
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				Dove
			

			
				Beauties and the Geek #6
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ian Snow
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Copyright © 2025.
			

			
				All rights reserved.
			

			
				 
			

			
				No part of this book may be reproduced without signed consent from the writer.
			

			
				 
			

			
				This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, businesses, or events is purely coincidental.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 Cover by Vanilla Lily Designs
			

			
				


			
				Taking Flight
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Take care of our girl, Jack,” Jordan said.
			

			
				“I will,” he said, grabbing the suitcases out of the back of Christa’s SUV. He turned to her and gave her a fierce hug and a kiss on the cheek.
			

			
				“We’ll see you as soon as we can,” she said.
			

			
				“Don’t rush,” Bambi said. Her eyes were red from crying. Her father suffered a heart attack the night before, and though he was alive, she hadn’t had a moment of sleep. Without a touch of makeup and in sweatpants and a loose tee, she looked as vulnerable and scared as Jackson had ever seen her.
			

			
				She was surrounded by everyone in the harem, even their friends with benefits Aiko and Samantha, who the group had just helped get engaged the day before. Samantha had called that morning to thank them again for the most amazing day of hers and Aiko’s life, and asked if they couldn’t make the group dinner that evening as a thank you. She listened in stunned silence when Jackson explained what was going on, and immediately said, “We’re coming to see you off.”
			

			
				The plan was for Jackson and Bambi to fly out now with the rest of his girlfriends to follow by road tripping it to Fort Cloud, the city where Bambi had once gone to college and where her father was now in the hospital. Bambi tried weakly to protest that the whole group shouldn’t upend their lives, but there were no obligations for Geek and Lace that couldn’t be delayed. Jackson needed to finish work on an album of photographs and a personalized video for Aiko and Samantha, but they told him not to worry about it. They were wonderful like that, but he did bring his laptop just in case he found time to work on it and needed a distraction.
			

			
				Bambi and Jack hugged everyone. Aiko and Samantha told Bambi if there was anything they could do, they would be there for her in a heartbeat. Jackson loved them for that, and so much more. He knew they were too in love with each other to truly ever belong to the harem, but he considered them honorary members, and he was certain his girlfriends felt the same way.
			

			
				“Thank you for coming,” he told them. “It means a lot.”
			

			
				“Yes,” Bambi said. She wasn’t capable of much more than that, and buoyant Aiko, as radiant as ever, squeezed her tight again, saying nothing but kissing her gently on the cheek.
			

			
				Their girlfriends and friends stuck with them until they had to go through security, and there they said a hasty second goodbye. At their gate, with twenty minutes to spare before the plane started boarding, Bambi collapsed on a chair, and Jackson sat next to her, mute and holding her as tight as he could.
			

			
				She might not have been able to sleep the night before, but when the plane’s engines fired up and they took off, Bambi slipped into a thin, restless sleep that lasted the entire flight. Jackson spent the time composing what he might say to Bambi’s parents. His relationship with Ralph and Charlotte Hooper was rocky at best and had been leaning towards outright hostility from them the last few times he and Bambi were home. They loved their daughter fiercely, but they were conservative-minded, and while there had been some strained support from them at first, Bambi and Jack’s strange relationship with Paige, Christa, and Jordan tested their limits. 
			

			
				Still, Ralph Hooper had been good to Jack in his own way. When Bambi transferred from her college in Fort Cloud to New Bainbridge University, Ralph had put up a considerable amount of money to help the throuple land a decent house, which as coincidence would have it was owned by their future girlfriend Christa. Jackson and Bambi paid off that debt that same summer when Christa hired on Jack as her professional photographer, but that seemed to incite even more brittleness between Mr. Hooper and Jack, as though Ralph couldn’t stand the fact that Jackson had actually succeeded in photography, a career choice he’d once sneered at – and still did, despite how well their company was doing.
			

			
				As for Charlotte Hooper, the matriarch of the family, she watched her daughter’s antics with Jack with a plastic pleasantness as thin as dollar store toilet paper. She was always polite to Jack in their dealings but rarely showed more emotion than that. He understood their distance from him, and might have even done the same thing in their shoes, but their standoffishness hurt Bambi, and that in turn made him feel equal parts irritated and pained for her.
			

