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      I woke up in the guest bedroom, only a couple of inches from the edge of the bed. I could feel the reason behind me, warm and soft. She was nude, too, and still asleep. She must have crowded me all the way across the king-size bed during the night. I wasn’t about to complain, but sleeping with her would definitely take getting used to. My hard-on wanted to get things started, of course.

      Time to give her the old alarm cock.

      Seriously? I checked the real alarm clock and huffed. New rule: no puns before six o’clock. Then I yawned and added, The sun isn’t even up.

      So? I am.

      Yeah, but Allie isn’t.

      I know. Let’s give her a wake-up she’ll never forget!

      No. She isn’t a morning person, remember?

      So? he repeated churlishly.

      No. And that’s final. I lifted Allie’s arm and slid out from under it. She sighed in a soft protest but didn’t wake as I stood and replaced the covers. Let her sleep.

      My erection twitched sullenly. I was still amazed that he could put so much emotion into silence. Then again, he’d had lots of practice over the years.

      I’ll take care of you later, I promised.

      He threatened to make my life difficult if I didn’t, and I believed him. He could be a real pest when he didn’t get his way. It was Christy’s fault. She gave in to his whims.

      That’s because she loves me.

      Mmm, I agreed. But she doesn’t know you like I do. Now, c’mon, let’s go for a swim.

      I was afraid you were gonna say that. You know what cold water does to me.

      It isn’t that cold.

      But… I’ll go away. He went from sulky to resentful. That’s what you want, isn’t it?

      I laughed.

      What’s so funny? One day I won’t come back, you know.

      Maybe. But today isn’t that day.
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      Christy called while I was still in the pool. I couldn’t reach my cell phone before the call went to voicemail, but I swam faster anyway. The water felt good, especially now that my muscles were warm from exercise.

      My hard-on had finally gone away too, although I still felt the pressure, along with a kind of tingle in the back of my brain. At the moment it was only a minor distraction, but it would become a major one if I tried to ignore it. I told myself that I was used to a release in the morning, that my dick wasn’t leading me around.

      “Yeah, that’s it,” I muttered.

      Unfortunately, I wasn’t sure I believed it. My father was in his sixties and still as horny as ever. He didn’t have as many opportunities now that he was retired, but he probably had a girlfriend or two in town.

      Ahem. Sound familiar?

      Oh, shut up, I snapped. No one asked you.

      At least my mother didn’t mind, as long as he was discreet and she could do the same. She was far more selective and long-term about it, but they made it work.

      You’re turning into them, the little head said wryly.

      I grumbled aloud, “Tell me something I don’t know. Speaking of which…”

      I opened my cell phone. Sure enough, Christy had been the missed call. I knew my wife, and patience wasn’t exactly her strong suit.

      I dried my hair while I waited for the voicemail icon to show up. She had a tendency to chatter, especially when she was excited. I gave up after a minute and called anyway, and she answered almost immediately.

      “Good morning,” she chirped. “I just left voicemail.”

      “I know. Sorry. I was in the pool.”

      “I know you said you’d call me later, but I can’t wait that long.” She wanted to hear about my night, but I decided to tease her instead. I kept silent. She didn’t have patience for that either. “Well?” she prompted.

      “Well what?”

      “Ugh! What happened? With Allie? Did you do it? Are you happy? Is she?”

      “Yes, yes, and I hope so… in that order.”

      “Oh my gosh, I knew it!” Of course she did. She’d talked to us the night before. “Did she take care of you this morning? Is that why you’re up so early?”

      “I wish. I woke up early ’cause I slept in the guest bedroom.”

      “Dear…,” Christy said with a saccharine edge, “that wasn’t the question you were supposed to answer.”

      “I know. Sorry, I couldn’t resist. No, we didn’t do anything this morning. In fact, she’s still asleep.”

      “Oh, that’s right, she isn’t a morning person. You poor thing. Did Rosy have to do it instead?”

      “No,” I grumbled. “Although I might when I shower.”

      “What! And waste all that yummy semen? Speaking of which, I need a healthy dose on Saturday. Maybe two. Oh my gosh, maybe even three. Do you think you can do that, or should I make plans for a backup? I suppose Mark will help me out. Or Tom. Oh, oh, I know! You, Mark, Tom, and you again. Four!”

      “Is there a reason you’re extra horny this morning?” I teased. “Didn’t Wren take care of you?”

      “Of course, Mr. Nosy Parker, but that’s not the reason. I got excited thinking about you and Allie. You know how I am. And you’re going to make me say it, aren’t you? Fine. What did you do?”

      “You want a blow-by-blow account?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! And details, please, especially if they’re kinky. Hurry! Wren’s in the shower. I think I can finish if we hurry.”

      “Okay, here goes—”

      “Hold on a sec, lemme get comfortable. Mmm, that’s better. Okay, go ahead.” She already sounded distracted, and I could easily imagine why.

      “So, Allie and the girls came over yesterday,” I began, even though Christy knew that part already. “We went to dinner and then stopped for ice cream on the way home. I promised her some special cream for later.”

      “Mmm, my favorite,” Christy purred.

      “Hers too.”

      “We’ll have to share sometime.”

      “No kidding. Anyway, we fooled around while the girls were watching the movie, although we couldn’t really do anything till they went to bed. That took forever, but I finally got them settled. Allie practically attacked me when I joined her. She started to suck me off, but I made her stop. I wanted to fuck her first.”

      “Ooh, did you tie her up? Spank her?”

      “No, that’s your kink.”

      “I wish you could do it now. Sorry, keep going.”

      “Right, so… we started in missionary.”

      “Wait, hold on. Did she wax?”

      “What?”

      “Did she wax? Or shave? I… um… might’ve dropped a hint or two.”

      “Full Brazilian,” I replied. Christy was visual, and she was probably imagining things as I described them. “Bikini tan lines, too. D’you wanna know about her body?”

      “Yes, but no,” Christy sighed. “We don’t have time.”

      “Sorry. Maybe I’ll shoot a video next time.”

      “Oh my gosh, yes, please!”

      “I’ll ask her,” I chuckled. “I don’t think she’ll mind.”

      “She’s done it before.”

      “I know. Anyway, back to last night. We started in missionary, and she came pretty quickly. Then she wanted to ride me. I sorta felt like a Sybian, but I started playing with her nipples, and that got her attention.”

      Christy’s breathing grew heavier, and I suspected she was pinching her own nipple as she played with herself.

      “She came again, even harder,” I continued, “and I thought she was done. I figured she’d finish me with a blowjob, but she wanted to keep going. She likes it hard, too, so I rolled her over and pounded away. Still, she wanted it harder. I swear, Little Bit, I thought I was gonna hurt her.”

      Christy whimpered. She enjoyed pain.

      “But she came again, a third time, the hardest of all. She was surprised about the condom, but she made the most of it.” I chuckled at the memory. “She drained it and rubbed the extra on her face.”

      Christy caught her breath, squeaked once, and fell silent. Her ragged breathing came through loud and clear, and I grinned to myself. I knew her hot buttons, and I’d hit most of them.

      “Oh my gosh,” she panted, “I can’t wait to see it in person.”

      “Well, you might have to,” I said.

      “Seriously? She still isn’t sure?”

      “We haven’t even talked about it.”

      “Chop-chop, Mr. Swinger. You don’t have much time.”

      “To do what?” I snorted. “Convince her to join the group? Come to camp?”

      “That’s where the action is,” Christy said. She sounded like Wren—her attitude, at least. “I… um… might’ve hinted about that, too,” she admitted.

      Like mother, like daughter. “You aren’t the only one,” I muttered aloud. “Emily mentioned it to Maddy.”

      “Oh, no. I’m so sorry,” Christy said. “I know you hate it when we gang up on you.”

      “Eh, I’ll survive.”

      “So… tell me about the rest of the night,” she said. “Did you only do it once?”

      “No. We talked for a while. She told me about her and the twins.” I was deliberately vague, since Allie had asked me to keep some of her stories to myself. She’d tell Christy eventually, but she wanted to do it on her own terms.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy gushed, “she was like you. Back in college, I mean.”

      “Close enough,” I said.

      “You know what I mean. Threesomes and gangbangs and porn, oh my! What’s so funny?”

      “I said the same thing myself. Well, I thought it.”

      “Mmm. I know you so well.”

      “You do,” I agreed. “Anyway, we spent the night together in the guest bedroom. Mr. Big was in the mood when I woke up, but—”

      “Oh, crap! Wren’s done. Pretend we were talking about… I dunno… Hawaii!”

      I actually moved the phone away from my ear and frowned at it. Christy wasn’t the worst liar in the world, but Wren wasn’t an idiot, either.

      “I think we should buy one,” Christy was saying when I returned the phone to my ear. “You know, like the one your parents were telling us about.”

      “Hold on, what’re you talking about?”

      “A house, dear… in Hawaii.”

      Wren ignored the smokescreen and went straight for the fire at its center.

      “Well, did he do it?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Christy lied.

      “He did!” Wren crowed. “He was telling you about it.”

      “He was not!”

      “Then why’re your cheeks pink? And I bet—”

      Christy bleated as Wren stripped away the covers.

      “Aha! I knew it! You’ve been having phone sex!”

      “Have not!”

      “Have too. Here, let me talk to him. C’mon, hand it over.” The phone changed hands, and Wren said, “Hey. So, you finally did it, huh? You got into her panties? Thong or lace? Oh, God, don’t tell me… not granny panties?”

      “Did you and Trip swap libidos?” I teased. “Like, maybe, five or six years ago?”

      “You should be glad. I keep your wife happy… while you sleep with other women.”

      “Touché.”

      “So, how was she? Did she live up to the hype?”

      “I don’t know if I’d put it like that,” I hedged. “Hype, I mean.”

      “Well, she sure talks a good game. But is she bush-league or big-league?”

      “You’ve been married to Trip too long.”

      “And you still wear rose-colored glasses,” she shot back. “You sugarcoat problems, especially about women you like.”

      “It’s called being polite,” I replied. “Besides, I look for the good in people.”

      “Yeah, that’s true,” she said, charitable now that she’d made her point. “So… is she any good?”

      “I think so.”

      “Good,” Wren said, and meant it. “Then I’m happy for you. Her too. Ken was a total loser. ’Bout time she slept with someone who actually cares. Do you think she wants to try out for the show? Oh, God, I hear it now! Maybe I have been married too long.” She pretended to think about it. “Nah. I’ll never find another guy who’d let me run away for a week with my girlfriend.”

      “Mmm.”

      “So, back to my question. Do you think Allie wants to try swinging? Christy seems to think your magic dick’ll do the trick, but that isn’t how it works. I’ve told her before—”

      “Same here.”

      “—but she never listens. She’s totally delusional.”

      “I am not!” Christy protested.

      “You are too, my love. Sorry.”

      “Can I have my phone back?”

      “In a minute,” Wren said, “when I’m done.”

      “Ugh, fine.”

      “Why don’t you go hop in the shower? You’re done talking to him anyway.”

      “I am not! Besides, he’s my husband. You had your chance, remember? And you blew it.”

      “I didn’t blow it,” Wren chuckled. “He’s much better with you anyway.”

      “You can say that again,” I agreed wholeheartedly. I loved Wren, but I couldn’t imagine being married to her.

      “You don’t have to sound so happy about it!” she laughed. Then she said to Christy, “Stop looking at me like that. Okay, I’d better let you go,” she said to me this time, “or I’ll have a very unhappy girlfriend.”

      Christy muttered something in the background, and Wren laughed again.

      “I know, my love. And I’m sorry. Well, congratulations,” she said to me. “I knew you could do it. Yeah, yeah, I know, real people with real feelings. Allie’s one of the good ones, so take care of her.”

      “I know, and I will.” Wren could still get to me, especially when she showed her sensitive side. “Now, d’you mind if I finish talking to my wife?”

      “Sure,” Wren said fondly. “I’m done with you anyway.”

      I rolled my eyes with a smile. I always knew where I stood with her.

      “But make it quick,” she added. “We need to leave soon, and you know how she is. I swear, she’ll be late to her own funeral.”
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      I returned to the guest bedroom to find Allie already stirring.

      “Where’d you go?” she wondered sleepily.

      “For a swim.”

      “Ah, right.” She smiled. “You’re one of those disgusting morning people.”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      After a moment she yawned, rolled to her back, and threw an arm over her face to block the early morning light. The sheet slid down and revealed her breasts, which flattened under their own weight. They weren’t as perky as Christy’s, but they were here, and I could touch them.

      The little head nudged the towel around my waist, but we didn’t have time. Allie lifted her arm and grinned up at me, almost as if she knew what the little head was thinking. She rolled her eyes, Men, but then raised her head to check the clock.

      “Six thirty? Already?”

      “Yeah, sorry. I let you sleep as long as I could.”

      “When do we need to leave?”

      “Seven if we want to beat the rush at registration, seven thirty if we don’t mind waiting.”

      “Let’s wait.”

      “I thought you might say that. If we leave early we can stop and pick up coffee on the way.”

      “Why’n’t you say so?” She sat up, and the sheet fell away completely. Her breasts swayed into their normal shape, round and full. She didn’t bother to cover them, and I didn’t bother to look away. She yawned again and blinked to clear her eyes.

      “Well, what do you think?” she said. “It isn’t too late…”

      “For what?”

      “To back out. I mean, now that you’ve seen me at my finest.”

      “What? Bedhead and no makeup? I’m not that superficial.” I laughed amiably. “If you need proof, you can join me in the shower. I have to check on the girls first, though.”

      “Want me to do it?” Her eyes alighted on the mesh top she’d been wearing the night before.

      “Nah, I got it,” I said. “Emily’s up already. She was eating breakfast when I came in through the kitchen. I heard movement upstairs, but I need to make sure it’s everyone.”

      “Maddy’s like me. Carly should be awake, though.”

      “I’ll make sure.” I glanced at my watch, a hint that she needed to get moving as well. “What time do we need to meet the guy at your house?”

      She inhaled a deep breath and stared into space. Saturday seemed like a lifetime ago, even though it was only two days.

      “Ten? Ten thirty?” she said after a moment. “He said he needed to pick up a part first.”

      “Better make it ten, just in case. In the meantime, head down the hall to the master bath. I’ll join you shortly.”

      “Tempting, but I’m not very sexy in the morning.” She smiled an apology. “I need time to wake up.”

      “No problem. I thought I’d make the offer. Lemme go check on the girls. You know where to find me if you change your mind.”
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      She didn’t change her mind, and I showered alone. I was tempted to jerk off, just to relieve the pressure, but I decided not to. I wasn’t opposed to a quick orgasm or even a solo one, but quick and solo just seemed depressing.

      Allie was still making noises in the guest bathroom when I finished getting dressed, so I headed to the kitchen to check on the girls’ progress.

      Emily was back, dressed and ready, which wasn’t a surprise. She was also making lunches for everyone, which was. Laurie normally had that job, and Emily could be a real stickler about chores and responsibilities. Then again, she was my problem-solving princess. Problem, Laurie was out of town. Solution, Emily stepped up.

      “Good morning, Froggy. That’s very nice of you.” I kissed the top of her blonde head, filched a piece of turkey, and stuck my own head into the stairwell. “Ladies, get a move on! Breakfast in five minutes! Chop-chop!”

      “Coming!”

      Light feet ran down the stairs, followed by claws and the jingle of dog tags. I stepped aside. Two dark-haired girls raced past me, followed by two black Labs.

      “Hey, Dad,” Susie said.

      Carly actually turned and flashed a smile. “Mornin’, Mr. H.”

      Spike and Buck ignored me and followed the girls to their food bowls. I glanced at Emily and spotted the third dog, a yellow Lab. Molly sat obediently and didn’t join the others. I realized why a moment later.

      Emily folded a slice of turkey when she thought I wasn’t looking. She surreptitiously fed it to Molly, who bolted it down in two snaps.

      “Em…,” I warned, “you know the rules.”

      “What? I didn’t do anything!”

      I replied with paternal disapproval.

      “What?” she balked. “It isn’t fair. Why can’t they eat our food?”

      “Because I don’t want them begging at the table when we eat.”

      “Molly doesn’t beg.”

      “Spike and Buck do.”

      “They do not!” Susie squawked from the dogs’ alcove. “Well, Buck doesn’t.”

      “Spike does,” I said.

      “That’s because he’s Laurie’s dog. And Mom’s. He gets away with everything.” She had a point, so I changed the subject.

      “Where’s Maddy?”

      “I dunno.”

      Carly merely shrugged.

      “Upstairs,” Emily said. “She’s slow, especially in the morning.” She wasn’t upset about it, either. Laurie and Susie drove her crazy, but Madison and Carly were guests. Still, she switched to Little Commander mode. “Hey, Suse, Carly… where are your bags?”

      “Upstairs. Why?”

      “Run and fetch them.”

      “You aren’t Dad,” Susie shot back.

