. “I’ll put out.”

“I’m on the pill,” she says. “Just come.” 

I retreat and then sink even deeper into her. She exhales deeply each time I thrust, as if I’m squeezing out of her all this pent up tension she didn’t even realize she was carrying. She rests her ankle on my shoulder, willing me deeper into her.

“Oh,” she sighs. “Oh, fuck that’s good.”

I lean down and capture her mouth in a kiss which grows deeper, matching the rhythm as our hips collide. Everything is wetness and heat, and I can feel a pressure building up inside of me. Her muscles clench around me and then release.

The kiss and the movements of our bodies compliment each other, enhancing the sensation that’s growing between us.

“Oh,” she says. “Oh, Matty, oh God!”

“You like that, don’t you?” I huff, panting.

“Don’t stop,” she begs. “Jesus, don’t stop.” 

I try to hold myself back, but I know that if I don’t do something soon, there’s going to be no way to keep from coming inside her.

“Let’s switch positions,” I say.

I guide her to turn around, positioning herself in a reverse cowgirl. As she shifts, I'm treated to a breathtaking view of her back, the curve of her spine, and the way her body moves with each thrust. Her skin is flushed, glistening with a sheen of sweat, and the sight of her is almost too much to bear. I grip her hips, my fingers digging into her soft flesh, guiding her movements with a firm but gentle touch.

The angle is different, deeper, and I can feel her body responding in ways that she hadn’t before. Every movement she makes is a testament to her desire, her body arching and undulating in a way that drives me wild. My cock is responding differently, too. I can feel myself able to hold out for longer, but not much longer.

Roxy leans back, her hands reaching for my thighs, her body arching in a way that allows me to go even deeper. I reach up, my hands finding her breasts, squeezing and kneading, my fingers rolling her nipples. They're hard and sensitive, and I can feel her respond, her body arching into my touch, her moans filling the room.

“Ahhhaaa!” she shrieks.

Her sounds are louder now, more desperate, her body moving with a wild abandon that matches my own. I can feel her body responding to mine, her hips moving in perfect sync with my own.

So, I grab onto her tits, give her a few quick, hard thrusts, and then release inside her.

“Ohhh,” I gasp. “Oh, fuck yeah!”

Her back arches, then she moans louder. She comes right after me, creaming on my cock as I massage her tits, my heavy weight bearing down on her splayed frame.

“God damn,” she says, almost to herself. “What the hell was that?”

“You brought the heat,” I say. “I just responded to what you were bringing out in men.”

“Nah,” she says. “That was something else.”

We lay on my bed, which is barely wide enough for both of us. I stroke her hair and spoon her, my other arm wrapped around her. In the silence between us I’m reminded of the life I used to have before I met Soli and then each of the rest of the girls, when I slept on this solitary bed every night. Back then, my biggest issue was making enough sales to keep Hamlet off my back. I think about Roxy, of course, anticipating what our future together is going to be like.

Then, I picture all of my girls, their bodies and faces in turn. They are all there in front of me, participating in one perfect sexual union. In my mind, I fuck all of them at the same time, a perfect confluence of all four of them, each loved, treasured, and satisfied.

Now it’s just a matter of making that vision in my head a reality.
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We’re having breakfast when I tell the girls my plan. It’s Saturday morning, and Natalie drove over to met Jordan, Soli, and me at Lola’s. I’ve already told them all everything that happened between Roxy and me. Now that we’ve each ordered, it’s time for me to bring up the matter that I’ve gathered us to discuss.

“Roxy had the idea to move into my place,” I say. “She can’t afford the rent she’s paying now, and this would mean a soft landing for her.”

“And?” Jordan asks.

“And, I’m going to move in with Soli,” I say. “If there are no objections and everyone’s on the same page.”

Natalie nods.

“I’m on board with that,” she says.

“Okay,” I say. “Are you sure? Because I wanted us all to meet and discuss any reservations we might have. About anything.”

“I get it, thank you,” Natalie says. “I’m fine. I approve of the plan.”

“And?” Soli says.

“And what, my darling?” I reply.

“And you’re bringing Roxy into the group, right?” Soli asks.

“Please say ‘yes,’” Jordan says.

“Yes,” I say. “If—and only if—everyone is okay with it.”

“Well, you know where I stand,” Soli says.

“Me too!” Jordan says.

“Okay, so I’m guessing this meeting is really for my benefit, right?” Natalie asks.

“Pretty much, yeah,” I say. “I need to be sure you’re really comfortable with all of this. It’s a big change. It will mean all of us taking a big step together. And I don’t want to make any major decisions unless we all agree that it’s the right thing for all of us.”

Natalie brushes a strand of hair from her face as she thinks.

“I don’t have any problems bringing Roxy into the group,” she says. “I mean, I know she turns you on. I don’t feel threatened by that. In fact, I think it’s kinda hot.”

“Yeah?” I say.

“Totally agree,” Jordan says. “You’re so cute when you get horny, Matty. Plus, you’re such a good lover that when I watch you with another girl, I get turned on thinking about what she must be feeling. It’s kind of addictive, actually.”

“The feeling is mutual,” I say. “Believe me.”

I take a sip from my coffee mug.

“Okay,” I say, “so we’re good on everything, then?”

“I think so,” Natalie says. “But what about the court case? Aren’t you planning to give us the latest about that?”

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “Damn, I almost forgot. Okay, so I talked with Donna. She says the trial is moving into the discovery phase. That means everyone’s going to get a subpoena. Hamlet is claiming that he suffered a neck injury because I was driving recklessly that night. I need all of you to tell the court that I wasn’t.”

“And we will,” Jordan says. “But what if they ask us specifics?”

“Well, just go by what you remember,” I say.

“I don’t remember anything from that night,” Soli says.

“And I was in the back seat,” Jordan says. “I think I might have dozed off.”

“What did you tell the police at the scene?” I ask.

“We didn’t see the accident happen,” Soli says. “That’s what we said.”

“So, you can’t provide any evidence to help me out?” I ask.

“I wasn’t even there,” Natalie says.

“Sorry, Matty,” Jordan says. “We’ll say whatever you want. It’s just that we can’t remember things we never even saw. And we didn’t actually see the accident.”

“I guess that just leaves Roxy,” I say. “She was in the front seat. She saw the crash happen. She was drinking too, which doesn’t help. But she was awake and alert when it happened.”

“Have you talked to her about the accident?” Natalie asks.

“No,” I say. “I haven’t mentioned it yet. She doesn’t even know about the lawsuit.”

“Why not?” Natalie asks. “It’s been on your mind. It’s your main source of stress at the moment, right?”

“I guess so,” I say. “But there’s been a lot of other things to talk about.”

“Matty,” Jordan says gently. “Are you sure you’re not avoiding talking about it?”

“Why would I do that?” I ask.

“Well,” Jordan says. “You’re trying to start this new relationship with her.”

“And you didn’t even like each other when you first met,” Soli adds. “Maybe you’re afraid that if you bring it up, it’ll spark a fight between you.”

I pierce my pancakes with my fork, tearing their fluffy, golden-brown flesh and plopping a big triangular stack into my mouth.

“I don’t think I’m doing that,” I say.

“Don’t forget,” Jordan says. “She didn’t like you after the premiere. You didn’t like her after the crash.”

I chew on this problem, and the pancakes, before swallowing both.

“You might be right,” I say. “But that doesn’t make sense, right? If anything, the fact that we’re lovers should make it easier to talk about whatever, right?”

“Mmm,” Soli says. “That’s true. Science has proven that after two people have had sex, it’s impossible for them to fight.”

I roll my eyes.

“Okay, yes, there is the possibility that Roxy might remember the car ride differently,” I say. “But even if she does, it’s not that big of a deal.”

“What did Donna say?” Natalie asks.

“She said that because there’s not much paperwork, it’s all going to turn on eyewitnesses,” I say. “Hamlet doesn’t have any witnesses on his side. I’ve got three.”

“Two of whom aren’t much help,” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” Soli says. “I mean, we’ll say whatever you want us to. But if we start making up new details that we didn’t provide before, that’s only going to hurt your case. We can’t suddenly say we remember things we didn’t say before. We can say that you were sober and didn’t drink at the party, but we already said that.”

“And coming from us,” Jordan adds, “what’s that really worth?”

“The fact that they were both very drunk and asleep, not to mention sleeping with you at the time, may compromise things,” Natalie says. “And the fact that the only person in any position to have witnessed the crash is now your latest lover—that’s going to complicate things too, right? I don’t see how that detail won’t come out.”

“So, what should I do?” I ask. “I can’t exactly tell Roxy that it’s over because the timing is inconvenient.”

“Just know,” Natalie says, her tone even and patient, “this court battle is going to put a spotlight on all of us and our situation.”

“If there’s even a trial,” I say. “There may not be. We’re still just at the discovery phase. It’s still possible there won’t even be a trial, and none of this is going to matter.”

“Sure, sweetie,” Soli says. “But if there isn’t a trial, it will be because you settled with Hamlet to avoid having one, right? How do you feel about that?”

“I feel like that would just be playing into his hands,” I say. “And it’s not fair. He’s just after my money.”

“Yes,” Jordan says. “That’s probably true. But if you give it to him, you get to move on with your life.”

“But I have to stand up to him,” I say. “Guys like him are what’s wrong with this country. He’s broken the law, and now he’s trying to use it to get what he wants. I can’t let him get away with it.”

“Okay,” Natalie says. “Just know that if you’re going to fight him, there will be a cost. And it’s not just money.”

“All right,” I say. “Let’s talk about this. Show of hands—who thinks I should settle with Hamlet?”

No one wants to be the first to raise her hand.

“We’d have to know how much is at stake first,” Soli says. “He’s seeking two hundred fifty thousand dollars, right? What if you offered him fifty thousand? He’s desperate for cash to defend himself in court. He’d probably take it.”

“Yeah,” I say. “He probably would. And I could do that, except that it’s wrong. He has no right to any of my money. The cops even said we were both at fault, so how is he going to sue me?”

“That’s all true,” Soli says. “But you’ll probably spend more than fifty thousand defending yourself in court. Is it worth throwing all your money away just to keep him from winning?”

“I think you should listen to her, Matty,” Natalie says. “Be practical and at least consider it.”

“Okay, so the consensus is for me to consider a settlement, right?” I say. “No need to show hands. Just say nothing if you give your assent.”

The girls each look at me and then at each other.

“Okay,” I say. “I get it. It’s worth considering a settlement as an option if it will make all our lives easier.”

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “It is. But it’s still your choice to make. We’ll support you in whatever you decide.”

“Thanks, you guys,” I say. “I’m glad to have you in my corner. This has to be the sexiest brain trust ever assembled.”

It’s true. Even at breakfast they’re each looking stunning. Natalie’s in full makeup with her hair blown out. Jordan and Soli look great too, even without as much prep work. Soli’s eyes are smoky, and the tight little tank she’s wearing draws my eye to her breasts even when I should be focusing on other things. The way each of them can switch from flirty and playful to practical and serious-minded just reminds me how lucky I am.

“Okay,” I say. “We’re not going to let this talk ruin our Saturday. For now, let’s put all this talk of the lawsuit aside.”

“So, what is the plan for today?” Natalie asks.

“Well,” I say, “I was planning on us going swimming first, and then seeing where the rest of the day takes us.”

“Ugh, what?!” Soli says, mock horror in her voice. “You’re telling us this now?”

“Seriously, Matty,” Jordan says. “You have to give women some warning before you invite them to pig out on pancakes and then announce that it’s time to put on bikinis.”

“You three magnificent smoke shows have nothing to worry about,” I say. “Soli, I’ve never even seen you exercise, and you never seem to gain a pound.”

“He’s right,” Soli says, pushing her plate away with a theatrical flourish. “Now that I’m an actress, it’s time I started working out again. Jordy, your gym accepts day passes, right?”

“Totally!” Jordan says. “We can do yoga or a spin class, and Matty can lift weights—or whatever.”

“Okay,” I say. “That was actually not my point. In fact, I want to reiterate that you are all scalding hot and don’t need to be self-conscious about anything. But, yeah, why not? Let’s work out. That sounds fun.”

Just then, Jordan lets out a huge belch, which, loud as it is, is still kind of girly. It’s not got the same force as a guy’s burp, and gross as it is, there’s something weirdly cute about it.

“Okay,” she says, cracking her knuckles. “Now I’m ready.”

“Natalie,” Soli says, “I’ll lend you some workout clothes.”

“Thanks, Soli,” Natalie says.

“We’re inviting Roxy to come with us, right?” Jordan asks.

“Good idea,” I say. “Let’s all call her.”

I find Roxy’s number in my contacts and hit call, then put the phone on speaker and place it in the middle of the table.

“Hello?” Roxy says.

“Hey,” I say.

“Matty just told us,” Jordan says in a sing-song voice, “welcome to the family, girly!”

“I already love you like a sister,” Soli says. “And I can’t wait to eat you out.”

“I’m wet already,” Roxy answers.

“Hey, Roxy, it’s Natalie,” she says shyly. “I want you to know that you’re welcome and that you can feel so welcome to call me any time. And that’s from all of us, I mean. I just want you to feel included like I felt included the first time.”

It’s a sentiment that fits her perfectly—very sweet, just a little awkward; very Natalie.

“Hey, bitch,” Soli says. “We’re working off our cottage cheese thighs this afternoon. Everyone is going to the 24-Fitness in Sylmar. Your presence is mandatory.”

“Ugh, I hate you all!” Roxy says. “I’ll be there.”
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I haven’t been to a gym in ages. Except for the runs on the trails near the apartment, I haven’t even worked out. But as soon as I walk through the door, I feel like I’m getting clocked in a way I never used to. Maybe it’s just because I’m an unfamiliar face, or my stylish “athleisure” attire. Come to think of it, walking in with four stunning babes in skimpy workout gear might have something to do with it.

Each of my girls shines in her own outfit—skin-tight spandex that covers just enough to be relatively tasteful. I remember the first time we met, Jordan said she didn’t like the stares she’d get coming here. Now, part of a pack, she’s more comfortable showing some skin. And the bodies underneath… my god. You’d never believe they don’t spend hours a day burning every calorie; individually and as a unit, they’re hot enough to melt steel.

It takes some time getting day passes for all of us since Jordan is the only one with a membership, but once the formalities are done, we turn our attention to what we want to do.

“I want to do some stretches with weights,” Jordan says, hesitating. “But not alone.”

I nod. It’s not easy being a woman in a gym like this. Jordan wasn’t kidding. Mostly men in the weight training area. Seeing the space through her eyes gives me a new perspective—how she perceives it, its hazards, the subtle threats I never notice.

“Can we enlist our charming male escort for this one?” Roxy asks.

“Of course,” I say. “I can’t promise to fight any guy who stares, but I’ll stand near you so you don’t have to feel alone.”

We make our way to the wall with stacks of free weights. A few guys are lifting, watching themselves in mirrors or using benches for support. I don’t swagger or try to pick up dumbbells bigger than I can handle. There’s nothing I have to prove.

The girls select their weights, smallish ones for stretching. Natalie holds a pair of dumbbells at her sides as she lunges, her ass stretching with each bend. Roxy extends her arms with a weight in each hand, pressing her breasts together with each motion.

A super-buff guy in a loose tank top catches my eye. But he’s not staring at the girls—he’s looking at me. Perfectly groomed eyebrows, a confident little wink.

Ohhh. I smile and shake my head gently.

Yeah, I suppose if I saw a guy working out with four women, I might assume he’s the girls’ gay friend too. Between that and the truth—that I’m with all of them—the misconception is more plausible than reality.

I manage a few sets of dumbbell curls while keeping an eye on the girls. Twenty minutes later, they’re ready to move on.

“Let’s do some core exercises,” Natalie says.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “There are exercise balls in the corner. Trampolines too.”

“That sounds good,” Roxy says. She pats her non-existent stomach like it’s got a baby bulge. “I gotta work this off.”

“Seriously,” I say. “Somebody’s going to get a distorted body image or something. You look fine.”

“Relax,” Roxy says. “This is just how girls talk when we’re together, right?”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “It may not be healthy, but it’s normal.”

“I think it’s sweet that he’s concerned,” Jordan says. “You’re a good guy, Matty.”

“Are you going to join us for core workouts?” Roxy asks. “They might be a little girly for you.”

“I think I’ll do the bench press,” I say.

“I’ll join you,” Soli says.

“Really? You sure?” I ask.

“What? You don’t think I can do it?” she says, playfully punching my arm. “Better watch yourself. I’m gonna get huge, then you’ll be in trouble! I’ll clean your clock and kick your ass!”

“All right, easy killer,” I say. “Let’s do it.”

Natalie, Roxy, and Jordan wave goodbye and head to a cordoned area for stretches.

“So,” I say, once we’re alone, “why the bench press?”

“I don’t want to get swole and big like a dude,” Soli says. “I just want to try it. I’ve never done it before, and it looks intimidating. There’s always some guy already there with his buddy waiting to help him.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s called spotting.”

“Right,” she says, mentally assimilating the info. “Can you do it for me?”

“Of course,” I say. “Let’s get you set up on the bench.”

Luckily, it’s free. I put a ten-pound weight on each end of the bar.

“I can do more than that,” Soli says.

“The bar itself is forty-five pounds,” I say. “So, with these two, it’s sixty-five. That’s plenty for now. If you can do five reps, we’ll add more. Lie back.”

She positions herself under the bar and reaches up.

“Scoot up a little,” I say. “You want the bar parallel with your sternum.”

“What part is the sternum?” she asks. I point it out on my own body and she adjusts.

“Breathing is key,” I say. “Suck in air, then release as you push up.”

She nods, closes her eyes, and lifts the bar. Her arms wobble as the weight presses down. I hover just below the bar, ready to catch it.

On the next rep, she forgets to breathe and can’t push the bar up. I grab it and, with her help, rerack it.

“Dios mio!” she pants, shaken. “Fuck… me.”

“You forgot to breathe,” I say.

“I never had to… remember to breathe before,” she huffs.

“Breath technique is everything,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “I get that now.”

“Want to try another station?” I ask.

“We’re not done here,” she says, her inner beast emerging. “Let’s do another.”

The next set goes better, though she bumps the bar on the rack once, almost losing her grip. I assist, lightly reracking.

“You did great,” I say.

“Thanks,” she says, blushing. “I didn’t mind having my face so close to your cock, especially after you’ve been sweating.”

“Careful now,” I smile. “Might awaken the beast.”

“What do you think I was trying to do?” she teases.

I extend my hands. She takes them and rises from the bench.

“Now it’s my turn,” I say.

“What?” Soli says. “I can’t lift the bar by myself.”

“You won’t,” I say, sliding more weight on. “I’ll go easy. You just give a little help if I need it. You don’t have to lift the whole bar. I’ll do the rest.”

Soli looks unsure, but this is about building confidence.

“You’ll do great,” I say, giving her a quick kiss. “Just stand behind me.”

I sit on the bench, grip the bar, and lift. Even using less weight than I can handle, it’s still challenging. I focus on technique, smooth and even. Peeking at Soli, I watch her expression change—from concern to ease, then mild boredom.

Once done, I rerack.

“You don’t even need me,” Soli says. “You’re strong. You can do it on your own.”

“I might need you,” I say. “The more you do, the easier it gets to fatigue.”

I wait until I feel like I’ve rested enough. I never use a timer between sets—I’m not that precise. Sometimes I think I spend five minutes waiting between sets, maybe more. I could use the stopwatch feature on my phone, but I never do. After what feels like enough time, I’m ready to go again.

I do a few reps and glance up to see Soli admiring my pecs as my chest rises.

“Damn, you’re hot,” she whispers.

“Yeah,” I grunt.

“I just want to straddle you right here on this bench,” she says.

If you can focus on your breathing while hearing that whispered in your ear, you have powers beyond my ability to fathom. I lose my grip, and the weight wobbles.

“Whoa!” she gasps, grabbing the bar.

She struggles with the weight—it’s way too much for her—but that little extra stabilizing force helps me muster the strength to lift the bar and rerack it.

“Sorry,” Soli says, her voice revealing she really means it. “That was stupid. I shouldn’t have done that.”

“Okay,” I say after I’ve recovered. “Let’s do something else.”

I slide out and stretch my back, checking to see if I wrenched anything. I feel fine, so I think I’m in the clear.

“Was that really dumb?” Soli asks. “You can be annoyed if you want. I probably deserve it.”

“It’s okay,” I say. “You were sure I had the weight—and I did. Until all the blood coursing through my arms moved somewhere else.”

“I think I’m gonna leave the weight bench to the guys,” she says. “I want to do some girl workouts. You want to do some with me?”

“Uh, okay,” I say, amused. “Like… what?”

She takes my hand and leads me to some machines designed for inner-thigh exercises. Maybe not exclusively for women, but I’ve never seen a man use this one. Soli gets on and demonstrates, the sight of her compressing her thighs almost hypnotic.

“Like what you see?” she asks.

“Simply studying carefully,” I say. “Ooh… ah… that’s good.”

“See?” she says. “Watching someone sexy work out is hot. My reaction before was justified.”

“Totally,” I agree.

When it’s my turn, I find the exercise more challenging than expected. I add a little more weight and feel a deep burn. Probably should focus on developing my legs—I heard somewhere it can help testosterone production.

“Burns pretty good, right?” Soli says.

“Yeah,” I say. “I could work this into my regular routine. We could do this anytime. Definitely getting a membership. Ten bucks a month? How could that not be worth it?”

I’m really feeling it when Roxy and Jordan find us.

“We’re doing a spin class,” Roxy says. “Natalie’s holding our spots. You in?”

“Uh… those are kinda intense, right? How long does it go for?”

“It’s a starter class,” Jordan says. “Just thirty minutes.”

“Okay, yeah,” I say. “I think I can handle that.”

“I can already feel my ass melting,” Soli says.

We follow the girls into the room, where an ultra-fit, almost emaciated trainer is holding court at the front. She’s got a club playlist going, and the beat sets a lively vibe. We’ve got our open bikes in a rhombus around Natalie. Taking my seat, I look around and realize I’m the only guy in the room.

“Okay, ladies!” the instructor says. “Time to move it!”

I glance at Jordan; she shrugs. You said you’d try it—now’s your chance.

The screen projected on the wall shows a countdown. 3-2-1—Go!

At first, the pace is reasonable. I even have a chance to admire Natalie’s and Soli’s asses as they pedal, cheek bouncing against cheek. I feel entitled to stare—my girls, after all.

Soon, things get intense. What started as a leisurely ride becomes a full-on challenge.

“Hill!” screams Skeletor. “Let’s hustle!”

I don’t see any hill, but apparently it means pedal like someone’s chasing your ass. My girls glisten as they heat up, sweat forming on their backs and sliding down their necks. I’m sweating bullets, gushing from every pore. Should’ve worn a hat.

“Having fun?” Jordan asks.

I feign a heart attack, clutching my chest, eyes bulging. I thought I was in decent shape, but you’d have to put a gun to me to pedal like this normally.

“Hill number two!” shouts the sadist at the front.

How is that even possible? Hills have valleys here on Earth… right?

After clearing the “hill,” the pace slows. Compared to before, this feels restful. Still, deep burn everywhere.

“How we doing?” Roxy asks, tossing her ponytail over her shoulder. I give a thumbs-up, still huffing.

Mercifully, the class ends soon after. The cool-down feels practically orgasmic. All this exercise has stoked a flame inside me—maybe chakras, maybe karma. Maybe the cloud of female pheromones. Whatever it is, I know exactly what I want when I get home.

Leaving the spin class, we head straight for the water fountain.

“Yuck. I’m like a swamp creature,” Roxy says. “I didn’t even know I could sweat like this. Need a shower so bad.”

“I didn’t bring flip-flops,” Natalie says. “Does the gym provide those?”

“For ten bucks a month?” Jordan says. “We’re lucky the water fountain is free.” Then she looks at me with a devilish smile.

“Besides,” she adds, “if we shower here, Matty can’t join us.”
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Soli’s shower is not huge. In fact, it’s really only meant for one person at a time; two tops. But as soon as we get inside her apartment, the girls begin stripping wherever they happen to be standing around the living room. It’s a bounty of beautiful bodies, and I don’t know in which direction to look.

Soft flesh wriggles out of tight spandex; glistening skin in shades from porcelain to caramel dances in front of me.

“Who’s gonna be first?” Soli asks.

“First one to shower?” Roxy asks. “Or first turn with our boy toy?”

“Ladies, ladies,” I say. “No need to fight over me. Unless, of course, you want to.”

“I’m not doing anything with him until he’s clean,” Natalie announces.

“I’ve had him recently,” Jordan says. “It has to be someone else’s turn first, right?”

Soli rubs a bare nipple lazily. Then when she sees me staring, she presses her boobs together with her palms just to entice me.

“Eh,” Soli says. “You can take him first, Roxy.”

“No, no,” Roxy says. “I insist you take him. It’s your place. You deserve to take him.”

“Please, after you,” Soli says. “I insist.”

“No, after you,” Roxy says, keeping up the game.

“Does anyone want Matty?” Natalie asks aloud.

“Okay, okay,” I say, grinning. “Ego bruised. I think I’m gonna rub my sweaty balls over Soli’s bed sheets and then cry.”

“Aww, poor baby,” Soli says. “Seriously, though. Do that and die.”

I put my hands on my hips, in my best impression of outrage.

“Well, I don’t need to take this treatment,” I say.

I pull down my shorts and boxers, stepping out of both.

“I’m cutting you all off,” I say. “Go ahead and beg for it. It won’t do any good.”

“Hear that?” Soli says. “Crickets.”

“I’m not kidding,” I scold. “I’m sharing this cock with no one. And, I’m taking the first shower.”

I stride across the living room, wagging my dick as I go. I enter the bathroom via the bedroom. I turn on the shower, not even waiting for the water to get warm before stepping in. God that feels good. Cold showers are totally underrated. I rinse and lather, then I hear what can only be described as a collective screech.

All of a sudden, four naked girls come streaming into the bathroom like a stampede. It’s like a dam burst and they flood in, a confused mess of bodies all trying to get under the shower head’s water stream at once.

The girls laugh and giggle as they struggle to squeeze in.

“Hey, pass the soap!” Jordan says.

“Me next!” says Natalie.

“Can somebody do my back?” Roxy asks.

“Oh, I will,” says Soli.

It’s a tight squeeze. I don’t get the chance to shampoo my hair or wash my feet, and I get elbowed a couple times, but you won’t hear me complaining. The girls giggle, pressing their breasts together as they soap up one another’s bodies. I take my turn, rubbing and touching and scrubbing wherever my hands find an available back, shoulder, hip, breast.

The girls rotate so that everyone gets a little turn under the water. I reach up to redirect the nozzle, hoping to redistribute the stream a little more evenly. But every time I move it an inch, somebody protests.

Finally, it becomes too much.

“Okay,” Soli announces, “this has been fun but impractical. Anyone who still needs to get clean can stay in. But I’m getting out.”

“Me too,” Roxy says.

Soli steps out onto the bath mat and grabs a towel. Roxy follows, then it’s just Natalie, Jordan and myself. We pass the soap between each other. I do their backs, rubbing their shoulders down to their hips.

“Okay,” Natalie says. “I’m ready to get out, too.”

We all file out and find that there’s just one towel left on the rack.

“I guess we’re gonna need more towels,” I say. “I’ll make a note of that. You two can take it first.”

Jordan towels off and then hands it to Natalie. It’s pretty soggy and a little gross by the time I get it, but I don’t really mind.

Jordan enters the bedroom, has a look at something on the bed and then turns back to me with a coy smile.

“Hey, Matty!” she says. “There’s something in here I think you’re gonna want to see.”

I drop the soggy towel on the bathroom floor and follow Jordan into the bedroom.

On the bed, I find Roxy splayed out with Soli’s face between her legs.

“I guess you weren’t kidding,” I say. “You really couldn’t wait.”

Soli doesn’t even pause to acknowledge the rest of us have entered the room. Roxy only opens her eyes to smile, one hand playing with her breast as Soli tongues her pussy.

“Well, they’re already occupied,” Jordan says. “So, how are we going to do this?”

“I think I just wanna watch,” Natalie says.

“You sure?” Jordan asks.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “You two go ahead. I’m just gonna be in this chair, getting myself off on the show.”

Natalie goes to sit on a chair as Roxy begins to moan gently.

“Looks like you’re stuck with me,” I say to Jordan.

“I don’t mind,” she says. “I’ve wanted you all to myself. Now I’ll get the chance.”

I move to embrace her, wrapping my arm around her back and staring into her eyes.

“So, what are you gonna do with me?” I say. “Now that you’ve got me just where you want me?”

“I’m gonna ride your hard cock,” Jordan says. “I just want to put that big hard thing between my legs and fuck myself with it until I can see stars.”

“Oh, god,” Natalie says. “Yes!”

“You’ve got her excited,” I say. “Keep going.”

“I’m going to get off on your big, fat cock,” Jordan says. “I’m going to grind you until you spurt your hot seed up inside me. I’m gonna make you come so hard that I’ll burst.”

“Ohhhhhaaaa,” Natalie groans.

She has legs spread apart as she fingers her own pussy with growing intensity.

“Sounds good to me,” I say, climbing onto the bed next to Roxy and Soli. Roxy is rubbing and touching her breasts, mumbling as Soli’s tongue plumbs her depths.

Jordan climbs onto the bed and crawls toward me, her eyes locked on my rapidly stiffening cock. With her hands, she takes my swollen dick, watching with rapt fascination as it grows big and hard. It doesn’t take too many pumps before I’m stiff. Then, she kisses and licks my head before slipping my shaft between her lips. She licks the sensitive head and then runs her tongue along the seam of my shaft. It’s not long before she’s warmed up and ready to mount me. She lets my cock flop out of her mouth with a wet, smacking sound. Then she climbs on top of me, positioning her hips above my stiff shaft.

She puts her hands on my chest and leans down to kiss my face. I sit up so that our faces can draw closer. As our lips meet, she takes my cock between her inner thighs and rubs it between them. The feeling of that softest of soft skin, slick with her juices, makes me even harder. Jordan’s mouth goes wide as she rubs and grinds my cock between her knees.

“Want to feel you inside,” she mutters. “Need it. Now!”

“Do it baby,” I say. “I’m ready.”

Sliding down, Jordan presses herself into me, her pussy lips parting to let my cock slide in. She moans as she invites my cock deeper. Slowly and carefully, she sets the pace and I just relax and let myself enjoy it.

Grinding my cock inside herself, Jordan uses her hands against my chest and stomach to balance as she begins to hop up and down on me, stimulating her inner walls with my erection. Natalie mews like a kitten, getting off on the pleasure that Jordan is taking. Meanwhile, Roxy is approaching her own orgasm as Soli’s tongue works its magic.

“Oaaaaaahhhaa!” she stammers. “Fuck! Oh, god! Fuck that’s so good. Oh, baby!”

Hearing her only gets all of us more excited. I reach over and grab Soli’s ankle, rubbing her skin with my thumb just to remind her that I’m there, experiencing all this with her. Then I take my hand and run my fingers across Roxy’s hip as the orgasm makes her squirm with pleasure. Her hand reaches out and takes mine. Her fingers wrapping around my hand as animalistic grunts overtake her.

“Ugggh! Ohhaaaa!” she shrieks.

“Oh fuck!” Jordan says, squeezing my head between her thighs, grinding me against her clit. She spreads her legs, stretching herself around me as she sinks deeper into my lap. She bears down hard, forcing me in as far as I’ll go.

“So big!” she says as she throws her head back.

She bounces on my cock, trying to stimulate every part of her pussy with my dick at once. I can feel myself getting close. If she keeps handling my shaft like this, I might explode at any minute.

“Fuck her good, Matty!” Natalie cheers.

“Awwaaaaah!” Roxy yells.

As an orgasm explodes in her brain, Roxy’s shouts tear from her throat with a rabid intensity. I can watch the effect this is having on Jordan, the sounds of sex in her ears amplifying the feelings inside her.

Then, Jordan crosses the breaking point herself, creaming all over my cock as she howls in delight.

“AAAAAAaaaaah!”

As she leans forward, sweat dripping down her nose and landing on my stomach, I erupt into her, sending my hot liquid spilling into her.

“Jesus,” Roxy mumbles. “That was so hot.”

“Oh, yeah,” I say.

Jordan raises her hips, releasing my cock. Then she climbs on me, resting her head on my chest.

“You came inside me,” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” I say. “Is that okay?”

“Of course,” she says. “I’m on birth control. And if it fails, well…”

“Oh,” I say.

“But I’m pretty sure it won’t,” Jordan says.

“That was so hot, you guys,” Natalie says from the chair.

“Hey, come join us,” I say.

Natalie comes over and crawls across the bed to rest her head on the other side of my chest, her naked body soft and warm as her hips touch mine. I reach over to touch Soli while Roxy leans over and ruffles my hair. I’m touching all four of them somewhere, our bodies all in contact. I feel like the circuit is complete, that I’m completely surrounded by girls on all sides.

If three is a crowd, four is certainly a handful. But I don’t mind the challenge. I feel grounded, connected to each one of them. It’s not about who pleasures who. It’s about the pleasure that all of us get to enjoy as a group. There’s something nourishing about that, something that makes me feel safe and at home.

“I could pass out right now,” Soli says.

“Go ahead,” I say. “I feel the same thing.”

Nobody speaks for a little while. There’s just a collective breath as we all take a moment to just enjoy the moment. I don’t think I could be any more relaxed, or more satisfied.

Then again, I’ve been wrong before. This might just be the beginning.

23.

Hours later, we’re lounging in the living room listening to Soli’s low-fi playlist. All of us are naked. Soli handed down a house rule that nobody is to put on clothes, and who am I to argue? There’s something so sensual, so primal about being naked with your lovers. It’s somehow even more comforting and familiar than being naked alone. I feel like I’m in the garden of Eden; blissful and peaceful, totally without sin. Except that in this version God, in his wisdom, took four of my ribs. I wasn’t using them anyway.

“Have you got anything healthy to eat?” Jordan asks, peering out from behind the refrigerator door.

“I think there’s an orange on the top shelf,” Soli calls back.

“Meh,” Jordan replies. “Oh, whipped cream, perfect!”

Jordan grins as she shuts the refrigerator door, shaking the aerosol can as she returns to the living room.

“Who wants some?” she asks. “Stick out your tongues.”

Soli wants to play and opens her mouth wide, extending her talented tongue. Jordan presses the nozzle, depositing a glob of sugary foam on Soli’s tongue. The whipped cream gets all over her mouth and she licks it off with her lips.

“Mmm,” says Natalie.

“Nat, you want some?” Jordan asks.

“Yes, please,” Natalie says.

Jordan spreads the foam on her own finger, then holds it out for Natalie to lick it off. A little challenge. Natalie shows she’s game, licking the cream off Jordan’s finger. She tongues the sugary substance and swallows, then goes back to lick Jordan’s finger clean.

“Oh, feisty!” Roxy says.

“Can you believe Natalie used to be the shy one?” Soli asks.

“Really?” Roxy says. “I wouldn’t have known.”

Natalie smiles, her face reddening.

“Nat didn’t have a lot of experience with girls before she met us,” says Jordan. “We’ve introduced her to some new experiences. Right?”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “I can honestly say that you girls are some of the most adventurous I’ve ever known.”

“It feels so good to just let yourself go, doesn’t it?” Roxy asks. “I mean, no offense to Matty here, but girls are just different, right?”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “I’ve done some things with other girls I never thought I’d do.”

“That’s wonderful,” Roxy says. “It’s liberating, right?”

“Totally,” Soli says. “We’re women and we can get pleasure however we like.”

“Exactly,” Natalie says. “You girls are like sisters to me, except, well…”

“More intimate,” Roxy says, finishing her thought.

“Right,” Natalie says.

Jordan turns to me and smiles.

“All this girl talk doesn’t make you feel left out, does it?” she asks.

“Are you kidding?” I say. “I think what you’ve got going together is beautiful. I just consider myself lucky to be a part of it.”

“Damn right,” Roxy says. “You are in a very rare position, sir. A lot of guys have no women, and here you are with four, and we’re all good at keeping each other satisfied.”

“Yep,” I say. “Hard to improve on what we’ve got.”

I clap my hands together then spread them, gesturing to say, wing me over that whipped cream!

Jordan lobs the can over to me underhanded and I catch it. I turn to Soli, who is sitting beside me, and deposit a dollop on her nipple. I take special pleasure carefully licking it off with the tip of my tongue.

“Ah!” Soli exclaims. “You have no idea how sensitive that area is.”

“Sorry,” I say.

“No,” she says. “Don’t apologize. Just…go slow.”

I lean over and gently nuzzle her nipple with my nose, then lick the tip of her peak again. I keep it up, kissing and caressing her breast and mouth with my hand.

“Hey!” says Natalie sitting on my other side, “I want some of that.”

Still focused on Soli’s nipple, I hand over the can of whipped cream.

“Not that!” Natalie says, reaching over to turn my chin in her hand. “I want some of this!”

“Oh,” I say. “Well, that I’m happy to assist with.”

Natalie shakes the can of whipped cream and then spreads the stuff all along the peaks of both breasts, turning slightly to offer her chest to me. I lean over and start licking the whipped cream off her, paying special attention to her nipples.

“Yeah,” she says. “God, it feels so good to have your tits licked.”

I keep it up, kissing and caressing her breasts, licking in circles around her areolas in a figure-8.

“Hey,” says Jordan. “I want a turn.”

“Me too!” says Roxy.

Soli gets up from the couch and Jordan takes her place.

“Girls,” I say. “I think I’ve had enough of this whipped topping at this point.”

“Silence, slave boy!” Soli says. “You lick Jordan’s tits right now. It’s her turn. When we’re down with you, we’ll tell you.”

“Woe is me!” I say. “How will I ever escape from this trap I’m in?”

I top off Jordan’s nipple with a big glob, then lick it off. By the time I’m finished with both tits, I turn and find Roxy sitting on the couch, her arms pressing her chest together. I lean down and lick her fat nipples, with no whipped cream this time. Just the taste of her fresh, clean skin is plenty delicious already. She strokes my hair as I play with her nipples and stroke her breasts.

Then, I try something a little risky. I don’t bite, but I use my teeth and apply just the tiniest bit of pressure.

“Ow!” Roxy says. “You bad boy!”

“Sorry,” I say. “I had a feeling it was something you’d like.”

“Who says it’s not?” Roxy says. “Just go easy, okay?”

I nod and resume again. After a few minutes, she’s had enough.

“Okay, that’s enough,” Roxy finally declares. “Thank you, Matty.”

“No problem,” I say.

Then, I get an idea for some more cheeky fun. Slowly, theatrically, I inhale as if preparing to sneeze. Then, instead of sneezing, I press the nozzle, squeezing whipped cream all over my cock.

“Excuse me,” I say, wiping my nose.

“Now look what you did,” says Natalie.

“It’s just like a banana split,” says Jordan.

“Who’s gonna take it?” Soli asks.

“I think it should be Roxy,” Natalie says.

“Me?” Roxy says.

“You’re the newest member of the group,” Natalie says. “Plus, this is the first time we’ve watched you with Matty.”

“Hey, that’s true,” Soli says. “Let’s see it, Roxy!”

“It’s not going to wait forever,” I say.

“Oh, fine!” Roxy says, feigning annoyance. “I guess I’ll just have to have this big thing all to myself.”

She slides off the end of the couch so she can crane her neck down to suck my cock. I’m not hard yet when her lips wrap around me. But it isn’t long, as her tongue stimulates the sensitive spot on the tip of my cock, before I’m stiff again. She works my shaft expertly, taking her time to build up a steady rhythm. Taking her auburn hair in my hands, I rest them on her head and guide her as she slides up and down my cock. I sigh a deep contented sigh, wondering whether I’ve got enough left in the tank to come again. After a few moments of bobbing up and down, she stops and lets her lips slide off me.

“More, please,” she says.

I take the whipped cream and spread it around the head of my cock, spreading as much of the stuff as I can on the tip without spilling. A little still slides down my shaft, but she flicks it into her mouth with her finger, then resumes.

She opens her mouth and envelops me, the tip of her tongue probing and caressing my head, stimulating the sensitive skin and bringing me closer to orgasm. As I watch her getting me off, I look into those big green eyes. I don’t even care that they aren’t her real eye color. In fact, I almost welcome that I know this secret about her. The need in those eyes is real all right, and so is the glee that she clearly feels as she takes me in her mouth.