			
				Bambi awoke as the plane began its descent. “No snacks?” she asked, a weak smile flickering for just a moment before fizzling out.
			

			
				“We can stop and get you something to eat on the way to the hospital.”
			

			
				“No, I’d just like to get tehre.”
			

			
				He nodded, took her hand, and didn’t let it go until it was time to disembark.
			

			
				They weren’t anticipating anyone to meet them at the gate because they simply hadn’t taken the time to text anyone on the Fort Cloud end the specifics of their flight, but someone must have let the Hooper family know. Bambi’s older brother Josh waited for them, a little older and heavier than the last time Jackson and Bambi came to Fort Cloud together the summer they fell in love, but no less handsome. He was on the verge of finishing up his doctorate, and would be teaching economics soon.
			

			
				All the men in the Hooper family had naturally serious faces, but Josh was the most easy-going between his brother Rob and their father Ralph. He broke out into a pained smile when he saw Bambi and Jackson, and hugged her tight when she rushed to him.
			

			
				“Hey, sis,” he said. Over her shoulder, he nodded at Jackson, who nodded back.
			

			
				“How is he?” Bambi asked, her voice querulous and thin.
			

			
				“He’s okay. Stable. Grumpy. They want to keep him for observation.”
			

			
				“How long?’ she asked as they started trotting for the luggage claim area.
			

			
				“Don’t know. When Irvin had that stent put in, he was in and out.”
			

			
				“But Dad had a bypass, not a stent.”
			

			
				“Yeah,” Josh said. “I don’t know. The doctors aren’t talking a day yet.”
			

			
				“So it’s not good.”
			

			
				“I didn’t say that. He’s up, he’s with it, he’s looking a little pale but a hell of a lot better than he was last night.”
			

			
				“Don’t lie, Josh. Is he… is he…?”
			

			
				“Hey,” Josh said, stopping and taking her arm. “Honest to Pete.” To Jackson, he added, “We never break-”
			

			
				“An honest to Pete,” Jackson said, smiling. “She told me that once or twice.”
			

			
				“If you’re lying I’ll never forgive you,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“Good thing I’m not lying then,” Josh said.
			

			
				They retrieved their bags and Josh waited around until they got their rental car’s keys, then led them in his Mustang out of the airport’s mass of roads. Jackson drove while Bambi called Christa and let them know they’d made it and were on their way. His phone rang while she talked and he silenced it until she was done, then handed it over.
			

			
				“From Casey,” she said. “He heard and wants to know if we got in okay.”
			

			
				At Jackson’s request, she called him too and filled him and his wife Niara in. They were shocked, and sent their love. In the background, they could hear Melody start to fuss, and Niara gave a hurried sign-off before Casey told them again to let them know if they needed anything.
			

			
				When she hung up, Bambi took Jackson’s hand and squeezed it. “We have a lot of good people in our lives,” she said.
			

			
				“We really do.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Fort Cloud General was pretty much where anyone from Jack and Bambi’s hometown Honeypot went who got seriously sick or injured because their own hospital was so small. It was a sweeping mega-complex comprised of a sea of L-shaped two-story buildings housing specialists and a pair of near-skyscrapers. Jackson had been there before but that was as a kid riding with his parents, so he was grateful Josh was there to guide them to the right parking lot in front of one of the taller buildings.
			

			
				The place buzzed with life as they approached, people streaming in and out. Josh and Jackson flanked Bambi in the elevator going up to the cardiac ward. Jackson took her hand and she leaned her head against him, sniffing. “So…” Josh said. “Any new members to your harem lately?”
			

			
				Jackson flashed back on his photo shoot with Aiko and Samantha the day before, and said very convincingly, “Uh.”
			

			
				Josh looked at him, eyebrow raised and smirking. The elevator slowed and saved Jackson from further embarrassment, at least for the moment. A few people waited as the doors opened up, and parted to let the trio through. Josh led the way past a waiting room and down a lengthy hall, eventually taking a left and passing a second waiting room and a vending machine nook. A tall, statuesque blonde coming out of a room made Bambi stop and stare.
			

			
				“Dove?” she asked.
			