      I cut in, “She’s right, though. Go get them. And tell Maddy to get a move on. Cereal and toast okay for breakfast?”

      “Can we have waffles instead? With chocolate chips? And powdered sugar? In smiley faces? Oh, oh! And strawberries? Sliced like fans?”

      “It was a rhetorical question,” I said dryly.

      “That means he didn’t expect an answer,” Carly told her.

      Susie’s frown turned to a glower. No fair. She looked so much like her mother that I had to bite my tongue not to smile.

      “We don’t have time,” I explained. “We’ll have them tomorrow… if you get up on time. Fair enough?”

      “I suppose,” Susie muttered. Then she said to Carly in a completely different tone, “C’mon, let’s pick out a CD to listen to. My mom got me the one from Kelly Clarkson. Oh my gosh, it’s amazing!” She was my sunshine princess, all right.

      “Thanks for backing me up,” Emily said once the younger girls rocketed up the stairs and out of earshot.

      My eyebrows rose in amusement. “Excuse me?”

      “Thanks for backing me up.”

      “You’re welcome, but… you aren’t the parent.”

      “I know.”

      “So you shouldn’t boss them around.”

      “I know.” Translation: I’m going to agree with you until you do what I want.

      I gave her a look, I know what you’re doing.

      “I know.”

      “Stop it,” I said aloud.

      “Fine. But one day I’m gonna be a parent. I need to practice.”

      “You have some time,” I assured her. “But you’d better be ready.”

      “Why?”

      “’Cause you might have a daughter as stubborn as you are.”

      “So? She’ll do what I say.”

      “Good luck with that,” I chuckled. “Your mother thought the same thing… until we had you.”

      Emily cocked her head and experienced a moment of insight. They were becoming more frequent as she paid attention to other people.

      “Hold on… is that why Nana calls me ‘Birdy’s blessing’?”

      “Yes,” I replied frankly.

      She was old enough to read between the lines. “Wait… I’m not a blessing?”

      “You are, but you’re also a challenge. That’s what Nana means. It’s irony.”

      “How?”

      “Irony? It’s when you say one thing but mean the opposite.”

      Emily frowned with filial disapproval, and I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. Sometimes she was a small version of yours truly, right down to her annoyance at being teased.

      “Funny, ha ha,” she deadpanned. “That wasn’t what I meant. How’m I a challenge?”

      “Ah. Because you’re strong-willed and independent, just like your mom was with Nana.”

      “But… I thought those were good things.”

      “They are.”

      “Then why aren’t they good when I do them?”

      “That’s a good question. Someday you’ll understand.” It was the same non-answer that my own mother had used when I was Emily’s age.

      “Ugh. You always say that.”

      “I know, right?”

      “You’re worse than Mom.”

      “Oh, much worse,” I chortled. “Now, scoot over so I can make breakfast for the others.”

      She glared, but her daggers bounced off my dad armor. I started taking bowls from the cupboard and decided to extend an olive branch.

      “Do you want cereal too? Second breakfast?”

      “I’m not a hobbit,” she grumped.

      “I know, sweetheart. I’m sorry.” She wasn’t ready to make peace, so I leaned down and stage-whispered, “I love you, you know.”

      “I know. And I love you, too. Only… sometimes I don’t like you very much.”

      “That’s okay,” I said mildly. “Hand me a knife, please. I’ll cut you an apple. Do you want peanut butter?”
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      We finally left a little after seven thirty, although we had to turn around almost immediately. Susie had forgotten her ballet slippers.

      Emily fumed from the middle row until she finally lost it, “Ugh! I told you!”

      “Did not!”

      “Did so!”

      They kept bickering until I yelled over them, “Girls!”

      They fell silent, and I skewered Susie in the rearview mirror.

      “She did tell you—”

      “Only to get our bags!”

      Emily threatened to explode, and I couldn’t blame her.

      “She didn’t say anything about our shoes,” Susie sulked.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I loved Susie, but she had an eight-year-old’s attention to detail. She could draw the Powerpuff girls from memory and quote every episode of That’s So Raven, but “get your dance bag” didn’t include things inside the bag as well.

      “God, they’re such babies,” Madison said under her breath, loud enough for the younger girls to hear.

      “Don’t start,” Allie warned her. She turned in the passenger seat. “All right, everyone, let’s go through our stuff and make sure…”

      We were late for registration but not the last to arrive. Mark and McKenna had that honor.

      “Traffic was worse than usual,” he said by way of explanation.

      “You should move up here,” I told him.

      “Leah likes living close to work.”

      We’d had the same conversation before, to the point that it was almost a running joke. McKenna did almost everything near us—school, dance, and even karate—but they still lived downtown. Leah was a city girl, far more than either of her sisters, although she could afford to be.

      I didn’t know what CNN paid her, but she and Mark had bought a new condo after her last contract negotiation. These days they lived in a 3,500-square-foot penthouse with an impressive view of Centennial Park, where she’d made a name for herself in the aftermath of the Olympic bombing.

      “Besides,” Mark added, “I normally enjoy the drive.”

      I snorted. No one enjoyed Atlanta traffic.

      “I get to spend time with Mac.” He grinned down at her, and she replied with a bashful smile, a rarity for her.

      McKenna was a smaller version of her mother, the same dark eyes, black hair, and café au lait skin, but the similarities ended there. Leah was outgoing and personable; McKenna was an introvert. She wasn’t shy, especially once she got to know someone, but she didn’t make friends easily, which was part of the reason Mark was willing to make the daily commute for school and activities.

      “Best part of my day,” he added, and McKenna’s smile brightened.

      A dancer stuck her head out of the studio, and I recognized her as one of the instructors. She was slim and attractive, with high cheekbones and a model’s sculpted eyebrows. She looked twenty-five but was probably closer to seventeen, and I knew better than to think of her as a woman. Even the little head had learned that lesson.

      “Oh, there you are,” the girl said.

      “Sasha!”

      “Sorry we’re late,” Emily added. “You-know-who forgot her you-know-whats… again.”

      “I did not,” Susie squawked.

      “That’s okay,” Sasha said. “You’re here now. C’mon, we’ve already started stretching.”

      “Wait!” I said before they could rush off. “Do we need to—?”

      “It’s all right,” the woman at the registration desk said, “they can go in.”

      The girls weren’t listening anyway—they were already halfway across the lobby. Susie stiffened to a halt and came back. She gave me a sheepish look and picked up her bag from where she’d left it on the floor.

      “Good plan,” I said dryly.

      Sasha waited for her at the door and then ushered her inside. I caught Allie watching me watch the dance instructor.

      “Wrong decade,” I said vaguely.

      “More like two,” Mark added in an undertone. “Were we ever that young?”

      “I wasn’t. You were.”

      “True.”

      The woman at the table was still waiting for us to finish our paperwork. The girls were all preregistered, but we still had to sign waivers and agree in writing to pick them up on time.

      “I dunno ’bout you guys,” Mark said with his usual timing, “but I haven’t had my coffee yet.”

      “Me neither,” Allie agreed.

      “Perfect. Let’s wrap up here and then hit a Starbucks.”
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      “What’s Mark’s story?” Allie asked as we left the coffee shop and drove toward her house.

      “Whaddya mean?”

      “We’re friends and all, but I don’t really know him.” She grinned. “Not like you.”

      “Biblically, you mean?”

      “That too. But I’m serious. What’s his story? He and Leah started dating in high school, right? How’d he join the group? I mean, how’d that conversation happen?”

      I drove in silence and thought about how much I wanted to share. I trusted Allie, but I was cautious out of habit, especially with people who weren’t swingers. Other lifestyles had gone mainstream in the past twenty years, but ours wasn’t one of them.

      “Never mind,” Allie said abruptly. “Forget I asked.”

      “Sorry. It’s just that I don’t want to abuse his trust. That’s a huge part of who we are—the lifestyle, I mean.”

      “Yeah, I get it. But Christy tells you things. And she tells me about you and her.”

      “Yes, but… they’re her stories to tell.”

      “Not mine.”

      “No,” I hedged, “but pillow talk is an exception. Besides, you’d tell me the stories yourself.”

      “Yeah, I guess I would. But… I mean… what about you and your girlfriends? She tells me those.”

      “They’re hers too, I suppose.”

      “How so?”

      “That’s sort of the agreement. We each get to fool around on the side, as long as the other knows about it.”

      Allie nodded. She’d been there for the phone call last night.

      “Sometimes we share details. Sometimes we watch. Other times we join in.” I watched out of the corner of my eye to judge her reaction, but she didn’t make the connection.

      “I guess that makes sense,” she mused. Then she focused on something entirely different. “So… you like to watch? Your wife and another guy?”

      “I don’t mind. If she wants me to.”

      “God, that’s so… refreshing!”

      I chuckled.

      “A guy who isn’t jealous and insecure…”

      Her ex had been both, which explained her bitterness. I hadn’t liked him very much either, but I didn’t feel the need to fan the flames of resentment.

      “It also depends on the guy,” I said instead. “Different strokes.”

      “Yeah. And I guess some are shy. Performance anxiety. But some are into it.” She was speaking from experience.

      “Like the twins.” They’d been her gateway duo, her introduction to the world of group sex. She’d dated them for a year in college.

      “Or you and Mark,” she hinted. I didn’t take the bait, so she tried the direct route again. “So… what’s his story? I mean, he’d probably tell me anyway.”

      I chuckled. It was a good argument, and one I’d just used on her. But I still didn’t want to share something I shouldn’t.

      “Sorry, I can’t,” I said. “It isn’t a rule or anything, but we try to respect each other’s privacy.”

      “Yes, but… don’t you have any wiggle room?”

      “I suppose. But it depends on the situation.”

      “Like… how?”

      “Okay, so… I bet Christy hasn’t told you much about my past—”

      “Sure she has,” Allie said automatically, although she thought about it and furrowed her brow. “Huh. Now that you mention it, she hasn’t. I mean, I know about you and Susan, that you grew up as a swinger… Oh! And your two girlfriends in college! But… yeah, I guess you’re right. It’s all general stuff, no specifics.”

      “Nope.”

      “Care to tell me? I mean, what’s it like being a teenage swinger?” She cocked an eyebrow. “You know I love a good story.”

      “Maybe sometime.”

      “When you know me better?” she laughed.

      “Well, it’s a long story. I might not finish till… I dunno… 2020!”

      “Ha! I doubt that.”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “Okay. Then tell me about Mark. Not his past,” she added quickly, “but your impression of him. I mean, why’re you friends?”

      I was on safer ground with that question, so the answer came easily.

      “Well, he’s probably the coolest guy I know.”

      Allie nodded.

      “Don’t get me wrong, Trip’s cool too, but he has an edge sometimes. He can be… arrogant.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen it,” she agreed.

      “He’s incredibly gifted, though. He basically won the genetic lottery—looks, brains, athletic ability… So I guess he has a right to be arrogant. Well, maybe not arrogant, but self-confident. That comes across as arrogance sometimes.”

      “True.”

      “He’s a lot better than he used to be,” I added, “a lot more mature. Still, he rubs some people the wrong way. Mark isn’t like that. He…” I paused and tried to put my thoughts into words. “Here’s another comparison. Trip was a jock in high school—MVP, team captain, et cetera. So he was super-popular. But he was only friends with the other popular kids, the ones in his clique.

      “Mark was different. He was one of the cool kids, but he was friends with everyone,” I said. “And I mean real friends. He wasn’t fakey about it. You know the people I’m talking about, the ones who’re polite to your face but cut you down as soon as you leave.”

      Allie had graduated in ’86, five years after me, but high school was high school. Music, clothes, and hairstyles changed; kids didn’t.

      “I wouldn’t really know,” she said. Then she laughed, although it had an edge to it. “I mean, I wasn’t friends with anyone popular. Not even when I, ahem, developed.”

      “What?” I teased. “Breasts weren’t your ticket to the in-crowd?”

      “Hardly! Besides, I hid them as much as I could. At least till college. Then I guess I blossomed.”

      “I knew girls like that. I still see them sometimes—”

      “Oh, that’s right! You went to high school here.”

      “In Sandy Springs,” I agreed. “The women weren’t exactly plain back then, but they blended into the crowd. Now most of them stand out. They’re pretty.” In one way or another, I added silently. Beauty was in the eye of the beholder, after all.

      I knew one woman who was a knockout these days. She’d been a nobody in high school, although she’d become a somebody after she starred in a couple of soft-core movies on Cinemax. She’d been a genuine B-list celebrity in Hollywood for a while. Then she’d moved back to Atlanta, where she became a born-again Christian, with all the narrow-minded bigotry that came with it. Now she was the kind of “friend” who smiled to my face and gossiped behind my back. She was an ugly person in almost every way.

      By contrast, I knew another woman who’d been pretty and popular in high school. She’d gained a hundred pounds since graduation and now owned a bakery near my parents’ house. She mentioned them every time I saw her, and she genuinely cared about me and my life. She wasn’t my kind of pretty, but she was attractive enough, and her inner beauty eclipsed the other woman’s shiny façade.

      I was still woolgathering when I pulled into Allie’s driveway. I shifted into park and left the engine running, along with the A/C. The temperature outside was only in the seventies, while the humidity had climbed into the nineties.

      After a moment I shifted mental gears as well. Allie’s garage door was closed, but the garage itself was empty. Her car was at my house, and Ken’s hadn’t been there for a year. Now a pile of totes and boxes took up the space he’d once occupied, which was a definite improvement.

      “Sorry,” I said to Allie. “I was in my own little world. What were we talking about?”

      “Mark.” She studied me for a moment. “You really like him, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, of course. He’s a great guy.”

      “He’s a good father, too, and a pretty good husband. From what I can tell, at least.”

      I nodded.

      “I’m still curious how he joined the group…”

      It was a Christy comment, and I was practically immune. “You’ll have to ask him.”

      “Do you think he’ll tell me?”

      “Sure, especially if you ask the right way.”

      “And how’s that?” She smirked and moistened her lips.

      The little head strained against the seams of my shorts. Oh, oh, I know, I know! Pick me!

      I decided to humor him, especially since Allie was fully awake now. Besides, the HVAC guy wasn’t due for at least twenty minutes. That was more than enough time for a blowjob. I unzipped my shorts and extracted the little head, which wasn’t so little anymore. He rose on tiptoe and strained for attention.

      Me, me… pick me!

      “That was fast!” Allie laughed.

      I pulled her hand across the console. She gripped my hard-on and began stroking. I slid my hand inside her denim shirt and squeezed her breast through the crochet mesh top. It was the same one she’d worn the night before, only with a bra for modesty.

      “Take this off,” I said.

      “What! Here? Now?”

      I nodded.

      “But… my neighbors!”

      “They’re all gone. The ones who work, at least. The others won’t even notice. Trust me.”

      “I really shouldn’t reward bad behavior…”

      “But you’re going to.”

      She rolled her eyes but released my dick. He started to complain until he saw what she was doing. She peeled off the denim shirt, and we got a good look at her chest.

      The mesh top followed the denim into the footwell. Allie looked around but then reached back to unclasp her bra. The cups fell away, and her breasts sagged into their normal shape.

      Which is pretty nice, the little head observed in one of his thoughtful moments.

      Uh-huh. And we can touch them.

      Allie leaned across the console and whispered in my ear, “Is this what you want?” Her soft breasts rested on my forearm.

      “That depends…” I gripped my hard-on and waved it at her. “Is this what you want?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You know it is.” Then she squeezed my cock and began stroking again. “You know I have a weakness for car head, don’t you?”

      “I’m not surprised.”

      “Christy didn’t tell you?”

      “No, but I can guess. It started with your boss? When you were eighteen?”

      “Uh-huh. The first time I gave him head. We were at this concert, and we went out to his car, a sweet BMW.” Allie’s breath felt warm on my ear, her fingers firm on my cock. “It was the first time I swallowed.”

      “Lucky him.”

      “Lucky you,” she laughed, soft and suggestive. “I’ve been hooked ever since. But tell me… How does this help me with Mark?”

      I thought quickly. “Well, he’s a lot like me. He responds to… ah… encouragement.”

      “You don’t need encouragement. You need a hand.”

      “Or a mouth.” I raised the steering wheel and moved my seat back.

      Allie laughed at how quickly I did it. After a moment she climbed onto the passenger seat, scanned the driveway, and leaned all the way across the center console. Her breasts rested on my thigh as she shifted into a more comfortable position.

      She flashed a grin when she caught me looking. Then she closed her eyes and kissed the base of my cock. I slouched in the seat, and she took the hint. She extracted my balls, one at a time, and kissed them in turn. Then she returned her lips to my shaft and planted open-mouthed kisses until she tasted pre-come at the tip. She smeared it over her lips.

      I froze at the sound of a car from the street. Allie tensed to sit up.

      “No, wait.”

      She did.

      A minivan drove past and kept going. We both relaxed.

      “God, that was close.”

      “Nah. She didn’t even notice us.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded and then shot a glance at my watch.