I spurt, spilling seed into her mouth. Roxy gulps, prompting a cheer from the rest of the girls. Wooo!

“How’s it taste?” Soli asks.

Roxy has to swallow a few more times before she’s ready to answer.

“Creamy,” she says. “But not too sweet.”

“Bravo!” Natalie says. “That was really well done. And believe me, I know.”

“She does,” I say. “That’s high praise coming from her.”

“Think you’ve got another one in you?” Jordan asks, licking her lips with a Cheshire Cat grin.

“If only I had two prostates,” I say. “I think I’m spent, at least for now. But in another hour? We’ll have to wait and see.”

“Soli,” Natalie asks, “can I put on clothes now?”

“Why, darling?” Soli teases.

“I think it’s time I head back to my place,” Natalie says. “I’ve got some work for a new project.”

“Work on a Saturday?” Jordan groans. “Boo!”

“This one’s a labor of love,” Natalie says. “I’m so excited about it it doesn’t feel like work.”

“Oh, yeah?” I lean forward. “What’s it called?”

“Collision Course,” Natalie says. “It’s a love story. Simple, personal—the kind of thing I’ve wanted to develop for a while.”

“Sounds interesting,” Roxy says. “Would this romance happen to have a female lead?”

“Yes,” Natalie says. “But I can’t get into that yet. Casting is way in the future. The project has to learn to crawl before it can walk, you know?”

“Sounds like you’ve got your hands full,” Soli says, raising her fingers toward Natalie in a playful benediction. “I release you.”

“Thanks,” Natalie says, then remembers, “Oh! I left my change of clothes in the car. Can I borrow something of yours? I promise I won’t steal it.”

“You’re welcome to raid the closet,” Soli says. “Go on.”

A few moments later, Natalie returns wearing a simple cream-colored pullover dress with a floral pattern. She twirls, tugging the hem, seeking approval.

“It’s good, right? Plus I only have to borrow and return one thing. No underwear even,” she adds with a grin.

“Lovely,” Soli says. “Looks great on you. I’d almost rather you keep it so I can see you wear it.”

Natalie smiles, playing with the hem like a little girl.

“You’re adorable,” I say.

“See ya soon?” she asks

“Definitely,” I reply.

“Will you be at Magnolia on Wednesday?” Natalie asks. “We could do lunch. Jordan, you can come too. If anyone sees us, it won’t look so… coupley.”

“I don’t think I’ll be back to the studio for a while,” I say. “Len made it clear that my presence is unnecessary.”

“What?” Natalie says. “Why?” 

I shrug. “He’s been ignoring my suggestions. He doesn’t want me to have any influence over what shows up on screen.”

“What’s his problem?” Natalie asks.

“Guess he feels threatened—or insecure. It comes out as pettiness.”

“Oh, poor Matty!” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” Soli adds, “what a dickwad.”

“Natalie, there’s got to be something you can do, right?” Roxy asks.

Natalie’s expression hardens, problem-solving mode engaged.

“I can’t force him to accept your feedback,” she says, “but I can call him out. Maybe highlight some of your suggestions he ignored.”

“Thanks,” I say. “I almost forgot I have leverage. I don’t want to make waves, and I realize you already took a risk getting me the job.”

“You have a right to be at that table, Matty,” Natalie says. “You’ve done good work. The show would be better if he listened to you. If it’s just his ego, I’d rush to your defense even if we hadn’t… had some fun with whipped cream earlier.”

The group laughs.

“Thanks, Nat,” I say. “You’re like a white knight riding to the rescue—but, you know, girlboss version.”

“Yep,” she tosses her hair. “That’s me.”

“Love you,” I say.

“Love you!” everyone choruses.

Natalie blows kisses and departs.

“Now I feel like an underachiever,” Roxy says. “She’s off kicking ass and here I am, naked and doing nothing.”

“I’ve got the antidote for that,” Soli says, taking the bong from its hiding place.

“Perfect,” Roxy says.

“Give me a sec,” Soli says, heading for the freezer.

“I’ve got some flower,” I say, grabbing it from my bag. Within moments, the bong is packed and handed to Roxy.

“The honor is yours,” I say.

She takes a monster rip, coughing.

“Ugh,” she hacks. “I thought the ice was supposed to make it mild.”

“It does,” Jordan says. “You just went big.”

The bong passes to Jordan, then Soli, and back to me—by which point it’s just ash. I reload, spark it, and take a long, slow hit.

“Oh, yeah,” I exhale. “How’s everyone feeling?”

“Unproductive,” Roxy admits.

“There’s plenty of time to figure things out,” Soli says. “That’s what Mondays are for.”

“You never know,” I add. “Maybe this is research for a future audition. What if you have to play a stoner in a scene?”

“I was a stoner before I met you,” Roxy says.

“Okay,” I say. “But what if you had to know how it feels to be stoned and… well, undressed?”

“I’ve had plenty of experience doing that, too,” Roxy says with a grin.

I glance down to see if the thought stirs me, but I’m still on standby for now.

“It’s so cool we’re all a group now,” Jordan says. “If it weren’t for that accident, maybe none of this would have happened.”

“I think she’s right,” I say. “It was a formative experience—just like me and Soli.”

“And us and Jordan,” Soli adds.

“Hey, yeah,” I say. “Imagine if you hadn’t grabbed for the wheel that night.”

Roxy frowns. “Wait, what?”

“The night driving back, just before the accident,” I say.

“I didn’t grab the wheel,” Roxy says.

“Well… you grabbed for it,” I say.

“What?” she protests. “Grabbing for it isn’t the same as grabbing!”

“Reached for it,” I mutter, stoned.

“Must be affecting your memory,” she says. “That never happened.”

“Maybe I’m remembering wrong,” I offer. “I told the police—”

“You told them it was my fault?” Roxy interrupts.

“I just told them what I remembered. It happened fast.”

“Why would I reach for the wheel? That’s crazy.”

“Well,” I hedge, “maybe you did.”

“That’s the same thing!” she snaps.

Tension hangs in the room.

“This is bringing some bad vibes,” Soli says. “Let’s table it for now.”

“Good idea,” I say. “I like that plan.”

“Me too,” Jordan agrees.

“Hold on,” Roxy says. “When you talk to your lawyer, are you going to say I caused the crash?”

“I… we can worry about that later,” I reply.

“Matty,” Roxy warns, “I didn’t cause it. Definitely wasn’t me.”

“Okay, I’m sorry I brought it up,” I say. “I promised I wouldn’t.”

“But you must have had a reason?” she presses. “It’s obviously on your mind.”

“Yes,” I admit. “I wanted to see your reaction.”

“How do you feel about that decision?” Roxy asks.

“I’ve made better ones today,” I say, smiling.

She softens. “Okay. I get that you weren’t actually accusing me. Just felt like it.”

“I can see her point,” Jordan says gently. “Your words came off a bit passive-aggressive, though.”

“Fair,” I say. “Sorry. I didn’t know the right way to express my feelings.”

“It’s okay,” Roxy says. “I might have been too defensive too.”

“Very good,” Soli says. “Let’s just relax and take stock of what we have.”

“That’s right,” I say, spreading my hands. “We’ve got all of this—stocked fridge, plenty of weed, and look, we’re all naked. Arguing would take away from what we have. Let’s kiss and make up. Want to?”

Roxy pouts, then smiles. “Fine. Get over here.”

I slide onto the armrest next to her, careful not to shift my weight and break the thing. She giggles as I sit, cracking her defenses. We share a brief, playful kiss.

“Okay, enough,” she breaks off, smiling. “I’ve got cotton mouth.”

“Me too,” I say.

Soli rises. “I’ve got sun tea,” she says, sashaying to the fridge.

“Got anything healthy to eat?” Jordan asks.

Soli tosses an orange to her. Jordan catches it and starts peeling.
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“What’ll we do if he’s not in there?” Roxy asks, adjusting her dangerously short skirt.

“Trust me,” I say. “He’ll be in there. He may have been born in that dingy little office.”

“How do I look?” Roxy asks, twirling slightly.

I had told her to come prepared, and she didn’t disappoint. The dress draws the eye exactly where it should. Shimmering red velvet plunges dangerously low, and the skirt is short enough to reveal a hint of thigh every time she moves.

“You look great,” I say. “Deadly.”

She puts her hands on her hips and shimmies.

“Let’s do this,” she says.

It’s Monday, and we’re going to see Manny—the landlord. He owns about half of the units in this dump. Most landlords with his many properties would hire a manager to handle things. Not Manny. He’s like a troll, territorial over the building manager’s office as if nothing else could occupy his time.

We find Manny in his office, as expected. He may be one of God’s creatures, but he’s a creature nonetheless. Right now, he’s gorging himself on a party sub. Imagine Brendan Fraser in The Whale—you’re close.

“Hey, Manny,” I say. “Got a minute?”

“Sure,” he says, mouth full of sandwich.

He waves a chubby hand at the dusty chairs in front of his desk. Roxy and I sit.

“Manny,” I say, “I’m moving out at the end of the month.”

“Great!” he replies.

“Right,” I say. “Well, Roxy here needs a place to stay. I was thinking she could take my unit.”

He eyes Roxy from head to toe, chewing all the while.

“Nah,” he says.

“Um… why?” Roxy asks, testily.

Manny swallows and reaches for a napkin among the chaos on his desk. Not finding one, he wipes his mouth on a receipt. Roxy visibly recoils. Who wouldn’t? But Manny stares ahead like a cow chewing cud.

“I’m selling the unit,” he says.

“What?” I say. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I hadn’t gotten around to it,” he shrugs, diving back into his sandwich as if business demands nothing else.

“Come on,” I say. “You’re supposed to give sixty days’ notice.”

“So are you,” he says, mouth full.

“Can we negotiate at least?” Roxy asks.

“Nah,” Manny says.

I thought Roxy’s raw sexuality might give us leverage, but I miscalculated. Manny has no interest, even transactional.

“At least let her make an offer,” I say.

Manny swallows, clears his throat, then nods.

“I’m willing to pay fifteen percent above what Matty’s paying now,” Roxy says.

“Nah,” Manny replies. “Fifty percent.”

“That’s illegal!” I protest.

“It’s legal to remove a renter for cause and set the new rate fifty percent higher for a new tenant,” he says.

“What cause?” I ask.

“It’s ‘cause I’m selling the unit,” he says, laughing.

“Alright,” I say. “I see you have no qualms about putting a woman in a vulnerable position.”

“I’ve got nowhere else to go,” Roxy says, voice suddenly tight with emotion. “I could end up on the street.”

“That could be lucrative for you,” Manny quips.

“Ugh!” Roxy scowls, crossing her legs. “Pig.”

“Alright, we’re leaving,” I say.

We shuffle toward the door.

“Be out by the end of the month,” Manny calls after us.

“Fine,” I say. “But I’ll be back for the deposit.”

“Mmm-hmm,” he says, self-satisfied. I’m not seeing that deposit.

“Sorry,” I say outside. “Forgot that the whiff of sexuality only works if you have a functioning penis.”

“I wasn’t expecting that,” Roxy says.

“Worth a shot,” I reply.

“We probably should’ve figured something out earlier,” I say. “We just sat around getting high while this problem loomed.”

“Not your fault,” Roxy says. “I put it off. I’ve been coasting along, not noticing where I was headed. The deadline snuck up on me.”

“Soli’s place will be tight,” I say. “But there’s always her living room.”

“That’s fine,” Roxy says. “It may seem weird, but I expected to couch-surf. I did it when I first moved here —I just don’t want to spring it on her.”

“As if,” I say. “She’ll be more excited to have you than me. You have a lot of stuff?”

“Not really,” Roxy says. “Clothes and makeup, but that’s it. I’ve moved a lot, so I never buy furniture. I just take what’s around.”

“Good way to be,” I say. “Roll with the punches.”

“When they come one after another, you just have to roll,” Roxy says. “The only other choice is to take them on the chin.”

“True,” I say.

“You’re taking this awfully well,” I say.

Roxy shrugs. “Sometimes I just go into present mode. Not solving, just letting things happen.”

Crossing the courtyard, I notice Natalie’s kitchen light through the venetian blinds.

“Hold on,” I tell Roxy. “Let’s check on Natalie.”

“You think she’s home?” Roxy asks.

“She shouldn’t be,” I say. “Middle of the day. But the light’s on.”

“Maybe for lunch,” Roxy says.

“Yeah. Maybe.”

I walk up, pulse quickening, scanning for anything unusual. Nothing. I knock.

“Natalie!” I call.

Shuffling inside. The door opens. Natalie stands there, mascara running, hair a mess—she’s been crying.

“Hi,” she says meekly.

I step inside, taking her face in my hands.

“What’s wrong?” I ask. “What happened?”

“I, uh, found out today that I’m going independent,” Natalie says.

“Okay,” I say, not fully comprehending. “What does that mean?”

“It means I didn’t get fired,” Natalie says. “But I don’t have a job anymore.”

“Oh my god!” Roxy says, covering her face. “Natalie, I’m so sorry.”

Knowing there’s nothing I can say, I just wrap my arms around her and hold her.

“It’s my fault,” Natalie says, voice cracking.

“Shhh,” I say gently. “Don’t say that.”

“Maybe we should… come inside?” Roxy suggests. “We can talk.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “Come. Come.”

I let go of her hand, and the three of us step inside. I lock the door behind us, more from instinct than reason.

Natalie wipes a tear from her lash.

“Sorry,” she says to Roxy. “I’m kind of a mess.”

“What are you talking about?” Roxy says, wrapping her arms around her. “Don’t worry about that. Let’s just sit.”

Roxy guides Natalie to the couch. I kick off my shoes out of habit, then sit beside her, taking her hand in mine—no questions, just presence.

“I can’t believe how fast it happened,” Natalie says. “I was in my office when I got the email. They told me to be in the conference room in twenty minutes, which is weird. You don’t do that unless… something’s wrong.”

I nod, running my thumb along her hand.

“So, I get there, and Sam, the executive producer, is sitting at the conference table,” Natalie says. “And I see Sarah, who’s our in-house counsel, and Len, and in my mind, for some reason, I think Sam’s going to fire Len. And I’m thinking, why didn’t he tell me this before?”

“Okay,” I say.

“Because Len has been difficult,” Natalie says. “From the start. Just not an easy working relationship.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Tell me about it.”

“So, I smile, and I have a seat,” Natalie says. “And I can just tell from looking at Sam that something is off. And Len, he’s looking totally calm. Cool as a cucumber. He even had cucumber water, actually.”

“Uh huh,” I say.

“And it dawns on me, that he knows,” Natalie says. “He’s figured it out and he told Sam.”

“Told him what?” I ask.

“Matty,” Natalie says. “About us.”

“Oh,” I say. “Right. Well, I mean, what did he know, really? I mean, it wasn’t like we were stealing from the company or something.”

“I got you a job because you were my boyfriend,” Natalie says. “I showed blatant favoritism in hiring you. I knew what I was doing could get us both in trouble, but I did it anyway.”

“Hold on,” Roxy says. “How did he know?”

“I don’t know,” Natalie says. “I guess there were rumors going around, and he must have heard something.”

“What did you say?” I ask.

“Well, I could have lied,” Natalie says. “I should have. To save my job. I mean, Len didn’t have any solid proof. But I just… I didn’t want to do that anymore.”

She squeezes my hand harder as she says that. I can feel the muscles in my face forming a smile, even though I know it’s not appropriate for the situation. So, it becomes a gentle, encouraging smile. Or at least, that’s what I hope it looks like.

“I’ve spent a long time not taking our relationship seriously,” Natalie says. “I’ve had to hide you, the fact that we’re together. And I know that hurt you.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I say. “I’m fine.”

“But it hurt me too, ya know?” Natalie says. “I didn’t realize how much until it was all in front of me.”

“So, what did they say?” Roxy asks.

“Sarah went over the policies that I violated,” Natalie says. “And then Sam asked me what I thought we should do. I know that my only options were to throw you under the bus and try to save my job, or just let go of all of it. And I couldn’t do that to you, so…”

“You resigned?” I offer.

“Basically,” Natalie says. “Officially, I decided to go independent and venture off to do my own thing. But anyone who will read about it in Deadline: Hollywood knows what that means.”

Well, I feel like shit.

“Natalie, I’m so sorry,” I say. “This is my fault.”

“No, it’s not,” Natalie says.

“But it is,” I say. “It clearly is. If it weren’t for me, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“I offered you the job,” Natalie says. “I knew the consequences of what I was doing. I thought I was being careful.”

“But how did Len know?” I ask. “Who told him?”

“It was going around,” Roxy says. “Even I knew before I was involved with any of you. Natalie, I’m sorry that I didn’t say anything to you. But I heard the rumors too. I should have told you that it was going around. But I wasn’t really close to you before, and even after we did become close I didn’t think somebody was going to use it against you.”

“It’s okay,” Natalie says. “I wasn’t thinking. But that doesn’t matter anymore. It’s nobody’s fault. It’s just something that happened.”

I don’t have any idea what to do now, but I realize that putting the question to Natalie is just going to make her even more scared and uncertain than she already is. What she needs from me is reassurance.

“This is totally unfair,” I say. “But you are an amazing talent.”

She smiles, but it looks almost like a wince, like she doesn’t believe it but also doesn’t have the strength to argue.

“We should think of this as you going independent. Not as a euphemism, but for real,” I tell her.

“Exactly,” Roxy says. “You’re a producer at large now. You’re dangerous. You’re gonna kick ass and produce projects way better than what you would have done at Magnolia.”

Natalie sighs.

“Thanks, you guys,” she says. “But it’s gonna be really hard to come back from this. I mean, it took years to get to where I was. The whole point was to build up a reputation before I went out on my own. Who’s going to work with me now?”

“You must have contacts,” I say.

“Some, sure,” Natalie says. “But none of them are really friends. When you talk to people in this town, you can’t admit you’re down. You have to always be on the upswing.”

“You have good news to share,” I say. “You’re in love!”

She smiles, then jabs me in the ribs with her knuckle.

“But what am I doing?” she says. “What do I tell people? What do I bring?”

“What about people you’ve worked with?” Roxy asks. “Writers, directors. There must be people who you are working on something you can help with.”

Natalie leans her head back, staring at the ceiling. She takes a deep breath and lets it out.

“It’s tough,” she says. “Really, the producer’s job is to find money for the project, or manage it. No creative wants their project managed unless there’s money involved.”

“What about your projects from Magnolia?” I ask. “Can some of them follow you?”

“No, it doesn’t work like that,” Natalie says. “Since I’m gone, all the projects I was overseeing will get reassigned or shelved.”

Then she sits bolt upright.

“Except Collision Course,” she says. “That one I was just doing on spec. I hadn’t even shown it to Sam yet. I’ve been developing it with the screenwriter. We were just working together on spec.”

“That means no money, right?” Roxy says. “So, maybe this screenwriter would be satisfied to keep not getting paid if it means working with you.”

“It’s not the same,” Natalie says. “I can’t offer her anything now. She’s not going to work with me just because she likes me.”

“So, you find some funding,” I say. “Or set up some meetings, or something. At least you’re not starting completely from scratch, right?”

“Not completely,” Natalie admits.

She rubs her temples, feeling the weight of it crashing down on her.

“You’re gonna get through this,” I say. “We’re gonna help you.”

“I don’t know if it helps or not,” Roxy says. “But I’m kinda in the same boat. I’ve got no idea where my next job is going to come from, and no idea where I’m going to live.”

Natalie turns to Roxy and takes her hand.

“You can live with me,” Natalie says.

“What?” Roxy says. “Really?”

“Yes,” Natalie says, her tone emphatic. “We’ll help each other, support each other, financially and otherwise. You can cover half the rent, right?”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “I can totally do that. But what about that guy Manny?”

“Who?” Natalie asks.

“Human slug,” I say. “Owns my apartment.”

“I don’t rent from him,” Natalie says. “My unit is owned by some real estate company. As long as my check arrives on time, they leave me alone and don’t care what I do. Plus, my lease isn’t up until next year.”

“So, you’re really okay having a roommate?” Roxy asks.

“Who doesn’t, in LA?” Natalie says, mustering a smile.

“Aww!” says Roxy, sliding her arms around Natalie. The two hug, a warm, effusive hug, and I smile.

“This is perfect,” I say. “I mean, not perfect, but I love that you two are helping each other. This is what it is to be a family… or a tribe, or whatever.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “Thanks, Matty.”

“For what?” I ask.

“You’re like the nucleus that keeps us all together,” Natalie says.

“I don’t know about that,” I say.

“You kinda are though,” says Roxy. “I wouldn’t be moving in with Natalie if it wasn’t for our relationship with you.”

“Well,” I say, knitting my fingers and resting my neck against them, “having done absolutely nothing, I’m happy to take the credit for having made it all come together.”

Natalie jabs me under the ribs with her knuckle again.

“That hurts, ya know,” I say.

“You’re a guy,” says Roxy. “You’re not supposed to admit when something hurts. You’re supposed to say it tickles.”

“Yeah?” I say, squirming as Natalie keeps jabbing me. “Well, it tickles. A lot.”

“Good,” Natalie says.

Then she grabs my arm and pulls it around herself.

“I’m glad I have you,” she says. “Both of you.”

“Aww!” says Roxy. “Me too!”

Roxy and Natalie kiss on either cheek and then hold each other. We all just sit there a moment, feeling the love between us. The tribe is going strong.


25.

“Let me take that one,” I say, nodding at the box in the corner. “It’s kinda heavy.”

“We can do it,” says Jordan. “With two of us lifting, it’s fine.”

“You sure?” I say.

“I’m a gym-goer now,” Soli says. “Pretty soon I’ll be deadlifting you.”

She flexes her skinny arm with her lean bicep as proof.

It’s Moving Day, for me and Roxy. We’re clearing out my place and transferring Roxy’s stuff into Natalie’s apartment. It’s a whirlwind of activity, kinda chaotic with everyone boxing up and moving things at once. I don’t mind. I’ve got LA’s hottest moving crew. The girls are all in boy shorts, spandex bike shorts, and short t-shirts that leave plenty of midriff exposed. Roxy is taping up boxes, Natalie is folding towels and fabrics.

I set down the lamp and the rice cooker in my hands to watch Jordan and Soli. Both girls lean down, butts out and thighs popping as they squat. Soli slides her hands under the huge box full of my disassembled weights. Jordan looks into her eyes and they nod. One, two, three!

They start to lift, struggling to get it up—

And… they don’t got it.

They set it back on the ground again.

“We can let Matty handle this one,” Jordan says.

“Good call,” says Soli, examining her cuticles. “Let him break a nail.”

“Oh snap!” says Roxy. “Look what I found under Matty’s old mattress!”

Dangling between two fingers, Roxy waves my old sock around for the girls to giggle at.

“Ugh, Matty!” Natalie says. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Oh yeah,” says Roxy, giving the sock a sniff.

She tosses the crusty thing at me. I bat it away from my face and it lands on the floor.

“What do you want from me?” I say. “I was single. And lonely.”

“You wanna bring it with you?” Jordan asks. “A memento from a simpler time, before you found yourself drowning in pussy?”

“Don’t leave it on the floor, whatever you do,” says Roxy.

“Why not?” I say. “I’m sure Manny will know what to do with it.”

The girls give off a collective “Eww!”

“Alright, alright,” I say, going over and snapping the sock off the floor. “I’ll take it with me.”

I ball the crusty sock up and then do a free-throw shot, aiming for the box of towels with the lid open—but it falls far short, landing on the floor again a few feet from where it landed before.

“Matty,” Soli says. “As someone who has handled my share of your genetic material, take it from me—when it gets dry and crusty, it’s gross.”

“Okay, okay,” I say, going over to retrieve the sock and depositing it in the plastic shopping bag we’ve designated as the trash. “I’m throwing it out.”

“What about its twin?” says Natalie. “It must be lying around here somewhere.”

“I’ll turn it into a sock puppet,” I say. “Let’s leave those two boxes over there and come back for them. I think everything else can fit in the car. Everyone want to grab a box? One appropriate to their strength, of course.”

At this rate, we might actually get this place cleared and get Roxy settled in downstairs before sunset.

“I thought you called yourself a minimalist,” says Soli. “How did you end up with all this crap?”

“Seven boxes?” I say. “Come on. That’s not bad. Besides, I want to take everything I can, whether it came with the place or not. Since my landlord’s probably gonna screw me on the deposit anyway, I might as well take what petty revenge I can.”

I grab the big box of weights, careful to lift with my legs.

“You got that all by yourself?” Natalie asks.

I nod, grunt.

“You don’t need to prove yourself, He-Man,” says Roxy. “We already know you’re plenty virile.”

But I’m already lugging the thing out the door and down the stairs, picturing with something close to rapture the moment when I’ll be able to lay my burden down. The girls follow in a line, just like ants marching, down the stairs and across the courtyard.

Moving is a pain, but there’s pleasure in it too. New beginnings, clearing away the old. Plus, there’s just something wonderful about tackling the task as a group. I huff a little as I carry the box, feeling my arms trembling with the weight. When we round the building and come to the curb outside, I bend with my knees to set the thing down. Ahh. That’s better.

Phew! I wipe my brow and smile at the girls. Natalie stacks her smaller box on top of mine.

Soli takes out the keys and unlocks the car. Beep beep!

“I think the big one is going to have to go in the trunk,” I say. “But this one can probably fit in the back seat.”

Jordan and Soli grab the bottom of the big box to help me guide it into the trunk. Then we put the other three in the back and turn to grab the rest. I look back to see Roxy turned, looking at something.

“What’s up?” I call over to her.

“I think that guy’s taking pictures,” she says. “Of us.”

“Who?” I say.

She points and my eyes scan the cars, landing on the one at the end of the street. There’s a black Sentra parked not quite parallel with the curb. In the driver’s seat is a guy with dark wraparound sunglasses and a neck brace.

“What the hell?” I say. “Is that Hamlet?”

The car engine starts, but I hurry over and block his front.

“What are you doing here?” I shout.

He just sits there, trying to wave me out of the way like he thinks I’m just going to step aside and let him take off.

“You taking pictures of me?” I say. “Why? Hamlet, I know it’s you. I can see that it’s you.”

Honk!

“I’m not moving!” I say. “You gonna get out of that car or not?”

Honk! Honk!

Now the girls are rushing over, all of them looking to hold me back in case I try to smack him or something.

“Matty,” Soli says. “Let’s go inside.”

“Hold on,” I say. “This is harassment. We don’t have to take this.”

Hamlet’s window rolls down.

“I’m filming all this,” he says, waving his iPhone at me.

“Go ahead!” I say. “I’m not the one doing anything wrong.”

Jordan puts a hand on my elbow.

“Come on,” she says. “We don’t need to engage with him.”

“I’m fully within my rights,” Hamlet says.

“Yeah,” I say. “Well, so am I.”

Hamlet tries to inch forward, hoping that he can get me to move out of the way. But I stand my ground.

“Why are you taking pictures of us?” I demand. “How does this help your case?”

“I’m not talking to you,” Hamlet says. “I’m not engaging.”

“You’re surveilling us!” I say. “You’re invading our privacy!”

“There’s no privacy in public!” he fires back.

“This could qualify as harassment,” Roxy says. “If I were you, I’d delete those photos—and the video.”

Hamlet responds by aiming the phone at her and filming her.

“Is this what you want?” Roxy says.

She brushes her hair over one shoulder, then puts a hand on her hip and starts flirting with the camera. Seeing what she’s doing, Soli starts doing the same. Soon, all four girls are posing and preening.

“Like what you see?” Jordan jeers.

“Get a good look!” Natalie says.

Soli runs her hands down her body, bending and shaking in a provocative display. Roxy gets behind her, gesturing like she’s smacking that ass. Soon, the displays get even more exaggerated.

All this raw sexuality on display must be getting to Hamlet, because he takes his foot off the brake and—

Pow! He hits the bumper of the car parked in front of him. Bonk! Bonk! Bonk! Bonk! The car alarm goes off and Hamlet panics, dropping his phone and attempting to back up.

“Oh! That’s gonna be some damage!” says Soli.

“What’s it gonna cost to buff that out?” Roxy says.

Hamlet puts the car in park, then steps out to survey the damage. His neck is concealed in one of those big foam neck braces, and he has to bend over to get a good look.

“Damn it!” Hamlet snarls.

I whip out my own phone, not wanting to miss this chance to document the damage.

All the while, the parked car’s alarm just keeps going. Bonk! Bonk! Bonk!

“Oh, Christ!” Hamlet shouts.

“Serves you right!” I say.

“Better leave a note!” says Soli.

“I’m gonna make you pay for this!” Hamlet shouts, then winces.

“It was your fault,” I say.

The girls laugh and so do I.

“Alright,” I say. “Look, Hamlet, I was getting ready to settle with you instead of going to court. I don’t need the headache. But ya know what? I don’t care if it costs me everything. You’ll be seeing us in court.”
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The Smogtown Film Festival, so called because it’s held in LA and all the better names were taken, may not be Cannes. You’re not going to run into DeNiro or Tarantino in the men’s room, and I’m pretty sure there aren’t any paparazzi lurking around behind the trash cans. It’s more a showcase of local talent, short films and small budget projects that aren’t going to land in a theater near you but might end up on streaming. Believe it or not, there are still people who make a living making small projects like these. That’s what we’re counting on. We don’t have a movie of our own to show. We’re here hoping to scare up some funding to make Natalie’s dream project come to life. To showcase the script and get people excited about the story, we’re doing a “table read.” All the actors sit and read their parts in front of an audience to give a sense of what the real thing will look like. All the actors, plus me.

“Do you believe in fate?” Roxy asks, here reading the part of Vivienne.

“I believe in physics,” I say. “Objects in motion tend to stay in motion until something stops them. Cars collide. There’s nothing mysterious about it.”

“It doesn’t need to be mysterious,” says Soli, reading for Maria. “A thing can be both magnificent and everyday.”

“True,” I say. “I completely agree. But that doesn’t suggest there’s any such thing as fate.”

“Why can’t there be?” Soli says, reading from the script. “I kinda like the idea.”

“Well, so do I,” I say. “But that doesn’t change things, does it?”

“I can’t figure you out,” Roxy says. “Are you some mushy romantic, or some hard-hearted cynic?”

Now, if this were me talking, I’d point out that cynical is a totally misunderstood word. But I’m pretty sure that the audience listening to this table read aren’t that interested in the real definition of Cynicism and why it’s not the same as cynicism. Besides, I’m not me right now. I’m Daniel Tolson, and he doesn’t know anything about philosophy and probably doesn’t care, which is why I’m delivering the lines just as they’re written on the page in front of me.

“Call me cynical if you like,” I read aloud from the script in front of me. “But I don’t think love is a myth. It’s just the idea that everything is preordained that I can’t get behind. To me, the fact that we can sort meaning from a sequence of events is beautiful in its own way.”

“I think what happened to us was meant to happen,” Roxy says. “We’re three people who have nothing in common, no reason to meet. Then, bam! A car crash brings us together. If you hadn’t chosen to cross the street at that exact moment, I would have driven by. And Maria would have too. That’s not what happened. Because fate took a hand.”

“I don’t see it that way,” I say.

“What?” says Soli, “you walked in front of my car on purpose?”

“No, of course not,” I read aloud. “But why does it have to be binary? Either everything is magical and people are fated to find each other, or there’s no order to anything and everything is just random? How can it only be a choice between those two things?”

“Well, what do you suggest, to bridge the divide?” Roxy asks.

“I think that people can come together,” I say. “And it can be meaningful and beautiful, but there’s no such thing as soulmates, no happily ever after.”

“I think I wanna cry,” Soli says, with a grin.

She’s really reading this character. I think she’s understanding Maria perfectly. The witty sarcasm, the cool detachment but with vulnerability underneath. The line may be “I think I wanna cry” but Soli understands that’s just Maria’s banter.

“Hey, I’m not saying that everyone ends up miserable in the end,” I say. “People can make each other happy. It happens all the time. But that doesn’t mean it’s destiny. I can’t stand the idea that the choice is between delusion and misery. That’s crazy. We came together. It happened, and that’s enough. What matters now is what we choose to do about it.”

“Well, I know what I’m going to do about it,” says Roxy, here reading the part of Vivianne, “I’m going to hold on tight and not let go. I feel like if my grip slips, I’ll be thrown by the force of what’s hit me. You talk about forces colliding. Well, I’ve never felt an impact like this one. If I don’t keep myself together, I don’t think I’ll survive.”

The lights flash off and on, which is meant to simulate stage lights. Of course, we’re actually in a big conference hall at the Radisson by LAX. On a stage, there would be someone in the light booth handling that kind of stuff. In our case, it’s being handled by my all-purpose superwoman, Jordan.

“And that’s our scene,” says Natalie, speaking into the mic.

There’s some hoots and cheering from the crowd, which, even though it’s small, seems enthusiastic.

“Give it up for Roxy Wells,” Natalie says. “Marisol Avenida and Matteo Navarro!”

We each stand up and take a little bow. It’s pretty fun being an actor. And it’s easy when you don’t even need to memorize your lines. All I had to do was sit and read the script, but I guess that was enough. The crowd loves it. If this group of twenty people at the Smogtown Film Festival are a representative sample, this movie might just have a chance of getting made. There’s a lot of polite clapping and even a few cheers.

“Thanks, everyone, for joining us this afternoon,” Natalie says. “We’re really so excited to share this project with you. I want to give a shoutout to our very talented screenwriter. Eliza Ellis, take a bow, please.”

Natalie beckons the screenwriter to take the mic from her. Knowing Natalie like I do, I’m sure she’s desperate to get rid of it. You’d never know it though, from looking at her. She seems totally poised and collected up there on that stage. And the outfit she’s got on, the white pants, a tight little black top with a white dress shirt over it, skirts the line between professional and sexy in that perfectly LA kind of way. 

Eliza waves and smiles before quickly returning to her seat. Natalie continues–

“This project is a labor of love for everyone who is taking part,” she says. “We’re all like a family, and that’s why we all want so much to share this story with the world. We’re looking for funding to produce the film, and yes I can see you already guarding your wallets and looking for the exits–”

There’s a little scattered laughter.

“But whether you can contribute to the project as an investor or not, we’d love your support if you can spread the word about Collision Course. Tell your friends, post pictures from our table read. Everything you can do helps us to make this dream possible. So, thanks everyone!”

Natalie puts the microphone back on the stand and there’s one more round of applause. She goes over to talk to some people wearing lanyards who I guess are from the business or the festival or something, leaving Roxy, Soli and me to hang out and chat. 

“What’d you think?” Soli says, running the tips of her fingers down my forearm.

“You were fantastic,” I say.

“Who was better?” Soli asks. “Roxy or me? Be honest.”

“This is the best part about being in our relationship,” I say. “I don’t have to choose. And that’s what this story is all about.”

I can’t believe how fast things have happened. Just a few months ago, this script was little more than an idea. But it’s been fun to watch it grow. Natalie told me the story. And as they came in, I read new drafts of the script. But this is the first time that we’re letting it out of the lab and seeing if it can actually spark interest with the public. Or at least people who hang out at film festivals.

“You know, you were pretty good,” says Roxy. “Nice reading.”

“Yeah, well,” I say. “After you’ve mastered the ABCs, the rest is a breeze.”

“Seriously though,” Roxy says. “You held your own with professional actors.”

“All I had to do was read the words,” I say. “No acting required.”

“It takes more skill than you think to be natural in front of an audience,” Roxy says. “A lot of people would have frozen up.”

I don’t point out the fact that our audience was only twenty people. We were hoping for a bigger crowd, but why take away from the moment?

“Well, the fact that I was with you two made it easy,” I say. “You’re my inspiration.”

“You guys did so great!” says Jordan, who crosses over to throw her arms around me.

“You too!” I say, hugging her back.

“All I did was flash the lights on and off,” Jordan says.

“And it was crucial,” I say. “The show simply couldn’t have gone on without you.” 

I squeeze her and she pretends to gag.

“I’m just happy to be part of the team,” Jordan says. “And when we get this baby funded, I’ll be wearing many hats. Production Assistant, Set Designer, Head of the Costumes Department, maybe even Best Boy.”

“That’s an actual title?” Soli says.

“Yeah,” Jordan says. “It’s the electrician’s assistant. I guess they used to only use boys back in the day.”

“You’ll make the sexiest Best Boy ever,” I say. “No boy could do better.”

She rolls her eyes.

“Thanks, Matty,” she says. 

“Who are those people Natalie’s talking to?” Soli asks.

“Small fries, mostly,” Roxy says. “It’s to be expected. Most of the big producers are at the screening of Cold Revenge in the other conference room.”

“I wish the festival had given us a better time to hold our table read,” Jordan says. “We might have drawn a bigger crowd if we’d been here Friday.”

“We’re not big movers and shakers,” I say. “But our project has heart, we’ve got… spunk.”

“Spunk?” Roxy says. “You make us sound like a Little League team with an alcoholic coach and no shot at the playoffs.”

“Don’t you watch movies?” I say. “That’s exactly the kind of team that succeeds in the end. I like our long odds. It just makes us plucky and relatable.”

“That’s great,” Jordan says. “And I like that too. But I think what Roxy’s saying is that if we’re going to succeed we need to seem less like loveable underdogs and more like champions. At least if we want anyone to give us cash to make our film.”

“We haven’t done so bad so far,” I say. “I mean, we’re already pretty close to making our budget.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “But that’s because Natalie has been pulling out every stop, staking her reputation with everyone she knows to scrap the money together.”

“Yes,” I say. “But also because of our incredible star power. You heard that polite applause. They went crazy for the incomparable Roxy Wells, the equally incomparable Soli Avenida, and this guy,” I say, pointing my thumb at myself.

“Matty’s right,” Jordan says. “Let’s do like Aretha Franklin said and ac-cent-tchu-ate the positive. We’re gonna get this movie made, and when we do we’ll find an audience.”

“Yeah, okay,” says Soli, throwing her fist in the air. “Go, team!”

“We’re awesome badasses,” Roxy agrees. “Just trying to keep our expectations realistic. We’ve still got a lot of money to raise. So, maybe we should all do a little circulating.”

“Good idea,” Soli says. “Let’s split up and chat up some people in the other conference rooms. There have to be some investors around her somewhere. We’ll find them faster if we cover more ground.”

“I don’t want to try to get money from strangers by myself,” Jordan says. “Roxy, come with me?”

“Of course, doll,” Roxy says.

“Okay, well if you two are going to hang out together, I want to come with you, too,” Soli says.

“So much for us splitting up to cover more ground,” Roxy says.

“We’re good as a unit, too,” Soli says. “Come on, Cold Revenge is just about to finish. We can hang around outside so we’ll be ready to mingle when the movie gets out.” 

“You’ll definitely draw attention,” I say. “Just be careful that it’s the professional kind.”   

“Come with us,” Soli says. “You can be our bodyguard.”

“I don’t wanna bail on Natalie,” I say. “I’ll catch up with you. Just stay together. There’s safety in numbers.”

I throw my arms out and each of the girls squeezes in for a quick hug and a kiss.

“All right, all stars,” I say, after we separate. “Hit one for me. I’m rooting for you kids!”

“Did you just become our alcoholic little league coach?” Roxy asks.

“With a heart of gold,” I answer with a smile and a wave.

“Love ya, Matty!” says Jordan, blowing a kiss as she walks off. I grab it out of the air, and then slap it against my cheek, making her smile.

The truth is, I want to be here to support Natalie. But I’m also kinda hoping I’ll get the chance to talk to the screenwriter. Eliza. 
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I know what you’re thinking. Four girlfriends, and he’s scoping out another woman? 

But my interest in Eliza is strictly professional. Well, maybe not strictly. She is ravishing. Red hair, blown out and a little curly. Jeans that fit her curves perfectly, a blouse that shows just a hint of belly and more than a hint of cleavage. She’s got this gypsy vibe, and the ‘so shy it’s cute’ thing she has going reminds me of Natalie in the best way. But at the same time, I really want to get to know the person who wrote that script. I’d really like to know what inspired her to come up with this story which seems so eerily similar to my own.

Natalie’s still engaged with the little knot of people around her. It’s impressive. Watching her in her element like this reminds me of everything I love about her. She’s driven, intelligent, and just a little dorky as she laughs too loud at someone’s lame joke.

Eliza, on the other hand, is sitting by herself looking at her phone. So, I saunter over and introduce myself.