			
				The blonde turned, blinked, and lit up. “Bambi! Oh my God, I saw Hooper and I thought… well, I didn’t hope to see you but, but…”
			

			
				They met halfway, Bambi hugging the other woman. “I didn’t know you were working the cardiac unit. That’s amazing. But we just flew in. I haven’t seen him yet.”
			

			
				“Then don’t let me keep you. Visit your dad and your family, and we’ll catch up when things are calmer, okay?”
			

			
				“Thanks Dove. It’s good to see you.”
			

			
				“You too.” The blonde smiled at Jackson too, and he returned it. She was remarkably beautiful, both tall in stature and in the face, with big soft gray-blue eyes and silky blonde hair that tickled her shoulders. In scrubs it was hard to get a gauge of her figure but in that moment he didn’t really care. She was a friend to his girlfriend and that was enough for him to like her on sight.
			

			
				“She went to college with me,” Bambi explained to her brother and Jackson. To Jack she said, “She was in the same circle as Nicole. My first girlfriend.”
			

			
				“Oh,” Jackson said, nodding. When he and Bambi dated after graduating high school and subsequently broke up, it wasn’t just because they initially went to different colleges. She wanted to explore her bisexuality, something that led to her dating another girl her first semester – the Nicole she was talking about now. But Bambi was still deeply in love with Jackson, and she and her girlfriend broke it off just before Thanksgiving.
			

			
				Now that he thought about it, this was the first time Jackson had met one of Bambi’s friends from that year she spent at State. It was kind of nice.
			

			
				Another familiar face stepped out of a room a few doors down. Rob was the oldest of the Hooper siblings. Time had been kinder to him than his brother, his tall, thin looks a little mean, as was his disposition, but he looked anything but in that moment, his natural sternness melting at the sight of his sister rushing towards him. He met her with an enormous hug as she started crying again.
			

			
				“He’s okay, he’s okay,” Rob said.
			

			
				He was followed just moments later by Charlotte Hooper, Bambi’s beautiful mother. This was the first time Jackson had ever seen her without makeup, and like her daughter, she seemed frayed at the edges.
			

			
				Bambi went from Rob to her mom, hugging her tight, both women too emotional to speak for a long minute. Rob came to Jackson and again he was surprised when Rob hugged him.
			

			
				“Thanks for coming,” he said. “Means a lot to Bambi.”
			

			
				“And us,” Josh added.
			

			
				“Right,” Rob said. And going for a trifecta of weird, he added, “Sorry.”
			

			
				“It’s okay,” Jackson said. “I’m sorry to hear about your dad. But Josh says he’s stable?”
			

			
				“Yeah. They’re going to get him prepped soon for more tests but no one’s giving us any specific timetables here. It’s driving us crazy, but a hospital’s a hospital.”
			

			
				“I can only imagine,” Jackson said. “Should I wait out here, or…?”
			

			
				“Come in with me,” Bambi said, her voice quiet but firm. Rob and Charlotte both looked as though they might say something, but didn’t. Instead, Mrs. Hooper led the way back into the room.
			

			
				Mr. Hooper – Ralph – looked ghastly. It wasn’t that he had become a great deal thinner overnight, but it was like his body was collapsing in on itself, his shoulders tucked in, his hospital gown flat against him as though it were pinned on. There were innumerable tubes and wires coming out from under it. Black, ugly bruises the size of bottlecaps dotted his arms, which Jackson would later learn were from attempts to find a vein by the nurses.
			

			
				What struck him as particularly odd was how quiet it all was. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember the hospital rooms being that quiet, but this one was. None of the machines beeped like on TV or movies. There were lots of noises, but they all came from other rooms or out in the hallway. Nurses talking to each other, someone’s TV, a call light. But in Ralph Hooper’s room, in the first few moments, there was silence.
			

			
				“Honey? Bambi and Jackson are here,” Charlotte said, her voice sweet as syrup but still holding the edge of tears threatening to spill over again.
			

			
				Ralph didn’t open his eyes, not right away, not until Bambi took his hand and leaned down to kiss his cheek, her tears falling fast and hard. “Hi Daddy,” she said. It was a term of endearment Jackson didn’t hear often from her for her father and it was a reminder of how scared she was.
			