      “How long do we have?”

      “Fifteen minutes. Maybe. If we’re lucky.”

      “We won’t need that long.” She planted another kiss on my cock and closed her eyes. “God, I’m such a slut.”

      “Mmm, I know.”

      She didn’t reply. Instead, she swirled her tongue around my swollen glans. Then she raised her head, lowered it again, and began sucking for real.

      I stopped talking at that point, until I groaned and held her in place. She stiffened in surprise as a jet of semen hit the back of her throat. Then she moaned and relaxed. She swallowed the next spurts automatically, and I slowly released my grip on her neck.

      She pulled back, milked my shaft, and aimed a final gush onto her cheek. Then she used my semen-covered glans to smear it around. Saliva and pre-come had already started to dry at the edges. A distracted part of me hoped she’d have time to clean up before the repairman arrived.

      “How long?” she asked.

      “Huh?”

      “How long did it take? For you to come?”

      I turned my watch and snorted, “Six minutes.”

      “See? I told you… Mmm, and you’re still hard.”

      “And you still have nine minutes. Well, eight and a half.”

      “Huh… I know that number from somewhere.” She was exaggerating, although I wasn’t going to correct her. “Ah, right… here it is. Can I ride it?”

      “Only if you want everyone to see. I mean, a blowjob is easy to hide.”

      “Riding you isn’t,” she finished.

      “Sorry.”

      “Then you owe me.”

      “Big time.”

      “God, the bigger, the better.” She cocked her head and thought of something.

      “What?”

      “Mark. His dick.”

      “What about it?”

      “It doesn’t really stand out from the crowd. I mean, not like yours.”

      “Don’t worry,” I chuckled, “he makes up for it in volume.”

      “Mmm, I know. He’s like the Energizer Bunny… he keeps going and going.” She sighed and stared into the distance, and I realized she was remembering something she’d seen, not something Christy had told her.

      “Hold on, how—?”

      The squeal of brakes cut me off, and a repair van loomed in the rearview mirror. The driver saw me and waved. I returned it with the hand that had been resting on Allie’s back. She was still topless, but calm instead of panicked. I realized why when I glanced down. Caribbean eyes glittered with amusement.

      “Saved by the bell.”

      I grimaced. “Something like that.”

      “D’you think you can distract him while I sneak inside and get cleaned up?”

      “I should be able to.”

      “There’s a reward if you do.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm.” She grinned. “It’s a surprise.”
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      Allie and I were making small talk at the kitchen table when I abruptly stopped and cocked an ear. She heard it too, and her eyes widened.

      “Is that…?”

      “Yep.” The air conditioning had just kicked on.

      She shot to her feet and extended a hand to the vent near the ceiling, although she sagged almost immediately.

      “Still hot.”

      “Give it a moment,” I said calmly. “The system needs to purge the hot air.”

      She balled her fists and whined like a tween girl, “But I want it cold now!”

      I chuckled. Then I rose and went to the back door. Sure enough, the repairman had been about to knock.

      “C’mon in.” I stepped aside and closed it behind him.

      “The compressor’s runnin’ again,” he told me. “Simple fix once I had the part.”

      “Sorry, I’m just a friend. She’s the homeowner.”

      “Oh, I thought—” He adjusted quickly. It was the 2000s, after all. “Sure. Sorry ’bout that. Anyway, as I was sayin’,” he continued to her, “it’s runnin’ fine. It should start feelin’ cooler here in a couple’a minutes. But you might wanna think about replacin’ the whole system.”

      I started to ask why but caught myself just in time.

      “Go ahead,” Allie said to me. “That’s why I wanted you here.”

      “Right. Okay, so… why replace it? Age?”

      The man nodded. “It’s thirteen, maybe fourteen years old.”

      “Ah.” I turned to Allie. “And the house was built in… what, ’89? ’90?”

      “Yeah, ’89. So, fourteen years. How long do they usually last?”

      “Ten to fifteen.”

      The HVAC man added his sales pitch, “Now’s a good time to upgrade to one that doesn’t use R-22.”

      Allie paused to see if I agreed before she asked, “What’s that?”

      “It’s a refrigerant,” I said, “the stuff that— Sorry, you know what refrigerant is.” I sighed and wondered who was the bigger sexist, me or the repairman.

      “Like Freon?”

      “Exactly.”

      “And this R-22 stuff is a problem?”

      “For the ozone layer, yeah. It’s a CFC, a chlorofluorocarbon, part of the Montreal Pro—” I’d slipped into mentor mode again, or, as Christy charitably put it, Mr. Know-it-all. “Never mind,” I said instead, “it doesn’t matter. They’re phasing it out.”

      The repairman nodded, although he was clearly skeptical. I knew plenty of contractors like him, ones who thought the EPA was just big government, meant to make their lives difficult. As far as they were concerned, climate change was entirely natural, the environment could take care of itself, and everything else was just liberal whining. Then again, maybe they were partial to smog, benzene, and strip mines. Different strokes, right?

      I sighed and repeated one of Christy’s mantras, God, grant me the serenity…

      “How much does a new unit cost?” Allie was saying.

      I spoke up, “Depends on what you want.”

      “About four grand,” the repairman said at the same time.

      “Yeah, what he said,” I agreed, “about four grand.”

      Allie’s eyes bulged with sticker shock.

      “The current one might last a few more years—”

      The expert shook his head. “One, maybe two.” He cleared his throat to cover his embarrassment. “It… uh… ain’t been maintained.”

      Allie’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Excuse me?”

      “The condensation line was clogged and the drip pan was full. Been like that a while, so the evaporator coils’ve rusted. They’re already startin’ to leak. It’s slow for now, but it’ll get worse.”

      “That fuckhead,” she snarled. “That miserable, lying fuckhead.”

      The repairman blanched, and I explained under my breath, “Her ex.” He recovered slightly but still looked shocked. Allie wasn’t a meek suburban housewife, and she had a lot of pent-up frustration.

      “He had one job. One. Fucking. Job! To take care of the house. Aargh! Stupid. Fucking. Fuckhead!” She wasn’t as colorful as Wren, but she could still cuss with the best of them. Then she skewered the repairman with a look. “The line was clogged and the thingamajig, the drip pan! It was full?”

      He nodded warily. “I’m surprised you ain’t had water on the floor.”

      “We have,” she said through clenched teeth, “but the fuckhead blamed the girls. He said they were splashing water from the sink.” The furnace and air handler were in a closet in the garage, next to the utility sink. “There was a puddle last week,” she went on, “but I thought the sink had leaked into the closet, not the other way around. I was going to call a plumber.”

      The HVAC man shook his head, and she huffed in annoyance.

      “Well, duh! I know that… now.” She changed again, from hot to cold. “How soon can you install a new one?”

      The poor guy blinked in surprise, and I decided to throw him a lifeline.

      “He’ll have to write up an estimate first,” I told her.

      He shook his head. “You’ll have to talk to my boss, the owner.”

      Allie’s Caribbean eyes threatened storms.

      “That’s pretty standard,” I said.

      “I’ll give him the details,” the repairman promised, “and he’ll give you a call.”

      “In the meantime,” I said, “let’s check the air again. It should be getting cold.”
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      “What was that about?” I asked after the repairman had gone.

      “What was what?” Allie snapped.

      “The thing with the estimate and the owner.”

      “Why d’you care? It isn’t your problem.”

      “Whoa, sorry. I was just curious.” I held up my hands in surrender. She didn’t bite my head off, so I lowered them and wondered aloud, “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No,” she sighed after a moment, “it isn’t you. Well, not specifically. It’s your gender.”

      “Ah.”

      “And I guess I’m still mad at Ken.” She huffed in exasperation, like a truck venting its air brakes. “No, I’m definitely still mad at him. That fucking fuckhead!”

      I gave her a moment and then gestured to the kitchen. An invisible draft of cool air blew from the high vent and arced onto the table. I came up with a few curses of my own for the architect who’d put the vent there in the first place. I was glad of it now, but I wouldn’t want to eat a hot breakfast under the thing.

      “Yeah, sorry,” Allie said again as she slid into a chair. She stripped off her denim outer shirt. She’d chosen to keep it on while the repairman was there, and now I understood why. Her mesh top was a serious distraction, even with a bra underneath. Now it was a welcome relief from the heat, and she actually shivered as the air from the vent washed over her.

      “It’s just that I’ve dealt with his type before,” she continued after a moment.

      “The owner?”

      “Like, I can’t help but wonder what kind of estimate I’ll get.”

      “What do you mean? Ah, never mind, I think I know.”

      She scowled. “‘Damsel in distress’ pricing.”

      “Seriously? Do women still get that?”

      “All the time. From car mechanics, repairmen, you name it.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It isn’t your fault.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “No, I’m sure the estimate’ll be fair. Well, I hope it will. I’ll get more than one. And if you don’t mind, I’ll run them by you.”

      “Of course. I can also ask our mechanical department for a list of contractors and prices. In fact, I should be able to get a unit at cost.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Wholesale?”

      “Yep. I don’t see why not. I mean, it’s kinda my job.”

      She smiled for the first time since the repairman had delivered the news. Unfortunately, the moment didn’t last.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Just thinking about why I’m in this situation in the first place.” She shook her head in muted fury. “Ken was supposed to keep up with home maintenance and all. He said it was a man’s job,” she added bitterly. “Thinking back, I don’t know if he ever did anything useful. I mean, I’m finding out all kinds of things now that I’m doing everything.”

      “Is that why you were arguing with him the other day? Before the party?” I’d heard about it secondhand from Madison, but I could work out the details on my own.

      “Don’t get me started,” Allie griped, although it was a figure of speech more than a warning. She wanted to talk about it.

      Something else occurred to me, from a conversation we’d had after the party.

      “Ah. And that’s why you asked about a new house, one like ours.”

      “Yeah, sort of,” she said. “Ken’s still on the mortgage for this one. I’m supposed to buy him out as part of the divorce, but we can’t agree on a price.”

      “Seriously?”

      “We’ve been arguing for months. At this point I think he’s just doing it to piss me off. He wants a premium, ‘for his lost investment.’ Ha! Like he ever invested in me or the girls!” Her eyes bored holes in the table. “I’m willing to pay fair market value, but I’ll be damned if I’ll give him one cent more. In the meantime, he should pay half the cost of repairs. I mean, that’s only fair.”

      I nodded.

      “I thought so too, but not Kenny-boy. He said he’d pay for half of everything he uses.”

      “In other words, nothing.”

      “Zip, zilch, nada,” she agreed in disgust. “And now I need a new air conditioner.”

      “Can you afford it?” I had a fleeting fantasy where I was the knight in shining armor and loaned her the money, but I knew better.

      “What? Oh, of course.” Allie waved away the cost like it was nothing. “That isn’t the problem.”

      I didn’t know what her finances were like, but I didn’t think a book editor made that much.

      “No, it’s the principle.”

      “Fair enough,” I said noncommittally.

      “I’m tempted to pay for it myself and tell my lawyer to deduct half from what I eventually pay Ken for the house. Then he can deal with a fait accompli.”

      I chuckled, “That’d work.”

      “But yeah,” she finished, “I can afford it.” She fell silent, and the anger drained out of her shoulders. “Sorry to burden you with my problems.”

      “That’s what friends are for.”

      “Yeah, well… I appreciate it.”

      “Even better if they’re friends with benefits.”

      She rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide her amusement.

      “Sorry. I’m still horny. I held off as long as I could, but… you look really good in that top.”

      She glanced down.

      “You’d look better out of it…,” I suggested, and she snorted at the corny line. “Sorry, I can’t help it,” I added. “I’m used to sex in the morning. A couple of times.”

      “A couple…?” She thought of something and grinned. “So you’re a full load shy of happy?”

      “Ha! Exactly.”

      “What should we do about it?”

      “You can suck me off.”

      “Again?” she grinned. “Tempting… but what’re my other options?”

      “We can go back to my place.”

      “And do what?”

      “Fuck like teenagers, duh.”

      “Ha! Honesty… how refreshing!”
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      Allie leaned forward slightly, and her head shadowed my face. The sun hovered directly above her and formed a halo around her light brown hair. She wore it tied back in a pair of braids that began above her temples. She’d done it on the drive over, twisting and plaiting almost unconsciously as we talked.

      I realized now why she had. Her hips moved and her breasts swung as she rode me, but the braids kept her hair out of her face.

      “Tell me when…,” she said, her voice thick with her own pleasure. She’d come twice already, although neither had been a big one like the night before.

      Still, the first time had been fairly quick, even though her mind was somewhere else. I almost stopped a couple of times, but she noticed and begged me to keep going. I eventually figured it out—she was enjoying a fantasy, and my body was a stand-in for whatever was going on in her head. Part of me was annoyed, but a smaller part was pragmatic about it.

      Who cares! I’m in her pussy. Does it really matter who’s in her head? Besides, you do the same thing.

      I do not.

      So… Alyssa Milano? he taunted. Reese Witherspoon? Halle Berry?

      No one likes a smartass. Now, are you gonna focus or not?

      The peanut gallery fell silent at that point, and Allie finished quietly as well. Then she caught her breath, gazed into my eyes, and urged me to keep going. She began playing with her clit, while I concentrated on giving her what she wanted. We switched positions a couple of times, on our sides and then doggy, and she eventually came again.

      “Let me ride you.”

      I sat back on my heels, caught my breath, and snugged the condom down my shaft. Allie stood with a groan.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Just my legs. They’re still sore from yesterday.”

      “I’m happy with a blowjob if you want. Or I can jerk off.”

      “I’ll be okay.” She arched an eyebrow. “I mean, once I have someplace to sit.”

      I practically flung myself onto my back, and Allie straddled my hips. Then she reached between us, steadied my cock, and sank onto it. After a moment to enjoy it, she closed her eyes and began moving her hips. I took the hint and guided her up and down as she fucked me slowly.

      “Tell me when…,” she repeated.

      I nodded, and my breathing grew labored as the pressure built in my balls. She moved atop me and added her own sighs to the mix. I tried to hold out as long as I could, to prolong the pleasure for both of us, but my dick finally had enough.

      “Now,” I grunted.

      Allie leapt off me, grabbed the condom, and pulled it off. The friction was too much, and my cock swelled. I clenched every muscle I could, but a geyser of semen arced into the air. Thick droplets landed on my chest. A second spurt shot a line of jizz up my abdomen.

      Allie laughed, a mixture of surprise and delight. Then she caught my cock and aimed the last spurts into her mouth. Her lips closed around the head, and she swallowed. I breathed hard through my nose as my orgasm subsided, and Allie used my dick like a paintbrush to spread semen and saliva over her cheeks.

      After a moment she held my shaft out of the way and planted her lips on the smooth base. Then she kissed her way up my body until she reached the wayward semen. She glanced up and held my eyes as she licked the pearly liquid from my stomach.

      “Mmm, salty.” She kissed the final drops and used her fingers to spread them around her lips. “I’m ready for my closeup.” She stretched up to kiss me but then laughed. “I won’t do that to you.”

      “I don’t mind—”

      “I know. I was just kidding.”

      “—but you’re right, it isn’t my favorite thing in the world.”

      “That’s okay.” She thought of something.

      “What?”

      “A blast from the past. Something Reese and Rob liked.”

      I still wasn’t thinking very clearly, but I eventually made the connection—she was talking about the twins.

      “Remind me and I’ll tell you sometime.” She smirked and added, “Or show you.”

      My eyebrows rose a notch.

      “If you wanna bring a friend.”

      “Lemme guess… Mark?”

      “If you want,” she said coyly. “In the meantime… God, it’s hot out here!” She collapsed atop me and sighed with exhaustion.

      “Really? That’s where you’re gonna leave me? ‘Bring Mark,’ and then, ‘God, it’s hot out here’?”

      “Well, it is.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said dryly.

      She sighed and kissed my chest, but she was thinking of mischief instead of relaxing. She was nearly my height, and her feet stuck out past mine. All of a sudden I pointed my toes and curled them for good measure. She tried to tickle me anyway. I tensed to push her off.

      “No, don’t, please!” she begged. “Sorry, I’ll behave.”

      I relaxed but kept my guard up. “I’ve heard that before.”

      “I mean it this time.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I swear.”

      I silently doubted her.

      “Pinky-swear.” She held it up, and I curled mine around hers.

      “Don’t make me regret this.”

      “I won’t.”

      I relaxed for real, although I waited before I closed my eyes against the glare of the sun. Allie rested her cheek on my chest and breathed a sigh of her own.

      “This is nice,” she said drowsily. “Sticky and hot, but nice.”

      “We can go for a swim to cool off.”

      “Later. Right now I’m too tired to move. I’m not used to this kind of workout.”

      “Stick with me, kid,” I bragged, “and I’ll whip you into shape.”

      “Oh, yeah? How?”

      “Penis pilates. Guaranteed results or your money back.”