“Hi, Eliza,” I say.

She looks up at me with momentary surprise, then a warm smile.

“Oh, hey, Matteo,” she says.

“You can call me Matty,” I say. “Can I have a seat?”

“Sure,” she says, gesturing to the empty chair beside her.

“So, how’d I do?” I say. “I’m no actor, but I hope I didn’t screw up your vision too much.”

“Not at all. You weren’t bad as Daniel,” she says. “Thanks for giving it a shot. He’s proven to be a difficult part to cast.”

“Really?” I say. “Why’s that?”

“Well, he’s got to be this everyman,” Eliza says. “But an everyman who is also irresistible to women.”

“Hollywood’s full of handsome faces,” I say.

“Sure,” Eliza says. “But that’s not enough. It’s not just that this guy is good looking. He’s got to be drop-dead sexy in a way that isn’t just about appearance. In fact, it can’t be about his appearance at all. He has to embody male sexuality in a way that doesn’t turn off straight men either. That’s a tougher line to walk. The guys in the audience have to not only believe that this guy can carry the story but also that he’s basically like them.” 
“And I did that?” I say with a laugh.

“You were close enough,” Eliza says. “For the table read at least.”

“Well, I’m glad,” I say. “Any way I can help out, I’m happy to do that.”

She gives me this look like she’s appraising me, or maybe judging me. But with this strange little smile on her face, I get the impression that she’s maybe already made up her mind about me and is just waiting to see whether I’ll live up to her expectations or disappoint. 

“I love your script,” I say, reflecting on how nice it is to actually mean it. “The car crash, the love affair. Where’d you come up with the idea?”

“Oh, it’s just a metaphor for relationships,” Eliza says. “Like Crash. You remember that movie?”

“Oh yeah,” I say. “It’s been a while, but I remember it. Good film. Very different tone.”

“Completely different,” Eliza agrees. “But the kernel of the idea is the same. Collision as intimacy; people literally colliding with each other just to come together.”

“It’s great,” I say. “Almost spooky how close it is to an experience I had.”

“Soli told me that this story was pretty close to home for you,” Eliza says. “Is that right?”

“It’s true,” I say. “I guess you could say that I have an ironic connection to the source material.”

“I wouldn’t call it ironic,” Eliza says. “I’d call it cosmic.”

“Careful,” I say. “You keep talking like that, and I might get cynical. Well, not cynical, actually. The term is a misnomer."

“Oh, intellectual,” Eliza says. “That’s another side of you I didn’t see before.”

“I don’t know if it’s that interesting,” I say. “But the ancient Cynics weren’t cynical at all. They were completely sincere, even militantly so. They lived according to their principles and rejected every kind of social convention. For that, they were called doglike. That’s where the word comes from.”

“That doesn’t seem very doglike to me,” Eliza says.

“Well, they also peed wherever they happened to be,” I say. “And masturbated in public.”

She laughs.

“Seriously?” Eliza says.

“Seriously,” I say. “And they were always completely sincere about it.”

She laughs even louder at this.

“Well, how could you not be, right?” she says.

“Exactly,” I say. “Can you imagine masturbating insincerely? Oh, sure, I’m jerking off, but I’m only doing it because that’s what society tells me I should want to do.”

“Kinda takes the fun out of it, right?” she says.

“I think so,” I say.

There’s a pause in the conversation, not an awkward one but just one of those that inevitably happens when two people meet for the first time. It gives Eliza the opening she needs to transition subjects.

“So, what do you do, when you’re not doing table reads?” she asks.

“To be honest,” I say. “I’m kinda between things at the moment.”

Natalie’s firing was mine too, in a way. I wasn’t actually an employee, just a freelancer whose contract didn’t get renewed. Of course, it amounted to the same thing in the end. Now I’ve got no money coming in and nothing I can claim to be doing. Just a big hole in the resume without a clear idea of how I’m gonna fill it.

“I’ve been doing all I can to support my girls in making this movie,” I say.

“Your girls?” Eliza says with a raised eyebrow.

“My women, I mean,” I say. “Or partners, or whatever the preferred term may be.”

Eliza laughs.

“I wasn’t trying to police your language,” she says. “But I am honestly interested.”

“Well, that’s part of the reason why I wanted to introduce myself,” I say. “I’m fascinated by your story because it’s rare to find a love story where the male character has a relationship with two women instead of having to choose between one of them.”

“Yeah,” Eliza says. “It’s true. The typical storyline would involve this whole love triangle, someone’s heart gets broken. A twisted love affair. That can work. Plenty of stories have done it.”

“But the fact that you’re breaking the mold is much more interesting,” I say. “At least to me.”

“Thank you,” she says.

“And the truth, which you may have already learned, is that I’m dating Natalie and Roxy and Soli,” I say. “And Jordan too.”

“I did hear something like that,” Eliza says.

“I trust based on what you wrote that you won’t judge,” I say.

“Of course not,” Eliza says. “I find polyamory fascinating.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Except what we have going isn’t polyamory. Not exactly.”

“Oh?” Eliza asks. “How would you define it?”

“Well, that’s just it,” I say. “I don’t know how to define it. Polyamory involves everyone pursuing their own partners, which is fine. But in our relationship, it’s more that each of the girls is dating me, and I’m dating each of them, and some of them are sorta dating each other but it’s a little bit complicated.”

“I see,” Eliza says. “I think you might call that ethical non-monogamy.”

“Really?” I say. “I’ve never even heard that term before.”

“Oh yeah,” she says. “There are whole communities of people practicing ENM. It’s not common, but it’s not as rare as it used to be.”

“Huh,” I say. “Well, I guess that defines it. The only other term I know to describe it is harem, which I realize doesn’t have a positive connotation for most women.” 

“Don’t be so sure about that,” Eliza says. “It’s a female fantasy, too,”

“Right,” I say. “There are romance novels with reverse harems. One woman with a pack of hunky guys who are all werewolves, or whatever.”

“True,” Eliza says. “That’s out there. But that wasn’t what I was talking about.”

“So, what are you saying?” I ask.

“Believe it or not, a lot of women are turned on by the idea of sharing a man,” Eliza says. “The idea of being in a harem turns some women on. Not all, but more than you would think.”

“Really?” I say. “Now, see, okay, this is an insight that I wouldn’t otherwise get. Tell me more. I’m fascinated. What’s the appeal for a woman?”

“Many things,” Eliza says. “There’s the idea of having a close bond with a group of women.”

“Yep,” I say. “That’s absolutely part of what my girls like. It’s not just their relationship with me. They have their own relationship with each other that isn’t about me at all.”

“Then there’s the unequal power dynamic,” Eliza says. “The man has got so much sex appeal and stamina that he can attract and keep multiple partners while each woman in the relationship remains tied only to him. That power imbalance can be attractive.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I get that. But I thought that unequal power dynamics and the patriarchy and all that is just what women don’t want.”

“Well,” Eliza says. “Keep in mind, we’re talking about fantasies here. A lot of women like the idea of being in a relationship like yours. But it’s rare to find a group of women who actually want to be in one.”

“Especially when the guy they’re sharing isn’t some kind of a cult leader or guru or something,” I say.

“Exactly,” Eliza says. “Which would be an example of unethical nonmonogamy since there’s manipulation and abuse. That’s not sexy. Well, maybe a little. But as a fantasy. In real life, it’s not okay.”

“Right,” I say. “But I can understand that there’s a difference between what women in real life and what they like to fantasize about.”

“That’s just it,” Eliza says. “It’s a vicarious experience. You can allow your imagination to run wild and explore this taboo side of romance. That’s what I wanted to explore, and it’s why I wrote Collision Course the way I did. Originally, I had in my mind a pretty standard romance where Daniel chooses Maria in the end. But then I thought, why does it have to be that way? I realized that the story could evolve with the times, and that was more interesting to me.” 

“I’m glad you took that risk,” I say. “It makes the story a lot more interesting in my opinion. Of course, I’m biased.”

“Sure,” she says. “But thanks. It means a lot.”

“Hey!”

I turn and see Natalie approaching. She’s got her arms extended, and I throw my arms around her. We hug, and it’s a deep hug. The kind of hug that broadcasts that fact that we’re lovers. We’re not trying to hide it anymore, so at least some good came of us both losing our jobs. 

“Sorry, sorry,” Natalie says. “I got held up talking to those guys.”

“Don’t apologize,” I say. “How’d it go?”

“I got a soft commitment from one guy for six-percent of the budget!” Natalie says.

“That’s amazing!” I say, going in for one more big hug.

Natalie grins, not used to all this PDA and not completely comfortable with it yet, but loving it all the same.

“Awesome work,” Eliza says, holding out her palm for a high five. Natalie gives her one.

“It’s all thanks to your hard work, really,” Natalie says. “Of course, the girls did their part. And you too, Matty.”

“Your excitement about the project is infectious,” I say. “That’s what sold it.”

“Matty and I have been having a fascinating conversation about non-monogamy,” Eliza says.

“She’s got some incredible insights on the subject,” I say. “Here I was not even realizing that I was in an ethical, non-monogamous relationship. I just thought I won some kind of cosmic lottery.”

“Yeah, it’s been a learning experience for all of us,” Natalie says. “I never thought I’d be in a relationship like this. Sometimes I’m surprised by how well it works. By the way, where are the girls?”

“Off hoping to hook a big fish at the screening of Cold Revenge,” I say. “Wanna go find them?”

“Sure,” Natalie says. “Eliza, would you like to join us?”

“I was kinda hoping to slip out and abandon my duty to schmooze,” Eliza says with a smile. “I’m actually a total introvert.”

“Girl, me too,” says Natalie. “But we’re all doing what we can. Making sacrifices for our art, and all that.”

“You’re a rockstar,” Eliza says. “You work the crowd like you were born to do it. Seriously, though, I gotta beg off this time. But I do have a favor to ask.”

“Anything,” Natalie says.

“I’d like, uh, to meet with Soli and Roxy to go, uh, over some scenes,” Eliza says. “The script is still a work in progress, and I’d like to do some workshopping with both actors to refine it and maybe explore some new areas. And I’d like Matty to be there, too.”

“Really?” I say. “I mean, I’d be happy to do it. But I don’t know how helpful I’d be. I don’t know anything about acting.”

“That’s alright,” Eliza says. “I want to explore your real relationship so that I can use it to inform the relationship that I’m building between these three characters.” 

“Whatever helps your process,” Natalie says with a little smile.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’ll help however I can. When do you want to do it?”

“Maybe you three can come to my house in Silver Lake?” Eliza says. “I’m free on Thursday.”

“Well, I gotta check with the girls first,” I say. “But I’m sure we can make it happen.”

“Great,” Eliza says.

She goes over to hug Natalie.

“Thanks for everything you’ve done,” she says. “I’m so lucky to have you as my champion.”

“Aww, thanks for trusting me,” Natalie says.

“I’ve never sold a script before,” Eliza tells me, still with her arm around Natalie. “But Natalie has been one-hundred percent supportive. You’re lucky to have this woman as your partner.”

“Believe me, I know,” I tell her.  

The love fest between them finally ends with kisses on both cheeks, then Natalie and I leave to go find the rest of our little family.

“Talk soon!” Eliza calls after us as we go.

I give a little wave then take Natalie’s hand as we exit the conference room.

“She seems really cool,” I say.

“And really into you,” Natalie answers.  
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“Okay,” I say. “Maybe I should just accept that you’re right from the start—”

“Definitely,” Natalie cuts in.

“—But what makes you think that?” I say.

“A few things,” Natalie says. “I clocked the way she was looking at you while you two were talking. Her eyes never left yours. But that’s innocent enough. Then, after she recommended you join the girls for a little acting exercise, that confirmed it.”

“I dunno,” I say. “Maybe she’s just hands-on.” 

“And maybe she wants your hands on her,” Natalie says.

“Come on,” I say. “Can’t a woman ever have innocent intentions toward a man?”

“What did the two of you talk about?” she asks.

“Relationships, mostly,” I say.

“So, sex, then,” Natalie says.

“No, relationships,” I say. “It’s not like we were trading stories about scores or discussing favorite positions, or something.”

“Oh, Matty,” Natalie says. “To a woman, talking about relationships is sexier than talking about actual sex.”

“No way!” I say with a laugh.

“It’s true,” Natalie says. “You just don’t understand how women think.”

“I’m starting to,” I say. “And what I’m learning is that they’re hornier than I could have imagined.”

“Took ya long enough,” she says.

I squeeze her hand as we walk, entwining her fingers and mine.

We walk downstairs, filing past a few bored-looking convention goers. I just realized what this festival really needs is for everyone to be in costume like Comic-Con. These middle-aged industry types wearing khakis and pastel polos, and the shabby college students whose interest they’re trying to capture, would look a lot more interesting, and probably have more fun, if they were all dressed as Spiderman or Jean-Luc Piccard.

There’s a small crowd gathered outside the big conference room where Cold Revenge is being screened. It’s advertised by a plain white piece of computer paper with the words printed in some standard-looking font. That’s not doing much to catch anyone’s attention. But something else is. Three smokeshows who are standing outside snapping photos with some schmuck wearing a lanyard and a big goofy smile like he’s eight years old and they’re princesses at Disneyland.

“Hey,” I say as we approach. “Upstaging the cast?”

“We didn’t ask for this!” Jordan protests.

“Yeah,” says Roxy. “We were just standing around and some guy asked to take a picture with us.”

“With Roxy, actually,” Soli chimes in.

“Before we knew it, a line had formed,” Roxy says.

The guy with the lanyard steps off and two more guys, aspiring directors by the look of them, step in. All three girls pose, tilting their heads to let their hair fall across their faces. They’ve got hands on hips, leaning forward slightly to show off cleavage. Oh yeah, they know exactly what they’re doing. They can act like it isn’t deliberate, but they know very well the effect that the three of them together will have on a bunch of lonely film nerds.

“Can I cut in line?” I ask once those two guys have gotten their shots with the girls.

Groans of protest erupt from the crowd.

“Hey!” I say. “They’re my girlfriends!”

“Yeah, right!” says some chubby Comic-Book-Guy type.

“Is she your girlfriend, too?” asks another, pointing at Natalie.

“Well, yeah,” I say, still holding her hand. 

“Seriously, bro?” says Comic Book Guy.

“Yeah, bro,” I say, guiding Natalie over to stand beside Jordan and Soli.

Hey, I’m just invoking my privilege as their boyfriend. And if these guys don’t like it, well, too bad. Roxy rushes over to hand her phone to someone then quickly retreats into position.

“Say, Collision Course!” Soli yells.

“Collision Course!” we all say as we smile.

No actual flashes or camera clicks, since it’s digital. After a few pics, the guy Roxy handed her phone to gives an “okay” sign.

“All right,” announces Jordan to the eager group of men. “I think that’s all for now.”

There’s another collective groan from the guys.

“But you can follow us on Instagram at Collision Course Official!” Soli adds.

“When we get one million subscribers,” Roxy says. “We’ll post nudes!”

“All of you?” asks the camera man.

“Sure!” says Soli. The crowd mutters its approval and we’re allowed to slip away. Then, once we’ve walked away, Soli squeezes my arm.

Then she quickly adds, sotto voce, “Not that there’s much chance we’ll get a million subs anyway. We’ve got a hundred and five right now.”

“So, how’d we do?” Natalie asks. “Any contacts? Prospects?”

“We mingled, we chatted, we flattered,” Roxy reports. “We met lots of guys but nobody with any real suction, no one with juice.”

“I’m pretty sure some of those guys had some juice that required suction,” I say.

“Ha-ha,” Jordan says. “But no producers or money men. Nobody who could actually help us reach our funding goals.”

“What about the GoFundYourself page?” I ask.

Soli spends a couple minutes checking the page on her phone.

“Hey, we got another pledge!” she announces. “Fifteen bucks since we’ve been here!”

“I think GoFundYourself takes a percentage,” says Jordan. “So it’s slightly less than fifteen bucks.”

“Well, every little bit helps,” I say. “Natalie got some big money out of one guy, although she’s too humble to brag about it.”

“For real?!” Roxy says. “Way to go, girl!”

“Yay, Nat!” says Jordan.

“And what have you been doing?” asks Soli, with mock seriousness. “While we’ve been seducing simps for the sake of our righteous cause, what have you done to help the project?”

“Oh, he’s just been chatting with Eliza,” Natalie says. “She flirted with him, but as usual he was totally oblivious.”

“Okay,” I say. “This is a good opportunity to get a second opinion. Is it sexier for a woman to talk about relationships than actual sex?”

“If she likes you it is,” Jordan says. “It gets her thinking about what a relationship with you would be like, which leads to sexual thoughts, fantasies, it’s kind of like a back door that bypasses all the anxieties surrounding sex most women have.”

“I think a guy who says straight up that he wants in my back door is kinda hot,” Soli says. “Of course, that’s only he’s cute, and, ya know, Matty.”

I wrap my knuckle gently against the curve of her ass.

“Knock, knock,” I say.

She squeals and then pinches me. I swat her arm away and we start play fighting.

“So, what are we doing for the rest of the day?” Jordan asks.

“There are a few more screenings we can go to this evening,” Natalie says. “You never know who might show up. Could be some good networking opportunities.”

“Or,” Roxy says. “We could day drink at a big blowout in the Hollywood Hills.”

She passes me her phone and I take a look.

“Washed Up Party, huh?” I say, reading the evite.

“No way!” Jordan says. “I’ve heard of this. It’s hosted by these YouTubers who have this big house in the hills. Everything’s in the splash zone. The only rule is, if you show up you’d better be prepared to get wet. I thought it was invite only.”

“It is,” Roxy says. “A friend just sent the link.”

“And we can all get in the door with just one invitation?”

“Four women to one guy? Yeah, I think we can pretty much get in anywhere with that ratio,” says Roxy.

“It sounds good to me,” I say. “We’ve just got to get changed. And figure out a ride to get over there.”

After the year I’ve had, I’ll never take arriving safely for granted again. If we’re going to be drinking and smoking weed, which is likely, we really have to get a ride over there.  

“True,” Natalie says. “Parking in the Hills is a nightmare. And while I don’t mind being the designated driver, I kinda wanna let loose a little.”

“You deserve it,” Soli says. “You’ve earned some time off. I think we all have.”

“So, we go home, get changed, call a ride, and then we head over,” I say. “Sound like a plan?”

“Okay, but let’s at least try to network a little while we’re there, okay?” Natalie says.

“Totally,” Jordan says.

It takes more than an hour to snake our way all the way back to the valley, split up and get changed into our swim stuff and then all meet up in Sylmar before carpooling over in a rideshare party van. But once we’re on the road to Hollywood, I’m starting to feel the party vibe. The girls are looking incredible, of course. Those bikinis I bought Jordan, Soli, and Natalie were a long term investment that keeps paying dividends every time I get to see them wearing them. Not to be outdone, Roxy is wearing a peach-colored drool-inducing two piece. Even my short shorts are getting some use.

We get dropped off on a cul-de-sac somewhere above Mulholland Drive. From the next block over, you can hear the sound of the bass bumping. I settle up with the rideshare driver, then we head up to this big house with people in various states of undress hanging around outside.

Security guards stand at the ready in front of the front door. Instead of weapons, they have water guns strapped to their hips. I smile. Unless there’s pepper spray in those things, I don’t see how they’re actually going to protect anybody. But I guess it’s part of the charm. One of the guards asks for our invitation, and Roxy hands over her phone. The guard scans the QR code on her screen. Then he checks the girls’ bags for weapons. What would he do if he found some? Luckily, we don’t have to find out. We’re given the wave. We’re in. 

Inside are white leather couches shrink-wrapped in plastic, shag rugs also plastic-wrapped. Even the paintings on the walls, which all appear to be Banksy knockoffs (or originals?) are covered in splash-proof glass. Spaced every few feet are kiddie pools full of ice, beer and premade mixers. Some chairs are inflatable, and there are pool toys scattered all around. A blowup doll is riding an inflatable alligator suspended from the ceiling, surrounded by pink flamingos. 

“So, how do you know the guys who live here?” I ask.

“I don’t really,” says Roxy. “A friend sent me the evite. I think these guys want the crowd as big as they can make it.”

They certainly seem to be succeeding. People in swimwear are circulating, carrying squirt guns, some of which must be filled with liquor because I see one guy squirting into a row of girls’ open mouths.

“So, where do we start?” I ask. “Inside? Outside?”

“There must be a pool out back, right?” Natalie asks. “I’d like to get in, if it’s not too crazy.”

“Let’s see,” I say.

I grab a few beers and wine coolers from the kiddie pool as we walk past, twisting open the caps and handing them to each of my girls. We’re standing just next to the staircase and there are shirtless guys passing from the kitchen. Not that I’m the jealous type, but I’m gonna keep an eye on all my ladies while we’re here, if I can. There’s just one of me and four of them, and the guys are circling like sharks, so I’ve got to keep an eye out.

I think the girls are probably sensing the same thing, because we move through the hallway in a tight formation, passing from the main room into this big dining room with high ceilings. Just like in the main room, there are decorations hanging from the ceiling, plastic floaties and fish. The dining room table is covered in snacks, most of them completely waterlogged, and rows and rows of shots.

Through the wide-open French doors, we can see the whole balcony with a pool built into the side of the hill. The pool is packed with people thrashing, diving. There’s even a deck chair sticking out from the deep end.

“I can’t believe this place is real,” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s like Louis XIV’s wet dream.”

Bu the craziest part by far is the slide. It’s a twenty-foot twisty slide, like you’d find at a water park, which I guess was brought in for just this occasion. If this is what you can buy making videos on YouTube, I think it might be time for me to start a channel. 

“I think I changed my mind about getting in the pool,” Natalie says, observing the chaos. “It seems a little too wild.”

“Good call,” Soli says. “Let’s grab a little spot on the grass and sunbathe.”

We make our way over to the lawn which slopes downward. There are little groups sitting on picnic blankets and inflatable chairs, most of which have towels draped over them to show they’re already claimed.

But we find one at the lip of the slope, giving us a view of the big waterslide that rolls all the way down the hill to the base of the hill. Just thinking about the cost per square foot of a place like this is absolutely staggering.

Laying on the lawn, we watch as people slide down the hill, slide into the pool, jump in, towel off. In spite of the chaos, it’s still possible to find some stillness and a moment to breathe.

“I don’t see anyone I know here,” Natalie says, peering out from under her sunhat. “Everybody looks like they’re twenty years old.”

“I think this crowd is from the streaming era,” Roxy says. “But that doesn’t mean there aren’t any big players.”

“True,” Natalie says. “But the truth is that Hollywood is run by geriatrics.”

“Maybe they’re off taking an afternoon nap and they’ll come later,” I say.

“Well, I just want to chill,” Soli says. “I mean, I’m happy to support the mission, but we can’t be on the hunt for sponsors every minute, right?”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Natalie says. “And to be honest, it’s never fun trying to network with a crowd of people you don’t know. I’ve never had much luck that way, anyway.”

“I think that’s the secret,” Soli says. “Genuine connections happen by accident when you aren’t expecting them. So, the best thing we can do is just go with the flow and not try to force anything.”

“Agreed,” says Jordan, putting her hands behind her back and stretching out on the blanket. “Better to relax and let it happen. Or not.”

So, that’s what we do. We go with the flow. For about twenty minutes. Until a pack of three guys walk over. They look like frat guys, or around that age. They’ve all got their shirts off and drinks in each hand.

“Hey,” he says. “I’m Andre. This is Tim and this is Adam.”

“Hi,” says Roxy.

“Can we sit with you?” asks Adam.

“We’re actually already here with somebody,” Roxy says.

Soli throws her arms around me. I give a friendly little salute.

“Wait,” Adam says, smiling to try and hide his confusion. “All of you?”

“Yep,” says Jordan. “We’re with him. He’s with us. There’s not really any more room on the blanket, ya know?”

“Uh… okay,” says Adam, clearly confused by the way this conversation is going. 

“You want some drinks anyway?” asks Tim.

They’re sweating in his palm, and he was expecting to hand them off.

“Thanks!” says Soli, jumping up to take the drinks from the confused looking guys. “That’s really sweet of you guys.”

I can tell these guys don’t know exactly what to do now. They don’t look like the kind of guys who are used to getting turned down this fast.

“Well, uh, have fun,” Adam mutters.

The guys walk off and I give a little friendly wave after them. Not sure if they clock it, but if they do they must hate me for it.

“You’re, like, the perfect guy repellant,” Roxy says. “I mean, you’re a perfect repellant for guys.”

“And that’s a good thing?” I say with a smile.

“They seemed nice,” Soli says. “But I’ve had guys like that hit on me before. They’re usually polite at first, when they’re sober. But they always expect that any little gesture they make entitles them to sex.”

“Yeah, it’s always just better when you’re already in a relationship,” Jordan says. “It just takes the tension out of these interactions. We’re spoken for. That shuts the door on a lot of awkwardness and just makes everything a lot smoother.”

“As a guy who was once in the awkward position of having to approach women at parties, I can sympathize with those guys,” I say. “But I’m glad to know that you can hold your own too. You certainly handled yourselves well.”

“We have to,” Roxy says. “Learning how to politely turn down guys is just one of those things girls have to learn to do.”

We hang out just reclining and watching people sliding on their bellies down the water slide laid out on the lawn. I finish my beer and place the bottle on the grass.

Now, here’s the rub. There are guys all over this place. My girls are attracting their attention, and, well, that’s unavoidable. Each can draw plenty of attention alone. But together, it’s a wonder they don’t stop traffic. Still, they need refreshments, and so do I. So, what do I do?

If I go to get them drinks, I have to leave them alone. On the other hand, if it’s not me, someone else has got to get some drinks, and that someone will then put herself in the vulnerable position of surrounding herself with a bunch of guys who will probably try to hit on her. What does chivalry demand in this situation?

Luckily, I don’t have to puzzle over this for long, because the conversation next goes in an unexpected but very welcome direction.
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“I so wanna go topless,” Soli says with a sigh.

“Yeah,” Jordan agrees. “I’m gonna tan everywhere but my bikini zone. I’ll be left with two cup-shaped white spots and then it’s gonna be impossible to tan evenly.”

“I wish we could just get a Chinese screen or something, just something for a little privacy,” Roxy says. 

Mentally, I’m already rummaging through the house looking for just such a screen. Maybe upstairs? What are the odds that I could find it, haul it downstairs, then erect it around our group and that all the girls will take off their tops behind it?

“Uh, it looks like they don’t mind,” Natalie says.

“Who?” asks Soli.

Natalie discretely points across the lawn at two very drunk looking girls, both of whom are completely nude from the waist up— and all but nude from the waist down.

“Whoa,” Jordan says. “Okay, it’s that kind of party already. And it’s not even four o’clock?”             

“Damn those are some nice tits.”

This sentiment comes not from me, but from Roxy. An excellent judge of other girls’ tits, in my experience.

“Well, girls?” Soli says. “When in Rome?”

“Just take off our tops right here?” Natalie asks.

“Mine snaps off in the back,” Soli says. “Doesn’t yours?”

Natalie’s got that look on her face, and I can see that excitement building. She’s about to do something naughty, and she knows it, and she really loves nothing better.

“We’re really doing this, huh?” she says. “All of us?”

“Well, as long as we aren’t the first,” Roxy says. “And we’re all doing it together. Why not?”

And, for those of you following along at home, this conversation is happening after each of them has had two drinks each. Alcohol is barely even a factor in this decision. Is this not insane? Scour the globe, search the world and you might go your whole life without ever finding another group of women like these four. Truly, they’re treasures.

“Matty?” Jordan asks. “You okay?”

“Hey, I’ve been topless this whole time,” I say. “I’d be a hypocrite to tell you that you can’t do the same. Just know, we live in an age of camera phones.” 

“That’s true,” Natalie says, seizing on this as a reason not to go through with it. “Who knows where pics of us might end up? It’s not like we’re sorority girls. We have lives, reputations.”

“I’m an actress,” Roxy says. “The publicity could only help.”

“And I’m an unknown actress,” Soli says. “So, it goes double for me.”

I can see the different parts of Natalie’s personality internally warring with each other. It’s playing out all across her face. The responsible professional who wants to be taken seriously as a producer is arguing with the dirty-minded girl who once gave me a blowjob at a theme park. Both are equally part of who she is. It’s just a question of which side will win out.

I worry that I might have thrown cold water on what might have been a truly magical moment of bonding and sharing between my girls. Also, I’m pretty sure I screwed myself out of seeing tits now. I will later, but not now.              

Roxy, thankfully, puts a reassuring hand on Natalie’s arm.

“Nobody who matters will judge,” she says. “It’s a party. We’re all here together, and we’re all just having fun.”

I think that’s just what Natalie needed to hear to put her over the edge. 

“Okay,” she says. “But let’s jump in the pool too, yeah?”

“Deal!” Soli says.

I look over at the pool. It’s not empty by any means. People are swimming, thrashing around. But it isn’t as mobbed as it was when we first came outside. I look back, and Jordan and Soli are already sitting up, taking off their tops.

“Okay, nice and easy,” Soli says. “This is about comfort, not exhibition. We’re just trying to get an all over tan. So, let’s just act casual like it’s a totally normal thing to do. Just pretend we’re on the French Riviera. French women go topless all the time. It’s not even considered sexual in their culture.”

“Good idea,” says Roxy, shedding her own top. “If anyone asks, we’re French.”

“Pardon à moi,” says Jordan. “No parlé vou Anglais.” 

“Okay,” says Natalie. “Let’s go for it!”

“No need to rush,” Soli says.

But Natalie has already taken off, practically sprinting toward the pool, her bare breasts jiggling wildly as she runs.

“Okay,” says Soli. “Rushing’s fine too!”

Suddenly, it’s like a starting gun went off and we’re all rushing toward the pool, screaming as we go. I almost step on a champagne flute left in the grass but manage to hop over it at the last minute. Soli and Roxy almost collide with each other, but we all make it to the pool without injury or incident. Hesitating just long enough to make sure we’re not about to jump on top of someone, everyone jumps in at once, and I tuck my legs in to do a cannonball.

Splash!

I usually hate opening my eyes under water, but I dive down, sitting on the bottom of the pool, watching the blurry outlines of my girls, their bare bodies gliding through the water until the chlorine stings my eyes. When I rise to the surface, I’m greeted by the sound of their laughter. I wipe the water from my eyes and smile at each one of them, just happy to have them all. And, frankly, feeling lucky to be alive. 

From here, everyone swims and splashes around. The pool is huge. Maybe not regulation-sized for swim meets, or whatever, but definitely one of the biggest I’ve seen in someone’s home. So big, in fact, that I don’t even realize that there’s a floating cooler in the pool until I accidentally run into it on my second lap around. Despite the fact that it’s gotten splashed on, the ice is still holding up rather well. I pull out a Miller High Life and find it cold to the touch. Score.

I twist the top off, depositing the cap in the cooler (leaving it on the bottom of the pool would be a real party foul) and then do the same with another. I swim over to Natalie and hand off one bottle to her as I swim past her. Then I tap Jordan on the shoulder and offer her the other.

“Aww!” she says. “How sweet. Thanks, Matty.”

“Where’d you get that?” Roxy asks.

“Follow me,” I say.

I bound over there, kinda doing that combination walking and hopping that you do in a pool. I turn to see that Roxy isn’t following me. Then I look down and see her moving like a shark across the bottom of the pool.

You know how when people can really swim they seem to move like fish? There’s no wasted movement; every muscle is moving the exact minimum amount. That’s what Roxy is doing. She surfaces next to the floating cooler and I thrash my way gracelessly over to her, splashing all the way.

“How did you do that?” I ask when we’re both at the cooler.

“Swim team. Pretty much since I was five.”

“Whoa,” I say. “That’s unbelievable. Can you dive? Like, do a real dive?”

“Of course,” she says. “But don’t ask me to do it now. There’s a bunch of lawn chairs someone threw in the deep end.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” I ask. “If I could swim like you, I would have jumped in this pool the moment I saw it.” 

“Sometimes it’s better to let people discover things about you,” Roxy says. “Besides, there’s nobody here who can compete with me. Takes some of the fun out of it.”

I grab two more beers from the cooler and give one of them to Roxy. We walk across the pool in search of the rest of the girls. 

“So, besides the competition, what made you do it for so long?” I ask.

“Well, when you’re good at something, you tend to stick with it,” she says.

“And you were good?” I say.

“Very good,” she says. “Not the best, not Olympic material. But I was good. Of course, we moved a lot so not every school I went to had a good swim team. There were gaps, years where I didn’t do it.”

“But the skill doesn’t leave you,” I say. 

“Exactly,” Roxy answers. “Plus, swimming is pretty much the best form of cardio there is. Low impact, you don’t get hot and thirsty as easily, and you don’t stink when you finish no matter how long you swim.”

“That’s true,” I say.

A couple glides past us, splashing so hard it’s like they’re trying to water the lawn. We wait for them to pass, then we keep going, back to the rest of the girls, who are floating in a circle, chatting and sipping.

“Nobody’s looking at us!” Natalie says. “Well, glancing, obviously.”

“I’d be offended if I didn’t at least get a glance,” Soli says.

“But nobody’s glaring,” Natalie says. “Either nobody notices or nobody cares. I feel so free!”

She raises her chest up out of the water, letting streams of water run down her two peaks.

“I’m pretty sure they notice,” I say. “But, yeah, they don’t seem to be judging you at all.”

“I’m getting kinda pruny,” Jordan says, holding up her hands. “Anyone else?”

“I could stay in for hours,” Roxy says.

“That’s true,” I say. “I just learned that Roxy is like a fish. She’s a champion swimmer.”

“I never said I was a champion,” Roxy says. “Although I did place fourth in the state of Michigan.”

“Awesome!” Natalie says. “Well, I’m ready to get out, too.”  

I check my beer and see that there’s about a third left. Since it’s rapidly becoming the same temperature as the pool water, I polish it off with a long pull.

“I’m ready to get out too,” I say.

I set my empty beer bottle on the nearest edge and then climb out, helping each of the girls climb out in turn. Without the thrill of racing to the pool, I can see that Natalie is starting to get a little embarrassed about being topless, since she’s covering her chest with her arm. But Soli walks with the kind of confidence that says— I walk around topless in public all the time. If you think it’s strange, then you have a problem.

I’m proud of my girls, every one of them, regardless of her confidence level. But a thought occurs to me that didn’t before. Nobody has been watching our stuff.

It dawns on me just before we get back to the blanket on the grass, but Jordan is the first to verbalize it–

“Uh, guys,” she says. “Where are our tops?” 
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It only takes a moment to confirm: all four bikini tops are AWOL. The girls frantically start checking their belongings, going through bags and purses.

“Is anything else missing?” Natalie asks.

“My phone is here,” Soli says. “Purse too.”

“I don’t think my bag has been disturbed,” Jordan says.

“Damn it,” I say. “I’ll bet it was those guys.”

I look around for them but don’t see them anywhere in the crowd. 

“Okay, this doesn’t have to be a disaster,” Soli says. “We can just… wear it with confidence. Like we said before.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “But how are we supposed to walk out of this party topless?”

“We can take some towels with us,” Roxy says. “I’m sure the owners won’t miss a few towels.”

“I think we should at least look for those guys before we give up all hope of recovering our bikini tops,” says Jordan. “They aren’t cheap, and besides we can’t let them get away with it.”

“We don’t actually know it was them,” Soli says. “They’re suspects, but we don’t actually have any proof it was them.” 

“Either way, we need to find them,” Natalie says.

“First thing’s first,” I say. “We’ll draw less attention if we get you girls some towels. I think I saw a stack of them by the pool house. Let me grab some.”

I leave the girls and walk back toward the pool area. There’s this little cabana area with a bar and a stack of towels in a deck chair. I wave to the bartender and he comes over.

“Can I take a few of these?” I ask.

“Sure,” he says.

“Did you see some guys over there?” I ask, pointing toward our blanket and the girls.

Well, I almost forgot that I was pointed at a group of topless girls, and the bartender is understandably flustered. Then he glances back at me and just shakes his head.

“Are there security cameras around here?” I ask.

“All around,” he says, pointing to one in the corner of the cabana, another on the exterior of the house.

“That’s what I figured,” I say. “Thanks.”

I take the stack of fluffy white towels over to my girls and am greeted like a conquering hero.

“Thanks, Matty,” Natalie says, wrapping the towel around her shoulders and cinching it in the front with a sense of relief.

The others dry off with the towels, trying to get the knots out of their hair. Soli drapes hers across her shoulders.

“I’ll cover up,” Soli says. “But I refused to be embarrassed. We’re empowered women. Like the French. Those bastards can’t shame us!”

“There are cameras all over,” I say. “So, we can find out for sure who took the tops, if we can find Jay Gatsby himself, or whoever lives here.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “That may be easier said than done. We’re better off just looking for those guys.”

Well, if you thought that it was going to be a long and drawn out investigation to figure out who took the tops and then an epic struggle to retrieve them, the truth is a lot more mundane. Within five minutes, we find the guys standing in the kitchen next to a rapidly melting ice sculpture. The sculpture is meant to cool vodka as it slides from the top of the head of some kind of a videogame character, maybe somebody from Fortnite? There’s a girl kneeling in front of it, letting the shot run straight down the sluice and into her waiting mouth. The same guys from before, Adam and whoever, are standing around, cheering her on as she sticks out her tongue to lick up the last drops.

One of the guys, I think he said his name is Andre, sees me and immediately puts his hand behind his back. I see a flash of brightly colored fabric, and a stupid little shiteating smile forming on his face as he sees that I know.

“All right, kids,” I say. “Fun’s fun, but let’s have ‘em.”

“Sorry, grandpa,” Adam asks. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“What are you, like fourteen?” Soli demands.

“These little pricks stole our tops!” Jordan announces to the crowd.

This news gets a mixed reaction. Some whoops and some boos. Not sure whether they’re directed at us or the guys, but I don’t much care.  

“Give me the tops,” I say. “The ones your friend is hiding behind his back.”

Andre takes the tops in his hands and starts running his fingers through them, as if contemplating them.

“We’ll give you the chance to earn ‘em back,” Andre says. “If you’ll do shots with us.”

“No games,” I say. “We’re not playing around. This place has cameras. What you did was legally questionable at best.”

“What, are you gonna call a cop?!” Adam says.

This time, the chorus of boos is unanimous.

“Okay, look,” Roxy says. “You guys are hoping to get us drunk, right? You think we’ll fuck you if you do? Not gonna happen.”

“Girls don’t like little boys who play pranks,” Natalie says. “Especially when they’ve already got a real man who knows how to satisfy them.”

“Ooooooh!” 

The guys try to smile, taking the diss. I can see that tensions are building, and somebody might throw a punch at any moment.

“Alright,” Tim says. “At least let’s see ‘em.”

He makes a gesture like he’s shrugging off a towel around his shoulder, then waves his chest like he’s showing off his rack.

“No way!” shouts Natalie.

“You showed the whole party in the pool!” Andre says. “We all saw what you got going on.”

“Sounds like you’ve seen enough,” I say. “It’s over. The longer you keep this up, the better the chance that somebody’s going to get hurt.”

“Ohhhh!” comes the cry from the peanut gallery.  

“Do you even know where you are right now?” Andre asks.

“Hollywood?” I say.

“You’re in our house,” Andre says.

“Yours?” I say. “You’re those YouTube guys?”

Andre laughs, then mockingly repeats my line loudly for anyone who didn’t hear—

“You’re those YouTube guys?”

Well, this gets a big laugh from the crowd, who apparently have known who this house belongs to this whole time. I might have noticed the fact that the film crew that’s hovering around them seems to be favoring them. I guess they must be pretty famous. They’d have to be to afford this kind of opulence. Okay, maybe I’m out of touch. You turn thirty and content meant for fourteen-year-olds no longer appeals. What can I say? Media fragmentation is a thing.

“You’re guests here,” Adam says. “Why don’t you act like it?”

I take a deep breath and consider.

“All right,” I say. “I didn’t realize this was your home. It’s a nice place. So, why not show everybody here what nice guys you are and give these ladies back the rest of their attire?”

The guys trade glances, shrugs. Then, Andre produces the tops from behind this back and drapes them across his arms. He holds them out to the girls who each snag theirs in turn.

“There,” says Andre. “Happy? Let’s see some smiles at least.”

I check with the girls. Everyone seems more or less satisfied, or at least ready to put the whole thing behind us.

“Okay,” I say. “Enjoy your party.”