			
				Ralph cleared his throat, his eyes fluttering open. “Bambi,” he said, his voice froggy. He smiled, and Bambi laughed and squeezed his hand.
			

			
				“It’s me. And Jackson too.”
			

			
				“And Jackson,” Ralph said.
			

			
				“Hello, Mr. Hooper,” Jackson said. He moved beside Bambi. “It’s, uh… it’s good to see you. Just wish it was under… you know… better circumstances.”
			

			
				“Sure. Good to see you too. Didn’t need to…” He cleared his throat again. “…to spend that kind of money f-flying… home to see me.”
			

			
				“It’s no trouble,” Jackson said, smiling tightly. The underlying message was clear. Ralph didn’t think they had the money to spend on a needless plane ticket. And maybe too what he really meant was that the only person Ralph wanted to see from Jackson’s circle was his daughter. “How are you holding up?”
			

			
				Ralph held up his hands and waved them. “It’s been a non-stop party, Jackson.”
			

			
				Jack couldn’t figure out what to say to that, and before Bambi could respond, the formerly silent machinery broke out into a series of quiet beeps.
			

			
				


			
				Waiting Game
			

			
				 
			

			
				“It’s me that set it off, wasn’t it?” Jackson asked quietly.
			

			
				Everyone was out in the hallway, the nurses still tending to Ralph. His heartrate shot through the roof, which set off the alarms. The nurses asked everyone to clear the room, with Jackson the first out, fleeing as fast as was polite.
			

			
				“No,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“It was the excitement of seeing you both,” Charlotte said.
			

			
				“Yeah, bud, it was you,” Josh said. Bambi hit his arm. “I’m sorry, but it’s true. Dad’s always been a little… stressed about you two.”
			

			
				“It’s okay. I appreciate the honesty,” Jackson said. “I’ll stay out of the room. I don’t want to seem disrespectful but I also want him to recover without…” He waved a hand at the door, and Rob nodded.
			

			
				“That might be best, at least until he’s had time to strengthen up.”
			

			
				Bambi squeezed her eyes shut. “I hate this,” she muttered. “Jack, I, I pulled you all the way here, and…”
			

			
				“It’s okay,” he said, pulling her to him and kissing the top of her head. “I want to be here for you. Even if it’s not in the room, I’ll be here.”
			

			
				She stayed tucked into him like that, sniffing and holding him tight, only breaking away when the nurses came back out, including Dove, the nurse Bambi knew from college.
			

			
				“Let’s have only one or two visitors at a time,” the other nurse said. She was an older woman, with graying hair tied back in a braid. “We don’t want him to get agitated again.”
			

			
				“He’s sleeping now,” Dove said. “He’s going to need a lot of that in the next few days.”
			

			
				Bambi pulled Jackson aside while her mother and Rob reentered the room. Josh stepped away to make a phone call and hunt down an iced tea.
			

			
				“I’m sorry,” Jackson said. “I didn’t think…”
			

			
				“I know. I didn’t either.”
			

			
				“I’m going to stay out of there. I think that’s for the best.”
			

			
				She nodded glumly. “I guess, at least for right now.”
			

			
				“Listen, how about I go get us checked into the hotel, then come back? I’ll camp out in that waiting room we passed by, call the girls, and be there if you need anything else.”
			

			
				“Yeah. That sounds… yeah. Could you get me something to eat, too? Seeing him, I kinda realized I really need food and a nap.”
			

			
				“Anything you’re craving?”
			

			
				“I don’t care, I really don’t.”
			

			
				“Okay.” He kissed her gently. “Go take care of your dad. I’ll be back as fast as I can, but if you or your family need anything, don’t hesitate to text.”
			

			
				“I’ll ask them. Thank you, Jack.”
			

			
				He headed for the elevator again and back out into the sunshine for the rental car. Their hotel was as close to the hospital as they could get, and priced to take advantage of the sick and their families. Jackson had the Geek and Lace company credit card, though Jordan had taken care of the room already for them. All that remained was for him to get the keycards, haul in the luggage, and stop on his way back through the lobby for a cup of coffee from the breakfast nook area. He drank as fast as he dared without scalding his mouth, fearful that at any moment Bambi would call him and tell him the worst had happened and she needed him back there.
			