      “Good,” she laughed, “I need a new air conditioner.”
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      The building’s double doors flew apart, and a ravening horde of barbarian girls burst into the open. They rushed our line and swung their backpacks and lunch bags with complete disregard for friend and foe alike. Ponytails and hair ribbons streamed behind them like clan banners, and shrill cries filled the quiet afternoon.

      The leading battle maidens scanned our line and selected targets. Two of them raced toward us with mayhem in their eyes. The smaller one, a blonde pixie, attacked the near side. She tore open the rear door with enough force to make the hinges contemplate metal fatigue and early retirement. The maiden ignored their protests and vaulted into the seat with a cry of triumph.

      “Ha, first!”

      The one with light brown hair and long legs skipped between cars. She ignored me completely and yanked open the door behind me. Then she leapt inside and slammed it after her. The blonde maiden took the hint. She grabbed her own door and heaved with the strength of a Valkyrie.

      Another pair of girls spotted us. They were smaller and didn’t charge like the others had, but they were just as dangerous. They slowed to a stop about fifteen paces away. The first had bright blue eyes, the color of the sky in the frozen north. The other’s were almond-shaped and blazed with golden flames.

      Frost and fire both glared. The older barbarians had barred the gates, and the younger ones had a score to settle. But first they needed to find a way inside.

      I pushed a button, and the tailgate whooshed up.

      The pint-sized Valkyrie cried in outrage, “Unh, Dad! No fair!”

      Outside, the dark-haired frost maiden grinned and waved to her companion. They charged around back and leapt into the breach. The heavy vehicle rocked from the force of their assault.

      The first girl climbed over the back of the third row seats. She landed head-first with a thump of upholstery, although she rolled and came up ready to fight. The second girl squirmed through the gap and joined her.

      “Ha!” Frost shouted at the Valkyrie in the middle row.

      “Yeah, ha!” Fire cried.

      The tallest one rolled her eyes. “God, they are so immature.”

      The visiting queen turned in the passenger seat. “Maddy…”

      “What? I didn’t do anything.”

      “Be right back.” I hopped out and walked to the rear. Barbarian girls only knew how to breach a gate. Someone else had to close it after them.

      The king is but a servant to his people.

      The visiting queen shot me a grin when I returned. In the back of the vehicle, the maidens had stopped trading barbs. They were shield-sisters, after all, part of the same war band. Now they were digging for snacks in their insulated lunch bags. Storming an SUV was a hungry business.

      I eyed them in the rearview mirror. “Do we need to stop for smoothies on the way home?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes, please!”

      The horde on the sidewalk had grown thin. The other girls had seized their own vehicles and were probably making similar demands for food and drink. Ahead of us, the line of cars began to move out of the parking lot. The barbarian conquerors were herding their captives back to their villages. I shifted into gear and followed.

      The visiting queen gave me a speculative look, one that promised a warm welcome if I chose to visit her bedchamber that night. I smiled sideways and was just about to accept—discreetly, of course—when a small voice interrupted from the back.

      “I still don’t see why they call it lunch,” the frost maiden said, “especially at eleven o’clock.”

      Her friend nodded around a mouthful of granola bar.

      “Only, it’s really brunch.”

      The Valkyrie in the middle took umbrage. “It is not!”

      “Is so.”

      “It’s called lunch because it’s the middle of the day.”

      “No, it isn’t,” the frost maiden replied calmly. “Brunch is from ten to twelve. Nana said—”

      “Nana said,” the older girl mocked.

      “Nana said,” the younger one continued, undaunted, “lunch is from twelve to two. Anything after is tea or dinner. Mom says so too. Isn’t that right, Dad?”

      “That’s what she says,” I agreed. “But I don’t think it makes a difference—”

      “Of course it does. You have to call things by their right names. So you can’t eat lunch at eleven o’clock. Although… I suppose truck drivers do it—”

      I shot a bemused look at the visiting queen.

      “—especially if they sleep during the day,” the frost maiden finished. She’d left out a critical part of her logic, but the omission didn’t even slow her down. “What d’you think, Carly?”

      The fire maiden shrugged and took another bite of granola bar.

      “Exactly. See? Carly thinks so too.”

      “No one cares,” the small Valkyrie said.

      As if to prove her point, she bit into a peanut butter and graham cracker square. The taller one examined a banana that looked a little smushed from the assault. She decided to eat it anyway.

      “Truck drivers care,” the frost maiden said. “They probably get special permission. To eat lunch at night, I mean. Only… I wonder when they feed their dogs.”

      I gave the visiting queen another bemused look, but she was struggling not to laugh. My youngest maiden was perhaps a bit too much like her mother, the queen. She tended to skip over parts of the conversation that didn’t interest her.

      “Hey, Dad?” the maiden asked. “D’you think I could be a truck driver?”

      The fire maiden beside her spared a moment to wonder where that had come from. Then she shrugged it off and rummaged through her lunch bag until she found a fruit roll-up, manna from heaven.

      “If you want,” I said neutrally.

      “Then I could drive Mom’s art to California. I could visit Nana and Granddad. Oh, oh! I could see my cousins, too. That’d be fun.”

      “It’s a long drive.”

      “I know. A lot longer than flying. You’re probably right, I should take someone with me. To help with the driving, I mean. Do you think Bucket could do it? Only… I might need to change his name.”

      My eyebrows drew together again. “What’s the matter with Buck?”

      “No, not that name. Rothchild. Mom says it’s a person-name, whatever that means.” She frowned but then brightened. “I wanted to call him Sir Bucket Colin Montgomery Rothchild Hughes, III, but she didn’t like that one either. ‘It’s a mouthful, honey.’ Of course it is! How else are you s’posed to say it? I even left one out—a name, I mean—but that’s okay. So, what do you think? About Roscoe, I mean? Bucket Roscoe Hughes?”

      “It’s a good name,” I said, although the longer one had a certain charm. Then again, people accused me of being a wordy bastard.

      All of a sudden the frost maiden realized she didn’t have a snack. She unzipped her lunch bag with single-minded determination.

      I chuckled. Barbarian needs food… badly.

      She came up with her own baggie of peanut butter and graham cracker squares. They too had suffered in the assault, but it hardly mattered.

      “Oh, yum! My favorite! Thanks, Em! Here ya go, Carly, I’ll share.”
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      The sound of silence filled the SUV, and I congratulated myself on a brilliant idea. Little barbarians couldn’t drink smoothies and talk up a storm at the same time. On the other hand, visiting queens could use the straw in ways that no straw designer had ever intended. At the moment she was stroking it like a little penis.

      “Hey, Dad…?”

      I tugged the leg of my shorts to give the real penis a little more room. Allie saw and smirked. Then she swirled her tongue around the straw.

      “Dad…? Dad…!”

      “I’m right here!” I snapped. “You don’t have to yell.”

      “But you weren’t paying attention,” Emily said.

      Allie was having fun, but she stopped at the sound of distress in Emily’s voice.

      “You’re right, Froggy,” I said. “I’m sorry. What is it?”

      “Can we go swimming when we get home?”

      I glanced at Allie, and she nodded.

      “After chores,” I said.

      My girls complained, although I had plans for all of them.

      “You know the rules: no whining. Em, start the laundry. Anything you need for tomorrow.” I raised my voice to the girls in the back, “Suse? Carly? Did you hear? Leave anything you need washed in the laundry room.”

      “Okey-dokey.”

      “Word, Mr. H.”

      Susie looked at her and giggled.

      “Em,” I went on, “you can also clean the kitchen from this morning.”

      “That’s Laurie’s job.”

      “But she isn’t here.”

      “Oh, all right.”

      “Madison, start by cleaning up the living room, please. You all left a mess in there last night. Help Emily in the kitchen when you’re done.”

      “Okay.”

      Allie looked back to make sure Madison had answered and not some doppelgänger.

      “Suse and Carly—”

      “I know,” Susie said before I could finish, “take care of the dogs. Let them out, clean their food bowls, give them water.”

      “Take them outside,” I stressed. “I don’t want them in the lake again. Unless you want to give them baths this time. Understood?”

      Susie nodded.

      “I’ll help,” Carly said cheerfully.

      “Then can we go swimming?” Emily pressed.

      “If you do a good job on everything… yes.”

      “Do we have to wear our suits?”

      I shot her a glance over my shoulder. “What do you mean?”

      “I thought it might be a special thing. Like, only the weekend or something.”

      “No…”

      I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and glanced at Allie. She shifted in her seat and pulled her denim shirt to the side. She still wore the mesh top beneath it, but without a bra this time. Her nipple immediately stiffened in the breeze from the air conditioner and poked through a hole in the mesh.

      “So… can we?” Emily was saying. “Go nude, I mean?”

      “Of course. We can do it whenever we want.” I glanced at Allie. Two can play at that game.

      She arched an eyebrow and moistened her lips, but the girls were determined to stop us from flirting.

      “Do we have to wear sunscreen?” Susie asked.

      “You do,” I said.

      “Ugh.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, I do too.”

      “You are looking a little red,” Allie said playfully. She raised the straw to her lips—the red straw—and drank her smoothie. “Mmm, nice and creamy,” she added, in case I hadn’t caught the innuendo. I had. So had Mr. Big.

      I did my best to ignore her and said to Susie, “It beats the alternative.”

      “I know,” she grumped.

      “Now that you mention it,” Allie mused, “I’m a little red too. Well, more like… pink.” She uncrossed her legs, in case I hadn’t understood that innuendo either.

      Mr. Big swelled to his full size and tried to pull an Incredible Hulk. Allie’s sea-green eyes glittered with mirth, but Madison kept her firmly grounded in parental reality.

      “Pink? From yesterday? You were fine this morning.”

      “No, after that,” Allie said. “We, um, were out by the pool.”

      “Doing what?”

      I cut in, “We went for a swim after we got back from your house. We had to meet the repairman, remember?”

      “Oh, right,” Madison said. “So our air conditioner’s working again?”

      “It is,” I said, and decided that Allie deserved a little return harassment. “The plumbing, too.”

      Her eyes bulged.

      “God, is it broken again?” Madison complained. “The stupid sink in the garage?”

      “No, the sink’s fine. So’s the rest of the plumbing.”

      Allie closed her eyes and recrossed her legs as a wave of pleasure made her shiver.

      “Then… what?” Madison said.

      “The air conditioner was the real problem,” I told her. “It leaked and ran under the sink—”

      “I told you so!” she accused her mom. “I said it wasn’t us.”

      “Yeah, it wasn’t us!” Carly cried from the back.

      “You were right,” Allie said calmly. “And I’m sorry I believed your dad.”

      “Oh, okay,” Madison said. She’d been looking forward to righteous indignation, but her mom had spoiled it. “Well… uh… I mean, don’t let it happen again.”

      “I won’t,” Allie laughed softly.

      “So the air conditioner’s working now,” I continued smoothly, “although the plumbing probably needs another inspection—”

      Allie snorted and tried to cover it with her hand.

      “As I was saying,” I continued smoothly, “the plumbing needs another inspection… or two… but it’s in good shape. Really good,” I added, “nice and tight.”

      The girls were oblivious, and Emily even changed the subject for me.

      “Hold on,” she said, “does this mean they’re going back to their house? I thought—”

      “We thought,” Madison interjected.

      “Sorry, we thought they were gonna spend the night.”

      “Well, then,” I said cheerfully, “I’m glad you asked.”

      “Oh, fine,” Emily pouted. “Now you’re gonna say, ‘We’ll see,’ just like you always do.”

      “Not at all. We talked about it, and we thought we’d ask you girls—”

      “Wait, what?”

      “We thought we’d ask you. Do you want Madison and Carly to spend the night?”

      “Duh! Why—? Sorry! I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

      “It’s okay,” I said evenly. “Let’s start again. Do you want—?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Much better.”

      “Girls, what do you think?” Allie asked hers. “Do we want to spend the night again?”

      “Sure!”

      “Word, homeskillet,” Carly said.

      “Okay…,” Allie chuckled.

      “She means, ‘yes, please,’” Susie translated.

      “Thanks. I got it.”

      “Do we need to get clothes?” Madison asked.

      “I’m one step ahead of you,” Allie said. “I got some when we were at the house earlier.”

      “Oh, cool!”

      “Mega,” Carly agreed. Then, “Hey, Mom… what about Boots?”

      “He was fine,” Allie said. “I gave him food and water before we left.”

      And he had a kitty door to come and go as he pleased.

      “Does he need to spend the night too?”

      “I don’t think so, honey. He’s fine at home.”

      “Word.”

      I pulled into the garage and shifted to park.

      “Okay, ladies… chores first, then swimming.”

      They all groaned this time.

      “Hey, it’s better than chores and homework.” Emily and Madison opened their doors, and I had to raise my voice over the commotion, “Remember your bags! I don’t do luggage. Boo, that means you.”

      Susie winced in chagrin, extracted herself from between the middle seats, and reached into the cargo area. She came up with her own backpack as well as Carly’s.

      I decided to reward her, so I pushed the button to open the tailgate. Susie shot me a wild grin and then climbed over the back of the seat. She landed in the cargo area with a boneless thump, although she bounced up immediately. She was about to hop to the ground when she stopped, turned, and bent over the seat again. She caught the strap of her lunch bag.

      “C’mon, Mr. Lunch Buddy. What’s that? Oh, I suppose you’re right. Mr. Brunch Buddy it is.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh.

      The bag shot over the seat as Susie jumped out and ran inside like a true barbarian. Carly gave me a shy smile and followed, a bit more gracefully. She even leapt up and tried to grab the tailgate to close it.

      “I got it,” I said. “Go help Susie with the dogs.”

      “Thanks, Mr. H.! I mean, word!” She raced into the house and slammed the door behind her.

      Allie gazed at me across the open passenger compartment.

      “That was good,” she said, “the bit about the plumbing.”

      “Not as good as the thing with the straw.”

      “You liked that, huh? Do I need to suck your straw later, after the girls’re in bed?”

      “Of course! Then I can inspect your plumbing.”

      “Mmm, I can’t wait.”
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      Allie threw together a Mexican chicken casserole and joined us in the pool after she put it in the oven.

      Summer haze still ringed the sky, but it darkened to the color of washed denim in the east. Slanting light from the west painted the clearing in warmer hues, butterscotch and honey.

      Crickets filled the air with their evening song, and a chorus of frogs rose from the lake. A speedboat droned in the distance, but the sound of the waterfall reduced it to a gnat, a vague annoyance at the edge of consciousness.

      “This is nice,” Allie said. “Very peaceful.”

      We were sitting on the bench in the deep end, and neither of us had felt the need to talk until that moment. The water over our shoulders washed away the stress of the morning, although it hadn’t done a thing for the sexual tension from the afternoon.

      Allie and I had been flirting since we’d picked up the girls. She teased with words and looks, and I returned the favor with gropes and squeezes.

      Me Tarzan, you Jane.

      Me Penis, you Vagina. What? Too much?

      Maybe a little.

      I can’t help it. I have a limited vocabulary.

      You’re me, remember?

      Touché. Dumbass.

      I had better things to pay attention to. Allie was sitting with her legs crossed and her shoulder pressed close. Her breasts formed a deep valley between them, and her pink nipples were visible just below the surface of the water. They were stiff from the cool instead of anything I’d done, but I wasn’t about to complain. Thirty years as a nudist hadn’t done a thing to the thrill I felt at the sight of breasts.

      “See anything you like?” Allie teased in a bedroom voice.

      “All of it. You?”

      “Mmm.” She moved her hand to my thigh, and the little head reacted with a predictable twitch. “Later,” she promised. “Right now I’m enjoying just sitting here.”

      I nodded, and we fell silent to enjoy the calm before the storm.

      The girls bobbed in the shallow end, suspended by pool noodles under their arms. Their quiet voices said more about their exhaustion than their body language. Even the dogs were worn out. Molly lounged on the sun-warmed flagstones, while Spike and Buck sat on the steps like bookends. Christy could’ve carved them from black basalt and I wouldn’t have known the difference.

      The evening was still warm, but the humidity had fallen and the breeze had picked up. We decided to eat on the patio. The girls wrapped their towels around themselves like festive little enchiladas. Allie donned her mesh top, although she was bare underneath and below. I sat on my towel and let it all hang out.

      The girls told us about dance camp while we ate. Susie did most of the talking, and Madison filled in details from the older girls’ class. Emily did most of the eating, although Carly gave her a run for her money. She must’ve been going through a growth spurt too. Carly eventually reached her limit, while Emily scraped out the casserole dish and emptied the bowls of rice and beans onto her plate.

      “This is nice,” Allie said again.

      “What,” Emily asked between bites, “eating outside? We do it all the time.”

      “No, I meant doing it nude.”

      Emily frowned, and her fork froze midway to her mouth. She liked things in neat little categories.

      “But… you aren’t,” she said. “Nude, I mean.”

      “I am from the waist down,” Allie said. “And I’m nude under my top.”