We’re about to walk away, when Andre throws an arm around my shoulder.

“Hold up,” he says. “We were just having fun. Don’t walk away angry. We can be nice guys. Come smoke weed upstairs.”

“Thanks,” I say. “But I think we’re good.”

“You speak for all of ‘em?” he says. “Put it to a vote, at least.”

I gotta admire his confidence. They’re certainly not geniuses of seduction, but I’m guessing these tactics work more often than not. They’re not going to work with my little tribe, though.

“Okay, girls,” I say. “Would you like to get upstairs with our new friends?”

I’m expecting this to get voted down right away. But I’m surprised. And by the one person I least expected to partake.

“We could stay,” Natalie says, still holding her bikini top.

“Really?” I say.

“Well, they do kinda owe us,” Soli says. “After what they did.”

“I don’t see how you could think that, given that you showed up uninvited without so much as a thank you,” Andre says. “But, doesn’t matter. Anyone who’s coming, let’s go!”  

A whole contingent from the kitchen breaks off to follow us up the stairs. Even the bannisters are covered in plastic wrap or some kind of nylon, as are the stairs, which, because they’re wet too, makes them even more treacherous. Someone on the stair behind me stumbles and grabs me to steady herself. I look back and see it’s Roxy, who gives me a wink. Luckily, nobody slips because if they did they might fall backwards and cause a pileup. Dozens of bodies seem to be on the move now, either up or down. I see one guy trying to fight his way through the throng to go downstairs only to give up and turn around.

Upstairs there’s a balcony overlooking the chaos of the living room. There are clusters of wet bodies in various states of undress, some lounging on inflatables just like the ones outside. They must have filled up the whole place with these. Smart, I guess. If you’re going to throw open your home to hundreds of strangers, at least you know that they won’t be trashing the furniture.

We follow these guys into one bedroom at the end of the hall. No beds in this one. Just bean bag chairs arranged in a circle and so many bongs they could open a head shop. In the center of each circle is a gigantic pile of weed. I’d say there’s at least thirty grams on the table, some of it ground and some whole buds.

“Take what you need and pass it along,” says Adam. “But don’t slip it in your pockets, ‘cause that’s not cool.”

The guys slump down into their respective bean bags and start loading bowls. I see three empty bean bags in Andre’s circle and we have a seat, some of the girls are sitting two to a chair.

“You guys are living like Jesse Pinkman,” I say. “In his dark period.”

“We’re just having fun,” says Andre, his fingers covered in sticky weed as he finishes packing the bowl.

“Is this an every night kind of thing for you?” I ask.

“Not on this scale,” he says, then hands the bong off to Soli on his left. “But yeah, most nights we’ll have a few people.”

“Thanks,” Soli says, grabbing a lighter from the table and taking a hit.

“It’s a very cool party,” I say. “But why do all this? Why invite people to come over and risk the deposit on this place that I’m guessing you must be leasing?”

“For the lolz, man,” he says. “What else are we gonna do?”

“And you have to have something to film, right?” Natalie says.

“Every moment of life is content,” Andre says.

“How zen,” Jordan says.

The bong passes to me, and I take a little hit, not wanting to get too stoned but also wanting to do as the Romans do. I am a guest, as he said. Also, I do love getting stoned.

I offer the bong to Natalie, who’s on my left, but she passes it along.

“So, what’s your average retention curve on long form vs. short form content?” she asks Andre.

He raises an eyebrow then smiles, clearly intrigued by this development. 

“The weed is free,” he says. “Our analytic data isn’t.”

“Just curious,” Natalie says. “It’s not my area, I’m a producer, but everyone has to understand streaming these days.”

“Producer,” Andre repeats, as if the word isn’t in his vocabulary. “What do you produce?”

“Right now, I’m producing an indie film,” she says. “Actually, all five of us are involved in it.”

“Yeah?” Andre says, his attention wandering. A girl in a pink two-piece comes up behind him and ruffles his hair. He swats at her playfully, then she goes to sit in another circle. Then, remembering he’s in the middle of a conversation, he asks–

“What’s your movie about?” he asks.

“Sex,” Soli answers quickly. “And love.”

I clock this little moment of understanding pass between the girls. Adam’s too stoned to notice, but there’s a subtle shift in their gestures. They’re switching from play mode to work mode. Jordan points from Roxy to Soli, then asks—

“How’d you like to see those two kiss?”
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“On screen, I mean,” Jordan adds quickly. 

“You got the video on your phone?” Adam asks.

“We haven’t shot it yet,” Natalie says. “We need money first.”

“Not really,” Adam says, sliding his newest-model iPhone out of his pocket and waving it. 

“We’re producing our project on a microbudget,” Natalie says. “But we’re going for a theatrical release, a real film.”

“Old school, huh,” Adam says.

He’s apparently tired of waiting for the bong to come around the circle back to him, so he’s grabbed some rolling papers and is sprinkling in a bag wad of shredded weed.

“Real cinema takes time and resources,” Jordan says. “But we’re efficient and we know how to use them to make something timely.”

“Timeless, really,” Natalie says.

“It’s not just about the number of eyeballs we get,” Roxy says. “It’s about making something with heart. Something that’s gonna last.”

“Sounds like you care more about what you want to make than about what your people want to see,” says Andre.

“We’re just passionate,” Jordan says.

Andre rolls his eyes, practically collapsing into the bean bag.

“Passion,” he says. “Passion, passion, passion. Ya know, I hear the word all the time. From everyone. But I don’t see it. In my business, ya nut up or shut up. Nobody cares about your little vision. You put something out there that’s gonna hook. It’s do or die. No theory, just practice.”

“Okay, so, we need about two point three million dollars to make our budget,” Natalie says. “You guys seem pretty liquid. If you throw in for some of it, we could show what we can do.”

“You’re not hearing me,” he says. “If your shit is good, you don’t need any money. If it’s not, then you could be Elon and you’d still make dogshit.”

He may not be a genius, but Andre does at least understand the fundamentals. In a funny way, I almost prefer dealing with guys like him than suits like that guy Sam from Magnolia. At least he’s calling things as he sees them. 

“We don’t need Elon money,” Roxy says. “But this isn’t some three-minute clip we’re talking about.”

“It’s three-minute clips that built this house!” Andre says, taking a puff then craning his neck back and sending it floating toward the room’s unnecessarily high ceiling.

“We’re not some bloated old studio,” Natalie says. “We understand that viewers chase what’s hot now.”

“The thing is,” Andre says. “You’ve told me why you care. I’m still waiting to hear why I should care.”

“We can ensure a healthy return for you,” Natalie says.

“See? That’s not what I care about though.”

“So, what do you want?” Soli asks.

“A sample,” he says. “Let’s see what I’m buying here.”

“Whoa, hold on,” I say. “You don’t have to do that.”

“How much would you put in?” Soli asks.

“Two hundred fifty thousand,” Adam says.

“That’s one tenth of what we need,” Natalie says.

“You didn’t think I was just gonna open up my wallet, all Daddy Warbucks and shit, and say, here ya go! Come on. Check the suit,” he says with a grin, tugging on the hem of his board shorts. “I’m a businessman.”  

Next to those industry jerkoffs who are always talking out the side of their mouths, this guy’s candor is actually a welcome change, even if his bravado feels a bit cliche. But it’s the fact that he thinks he can treat my girls like they’re pieces of meat that rankles me. I don’t like the way that this conversation is headed, and I’m guessing that my displeasure is registering on my face.

“So, that’s the deal, right?” Roxy says. “You wanna see us kiss?”

“Yeah,” he says, sliding open the camera on his phone and aiming it in Roxy and Soli’s direction. “I wanna see you kiss. For a start.” 

“Okay,” I say. “Screw this guy.”

“That was more than I was even asking for,” Andre says with a grin. “But, go ahead. You heard your man. Get to it!”

“Fuck off,” I say. “I’m getting tired of this whole Caligula schtick. Let’s go.”

“Matty, hold on,” Roxy says. “If he’s serious about funding the project, then I think we should do it.”

“Seriously?” I say.

“Not fuck him, obviously,” Roxy says. “But I kiss Soli every day for free. What’s the big deal about doing it here and now?”

“On camera?” I say.

“That’s what we’re working so hard funding this movie hoping that we’ll get to do,” Soli says. “Best case scenario, we make out and millions of people watch us do it on screen.”

“They have a point,” Jordan says. “And it should be their choice.”

“But Matty deserves a vote, too,” Roxy says. “His feelings are also important.”

I take a deep breath, which because about a dozen people are hotboxing this bedroom doesn’t exactly offer the mental clarity I was hoping for.

All right, Matty. These women are adults and your trusted lovers, not your possessions. You’ve made it clear that you won’t allow them to be exploited. But they’re telling you where their boundaries are, and you should respect them and let them exercise their own judgement. 

“Okay,” I say. “If you’re comfortable and you think it’s worth it, I won’t try to stop you. But what assurances do you have that Andre will keep his word?”

“You don’t,” he says. “I’m not gonna sign a contract while I’m high. That’s crazy. Think of this as a sign of good faith to open up a lucrative partnership.”

Soli turns to Roxy.

“What do you think, babe?” she asks.

“I think,” says Roxy. “That I’ll kiss you any time. I don’t care who’s watching.” 

Soli shrugs.

“Same.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” says Andre, hitting the big red square on his phone screen. “Okay, go!” 

They don’t rush into it. I can see the subtle changes in their body language as they slip into their roles. Soli shifts her hips on the bean bag, sliding lower so she can bring her face up to meet Roxy’s. Roxy doesn’t lean in, not right away. She keeps this delicious little beat of tension, the tiniest hint of hesitation to really sell the performance.

Soli slinks to the ground now, crawling on her knees toward Roxy, the bend in her body making her appear more vulnerable and submissive. Roxy reaches out, taking Soli’s face in her hands. Soli rises up, her body folding into Roxy’s body. 

There’s a moment where their eyes meet— when Roxy’s emerald ones meet Soli’s big brown ones— that makes me forget to breathe. It’s the intensity of their gaze that has me fixated; everything that their looks convey. It’s not lust, or even love, that shows in their eyes but a deeper feeling of longing than I even know how to describe.

They bring their lips together slowly, pressing them together gently but with a building passion. The kiss starts soft but grows in intensity, their lips exploring each other, their tongues meeting like two powerful forces colliding. It’s so intimate, so full of longing that I have no trouble believing that it’s the first time they’ve ever kissed like this. Their looks, their movements convey shyness, uncertainty— and finally a bottomless pool of lust.

Andre’s transfixed, mesmerized as he stares at the pair through his iPhone. I don’t need to check his lap to know that he’s getting hard.

Finally, after what seems like minutes, the girls break off the kiss. Roxy looks into camera with this coy expression, and Soli turns her head to do the same. Their smoky eyes, the intensity of their stares are like molten magma.

“God damn,” Andre mutters, shutting off the recording. “Okay, I’m convinced. I want to help you make this movie. Tim!”

“What?” he yells.

“Check this shit out, man,” Andre says, tossing his phone over. “This is hot.”

Tim catches the phone awkwardly, trying to cradle it like a football and letting it fall into his lap. A second later, he picks it up and plays the video.

In my head, I’m seeing all the guys, and girls, who will be watching it. It’s out there now, or will be, and there’s no stopping it. My girls on display, hungry eyes devouring the sight of them. I can’t say that I’m completely fine with it. I like to think I’m an evolved man, but the lizard part of my brain is still in there somewhere. It’s that part that makes me want to fight for what’s mine, to dominate and claim my territory, to protect my territory with tooth and claw.

I let my fingers unclench and just rest them on my knees. Easy, Matty. They’re your partners not your property. But while the emotion is intense it’s replaced by a realization. The rational part of my brain gets its say too. And it’s whispering— You’ll have them both, together, and that’s not all you’ll get. The world may get to watch them kissing, but no guy in this room is going to know what that feels like to touch those lips to his. Not ever. That’s a privilege only I get to enjoy.

“There it is,” Andre says, clocking my smile. “It’s a party. We’re having fun, right?”

“Nope,” I say. “But I will be. Very soon, I’m gonna be having good times like you wouldn’t believe.”

Andre tilts his head slightly, not quite smiling, but with an expression like he’s seeing something for the first time.

“I gotta ask, man,” he says. “How do you do it?”

“If you’re looking for pointers,” I say. “Here’s one you might try. If you want a woman to love you, adore you, worship you and choose only you— that never starts with you stealing her underwear.”

“Huh!” Andre says, grinning at the challenge. “Don’t be so sure. I’ve gotten some fine bitches that way.”

“Well, then do what works for you,” I say. “I’ve got my own method. And the results speak for themselves.” 
“But what about you, though,” he says. “What is it? I know it’s not just that cock.”

“How do you know that?” Soli asks.

“Yeah,” says Jordan. “Matty’s got something you wouldn’t believe in those trunks.”

“Alright, I ain’t trying to throw shade,” he says. “But I am curious. How does it happen?”

“If I knew, I’d tell ya,” I say. “Being a gentleman helps.”

“A gentleman?!” Andre repeats, with exaggerated offense. “My dude, whose weed did you just smoke? Who’s beer is in your belly about to work its way through that big hog of yours? Who’s water filled that pool you’ve been splashing around in? And who just agreed to buy a piece of your movie just to watch your girls kiss?”

“He’s got a point, Matty,” Natalie says.

“Okay, fair enough,” I say. “Andre, I owe you a thank you.”

“Yes, sir,” he says. “I think you do.”

“Thank you kindly for the beer, the weed, the investment in our project, and the pleasure of your company,” I say, rising from my bean bag.

“You’re very welcome,” he says.

“Now,” I say. “If you’ll excuse us, I’m going to take all four of these lovely ladies home with me, and I’m gonna fuck every one of them. Enjoy your hand. Thanks again.”   

Natalie puts a hand over her face and Roxy screws her knuckles in front of her eyes and puckers her lips in a pout: poor baby!

“Bye, Andre!” she says, rising from the bean bag.

He rolls his eyes, trying to play off the diss. I check to make sure the girls are all with me and then head for the door.

Outside the mansion, Roxy says—

“See? Parties are networking opportunities.”

We’re now waiting for the rideshare to take us home. The girls are still wearing the towels from the party. We’re stealing them, and we’re not sorry about it either.

“You were right,” Natalie says. “That worked better than I could have hoped, thanks to you two.”

“I just did what comes natural,” Soli says.

“It’s not everything we need,” Jordan says. “But we made real progress.”

“Not that you were wrong to do it,” Natalie says gently. “I mean, he was being a smartass. But, you know we didn’t actually get anything in writing about the movie and his financial contribution.”

“You’re right,” I say. “I should have held my tongue. I didn’t need to show off.”

“He egged you on,” Roxy says, patting me on the back with her slender hand. “After what he and his buddies did with our bikini tops, he’s lucky you didn’t smack him.”

“We weren’t going to get a firm commitment anyway,” Jordan says. “It’s a party. Even if we had a contract ready in front of him, it’s not like he’s going to sign it while he’s stoned at a party.”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “You’re right. That’s the hazard of making deals after the bong comes out. Memories of commitments suddenly turn hazy.”

“The important thing is that you never stopped trying to close the deal,” I say. “That’s what selling is all about. You worked as a team, did what you had to, and assuming that I didn’t just screw it up, you got us one step closer to getting this movie funded.”

“You didn’t screw it up,” Soli says. “If the deal falls through it was probably going to anyway.”

“I think he’ll come through,” Jordan says, putting a hand on Roxy’s shoulder and then Soli’s. “Not because he’s a man of his word but because he can see that there’s money to be made. Putting you two on camera was the best promotion Collision Course could ever get.”

“You don’t think he’s gonna put it on his channel, do you?” Roxy says. “Making out on camera isn’t degrading to me. Having it end up on the internet doesn’t even bother me. But being made into content for those guys is a different story.”

“If he values our proposition, he won’t,” says Natalie.

The rideshare pulls up, a big party van big enough to accommodate all of us.

The driver is a big black guy with a goatee and a fedora. He hops out to slide open the door then looks us up and down.

“Hey, you’re not getting my seats wet, right?” he says.

“You gonna keep sweet talking us like that?” Roxy asks. “If so, no promises.”

“We’re dry,” I say, stooping as I climb in to keep from hitting my head on the van’s ceiling, which feels lower than usual. Probably because the interior is inlaid with strings of lights which are, senselessly, not flashing. Once we’re all loaded up, I decide to rectify that.

“Let’s get these lights on, my good man,” I say to the driver. “We’re celebrating!”

The driver, who has still got his eyes on the phone stuck to his windshield, flips a switch in the center console and suddenly the twinkling lights come on, along with a strobe. This earns a big cheer from the girls–

Wooooo!

As we cruise through the too-tight turns of Mulholland Drive, Beyonce comes through the speakers to set the perfect mood. You’re right, B. Things are crazy right now. And it’s about to get a hell of a lot crazier when we get home.
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“Oh, fuck,” Roxy squeals, her breath hitching. 

I pause to exhale, letting my hot breath tickle her lips once again before sliding my tongue back between her folds. Maybe it was watching her with Soli, or the boast I made. Maybe it was Jordan surreptitiously playing with my cock through my trunks on the drive home, belting along with early-2000s pop hits the whole time. Probably it’s all these things. But mostly, I just really want to get every one of my girls off. It’s Roxy’s turn first.

I’m not alone. While I have my face between her legs, Soli’s kissing her right side, nuzzling and caressing her while Jordan suckles her other breast. The girls’ mouths rove Roxy’s body while my mouth ventures deep into the wet slit between her legs.

Judging by the way that she quivers and jerks, the pleasure surging through her body like electricity, I get the impression she’s enjoying it.

I nestle closer, pressing the tip of my nose against her clit. Her pussy is Brazillian-wax hairless and so wet she’s like a fire hydrant about to erupt. She’s getting close, very close. Now I just need to add a little tension to heighten the excitement.

I spread her thighs roughly with my palm, running my rough hands along her sensitive inner thighs. Roxy whimpers, helpless as Jordan licks her nipples and Soli sucks on her neck.

I take a deep breath, taking in her scent, then bring my face close enough to flick her clit with the tip of my tongue. 

“Oh fuck!”

I flick her again, making little circles with the tip of my tongue and running the tips of my fingers across her smooth thighs.

“Aaaaaaaaaah!” she cries, legs trembling. 

She comes hard, hot creamy juices spilling from her slit. I pull my face away, the taste of her still on my lips, satisfied that I’ve given her everything she needed to get off. Of course, it was a team effort. Maybe I could have done it alone, but I certainly couldn’t have pulled it off that fast.

I place my hands on each of Roxy’s knees and peer up at my accomplices, who are now stroking Roxy’s body. Soli is running her face across Roxy’s belly while Soli kisses her gently.

Roxy makes a sound that’s almost a gurgle, a weak little plea that rises from deep inside her. Finally, she finds her powers of speech returning to her.

“Guys,” she says. “That was heaven.”

“It’s our pleasure,” Soli says.

“No,” Roxy says, with a contented sigh. “I’m very sure the pleasure is mine.”

“Now, who’s next?” I ask, wiping my mouth.

“Let’s all take a breather,” Jordan suggests. “I think we’ve earned it.”

“Agreed,” Natalie says, watching from the chair. “You’ve certainly earned some rest after that performance.”

I stand and stretch a little. Soli rests her head next to Roxy’s while Jordan cuddles up beside her thigh. Their contrasting hair colors and skin tones, the languid way they drape their bodies over one another, the scent of their skin with just the tiniest whiff of chlorine; who could possibly imagine a more attractive scene? If there were more room on the bed, I would join them, but I don’t mind just standing and staring.

Ding dong!

“That’s probably the Thai,” Natalie says. “Want me to get it?”

“I can do it,” I say. “Toss me my wallet.”

Natalie turns and grabs my wallet off the desk and tosses it to me. My clothes are scattered pretty much all over the floor, a bad habit that I’ve developed ever since I moved in with Soli. I’m not wholly to blame. Her clothes are in a pile too, along with some of Jordan’s, and everyone’s swim stuff.

Ding dong!

“Hold on a sec!” I call from the bedroom.

After a few minutes of riffling around, I find a pair of basketball shorts and quickly pull them on.

I hurry to the door and find the guy standing there with a big white plastic bag. I hand over the cash and bring the food inside.

Unloading the bag on the kitchen counter, I find myself wishing they would put everything in those little to-go boxes like they do with Chinese takeout. Not the same culture, I know, but the regular styrofoam clamshells just don’t have quite the same nostalgia factor. Plus, I heard somewhere they don’t break down in the environment for, like, millions of years.

The girls start wandering in, none of them bothering to throw on anything. They crowd around the food containers. I open one lid and the scent of tamarind and lemongrass fills the room.

“Okay,” I say. “Who got what?”

“I got chicken pad Thai,” says Jordan.

“I ordered the cream of som yung gai,” Soli says.

“What?” Natalie asks. “What is that?”

“Wayne’s World?” Soli says. “Duh!”

“I think this one is fried rice,” I say, opening the box to confirm it.

“Let’s just all share everything,” I suggest, going around the counter to take some plates down from the cabinet. I hand out the plates and everyone loads up their plates with rice, curries, and noodle dishes.

When I first came to Soli’s place it felt spacious. Now it’s cozy and crowded, but in the best way— a homey way. Especially since no one feels the need to get dressed. I feel like a part-time nudist. It certainly is convenient when the moment arrives when clothes are a nuisance. And when we’re all together, that can happen at pretty much any moment. The constant current of sexuality that animates the group helps to keep the coziness from getting stale.

“You know what would be perfect with this?” Natalie asks, munching on rice covered with some kind of curry. “Coconut water.”

“I’m pretty sure there’s coconut in this curry,” Jordan says.

“Right,” Natalie says. “It matches.”

“I haven’t had Thai since I moved,” Roxy says. “There was this place I used to order from near my house.”

“There’s a place near us we can try,” Natalie says. “We’ve hardly even ordered out since you moved in. We just keep getting Panera Bread all the time.”

“And cooking,” Roxy says.

“It’s great to finally have time to do it,” Natalie says. “I never had time before. Roxy’s got a lot of recipes.”

“It’s just stuff I grew up making,” Roxy says. “I love all the Korean dishes you make. I’m starting to crave Asian food, like, all the time.” 

“It’s the rice,” Natalie says. “It’s kinda the perfect carb. You can stuff yourself with it and then in a few hours you want more.”

“Kinda like Matty’s cock,” Soli says.

The girls laugh.

“Great taste,” Jordan says. “Less filling.”

More laughter, and from me too. I never get tired of praise about my member, no matter how much I hear it.

“There’s an Asian I’ve been craving,” Soli says. “Nat, when are you gonna let me give a little some of what Matty gave Roxy back there?”

Natalie turns red, shifting a little in her swivel chair.

“I’m ready any time,” she says.

“Really?” Soli asks, putting her hand on Natalie’s arm. “Because it sometimes feels like your designated spot is in the corner, watching from the chair. It’s not like there’s anything wrong with being a spectator, just as long as you remember you can be the main event, too.”

Natalie turns even redder this time. There was a time not long ago when Natalie said she wasn’t interested in women. But Soli’s talented tongue can work magic. Believe me. I know what I’m talking about.

“Thanks, Soli,” Natalie says. “To be honest, I don’t really think about who’s in what position, or who’s doing what to whom. We’re just all together. That’s what matters.”

“You are so sweet,” Soli says. “I just want to put my face between your legs and let you ride it.”

Natalie’s hand goes to her face, which is fully flushed now. A drop of yellow curry spills from her mouth and lands on the peak of her breast. She wipes her mouth.

“Matty, can you hand me a napkin?” she asks.

“Nope,” I say. “But I can do this.”

I lean over and lick the trail of curry before it dribbles down her nipple.

“How is it?” Roxy asks.

“Creamy and mild,” I say. “But with just a little kick.”

“So, how about it?” Soli asks. “Can I get a little dessert?”

“Now?” Natalie asks.

“Sure,” says Soli.

“No pressure, Lovely,” Jordan says.

Natalie gives a little shrug.

“I think it would help,” Natalie says. “If Matty kissed me and then you kinda came up from behind and… ya know. Did your thing.”

“That sounds like a plan,” I say. “Where do you want me?”

“On the couch,” Natalie says.

So, I walk over and have a seat on the couch. Natalie slides out of her seat and slowly walks over, hips swaying with every step. She’s not in any hurry, with just a little prance in her step as she moves. She doesn’t sit. Instead, she climbs over the armrest and sticks her ass in the air, something feline in her movements. Then, on all fours, she crawls toward me, still holding her ass in the air. I turn to her and our faces draw near. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Soli approaching Natalie’s rear, but I just close my eyes and focus my attention on her.

Our lips meet, pressing to each other sweetly and slowly. With my eyes still closed, I can feel the moment when Soli’s lips make contact with Natalie’s inner thighs because a jolt passes through her body like an electric shock. We keep kissing, but I can feel Natalie’s attention being pulled in the other direction. I break off the kiss to look at her.

Natalie’s eyes flick open for a moment, a smile forming on her face.

“How are you doing?” I whisper gently.

“Good,” she says, her tone airy and a little dazed. Then her mouth widens in an “o” and she gasps. “Oh, god!”

She’s flushing again as Roxy and Jordan come over to have a seat together on the chair across from us. No need to say anything. Their gentle smiles are encouragement enough.

Natalie recovers herself enough to kiss me and I can feel the intensity of her need for intimacy, connection, affection. I start touching my cock, which is quickly starting to stiffen on its own and just needs a little skin-on-skin contact to get erect.

“Get hard,” she says, when our lips break apart again. “I want your cock in my mouth.”

Well, I keep pumping, focusing on the pink of Natalie’s lips as they open and close. Pretty quickly I’m completely engorged, but Natalie’s eyes are closed again and I can see she’s lost in the pleasure she’s getting from Soli. Her shallow gasps are giving way to deeper moans. I can feel the weight shifting as Natalie spreads her hips, inviting Soli deeper. 

I don’t want to interrupt the pleasure that Natalie is so clearly experiencing. But my erection is getting so hard that it’s starting to hurt. And Natalie’s hot wet mouth is there, so close. I just need to turn myself a little more, position myself so that her neck can crane down even as her lower half remains in the air so that Soli can slide her tongue inside her. It’s hot as hell but logistically delicate. Everyone has to play their part just so.

I turn my pelvis and arch forward to bring my cock as close to Natalie’s mouth as possible. Suddenly, her eyes open and she cranes her neck down to wrap her lips around my swollen head. She tongues the sensitive tip, then presses it to the inside of her cheek. I hold that position, turned toward her on the couch with my pelvis turned toward her. Sure, it’s a bit awkward, but I’m as stiff as a board and not caring. I close my eyes, giving myself over to the pleasure of Natalie’s hot mouth.

Every time she jerks or loses the rhythm, I know it’s because of what Soli’s tongue is doing to her and my cock stiffens just a little more. I try to picture what Natalie must be feeling, imagining that the love that passes from her to me is like a current of electricity, like Soli’s sending me this pleasure into Natalie. As it passes through her, its power only magnifies. It’s like together we form one long circuit with sex and love passing down the line and then back again.

Then, I feel something shift. Natalie’s lips and tongue seem to vibrate as a noise comes up from somewhere deep inside her. She’s coming, I can tell.

I slide my hand behind Natalie’s head, feeling the weight of her straight, black locks as they pass through my fingers. I’m not guiding her, though. Her neck and mouth are already perfectly aligned and don’t need me directing them. I just stroke her with my fingers at the base of her skull, letting her know she can take her time. She doesn’t have to rush. We’ve got all the time in the world, and my erection isn’t going anywhere. 

She slows for a moment, breathing deeply through her nose. My cock slides from her mouth, but only for a moment. Once she’s caught her breath, she envelopes my shaft again and works it with even greater intensity. She was putting about seventy-five percent of what she’s capable of before, which is about all she could spare. But now that Soli has finished with her, she can focus solely on getting me off.

Her whole body seems lower on the couch than before, her mouth open wider. She’s going for her patented deep-throat maneuver, and I’ve just got to hold out for as long as I can. She brings me in deeper, so deep that I can feel my head collide with her palette and then slide along the inside of it. I feel the most delicious pressure on my shaft that seems to be coming from every direction at once. When I come, it’s like she’s milking my seam of every drop. Her throat constricts around me as she swallows, once and then twice, sending it all up inside her. Then, like a diver coming up for air, she suddenly surfaces, gasping loudly.

“You were unbelievable,” I tell her.

“Yeah?” she says, still coming down from the high and not able to say much more than that.

“She wasn’t the only one,” I say as Soli comes around to have a seat on the couch between us. “Soli, that was incredible. Your tongue is so talented that I even felt it.”

“Just giving Natalie the same pleasure I’d want myself,” Soli says, smiling sweetly. We kiss and there’s a whiff of Natalie still on her breath, on her tongue.

“So,” Jordan says to Roxy. “I guess that we’re up.”

“Can I be honest?” Roxy says. “I don’t think I could handle anyone else’s tongue on my pussy. I’m so wired that I think I might actually burst from overstimulation.”

“Well,” Jordan says. “Not to be selfish, but I’m still in need of an orgasm. And I could really use the help of someone with a cock.”

“I guess I’m out, then,” Soli says.

“Sorry, babe,” Jordan says. “But the heart wants what it wants, and other parts are no different.”

“Well, I’m ready for a rest,” Soli says. “But I think our stallion is still good for one more ride.”

“I see that you can volunteer my services without first considering my needs,” I say.

“Not true,” Soli says. “I think if there’s anyone who knows something about your needs, it’s me. You’ve come just once already. I know you’ve got a little fight left in you, so look alive. You’re still on duty.”
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“All right,” I say, standing and stretching and cracking my knuckles. “Where do you want me?”  

“On the bed,” Jordan says. “With plenty of foreplay followed by deep penetration.”

“Order up,” I say, putting my hands on my hips.

“Not like that,” Jordan says. “I want something sensitive and sweet. Take your time, and be gentle. Also, while everyone is free to watch, I want to have Matty solo this time.”

“Take him,” Natalie says with a wave.

“Please,” says Roxy. “I’ve gotten all I need out of him today.”

“And I just need to veg,” says Soli, stretching out on the couch. “We’ll be here when you finish.”

“All right,” I say. “Let me get a drink of water and I’ll be right in.”

Jordan springs from the chair, then pivots on one hip and beelines for the bedroom.

“Don’t keep me waiting too long,” Jordan says. “But don’t rush either.”

“Aye, aye,” I say, with a little salute.

She enters Soli’s bedroom and shuts it behind her. I go to the fridge and get a sip from a half-finished Dasini bottle then put it back. Soli turns on the TV and fires up the PS2. I focus on collecting my chi or mana or whatever and draw it to me, imagining sexual energy flowing into my cock. The whole thing feels a little silly, even to me, but though it may be my imagination I can feel it working.

Reaching the door, I rap my knuckle against it ever so gently. Not waiting for an answer, just observing a ritual, as I turn the knob and gently push it open.

Jordan, my blonde beauty, is concealed under a thin, almost translucent white bedsheet. After seeing her prancing around in next to nothing all afternoon, and absolutely nothing for hours after that, having just a hint of— well, not mystery, but you know what I’m saying—  is just what I need.

“Go slow,” Jordan says. “I’m a virgin.”

I can’t resist cracking a smile as I climb onto the bed beside her.

“Hey, every girl has a right to pretend she’s still a virgin sometime,” she says.

“Okay,” I say. “Well, it’s my first time, too.”

“Ugh! No!” she says, laughing. “That’s not part of the fantasy.”

“Why not?” I say, brushing a lock of blonde hair out of her eyes. “It’s special, romantic. We’re experiencing it for the first time together.”

“Do you understand nothing about female fantasies?” Jordan says. “Me being a virgin is hot. You being the same is just awkward.”

“That’s a terrible double standard,” I say.

“That’s how sex works,” she says.

I pick up the same lock of hair I just brushed away and put it back in front of her eyes. She giggles. When she tries to clear the bangs from in front of her face, I keep playfully putting them back.

“Okay,” she says. “Enough.”

“You’re right,” I say. “I want to kiss you.”

“Why do you want to kiss me?” she asks.

“Because you are astonishingly beautiful and special, and I’m hopelessly in love with you,” I say. “Out of all the women I’ve ever had and will ever have, none will ever outshine you. You don’t just have the beauty of a goddess but are one of the most special women I’ve ever known.”

“Now, see, that is the fantasy,” Jordan says. “Let’s go with that.”

As I tug away the sheet, revealing her gently tanned flesh, porcelain white in places where the sun rarely shows, I take a moment just to admire every part of her body. Not just her breasts and hips but the curve of her elbow, the freckles on her shoulder that I never noticed, or at least never acknowledged before.

“My god,” I whisper. “You are so beautiful to me.”

She doesn’t say a word. Doesn’t have to. Her blue eyes looking into mine, pupils dilated, say it all.

I run my hand across her cheek and then, with deliberate slowness, reach over and kiss her. Our lips meet and caress each other. It’s not manic passion or overeagerness. Instead, a profound sense of connection animates each of our movements. I climb on top of her, parting her legs so that the back of her hips rest on my stomach.

I bend her forward as I lean down to kiss her. I tease her with my erection, pressing into her thighs and butt. She grins, sighs. Releasing her legs, I kiss her from her stomach up to her breasts, her neck, and finally kiss my way back up to her face again.

“This is what I wanted,” she says. “This is so nice being together like this.”

“You ready?” I ask.

“Mmm-hmm,” she murmurs.

“Good,” I say. “Because I can’t hold back anymore. You’re driving me insane. I’ve got to rut inside you.”

I part her hips and then place myself at her opening. Gently, I slide myself in, enjoying the warmth and wetness and the pressure as her inner walls stroke me. I go just a little deeper with each thrust, bottoming out as I hear her squeal. We just keep rocking like that, kissing and touching. I move between her face and breasts, all the time drinking in her sights and smells and the sounds she makes as she absorbs my strokes, giving back with her hips the same force I give her.

We just go on like that, totally absorbed in each other and the coolness of the bed. The room is still and the only sound comes from the TV in the other room.

“I think I’m ready,” I say.

“It’s okay,” she says. “I’m safe. You can come inside me.”

So, I do just as my lady says. I send my seed deep into her and feel her body pulsing with mine as she milks me dry. I take a deep sigh, relieved not just to have come but to have given us both what we needed.

“That was special,” Jordan says.

“It was,” I say. “I sometimes forget what it’s like to have sex with just one other person.”

“How many guys have that problem?” she asks.

“I wouldn’t even call it a problem,” I say. “I just have got a lot of love that’s got to be passed around. But it’s nice to just be able to slow it down and keep things simple, ya know?”

We kiss, touching and caressing each other again for just a few moments, checking in with each other. She hugs me and kisses my cheek and neck.

“Such a cute guy,” she says, her arms pressed against me.

We just lie there like that for a while, and, unsurprisingly, I fall asleep. I come to a little later, stirred by the light from the bathroom. It flicks off and Soli enters.

“Hey,” I whisper.

“Hey,” she whispers. “The girls went home.”

I nod, although I’m not sure if she can see me in the darkness of the room.

“Come here,” I whisper.

She climbs into bed, her bare flesh meeting mine. I’ve got Jordan on one side, snoring gently, and Soli in my arm. It’s been quite a day, and it’s ending about as well as any day ever could. 


9.

“Thanks for coming, everyone,” Donna says. “Before we start, can I get everyone to state their name for the record? Can you also please just briefly explain your connection with the defendant?”

It’s a bit strange to be here in person after the number of times I’ve spoken to Donna over the phone. The office is pretty much exactly as I pictured it would be. Corporate, sleek, understated and also expensive-looking, with an impressive view of the LA skyline. Donna is likewise what I expected. A little heavyset with curly hair and wearing what is probably an expensive business suit. She presses the button on one of those little recording devices you’ve probably seen in movies with the two omnidirectional microphones on top.

This little sit down is intended for us to just get our ducks in a row so there are no surprises in court.

“I’m Marisol Avenida,” Soli says. “I was in the car that night. I’m Matty’s, uh, the defendant’s girlfriend.”

“Thank you,” Donna says, jotting down a few notes and then looking to Jordan.

“Hi, I’m Jordan Kleinfelter,” she says. “I was in the car that night and I am also in a relationship with the defendant.”

Donna stops writing and looks up at Jordan, who freezes. Donna clicks her pen.

“Okay,” I say. “And you?”

“Roxanne Wells,” says Roxy. “I was in the passenger seat. My connection with the defendant is likewise romantic in nature.”

“My name is Matteo, uh, Navarro, and I’m the defendant. And the partner of these ladies.”

“Anyone else?” Donna asks.

“Oh, me,” says Natalie. “But I wasn’t in the car, so I can’t testify as to what happened in the crash.”

Donna clicks her pen.

“Okay,” she says. “I see we’ve got something of an unconventional relationship on our hands. That’s okay. You’re all adults, correct?”

“Yes, definitely,” I say.

“Well, all right,” she says. “This is a civil matter, not a jury trial. I don’t know what effect it might have on your case.”

“It’s already had an effect,” I say. “I told you about Hamlet— sorry, the plaintiff— filming me and my partner outside our apartment complex, which, by the way, constitutes harassment.”

“Remember, this recording is just for our associates,” Donna says. “So, this won’t end up being heard by anyone else. But I should tell you now, as I said after you called me, what the plaintiff did doesn’t legally constitute harassment.”

“It should, though,” I say. “It was totally invasive.”

“And pathetic,” Soli says, crossing her arms. “I want that on the record.”

“Yes, well,” Donna says. “It was on a public street, and it wasn’t ongoing. That means that whatever you may have felt, it doesn’t actually meet the standard of harassment.”  

“Well,” I say. “What was he filming for? What did it have to do with the accident? We were moving boxes. The only reason he had for filming us was to attempt to gather dirt on me and to shame us for our, uh, unconventional lifestyle.”

“Duly noted,” Donna says. “Let’s get back to the matter at hand. I want to ask each of you in turn to present what you think is the biggest weakness in your ability to testify. Put another way, what are you most nervous about being asked? Miss Avenida?”

“About how much I had to drink,” Soli says.

“How much did you have to drink?” Donna asks.

“I don’t know,” Soli says.

“All right, Miss Kleinfelter, same question,” Donna says.

“Same answer,” Jordan says. “Also, I think we were both asleep for some part of the drive.”

“I see,” says Donna. “And Miss Wells?”

“I’m worried that somebody might ask me about whether I grabbed the wheel in an attempt to avert a collision,” Roxy says. “Because if somebody did ask me about that, I would have to testify, under oath, that isn’t what I remember happening.”

“Thank you,” Donna says. “Mr. Navarro?”

“I would have to give the same answer as Roxy, uh, Miss Wells did. Because I remember the event differently,” I say. “I’m not accusing her of anything, though.”

“I see,” Donna says. “Thank you. Um, can you elaborate?”

“Well,” I say, “I remember she either reached for the wheel or almost did. That was my impression at the time. But I’m worried about saying that because it might hurt my case.”

“Right,” Donna says. “Well, that’s what we’re here trying to work out. I think your instincts are correct.”

“So, we shouldn’t bring that up at all, right?” I say.

“What did you tell the officer at the scene?” Donna asks.

“That she reached for the wheel,” I say. “Or that I thought she did.”

“And Miss Wells?” Donna asks.

“I never said anything like that in my testimony at the time,” she says.

“Well, then I think the plaintiff will probably exploit that discrepancy,” Donna says. “They have access to those statements made by both of you at the scene, and I’m guessing that will probably be part of their strategy. Now, Mr. Navarro, there was alcohol in your system, correct?”

“Yeah,” I say. “But it was way below the legal limit. It was like 0.02 or something. I wasn’t drunk.”

“I understand,” says Donna. “But the plaintiff’s counsel will bring that up, too. Do you have any prior accidents where you were deemed to be at fault?”

“Well, yes,” I say. “But that was, like, seven or eight years ago. That isn’t relevant, is it?”

“Honestly, it all depends on the circumstances,” Donna says. “Remember that we’re not talking about criminal behavior here. The plaintiff only needs to convince a judge that you acted with negligence, and that’s a more nebulous accusation.”

“Okay,” I say. “Bottom line, what do you think about the case against me? Is it strong?” 