      “You know what I mean.” Emily winced at my silent disapproval. “Sorry,” she added in a friendlier tone. “Only… you aren’t.”

      “No,” Allie replied diplomatically, “but I’m a lot more nude than usual.”

      “That’s fair. And I suppose we are too. Under our towels, I mean.”

      “Mmm hmm. And your dad’s completely nude.”

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t count,” Madison said.

      “Why not?” her mother laughed.

      “I dunno. Because he’s a grown-up, I guess.”

      “Grown-ups are people too,” I said.

      “Yeah, but not, like, for real. I mean, they’re grown-ups.”

      “Mmm. I see what you mean.”

      Allie’s eyes crinkled at my dry delivery, although she did her best to wipe it away when Madison frowned.

      “What?”

      “Oh, nothing.”

      Emily finished cleaning her plate and set her fork at four o’clock. Then she set her knife beside it, even though it was still clean. “It’s a code,” her mother had drilled into her, “to tell the server you’re finished eating.” The empty plate would’ve been enough for most people, but not Emily.

      She folded her napkin into its original shape and set it on the table. Last but not least, she drained her juice in two ladylike sips before she returned the empty glass to its coaster.

      “Thank you for dinner,” she said graciously, also her mother’s influence. “It was delicious.”

      “Yum, yum!” Susie agreed like a revving engine. (We were still working on her.)

      Carly added her own, “Word, homeskillet,” her new favorite phrase.

      “Yeah, Mom, it was really good,” Madison said.

      I wrapped up the thanks with a nod. The others took my cue, and we fell silent for approximately two seconds.

      “Hey, Dad?”

      “Yes, Froggy?”

      “Remember you said we’d talk about camp?”

      “What about it? Do we need to leave early tomorrow?” I glanced at Allie. “I thought it was just for registration. Did the schedule change?”

      She shook her head, as clueless as I was.

      “No, camp-camp,” Emily said. “Remember? You said we could invite Madison and Carly—”

      “Ah. No,” I replied neutrally, “I said we’d talk about it.”

      “Well? Have you?”

      Allie shot me a bemused look, although it fell flat when she realized which camp Emily was talking about. Then Madison and Carly tag-teamed her.

      “Can we, Mom? It sounds really cool.”

      “Yeah, mega.”

      “They have a lake and pool and everything.”

      “And another lake, too,” Carly agreed helpfully.

      “We wouldn’t have to wear suits or anything.”

      “Yeah! I mean, no!”

      “No more stupid tan lines.”

      “I know what a nudist camp is,” Allie said testily.

      “Well? Can we go?”

      “Can we, can we?”

      “Hold on, girls,” I told them. “We haven’t even talked about it. It’s my fault. I said we would, but I completely forgot.”

      “That’s okay,” Emily said, “we can talk about it now.”

      Allie and I were in complete agreement, That won’t happen in a million years, young lady.

      Emily wilted.

      “Sorry, Em,” I said to soften the blow, “but you aren’t a parent yet.”

      “Then how’m I s’posed to learn if—?”

      “No.”

      “But, Dad—!”

      “No.”

      She started to protest again, although she swallowed it when I didn’t interrupt.

      “Mmm,” I agreed. “You know what’ll happen if you do.”

      She glared defiantly but wasn’t ready to start losing privileges.

      “I said we’d talk about it, and we will,” I explained calmly. “Tonight, even. But we also need to talk to Mom—”

      “Why? You know she’ll say yes.”

      “Probably,” I conceded. “But we have to clear it with her. With Maddy and Carly’s dad, too.”

      Madison’s eyes widened. “No!”

      “No, please!” Carly begged.

      “You can’t,” Maddy said to her mother. “You know what he’ll say.”

      “No. Like he always does. Humph.”

      “We never get to do anything,” Madison whined.

      “Yeah!”

      “Whoa, girls, stop!” I waited for silence and then let it stretch out. “We haven’t decided anything yet.”

      “But you will,” Emily hinted. “And… like… do you even need to call Mom?”

      Madison made her own case, “Or Dad?”

      “Yes…”

      “And I’ll think about it,” Allie finished.

      We were a good team, more than a match for a couple of tween girls.

      Emily narrowed her eyes at the challenge. Then she leaned forward and fixed me in the sights of her mind control. She slowly dialed it up to eleven. Her mother’s worked, but not hers, and I gazed at her with bland equanimity.

      “Fine,” she huffed at last.

      “I thought you’d see it my way.” I waited for her frustration to cool before I added, “I know it’s important to you, Em. It’s important to me too, because I want you to be happy.”

      She tried to glower, but I knew that trick too.

      “But it isn’t just about what you want. We need to consider a lot of different things. Grown-up things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, it’s fine to go nude at a friend’s pool, but a week at a nudist camp is different.” Especially a camp full of swingers, I added.

      Allie caught the gist of it and nodded.

      Emily wanted to argue and ask questions, but her mother’s rules stopped her. She decided to sigh heavily instead.

      “I know,” I told her sincerely. “Sometimes being a kid sucks. Grown-ups make all the decisions, and you have to do what we say, whether you like it or not.”

      “What’s the matter with that?” Susie asked innocently.

      “Hush,” Emily told her.

      Susie turned grumpy. She sat back and crossed her arms in a show of eight-year-old pique. I could apologize to her later, but at the moment I needed to focus on Emily.

      “I get it,” I said. “You want an answer, and you want it now.”

      She nodded again.

      “We want to give it to you, but you need to be prepared if we say no. Can you do that?”

      “I suppose.”

      “That’s my girl. Excuse me, young woman.”

      Her cheeks turned rosy, which didn’t happen very often with her complexion.

      Silence settled over the table, and the tension flowed away like hot fudge over ice cream.

      “Speaking of which…,” I said aloud, “I’m sure we have some ice cream in the freezer. It isn’t Bruster’s, but…”

      Emily perked up, and Carly muttered, “Fo sheezy,” which actually made me laugh.

      “She means ‘yes,’” Susie translated automatically.

      “Thank you. So, ladies…? Do we want to make sundaes and watch a movie till bedtime?”

      “Yeah, I guess.” Madison turned to the younger girls. “What do we wanna watch?”

      Susie was so surprised that she didn’t know what to say, and Carly was still preoccupied with food.

      “Princess Diaries?” Madison suggested.

      “Oh my gosh, yes, please!”

      “Mmm, sundaes. I mean, word!”

      “C’mon,” Emily said in Little Commander mode, “let’s clean up the kitchen while I check on our clothes for tomorrow.”

      They rose, gathered the dishes, and trooped inside.

      Allie and I watched in stunned silence. Then she sort of huffed.

      “What?”

      “God, you have no idea…”

      “What?”

      “How sexy you are right now.”

      “Oh! In that case…” I pushed back from the table and gestured to my lap. “Have a seat?”

      “Ha! And talk about the first thing that comes up? Does that ever work?”

      “All the time,” I boasted.

      “Maybe on Christy, but not me.”

      “Okay, then what does?”

      “Being a good dad.”

      “Ah. Then it’s my lucky day.”

      “It’s your lucky week.” She nodded toward the girls. “As soon as they’re in bed.”

      I pushed up from my seat and made to go inside. “Sorry, girls, everyone upstairs—”

      “Sit down!” Allie laughed.

      “Hmm… I might need some incentive.”

      “Like what?”

      “A handjob? At least until they finish cleaning the kitchen.”

      “What! Here? Now?”

      “Sure. They can’t see through the glass, remember? It acts like a mirror—”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.” I settled into my chair and scooted closer, and Allie reached for my dick.

      Fo sheezy.

      My eyebrows rose. Seriously? You too?

      Chillax, man. I got this.
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      My phone buzzed, although I almost missed it because of the movie. Then I felt it again, so I pulled it out of my pocket. The little display was dark. I stared and waited for it to light up with a call.

      Allie was sitting beside me with her feet tucked up and her hand resting in my lap. We weren’t actively fooling around, but we had been earlier.

      “Everything okay?” she asked quietly.

      The phone buzzed again and lit up briefly, and I finally figured it out.

      “Yeah. Only, I married a technophile.”

      “A what?”

      “A technophile, someone who loves—”

      “Tech. Got it.”

      “Yeah, sorry. Anyway… Christy. She can’t balance her checkbook, but she’s a savant with a cell phone.” I flipped open mine and skimmed the text messages.

      Hi, it’s me. Who else would it be?

      Wait! Don’t answer that. Ha ha.

      We’ve had a long day, so we’re going to bed.

      The text scrolled and a new message appeared while I was reading.

      Love you. Tell the girls. Love them too.

      I showed Allie.

      “Wow, that’s pretty cool. Instant Messenger on your phone. Will mine do that?”

      “No clue. You’ll have to ask her.”

      Oh, and tell Allie hi. Hi, Allie!

      “Hi back. How do you reply?”

      “I don’t. Not yet. I can’t type fast enough. I will when she’s finished.”

      “Okay, then… where’s the keyboard?”

      “You use the numbers. I’ll show you.”

      Hope you had a fun day. ;-) ;-)

      Tell her to save some for me. Ha ha.

      8===D~

      Allie laughed. “Is that…?”

      “Yep.”

      “I’ll have to remember that one.”

      I’ll call in the morning.

      XOXOOO

      “What’s that mean?” Allie asked. “Why the extra—? Never mind. I figured it out.”

      “Mmm. A certain activity you both enjoy.”

      “What,” Allie teased, “typing O’s?”

      “Something like that. Anyway, that’s her code to say she’s finished. Now, watch this.”

      I began hunting and clicking on the number pad, but semaphore might’ve been quicker. It took me almost a minute to type a simple message.

      LOVE YOU TOO. ALLIE SAYS HI. TALK TOMORRW. XOXO

      “Oh, wow,” Allie teased, “you really need an O. Alas, it’ll have to wait. Maybe… tomorrow?”

      I felt a triple stab of disappointment, resentment, and confusion. Then Allie nodded at the little screen.

      “Crap.”

      “That’s okay. But why uppercase?”

      “Because it takes twice as long if I switch. And… I can’t remember how.” I sounded a trifle grumpy, even to myself. “I married the technophile, remember?”

      “That’s okay. You have other talents.” She leaned in, and her breath felt warm on my ear. “Oh, God, harder, harder,” she panted, “that’s it, right there!” Then she laughed and nipped my earlobe. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”

      “Try harder next time.”

      “Mmm, you said harder…”
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      The girls cleaned up after the movie and took their dishes into the kitchen without a fuss. I half-expected the usual stalling tactics, but they headed upstairs to brush their teeth and change into PJs. They were already getting settled when I went up to check on them.

      Susie had left the lights on in the bathroom and the cap off her toothpaste, but I cut her some slack. She’d had a long day. She and Carly were already half-asleep on the pallet in her room. Susie cradled Mr. Spice, and Carly held her adopted platypus. Buck lay on the blanket between them, sharing his warmth with Susie and soaking it up from Carly. Conduction heating, check. Smart dog.

      “Sweet dreams,” I told them. “I love you, Suse. You too, Carly.”

      “And Roscoe,” Susie said.

      Who? “Roscoe, too,” I agreed, because it was easier than asking, especially with her.

      Molly was sitting sentinel at Emily’s door. She rose and thrust her head into my hand for some attention, which I was happy to give her. Then she hopped up and curled on the foot of Emily’s bed. Spike lay on the floor beside Madison’s trundle bed. She wasn’t quite ready for sleep, but the dog would keep her company until she was.

      “Goodnight, ladies. Sleep tight. I love you.” I received mumbled replies, plus a heartwarming look from Molly. “You too,” I told her, and she lowered her head to her paws. Good dog. “Spike?” Nothing, not even a look. Whatever. He was Christy’s dog anyway.
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      I returned to the kitchen and found Allie leaning against the corner where the peninsula met the regular counter. She still wore her mesh top, but she’d taken off the shorts she’d worn on the couch. I stopped the moment I saw her, although not entirely for the reason she thought.

      Christy sometimes waited for me in the same spot, but she was an artist. She understood light and shadow, far better than a humble architect (and even a not-so-humble one). She never left the overhead lights on. Instead, she set the mood with backlight from the breakfast area or sidelight from the hallway. It was chiaroscuro, pure and simple, but it worked wonders, especially when she was nude.

      Allie was an editor. Light and shadow were just words to her. Still, she managed to use them to her advantage. She was curvier than Christy, and her breasts cast shadows in the light from above. The mesh top contrasted with her bare skin underneath, and her pussy showed pale in the light when she leaned back. Ironically, she did it to show off her chest.

      She fidgeted nervously, and I realized she couldn’t see herself, couldn’t see how the lighting worked for her.

      Then tell her, the little head said. Give her a compliment.

      “Wow, nice.”

      Really? That’s the best you can do?

      Allie sagged in relief, although it turned into annoyance when she remembered to smolder.

      “You’re pretty nice yourself.”

      Thank you, thank you. You’re too kind.

      Will you stop! I actually looked down at him, just to make a point. She wasn’t talking to you.

      Allie snorted a laugh that became an irritated whine, “Stop! I’m trying to be sexy.”

      “You are. Very.”

      “Then what’re you talking to him for? And why isn’t he— it hard?”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes. I mean… I want hard.”

      “Well, you’ll have to give me a minute,” I said reasonably. “I was just upstairs with the girls. You know, our daughters.”

      “Oh, fuck! I mean… no! God, what’m I saying? No to both.”

      I slow-nodded.

      “Okay. Yeah. Sorry, that makes sense.” She sighed. “Can we try this again?”

      “Want me to go back upstairs and come down again? I wouldn’t mind seeing you like that… again.”

      Ah, yes… the Department of Redundancy Department.

      You aren’t helping.

      “No, you’re here already,” Allie said. “Just… grope me or something.”

      “Sure!” I raised my arms and staggered toward her like Frankenstein’s monster. Where the hell had that come from?

      “God! Stop!” she laugh-cried.

      “Sorry. I don’t know why I’m in a goofy mood.”

      “Well, stop it.”

      “I’ll try.” I heaved a sigh at the Yoda-Paul voice in the back of my head, There is no try…

      “Are you…?”

      “Honestly…? I’m not sure. And you’ll never sleep with me again if I tell you.”

      Her eyebrows rose.

      Fear is the path to the dark side. Fear—

      “Will you excuse me for a moment?”

      Her eyebrows knitted instead. “Yeah. I mean… sure.”

      I turned my back and pulled out the waistband of my pants. I wanted to look him in the eye.

      “One more word and you’ll be sleeping with Rosy the rest of the week. I’m serious. Not. One. More. Word.”

      He managed to look petulant, but he didn’t argue.

      “Better.” I released my waistband, exhaled slowly, and faced Allie with a half-wattage smile. “Sorry about that.”

      “Is everything… okay?”

      “It is now.”

      She compressed her lips. At first I thought she was annoyed, but then she started shaking with suppressed laughter.

      “Go ahead,” I sighed.

      “No.” She composed herself. “But someday you have to tell me what’s going on in there.”

      “The big head or the little one?”

      “The big one. I know what’s going on in the little one.”

      “You’d be surprised,” I muttered. Chuck Woolery… Boris Karloff… Yoda…

      Allie leaned toward me, and I gathered her into my arms. She felt good, solid, and she rested her head on my shoulder. She began to relax when I cupped her buttocks. I squeezed gently and looked at her for a kiss. We didn’t linger over it, but the connection was still there.

      “Mmm,” she breathed, “that’s nice.”

      I kissed her again, and she relaxed for real, although she jumped a moment later.

      “Okay! There we go. That’s hard.”

      “Yep.”

      “So, are you ready for your reward?”

      “Reward?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      “Um… vaguely.”

      “Give me thirty minutes,” she said with calm assurance. “Meet you in the living room?”

      “The living room?”

      “Mmm hmm.” She reached between us and caressed my hard-on through my pants. “Thirty minutes. Can you wait that long?”

      I somehow managed a nod, and she pulled away. She walked around the peninsula with a little wiggle, her confidence restored, and gave me a sultry look as she disappeared into the living room.

      The bulge in my pants had the good sense to keep quiet.
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      I was channel-surfing when Allie emerged from the guest bedroom. I resisted the urge to glance at my watch, but it felt like thirty minutes on the dot. I turned off the television and casually looked toward the door under the stairs.

      I was trying to be cool, but I failed miserably. My jaw fell open, my eyes bulged, and I saw myself as the wolf in those cartoons, whistling and howling and pounding the table in a fit of lust.

      Allie’s hair hung in gentle waves that caressed her shoulders and hid part of her face in shadow. She’d curled and brushed it out, and it seemed to glow with an inner light. She’d done her makeup too, and her lips glistened, red and inviting.

      Once she knew she had my undivided attention, she walked into the room and towered over me in three-inch fuck-me pumps. She was nude except for a black silk choker, transparent black peignoir, and matching garter belt and stockings. I caught a whiff of her perfume, classy and seductive, romantic and sensual, like Allie herself.

      Mr. Big decided to go camping.

      Allie almost laughed at how quickly his tent went up, but she managed to hold it together better than I had.

      “Is that for me?”

      “Of c—” I cleared my throat. “Of course.”

      “May I?” She nodded at the throw pillow beside me.

      “Huh?”

      “For my knees?”

      “Oh, right! Yeah, of course. Here.” I tossed it onto the floor and the damn thing bounced away.

      “Let me help you with that.” She picked up the pillow and set it between my feet. Then she sank to her knees. The peignoir did nothing to hide her lush figure, and I watched in fascination as her breasts moved.

      “See anything you like?”

      “You know I do,” I rasped. “And it never gets old.”

      “Sometimes they do.”

      “You know my motto.” I grinned like a kid in a melon store. “Can I touch ’em?”

      “Well, since you asked so nicely.” She opened the peignoir, rose on her knees, and leaned forward. She let me play with her nipples for a couple of minutes while she massaged Mr. Big through his tent. “What should we do with this?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      She nodded at my shirt. “Take this o— Oh, my!”

      I sat back and felt the warm leather against my bare skin.

      “You were saying?” I grinned.

      “Ha! That was quick. Someone’s eager.”

      “Two someones.”

      “You and the mouse in your pocket?”

      “Me and the rather large cock in my pocket.”

      “Confidence. I like that in a man.”

      “Mmm. We should instill some in you.”

      She rolled her eyes but grinned. “Orally?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then it’s your lucky night.” She untied the drawstring on my pants and pulled them down when I lifted my hips. Mr. Big sprang from his campsite. “Nice.”

      He flexed to say thank you, and she finished taking off my pants. She tossed them toward my shirt, several feet away, and ran her hands up my bare thighs.

      “I’m going to give you what you want.”

      “Oh?”

      “A long, juicy blowjob.” She used both hands to massage the base of my cock. “And when you’re ready…” She breathed a deep sigh and moistened her lips. “You can shoot it all down my throat.”
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      “I’ll be right back.” Allie rolled off the bed and disappeared into the bathroom.

      I closed my eyes and shielded them with my forearm. Then I focused on my breathing and heart rate. I wasn’t feeling old so much as tired. I’d been up since the crack of dawn, and it was almost midnight now. I needed to stay awake, if only for a little while longer.

      Still, Allie was happy, and so was I. She had come at least once in the living room, although I couldn’t be sure. I’d been a little preoccupied at the time, so it might’ve been more. She’d been playing with her pussy the whole time, and her pre-orgasms were easy to miss.

      By contrast, I was sure of the big one. We moved to the bedroom after I recovered, and I went down on her to get things started. She lasted about ten minutes before she couldn’t stand it anymore. She pulled me up, pushed me to my back, and practically attacked.

      She used everything—hands, mouth, and breasts—but I still took longer to get hard than I usually did. She even tried her hair. It felt good, but that wasn’t my particular kink. Still, she was a good sport about it and had a condom ready when Mr. Big finally decided to live up to his nickname. Then she rolled to her back and pulled me between her legs.

      “Gimme eight inches and make it hurt!”

      “I know a joke like that.”

      She knew it too. “No bricks, please. Just fuck me. Hard.”

      I did, although not as hard as the night before. She was so worked up that she started coming almost immediately. She tensed beneath me, gripped my arms, and opened her mouth in a soundless scream of ecstasy. It lasted so long that I thought she was going to pass out.

      Still, I kept going, and the temperature in her pussy rose with each thrust. The dam finally burst, and waves of pleasure crashed over her. She cried out, and I held my own breath as she strained beneath me. My lungs really began to protest about the time she shuddered and sagged to the bed.

      Allie lay semiconscious, so I shifted to a more comfortable position. The color in her cheeks faded from carmine to coral, and she eventually moistened her lips. Most of her lipstick had come off earlier, but she’d smeared it around enough that she looked like she’d been out in the cold instead of giving head.

      You know what she really looks like, little Beavis said.

      Yes. And you’ll lose your sex privileges for a week—

      But—!

      I don’t care.

      She looks like a—

      Allie breathed a long sigh, and her eyes fluttered open.

      Saved by the bell.

      I closed my own eyes and wondered what I’d done to deserve my sense of humor. It must’ve been bad, whatever it was.

      “Let me ride you,” Allie said, her voice husky from disuse. “It’s better that way.”

      I nodded without opening my eyes and then rolled us together, glad for the distraction from the clown between my legs.

      Allie pushed herself up, adjusted her hips, and began to move. I became a spectator at that point. Her breasts swayed above me, and the color rose in her cheeks. We were both a little awkward at first, but our strength returned quickly, and our bodies found the rhythm.

      “Come inside me,” she said at last. “I wanna feel it.”

      I nodded, and a minute later I filled the condom with a couple of surprisingly strong spurts. Allie grinned down at me through a curtain of hair.

      “Was it good for you?”

      I chuckled, “That’s my line.”

      “I know. But I’ve always wanted to say it.”

      “Feel free,” I said, “any time.”

      She gathered her hair to one side and collapsed on top of me. I shifted her slightly, and my dick slid out of her. We lay there in a contented heap until she pushed herself up, groaned, and swung her leg over me.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      I raised my arm. The bedside light seemed brighter than usual, and I realized that Allie had been gone for several minutes. I sat up and heard the toilet flush, followed by the bathroom door.

      “Everything okay?”

      “What?” Allie said. “Oh, no, sorry about that. I was taking off my makeup.”

      “Ah, okay.”

      “D’you want me to get that?” She gestured at my flaccid penis and the full condom. I’d forgotten to take it off. She didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, she crawled onto the bed and gently removed the condom with both hands. “I’ll drain it next time. I hope you don’t mind. It… um… it’s better fresh.”

      She returned to the bathroom, and part of me cringed in mild dread. I kept waiting to hear the toilet flush, but Allie appeared in the doorway and turned off the light. She began unfastening her garter clips. Then she looked up and saw my expression.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I was being a sexist. And a bit of a jerk.”

      “How?” She caught my unconscious glance and figured it out. “What? The condom? You thought I’d flush it? For real?” She rolled her eyes in frustration. “You only have to tell me once.”

      “I told you it was sexist.”

      “I’m never getting married again,” she swore under her breath.

      “That’s fair. And if it makes you feel any better, my wife says the same thing.”

      “I know! That’s where I heard it.”

      “Oh.”

      She removed her garter belt and folded it on the dresser. Then she took off the stockings. I watched in silence, more or less for my own enjoyment, although her confidence grew when she saw my expression.

      “Okay,” she said slowly, “maybe that’s why you’re still married.”

      “Yeah, I hope so. I mean, I usually catch myself when I’m being a jerk.”

      “And you’re willing to admit it, which is better than… you-know-who, He Who Must Not Be Named.”

      I chuckled, “Right, him.”

      She crawled onto the bed and settled beside me with a sigh of exhaustion. After a moment she scooted closer, slid her leg over mine, and rested her cheek on my chest.

      “Don’t worry, your feet are safe. All three of them.”

      He was more like a half-foot, but I decided to let him keep his delusions.

      Allie’s breathing slowed, and I thought she might be ready for sleep. I was wrong. Again.

      “Thank you for everything.”

      I managed to stifle a yawn. “My pleasure.”

      “I mean it. Not just for letting us stay here, but for putting up with me and all my baggage.”

      “I like your baggage. The two upstairs, for sure, although I wouldn’t call them that.”

      “See? That’s what I mean. Makes me wet all over again.”

      I reached toward the nightstand and felt around for a condom.

      She laughed uncertainly and raised her head. “What’re you doing?”

      “I’m tired, not dead. Gimme a minute— Aha!” I brandished a foil packet.

      “Oh, give me that.” She snatched it, stretched across me, and returned the condom to the nightstand. “We’re done for the night.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Well, I am. Four’s my limit.”

      “Not really.”

      “No,” she conceded.

      If we were going to talk, I might as well learn more about her.

      “Have you ever hit it?”

      “A couple of times, but…”

      “Only from a gangbang?”

      She nodded and traced a finger around my nipple. “Did Christy tell you?”

      “No. It was just a guess.”

      “Well, it was a good one.”

      “Mmm. I’m getting to know you better. Your body, at least.”

      “Same here. And what about you? What’s your limit?”

      “More than four, but it depends on the timing. Earlier is better for me.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Yeah. Sorry. I’m usually exhausted by the time you’re ready for more.”

      “I’m not complaining,” she said. “I mean, this is more dick than I’ve had in a year. Maybe two years, the bastard— Sorry, I shouldn’t’ve brought it up. Or should I say him.”

      “It’s okay.” I fell silent and let her sort through her thoughts.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to talk about him at all,” she said eventually. “It’s just… I mean… I don’t wanna talk about the reasons we… you know.”

      “It’s complicated,” I agreed.

      “God, no kidding.”

      “Then let’s talk about something else, at least until I’m too tired to answer.”

      “Thank you. I know you’d probably be asleep right now if I weren’t here.”

      I nodded and didn’t dwell on it. “What do you normally do? At night, I mean, after the girls’re in bed.”

      “Work.”

      “Ah.”

      “Although…,” she chuckled, “that’s sort of what I’m doing now.”

      “How? I don’t see a laptop or anything.”

      “I’m working in my head. And I… uh… I’m doing research. Yeah, that’s the ticket.”

      I snorted a laugh. “I want a job where I can do research in bed.”

      “Become a writer.”

      “Sure. It’s easy,” I mocked politely, “anyone can do it.”

      “Well, anyone with a decent imagination and a passable command of the English language.”

      “Like becoming an artist… or an architect.”

      “Okay, you made your point. Still, you get to do a lot of research.”

      “Like now.”

      “Mmm. I’m learning all sorts of things. For instance, I’d forgotten how much I dislike condoms.”

      “They’re a pain in the ass, all right. But it beats the alternative.”

      “Now that you mention it,” she said, “what are the alternatives? Not like you mean, AIDS and all, but… can’t I just get tested? We won’t have to use them if I’m clean, right? I mean, that’s the whole point.”

      “Mmm hmm. And I was going to suggest it.”

      “As long as it isn’t a satanic ritual or something.” She laughed softly but then sobered. “I mean, it’s just a simple blood test, isn’t it?”

      “It’s a bit more than that, but not too bad. We can stop by the clinic tomorrow. We have a friend—”

      “Another girlfriend?” Allie laughed.

      “A friend-friend. She isn’t my type—”

      “You mean, she isn’t young and pretty?”

      “No,” I said, a touch defensively, “she’s thirty-something and pretty. She’s also married and monogamous. Very.”

      “Oh. I thought— Well… you know what I thought.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Now who’s being the sexist?”

      I shrugged. “It feels weird on the receiving end, but I suppose you’re right. I… um… kinda have a reputation.”

      “Yeah, but still—”

      “Water under the bridge. Anyway, our friend knows about us—our group, at least.”

      Allie’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “She knows you’re swingers?”

      “Yep. She’s a good Christian and everything.” I paused and regretted my tone. “Actually, she is. Good, I mean. She’s Christian too, but she’s isn’t in your face about it. I wish more people were like her.”

      “And she doesn’t have a problem with your lifestyle?”

      “You’ll understand when you meet her.”

      “Why? What about her? You know I love a good story.”

      “Uh-uh. It’s time to leave you with a cliffhanger, Ms. Editor.”

      Her sea-green eyes hardened, but with a challenge instead of malice.

      “Mmm,” I agreed. “I thought you’d see it my way. Now, if you don’t mind…?” I nodded toward the light and reached for the switch when she didn’t object. “Morning comes early around here.”
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      Something made a sound. I struggled toward awareness, but the room was dark and quiet. I drifted on the edge of sleep until I heard it again, a buzz-thump like a wasp banging into a window. I thought it might’ve been a sick child instead, or a dog trying to get my attention. My imagination conjured a few other things, but none of them made a sound.

      I’d almost gone back to sleep when something started vibrating on the nightstand. A faint glow lit the darkness, and I eventually realized what it was. Then the call went to voicemail, and stillness returned like nothing had happened.

      Allie stirred behind me. Her breasts felt warm and soft against my back, and her hand rested on my stomach. I started to scoot away from her but stopped when I almost fell off the bed. She’d crowded me to the edge, again.

      Part of me wondered which she wanted most, physical contact or her normal side of the bed, but I suspected both. At least she let me sleep all night, although I had to laugh. I’d finally reached the point where a good night’s sleep was more important than a blowjob.

      Ahem.

      I yawned and rubbed my eyes. Then I realized that my dick was improbably hard, even after the panic over a sick child, a house fire, and angry wasps. Maybe I wasn’t that old after all.

      Am I allowed to speak yet, O Great and Powerful Big Head?

      I replied irritably, Only if you tell me why you wake up before the rest of me.

      Because I’m a go-getter.

      I waited for the other shoe to drop.

      So… let’s go get ’er!

      Ugh. I thought we had an agreement.

      I swung my legs out of bed and grabbed the phone from the nightstand. It started vibrating almost immediately, and I opened it without even looking at the caller ID.

      “Hello?”

      “Good morning! I texted but you didn’t reply. Then I called, and it went to voicemail. I thought you might be in the pool. Did I call too early? Were you still asleep? I can call back if you want, but I’ll be sad and lonely until I do.”

      Christy and Mr. Big had a lot in common, which probably explained why they got along so well.

      “No, I’m awake,” I lied.

      “Oh, thank goodness! I’ve been thinking about you all morning.”

      All morning? How long had she been awake?

      “I miss your special wake-up call.”

      I didn’t want to disturb Allie, so I stood and scanned the room for my pants.

      In the living room, the little head said helpfully. But before you go…! Allie’s right here. I mean, you know… we could… um…

      Seriously? I’m on the phone. No.

      Aw, come on, he pleaded. I’m gonna explode if you don’t do something.

      You’ll survive. I pulled the blanket over her and slipped from the room. Out of sight, out of mind.

      I might not, the little head said petulantly. Besides, this wouldn’t happen if I were in charge.

      We tried that before. It’s called being a teenager.

      But…! I liked being a teenager!

      I know. I had to clean up your messes.

      So?

      Haven’t we had this conversation before? Like, yesterday?

      I can’t help it. It’s my nature.

      Some part of me found it endlessly amusing that my penis knew the fable of the scorpion and the frog.

      I’m you, dumbass.

      Mmm, I know. That’s why I’m laughing.

      Christy realized I wasn’t paying attention.

      “Hello…? Earth to Paul, Earth to Paul… come in, Paul.”

      “I’m here. Sorry.”

      “Was he giving you a hard time? Tell him I’m sorry. I’ll take care of him as soon as I can. Is Allie awake yet? I know Rosy is.”

      I’d left my watch on the nightstand, so I took a guess and decided that it felt like five thirty.

      “Is there a reason you’re calling so early?” I wondered.

      “It’s Wren’s fault. She wanted to get up early so we could meet… um… a friend at breakfast.”

      “A friend? At breakfast?”

      She started to answer, but the sound of dog tags distracted me. They jingled across the balcony and then down the stairs. Spike and Buck greeted me with wagging tails. Then they gave me an expectant look, followed by one at the patio door.

      I sighed. My own words had come back to bite me—morning came early, all right.

      “Hold on,” I said to Christy. “The dogs want out.”

      I had a choice of alarm panels, but Mr. Big wasn’t quite kid-friendly, so I passed on the kitchen and headed for the master bedroom instead. I disarmed the system and opened the door. The dogs rushed out and goofed around like they didn’t need to pee after all. Then Spike made the mistake of glancing toward the lake.

      “Ah, so that’s what this is about.”

      Spike was shocked by the accusation—shocked!—but Buck looked down and tried to act innocent.

      “I don’t think so,” I chuckled. “Stay in the yard and do your business. No lake. Got it? No. Lake.”

      I pulled the door closed behind me and sat on the bench beside it. The sun wouldn’t be up for another hour, but the security light filled the patio with a yellow glow. The air was marginally cooler than inside, and the humidity was down too. Neither would stay that way, so I decided to enjoy it while it lasted.

      Buck glanced at Spike and realized their plans had changed. He decided he might need to pee after all. He trotted to the pool house and sniffed the landscaping like he was searching for buried treasure. Then he disappeared into the shadows, and the splashing sound of the waterfall covered whatever he did there. Spike headed around the corner and toward the forest.

      “Sorry about that,” I said to Christy. “I’m back. So… what’s this about breakfast?”

      “Tell me about yesterday first,” she said. “How was dance camp? Did you have any problems with registration? Did you get Allie’s air conditioner fixed? I hope she rewarded you properly. What about last night? Did she keep you up?”

      “Slow down,” I chuckled. “Dance camp was fine. The girls were late, but…”

      I told her about our day and avoided questions I didn’t have answers to, like whether or not Allie wanted to join us at camp and try swinging for real. I segued into a description of her outfit instead. Then I told Christy about the rest of the evening. In my head I felt like a sportscaster doing a highlight reel.