“Well,” Donna says. “I think that while the case is far from overwhelming, your defense has some vulnerabilities. The fact that you had alcohol in your system, and yes, I understand you were under the limit, but that still doesn’t work in your favor. The fact that there’s some confusion over whether your passenger tried to grab the wheel, and so may or may not have distracted you, that’s another vulnerability. I can’t tell you what’s going to happen, but I think you need to prepare yourself for the possibility that you may lose.”

Of course, I’ve already tried to do exactly that. But hearing the hesitation in Donna’s voice gives me a bad feeling in my gut. 

“What can we do?” I ask. “I’ve already said I won’t settle with him. What else is there?”

“Actually, I think the best strategy may be to turn the tables on him,” says Donna. “Give him a taste of what he did to you.”

“You want me to sit outside his house so I can video him when he’s not expecting it?” I say.

“No,” says Donna. “That would be amateurish and would probably backfire. I think you should use a professional.”

“A P.I.?” Soli says.

“Exactly,” Donna says. “You’ve said before that you suspect he may be exaggerating his injuries, if not fabricating them entirely.”

“Yes,” I say. “I’m sure of it.”

“A private investigator can do some digging and see if you’re right,” Donna says.

“That makes a lot of sense,” I say. “But aren’t P.I.s expensive?”

“Their hourly rate is typically lower than ours,” Donna says. “But you’ll usually have to put up a retainer, just as you did with us.”

“How much?” I ask.

“Probably around five-thousand to start,” Donna says. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not what you want to hear.”

I can feel my shoulders deflate as I sink into my seat. Every option in front of me requires more money. 

“I can recommend someone,” Donna continues. “She does excellent work. I’ve recommended her to clients in the past, and they’ve always been satisfied with her results.”

She? Guess I have to update the mental picture I had of a middle-aged fat guy chomping on a cigar. Yes, it’s out of date, but really how often do you hear about private eyes these days, especially female ones?

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll consider it if you think it will help.”

Donna nods.

“Here’s the upshot,” she says. “If you’re right, the investigator will turn up evidence of Hamlet’s malfeasance. We present this to the opposing counsel, and this case vanishes right away. We can even open up a countersuit.”

“Yes,” I say. “I like that.”

“However, if the investigation turns up no evidence, then the trial likely won’t either. In which case, it makes more sense to settle. At least this way, you’ll know.”

I nod, then look around the table.

“What do we think of this?” I ask. “Is everyone on board?”

“I know it’s a lot of money,” Soli says. “And it’s a risk. But I think you should go for it.”

“I agree,” Natalie says. “It’s probably the smart way to go. It might get this whole thing resolved faster, and it might be cheaper in the long run.”

Roxy and Jordan nod also.

“Well, that settles it, then,” I say.

“Give me a moment,” Donna says, rising from her chair and switching off the recording device in the center of the table. “I’ll go get the P.I.’s card.”

Donna leaves to go find the business card and we’re left alone in the conference room. I rest my chin against my knuckle, trying to collect myself.

“How are you feeling?” Jordan asks.

I shrug.

“Could be worse,” I say. “This probably is the best strategy. I like the idea that we may be able to turn the tables on Hamlet and prove that he’s lying. It just feels like death by a thousand cuts, ya know?”

“It’ll be over soon,” Natalie says. “You’re doing the right thing.”

A few moments later, Donna returns with the card and hands it to me. The name reads Valerie Swanson.

“Valkyrie Investigation, huh?” I say. “Well, I’ll send her an email.”

“Thanks for everything, Donna,” says Natalie. 

“No problem, it’s lovely to see you,” Donna says. “How are things at Magnolia?”

“I’m, uh, actually branching out,” Natalie says. “I’m raising money to produce an indie feature.”

“I might have a contact for you,” Donna says. “I might know someone who might be interested in investing. He’s got a big dental practice in Pacoima and he’s looking to invest in something low-budget. I’ll send him an email and cc you.”

“Really?” Natalie says. “That would be fantastic.”

“Thanks for coming in, everyone,” Donna says. “I know it probably doesn’t feel like we accomplished that much, but all the information we can collect before the trial helps.”

“It was helpful,” I say. “The P.I. was a good idea. Thanks, Donna.”

We shake hands and the girls all say their goodbyes to Donna as we exit. We probably raise some eyebrows with the staff, though they dutifully keep their gazes low as we pass. I have no idea what they must think of us.  

“She seems smart,” Roxy says once we’re in the elevator.

“Yeah, she’s a good egg,” I say. “Which reminds me, who’s hungry? We’re pretty near K-Town. How about Korean food?”

“It’s hard for me to say no to that one,” Natalie says. “But I’ve actually got a lunch thing at one. It’s with Lisa. You remember her?”

“Uh… did I meet her?” I ask.

“Yeah, at Bootsy Bellows,” Natalie says. 

“Oh, that’s right,” I say, not remembering her face or anything about her. “Lisa.” 

The elevator dings and we get off.

“I’m gonna take off, too,” Roxy says. “My laundry is really piling up, and I’ve really got to do something about it.”

“A laundry emergency?” I say. “You can’t eat first?”

“I want to get on top of it,” Roxy says. “It’s getting to be a problem.”

“I don’t mind,” Natalie says.

“I mind,” Roxy says. “It’s not easy for you, adjusting to having a roommate. Bad enough without dirty clothes everywhere.”

I realize that it’s not directed at me, but I can’t help but picture my clothes spilled across the bedroom floor at Soli’s apartment. Hers are there, too. But it wasn’t really that messy before I moved in.

“I’ll do yours too, by the way,” Roxy adds. 

“Aww, thanks Roxy,” Natalie says.

They hug.

“See you at home,” Roxy says. “And everyone else, I’ll ya when I see ya.”

“Don’t leave without getting your parking validated over at the desk,” Soli says.

“Good thinking, thanks,” says Natalie.

Then, it’s hugs all around.

“Bye!” Natalie says.

“Bye, lovelies, and Matty,” Roxy says.

I make a little kissy face and she gives me one in return. I catch the kiss Natalie sends my way and put it in my pocket. Then we turn to leave.

“Looks like it’s just us three,” I say.

“We’re probably better off walking over and then coming back and getting our parking validated,” Jordan says.

“Yeah, as long as we’re not gone too long, it shouldn’t be a problem.”

We walk out the big double doors and exit onto Wilshire Boulevard. 


10.

Walking along the treelined streets would be a lot more pleasant if there wasn’t so much traffic. The nice thing about LA is that nobody honks when they’re stuck in gridlock. In movies, New Yorkers are always honking at each other. Not here. Everyone’s already resigned to their fate, recognizing they aren’t going anywhere fast. Compared with the drivers around us, it really feels like we’re moving even when we’re on foot. 

The K-Town area is a mix of Korean-owned businesses and Latino ones. If you look at the signage, it’s about fifty-fifty Spanish and Korean. I take Soli’s hand, and she takes Jordan’s. But we have to break the chain to let somebody on a bike pass, or a dogwalker, or just people standing around in front of the bus stop. We give up trying to hold hands after a couple of blocks.

“This looks promising,” Soli says, stopping in front of a noodle shop. The sticker on the window has a big bowl of some kind of tofu soup with cartoon flames and this chicken with a haircut like Kim-Jung Un giving us the stink eye.

“As long as I can get black bean noodles, I’m happy,” I say.

Stepping inside, we’re greeted with the scent of broth that’s been simmering for hours. The staff are milling around, still in that in-between period where they’ve gotten through all the opening rituals but the lunch rush hasn’t started yet.

Stepping up to the menu above the counter, I scan for the black bean noodles but don’t see it. So, after deliberating a bit, we all order the same thing. Sundubu is this spicy tofu soup with a raw egg floating in it. I pay at the counter and take our number, then we fill our to-go cups with exotic flavors of ice tea.

“You ever think about what it must be like living in North Korea?” Jordan asks.              

“I read a book about it one time,” I say. “It’s pretty much the only Stalinist state left anywhere in the world.”

“It seems like the worst place in the world,” Soli says. “Just think if Natalie’s dad had been born in the north instead of the south. He wouldn’t have gotten out, and she never would have existed.”

“I’m actually glad I wasn’t born in South Korea,” I say. “I mean, there’s no comparison, obviously. South Korea is a free country and people’s lives are much better than in North Korea. No question. But from what I’ve heard of, South Korea has all the worst aspects of American culture cranked up to eleven.”

“What do you mean?” Jordan asks.

“The workaholic culture, constant competition, no work-life balance, everyone is just weaned on this rise and grind mentality.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “It’s hard enough getting by here. Just imagine if you had to start cramming for college entrance exams when you were nine years old.”

“I’m sure there are a lot of beautiful things about the culture too,” Jordan says.

“Yeah, no doubt,” I say. “But a culture is more than just food and art and architecture. It’s a mood, it’s a feeling. It shapes how people see themselves and each other and how they approach life.”

“A lot of it comes down to history, too,” Soli says. “Some countries are lucky and some are unlucky. A lot of it is luck of the draw. Like, nobody probably wanted Korea to get split into two countries, and nobody elected Kim-Jong Un. So much of your life happens to you and you can’t control it.”

“That’s true,” I say. “Accidents of history mean a lot. But it’s not always obvious who the winners and losers are. I mean, North Korea, that’s just bad luck. But look at us here? We were born in the richest and most powerful country in the world. And things are still pretty rough for most Americans, at least some of the time.”

“Not us,” Soli says. “Not right now.”

“Right,” I say. “Not us. We’re lucky.”

I raise my tea glass in a toast.

“To being lucky,” I say.

We each clink our glasses. A few minutes later, a staff member arrives with a tray of steaming soup bowls. I sip the broth through a big plastic spoon. Now those fireballs on the poster make sense. This stuff is spicy. I mean, I was expecting it, just not this much.

Besides the soup, we all get little bowls of rice which look like they’re made out of stone. Better for heat insulation, I guess? It’s a nice touch, especially because it keeps the rice steaming hot.

“I sometimes wonder if pressure is a good thing,” Soli says. “I mean, not the constant studying. That would get pretty miserable after awhile. But growing up in a family that was definitely not that way about school, I think I could have used a little more of that when I was growing up.”

I think about that day, walking around Hansen Dam, when Soli said she was thinking about going back to school.

“Maybe they’re onto something,” she says. “I mean, they may work a lot, but South Korea is a rich country, right?”

“That’s true,” Jordan says. “I guess it all depends on what you value, and what you have. Work life balance is a luxury you can afford when you have enough to pay your bills.”

“You’re right,” I say. “But I feel like there’s got to be some kind of a happy medium. When you’re poor, you’re stressed about that. And when you’re rich, or at least have a job where you’re making a lot of money, then that becomes your source of stress. There has to be something in the middle. I can’t accept that there’s no way to live except at one extreme or another.”

“Do you think that Natalie’s parents are the reason she’s so driven?” Soli asks. “I mean, I know only her dad is from Korea, and she doesn’t have that much of a connection to the culture, but it must have rubbed off somehow, right?”

“Maybe,” says Jordan. “But maybe that’s just Natalie. She’s more ambitious than most people, but that may also be because she moved to LA. She’s the kind of person who decided to do that.”

Without realizing it, Jordan has drawn an invisible circle around her and Roxy and Natalie, and outside of it are Soli and me. We’re the ones who were born here, who didn’t choose to move to the city. I think that Soli is thinking about it, too. She doesn’t give any sign to show what she’s feeling, just slurps her soup. But I think there’s a part of her that feels she has to catch up to these ambitious women around her who are all following their passions.

“I think that where you’re from, who your parents are, it does shape you,” I say. “It’s shaped me in lots of ways. But that’s really more just your default setting, where you start from. Once you’re aware of your programming, it frees you to change it.”

“You think so?” Soli asks.

“Sure,” I say. “I mean, look at us. We’ve got this unconventional relationship, and this unconventional dream we’re all chasing together. We couldn’t get to where we are now by having the perfect parents or the ideal early childhood experiences. Your starting point matters, but it doesn’t dictate where you end up.”

“Aww,” says Jordan. “That’s beautiful. And it’s true.”

Soli doesn’t say anything, but she smiles just a little to herself. I think maybe it was just what she needed to hear. I hope it was.

As we keep eating, I start experimenting with what’s in front of me. I try pouring a little of the broth onto the rice for some flavor. It’s surprisingly filling for such a simple meal with not that many ingredients.  

“I used to wonder if I was too ambitious,” Jordan says.

“That’s not a flaw,” Soli says.

“It can be, though, like Matty’s saying,” Jordan says. “I sometimes wondered if I was too focused on my career. Like there was something wrong with me. Ever since I was little, I wanted to be a set designer. But when I moved out here to chase my dream, I found there’s a lot more to it that I never thought about. When I got that job in the sets department, and then it turned out to be a nightmare, I wondered if I wasted all my time wishing for something I really didn’t want. So, I know what you mean, Matty.

“Then I got the job working on We Are Us, and that was great for a while. But then Roxy got written off and you and Natalie lost your jobs. And now that the show’s on hiatus, I’m surprised at how much I don’t miss it.”

“Do you think you’ll go back next season?” I ask.

“Not if Collision Course gets funded,” Jordan says. “I won’t have the time. But, of course, that’s a big if.”

“Yeah,” Soli says. “We’re all waiting to see what’s going to happen.”

“Here’s what I still don’t know,” I say. “How close are we to getting to make our budget? I mean, I hear we’ve got a hundred-thousand dollars here, another two-hundred thousand there. But I can’t keep track of it all. Jordan, do you know?”

“I don’t know anything you don’t,” she says. “Why don’t you ask Natalie?”

“I’ve been meaning to,” I say. “I just don’t want to add to the pressure she’s already under.”

“If she has good news after this meeting, I’m sure she’ll share it with us,” Jordan says.

“I’d work for nothing if it meant we could do the project,” Soli says.

“So would I,” Jordan says. “It’d be worth it just to have the film credit on my resume. But more than that, it really feels like this labor of love we’re all doing as a family.”

“Well, I have no idea what I’d be doing,” I say. “But I feel the same. I think we’ll find a way to do it. I don’t know what we’ve raised, but we’ve got to be close to our goal, right? It’s just a matter of time before we get there, one way or another.”

“Yes and no,” Jordan says. “The longer a project spends in preproduction, the more momentum it loses. If we’re still trying to raise money two years from now, it’s going to be much harder to convince people to throw money into the pot. It’s like there’s this invisible deadline that nobody mentions because it isn’t technically there. You only realize you’ve passed it after it’s too late.”

I drop my spoon in my empty broth bowl. It’d hate to think that all of this work has been for nothing. It’s not just Natalie, all of the girls have put something of themselves into this movie, and me too.

Then, there’s Eliza. This is her big break too. After meeting her and learning the story of how she wrote the script, I want to see her vision come true. That reminds me of something else.

“Hey,” I say, “we’re still on to meet at Roxy at Eliza’s place, right?”

“I think so,” says Soli. “Roxy said she’d be there.”

“I wonder what Eliza wants to meet with you for,” Jordan says.

“She’s wanting to workshop the script,” I say. “And observe our whole domestic situation in action, I guess.”

“Which means what, exactly?” Jordan asks.

“I dunno,” I say. “Probably just read lines, see what feels natural.”

“I think she might want us to explore what comes naturally to the three of us,” Soli says. “And observe, not strictly for reasons of creative authenticity, if ya know what I mean.”

“What, you mean you think she wants to watch us fuck?” I ask.

I remember immediately that we’re in a restaurant. Thankfully, it’s still early, so I’m pretty sure that my comment was out of earshot of the little old Korean couple sitting a few tables away from us.

“It crossed my mind,” says Soli. “Didn’t it cross yours?”

“I dunno,” I say. “I assumed it was just a creative exercise. Something that writers do to get inspired, or whatever. That’s a thing, right?”

“Not really,” Jordan says. “I mean, everyone’s process is different, but it definitely isn’t standard practice. The screenwriter doesn’t usually work with actors like this, unless they’re also the director, and especially not when the project hasn’t even gotten funding yet.”

“Well, if that’s true, how do you feel about it?” I ask. 

Soli tips her bowl up and drinks the last of her spicy broth before setting it down.

“I’m up for anything,” she says, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “As long as we’re all on board.” 

“Okay,” I say. “And Jordan?”

“I wouldn’t have a problem with it,” she says. “I mean, it really comes down to what the three of you are comfortable doing together in front of her. If you three don’t have a problem, then I don’t.”

“Well, we don’t know how Roxy feels,” I say.

“You know Roxy,” Soli says. “Do you think she’d be uncomfortable?”

“Well, no,” I say. “Probably she’d be fine with it. In which case there’s no problem—”

“—Because you’d be fine with it too, right?” Soli cuts in.

“I guess so,” I say. “I’m not really a… performer. But I don’t have any strong objection to it. The thing is, we’re getting ahead of ourselves. We’re putting the horse before the cart.”

“That’s the way you’re supposed to do it,” Jordan says. “You mean, cart before the horse.”

“Right, whatever,” I say. “This may be perfectly innocent. Maybe Eliza really just wants to develop the script to make the dialogue better, or something. We don’t really know much about her. She could be married.”

“Married people still like watching other people get it on,” Soli says.

My phone buzzes and I pull it out to check it.

Roxy: can u do me a favor ??

Me: sure whats up?

Roxy: Come over and do laundry?

Me: Haha y?

Roxy: pleease i cant right now

Tell u y later

“Hmm,” I say.

“What is it?” Jordan asks.

“It’s Roxy,” I say. “She’s asking me to go to Natalie’s place to do her laundry.”

Soli takes the straw from between her lips and sets her tea on the table.

“So, she’s obviously got something else going on,” she says.

“Yeah,” I say. “Something she doesn’t want Natalie to know about.” 

Then, another text comes in, making my phone buzz on the table–

Roxy: dont tell anyone please

Too late.

Me: ok. Just soli and jordan know so far…

Roxy: (face palm).

Me: sorry

“Well, we’ve only got one car left between us,” says Jordan. “So, how do you want to do this?”

“Think you can swing by North Hollywood on your way home?” I say. “I can take a rideshare back.”

“You sure?” Soli says. “If this arrangement becomes too annoying, you can always take your car back, ya know.”

“It’s totally fine,” I say. “This is the kind of thing that just comes up sometimes.”

“I wonder what Roxy is really doing,” Jordan says.

“You don’t think she’s cheating on us with four other people, do you?” asks Soli, completely deadpan. I laugh.

“I’m sure there’s a completely innocent explanation,” I say. “Maybe she just suddenly developed rapid-onset rhyparophobia.”

“What is that?” Soli asks.

“Fear of dirty laundry,” I say with a grin.

“You just made that up right now,” Jordan says.

“Obviously,” I say.

“That’s amazing,” she says, with real awe in her voice.

“Not really,” I say with a shrug. “You just take a couple of Greek words and put them together.”

“Matty, the fact you know enough Greek to do that is what’s impressive,” Jordan says.

“I really only took first year Greek for my major,” I say. “But thanks. I guess it comes in handy sometimes. Like when some clever-sounding bullshit needs to be spread.”

“Well, she’d better have a good excuse,” Soli says. “She didn’t just lie to Nat, she also missed lunch and all of our witty banter.”

“We’ll get to the bottom of it later,” I say. “In the meantime, it looks like I’ve got some loads of laundry to do.”

“Don’t think of it as some chore,” Soli says. “Think of it as an opportunity to handle girls’ panties.”

“You’re right,” I say. “That does sound better.”


11.

Doing laundry for two women, with two mountains of dirty clothes between, turns out to be a bigger job than I’d thought. It’s not just that they own lots of clothes, though that’s part of it. They also seem to wear a lot more clothes: at least two outfits a day, and that can mean anything from a single dress to four or five pieces of a complete ensemble. The real challenge isn’t the volume, though. It’s the complicated care instructions.

Wash with like colors only

Don’t mix with like colors

Wash separately in laundry bag

Wash only in cold water

Low heat, tumble dry

You get the idea. I don’t use laundry bags myself, and I don’t even know the girls have them until I find them buried near the bottom of the clothes pile. I sort everything the best way I know how and pour in some Tide and Downy (which is running low). Then, forty minutes later, I put the wet stuff in the dryer and start the whole process over again.

I have a seat on Natalie’s couch and start folding as I wait to put the next load in the dryer. I realize I have no idea whose clothes are whose, which might raise Natalie’s suspicions. Roxy would know her stuff from Natalie’s, right?

But, what can I do? It’s not like I asked for this job.

It feels strange to be in this familiar space alone, since I’ve never been alone in Natalie’s apartment before. The living room hasn’t changed much since Roxy moved in. She wasn’t kidding about not keeping a lot of stuff, besides clothes. The living room has barely changed at all. Just a few artifacts even attest to the fact that Roxy lives here.

There’s a picture with her and her mom in it on the coffee table. The frame was probably an arts and crafts project from some holiday because it’s painted pink with squiggles. There’s also a book on acting, the Stanislovski method. I pick it up and thumb through it after I’ve finished putting another load into neat little stacks.

I wonder what it must be like to be an actor, or even to want to be one. I guess some people have that impulse and some people don’t. Soli seems to have picked it up, although I guess she hasn’t technically booked a job yet, except for all those days we were background actors. Come to think about it, if being an extra counts then I’m a professional actor already. Thanks for nothing, Stanislovski.

I take a photo of the stacks of clean clothes and send it to Roxy. Her response comes back fast.

Roxy: Thank you!!

I’m in traffic will be home soon

I smile. It feels good to be helping her out, even if I don’t know why she pawned the job off on me in the first place. It looks like we’re about to get away with our little conspiracy. But then, just as the last load is coming out of the dryer, Natalie walks in.

“Hey,” she says, smiling at me strangely. “So, you’re doing laundry? Where’s Roxy?”

“She’s on her way,” I say.

“From where?” Natalie asks.

“Uh, I don’t know,” I say.

“What’s going on?” Natalie asks, tossing her purse down on the big green armchair.

“I’m not totally sure,” I say. “Roxy asked me to come over and do the laundry. And not to tell you about it.”

“What is she up to?” Natalie asks.

“Nothing bad,” I say. “Probably. I thought it was weird, too. But she asked me to help her out, so… here I am.”

Natalie just stands in the middle of the living room, her hands coming to rest on her hips. 

“Well,” she says. “I guess we’ll just have to ask her what’s going on when she gets here.”

“I guess we will,” I say.

“You want some wine?” she asks.

“Sure.”

She slides off her heels and puts them by the chair then walks over to the kitchen. 

“How was your lunch?” I ask.

She grabs a bottle of white out of the fridge, sets it on the counter, then takes out a pair of glasses.

“It was… interesting,” she says.

“Interesting how?” I say.

“I’m not sure yet,” she says, pouring a healthy serving in both our glasses.

She comes over and hands me a glass. I take it and with my other hand start grabbing stacks of clothes off the couch so she’ll have room to sit down beside me. We have a seat, clink glasses, then take a sip.

“Did you tell her about Collision Course?” I ask. 

“I did,” she says. “And she told me there’s a junior VP position opening up at Paramount.”

“Whoa,” I say. “That definitely sounds interesting. Are you gonna apply?”

She takes another long sip before answering.

“I’m not sure,” she says. “It would probably mean dropping everything else.”

“Oh,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “I’d have to take over a whole new portfolio. It would mean a lot of responsibility, and a lot of money. But I’d also have a lot more people to answer to.”

“Did you tell Lisa you were interested?” I ask.

“Not exactly,” Natalie says. “But I have some contacts over there, so I could make the phone call myself. The timing is just a little off.”

“I get it,” I say. “You’re busy with your passion project. And I’m guessing this job won’t wait, right?”

“Nope. If I want this, I have to be ready to throw everything into it. If I get it, this job would become my whole life.” 

“And Collision Course gets thrown on the scrap heap, right?”

She takes a big gulp from her glass and then sets it on the table in front of her.

“More or less,” she says. “I can’t be producing some indie project and working at the studio at the same time. And I don’t think Collision Course is exactly on-brand for Paramount. It’s a little art house, a little niche. A bit racy also.”

“Right,” I say. “So, which way are you leaning?”

She leans her neck one way, then the other. She sighs.

“Why couldn’t this have come before?” she asks. “After I got fired, I was flailing. I would have jumped in with both feet. But now it means giving up on something special and letting everyone down.” 

“You make it sound selfish when you say it like that,” I say. “But think about it practically. What happens if we don’t make the movie? Nobody’s going to die. Yes, it’s a disappointment. But if you get a job at Paramount, I’m sure there will be opportunities for you to help Eliza and the girls in their careers. And you’d be making a big step in your career, too.”

“You’re supposed to tell me I need to be responsible,” Natalie says. “To think of others instead of myself and keep the promises that I made.”

“Why?” I say. “Why aren’t you allowed to think of what’s best for you? This is a serious opportunity. You should at least work out every possibility before you make a decision, right?”

“You don’t think I’m a terrible person for wanting this?” she asks. “Not even a little terrible?”

“Of course not,” I say. “You have every right to take this seriously. Of course, we also have to consider the other side of it. And I don’t just mean what it would mean for the girls. How do you feel about giving this project up?” 

“First thought?” Natalie asks. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’d probably feel relieved at first. All the stress and the grinding trying to make this movie happen, that would vanish right away… and then get replaced by way more intense stress.”

“Well, that’s worth thinking about,” I say. “How much is your stress level worth to you? Even if you’re making more money, will it be really worth it?”

“It isn’t just that,” Natalie says. “Sure, I’d have bosses, I wouldn’t have as much control. But I could do some big projects. Some really big projects. I wouldn’t have to go around passing the hat trying to scrape together a budget.”

“Yeah,” I say. “And you could probably move up from Junior VP to Senior in a few years, right?” 

“Try ten years,” Natalie says. “And that’s if nothing with my fingerprints all over it bombs, because if it does I’m gone and I have to shimmy up the greased pole again.”

“Damn, that’s rough.”

“Even if I do play all my cards right,” she says “that’s still no guarantee. If enough projects on the slate lose money the whole company could go under.”

“Yeah, but Paramount has been around for like a hundred years, right?”

“You remember United Artists?” she asks.

“No,” I say.

“Exactly. And this is the Age of AI. Who knows what any of us will be doing in five years? All the studios could be gone by then.” 

“So, then, the only thing that makes sense is to pursue what you’re passionate about,” I say. “If there’s no way to predict the future, and you may lose out no matter what, then the safe bet isn’t safe.”

“That’s true,” Natalie says, she drains her glass. “You’re really good at this.”

“Thanks,” I say. “But really all I’m doing is laying out your options for you. I can’t tell you which way to go.”

She rests her head against the back of the couch, taking this in.

“You want a refill?” she asks.

“Sure,” I say. “I’m not driving.”

“You need me to give you a ride back to Sylmar?”

“It’s okay,” I say. “I can call an Uber.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Natalie says. “We’ll make Roxy drive you.”

She takes the bottle, beading with perspiration, and refills our glasses.

“I think we need to address the fact that I’ve already gotten everyone’s hopes up,” Natalie says, sitting down and grabbing the stem of her wine glass. “Yes, they can all survive without making this movie. But, I’ve gone to investors and asked them to put their faith in me.”

“How does that work, by the way?” I ask. “If you don’t make the movie, do you have to give it all back?”

“No, I haven’t even collected it,” she says. “The money is only pledged to the LLC. It doesn’t actually become a binding commitment unless we get all the money together.”

“Smart,” I say.

“We did it that way because we weren’t sure we were actually going to raise the millions that we need to actually move forward with making the movie. It’s easier this way if the whole thing falls apart.”

“So, how close are we to actually getting the full budget?” I ask. “How much more do we need to raise before we can start production?”

She takes another sip of wine.

“Assuming that everyone actually comes through, we’re around two hundred grand short of what we need.”

“That’s not so much,” I say. “Just one more meeting or two, we could probably scare up the funding.”

“Right,” Natalie says. “It’s tantalizingly close. So close that I would feel responsible if I walked away now to take this other job. I would always know that I abandoned this project that I really cared about.”

I have a sip of wine myself and think, letting the taste of the wine dance on my pallet and tongue before swallowing.

“So, this job is pretty competitive, right?” I say. “You might apply or let them know you’re interested, and it could still go to someone else.”

“Definitely,” Natalie says. “I mean, it’ll be a short list, and I’ll know most of the people on it. But I could easily try for it and not get it.”

“That might be your answer,” I say. “Collision Course can always stay your backup if this job doesn’t work out.”

“That’s probably the most practical approach— for me” Natalie says. “But how can I do that, knowing how it’s going to affect the other girls? They’d all know what I did. It would be like I sold them out.”

“It’s not like that at all,” I say.

“It kinda is, though. I made a commitment to fight for this project. If we were far from making our budget, I could walk away and say it wasn’t my fault. But the way things are, if this movie doesn’t happen that’s on me. I’m responsible.”

“Okay, so let’s just review,” I say. “You have to choose between applying for this job that would mean more money and bigger projects. But you’d have much more stress and less freedom, you’d give up being your own boss, and you’d risk letting down everyone who believed in you.”

“It’s worse than that,” Natalie says. “What if this becomes the start of some kind of rift between all of us? What if I’m the reason why this group, that has been so harmonious so far, suddenly turns bitchy?”

“I think you’re being too hard on yourself,” I say. “The girls aren’t thinking that way. Whatever you decide, I know they’ll understand.”

Before Natalie can answer, the front door creaks open and Roxy walks in. She clocks Natalie and me on the couch, the stacks of laundry, and gives a wide-eyed expression like she knows she’s caught. It’s like a smile that’s more of a wince.

“Hi, Roxy,” says Natalie. “Thanks for doing laundry.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “About that. I’m sorry. I thought I would have had enough time, but then I got stuck in traffic.” 

“So, what were you doing?” Natalie asks.

Her tone is even, admirably so, but it would be almost unreasonable if she weren’t at least a little annoyed.

“I was at a callback,” Roxy says. “In Culver City.”

“That’s good, right?” I say. “A callback is like a second audition.”

“So, why lie?” Natalie says.

“I didn’t want to say anything about it,” Roxy says. “I never talk about auditions with anybody. I don’t want the pressure of it getting to me in case I don’t book the job.”

“Okay,” Natalie says. “That doesn’t explain why you lied.” 

“I had to say something. I needed a lie that would make sense,” Roxy says. “I thought I’d have enough time to get back and really do the laundry. But it was in Culver City, and ya know. Traffic.”

“Uh huh,” says Natalie.  
“What was this callback for?” I ask.

“A part in a movie,” Roxy says. “If I get it, it means I can’t do Collision Course.”

I smile. Irony of ironies. Now it all makes sense.

“So, if you got the part, what were you planning on doing?” Natalie asks. “Hey, sorry. Something else better came along. Bye?”

“That’s exactly what you were contemplating doing,” I say.

“Matty!” Natalie says. “She lied! I think I’m entitled to let her twist in the wind a little.”

“Hold on,” Roxy says, coming around to have a seat in the big green chair. “What’s going on? What happened at lunch?”

“There might be a job opportunity for me,” Natalie says. “I didn’t know about it until Lisa told me. And I didn’t lie about it. But, if I take the job I obviously can’t produce the movie at the same time, so…” 

“You were gonna guilt me and then turn around and do the same thing?” Roxy says. “No fair!”

“Kinda fair, though,” Natalie says. “I didn’t lie about anything. You did. Feel shame!”

“Okay, fine,” Roxy says, crossing over to have a seat on the couch. “Cut off my hair and make me march naked through the streets while you wave your bell at me and chant, shame, shame!”

I’m picturing it. Can’t help myself.

“What’s the job?” Roxy asks.

“Junior VP,” Natalie says. “At Paramount.”

“See?” Roxy says. “I’m not a bad person for going on that callback. You would have done the same thing if you were me. It’s a harsh business, and we’re all just trying to survive. Am I right?” 

“She has a point,” I say.

“Fine,” Natalie says. “I can understand why you lied, and it’s not like I can claim I’m that much better.”

“So, what does this mean?” Roxy asks. “Are we both giving up on Collision Course?”

“I don’t know,” Natalie says, sinking back in her chair. “I was hoping if I talked about it and drank enough wine the answer would just come to me.”

“Ooh, let me try,” Roxy says.

“Nope,” Natalie says. “You’re driving Matty home.”

“It’s only right,” I say, crossing my arms like an authoritative parent.

Roxy rests her chin against her knuckle.

“Fine,” she says.

“Maybe I can help here,” I say. “Before you walked in, we were talking about what the project would mean for all of us. If you get the part, what would that mean?”

“Money,” Roxy says.

“Same for me,” Natalie says.

“Alright, so, there’s money on the table. That’s worth considering. What about the other side of it? Do you actually want to do this movie?”

“Well, it’s got some pretty big names attached,” Roxy says. “It’s got backing from a major studio. It would mean guaranteed distribution, and I’d get to work with people who could probably help my career along.”

“How about the story?” I ask.

“Oh, it sucks,” Roxy says. “It’s this big shootup action movie and I’m barely even in it. I’m just the girlfriend. Not even the main girlfriend. I’m the guy’s friend’s girlfriend. In the script, I don’t even have a name.”

“So, not exactly the role of a lifetime,” I say. “Would you have more fun shooting Collision Course?”

“Sure,” Roxy says. “But we don’t know if we’ll even get to do it or not.”

“True,” I say. “Sounds like what it comes down to is that you both want to do this passion project, but you also want to be practical and keep your options open, right?”  

“Pretty much,” Natalie says.

“Well, that makes sense. You’re trying to strike a balance between the things that get you paid and the things that make you happy. That’s everyone.”

“So, what’s the answer?” Roxy says. “I can walk away and not pursue this job at Paramount. But if I do, I need to know Collision Course is definitely going to happen.” 

“Me too,” Natalie says. “It’s the uncertainty that is introducing all this anxiety.”

“I understand,” I say. “But from what I can tell, there’s a lot of uncertainty no matter what you do. Maybe Roxy will book the job. Maybe you’ll get the job at Paramount. Maybe the movie will get funded. Maybe none of that will happen and everyone will be back to square one. Since it’s all up in the air, I think following your passion is the only thing that makes sense. You both want to do this movie. I’ve seen you both work hard and put everything into it. Soli and Jordan have done the same.”

“And Eliza,” Natalie says. 
“And Eliza,” I second. “I can’t tell you what to do, and I’ll support you in any choice you make, but I think this movie is special. It’s worth fighting for. Am I right?”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “You’re right.”

“Okay,” Natalie says, taking a deep breath. “Let's make a decision here and now that we’re going to put everything we can into making Collision Course.”

“I agree,” I say. “That’s why I’m going to put up the money to fund the project myself.”

“Matty,” Natalie says. “You can’t do that. We can’t let you.”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “That’s a terrible idea. Nobody does that.”

“Francis Ford Coppola did it,” I say. “If he hadn’t put his own money into the dream he believed in, there would be no Apocalypse Now.” 

“Yeah, but there would also be no Megalopolis,” Roxy says. “I’m not sure the world would be worse off. And he lost his fortune making it. Hundreds of millions.”

“Well, I can’t lose as much as he did,” I say. “I don’t have that much to start with.”

“What about this court case?” Natalie says. “Fighting it is getting more expensive all the time. And what if you lose?”

“Well, if the private eye that Donna recommended can get the case dropped, that won’t be an issue,” I say.

“Sure,” Roxy says. “If.”

“I believe in this project, and I think it will make its money back,” I say. “It takes a leap of faith to make anything great, right? How can I ask you both to take that leap unless I’m willing to take it with you?”

“I just don’t want to see you lose your shirt,” Natalie says.

“Don’t worry about that,” I say, snatching a tiny white tank top from the stack. “If that happens, I’ll just borrow yours.”

I drape the little tank over my chest.

“That’s mine,” says Roxy.

“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “If I tried to put it on, it would explode.”

“Okay, look,” Natalie says. “I’m telling you for the record that you shouldn’t put your money into the movie. That’s a bad idea. But if we can’t get the money any other way, you’ll become our angel investor of last resort. Sound good?”

“Works for me,” I say. “I just don’t want anything to get in the way of you seeing this through if it’s what you really want to do. Of course, if you both get work on other projects, I’ll support that too.”

“He is cute, isn’t he?” Natalie says.

“He has his uses,” Roxy says.

“He even did a good job with the laundry.”

“I’ll give him five stars for the laundry. Covering for me, two stars,” Roxy says. “Sorry for lying, by the way. I should have come clean and admitted that I had something else going on.”

“It’s okay,” Natalie says. “I understand why you did it. Everyone tells lies sometimes, and I still got some clean laundry out of it.”

She picks up the wine glass in front of her, sees that there are just a few drops left, and sets it back on the table.

“I don’t think I’m going to try for that job,” Natalie says. “I’d rather finish what we started first. You think the script’s good, don’t you?”

“It’s like nothing I’ve read before,” Roxy says. “I really want this part.”

“So, let’s make a pact,” Natalie says. “Full steam ahead, no compromises, until we’ve done it, okay?”

“Deal,” Roxy says. “And if we have to take Matty for every penny he’s worth and turn him into our houseboy slash sex slave, then I’m willing to do that.”

“Mmm, me too,” Natalie says. “We could get him his own little uniform. Or maybe just a thong?”

“Girlfriends,” I say with a sigh. “The more I give, the more they take.”

“Oh, you love it,” Roxy says.

“So, who’s hungry?” Natalie says. “I think our houseboy slave deserves a little dinner, and so do we. Let’s order something.” 

“I could eat,” I say. “I had, uh, I don’t remember what it was called but it was some kind of spicy tofu soup.”

“Sundubu,” Natalie says.

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s it. Not bad, but it doesn’t really stick to your ribs.”

“Oh!” Roxy says. “That’s an idea. How about spare ribs?”

“With corn and french fries?” I say.

“Sure,” says Natalie. “Whatever you want.”
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Ding dong!

I’ve got a bottle of wine in my hands, and I’m feeling overdressed.

“I still don’t know why a collared shirt was necessary,” I say.

“Why do guys always treat looking cute as an imposition?” Soli says. “It’s like all of you are only comfortable when you look like slobs. Why is wearing a shirt with a collar such a chore?”

We’re standing in front of the door, waiting to be let inside Eliza’s house. I’m impressed. It’s not like it’s big or flashy. It’s a 1920s Spanish-style Spanish-style fourplex with a bougainvillea growing up the back fence. But to have a house at all in Silver Lake is an achievement, even if you’re just renting.

“It’s not a chore,” I say. “I just don’t see why I have to get dressed up. A collared shirt makes it feel like a date.” 

“It’s what your character would wear,” Roxy says.

“How do you know that?” I say. “I’ve read the whole script, and there’s nothing about what the characters are wearing in there.”

“Subtext, darling,” Roxy says. “Am I right?”

“Definitely,” Soli says. “That shirt is so Daniel.” 

I shrug. Whatever gets everyone in the mood. I guess it’s only fitting. We may just be reading some lines, but Roxy and Soli are groomed and dressed like they’re ready to get in front of camera.

Roxy’s got on this silky blouse with a black halter top underneath and tight black distressed jeans, and Soli’s dressed in a burnt-orange floral print that cinches at the waist and shows off a smooth line of leg whenever she crosses her thighs.

And as long as I’m describing what everyone is wearing, I’ll do Eliza next.

She answers the door in a peasant blouse and these baggie pants that do nothing to hide the figure underneath. Her red curls cascading down to her shoulders seems to say “hippie” and “down to earth goddess” at the same time. No makeup, and barefoot. Yet, she’s still somehow radiant.

“You three look amazing!” Eliza says. “I feel so undressed.”

She slaps a hand over her face, then giggles.

“I meant underdressed!” she says. “Wow! Was that Freudian, or what? You’re not expecting a big group, right? I thought it would just be the four of us.”

“Of course!” Soli says. “We know. We’ll take any excuse to dress up.”

“They look like this all time,” I say. “I had to step it up just so they’d agree to be seen with me.”

“I love your outfit,” Roxy says. “Cozy and sexy.” 

“Thank you.”

Eliza pulls Roxy, then Soli into an embrace that seems to last whole minutes, like the two are old friends separated from a long sea voyage.

“You brought wine!” she says, as if we thought up a new trend.

She takes the bottle from me, and then, still holding it in one hand, wraps her arms around me. She gives me just the same treatment she gave the girls, holding me close and rocking slightly, giving me the chance to drink in her scent. I was expecting sage or incense, but it’s girlier than that. I can’t be that much more specific, but it’s the kind of perfume that you’d wear when you want the people around you to like the way you smell.