      Mr. Big and the MILF played another double-header yesterday, their second of the season. Big threw a couple of wild pitches to start the night game, but a reliever took the mound and worked out of the jam.

      Play resumed after a short rain delay, and Big took a one-run lead, although he struggled for several innings until his pitcher was ready to bring the heat. MILF Allie cleared the fence with a monster dinger in the seventh to tie the game, but Big wasn’t ready to give up. He loaded the bases in the ninth and managed an RBI single to avoid extra innings.

      (Okay, maybe Wren wasn’t the only one who’d spent too much time with Trip.)

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said, “I wish I’d been there to watch.”

      “You’ll see it soon enough.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Anyway… what’s this about breakfast?”

      “What about it?”

      “You’re up early…?” I hinted.

      “Oh, right. Wren wants to meet someone. A friend, I mean.”

      “Hold on… Wren does, or you do?”

      “She does?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Fine, Mr. Mind Reader, I do. And for the record, you know how I feel.”

      “You hate that you can’t lie to me?”

      “It really bugs me.”

      “I kind of enjoy it,” I chuckled. “It keeps you honest.”

      “No, I’m honest because I love you. But a girl needs a secret every now and then.”

      “Mmm. So… tell me about him.”

      “How do you know it’s a him?”

      “Because I know you.”

      “Fine. He’s one of the instructors, and…”

      I listened as she described the guy: dark hair, blue eyes, and medium height. I privately guessed well-built and packing something extra in his Speedo. No, that wasn’t fair. Christy was fairly egalitarian about dicks. She didn’t care about size, shape, or color, as long as it looked nice and the guy himself wasn’t a jerk.

      “Oh my gosh,” she finished, “he’s really cool, and he doesn’t seem to care that we’re old and married.”

      “You aren’t old.”

      “You know what I mean. Anyway, I hope he’s interested. I think he is, but I’m not sure. He’s definitely interested in Wren. Sometimes I wish I looked like her, or Brooke, or anyone with an actual chest.”

      “I like your chest. I love it, in fact.”

      “Allie hasn’t spoiled you?”

      “No.”

      “Thank goodness. Sometimes I wonder… why you’re still with me.”

      “You know why.”

      “Mmm, I do. Still my favorite words.”

      “Mine too.”

      “I suppose I should let you go,” she sighed. “Wren just finished in the shower. Tell the girls I love them. I’ll tell Laurie for you. Oh my gosh, I almost forgot to tell you! She won her group yesterday. I’m so proud of her.”

      “Me too. That’s awesome. Tell her congratulations.”

      “I will.”

      “Is she treating you any better?”

      “A little, I suppose. You know how she is. I don’t know where I went wrong with her.”

      “It’s the age.”

      “I know. Only… I wish I could do things over.”

      “Well, we can’t, so…”

      “We can…,” she hinted.

      “That’s a much longer conversation,” I said flatly.

      “I know. But we still need to have it. I’m serious, Paul, I want more children.”

      Children, I thought, plural.

      “I— I can’t explain it,” she went on. “But I suppose you’re right, now isn’t the time.”

      “Mmm.”

      “I love you?”

      “I love you too. And we’ll talk about it.”

      “Okay.”

      “In the meantime, you need to shower,” I said. “Good luck with the instructor guy.”

      “Never in a million years…,” she laughed fondly.

      “I know. Me too.”

      “But I suppose it works.”

      “Yep. Now, off you go. I love you, and I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Tonight,” she promised without thinking.

      “Or tomorrow. In case you’re busy tonight.”

      “I’ll text you either way.”

      “Sounds good.”

      We said goodbye and hung up, and I stared into the predawn light until the dogs jingled up.

      I took one look at Spike and couldn’t decide whether to laugh or yell at him. His legs were covered in mud that was only a shade lighter than his fur. He even tried to look surprised at how it had gotten there.

      “Sorry, buddy,” I laughed, “nice try.”

      Buck frowned and wondered if he was in trouble too. Spike stuck to his story and maintained his innocence.

      “So, we’re taking a shower together this morning?”

      Spike eyed the door to the house and perked up.

      “Oh, no, outside,” I chuckled. Fortunately, I’d designed the shower with this in mind. It had both hot and cold water, and my testicles thanked me. “Come on, guys,” I said to the dogs. “Oh, and no one tell Susie. Got it? I’ll never hear the end of it if she finds out.”

      Spike wagged his tail enthusiastically. Right! Mum’s the word!

      Buck was more laconic. You’re the boss.

      Oh, boy, shower time!

      Hey, hold on… he’s got mud on him.

      Hot water, yeah!

      Uh… has he been in the lake?

      Scrubby time! Do-do-do-do, de-dum, de-dum.

      I thought you told us not to…

      Super. Now I had Spike and Buck in my head, too.
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      Light footsteps pattered down the stairs, and I recognized Emily before she reached the bottom.

      Susie still ran with a child’s heavy feet, and she occasionally caromed off walls that leapt into her path. She was coordinated enough to avoid them when she wanted to, but she tended to run through things rather than around them.

      “Hey, Dad,” Emily said cheerfully.

      “Hey back. You too, Molly.”

      The dog wagged her tail.

      “Something smells yummy,” the girl said. “Bacon?”

      “In the oven. Be ready in a few minutes. You want a waffle to start?”

      Her eyes lit up. “Chocolate chip? With powdered sugar?”

      “In little smiley faces,” I agreed. “Be my sous?”

      “Of course!”

      “Here you go, you can do the fruit.”

      She sliced an orange into thin, decorative wedges. Then she started on the strawberries. She ate about half of them before they reached the cutting board, but I’d set out extra for a reason. I knew my girl.

      I poured batter into the waffle maker, closed the lid, and flipped it to start the timer. The oven beeped a moment later, and I took out the bacon to cool.

      Molly came over to me and sat obediently.

      I stared hard at Emily instead.

      “What? It’s turkey. It’s good for her.”

      “This is exactly why I don’t want you to feed her at the table.”

      “Only, we aren’t at the table.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I wasn’t yesterday, either.”

      “Emily…”

      “That’s okay,” she said breezily, “she can have some of mine.”

      I let it drop. Emily was serious when she offered to share her own food. Besides, she’d reached the age where I had to negotiate with her. I could still tell her no, but I had a limited number of times I could do it and make it stick. This wasn’t going to be one of them.

      “Thanks, Dad,” she said sincerely. “I won’t feed the others, I swear. Only Molly.” Something thudded above us, and she glanced up. “Oh, boy. I suppose I’ll help Susie and Carly, too, so we don’t have to come back.”

      “Thank you, sweetie. That’s very nice of you.” It was slightly selfish too—Emily hated being late—but I gave her the benefit of the doubt on this one. “Run upstairs and tell them about breakfast. Check on Maddy, too. Make sure she’s moving.”

      “Yes, sir!” She whirled and dashed up the stairs.

      Molly stayed put and gazed at me with hopeful eyes. I fed her a piece of bacon.

      “Don’t tell, hmm?”

      She said she wouldn’t, and I fed her another piece.

      “Sometimes I wonder who’s in charge around here: me, you, or the girls?”

      Molly thought it was obvious, although she made it clear that her vote was for sale.

      “Here you go,” I laughed. “But we have to save the rest.”

      She finished chomping and licked her lips.

      Emily danced down the stairs, threw me a wave, and flung her arms around me.

      “I love you, Daddy.”

      I chuckled. She only called me that when she really wanted to pour it on. Still, I wasn’t about to complain. I had a limited number of daddy-hugs in my future, and I wanted to cherish them. I squeezed her tight.

      “I love you too, Froggy.”

      The waffle maker beeped. Her head came up and her eyes went wide with excitement. She looked like a little girl again.

      “Perfect timing!” I said. “Grab a stool.”

      I turned and stopped abruptly. Allie was standing in the living room doorway.

      “Oh, hello. How long have you been there?”

      “Long enough.” Sea-green eyes glinted with laughter.

      “Yeah, Dad, you saw me wave.” Emily hopped onto a stool and readied her knife and fork like a Valkyrie poised to wreak havoc on the battlefield. I set the plate in front of her and snatched my hand away, lest I lose any fingers.

      “She did,” Allie agreed. “You were… preoccupied.” Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. She glanced at the bacon and arched an eyebrow. For a price.

      “Ah, so that’s how it is,” I chuckled.

      “Everyone else was doing it, so I thought I’d give it a try. And it worked!” She nibbled bacon and managed to look smug at the same time.

      I filled the waffle maker and started it again. Then I took a moment to appreciate Allie.

      She wore a simple denim sheath dress, but it hugged her curves and showed a deep V of cleavage. A brass zipper ran from hem to bodice, and something told me she wasn’t wearing a bra. She pursed her lips and practically dared me to check.

      She’d done her hair and face too, a casual French twist and light makeup. It was her everyday look, only better.

      And even more fuckable.

      No kidding. Say, Emily…? How’d you like to finish making breakfast?

      Allie needs to lay some pipe.

      She teased me with an arched eyebrow, but the younger girls had other plans. They hurtled down the stairs and burst into the kitchen like the frumious bandersnatch, a legendary creature known for its speed and subtlety (cough, cough).

      “Good morning, Mr. Father.”

      “Mornin’, Mr. H.”

      “Is breakfast ready?”

      “Word.”

      “Good morning, ladies,” I said calmly.

      Susie locked eyes with the waffle maker. “Yum! Can I have the next one?”

      I was just about to say something when she spotted Allie at the bar. She backtracked just as quickly.

      “Oh. Sorry. I suppose I need to wait my turn.”

      “That’s okay,” Allie said, like every mother in history, “you go first.”

      “For real? I can have it?”

      “No diggity.”

      Susie grinned, and Carly looked fit to burst.

      “In that case,” Susie said, very seriously, “is it okay if I give it to Emily?”

      “That’s very nice of you,” Allie said.

      Susie stiffened with a sudden idea. “Oh, I know! C’mon, Carly, let’s feed the dogs!”

      They dashed across the kitchen, grabbed bowls from the alcove, and raced to the pantry.

      “They run so fearfully quick,” I said under my breath, and Allie looked at me like I’d lost my marbles. “The White Queen,” I added, which only made things worse. “The bandersnatch? No?”

      The waffle maker beeped, and Allie burst into laughter.

      Saved by the bell. Again.
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      Wonder of wonders, we arrived on time for drop-off. All four girls had their backpacks, lunch bags, and water bottles. No one had forgotten anything. In fact, the older girls had packed Harry Potter books, while the younger ones took their Game Boys.

      “We’re almost through Death Mountain.”

      I wasn’t going to argue (or ask what Death Mountain was). I even learned something new.

      “Game Boys are the old ones, Dad. These are Game Boy Advance SPs. They’re so much better.”

      “They’re advanced,” I agreed wryly.

      “Fo sheezy.”

      Susie persisted, “Yeah, but they’re even better than the regular Advance.”

      “The ones we wouldn’t buy you last year?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Okay, so… how’re they better?”

      “The SP is for Special.”

      “What about the plain ol’ Game Boy, the original?”

      “They’re old. And kinda sucky. Now, I mean.”

      “Word, Mr. H. The new ones are da bomb.”

      “‘Da bomb.’ Okay. Got it.” I felt so old. “Hold on… what about the books?”

      Allie grinned.

      “What about them?” Emily asked suspiciously.

      “Are they regular books? Or Page Book Advance SPs? The SP is for Special, by the way.”

      The younger girls giggled, while the older ones sighed in tween displeasure. Madison provided the epitaph.

      “So immature.”

      At least I could name everything in their lunch bags: sandwiches, veggie sticks, fresh fruit, juice boxes, and snacks for later. Susie had even decorated hers and Carly’s with handmade signs:

      Property of 🌈 Susan Hughes (and Roscoe). 🦙 Brunch only!!!!!

      Property of Caroline ⚔️ Homeskillet ⚔️ Ramos. Word.

      I wasn’t sure why she’d added the rainbow and funny-looking dog, “No, Dad, it’s a llama. His name is Sparky Joe,” but the swords made sense. And once I thought about it, Death Mountain did too. Susie and Carly had been playing Legend of Zelda on their Game Boys—correction, on their Game Boy Advance SPs.

      Allie and I watched until the girls made it safely into the building and one of the teen-going-on-twenty-five girls waved to us.

      “Do you mind if we hang around for a few minutes?” Allie asked.

      “No problem. But… I thought you wanted to get tested.”

      “I do. But I wanna get some coffee first. I… um… didn’t get any with breakfast.”

      “Coffee. Right.”

      “And conversation.”

      “Of course.”

      I pulled into the parking lot proper, and we made small talk until Mark’s Mercedes turned into the drop-off lane.

      McKenna hopped out, slipped her backpack over her small shoulders, and reached into the car for her lunch bag. She waved goodbye but paused as Mark said something to her. Then she nodded and closed the car door like a normal person instead of the demolition crew who’d arrived with us.

      I watched her walk into the building and felt a deep sense of affection. I loved her almost as much as my own daughters. And she was the most put-together child I’d ever met, a small version of Leah. One day she was going to fly the Space Shuttle, cure cancer, or become President.

      Mark started to pull away. He hadn’t seen us, so I honked at him. He circled into the parking lot and pulled in beside us. The Mercedes’s passenger window slid down smoothly, and he leaned over to look at me.

      “You in the mood for coffee?”

      He grinned. “Are you asking me on a date?”

      “Not me.” I hooked a thumb over my shoulder. “The coffee lady.”

      “Oh! In that case, sure. Lemme call my assistant. Meet you there.”

      He closed the window and backed out. I followed him onto the main road and then shot a glance at Allie.

      “That turned you on, didn’t it?” I said. “Back there, watching Mark and Mac.”

      “A little,” she admitted. “Although…”

      “Although…?”

      “I like Mark. He’s nice. You make a good team.”

      “A good team, huh? Did Christy tell you?”

      “Sort of. I mean… Sure, of course she told me.”

      “You know,” I mused, “I can always tell when she’s lying.”

      Allie turned to face me, eyebrows arched in a challenge. “You think I’m lying to you?”

      “Maybe not lying, but you aren’t telling me everything.”

      She pretended to consider it, a little too casually, before she shook her head and shrugged.

      “Got it,” I said, and tried Christy’s line, “A girl needs a secret every now and then?”

      “Oh, I have plenty of secrets,” Allie laughed.

      “Mmm. And you’ll share this one when you’re ready.”

      Sly grin. “Maybe.”

      “Like, after you seduce Mark?”

      “Why, sir!” she protested. “You have me confused with some kind of greedy slut.”

      “Ha! Good one.”

      “Why, the nerve of some people…”

      “Now you sound like Eudora Welty.”

      “Oh, Papa-Daddy,” she drawled, before she dissolved in a fit of laughter. “God, I love flirting with you.”

      “Is that what we’re doing?”

      “I dunno, you tell me.”

      I glanced at her sideways. “Okay, unzip your dress.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You said, ‘you tell me,’ so I’m telling you… unzip your dress.”

      “Why?”

      “’Cause I wanna see if you’re wearing a bra or not.”

      We were higher than most of the cars around us, but Allie still looked around as she unbuckled her seatbelt. Then she smirked and lowered the zipper, just enough to show me the valley between her breasts.

      “Good. A little more…”

      She did, and the dress parted in a wide V to show the inner curve of each breast. She shifted slightly, and I caught the edge of a pink nipple.

      “More…”

      She stopped at her navel, although she didn’t object when I slid a hand into her dress. I squeezed her right breast and massaged gently. She sighed, and her nipple grew stiff under my fingers.

      “I’ll make you a deal,” I said after a moment. “You can suck two dicks—”

      Her eyes flew open.

      “Mine twice, or…”

      “Or…?” she repeated huskily.

      “Mine once and Mark’s once.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “Mmm. I thought so. Want me to ask him?”

      “No! I mean… no, please. No, thank you. I— We’re— I mean, we’re just friends.”

      I grinned. “Where’ve I heard that before?”

      “I mean it this time. We’re just friends.”

      “You could be friends with benefits.” I nodded at Mark’s car, which had just turned into Starbucks. “He and Leah have a similar arrangement. One phone call…”

      “No,” Allie breathed. “I shouldn’t. I mean— It’s tempting, but… I can’t. I—”

      I pulled into a parking space and turned off the engine.

      “Are you sure…? Last chance.”

      “I’m sure,” Allie said at last. “One dick. Yours. Twice.” She forced a smile, but her breathing was just a little bit quicker than before. Then she remembered to zip up her dress, although now anyone could tell that she wasn’t wearing a bra.

      “Let me know if you change your mind,” I chuckled. “One phone call, two men… all yours.”
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      “Thank you for not saying anything,” Allie said after we left the coffee shop. “I mean, you figured it out, obviously, but…”

      I waited. “But…?”

      “I’m not sure I can explain. It feels like everything’s moving so fast. I mean… You and I just— Well, you know. You were there. And I’ve only been divorced a few months—”

      “Six,” I countered, “and separated a year.”