“Wine is the perfect gift,” she says once we’ve separated. “Thank you.”

This is going to sound weird, but Eliza kinda reminds me of this friend of my mom’s. Rita always made me feel special and cared for, like I was a fascinating person even though I was thirteen and nobody else my mom’s age wanted to talk to me. Obviously, she gave me a hard on, and just as obviously I had no chance with her and never thought I did. She was just being a sweetheart and was oblivious to the effect she was having on me.

That’s the same vibe I’m getting from Eliza right now. Nurturing, sweet, self-depricating and just a little intense. She’s like a young cougar. The confidence and sexuality are the same. The only difference is that there’s no age gap to make her flirting seem harmless.

Walking into her place, I take in the cozy, artist vibes. The graffiti art paintings in the corner beside the chair. Not displayed, more like they’re being warehoused, which makes me think maybe she painted them herself or bought them from friends’ art shows.

There’s more art above the fireplace, including some kind of sculpture. All the furniture looks like it either came with the house or was salvaged from garage sales and the homes of dead relatives. The far wall is dominated by a big bookshelf which is divided, roughly fifty-fifty between books and records. There’s a vintage record player on a little side table. I wander over for a closer look and see that it’s got a big crack in the plastic shield. Stacked on top of it are records by Cat Power and Bowie.

“Nice record player,” I say. “Can I put something on?”

“It doesn’t work,” Eliza says. “It needs a new needle. The guy at the shop said it was still worth like three-hundred bucks as is, even without the needle. I should sell it, but it looks good with the records. Feel free to pick out something to listen to, though.”

“How can we play it?” I ask.

She takes a little bluetooth speaker off the shelf and hits the power button on top, which turns blue. Then she takes her phone out and pulls up her Spotify playlist.

“I’ve made a playlist that’s made up of all the albums that you see on all these shelves,” Eliza says.

“So, you’ve got unlimited music options, but you chose to listen to just the ones you have physical copies of?” I ask.

“Kinda weird, right?” Eliza says. “I know. It’s kooky. But it feels more personal, somehow. And I know that I’m supporting the music business even if I buy the records secondhand. I feel like I really own the right to listen as much as I want, ya know?”

“That’s actually really awesome,” Soli says. “I love that you do that.”

I look through Eliza’s playlist, looking for something that won't dominate the conversation or throw off the mood. Finally, I decide on a band I know called Lake Street Dive.  

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s clever. By putting that limitation on yourself, you end up liking the music even more.”

“Right? You guys get it,” Eliza says. “You never know when you meet new people. Some of them find it kinda pretentious, but that’s why I like to spend time around creative people. We’re all a little weird and different, right?”

“I’ve never really thought of myself as creative,” I say. “I have thought of myself as weird.”

“You must have some creative side to you,” Eliza says. “Do you draw or paint or write poems?”

“Nothing like that,” I say. “I’ve done a little writing. But just non-fiction essays. Actually, just one, and I never even published it.”

“Emily Dickinson never published anything she wrote,” Eliza says. “You’re in good company.”

See what I mean? Whatever you say, you get this wonderfully self-affirming compliment. I could spend more time around Eliza. And be seduced by her. In fact, I think it’s happening already.

“Who’s hungry? Who’s thirsty? I’ve got some crudités and a roll of cheese. The cheese I got from this awesome shop across from Trader Joe’s.”

“I could do cheese and that, uh, other thing you said,” Roxy says.

“Oh, crudités is just vegetables,” Eliza says. “Sorry, was that just so pretentious?”

“No, it’s fine,” Roxy says. “I’ll remember that for next time.”

“I read the word in a book once,” I say. “But I thought they were called crudites. So, it sounded pretty cruddy, which worked because I thought vegetables were like little bites of crud anyway.”

Eliza laughs, which makes Soli and Roxy giggle politely too. It’s a soft, tinkling sound, like ice being broken. We follow Eliza into the kitchen, which is just big enough for us all to stand in. The crudités are at the edge of the table, with a cheese plate and an unopened bottle of wine beside it.

“Yeah, I get that. Boys don’t like veggies,” Eliza says. “Actually, us girls aren’t born liking them either. We’re just more afraid of getting fat.”

“Ugh, I know,” Roxy says. “I can’t look at celery without thinking of having flashbacks of being fourteen and eating nothing else at lunch.”

“They’ve grown on me,” I say, taking a carrot and dipping it in ranch before snapping it between my teeth. “I mean, I eat more than I used to. I don’t get three servings a day, or whatever you’re supposed to get.”

“Isn’t it three servings per meal?” Soli asks.

“See, that’s just an impossible expectation,” I say. “Is there anyone in the world who’s actually getting that many servings of vegetables every day?”

“Probably not,” Roxy says. “But it’s not like they can exactly grade on a curve, right?”

“Seems like they should change the recommendation, just try for one a day, and maybe they’d get somewhere.”

“Did you guys ever eat ants on a log when you were little?” Eliza asks.

“Probably,” I say. “I played in the backyard a lot, so who knows what ended up in my mouth.”

“Ha! No, I mean the snack,” says Eliza. “It’s celery smeared with peanut butter with raisins on top. You want some now?”

“Sure!” says Soli.

Eliza takes out some raisins from the cupboard in the corner and then gets some peanut butter from the fridge. It’s that organic peanut butter which is all runny because the oils separate. Honestly, I’d way prefer Jiff or Skippy, but this is fine, too. She sets to work spreading peanut butter on the celery stalks and then sprinkling them with raisins. When she’s done, she hands one to Roxy.

“Mmm,” she hums as she crunches it with relish. “If I’d had this to eat, I don’t think I would have been so miserable in eighth grade.”

“Oof, yeah,” Eliza says. “It was a rough time for everyone, right?”

I nod, grabbing a little cheese cube and popping it in my mouth.

“Oh, hold on,” Eliza says, her head now on a swivel as she mentally rummages through her drawers. “Let me find something to put the wine in.”

Eliza then proceeds to actually search the cabinets, pulling out whatever mug or jelly jar she can find and passing them out to each of us.

“Sorry,” she says. “I don’t keep wine glasses.”

“Me neither!” Soli says, leaning against the counter, her shapely ass pressing against the towel rack. “Who needs them, right?”

“Totally,” Eliza says. “They always end up chipping or breaking. Plus, this way you can be a little more liberal with everyone’s portions.”

She gives Soli a little wink and then twists the cap off the bottle on the table. 

“I hate corks,” she says.  

“Yeah,” Soli says. “I usually just do twist-off caps. So much simpler. This brand, Barefoot, I’ve been getting for years.”

“So lovely,” Eliza says.

She fills up each of our glasses in turn.

“Cheers,” I say, holding up my glass.

“Cheers!” we say, all clinking them together and taking a sip.

“Let’s go have a seat,” Eliza says. “Can you take this?” 

She hands me her wine glass and then picks up the vegetable and cheese platters and then carries them into the living room.

“Where should we sit?” Soli asks.

“Oh, anywhere’s fine,” Eliza says, putting the platters down on top of some paperbacks and magazines on the coffee table. “Actually, why don’t you all sit on the couch? That way, it’s easy to reach for everything.”

She takes back her wine glass and then has a seat in this round orange chair that looks like it’s from the Sixties. I take a seat on the leather couch, which is cracking in places. Soli and Roxy come to sit on either side of me.

Lake Street Dive is playing a cover of Hall and Oates’ “Rich Girl.”  

We just sit and sip our wine, allowing for this little lull in the conversation. Soli drapes her arm across my knee and I rest my free hand on Roxy’s thigh.

“You three really have something special,” Eliza says admiringly. “Oh, but it’s not just you, right? Oh, god! I just realized I should have invited Jordan and Natalie over too. What was I thinking?”

“No, it’s fine,” I say. “Don’t worry.”

“They didn’t think anything about it at all, really,” Soli assures her.

“Really?” Eliza asks. “Because I don’t want them to feel excluded. I just thought, since Roxy and Soli are both acting in Collision Course, and since you both need Matty to play off of, that it would be better with a small group. Plus, I know my place is kind of a tight squeeze.”

“Don’t worry,” Roxy says. “We get it. We all love each other, but it’s healthy to spend time apart, too.” 

“So, uh, what were you wanting for us to do?” I ask, feeling like it’s about time somebody broached the question directly.

“Do?” Eliza says. “Nothing besides what you’re doing now.”

“Right,” I say. “But we’re studying the script or something, right? Or you’re studying us so that you can work on the script and change it based on us? I forget exactly how you said it.”

Eliza clears her throat.

“I don’t remember exactly what I told you either,” she says. “But the truth is, I’m fascinated by all three of you, your relationship and your personalities. I want to do justice to the subject and really treat it seriously, ya know? That’s all I was hoping to do by inviting you here. So, please just be yourselves.”

“Okay,” I say. “That should be easy.”

I give a little smile, and Eliza gives a reassuring one back. 

“I think Matty was expecting something different from tonight,” Soli says. “That’s why he’s nervous.”

“Oh?” Eliza says. I turn my head fast and shoot a look at Soli.

Don’t do it, my look seems to say. Don’t do what I think you’re doing. Don’t do what I know you’re doing.

Soli meets my glare but then continues as if she didn’t see it. Smiling sweetly, she continues dancing dangerously close to the edge.

“It’s because of something Jordan and I told him,” Soli says, leaning forward to show off the cleavage peeking out the top of her dress. “I said you invited us here because you want to watch us have sex.”

My mouth goes slack, unable to properly express the mortification I feel. But before I can even think of a way to apologize, Eliza takes a sip of wine and then say, matter-of-factly—

“Well, only if you want to.”
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There are many things that Soli does well. Reading situations and people is one of them. Gloating is another. She does it masterfully, and so subtly that if you didn’t know her well you might miss it. Her hand squeezes my knee just a little. Our eyes meet, and in a flash she communicates everything.

See? Her look says, smiling sweetly. I was right. I’m always right. I’m the sex bruja!  

“Uh, well,” I mutter, reaching for any halfway reasonable response. “I don’t know.”

“Sorry,” Eliza says, waving a hand in front of her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that to be an imposition. Was it weird that I said that?”

“Not after what I said,” Soli says. “Which is why I said it.”

“Thank you, Soli,” Eliza says. “You saved that from being very uncomfortable. I didn’t know how to approach the subject… God, that would have been so awkward if I had gone through the whole dinner without working up the nerve to… sorry.”

“You don’t have to apologize,” Roxy says. “You haven’t done anything wrong, really.”

“Really? Okay, that’s good,” Eliza says. “Because Matty has got this look on his face like he’s not sure where he is right now.”

“Oh, he always looks like that,” Soli says. “Don’t worry about him. He’s just fine.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m cool. I’m, uh, hip.”

Eliza laughs, a really deep laugh. 

“It’s okay,” she says. “I realize it’s a weird situation. The truth is, I’ve never been in a relationship like yours. I’ve never seen a relationship like yours up close. It’s hard to research. I mean, I can watch porn–”

“I like porn,” Roxy says.

“Oh, me too,” Eliza says. “If it’s well done, which is not easy to find, but anyway, I’m just so curious about you. That’s all.”

She fidgets in her seat a little before continuing.

“I understand you aren’t monkeys in the zoo or something. I’m not expecting you to… perform on command. Just know that you’re free to do whatever you want, if you want.”

Now it’s my turn to clear my throat.

“I, uh, don’t think we’re all that shy… right?”

Roxy gives me this cheeky smile.

“Was that a serious question?” she asks.

“Okay, definitely not shy,” I say. “How about we just see where the night takes us?”

“Great idea!” Eliza says, leaping at the suggestion like it’s a life preserver. “Let’s not rush into anything. Just do what feels natural. Who needs a refill?”

“I could use one,” I say, offering up my Batman mug.

“Let me grab the bottle real fast,” Eliza says, practically bouncing out of her chair and hurrying to the kitchen.

If her house was bigger, this exit would offer the perfect opportunity for us to take a breath and check in with each other. But since she’s only gone for about twenty seconds, there isn’t enough time. Soli, though, does take the opportunity to run her hand up my leg and then rub my cock through my chinos.

“Hey!” I whisper, as I feel my cock awakening.

“Just checking it’s still there,” she says, continuing to rub me.

Eliza reenters carrying the wine bottle and Soli still has her hand on my crotch, gently rubbing it. If Eliza sees this, and I don’t see how she couldn’t notice it, she doesn’t give any visible sign. I hold out the Batman mug and she fills it with a healthy dose of vino. 

“Thank you,” I say, bringing the mug to rest above my lap in a way that I hope shields what Soli is doing.

“Thanks, Eliza!” Roxy says.

Eliza fills Soli’s mug next, which is in front of her on the table, then sets the nearly-empty bottle on the table and retreats to her seat. 

“We keep going like this, we’ll get into that second bottle before we’ve had dinner,” she says. 

“No problem,” Soli says. “That’s what social lubricants are for, right?”

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “A nice buzz is never a bad thing. Unless you’re driving, of course. Which we aren’t.”

The music from the bluetooth speaker changes. In place of Lake Street Dive we’re now listening to acid jazz.

“Oh, you aren’t driving?” Eliza says. “That’s very responsible.”

“Yeah, we’ve had some bad experiences lately with driving in this city,” I say. “One too many accidents.”

“I totaled my car,” Soli says. “Then Matty helped me pay to get it fixed. Then he totaled it again.”  

“I don’t have any recent accidents on my record,” Roxy says. “But Matty is terrified of riding with me.”

“Not terrified,” I say. “She’s just a little aggressive behind the wheel.”

“You wouldn’t stop gripping the arm rests when I drove you home last night,” she says.

“That’s because you treat solid lines like dotted lines and dotted lines like they aren’t there,” I say.

“It’s only because I like feeling out of control,” Roxy says, in a tone which is unnecessarily sultry.

Eliza crosses her legs again, this time in a way that seems to signal, unmistakably, that she’s aroused. She’s hardly the only one. This whole time, Soli hasn’t ceased teasing me through my pants. Not quite enough to get me to full mast. Just enough so that I feel like I’m constantly edging.

“So,” says Soli. “Eliza, if it isn’t too personal—”

“No, not at all. Don’t worry about that. Ask me anything—”

“What did you have in mind?” Roxy asks. “For tonight, I mean.”

Eliza looks for a place to set her wine jar down but realizes she’s just a little too far from the coffee table so she just rests it on the edge of her armrest instead.

“I didn’t so much have a plan as a kind of general idea,” she says. “In my head, you’re embodying the characters and really being them. The script is there, but it’s more of an outline and everyone just sort of… does what feels right.”

“Maybe we could start with the script?” Roxy suggests. “Do you have some copies?”

“Yes!” Eliza says. “Well, one. You’ll have to share it, but that shouldn’t be a problem, right?”

“Not at all,” Soli says. “We’re good with that.”

Eliza hops out of her chair and goes straight into the bedroom.

“Okay, so we’re all good with this, right?” I whisper.

“Sure,” Soli says. “It’s all for the sake of the craft, right?”

“Right,” Roxy says.

Before we can say more, Eliza has returned with the script flopping around in her hand as she carries it.

“Here you are,” Eliza says, handing it to Roxy. “Is everyone comfortable where you’re seated?”

“I’m good,” Soli says.

“Great,” Eliza says, setting her drink on the coffee table and then bending down to sit on the floor next to it. “I’m just gonna sit here, if that’s okay. I think it’s an interesting change in perspective.”

Eliza sits there and hugs her knees, just watching us.

“Where should we start?” Roxy asks, flipping through the pages of the script.

“Oh, anywhere,” Eliza says. “I want it to feel spontaneous.”

Roxy keeps flipping until she finds a scene that strikes her fancy. She hands me the script and points to one of the lines.

“There’s something so torturous about getting everything you wanted,” Roxy says. “Suddenly, there’s nothing to yearn for, nothing to reach for. There’s nothing to complete you anymore. You have to start all over.”

“You sound like you’re unsatisfied with being satisfied,” I read. Then, breaking character, “it says Daniel puts his hand on Valerie’s shoulder. Should I?”

“Do you think Daniel would do that?” Eliza asks with a look of total earnestness.

“Um, yeah?” I say. “I mean, it seems like something people do. I can do it however you like.”

“Don’t think so much about that,” Eliza says. “Just do whatever feels authentic to the character. If you don’t think it’s believable, just disregard it.”

“Okay, got it,” I say. “Sorry, go on, uh Vivienne.”

“It’s more like I feel myself completely filled up,” Roxy says.

It’s kind of a porny line, so a breathy read makes sense here. But, good lord. The way she says it, the line screams sexuality. I can feel the hunger in her voice and it changes the way that I play my role.  

“Filled up with what?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” she says. “It’s like I want to claw off all my skin. I wish there was more of me to share, to set free, but I don’t think I can get more naked than this.”

“And that’s torture?” I say. 

Her line readings are obviously way better than mine, but that’s to be expected since she’s a real actor who has read the script and knows it well, and I’m not. No idea what Eliza is getting out of any of this, but whatever it is, she seems enraptured already.

“You have no idea,” she says. “It takes a woman to know feelings like this.”

“So, tell me then,” Soli says.

“Maria,” Roxy says. “What are you doing here?”

Feels a little like a soap opera, but I don’t want to say so.

“I didn’t like the way we ended things,” Soli reads.

“This feels a little…” I’m reaching for some word that isn’t ‘soap opera-y’. There’s cheesy, but that’s worse. Finally, I settle on “convenient.”

“I think he’s right,” Soli says.

“Yeah!” Eliza says. “Yeah, yeah, good. This is what we’re doing. Let’s play around with it a little bit more. Who’s got suggestions for what we could do?”

“Well, if Maria has been in the scene this whole time, then that adds some weight, right?” Roxy asks. “Emotionally, I mean. We’re left wondering what she’s thinking and that puts some pressure on her to respond differently.”

“Good, good, okay,” Eliza says. “We can rework those lines to incorporate that. Keep going.”

“You must feel something,” Maria says. “Show us that you’re not alone in this. I want to hear you say that you’re as committed to this love as Vivienne and I are.”

The script says that Daniel sneers, so I do my best.

“If I told you that, you’d never be able to trust it,” I say. “You’d always wonder if I said it because I really felt it or because I knew it’s what you needed to hear.”

“So, don’t say it,” Vivienne cuts in. “Don’t say anything.”

Well, there’s no next line to read because Daniel takes his cue and begins to get busy with both girls at once. Maybe it’s the wine we’ve all been drinking, or the way that Eliza has been watching us from her spot on the floor, or maybe it might have something to do with the fact that Soli was tweaking my dick through my pants, but I’m ready to bring this particular part of the scene to life. So, I take the script from Roxy’s hand and start reading.

“Daniel pulls Vivienne to him,” I read, hooking a hand around Roxy’s neck and pulling her playfully toward me. She squirms, pretending to resist. “She tries to pull away, but there’s no stopping Daniel’s roving hands.”

With that, I send the other one of my roving hands crawling all over Roxy’s body, caressing and tickling her at the same time.

“I think you can stop reading now,” Eliza says. “Just feel free to read the moment and do what comes naturally.”

“Uh, okay,” I say.

Soli doesn’t need any cue. She shifts on the couch to get a better angle. Then, she leans over and starts kissing the back of my neck and running her hand under my shirt to touch my chest. I turn to kiss her, rubbing and touching Roxy’s stomach at the same time. We start to touch and rub each other, our hands finding the sensitive places on each others’ bodies. My erection starts to press against my pants, and Roxy’s backside. She rubs up against me, but the pressure and friction are uncomfortable.

“Hold on,” I say. “I think what would be most natural for all of us is to make some space and then get undressed.”

“Right,” Eliza says. “That makes perfect sense. Go with that.”

We disentangle ourselves, then Soli and Roxy take the table from each end and move it off to the side. I stand and go over to Soli. She turns to me and I kiss her deeply, wrapping my arms around her and tugging her floral dress down, revealing her braless bare breasts underneath.

At the same time, Roxy gets behind me and starts unbuttoning my shirt. I tug Soli’s dress to the floor so she’s standing there in just her panties. Then, once Roxy has unbuttoned every button on my shirt, I turn to her and she pulls the open shirt over my shoulders, discarding it on the floor. I start undoing my pants, but she slaps my hands away and starts undoing my zipper and belt herself. Soli reaches around and grabs me, touching my chest and pressing her bare breasts into my back.

Roxy’s finished with my pants, and I slide her shirt off her.

“Take off your pants,” I say. “Then get on your knees.”

She wordlessly complies, tugging and shimmying her way out of her clothes. She slowly slides to her knees, about to tug off my boxer shorts. I reach behind me to squeeze Soli’s thigh. She kisses my back as she rubs up against me.

I want to have some way to give both attention, but I’m also aware of our voyeur. I check in with Eliza, who is still watching from the chair. Her eyes are wide, curious. They move from me to Roxy to Soli and back again.

“Hold on,” she says. “How about if Matty gets on the couch, then Roxy could get him off with her mouth. At the same time, Soli, you, could be behind Matty and he could lean back to kiss you and suck on your breasts. Would that work for everyone?”

“Yeah,” I say. “That could work.”

“Okay by me,” says Roxy.

“Me too,” seconds Soli.

I have a seat on the couch and swing my legs over so I’m reclining, then Roxy slinks over and plants her face between them. I smile and close my eyes a minute, forgetting the scene unfolding around me, the scene that I’m a part of, and just focusing on the feeling of Roxy’s puffy red lips on the tip of my cock.

My poor dick has been through a lot of teasing tonight, and the feeling of Roxy’s lips and tongue on my tip is like stepping into a warm bath and jumping into a comfy bed at the same time. I let my back fall back and my neck rest against the pillow.

When I look up, Soli is looking down on me, her face reversed but smiling. Her breasts are two glorious brown mounds between her face and mine. As she leans on the armrest, bringing them closer, I feel like one of those Roman emperors getting fed grapes by having them dangled in front of me. Except in this case, they’re more like grape fruits.

I reach up with my tongue and lick her nipples. As Roxy rubs her tongue across the tip of my stiff cock, I try to lick Soli’s breasts in the same pattern. But when Roxy wraps her lips around my shaft, I start to lose my concentration. There’s a big grin on my face and I sigh, a gentle, satisfied sigh as she plays with my stiff head. Soli leans against the armrest and brings her face down to kiss me, upside down, Spiderman-style. Our tongues twist and lips collide. Roxy keeps working my shaft, but at some point, she stops, letting my cock slide from her mouth.

“What now?” Roxy asks. “Want me to keep going?”

“Is this working for all of you?” Eliza asks.

Soli and I break from our kiss and I get the chance to catch my breath.

“Sure,” I say. “But how about if the girls have a little time together?”

“Excellent idea,” Eliza says.

I make room on the couch for Soli to come and have a seat next to Roxy. She brings her face close to Roxy’s, then they kiss, sweetly at first, then more urgently.

“That’s it,” Eliza says. “Dominate her.”

Soli presses forward, Roxy’s body yielding to her as she kisses her neck, then down her stomach. I grip my cock as I watch Soli’s fingers steeple, forming a V that she then penetrates Roxy’s pussy with.

“Uhhhaaaa,” Roxy moans.

There’s a squishy sound of wet flesh as Soli plows Roxy with her fingers, caressing and rubbing the inside of her lips and her clit. When she’s good and ready, I climb onto the couch. Soli raises her hips so that I can penetrate Roxy and smack her ass at the same time.

It’s a tight fit, and I have to put my hands on Soli to steady myself, but the three of us keep rocking that way, Soli’s bare breasts in Roxy’s face and my cock inside her, until I suddenly come hard.

I pull out fast, leaving a ropey trail of oozy white cum coming off my cock and spilling onto Roxy’s thigh and the couch underneath it.

“Shit,” I say. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Roxy says. “Birth control.”

I look over at Eliza.

“The couch will be fine too,” she says with a grin. “It won’t leave a stain. Or if it does, it doesn’t matter. Now, who’s hungry?”
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Sitting around the table eating couscous is more than a little weird after what we just got into in the living room. For some reason, I’m more aware of my collared shirt than ever, possibly because one side of the collar is slightly bent and I can’t get it to sit flat no matter how hard I try.

I get it. After our hostess just watched the three of us fucking, how can I be self-conscious about a little thing like what my shirt looks like? Still, this is where my mind goes.

Everything feels just a little bit different, a little bit askew. Maybe it’s because Soli and Roxy decided to switch outfits after our little love fest. They’re close to the same size, so it’s pretty easy for them to wear each other’s clothes. But it contributes to this feeling I have like I wandered into a dream, with a quick erotic interlude, and now we’re in another oddly dreamlike situation. 

“So, how’d you snag this awesome place, Eliza?” Soli asks.

“It wasn’t easy,” Eliza says, setting down her fork and turning to Soli. “There’s practically nothing available for rent in Silver Lake for someone on a single income. I’m lucky that the owner was looking for a low-maintenance renter who is looking to stay long term. She didn’t even raise the rent on me last year, and she might not raise it again next year. Fingers crossed.”

“It sounds like a great setup,” Roxy says. “Hold onto it while you can. A good apartment is like a good man. Everyone is looking.”

She gives me a little wink and I smile. I feel like I have to talk about what just happened but do so in a way that doesn’t call attention to the weirdness of it.

“So, Eliza,” I say. “Was that… satisfying for you? Creatively, I mean.”

“Creatively and otherwise,” Eliza says. “That was really special. Thanks for letting me be a part of it.”

“How’d you like to be a bigger part sometime?” Soli asks with a grin.

“Yeah,” says Roxy. “You don’t have to remain a spectator. Take the field, strut your stuff.”

“Oh,” Eliza says. “I like watching. Like Chauncy Gardner.”

“Who?” Soli says.

“He’s a character from an old movie,” Roxy says. “Being There, right?”

“A fellow film nerd,” Eliza says, raising her glass, er, jar in a toast. “Exactly.”

“Just watching?” Soli says. “That’s no fun. I mean, sometimes it’s fun. But you’ve got to be more than curious, right? You’ve seen Roxy and me have some fun with our stud. It’s got to give you some ideas.”  

“Oh, it definitely does,” Eliza says. “For the script, I mean. I’m going to really make the pages sizzle now. You’ve given me plenty of good material to work with.”

“Come on,” Soli says, setting her glass on the table and crossing her arms. “The whole research for the script thing was a clever way in, but I don’t buy that your interest is purely academic. You got hot between the hips, right?”

“I never said I didn’t,” Eliza says evenly.

“I think what Soli is trying to say is that you may have a hard time being direct about your needs,” I say. “Right?”

“Well said, Matty,” Soli says.

Eliza wipes her mouth with her napkin, which feels to me a lot like she’s stalling for time, unsure of what to say.

“I’m sorry if I’m being coy,” Eliza says. “I’m trying to be as direct with you as I can without being, well, too personal.”

“Too personal?” Roxy says. “You just watched me get fucked hard on your couch, Eliza. I think we’re in pretty personal territory at this point.”

“She’s right,” Soli says.

“Okay,” Eliza says. “Well, the truth is, that I like watching, like I say. But not just that. I don’t really like, or I haven’t ever really liked… being with someone. Sexually.”

“Hold on,” Soli says. “You’ve never been with anyone? Ever?”

“Not sucessfully,” Eliza says.

Her tone remains as even as ever, but I can see this crack in her composure. This isn’t easy for her, and it shows, even as she tries to hide it. I’m guessing not a lot of people have seen her walls come down like this before.

“I mean, I have tried,” Eliza says. “I’ve come close many times, but it just never felt right. I just wanted it to stop, to run out of the room and escape, I…”

There’s this look of confusion, almost panic on Eliza’s face, almost as if she’s reliving this terrible discovery about herself for the first time.

“At first I thought I was gay,” she said. “But I tried with a girl, too. That didn’t help. I heard about people who are asexual. But that’s not me either. I can get turned on by sex, I’m fascinated by watching it. Just not… I don’t know.”

“Yeah, we understand,” Roxy says.

“Do you?” Eliza asks, voice still trembling. “Because I don’t.”

And that’s all she can get out before something cracks inside her and the tears start. I really want to put my arms around her and hold her. I know I’m not the only one. 

“Eliza,” I say. “We’re here for you. We all care about you a lot, right?”

“Absolutely,” Soli says. “We can keep talking about it, or just stop right now. Whatever you need.”

There’s silence for a moment while she tries to pull herself together. Then, Eliza wipes the tears away and takes a deep breath.

“It’s okay,” Eliza says. “I’ve spent so many years trying to make peace with this. But that has meant having to avoid… all kinds of things. I don’t really… invite people in a lot. This is why.”

“Well, I think we’re all grateful that you did let us in,” Roxy says. “Right?” 

“Yes,” Soli says. “It says a lot that you were willing to trust us with this. And of course, we won’t say anything to anyone if you don’t want us to.”

“Natalie and Jordan, you can tell them,” Eliza says. “Just, please, no one else.”

“Of course,” I say. “We won’t spread this around. Also, just so it’s clear, when it comes to what we did in the living room, you can tell anyone you want.”

Eliza smiles and even chuckles a little.

“I’ll shout it from the rooftops,” she says. “I’ll compose paeons about your prowess, and your flexibility.” 

“Thanks,” Roxy says. “My publicist is always on me about doing more to promote it when I have a three-way. Hey girl, live-stream that shit!”

Everyone laughs and the tension eases, at least a little. After that, we make polite chit chat and try to avoid anything heavy until dinner’s over.

I feel bad for Eliza. I wonder how many other people must be experiencing the same things she is. I don’t know if there’s a name for what she’s describing, but I think it can’t be that uncommon. Knowing what I do, her invitation makes a lot more sense. It’s brave that she’s willing to explore this really personal side of herself through her writing, and I’m glad that the three of us could help to satisfy her in whatever way she can be satisfied.

Once dinner’s finished, and we’ve helped clear the table, I call us a rideshare. It appears outside just a few minutes later. Eliza throws her arms around me and buries her face in my chest. I hold her close, feeling the warmth of her hug and wanting to send all the love I can through my touch. We squeeze each other for just a moment then release.

“Thanks for coming,” she says. “And for letting me watch you do it.”

“Happy to,” I say. “Thanks for having us over. It was special.”

Next it’s Soli’s turn for a hug. 

“Love you, sweetie,” she says as she pulls Eliza to her. “We’re gonna be really good friends now.”

“Exactly,” Roxy says, taking her turn. “We’ve been brought together for a reason. I can feel it. We’re going to make this movie, and then we’ll conquer the world together.”

“Go, Team Collision Course!” I say, pumping my fist in the air. 

All three girls do the same and then, because the rideshare guy is honking, it’s time to file out the door and into the waiting car. Eliza gives us one parting wave, which feels a little sadder than she probably intended. I wave back, wishing I could convey more.

It’s quiet inside as we snake through the Cahuenga Pass heading toward the Valley. Then, Roxy says—

“I wish there was something we could do for her.”

“I think maybe there is,” Soli says, a kind of quiet confidence permeating her body. She’s seated, hands folded, looking straight ahead like she’s already got some master scheme worked out and it’s just a matter of figuring out how the dominoes are going to fall. 

“Okay,” I say. “Soli, I know you, and I know you probably have got it in your head that you can fix this—”

“You don’t know me,” Soli says. “No one does. I’m a force of nature. Like gravity.”

“Pretty sure scientists are up on gravity at this point, darling,” I say. “Not a lot of mystery left there. My point is, I know you want to help. But you need to be careful. You may just end up making everything worse.”

She doesn’t even turn her head to look at me. Her eyes remain fixed on the road and the horizon ahead. Then, she flicks a lock of her hair out of her face and smiles. 

“Never doubt the sex bruja,” she says.
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A few days later, I’m hanging out at the apartment with Jordan and Soli. Jordan’s flipping through channels. I check my phone and there’s an email.




Subject: Update on Gazarian Case

Hi Matteo,

I’ve completed the initial investigation into Mr. Gazarian’s injury claims. We should set a time to meet in person so I can walk you through the findings and next steps. Let me know your availability this week.

Best,
Valerie
Valkyrie Investigation




“Oh, nice!” I say. 

“Golf, really?” Jordan says.

She pauses her search, thinking I want to watch the PGA Tour Championship Finals.

“No, not that,” I say. “I just got a response from the private eye Donna recommended. She says she’s got some dirt on Hamlet.”

“Really?” Soli asks. “What has she got?”

I read the email over again.

“Doesn’t say. Actually, it doesn’t say whether she found anything on him. Just that she completed her initial investigation. She must have something, though, or she wouldn’t want to meet.”

I write Valerie back a quick email.

Hi Valerie,

Thanks for the note. I’m available this week. When and where would you like to meet?

Best,
Matty

About ten minutes later, I get this one back:

Matty,

I don’t maintain a formal office. For a first meeting, I suggest somewhere public and low-key. How about the patio at Alcove Café in Los Feliz? It’s neutral, easy parking, and quiet enough to talk.

For identification, I pulled this photo of you online (attached). Please confirm that it’s accurate.

Best,
Valerie
Valkyrie Investigation

“Whoa,” I say. “That’s kinda spooky. She found a picture of me online.”

“Wouldn’t be very good at her job if she couldn’t even pull up a Facebook profile, though, right?” says Jordan. 

“Yeah, true,” I say.

It shouldn’t actually be that unsettling, but it is. Maybe I should use one of those services that cleans up your data online, or set my profile to private or whatever. But there’s time for that later.

So, I ask her when she wants to meet. This is her reply:

I can be available at 1 p.m. today if that works for you, though there’s no pressure to make it happen right away if your schedule is tight. Just let me know what’s best.

“Well, okay,” I say. “I guess she wants to meet today in Los Feliz.”

“Seems kinda presumptuous of her,” Jordan says.

“Yeah,” says Soli. “Doesn’t she realize you’d otherwise be just sitting around all day?”

“This could be good news,” I say. “And if it is, I want to hear about it right away. Where are the keys?”

“In my bag,” Soli says, pointing at the purse on the counter. “Can we watch something else? I can feel my prostate growing just from watching this old man sport.”

“See ya soon,” I say as I grab the keys.

I blow a kiss with my hand and Jordan puckers her lips and makes a fart noise.

“Drive safe!” she says. “Love ya!”

It feels a little strange getting into my car to drive again after so long. I’ve hardly even gotten in the driver’s seat since I handed Soli the keys to my car. She’s obviously done a few little things to make it feel like her own. There’s a bottle of nail polish in the cup holder, and the seat is adjusted to her height.

But I realize something else that I’d only been dimly aware of before. I’ve been avoiding driving out of a kind of low-grade anxiety about having another accident. I’m expecting some wave of terror to hit me as I pull out of the parking lot and merge with traffic to get on the freeway. But, no. To my relief, driving to Los Feliz is exactly as boring as I remember it. There’s not much traffic on I-134 since it’s lunch time, and I’m even able to find some street parking on Hillhurst without having to drive around. 

Alcove Cafe is half neighborhood cafe and half secret garden, with ivy growing up the walls and big shade umbrellas. The chalkboard sign outside the entrance reminds me, “Nature is a Mother.”

I order an iced latte and then have a seat at a corner table. I dash off a quick email letting Valerie I’ve arrived. Before I put my phone down, a voice beside me calls my name.  

“Matty?”

I look up, and it’s Eliza. She’s cut her hair and is looking at me with this intense, almost probing expression. Leather jacket, jeans, and leather boots. Stylish, but a definitively different look. But more than her clothes and her hair, and her makeup, which is also strikingly different, her whole aura seems to have changed. She’s got a completely different vibe.

“Hey,” I say. “You changed your hair.”

She gives me a funny look.

“Sorry?” she says.

“No, it looks fine,” I say. “It’s good short. Just different.”

“Hold on,” she says. “Do you think I’m Eliza?”

“Uh… yeah?” I say, worried that I’ve stumbled into some kind of multiple-personalities type situation. Maybe she’s only Eliza on Wednesdays.

“I’m Valerie,” she says. “Eliza’s my twin sister.”

“Oh,” I say.

For some reason, I don’t completely believe her at first. I’m still watching her a little warily, not sure if she’s trying to pull some kind of an elaborate prank on me.               

“Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t realize Eliza has a twin, and since she lives around here, I thought–”

“You know where she lives?” Valerie asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “But not for some creepy reason. She invited me over.”

That actually doesn’t sound less creepy.

“Not just me,” I add. “Some girls also.”

Valerie opens her phone and flips through her photos.

“They wouldn’t be these girls,” Valerie asks, holding up the group pic we posted on the Collision Course IG page. “Would they?”

“Not all,” I say. “But those are some of them, yes.”

“Very interesting,” Valerie says, sliding her phone back in her bag. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry into your personal life. But when you’re in this line of work, doing a little recon on people before you meet them just becomes a reflex.”

“That’s understandable,” I say. “And that photo was set to public, so I guess I can’t treat it as an invasion of privacy.”

“Can I sit?” Valerie asks.

“Please,” I say.

She sets her bag on the table in front of us and then takes a seat across from me.

“So, let’s talk about Mr. Ian Hamlet Gazarian,” Valerie says.

She takes out a manila file folder and hands it to me. My fingers tingle as I turn it over to open the flap on the back. I couldn’t be more excited if it was full of nuclear launch codes or schematics of captured UFOs. Of course, what’s inside is just a bunch of ordinary-looking documents.

“Before you read all of that over, let me give you the general overview,” Valerie says. “The injury claims are exaggerated. What I’ve observed of his behavior doesn’t match the injury claims.”

“So, he’s lying?” I say.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “Turn to the fifth page, you’ll see the doctor’s note detailing the extent of his neck and back pain. He claims it’s debilitating. He has to wear a neck brace and can hardly move normally. And he’s been pretty careful to maintain that fiction. He gets his groceries delivered, doesn’t leave the house much. But he’s not been careful enough. Turn to page twelve.”

I do, and what I see is a picture of Hamlet in sweats walking away from the can. I turn the page and it’s the same image just a moment later. He’s walking, posture erect, no neck brace.

“I knew it!” I say. “I knew this was all a scheme!”

“Turns out you were right,” Valerie says. “Turn to the next page.”

I do and see a picture of Hamlet wearing a neck brace and carrying a brown paper bag.

“He’s got the neck brace on,” I say.

“Yeah,” Valerie says. “But the affidavit that he filed with the court says that he’s taking Diazepam and Ativan for the pain. Those are both Benzodiazepines. You can’t drink on Benzos. It cancels out the pain-killing effects.”

“Brilliant!” I say. “So, we’ve got him dead to rights.”

“Looks like it,” Valerie says. “Just give those documents to Donna and I’m pretty sure he’ll drop the case immediately.” 

“And I can sue him now too, right?”

“You can,” she says. “But you have to act fast. He’s facing some pretty serious fraud charges, which obviously aids in your case against him.”

I flip through the last of the documents and find an invoice as well as a check made out to me for $2700.

“What’s this?” I ask.

“That’s the refund for the unused portion of your retainer,” Valerie says. “It didn’t actually take that much leg work to figure out he was lying. Once I got the proof I needed, it was pretty clearly open and shut.”

“Valerie, thank you,” I say. “You don’t know what a relief this is to me.”

“It’s what I do,” she says, taking her bag from the table and setting it in her lap in a gesture that says, we’re all done here. “Thanks for meeting me here on such short notice. I figured you wouldn’t want to wait to hear the good news.”

“Yeah, absolutely,” I say. “But you don’t have to rush off yet, do you? Please, at least let me buy you a coffee to thank you.”

“Okay,” she says. “I’d like an iced Americano, with honey if they have it. Splenda if they don’t.”

“Got it,” I say. “Give me a sec.”

I walk straight up to the counter and put in the drink order. As I’m waiting for them to make it, I’m caught in one of those awkward questions over protocol. How long is it going to take? Three minutes? Ninety seconds? Do I return to the table in the intervening time to make chitchat? Is it more awkward if I just hover around the corner? Ultimately, I decide to do just that. But the coffee is ready pretty fast so I’m back to the table just a few minutes later.

“Thank you,” Valerie says as she accepts the coffee.

I have a seat and just look at her a moment, not sure what to say.

“You really look a lot like your sister,” I say.

Yeah, Matty. They’re identical twins! Brilliant observation.

“But, actually, you seem different from her, too,” I say.

“She’s the good twin,” Valerie says. “I’ll leave you to conclude which one I am.”

I smile. 

“The leather definitely adds a bit of edge,” I say. “Eliza has a bit more of a granola vibe.”