      “Yeah, okay. And things were going downhill long before he moved out. Still… I just feel…”

      “Like I’m pushing you?”

      “No, no! Not that,” she said automatically.

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Sorry about that. I’ll chill.”

      “Okay, maybe you are, but sometimes I need a little push. Like the ‘just friends’ thing. I’m pretty happy with how things turned out.”

      “Thanks. Me too.”

      “No, I mean things’re moving fast everywhere else. Like, what if I’m not the same person I was back in college? I mean, we all do crazy things, but then we grow out of it.”

      Or not, the little head said, and I checked the side mirror to hide an eye-roll. Leave it to Mr. Big to make it all about him. Fortunately, Allie was too preoccupied to notice.

      “I mean, that was, like, fifteen years ago. Oh, God, has it really been that long?”

      “Time flies when you’re having fun?”

      “When does the fun part begin?”

      “A couple of days ago,” the little head said through my mouth. I wanted to strangle him, and not in a good way.

      “God, no kidding!” Allie laughed.

      Nyah! Told you so!

      “I shouldn’t’ve waited so long. I do feel a bit greedy, though, like I’m taking advantage of the situation. Or taking something that doesn’t belong to me. Christy made it pretty clear that she’s okay with it, though, and I know you are.”

      Me too, the little head added. You know, in case you were wondering.

      I wasn’t.

      Okay, but I thought you might’ve forgotten.

      I haven’t.

      I could really use some attention.

      I know. You keep reminding me.

      I’m just making sure.

      Mmm.

      Any idea…? I mean, when…?

      No clue. Now, will you kindly shut the fuck up.

      Allie fell silent, and I frantically wondered if I’d spoken aloud. Then she nodded in the direction we were going.

      “…which is why I wanna get tested. I never thought condoms were a big deal, but I guess they weren’t my problem before. I saw one, the whole time I was in high school. I carried it around in my purse, hidden in a pill compact. Does that count?”

      “Oh, that’s right,” I chuckled. “It’s hard to imagine you as a nerd.”

      “Well, I was.”

      “Still… you didn’t use them in college?”

      “Hardly ever. We knew about AIDS, but it was still a gay thing.”

      “There are lots of other STDs.”

      “Oh, I know! Now. But— It sounds so naïve… But back then, things like syphilis and gonorrhea were for girls from the wrong side of the tracks. We— Well, you know. You were there in the eighties. You remember what it was like.”

      “Yeah, I do. A lot’s changed since then.”

      “As long as you aren’t judging me.”

      “No, that wasn’t what I meant. I’m a little surprised you didn’t use them for the parties—”

      “What? No, that was the whole point! Condoms are the real world… sex in missionary, lights off, guy on top… and only one! I didn’t want any of that. I wanted fantasy. Two guys at once… three… more! With the lights on! Porn sex, not condoms!” She laughed when she heard herself but didn’t demur.

      “Right. Fair enough.”

      “That being said,” she continued in a calmer voice, “I guess I’m older now, so I want something different. I want… intimacy, although not like you think. I’m not looking for a husband or anything—”

      “I know what you meant.”

      “Good.” She paused to frame her next thought. “I didn’t realize how much I missed it, just a man and a woman…”

      A penis and a vagina.

      You want attention. Got it.

      “…seems so clinical when we have to use a condom.”

      “You won’t get any argument from me.”

      “Okay, now that you mention it… how’s it work with your girlfriends? Or should I say your other girlfriends?”

      “Do we use condoms, you mean?”

      “Well, yeah… but… let’s go back a bit. What’m I? A girlfriend? Friend-friend? With benefits? Never mind. We already know about the benefits. So, what do you call Leah?”

      “Complicated.”

      Allie rolled her eyes at my glib reply. “You know what I mean.”

      I nodded and didn’t explain. My relationship with Leah was complicated, and some part of me didn’t want to admit how I really felt about her. I might be tempted to act on it if I did.

      “You know what Christy calls her? Your other wife.”

      I nodded again, acknowledgment rather than admission, but Allie wasn’t ready to let it go. She loved a good story, after all.

      “I saw the way you looked at McKenna, back at drop off.”

      “Yeah. She’s practically our fourth daughter.” And I could love her without thinking about the stars, or what might’ve happened if they’d aligned differently.

      “Okay,” Allie said slowly. “If you won’t tell me about Leah, then what about Tiffanie? She’s your girlfriend, right? God, that sounds so… high school… like you’re going together. Is that what you and I are doing? Going together?”

      “That depends,” I said neutrally. “What do you want? I mean, are we just hooking up? A couple of one-night stands? A regular thing?” Like, perhaps, if you join the group?

      “I— I don’t know,” she admitted.

      “Neither do I. Not yet, at least.”

      “It feels like a regular thing. I mean, I wanna get tested, don’t I? But yeah… for now I guess we’re hooking up.” She snorted a laugh. “That sounds funny when I say it—like ‘no diggity’—but it’s what kids say these days. Oh, God, listen to me! I sound like an old lady now.”

      “I know what you mean,” I chuckled.

      “Did you pick it up from Tiffanie?”

      “What?”

      “The phrase, hooking up.”

      “Yeah, probably.”

      Allie nodded. “We still need to answer the question: What’re we doing here? And what do we call each other?”

      “Well, that’s easy. We’re friends, for sure. With benefits.”

      “Obviously,” she grinned. “I don’t let my other friends grope me in the Starbucks parking lot.”

      “Why not? You might like it. Certain friends, at least.”

      She laughed but didn’t rise to the bait.

      “As far as the rest,” I continued seriously, “I suppose we can figure it out as we go. I mean, I don’t think of you as my girlfriend—”

      “I’m too old.”

      “Not really.”

      “No, I am. Like I said, ‘girlfriend’ feels so immature. But I’m not your lover. That makes it sound like we’re cheating—”

      “Which we aren’t,” I agreed.

      “Right. So… what did you call Miss Li? Or the heiress? They’re closer to my age, aren’t they?”

      “Well, ‘Miss Li’ is Genevieve. At least, she was. I haven’t talked to her since she moved. But that’s not what you asked. We were friends with benefits.”

      Allie nodded.

      “The same with ‘the heiress,’ only… she doesn’t like to be called that.”

      “Oh. Okay. No problem. I’ll—” Allie blinked in surprise. “I don’t actually know her name.”

      “Alexa.”

      “Christy never said. She always called her ‘the heiress.’”

      “I’m not surprised. She… um…” I tried to find a polite way to say what I was thinking. “I guess she’s a little jealous.”

      “Jealous? Who? Christy? Of—? Sorry, of Alexa? But… I mean… Why?”

      Christy had never come right out and said it, but I knew how she felt. We’d been married twenty years, after all. She also tried to downplay it, and I pretended it wasn’t an issue. Her reasons were obvious, while mine were selfish, which I didn’t like to admit.

      I enjoyed spending time with Alexa, and I definitely enjoyed having sex with her, but it was more than that. We had a no-strings relationship, and I didn’t have to think about it. She was a guilty pleasure, an escape, more than any woman I’d slept with since college. I was the same for her, a vacation from her high-profile life and all the headaches that entailed.

      “Forget I asked,” Allie said, a little perturbed.

      “What? Oh, no! Sorry. I was woolgathering.” I thought back and picked up where I’d gone missing. “Why’s she jealous? Honestly? A dumb reason, but it’s classic Christy, if that makes sense.”

      “Well, if it’s ‘classic Christy,’ then it’s probably superficial. So… is it about her looks? Alexa’s?”

      “Right in one.”

      “For real? But Christy’s gorgeous! I write about women half her age who’d kill for a body like hers!”

      “Maybe on the outside.”

      Allie thought about it and nodded. “Yeah, I see what you mean. Basic human nature. You think everyone else is perfect and you’re the one who’s messed up.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “So… what’s this Alexa like? I mean, she must be a supermodel or something.”

      “Close.”

      Allie’s eyebrows rose with each passing moment that I didn’t elaborate. “For real?”

      “Yep.”

      “A supermodel?” she repeated.

      “More like a celebrity, but yeah.”

      “Okay, now you have to tell me.”

      I signaled to change lanes. We needed to turn, and I used it as an excuse to avoid the question.

      “Oh my God! Seriously?” Allie laughed.

      “I don’t like to kiss and tell.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Besides, I need to keep some things private. Otherwise you’ll lose interest and find another guy to sleep with.”

      “I’m thinking about it now,” she threatened playfully. “Mark’s pretty hot. And I know he’s interested. Or Trip. His wife’s out of town too, you know. He doesn’t like blowjobs as much, but I’ve heard he eats pussy like a champ.”

      “His words exactly,” I chuckled, “but good luck with that.”

      The little head actually face-palmed.

      “He’s in the middle of the playoffs,” I added quickly. “He doesn’t do anything that gets in the way of baseball. I mean, why d’you think Wren picked this week for swim camp? She’s like me—she needs to get laid every day, and she knew it wasn’t gonna happen while Trip’s team is in the running.”

      Better. Now, get back in there! I need some attention— Ah-ah! From a lady this time. I know you…, he warned.

      I chuckled and didn’t deny it. Then I returned to the task of digging myself out of a hole. That I’d dug. For myself. (Yeah, it sounded bad when I put it like that.)

      “Mark is definitely interested,” I told Allie. “And I’m sure he’d love to join us. Maybe tomorrow night—?”

      “What! Who said anything about tomorrow night?”

      “I did.”

      “Right,” she deadpanned.

      “I know we haven’t talked about it, but you’re welcome to stay to the end of the week. It’s a lot more convenient, especially with dance camp.”

      Allie nodded slowly.

      “Leah’s still in Washington,” I hinted, “and McKenna’s in the same camp.”

      “You think they should spend the night too? The rest of the week? Is that it?”

      “Maybe not the rest of the week, but tomorrow night. Wait, hear me out. We’ll invite them for dinner. Mark’ll know what’s up.”

      “I bet!” Allie laughed, and I realized she wasn’t as upset as she wanted me to think.

      “Right. He’ll know what’s up. Besides, it’s a long drive home from our place…”

      “And they usually spend the night,” she finished. “Wow. I walked into that, didn’t I?”

      “Kinda, yeah.”

      She grinned at me sideways. “I still think we’re moving too fast…”

      “But…?”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Awesome!” We shared a grin before mine slowly disappeared. “Now’s probably a good time to warn you… my attitude is about to change. Drastically. I’m fine once we get inside, but… you’ll see.”
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      I slowed as we approached the clinic and scanned the sidewalk for religious zealots and sign-toting protesters. Sure enough, three of them stood near the entrance to the parking lot. I even recognized one of the regulars, a diehard, self-righteous scold who gave Christians everywhere a bad name.

      Part of me wanted to do the world a favor and run him over. I could get all three if I didn’t mind taking out a few shrubs. Then again, the landscaping served a useful purpose, so I settled for pointing out the useless people instead.

      “Onward, Christian soldiers.”

      Allie frowned. “Huh?”

      “The pro-lifers.”

      “Oh. What about them?”

      “They’re marching as to war. This is their Crusade.”

      “They’re just passionate,” Allie said.

      “Maybe, but not about what you think.”

      “Stopping abortion?”

      “Then why don’t they support easy access to birth control? Or better sex education in schools? I mean, the best way to stop abortion is to prevent unwanted pregnancies in the first place, right? But that isn’t what they want. No, they just want to force their twisted morality on everyone. Only, it hasn’t existed since The Scarlet Letter. Heck, it didn’t exist then.”

      “I haven’t read it since high school,” she said. “But… what’s it have to do with these people?”

      “Pro-lifers aren’t ‘passionate Christians.’ They’re misogynists hiding behind religion. They only want to terrorize women and control their bodies.”

      “Okay, I give!” Allie laughed. “I’m on your side anyway.”

      “Yeah, sorry. I told you… I get riled up every time I come here.”

      Fortunately, the clinic was private property, and the Puritan Inquisition couldn’t approach the entrance without being arrested. Besides, Allie and I were a middle-aged couple, and I was spoiling for a confrontation. The zealots only harassed single women who were desperate and vulnerable.

      The security guard at the entrance recognized me and nodded. He was an older Black man, an Air Force vet and former police sergeant with the ironic name of Arthur Dimsdale. I chatted with him sometimes, especially when I visited by myself.

      He and his wife had raised two sons and put them through college. These days they spoiled their grandkids. On Saturday he smoked a brisket and made dinner so his wife could play Spades with her friends. On Sunday he sang in the church choir. Monday through Friday he guarded a women’s health clinic.

      I liked him. He was a good Christian, a real one. He didn’t wear his beliefs on his sleeve, didn’t carry a sign, and definitely didn’t accost people for having different ones. He was too polite to come right out and say it, but his presence at the clinic was a silent rebuke to the protestors.

      I greeted him as we approached, “Hey, Art. Sorry if I put you on high alert.”

      “Every time,” he chuckled in his Johnny Cash bass. “You get out of the car like you’re lookin’ for a fight.”

      “That’s because I am.”

      “They aren’t worth it. You know that.”

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t change how I feel.”

      “Can’t argue with that. You doin’ all right?”

      “I am, thanks. You?”

      “Can’t complain.” He nodded politely to Allie, “Ma’am.”

      “Good to see you again,” I said to him. “Say hi to your wife.”

      “You do the same.” His eyes crinkled with amusement. He’d seen me with at least four different women over the years, and Mother Dimsdale hadn’t raised no dummy. He didn’t know exactly what my lifestyle was, but he didn’t have a problem with it. This Arthur Dimsdale was the exact opposite of his Puritan namesake.

      I opened the door for Allie and felt better already.

      “I know I should’ve said something before now,” she said quietly, “but… do I need an appointment?”

      “Not for a walk-in test.”

      “Okay, thanks. And thanks for coming with me.”

      “No problem. I need to get tested again anyway.”

      She smiled nervously and looked around the waiting area. It looked like any other doctor’s office.

      “I thought it would look like a fortress or something.”

      “Nope. It’s a regular clinic. They have more bomb threats than most, and the crazies sometimes pose as patients, but it’s business as usual once you get inside.” I added our names to the testing list and passed the clipboard to the woman behind the counter.

      “Go ahead and have a seat,” she said. “Someone will call your name when they’re ready for you.”

      “Now we wait,” I said to Allie.

      “How long will it take?”

      “You don’t have another appointment, do you?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No, the test itself.”

      “I know. Sorry. I was trying to lighten the mood. Anyway, it’s fairly quick. Start with a questionnaire and routine physical exam. Then draw blood, pee in a cup, and swab your cheek. After that you’re all done. Wait for the results. Easy peasy.”

      “When will we find out? I mean, do they have to send it off to the lab? Never mind, stupid question. Of course they do. But… I mean…?”

      “The HIV test is the one we really care about, and it’s fairly quick. We’ll have those results in twenty-four hours. The others might take longer, but most of us are willing to fudge a bit, especially if we know the person. Besides, antibiotics will kill most normal things.”

      “Are you speaking from experience?”

      “Me? God, no! I’ve been lucky. Well, lucky and careful.”

      “What about the others?”

      “The same,” I said. “Zero infections.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      “We’re careful.”

      “Obviously,” she agreed.

      “We’ve had some scares over the years, but none amounted to anything.”

      “What happened?”

      “Oh, the usual things.” She scoffed politely, and I conceded the point, “Yeah, fair enough. We have different ideas of ‘usual.’”

      The door opened before Allie could ask any more questions, and my friend stuck her head out. She smiled when she saw me, although she had to double-check her clipboard for Allie’s name.

      “Paul and… Allison?”

      “That’s us,” I said.

      “I know. C’mon back.”

      I waited until the door closed to make introductions.

      “Lori, this is Allison—”

      “Allie to my friends,” she said automatically.

      “Allie, this is Lori, our friend at the clinic.”

      Lori looked like a thirty-something Britney Spears, with the same blonde hair and brown eyes. Her figure was the MILF version of the pop star’s, and I didn’t feel like a dirty old man for ogling her. She even managed to make blue scrubs look sexy.

      She caught me looking and rolled her eyes, but it was a friendly gesture, a game we played. She knew my taste in women and fit it perfectly, but she was happy with her husband.

      “Are you here for the usual?” she asked.

      “Yes, please. And it’s Allie’s first time, so—”

      “Be gentle?” She leaned close to her and confided, “He says the same thing every time. I hope he’s more original in bed.”

      Allie blinked in surprise.

      “You’re welcome to find out,” I said.

      “What would you do if I said yes?” Lori taunted.

      “Take you up on it, duh!”

      “Now he’s going to say that my husband’s a lucky man.”

      “He is.”

      “Tell him that!” Lori laughed.

      “He’s crazy if he doesn’t know it already.”

      “Oh, he does.”

      “And if you ever get sick of monogamy, you know who to call.”

      “BR-549?”

      “You got it!”
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