“Oh, these are hers,” Valerie says, kicking the toe of her boot in the air and wagging it. “But I borrowed them, and I’m not giving them back because I am edgier, and they suit me better.”

“If the shoe fits,” I say, “doesn’t matter who it belongs to.”

“That’s right,” Valerie says, pumping her heel as she sips her coffee. “So, how did you know that the injury claim was fraudulent?”

“Me and this guy have a history,” I say. “I used to work for him.”

“You worked at NovaCare?”

“Yeah, before it got shut down. I’m not proud of it, but it did give me a nice source of income. Anyway, he’s a pretty shady guy. After I walked out he tried to sue me for defamation, claiming that I impugned his character by intimating that he did something illegal.”

“Uh huh,” says Valerie. “Then, what happened?” 

“Then he got arrested for fraud,” I say. “That was the end of that. But then there was this car accident. Of all the people who I could have run into, and I mean literally run into, it was him.”

“That’s insane,” Valerie says. “What are the odds?”

“That’s what I said. My girlfriend didn’t think it was that remarkable. But it is weird, right?”

“So weird,” Valerie says.

She digs around under her ice cubes for the last dregs of coffee then twirls the ice with her straw.

“Not to pry. But since we’ve reached the end of our professional relationship, I am curious. Which one of the girls from that photo is your girlfriend?”

“Would you believe all of them?”

“No,” she says. “No, I would not.”

“Fair enough,” I say. “I probably wouldn’t believe me either.”

She plays with her straw a little more and then sets it down on the table in front of her.

“You’re serious,” she says.

It’s a statement, not a question. I’m guessing she’s pretty good at reading people and doesn’t need to hedge. She can tell just from my unaffected expression I’m telling the truth.

“What the hell is a guy like you doing around my sister?!” she says, with mock outrage.

I laugh and throw up my hands.

“It’s strictly friendly,” I say. “Personal, but friendly. You don’t have to worry that I’m gonna break her heart or something. Not that she would, well–”

“What?” Valerie asks, studying me carefully.

I don’t want to say anything about Eliza’s condition, or whatever you’d call it. Obviously, her sister can’t be unaware. But it’s so deeply personal that if I met a stranger who knew that about my sister, I would have some pretty strong feelings about it.

“I just don’t have any reason to think she’s interested in me like that,” I say.

“Yeah,” Valerie says. “It would be pretty out of character for her if she was.”

I don’t say anything, hoping that a short pause in the conversation will help us ease onto a new subject. Then, I see an opportunity to jump to a neutral topic and leap on it.

“So, how did you become a P.I.?” I ask.

“All you need is a license,” she says. “The exam isn’t that hard.”

I smile.

“Okay, why become a P.I.?”

“A friend of mine was in trouble,” she says. “With a guy. And in the process of helping her out, I hired a private investigator to prove that he’d been stalking her.”

“So, you saw what they did and decided you’d do it yourself?”

“Pretty much,” she says. “I realized that it’s the kind of job that suits me. Lots of sitting around, but I like the problem-solving component. Plus, no two cases are the same. Even if it’s another cheating spouse, and usually it is, figuring out how to put the pieces together and make it all fit is the fun part. And you get to work solo, which is a definite plus, too.”

“No boss to tell you what to do, you get to set your own hours. I get it.”  

“Okay, my turn,” she says. “What’s your connection to my sister?”

“All the pieces are there in front of you,” I say, waving a hand at the table between us. “You can put them together on your own.”

“Yes, but I want to hear if my working theory is right,” she says.

“Go ahead and ask. I’ll tell you if you’re on the right track.”

“Okay, so you’re obviously working on her movie,” Valerie says. “She’s told me about the producer who’s working to get made. You’ve already told me she’s your girlfriend.”

“Correct.”

“The other girls are involved, too, right?” she asks, pulling out her phone and taking out the group pic we took at the Smogtown Film Festival. “If I had to guess, your girlfriend cast you in the lead role and you’re playing opposite these two, who both play your girlfriends.”

“A good guess,” I say. “You’re close to right. But I’m not an actor. I’ve just been filling in until they find the real guy.”

“Lucky you,” Valerie says. “So you’re just pitching in? What’s your day job?”

“I haven’t had one of those since NovaCare,” I say. “For a while, I was working as a technical advisor on this TV show, but it kinda fell through.”

“Sounds like your days aren't exactly packed. No wonder you were willing to meet on short notice in the middle of the day. But you still haven’t answered my question.”

“I’ve answered every question you’ve posed to me,” I say. “And honestly, too.”

“Okay, now that we’ve established a few basic facts, let’s get down to it. You are in a relationship with four different women at the same time. Correct?”

“That’s correct.”

“And the four of them obviously know about each other, or they wouldn’t be all smiling in a photo together.”

“Right,” I say. “That does logically follow.”

“So, we can safely conclude that you’re the kind of man who doesn’t subscribe to monogamy as a lifestyle. You meet a woman you like, who interests you, and you don’t think in terms of either or. It’s not about choosing one or the other because you can always have them all.”

I just smile and sip my coffee.

“Well?” she says.

“That wasn’t a question,” I say.

“Am I right?” she asks.

“I would have to say you’re right,” I say.

“So, here’s the question,” Valerie asks, tone neutral but her stare direct, “do you have any designs on my sister?”

“I don’t have any designs on anyone,” I say. “I’m fascinated by your sister. I feel a connection with her. I care about her, and I would never do anything to jeopardize our new friendship. But that’s all. No ulterior motives. No schemes.”

“You’re not interested in her?” Valerie says. “Not as part of your growing harem?” 

“My harem? No, I don’t have plans to expand my harem.”

“Good,” Valerie says. “So, then, how about a date?”
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“With who?” I say.

“How about the woman right in front of you?” Valerie says with a grin.

“Uh, why?” I say. “Not that I’m not saying no, but you can understand why I’m confused.”

“Look, I’m not interested in anything serious,” Valerie says. “I’m not really built for relationships.”

Neither is her twin sister, though I suspect Valerie’s reason isn’t the same.

“I see your situation, and it’s interesting to me. You’re obviously pretty spectacular in bed to keep four women satisfied.”

“Well, I don’t know if I can make that claim, but—”

“Please,” she says. “No guy with four women and no palace or royal titles is bad at sex.”

Fair point. 

“I wanna give you a try,” she says. “No commitments necessary. We can just try it out, see if we like each other and then go from there.”

“Okay, look, I realize this probably sounds crazy, but I’m not actually openly available,” I say. “I can’t just go around on dates with anyone at any time. Our thing, it’s non-monogamous but there are rules. One is I have to be completely honest with all of my partners.”

“Good, you should have that rule.”

“Right, well, it means that I can’t give you an answer right now. Before I even think about agreeing to what you’re proposing, I’d have to get approval from all my current girlfriends.”  

“Something tells me they aren’t going to nuclear on you over it,” Valerie says. “So, let’s jump ahead and imagine for a second that there are no objections, that the ‘ayes’ have it and the motion passes. What do you do?”

That is the question. I’ve only just met Valerie, but it feels like I know her already.

Yeah, Matty. Because you’ve been spending time with a girl who has the exact same face. That’s why.

“I…would be open to a date,” I say after letting my brain sputter. “We’re sorta already having one now.”

“No we’re not,” Valerie says.

She stands to pull the leather jacket off one shoulder at a time, revealing a tank top which barely conceals the two luscious mounds beneath. I don’t see nipples but I also don’t see any hint of a bra strap under that tank. She’s clearly put some serious thought into her personal presentation and has come to play.

“Believe me. When we’re having a date, you’ll know it.”

“I look forward to learning what that entails,” I say. “If I get approval from the girls to take you out.”

“Can I ask one thing?”

“Sure.”

“Don’t tell my sister,” Valerie says, a playful glint in her eyes. “We don’t have to share everything.”

I’m torn by this, because I don’t want to lie to Eliza. She’s such a sweet, caring person that I don’t think I have it in me to deceive her. At the same time, it would make everything much simpler not to bring it up. I don’t actually know when I’m going to see her again.

More than that, I don’t want to tell Eliza. I’m not totally sure why, but I just can’t think of any good that would come of it.

“Okay,” I say. “It’ll just be a little secret between you, me and four other women.”

“Wonderful,” Valerie says.

“Just so I’m not left wondering, you planned this all along, didn’t you?”

“Well, yeah,” she says. “I mean, I could have emailed you.” 

“Right,” I say. “But, we’ve never even met before now. Unless you’re actually Eliza and this has all been this extremely elaborate ruse.”

Valerie laughs.

“Why does everyone always think that?”

“Maybe I read too many cheap novels,” I say. “But, anyway, why me?”

She leans over, bending at the hips to invite my gaze to travel down her shirt.

“All the pieces are there in front of you,” she says. “You can put them together on your own.” 

“Well done.”

“Thank you,” she says, turning to snag her jacket off the arm of the chair. “It’s warm out. I don’t know why I wore this.”

I do. It’s so she could take it off.

“Thanks for the coffee.”

I take the manila folder in front of me and wave it at her as she walks away.

“Thanks for making my life a whole lot easier.”

Though not necessarily less complicated.

“You have my number,” she says. “Don’t make me come looking for you.”

I sit for a moment after she’s gone. It’s been quite an interesting turn of events.

I’ve got a lot of people to talk to, a lot of calls to make, but my lawyer is the most straightforward emotionally. So, I give her a call and ask if I can stop by the office to drop off the evidence Valerie found. She tells me to come by.

“This is bombshell stuff,” Donna tells me, sifting through the pile.

“I couldn’t believe it either,” I say. “I mean, I suspected he was faking the injuries all along. But the way she laid everything out. You were right about Valerie. She’s a genius.”

“Yeah, she really knows her stuff,” Donna says. “And cute, too. Although I’m guessing you were able to pick up on that by yourself.”

“I had noticed,” I say.

“Quite the ladies man,” Donna says, with just a hint of a smile. “What’s your secret?”

“If only I knew.”

She pushes the stack together and tamps it down before sliding it back in the folder.

“I’m going to send scans of these over to Gazarian’s attorney,” she says. “I’m guessing we’ll get word that all charges against you have been dropped by the end of business today.”

“Excellent.”

“Will you also be looking to countersue? If you’d like, we can start that process.”

“Revenge does sound good,” I say. “He deserves it. But it really only makes sense if there’s a good chance of getting my money back, or more. Hamlet only sued me because he was broke. Besides, he’ll probably be in jail soon anyway.”

“I concur,” she says. “There’s not likely to be much profit in it. You’d probably just end up spending more fighting him than you’d collect.”

“In a way, he got what he wanted,” I say. “He cost me thousands to defend myself, made my life miserable with the stress of this lawsuit. But I guess the best thing I can do for myself is just to move on and live my life.”

“I think that’s a wise decision,” Donna says. 

I get up and offer Donna my hand.

“Thanks for everything, Donna,” I say. “You made the process as painless as possible at least.”

“With any luck, you won’t need to contact me any time soon,” she says. “But if you ever need a lawyer…”

“I’ll think of you. Thanks again.”

I feel a weight off my shoulders as I walk out of the office. I’ve got an hour in traffic ahead of me, but things just seem somehow like they couldn’t be brighter. For the first time since that accident, I feel like I’ve finally got control over my destiny again.

Sitting in bumper to bumper traffic on the I-134, I think about the first time I met Hamlet. He seemed like a pretty normal guy, kinda cool even. Intense and arrogant, sure. But personable and confident. He promised that if I worked for him I’d be making more money than I’d ever made in my life, and he was right. Now, what is he? A scumbag whose scheming is finally catching up with him.

Hamlet may be pathetic, but the word comes from pathos which covers anything that’s sad and worth acknowledging as such. It’s tragic, really. Alas, poor Hamlet. I knew him, Horatio.

It just makes me grateful that I’m not in the same boat. Not for the first time, I realize just how lucky I am to have gotten away from NovaCare clean. If things had been just a little bit different, I might be the one faking injuries in the hopes of getting money to pay my lawyers to keep me out of jail. I’d like to think I’m not that big of a scumbag. But the truth is, I’ve never faced that possibility before. Who knows who I might become in different circumstances?

I can’t wait to tell the girls the good news. Arriving back at the apartment, I expect to find Jordan and Soli just where I left them. When I find the door is locked, I’ve got a pretty good idea of where they went to. So, I park in the lot and walk across the street to Lola’s. Sure enough. They’re in the corner booth about halfway through their meal.

“Hey!” says Jordan. “How’d it go?”

“Let’s get a pitcher of margaritas,” I say.

“That good?” asks Soli.

“Oh yeah,” I say. “Hamlet’s toast. Valerie tailed him and proved the injury is bullshit.”

“Yes!” Jordan says, pumping her fist in the air, and causing a commotion in the half-filed diner.

“Hey!” says the waitress, Linda. “This sounds like a party!”

“Yes, darling, it is,” says Soli. “Can we get a pitcher of margaritas for the table?”

“Sure,” she says. “Anything to eat?”

“How about a cheeseburger?” I say. “Thanks, Linda.”

Linda leaves to put in our order and Soli pushes the rest of her Cobb salad in front of me.

“I can’t finish this,” she says. “You mind?”

I stab a big piece of lettuce and an olive with Soli’s fork and stuff it in my mouth.

“So, what was the P.I. like?” Jordan asks. “Did she wear a fedora and trenchcoat?”

“Mhm!” I say, realizing I have to chew and swallow before I can answer. I hurry up and do so.

“You’re not gonna believe it,” I say.

“She tried to make a pass at you?” Soli asks.

“Actually, yeah, she did,” I say.

“I knew it!” Soli says. “You little slut.”

“Wasn’t my fault,” I say.

“It never is,” says Jordan.

“That’s not the unbelievable part,” I say. “Valerie the private investigator is Eliza’s identical twin sister.”

“What?!” says Jordan. “That’s insane!”

“Hold on,” Soli says. “Are you sure Valerie is Eliza’s twin? Maybe she’s got multiple personality disorder and Valerie is one of her other personalities.”

“See? I knew I wasn’t crazy for thinking that.”

“Did you make sure she’s a twin?” Soli asks.

“Pretty sure,” I say. “I mean, their hair styles are different. Valerie’s is shorter.”

“But you’re a guy,” Soli says. “Girls have ways of styling our hair to make it look shorter without cutting it. She may have just been wearing it up and high in the back so it looked shorter from the front.”

“Huh,” I say. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“I’m messing with you,” Soli says. “She’s not got multiple personalities. That would be nuts. Although the thing about the hair is true.”

“Right, well, whoever she is, Valerie asked me on a date.”

“Are you gonna do it?” Jordan asks.

“I mean, only if we all agree it’s fine,” I say.

“What’s she like?” Soli asks.

“Nothing like Eliza,” I say. “But she’s smart and kinda playful.”

“She’s pretty, right?” Jordan says. “If she’s got Eliza’s face.”

“Very pretty,” I say. “I feel a connection to her, but I can’t tell whether I’m projecting how I feel about Eliza onto her sister.”

“Any warning signs that she might be crazy?” Jordan asks. “I mean assuming that she is one complete personality and not just part of a whole.”

“She seemed pretty stable,” I say. “It was weird that she asked me out the way she did, but I didn’t see any warning flags from what I could tell.”

“You don’t think she’ll get all clingy or paranoid?” Soli asks. “You really don’t want to piss off a woman who stalks people for a living.”

“That’s just it,” I say. “I don’t think she wants a boyfriend at all. She said she wasn’t looking for anything serious, and the fact that I already have four girlfriends seems to be part of my appeal.”

“Well, I don’t have a problem with it,” Soli says. “Now, Eliza…”

“She can’t know,” I say. “Valerie made that clear.”

“Okay, we have to figure out a way to put these two in a room together,” Jordan says. “Just to make sure that they are in fact two people.”

“Here’s a question,” Soli says. “Are you only interested in Valerie because she reminds you of Eliza and you know you can’t have her?”

“Maybe? I’m not even sure how I feel about Eliza,” I say. “She’s wonderful and warm and beautiful, but we’ve only spent time together a couple times. I wasn’t expecting to meet a woman who looks exactly like her but has a totally different personality. It feels like I’ve got whiplash.” 
“You don’t have to figure out everything right away,” Jordan says. “Take some time to process.”

“You’re right. It’s just a date,” I say. “A date I won’t even go on if there are any objections from Roxy or Natalie.”

“I think it will all come down to what your plans are for this girl,” Jordan says. “If you just go off and have a fun evening with her and leave it there, well that’s that. But if you do hit it off and you decide you want to bring her into the group—”

“You’ll end up breaking our bed,” Soli cuts in.

“It would get a little crowded,” Jordan says. “I mean, I love our little sisterhood. But there are college sororities that don’t have this many girls in them.” 

“Good point,” I say.

“More importantly,” Soli says. “You wouldn’t just be having a little one-off experience that you could forget about. You’d be having an ongoing affair and hiding it from Eliza.”

“She’s right,” Jordan says. “The more you see Valerie, the bigger the secret you’re keeping from her sister.”

“Now I’m not sure I want to do it,” I say. “Maybe I should just tell her that somebody objected, without naming names, and just hope she accepts it.”

Linda returns carrying the pitcher of frozen margaritas with three glasses on a tray and sets them down on the table in front of us.

“Thanks, Linda,” I say as she finishes with the drinks and leaves the table. I grab the pitcher by its handle and start pouring for the three of us.

“That’s a tidy solution,” Jordan says. “But you also need to consider what you’d be missing out on.”

“Yeah,” Soli says, “what if you’d drawn the line at just one girlfriend? We’d both have missed out on this beauty right here.”

She gestures at Jordan, who cradles her chin in her palm and bats her mascara-covered eyelashes.

“As always, your counsel is wise, and I’m lucky to have it,” I say. “I think I’ll just wait and see how Natalie and Roxy feel. Then I’ll make my decision afterwards. For now, let’s celebrate!”

We raise our glasses and clink them. 

“Cheers!”


17.

Saturday always feels different. Even when you’ve spent the week hanging out with two girlfriends with nothing better to do but sit around and watch movies and get high, when the biggest stresses in your life are whether or not to try to take out a girl when you’re in a relationship with four others, still there’s something special about Saturday when it comes around.

Maybe it’s the sunshine, but I think what makes it special is the fact that we’re all together. We’re due for one of our pool parties. No mansion with slippery staircases or giant ice sculptures to super-cool vodka; just me, four girls and their bikinis.

And a middle-aged divorcé.

I haven’t actually asked if he’s divorced, but he’s got that sorta meek, hungry look in his eye as he drifts around the deep end and tries not to stare at the ladies. He also looks like someone who was once totally beaten down but is figuring out a way to feel normal. Maybe I’m reading too much into his gentle floating, but he does have some soulful eyes inside that pudgy visage. The girls, meanwhile, are amusing themselves by swimming around him in little circles.

I’m watching from the pool chair, sipping on a Budweiser and soaking up the small sliver of sunlight that makes it through the acacia trees surrounding the pool. Natalie’s beside me, sitting up to reach for her own beer.

“I’m glad we didn’t go to the beach,” she says. “You were right. This is better.”

“No sand, no traffic, relative privacy,” I say. “And no one around to steal your tops.”

We clink bottles. 

“What must our friend think of this little scene?” Natalie says, keeping her voice low.

“I hope he’s thinking that a back wax will be worth it next time,” I say.

“There’s something unsexy about a guy who waxes,” Natalie says.

“Unsexier than back hair?” I say.

“Back hair doesn’t have to be gross. Unless there’s too much of it,” Natalie says. “Like, hairy guys are hot but only if the hair is in the right places.”

“And they say women live with unfair beauty standards.”

“Pizza’s here!”

I look over to the gate entrance where Jordan is standing, holding four cardboard boxes. I hop up to turn the key and let her in.

“I didn’t even see the delivery guy pull up,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “If I hadn’t gone back inside to pee, I might have missed him. He was parked on the wrong side of the lot and was wandering around when I came out.”

“How much was it?” I say. “I’ll give you cash when we go in.”

“You don’t have to pay for everything all the time,” Jordan says. “I’ve got this one.”

“Thanks, babe,” I say, reaching down and cupping her ass. She giggles.

“Let me set these down first.”

She puts the pizza boxes on the table and we start opening them up. Soli and Roxy have climbed out of the pool and are toweling off. Our friend is still paddling around, looking somehow more dejected and lost than before. It might help if he did some strokes around the pool. But he’s just kinda bouncing there in the shallow end, submerging himself up to his scalp without ever getting his whole head wet.

“Let’s invite him over,” I say. “We’ve got plenty of food.”

“Hi!” Roxy calls to him sweetly. “Do you want to come over and eat with us?”

He just stares, wide-eyed but doesn’t move.

“Well, I tried,” Roxy says, tearing off a couple slices of supreme pizza and dropping it onto her paper plate.

“All right, gang,” I say. “There’s something I want to talk to you all about.”

“We know,” Roxy says.

“Soli told us about Valerie’s offer,” Natalie says. “It sounds like just some harmless recreational fun. I don’t think it will be a problem.”

“Okay, that’s good to know,” I say. “But I want to talk about the movie. Now that this lawsuit is over and done with, I finally won’t have all these expenses bleeding me dry.”

“Yeah, it was touch and go there for a while,” Soli says. “If you spent any more money on lawyers and P.I.s, there was a real danger that sometime down the road you’d have to find another job.”

“Exactly,” I say. “And even with the case settled, that threat remains as real as ever. To ensure that doesn’t happen, I’m going to do what rich people do and make money with my money.”

“Uh, okay?” says Jordan. “Care to elaborate?”

“I’m going to invest my whole nest egg in Collision Course.”

“Matty,” Natalie says. “Thank you, but we’ve been through this. It’s not necessary.”

“Did those YouTube guys come through in the end?”

“No,” says Natalie. “They didn’t respond to any of my emails.”

“You think I’ll flake out on you like they did?” I say. “Come on, you’ve been going around hat in hand to everyone. How long can you keep it up? How many times is somebody going to say they’ll put up funds only to back out or disappear? You deserve some stability, some certainty.”

“I’m the producer,” Natalie says. “And I wouldn’t put my own savings into a movie. It’s just too risky.”

“Do we have the budget we need, or not?” I ask.

“Not yet,” Natalie says. “But we’re close. We’re working on it. We can find the money without you having to risk everything you have in savings.”

“Yeah, sweetie,” Soli says. “That’s a bad idea.”

“I tried to tell him,” Natalie says.

“I know, I know,” I say. “But, listen. I’m not doing this out of charity. I believe in this project, and I think it’s going to make me a return on my investment. I think it’s going to be a big hit. Who’s with me?”

I look around at four beautiful faces with eight sets of concerned eyes. Then my gaze falls on Pool Guy, who must have slipped out silently and taken a seat in the circle without me noticing. He’s just sitting there, nibbling on a slice of pepperoni.

“Look, the vote of confidence is appreciated,” Roxy says. “We all feel that. But do you have to go all in on a single hand? Why not be a little more conservative for your first foray into producing?”

“I’m not actually betting every cent I have. I’ll keep a few thousand in reserve. Just in case.”

“Well,” says Jordan. “It’s risky. But, so long as you understand the risks and are willing to make them…”

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “If you’re sure you want to do it, then we can make that happen.”

“Great,” I say. “I feel good about this.”

“Me too,” says Pool Guy.

Everyone looks at him, since he hasn’t spoken a word up ‘til now.

“Great,” I say. “He’s on board. What’s your name, sir?”

“Hi, I’m Rick,” he says. “Thanks for the pizza.”

“You got it, Rick,” says Jordan.

“Now what happens?” I say.

“Well, we have to sign a contract,” Natalie says. “All the terms will be laid out, your share of the profits from distribution, if any, it’s actually pretty boring, boilerplate stuff.”

“Right,” I say. “But how long before we start shooting?”

“We can sign the paperwork at Donna’s office on Monday,” Natalie says, thinking. “With the budget finalized, we can start giving contracts to everyone, finding vendors and locations…let’s say six to eight weeks before we start shooting?”

This news is greeted with a huge wooooo! from the crew. Even Rick woos a little, though belatedly so that he’s the only one doing it in his semi-sad tone of voice.

“This is beautiful, you guys,” Jordan says. “It’s like we’re making a baby together. All four of us!”

“Yep,” says Soli, grabbing my bulge through my swim trunks and squeezing it affectionately. “All we needed was a little of Matty’s seed money to make the project quicken in our bellies.” 

“And now that my job is done, I get to walk away and let you ladies do all the work,” I say with a sly grin.

“Boo!” says Jordan.

“You pig!” says Roxy.

“Kidding,” I say.

“We do need to think of something for Matty to do,” Jordan says. “He needs a role worthy of his contribution to the project.”

“He can clean my dressing room,” says Soli.

“Yeah, mine too,” says Roxy.

“Maybe we could throw him out of a helicopter,” says Soli.

“There’s no helicopter in the script,” I say. “There’s no stunts at all.”

“Hey, there are no bad ideas in a brainstorm,” Soli says.

“We’ll find something for you,” says Natalie. “We’re all going to have to pull together to make this thing happen. Everyone’s going to have more than enough to do. Roxy and Soli, you’re our superstars. But you’re also gonna be crew members. Moving equipment, helping with lighting setups, maybe more.”

“I can do that,” Roxy says.

“Yeah,” Soli says. “She can do that.”

Roxy reaches over and pinches her arm.

“Ouch!”

“I know it’s not glamorous,” Natalie continues. “But we can only afford to pay professionals for a few key roles, which means that everyone has got to play by ear.”

“What can we do to prepare in the meantime?” Roxy asks.

“Learn your lines, workshop your characters together,” Natalie says. “We’ll hold auditions to find our Daniel soon. Probably next week. You’ll both be a part of that.”

“Got it,” says Roxy.

Soli gives a little salute.

“We still don’t have a director,” Jordan says.

“Right, and that’s crucial,” Natalie says. “The director has to be someone we all trust and feel comfortable with.”

“How about Eliza?” I suggest. “I mean, since she’s already written the script, her job as screenwriter is pretty much done. She’s good at giving direction, and we all trust her, right?”

“I’m not sure,” Natalie says. “She’s an unknown, and she doesn’t have experience directing. Someone with a more established name would help us with distribution after the film’s finished and we’re looking to sell it.”

“That may be true,” I say. “But who knows this story better than Eliza?”

“She doesn’t know how to set up shots or work the camera,” Natalie says.

“A cinematographer could set up the shots and get the lighting just right,” Jordan says. “Eliza could focus on working with the actors. And you’ll be there to manage things too, right?”

“I’m not a director either,” Natalie says. “Different roles require different skill sets. Eliza may be a great screenwriter but that doesn’t mean that she’s the right person to sit in the director’s chair.”

“My brother met M. Night Shamalan once,” Rick says. “I could pull some strings for you guys.”

“That’s a good connection,” Jordan says. “But maybe keep it in your back pocket for later.”

“Hold on,” Soli says. “I’ve got the perfect solution. Matty meets Sophia Coppola, makes her his girlfriend, then she’s part of the family and she can be the director.”

“I think there are some feats that even Matty’s magic dick can’t pull off,” Natalie says. “No offense, Matty.”

“Hey, I never claimed to have a magic dick in the first place,” I say. “All I’m saying is, you could consider Eliza for the director role. Feel free to disregard. I’m only speaking as one of the producers.”

“Oh, wow,” says Natalie. “Playing that card already, are we?”

“Well, it’s true, isn’t it?” I say. “Putting up money entitles me to have some say.”

“Alright, well, before I give her the job, let’s see if she even wants it,” Natalie says. “Why don’t you ask her?”

“Me? Well, sure. I can do that.”

I was really just putting in a good word. But I guess I’m as good a messenger as any.

“All right,” Roxy says, rising to stretch. “It’s hot. I’m getting back in.”

“You should wait an hour,” Soli teases, “you’ll cramp up.”

“If I do, maybe some big, strong man can jump in and rescue me,” Roxy says, looking in my direction and smiling. I smile, then she turns to Rick. “You’re up for it, right Rick?”

She bends in front of him, her luscious brown tits straining against her skimpy yellow bikini top. Rick’s eyes widen and bounce up and down with the bouncing of Roxy’s breasts. His head moves the same way, up and down.

“You can look,” Jordan says, “but don’t touch. We’re with him.”

She nods at me and I give what I hope is a humble smile.

“Dude,” Rick says. “Show me.”

I shrug.

“I just take every day one step at a time,” I say. “There’s really nothing more to it. Want a beer?”

“Sure.”

We spend the rest of the day like that. Just hanging out, drinking a few beers and swimming as much as we like. I put all thoughts of the movie and my responsibilities aside and just focus on relaxing.

But the next day, I send Eliza a message. She responds almost immediately and I tell her I’ve got some news about Collision Course and can we meet up for lunch to discuss it.

Can you guess where she wants to meet?


18.

Once again, I’m sitting in Alcove Cafe. As fate would have it, I’m at the exact same table I sat at for my meetup with Valerie. Not gonna lie, I’m half expecting Eliza to show up and confess she really is Valerie and this has all been a crazy scheme she’s cooked up just to fuck with me.

And yet, the moment I see her walk in, I know immediately she’s Eliza. No two people with the exact same face could possibly be more distinct. No leather, no edge, and scarcely any makeup. Her long red hair is done up in an elaborate braid that hangs from one shoulder. She’s got on a sundress decorated with little watermelon slices and her shoes are crocheted, or maybe that’s not the way to describe it because I don’t really know much about shoes, but anyway she’s looking like Anne of Green Gables grew up and grew awesome tits. Freckles are still there, too. Oh, those little freckles.

“Hi!” she says, waving excitedly when she sees me.

I practically jump out of my chair and throw my arms around her. We embrace like old friends who haven’t seen each other in years, as is becoming common every time I see her.

“Thanks for meeting me here,” she says.

“Is this one of your regular haunts?” I ask.

“Yeah, I come here a lot. Sometimes with my sister. We come here so often that when we come separately, the staff can always tell us apart. Oh, we’re twins.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I actually met your sister recently.”

“Really?” Eliza says, looking nonplussed.

“Really,” I say. “You remember the accident I told you about? Well, I was pretty sure the guy I got in the accident with was lying about his injuries just to sue me for damages. My lawyer recommended I hire a private investigator to prove it. She gave me Valerie’s card.”

“Whoa. Small world.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s weird, right? Imagine my surprise when I looked over there and saw your face but it wasn’t you.”

“She met you here? When?”

“Just a few days ago,” I say. “To give me the photos and all the documents and stuff she collected. She said she doesn’t have an office.”

“But she could have just emailed you, right?”

“Well, yeah,” I say with a shrug. “But then no coffee, and no dramatic twist.”

“True,” Eliza says. “I can appreciate how strange that must have been for you. So, what’s the latest news about our baby?” she asks.

“Huh? Oh, you mean Collision Course. Big news. We’ve got the budget we need to start preproduction.”

“Oh, that’s fantastic!” Eliza says. “It’s such a relief. What’s next.”

“We don’t have a director yet,” I say. “And I’m only one vote, but the girls and I were talking and your name came up.”

“Really?” she says, clearly amazed by the prospect. “I’ve never directed anything.”

“Well, that’s okay,” I say. “It’s Soli’s first movie as a principal actor, Natalie’s first experience producing a feature film solo, and Jordan’s playing a bunch of roles she’s never had before. It’s a learning experience for everyone. You’ll fit right in.”

“Wow,” Eliza says. “I’m flattered, and I’m very interested. But can I think about it? I don’t want to commit unless I’m sure that I can succeed in the role and know that I’m the best fit for it.”

“That’s just it,” I say, “I can’t think of anyone else who could tell this story with as much sensitivity and care as you can. It’s your story, after all.”  

“Matty, thank you.”

She’s flattered, I can tell, but not convinced.

“I’m not done,” I say. “I know that there’s a lot to being a director you’re not familiar with. Camera stuff, lighting setups, but you can lean on your director of photography for that kind of thing. Some directors are all about using the camera, figuring out what they want to use it for. But others are all about the performances, about guiding the actors to be the best they can be. I know you’d be great at that side of it.”

Eliza glows at the compliments. It’s a subtle glow that radiates from her smile, and I can sense some of her hesitation melting away.

“Matty,” she says. “Are you the one who recommended me for the role?”

“Well, yeah,” I say. “After our little, uh, experience at your house I realized that you were the perfect director for this project. These are your characters. It’s your fantasy, and you directed us accordingly. That’s what the job is, right?”

“That was,” she struggles for words. “Not meant to be viewed by anyone but me. I just asked the three of you to do what I wanted to see, just for myself.”

“That’s alright,” I say. “You were following your instincts. That’s what directors do.”

“Yeah, but what about the parts of the story that have nothing to do with the uh… amorous interludes? What if an actor’s performance isn’t working but I don’t see it? Or even if I do see it, what if I can’t help them to draw a better performance out?”

“You don’t have to do everything by yourself,” I say. “You’ll have people around you to support you. I’ll be one of them. I’m sort of a producer now.”

“How’d that happen?”

“I made the investment that got us past the finish line,” I say.

Eliza’s expression changes from one of skepticism to one of almost awe.

“You put your own money into the production? Why would you do that?”

“I saw that we were sputtering without money,” I say. “Everybody was getting busy with different commitments. I knew if somebody didn’t step in, there was a good chance this story would have never been told. I couldn’t let that happen. Not after all the hard work that everyone has put into it. You, especially.”

“But what if the movie doesn’t make money?” she says.

“The only way that will happen is if everyone doesn’t put all they have into it,” I say. “You still have more to give to this film. I’m asking you to do it so that everything we’ve already put into this won’t be wasted.”

This hits her hard, I can tell. She’s got this expression on her face like she wants to smile but also needs to cry at the same time.

“Matty,” she says. “Nobody has ever done anything like this for me before.”

“And look at you,” I say. “You’re handling it beautifully. It’ll be the same when you’re in the director’s chair.” 

She grins, wiping a tear from the corner of her face.

“Can I ask you something first?” she asks. “It’s going to sound strange, but you have to agree to it before I’ll tell you what it is.”

“All right.”

“I need to hear you say… that you aren’t in love with me.”

Okay, where did that come from? Who said I was in love with her?

“What?” I ask, not sure whether I misheard her.

“Just say the words for me, please,” she says. 

“Hold on,” I say. “You think I want you to direct the movie because I’m in love with you?”

“I just need to hear it straight from you,” she says. “Just so there’s no ambiguity. I want to make it very clear that any romance between us just can’t work. You already know why. But maybe you think there’s some way you can change my mind. If that’s your plan, I have to back out.”

I can see the hurt and confusion on her face, and my heart breaks for her. Is this a speech she’s had to give to every man who’s ever tried to get close to her? There’s so much pain in her eyes, so much vulnerability. I know that I can shatter her if I speak the wrong words, so I choose carefully.

“Eliza, I care for you,” I say. “And I do love you, but I am not in love with you. Is that good enough?”

She nods.

“Yeah,” she says. “That’s enough. Thank you.”

There’s satisfaction and relief on her face, or at least that’s how I read her expression. But that’s not all. It’s like she’s looking up at me from the bottom of a well. Even if she’s smiling, the expression seems to shimmer and bend. There’s something about that smile I can’t quite trust.

“I’ll do it,” she says. “I’ll direct the movie, if everyone wants me to, that is.”

“Perfect,” I say. “I know you’re going to be fantastic.”

“I think I need a latte,” she says, trying to recover herself after the flood of hormones our talk has sent galloping through her system. “And a croissant. You want something? I’m buying.”

“Sure,” I say. “I think I’d like the same thing.”

She nods and rises from her seat to go get in line. My eyes follow her, and I try to make sense of how I’m feeling. I’ve never had a woman force me to confess to not loving her before, and I’m not sure how I’m supposed to react. I understand why she asked it of me. I’m sure she’s had a lot of guys fall for her only to leave them cold and upset.

I only said what I said because I really feel that she’s the right person for the job. I think. Am I subconsciously more attracted to Eliza than I realize? I said I love her, and that feels right. But I’m not secretly pining for her. I care for her like she’s a close friend. It’s not like I’m dreaming about her or picturing her naked when I’m jerking off.

Ding!

I tug my phone out of my pocket. There’s a text.

Valerie: got some photos that might interest you

…

A second later, it’s ding, ding, ding as messages flood my phone. It’s a photo dump, and once the image clears and that little round “still working” arrow clears, I’m greeted by the sight of bare breasts. More photos sort themselves into little boxes in my chat. Most are just body shots: bare thighs, the crease between her legs, legs spread apart, one hand fingering her pussy. They could be of anyone. But then come the ones with her face in them. She’s wearing an expression of lust and ecstasy and absolutely nothing else. In some, she’s peering at me from between her own thighs. In others, she’s covering her breast with one hand, smiling and winking.

I try not to stare, realizing that looking will only stoke my rapidly-expanding erection, and I’m in public. But those thighs, those hips, the lewdness of her fingers spreading her perfectly-hairless opening, her face. Her face.

Goddamn it. I can’t stop myself from scrolling. Nope. No more. I can’t keep this up.

I put my phone in my pocket. It keeps buzzing, jiggling inside my jeans. I can’t stop picturing what’s in those photos, the body she’s desperate for me to see. My erection won’t relent, and for a moment I wonder whether it wouldn’t be better to slip off to the bathroom to rub one out just to get rid of this boner.

But the coffee line isn’t long, and Eliza returns with two lattes and a pair of croissants on a tray. Slowly, painfully, I cross my legs to obscure my raging hard on. It’s not easy, but I hope that my awkward posture— and the way I’m trying desperately to appear bored as I stare out the window with unsettling intensity— is somehow actually conveying a sense of nonchalance.

“Hey,” Eliza says. “Are you good?”

“Yeah,” I say, letting out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding in. “I just haven’t had coffee yet today. Feeling a little… irregular.”

Oh, wow. Brilliant diversion. Genius!

Eliza smiles.

“Well, drink up,” she says. “Coffee has antioxidants, but I’ve been reading lately that eating a lot of antioxidants doesn’t reduce your cancer risk, like at all.”

“Really?” I say, elated to be able to talk about anything as long as it has nothing to do with sex.

“Yep,” she says. “One of the biggest health advantages to drinking coffee daily is the fact it helps you poo. It clears away toxins and hormones and all this cancer-causing stuff. Sorry, did this conversation just get super gross?” 

“No. Well, sort of. But I think it’s just what I needed.”

“Really?” she says. “Why?”

“No reason,” I say, feeling myself relax a little. Though I’m not fully soft, I’m not so hard that it’s hurting me, and I just want to keep it up.

We keep talking about different kinds of coffee and coffee shops we like around the city.

“There’s this place, Jump Cut Cafe, I used to go to,” Eliza says. “It was all movie themed and the people there were usually pretty artsy.”

“Where was it?” I ask.

“Somewhere around Studio City, I think. I don’t remember exactly. They had good sandwiches, but the coffee was just so-so. Not like here.”

“Yeah,” I say.

My phone buzzes in my pants.

“Are you gonna check that?” Eliza asks.

“Nope,” I say.

“Why?”

“I take phone etiquette seriously.”

“It’s fine,” she says. “It’s not like we’re on a date. And even if we were, you can at least check your phone. It’s just rude to be on it the whole time. That’s my rule anyway.”

With no better excuse, I pull my phone out and look at it. The photos have stopped coming in, but there is a message:

Valerie: you want this?

Me: ok

It’s pretty much the most low-effort response imaginable, and I regret it immediately. But considering the circumstances, you can see why I’m having trouble mustering a better answer.

Valerie: date first

Be a gentleman.

Me: sushi?

Valerie: …

“Someone’s really blowing up your phone,” Eliza says. “What must it be like to be a man with four girlfriends?”

“Busy,” I say. “Not that I’m complaining.”

“How do you keep it all straight?” she asks. “Besides the sex stuff, that’s a lot of hormones and emotions to manage.”

My phone beeps again, but I resist the urge to check it.

“It can be challenging,” I say. “The truth is, though, they’re often the reason that I manage at all. Yeah, it can be tough to maintain all these relationships. That’s why I’m lucky that all four girls are generous with their time, and well, me.”

“I could see how the whole thing could go up in flames,” Eliza says. “Spectacularly. But seeing you with Roxy and Soli, it’s obvious why you’re all so close.”

“They support me just as much as the other way around. More, sometimes.”

“Well, don’t feel like you need to stop your conversation for me,” she says. “Go ahead and answer your messages.”

Valerie: Izakaya Osen

I have no idea what this means. Then, I remember I suggested sushi and this must be a restaurant in the area. I do a quick search. Sure enough. It’s in Silver Lake not far from here. Opens in two hours.

Another text rolls in:

Valerie: I need to put something in my mouth

Me: Meet there at 8?

Valerie: k

Well, if that’s not low effort, nothing is. I guess I have nothing to feel guilty about. She said she wasn’t looking for anything serious. This is it.

“I should probably go,” Eliza says. “Now that the movie is really happening, I want to spend a little more time revising the script. I should probably also figure out how I’m going to pass for a director.”

“You’ll do great, I’m sure,” I say.

By now, my erection has thankfully receded so it’s not awkward when we both rise from our seats to hug.

“Thanks for the coffee,” I say.

“Thank you for the double shot of confidence,” she says. “No espresso can match the jolt of energy you get from someone praising you.”

“My pleasure,” I say, still rocking her gently in my embrace.

Finally, it becomes clear that it’s time to end the hug, which we do.

“See you soon,” she says. “Drive safe!”

“Thanks, you too.”

After a few minutes, though, I’m headed for the bathroom. Eliza was right about the coffee, and if I don’t rub one out before this date there’s a chance I’ll burst out of my pants before we even get to the sashimi. I’m lucky that the bathroom is comfortable, with a scented candle and a nice comfortable warm glow. I take care of my business, in both senses, and then leave with the scented candle burning to cover the evidence of my crime.

Leaving Alcove Cafe, I’ve got mixed feelings about the night ahead. It’s getting harder to ignore my attraction to Eliza. Am I in love with her? No. Can I stop thinking about her? No. Can I ignore these feelings? Doesn’t seem like it.

Am I screwed?

It certainly seems so. 
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Izakaya Osen sits on a strip of Sunset Boulevard surrounded by two Thai food restaurants and a little stationary shop. I remember when I was a kid nobody would come this far east on Sunset after sunset. Now it’s bustling, vibrant, overpriced.

I’m lucky that I had plenty of time before we agreed to meet because there are only two options for parking: valet and street, and the street parking is all gone.

I circle the block a few times before I finally find a spot a few blocks away and walk over.

The interior is sleek and understated; everything’s all-wood, there are tasteful cherry blossoms on the wall. I didn’t bother to change before I came, but what I’m wearing looks decent enough. Besides, for maybe the first time ever on a first date I feel absolutely no pressure. It helps that I relieved a little pressure in the coffee shop bathroom. And the fact that she’s sending me nudes before we’ve even hooked up tells me there’s not much to screw this up.

More than that, the prospect of striking out, remote as it, just doesn’t phase me anymore. With four satisfied women at home, I’ve got nothing to prove to myself or anyone else. I’m going to treat tonight as just a bit of fun and let what happens happen.

I’m not waiting long before Valerie walks in wearing a black dress with a plunging neckline. The cut is provocative, and even though she covers her shoulders with that leather jacket of hers, she’s still dressed to draw stares and draws them.

“Hey,” she says, moving awkwardly in the smallish space to come have the seat I’ve saved for her next to the bar.

I pull out her chair and then help her out of her coat.

“Now, see, that’s a gentleman,” she says.

I give a humble little bow. 

“Have you been waiting long?”

“I’ve only been here for a few minutes,” I say. “But I was already in the area, so it didn’t make sense to go home. I just killed a few hours walking around Hollywood.”

“What were you doing in the area?”

“Having coffee,” I say. “With your sister.”

“Oh?” she says. “Is it getting easier to tell us apart?”

“Eliza wouldn’t have sent me those pictures,” I say.

“How well do you know her?”

“You know, when I first saw you I thought Eliza had split personalities.”

“In a sense, it’s true,” Valerie says. “I’m the side of her she doesn’t let out, the one that nobody else gets to see.”

“So, nobody else gets to see those photos you sent me?”

“I didn’t say that,” she says. “I’m just a little… bolder. But I’m sensing you like the sensitive, artistic type.”

“I like both,” I say. “I’ve had both. Have both, already, actually.”

“So, here’s the question,” she says. “What can a girl like me do to impress a guy like you? How do I set myself apart?”

“You could pay for dinner,” I say. “That’d be bold and unexpected.”

“And here I thought you were a gentleman.”

“Hey, I’m only trying to help you answer your quandary,” I say. “Go ahead and let me pay for you… if you’re fine with being just another notch on my bedpost.”

“I feel like I want to bite you,” she says.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, maybe on the ear. Maybe lower.”

“Before that happens, let’s get you something else to chew on,” I say. “Edamame?”

“Love it.”

“Saké?”

“Naturally.”

In front of us is a stack of those little slips of paper with a checklist of all the items you can order. I dash off a couple checkmarks and then hand the page to our chef on the other side of the counter.

“So, what did you and Liza talk about?” she asks.

“That’s private,” I say.

“Come on, we’re sisters,” she says. “What’s the big secret?”

“You don’t share everything with her,” I say. “Why should I share everything I say to her with you?”

“It’s not important what you say. It’s about the expression on your face when you describe it. I’m looking for little tells that will reveal how you really feel about her.”

“I prefer to remain inscrutable.” 

“Fine,” she says. “Be that way.”

A few moments later, the edamame arrives, covered in sea salt. She reaches for a bean pod, and I snatch the one she was about to put her hands on. Then I run my teeth along the skin, making the seedpod pop and delivering the little green soy bean onto my tongue.

In retaliation, she grabs the little ceramic bottle of saké which has just appeared and guards it.

“This is mine now,” she says.

I shrug.

“I can always order tea,” I say.

“You’re a brat.”

She grins and so do I. I can’t remember a time when I’ve had more fun just teasing a woman. Maybe it’s because I know she can take it, that she’s got a thick skin and will play along. Maybe it’s because deep down I think she deserves it.

“So, what’s it like being a private investigator?” I ask.

“Mostly boring, actually,” she says. “Most of the job involves just sitting in parked cars or staring at a computer screen for hours.”

“You ever think of giving it up?”

“What would I do that for?” she asks.

“Doesn’t sound like you’re particular passionate about it,” I say.

“I’m passionate in other contexts,” she says.

“You know, I’ve had this conversation a few times recently,” I say. “There are those of us who live in LA because we’re going after something in the entertainment business—

“Like Eliza—”

“And there are those of us who just live here.”

“Like me?”

“And me too,” I say. “It may sound reductive, but there do seem to be these two categories. What’s funny is that there’s this invisible pressure on us to be like them.”

“Well, it’s inspiring to have a dream,” Valerie says. “But I think most of us are made to just have jobs.”

“And what’s wrong with that?” I say. “So, your job is mostly boring. Most jobs are. It doesn’t mean you have to change. But there must be something you get out of it. What about your friend?”

“What friend?”

“The friend who was in trouble with a guy,” I say. “The one who inspired you to become a private investigator.”

“Oh, her,” Valerie says.

“That must have been gratifying, being able to help her,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “That was pretty good. Honestly, I do it because the money is good. Your case wasn’t even a big payday for me. I can clear a lot more from following around cheating spouses. Clients usually demand a lot of evidence.”

“So, any plans for retirement?” I ask.

“I might give it up to have a baby,” she says. “Don’t worry. That wasn’t an invitation. Just a passing comment.”

“Duly disregarded,” I say. 

She reaches for the edamame and I don’t try to yank it away, because faux bullying and childishness is only funny in small doses. If you keep it up, it stops being an act and then it’s just actually annoying.

“So, how about your job?” she says.

“NovaCare?”

“No, what you’re doing now.”

“Well,” I say. “I guess that you could say I’m a film producer. Technically speaking.”

“And is that nourishing some burning passion inside your soul that you didn’t know you had?” she asks. “Are you finally in touch with your purpose?”

“I don’t know if I ever had one,” I say. “For a while, I thought it was philosophy. I’m interested in the subject, but I don’t think I really have a burning passion to do anything with it. I might not have a passion for anything. I just like helping my girls out.”

“Well, there you go,” she says. “That’s something. Maybe your life’s purpose is to be a great boyfriend and you just need to figure out how to make money so you can make that happen.”

“Seems as good a purpose as any,” I say. “Can I have a little sip of saké?”

“What’s in it for me?”

I grab the entire stack of little ordering pages out of the tray and wave the stack in front of her.

“You want to get a California roll around here, I’m the guy you need to keep happy.”

“Fine,” she says, handing over the bottle of sake.

I give her the stack of pages and she takes one, making some little henpecks with a felt-tip Sharpie.

“I want a spicy tuna roll,” I say.

“You’ll get nothing and like it,” she answers.

She makes a few more little scratches, checking off various menu items, and then hands it across the counter to the chef, who gives a little nod in acknowledgement and then sets to work.

“Ya know, for twin sisters you two don’t seem to spend that much time together,” I say.

“Do you have any siblings?” she asks.

“No,” I say.

“If you had one, especially with your same face, you’d understand the need to forge your own identity,” Valerie says. “It’s not like we’re estranged. We see a lot of each other, though we’ll usually go on dates separately.”

“I’ll bet you two get stares when you’re out together.”

“I got stares walking in here alone,” she answers.

“I know,” I say. “One of those stares was from me. I have no idea how you could stay inconspicuous when you’re following someone.”

“Come on, it’s LA,” she says. “Nobody stands out, especially the ones who are desperately trying to. I can blend in when I need to.”

The chef puts a roll on the counter in front of us and Valerie picks it up and places it in front of her.

“Care to share?” I ask.

She gives an exaggerated eyeroll and then pushes the little ceramic rectangle across the dark wood table toward me. I pick up a piece of sushi with my thumb and forefinger, gripping it gingerly and depositing it in my mouth. It’s some kind of eel, I think, with a sweet glaze and something inside it that makes it crunch. I chew and swallow.

“Not bad,” I say.

“So,” she says, “I take it that you got permission to come out and play or you wouldn’t have agreed to meet me.”

“That’s right.”

“Your girlfriends are certainly open-minded,” she says. “Nobody gets jealous or territorial?”

“I’m surprised by it, too,” I say. “No matter how many ways my attention gets divided, there’s somehow always enough of me to spread around.”

Valerie uses the chopsticks set in front of her on the little tray for their intended purpose and picks up her sushi without resorting to her hands, rubbing the piece of eel roll against the wasabi so just a little dollop and then sticking it in her mouth.

She takes a deep breath as she chews, like she’s letting the taste of it envelope all her senses at once. Then she sets the chopsticks down and wipes her mouth.

“I love sushi,” she says. “When you’re finished eating, you aren’t full but you’re not hungry. If it’s as good as this stuff is, each bite is just pure satisfaction.”  

“I know what you mean,” I say. “That absence of wanting is the purest pleasure there is.”

“Do you think people ever feel that way about sex?” she asks.

“For a while, maybe,” I say. “But no meal is ever so good that you don’t need to ever eat again. I think sex is the same way.”

“Yeah,” she says. “I’ve been full. Really full. Like, I thought I might burst.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Like literally burst,” she says.

“I understand your meaning,” I say.

“Then, there are other times where it’s just meh.”

“Meh?”

“Meh, nothing,” she says. “Sometimes it’s just the last thing I want, like the thought of it would make me want to puke. Like, there are times when I could put on a nice dress, make him meet me for dinner, and then just leave him with blue balls.”

“Is now one of those times?” I ask.

“You’ll see,” she says, plopping another piece of sushi in her mouth.

More rolls arrive, including my spicy tuna roll. We pass the little bottle of sake between us as we eat, not bothering with the little ceramic shot glasses that come with it.

Finally, every piece has been devoured. The edamame has been reduced to a stack of flattened bean pods. A waitress comes over and wordlessly puts the bill between us. Valerie pretends she doesn’t see it. I decide to keep the game going a little longer, resting my chin on my knuckle and waiting for her to notice.

“How do you feel?” I ask.

“I’m not hungry,” she says. “But I’m not quite satisfied.”

“Well, then,” I say. “Should we get out of here?”

“What else is there to do?” Valerie asks.

I smile. I like this little game of ours. For the record, I’d always intended to pay. I’m a guy. It’s expected. Still, I was curious if she would take the bait and try to pay, just to signal, I don’t know, that this isn’t just a one-time thing.

I pick up the bill in its little tray and extricate myself from the chair, pulling out hers just a little too in the narrow space of the bar. I take the bill to the front and pay the cashier.

Outside on the street, the night is just starting to get lively. It’s after sunset, so I can probably keep my car parked on the street with no time limit.

“Where’s your place?” I ask.

“That’s awfully presumptuous of you,” she says.

I turn to her, moving in just a half-step closer into her personal space so that we’re practically touching.

“Not really,” I say. “Just following your lead.”

She smiles and looks at me with those blue eyes. God, those eyes. Just like hers, and yet completely different. There’s this little playful crease at the edge of them that I never noticed in Eliza before. If I studied her carefully enough, I’d notice a hundred little nuances like that— little differences between these two apparently identical people. I want to come to know them all.

“All right,” she says. “Follow me to my car.”
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Valerie’s apartment reminds me a lot of the apartment I used to have in North Hollywood—simple and functional with not much space and no frills. Her place smells like candles inside, though. I don’t really notice anything else about her apartment because we’re already making out before she even opens the door. We stand there, kissing and petting each other, before she finally pushes me off with a single palm against my chest and then fumbles in her bag for the key.

Once inside, she closes the door behind us, plunging us into total darkness. I slide my tongue along her own. The taste of spicy fish, rice and alcohol on her tongue is somehow not unappealing. My arms wrap around her, finding the small of her back and then moving it up to help her out of that leather jacket she’s still wearing. She thrashes her way out of it, trying to pull her arms free. Finally, it falls to the floor.

“Hold on,” she says.

She moves across the floor, her heels clacking against the hardwood. A light flashes on in the corner of the room and I squint at the sudden brightness. It’s one of those standing lamps with the round head and a mirror in the center that they use in dentist’s offices. She bends it so that it’s aimed down at the mattress sitting on a box spring on the floor. She turns to sit on the mattress and then pulls off her heels.

I cross over to her just as she’s got both heels off.

“Nice lamp,” I say.

“Yard sale,” she says.

“Intense,” I say, coming around to sit next to her and take off my own shoes.

Valerie climbs across the bed to switch on another lamp. Just like the other one, this isn’t a normal lamp. It looks like its from a photography studio. I think they call it a light box. The lightbulb is covered by this white sheet with an umbrella-like hood. Beside it is a Nikon on a stand. I don’t know much about cameras, but I can tell from a glance that it’s professional grade.

“I understand the camera,” I say. “But what’s with the light setup?”

“What do you mean?” she asks.

“Well, if the point is to get the drop on some cheating husband, you can’t exactly leave a bunch of professional lighting equipment around, right? Wouldn’t it tip him off?”

“Oh,” she says with a smile. “The lights aren’t for work. They’re for fun.”

She turns on the camera and tilts it down so that it’s aimed at a space just above the mattress.

“We’re making a video?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says. Then, almost as an afterthought, “want to?”

“Are you gonna see my face in this video?”

“Of course,” Valerie says. “And in high-definition too. But don’t worry. There’s no reason to be shy. You have my word this won’t end up on the internet.”

I guess I’ve got nothing to object to. I’ve made videos with lovers before, though I’ve always assessed their comfort level first. I’ve also always been the one in control of the video. There’s something weirdly matter-of-fact about the way she goes about this proposal. But we all have our routines, and I’m realizing that this is hers.

“If you’re nervous,” she says. “We don’t have to do anything. It’s your choice.”

“You gonna watch this later and touch yourself?” I ask.

“That all depends on whether it’s hot.”

“Why don’t you get us started?” I say.

She kneels down and spreads herself across the mattress. The neckline of her dress already gives me an ample view of her breasts, especially when she tilts her chest toward me. But then she starts tugging it lower, pulling her breast out so that her nipple is exposed. As she licks the tip of her finger luridly, running it around her areola, the blood in my body starts rushing toward my cock.

“Mmm,” she murmurs, eyes never leaving mine.

“You look good,” I say.

“Take off your clothes.”

As she keeps rubbing her tit, her other hand starts running up and down her leg. I unbutton the top button of my polo and pull it off, tossing it on the floor. I unzip my shorts and then step out of them. She’s starting to rub her inner thighs now, fingers tugging up her skirt to reveal the royal blue panties underneath.

I crouch down, admiring the way that her panties are already dampening, a slick streak forming along the gusset. She throws her neck back, pressing her palm against her breast as she fingers her pussy.

I crawl toward her and get between her legs. I start by kissing her inner thighs before yanking her panties down and pulling her skirt up to reveal her bare pussy. She spreads her legs, the blue panties suspended between her ankles. There’s something so simple and erotic about it. She’s helpless. Couldn’t run away if she wanted to.

I continue kissing her, reaching higher until I come to her labia and start nuzzling it with my nose.

“Mmmmhhmm.”

I lick her lips, using my nose and a finger to penetrate her wet opening. She’s breathing harder now, and I use my tongue to penetrate deeper. Her scent is in my nostrils, her taste on my tongue. Soon, I’ll be ready to shift my focus to her clit. But she’s not ready yet. She’s getting there, but I need to keep working her from the inside first.

I let myself relax into it, moving my lips and tongue inside of her and out.

“God that’s good,” she says.

I knead her thighs with my hands, squeezing and applying just a little pressure as I pleasure her. Her clit is swollen now, ready for the tip of my tongue.

“Fuck!” she squeals the first time I make contact.

I switch up the pattern, running my tongue across her clit and making her pelvis squirm.

“Ohh!” she squeals.

I pause a moment, just to stoke her with a little teasing.

“You like that?” I say, still using my fingers to get her off.

“Yeah,” she says. “Don’t stop.”

“Beg me,” I say. “You horny little slut. You’ve got to beg if you want me to get you off.”

“Please,” she moans.

She’s not just going along with the game. I can hear the desperation in her voice. She needs it.

“Keep going,” I say. “Tell me what you want me to do to you.”

“Fuck me with that hard cock,” she says. “Fuck me, Matty. You’re the only one I want!”

I bend her legs forward, spreading her so that I can mount her fast. I enter and thrust deep, finding her wet and ready for me. She groans as my cock presses against her inner walls.

“Ohhh,” she wails. “Yes! Like that!”

I keep thrusting, finding that I can go deeper each time without bottoming out. Her hips bounce as her knees collide with my chest. Our eyes meet and the biggest smile spreads across her face. I feel myself stiffening almost to the point of pain inside her. Jesus, she’s hot. Her inner thighs squeeze my cock, the pressure sending waves of pleasure from my tip down to my balls and up my spine. I rut harder, faster, her back arching to give me more room to plunge deeper.

“Oh, yes!” she squeals.

“You like that?” I say.

“Fuck me, Matty,” she says, turning it into a chant. “Fuck me, Matty, fuck me, fuck, fuck! Oh, FUCK!”

Her smoothness, her wetness, the lurid sight of her breasts spilling out of her dress, the sight of my cock penetrating her perfectly, smooth slit; It’s all enough to get me going. But it’s her squeals of appreciation that drive me on. I don’t just want to fuck this girl. I want to break her in half.

Once I really get going, I bear down on her, pressing harder into her. She’s like jelly, yielding and eager to be used completely. Her head tilts toward the camera, eyes lidded and her mouth puckered as she takes my powerful thrusts.

I turn to the camera too, just for a moment, grinning for posterity. I think about how she’s going to get herself off on watching this again and again when she’s alone. I can’t help myself. I mug for the camera.

Hang on, Matty. Don’t let yourself get distracted.

Knowing that if I let up now, I might not get her all the way, I’m aware that I’m getting close myself. I bend her legs back as far as I can. Then, I reach around to smack her hard in the ass with the palm of my hand.

“Oh, God!”

Her whole body quivers, and I can feel her inner walls clenching all around me. Just in time, I pull out. A geyser of gooey white liquid spills from the tip of my cock, coating her thigh. I give a few more jerks and my seed sprays all over her, coating her stomach.

“Oh, yeah,” she says.

Her legs are still spread wide as I climb off her. She grabs her hips and holds them, rocking slightly. 

I can’t watch her do this without seeing in my mind Julianne Moore. Both are redheads, and that’s part of it. But really, it’s because this little rocking back and forth is exactly what her character did in The Big Lebowski. In the film, when asked what she’s doing, she responds—

“It increases the chances of conception.”

I have to hope that Valerie doesn’t have the same idea in mind.

“Hey,” I say. “Whatcha doin’?”

“Feels good,” she says, with a faraway expression.

I go over to the camera and hit the big red button. The little light turns off. Recording over.

“You’re not, uh,” I stumble. “You’re on the pill, right?”

“Should have asked before,” she says.

She rocks forward into a seated position and smiles at me.

“Yes,” she says. “I am currently taking oral contraception.”

“Good to know,” I say. “I’m pretty sure I pulled out in time. Should have worn a condom. But, ya know. We had an audience.”

“Don’t worry,” she says. “You haven’t done anything wrong.”

I have a seat on the mattress beside her and then recline. She curls up next to me, and I spoon her from behind. I can feel that post-nut fatigue coming on, but for some reason I resist it. It’s not like I’m uncomfortable, but I can’t shake the feeling that this isn’t where I’m supposed to be.

I rub her shoulders and breathe in the scent of her hair. Valerie is fun. Adventurous, and fun. But I also don’t know what she’s really got on her mind. I get the impression that there’s a lot more going on beneath the surface that she’s not showing me. I should be concerned by this, but instead I just yawn.

“You wanna sleep here?” she mumbles.

“Yeah,” I say.

Hold on. My car. It’s still parked on the street in Silver Lake.

“Actually,” I say. “Could you give me a ride back to my car?”

She rubs her eye with her palm and then yawns.

“Okay,” she says.

We get dressed, then Valerie turns off the lamps. I open the front door to let in just a sliver of light from the street.

“Got everything?” she asks.

I check my pockets. Keys, phone, wallet.

“Yep, I’m good.”

I give one last lingering glance at the camera on its tripod. I can trust her with that video, I think. I’ve got no reason to distrust her. Once she’s given me a ride back to my car, I thank her for the lovely evening. She responds with—

“See ya around.”

The ultimate in casual hookup goodbyes. Well, that was certainly interesting. Whatever comes of it will come, but I definitely don’t regret it. 
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“Okay, what dates are the stages unavailable?” Natalie says into the phone. She tears the pen cap off with her teeth and furiously scribbles on the note pad she’s balancing on her knees. “No, that’s no good. It’s that gap in the middle that we can’t work with…okay, will you let me know if anything changes? Thanks very much.”

I pour some more hot water in her tea mug as she hangs up.

“That’s the third soundstage that’s turned us down,” she announces to the group. She swishes the red tea bag around in the mug for a second before taking a sip. “Thanks, Matty.”

It’s an all-hands meeting at Natalie and Roxy’s apartment. Jordan and Roxy are sitting on the floor going through the script with highlighters, making a list of locations and the kinds of props we’ll need. Soli is checking a list of vendors. Everybody’s got some important task to contribute. Freshening tea is mine.

“I know it’s an important job,” I say. “But, maybe as producer you can delegate the location scouting?”

Natalie raises an eyebrow.

“You want to take this?” she asks.

“Actually, I was thinking it might be in Valerie’s wheelhouse.”

“He just wants an excuse to talk to her again,” Jordan says.

“Because she never called him,” Roxy adds.

“Not true,” I say.

It is true that she didn’t call me, but that’s not the reason. She’d be good for this. Perfect, in fact.

“Think about, what does the job involve?” I say. “A lot of research, legwork, paperwork, driving and taking lots of photos. They all seem like tasks she’d be good at.”

“Good point,” Natalie says. “But can we afford her? We’re working with a very limited budget here.”

“I’ll bet we could get her for not that much,” I say. “I mean, her sister is directing the film. She can cut us a break, right?”

“You wanna take the lead and ask her?” Natalie asks.

“I was thinking it would make more sense for Eliza to do it,” I say. “We can ask her to ask Valerie.”

“I like your previous idea of delegating,” Natalie says. “Why don’t you ask Eliza to ask Valerie and see what she says? Explain that the location scout is urgently needed, but the job isn’t ongoing or even that involved. There are six locations in the script. She can wrap it up in about a week or so.”

“Got it,” I say. “I’ll let Eliza know.”

“We just need an answer fast,” Natalie says. “Either way.”

I have a seat on the couch between Natalie and Soli. I give Natalie a quick peck on the cheek as I rub Soli’s thigh. 

“Don’t worry,” I say. “I’ll make sure she gets the message.” 

“Thanks,” Natalie says. “Sorry I’m being so Type A right now.”

“Don’t apologize,” Jordan says. “You’re doing great.”

“You guys will let me know if I start becoming a bitch, right?” she says.

“Yes,” Roxy says. “I don’t suffer bitches gladly. If you ever veer into that territory, I got you.”

Then she hastens to add, “but you’re not. You’re like a girl boss in a completely non-cringy way.”

“What’s next?” I ask.

“Oh!” Natalie exclaims, suddenly excited. “I talked to Eliza earlier and she had the perfect idea for something Matty can do.”

“Let me guess,” I say. “Leading man?”

“Ha!” says Roxy.

“You already had your shot as a barista, sweetie,” says Soli. “Remember?” 

“That was one time,” I say. “Besides, it was a complicated role. There was nuance.”

“Can’t do it,” Natalie says. “Can’t give away a role like that. Daniel has to be played by a professional actor.”

“Come on,” I say, my voice dripping with irony. “I deserve another chance. Is this not the face of a heart throb?”

Soli pretends to gag.

“We don’t need your face for this role,” Natalie says. “Just your ass.”

“Huh?”

“You’ll be the body double,” Natalie says. “Eliza got the idea that you’d be the perfect person to use for the more intimate scenes with our leading ladies.”

“So, I’m gonna have sex with Roxy and Soli on camera?”

“Simulated sex,” Jordan adds.

“A simulation so real you’ll swear it’s the real thing,” Soli says.

“Yeah,” Roxy says. “Like the Matrix.”

“This could work for me,” I say. “I’m liking this plan.”

“Right? It’s the perfect role for you,” Natalie says. “And it means, maybe for the first time in film history, that we’re going to cast a leading man to match the dimensions of a body double. You’re good with getting your haircut if we need you to, right?”

“Sure,” I say. “Whatever you need.”

Natalie’s phone buzzes on the table and she answers it.

“Hey!” she says. “Hold on. Someone here has a question for you.”

She hands me the phone and I press it to my ear.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Matty!” Eliza says. “What did you want to ask me?”

“I had a brain wave that Valerie’s skills might help us location scouting,” I say. “Do you think she’d do it? We don’t really have a big budget, as you know.”

“Don’t worry, I think she’d do it for free,” she says. 
“It doesn’t have to be for free,” I say. “We can pay her, it’s fine.”

“She’s my sister,” Eliza says. “She owes me for… all kinds of stuff. I think it’s a great idea. I’ll ask her the next time I talk to her.”

“Awesome,” I say. “Thanks, Eliza. I knew you were the right one to make the ask.”

“Yeah, I can exert a little pressure and she can’t say no.” she says. “Anything else you want me to pass along to her?”

Well, Matty, is there?

“No, I think that’s pretty much it,” I say. “Oh, I uh, hope she’s well.”

“Okay, then,” Eliza says. “Can you pass me back to Natalie?”

“Sure,” I say. “Bye.”

I give Natalie back her phone. They talk for a few more minutes, but I only get one half of the conversation. I turn my attention to Soli. She folds her leg onto the couch and I rub it, kissing her shoulder. She’s still scrolling through the list of vendors, then she sets down her tablet.  

“Popcorn?” she says.

“Sure,” I say.

“Who else wants popcorn?” she asks, in a voice quiet enough that Natalie isn’t disturbed. Roxy and Jordan both raise their hands. Soli jumps up and goes around to open the second drawer next to the microwave.

Pretty soon, Natalie wraps up her phone call.

“Okay,” she says. “That’s all for tonight. How about we all have a break?”

“Soli’s already working on popcorn,” I say. 

“Have you got any pickles?” Jordan asks.

“I don’t think so,” says Natalie. “Roxy, did you buy pickles?”

“Nope,” Roxy says. “Not the biggest fan.”

“Me neither,” Jordan says. “Just a weird craving.”

“What are we gonna watch?” I say.

“I dunno,” says Roxy. “Let’s check Netflix.”

She picks up the remote and switches on Netflix, scrolling through the movie section. 

“How about Save the Last Dance?” Roxy says.

This gets a big response from the girls, somewhat less enthusiasm from me. But when you’re one male among a whole tribe of females, you can’t expect to have your choice of movies. The microwave dings and a few moments later, Soli comes and takes her seat with a big glass bowl of popcorn in her hands.

“How about chocolate?” Jordan asks.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “There’s a bar of dark chocolate in the fridge, I think.”

Jordan gets up and hurries over to the fridge.

“Who else needs something?” she asks.

“I’m good,” I say.

“Yeah, me too,” says Roxy.

Jordan gets her chocolate then takes her seat.

“Okay, everyone ready?” I ask. “We’re now entering movie theater mode. No talking, no phones. Just full immersion in the moviegoing experience.”

“Okay, Dad,” says Soli.  

I get up and switch off the lights. 

The movie proves to be not too bad. Julia Styles loses her mom in a car accident and then has to go to a new school on the South Side of Chicago where she’s the only white girl in school.

So, there she is, being the only white girl in the cafeteria, when Jordan returns from the bathroom.

“Hey, guys?” she says. “I think I’m sick.”

Everyone turns to look at her. Roxy hits pause on the movie.

“What’s wrong?” Soli asks.

“I just barfed. Can we cut the movie night short?”

“Yeah, of course,” Natalie says. “Sorry you’re not feeling good.”

“Do you have any other symptoms?” Roxy asks.

“No,” Jordan says. “I was feeling fine. Then, suddenly I felt queasy.”

“Let me get you a glass of water,” I say.

I jump up and switch on the light. I’m filling up the glass in the sink when Soli asks the question–

“Babe, how long has it been since your last period?”
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“I just got it last…wait. Hold on,” she says, her face suddenly going slack. “It wasn’t this month.”

Admirably, I don’t drop the glass in my hand or shatter it by gripping too hard. Instead, I’m immobilized as I watch Jordan scramble for the couch, frantic to get at her phone.

“I have it here,” she mutters. “I wrote it down. It wasn’t that long ago.”

“Okay,” Roxy says. “Don’t panic. We’ll figure it out.”

Jordan scrolls until she finds what she’s looking for.

“Five weeks?” she says, as if this violates all known laws of nature. “That’s impossible.”

Soli comes around and puts a hand on Jordan’s shoulder.

“We can figure this out,” she says. “I think the first thing we should do is go get a test at the pharmacy. Right?”

“Shouldn’t we wait, like a few more days?” Jordan says, clearly grasping at straws.

“It’ll be better to know,” Soli says, resting her head on Jordan’s shoulder. “You don’t want to be turning this over in your mind. Let’s get some answers.”

“We can take my car,” Natalie offers.

“Are we all going?” I ask.

“I’m not staying here and waiting to find out,” Roxy says. “And I want some Skittles.”

“Okay, we’ll all go,” Soli says. “Just a quick trip to Walgreens.”

So, we load up Natalie’s car and drive the three blocks to Walgreens. Jordan’s looking stricken, almost sleepwalking through the aisles. I take her hand and give it a squeeze.

I want to tell her that it’s going to be alright, to reassure her, but I’m not sure the best way to put it. I don't want my feelings to influence hers, and she’s looking pretty shell-shocked already.

I’ve never had to look for a pregnancy kit, and I don’t know the layout of this Walgreens, but after a few minutes of searching Roxy waves a hand in the air to let us know she’s found it.

We pass the greeting card aisle and walk down the one with different kinds of feminine products. There it is. The little paperboard box that’s going to determine our fate. Jordan just stares at it, unable to reach out and take it. I grab one test, and another box slides down to take its place. So, I take this one, too.

“Just in case,” I say.

We take the tests to the counter, Roxy gets her Skittles, and I also grab a Snickers and Three Musketeers. Never hurts to have some chocolate, whatever the news. I pay for it all and then we load back into the car. Jordan’s sitting in the center back seat with Roxy on one side and me on her other. 

“Guys, I’m kinda freakin’ out,” she says after a long silence.

“It’ll be okay,” I tell her. “Whatever happens, we’ll figure it out.”

She looks at me, and even as she’s gripped with terror, I can tell that the words, hollow as they may be, are getting through to her somehow.

Inside the apartment, Jordan heads straight to her usual spot on the couch. I can see that she’s just turning things over in her mind. She just needs a moment to center. I take the glass of water that I filled for her before from the kitchen island. But it’s gotten warm, so I pour it out and fill it again with cool filtered water from the fridge. I bring it over and kneel down to hand it to her. Soli is already sitting beside her, her head resting in Jordan’s lap.

“Thanks, Matty,” she says.

She takes the glass and has a little sip.

“I don’t wanna rush you,” I say. “But you should drink as much of that as you can.”

Jordan nods, staring into space, then takes another big gulp. A few moments later, she gulps down more. When she’s done, I refill the glass again and she drinks this one quickly, too.

“Okay,” she says.

Soli sits up and Jordan beelines for the bathroom. The tests are still in the Walgreens bag, which is on the coffee table. I grab the bag and bring it over to the bathroom.

“Hey, Jordan!” I call through the door. “You’ll need the tests.”

She opens the door and snatches the bag from my hands.

“Thanks,” she says, clearly flustered.

She closes the door again. I go sit on the couch and all of us wait. Everyone’s actually breathing normally, but it feels like the room is holding its breath. Nobody says anything, and we’re not really even looking at each other. Everyone’s lost in their own thoughts, and nobody wants to be the one to disturb the stillness. The toilet flushes.

A few minutes later, Jordan emerges from the bathroom. I get up and come around to look at her. I try to read the news on her face, but she’s weirdly expressionless and I can’t get a good read on her.

“What’s it say?” I ask.

“I dunno,” she says. “I haven’t looked at it.”

She holds out the stick in front of her. I get close and take it from her. I look at the little window.

You’ve probably already figured it out. I wouldn’t be building up this much if it was a false alarm. Still, even though I’m sure she must be expecting it at this point, there’s no easy way to say it.

“Jordan,” I tell her. “You’re gonna have my baby.”

I almost expect her to collapse at the news. Instead, her eyes widen and her mouth goes slack. Then the shock gives way to this intense feeling of relief, or at least that’s what it looks like to me. I pull her into a hug and hold her.

“Really?” she whispers into my chest. “I’m pregnant? Right now?”

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s already happening.”

“Can I see?” she asks.

We break our embrace and I give her the test. She admires it like a rare jewel, turning it in her hand to look at the little plus sign in the window.

“Why now?” she says.

“It must have been that day, that… I thought you were on birth control.”

“I was,” she says. “I was sure I was careful. I mean, I’ve forgotten before…”

“It’s okay,” Soli says. “It’s not important how it happened. What matters now is what we’re going to do about it.”

Jordan takes a breath. What she says next is calm and collected.

“I want to keep the baby,” Jordan says. “Matty?”

I don’t hesitate. I’m scared at the prospect of being a dad, scared like I can’t tell ya. But I know that if it’s what she wants, it’s what I want too.”

“If that’s what you want, that’s what we’ll do.”

No one says anything for a moment, then finally, Natalie says—

“Congratulations!”

All the girls crowd around Jordan, hugging her and being hugged by her. She’s starting to get teary-eyed for the first time. 

“You’re going to make a wonderful mommy,” Roxy says.

“We’ll be like co-mommies,” Soli says. “We can all help. We’ll be your village.”

Jordan sighs, a deep satisfied sigh.

“Thanks, you guys,” she says. 

“This is a good thing,” I say, because I don’t know how else to respond. “This is good. It’ll be fine. We’re solid.”

“Look at him,” Roxy says. “He’s scared shitless.”

Then they all come to sit on the couch, the other girls hovering around Jordan now that she’s the center of attention.

“I’m fine,” I say. “I’m good. Totally fine. We talked about this before.”

“Right, well, in the most general possible way,” Jordan says.

“Exactly,” I say. “But now it’s real.”

“Can I bring something up?” Natalie says. “I know it’s not really a convenient time to think about it, but… Jordan you don’t have health insurance, do you?”

She shakes her head.

“Not since my gig on This is Us.”

I knead the back of my neck with my fingers, trying to figure things out.

“Don’t worry about that,” I say. “I’ll pay for the baby. I’ll pay for everything.”

“Okay,” says Soli. “But how?”

“I know it’s a dick move, but I have to back out,” I say. “I’ve got to take back the money I put into the movie. The baby has to come first.”

“Hold on,” Jordan says. “Collision Course is our baby, too. I don’t want it to collapse just because of me.”

“Jordan, I know you love this project,” I say. “But giving birth costs, like, tens of thousands of dollars in this city if you don’t have insurance. We can’t afford it any other way.”

“I can have the baby in Tucson,” Jordan says. “It’ll be cheaper there.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Some. But it’ll still wipe out all your savings, and that’s before the baby has even gotten here. Let me cover this for you. It’s my responsibility.”

“Matty,” Natalie says, and I can see from her face she’s going to tell me bad news. “You know that I want to give you the money back.”

“No, no,” I say. “Don’t tell me you can’t do it. Natalie, please.”

“You didn’t give the money to me,” she says. “You transferred it to the Collision Course LLC. It’s investment capital now. I can’t just write you a check for what you paid in.”

“I don’t need all of it,” I say. “Just what Jordan needs for her delivery.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Natalie says. “Try to understand. Your money is in a pool with the funds of other investors. I can’t give you back any portion of your investment while we’re still in pre-production. I have fiduciary responsibilities, okay? If I cut you a check for an expense that has nothing to do with this movie, I’ll get sued. We both will.”

I just keep kneading my neck, hoping that the burning sensation radiating from my spine will go away.

“So, what do we do?” Soli asks. “How do we legally get the money?”

“The only way is to go through with producing the movie,” Natalie says. “We have to shoot it, edit it, find a distributor, promote it and pray that it makes money. Then, I can pay Matty his share of the profits.”

“How long will that take?” Jordan asks.

“Well, we were budgeted to do it in sixteen months with an optional two more months if we run into problems,” Natalie says. “But we’ve got to move that timeline up now, obviously.”

“So, we’ve got, like, less than nine months to do everything?” I say.

“Yeah,” Natalie says. “Pretty much.”

“And even if we pull it off, if the movie loses money, we’re screwed?”

“Yeah,” she says. “Pretty much.”  
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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 Brow 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.


2.

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,” Brian 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 Nurse Roberts 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.

“Can you climb up onto the table and lie back, please?” she says to Jordan.

Jordan 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,” 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?”

“I’m just going to begin applying the gel directly to her belly.”

Erica 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’.”
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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.”


6.

“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. 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 explains 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 part, 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.”
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“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.”


13.

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?


15.

“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. 


19.

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. 
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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.”
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“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 Fuego.” 

“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.



24. 

“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!”



25. 

“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. 
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Slayers Gonna Slay: A Funny Adult Fantasy Action Adventure

Being a vampire slayer is messy work– especially when the monster might be the daughter of the woman I’m falling for.

My name’s Hunter Deacon. I’m a slayer, which is nothing like Buffy made it out to be. The pay is lousy, working hours are from dusk ‘til dawn, and “work-life balance” mostly means not bleeding out before sunrise. Conventional relationships don’t survive that kind of lifestyle. But I’ve got an unconventional romance in the making.

Michie, my sharp-tongued, fearless partner has got a talent for turning danger into foreplay. I keep my hands to myself because I promised her father I would. But she’s made it clear that there’s no boundary she won’t cross if the result is the two of us together.

Trying to keep things professional with Michie has been complicated enough. Then, I met Cassandra. She’s sharp, generous and we’ve got instant chemistry. But her daughter, Madison, has just given up her spot at Stanford to stay in her bedroom all day with the shades drawn and stalk around at night.

Apparently, I have a talent for meeting complicated women at the worst possible time, because there’s also Farah, a sheriff’s deputy who’s smart, relentless, and always a little too interested in what I’m doing after dark.

As bodies start rising from the dead, my suspicions are growing. But if there’s even a chance that I’m wrong about Madison, I risk killing a young woman and blowing up the one chance at a real future I’ve had in years. But if her daughter is the vampire, and I’m the slayer, what choice do I have?

Hunting the undead may be the easy part. It’s women, promises, and way too many entanglements that keep me up at night.
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