			
				She did text, asking him to pick up a chicken sandwich for Josh and Rob too. He made that his next stop, opting to head into the Wich Barn instead of waiting on the yawning line of cars in the drive-through. He came out with bags of sandwiches, fries, and chicken nuggets. He bought extra, in case Charlotte was hungry later too. It was probably overkill, but it was a week for overkill.
			

			
				Back at the hospital, he texted Bambi that the food was on its way, and found Josh and Rob in the waiting room as he passed, both on their phones. They divvied up the food, and Josh’s eyes lit up when he saw the chicken nuggets.
			

			
				“Man, I was just saying, I should have told you to grab some of these.”
			

			
				“He really did,” Rob said.
			

			
				“Well, have at them. Rob, you too. There are two or three orders of them in there.”
			

			
				Rob held his eyes. “Thanks, Jackson. You could have stayed away and we wouldn’t have blamed you.”
			

			
				“Aw, hey…” Jackson said uncomfortably. It was weird how friendly Rob was being. The guy had never been outright hostile to Jackson. Instead, his method of showing his disapproval for Bambi’s choice in a love interest was the cold shoulder. Not silent to him exactly, but distant and unapproachable. This thing with his dad really had him rattled.
			

			
				“Look at you two, getting along. Nice,” Josh said through a mouthful of honey mustard-dipped chicken nugget.
			

			
				Bambi met him halfway down the hallway, moving like a zombie. The adrenaline that had been keeping her going was gone, and she looked ready for a long nap. She thanked him for the food, and told him she’d try to foist a sandwich or some French fries on her mom, but her smile was wan and troubled.
			

			
				“It’s so hard to see him like that,” she said softly. “He’s always been so healthy. He got COVID in the early days before the vaccine and thought it was the sniffles.” She shook her head. “The only time he ever went to the hospital, it was to see someone else. And now… God, Jackson, he looks so…”
			

			
				She went silent but didn’t cry. He nodded his understanding, hugged her tight again, and told her gently to get back in there and spend time with Ralph.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				After eating with Jackson, Josh and Rob went for a walk around the building to stretch their legs. Jackson sprawled out in the waiting room and spent a long time on the phone with Christa, Jordan, and Paige. All of them were together, and put him on speaker so they could listen to his update on Ralph.
			

			
				“If he was up and going, if he was being released today, I’d say to stay there,” Jackson said. “Everyone seems to think he’s going to be okay, but I’d rather have all of you here for Bambi than not.”
			

			
				“We wouldn’t stay even if you told us to,” Christa said.
			

			
				“Oh yeah, no, we’re coming up there,” Paige said.
			

			
				“Definitely,” Jordan said. “I’m grateful we live the kind of lives that let us do this. It’s pretty incredible. Oh God, that sounds morbid, like I’m happy Ralph…”
			

			
				“It’s okay, baby,” Jackson said. “I get it. We all do.”
			

			
				“And I agree,” Paige said. “It’s special we can come up there in force.”
			

			
				“We’ll be on the road first thing tomorrow morning,” Christa said. “Give Bambi our love.”
			

			
				“Oh, one funny thing,” Jackson said. “We weren’t in the hospital more than three minutes and she bumped into someone she knows.”
			

			
				“Really?” Paige asked.
			

			
				“Yup. A friend of hers from college, someone that ran in the same circles as her first girlfriend. She’s a nurse here. Seems nice.”
			

			
				“That’s great,” Paige said. “I’m glad she has even more people there for her.”
			

			
				“Agreed,” Jackson said. “She’s beautiful too. Tall, blonde…”
			

			
				“And standing right beside you,” Dove said.
			

			
				Jack jumped, nearly fumbling the phone. “And, uh, she just smoke-bombed into standing right beside me.”
			

			
				“Of course,” Paige said.
			

			
				“I should go,” Jackson said. “Love all of you.”
			

			
				He hung up after their chorus of “love you too,” and grinned sheepishly up at Dove before standing. “Sorry. That was our girlfriends back home.”
			

			
				Dove blinked. “Your… girlfriends?”
			

			
				“It’s a long story, but yeah. Bambi and I are in a, um, a five-way relationship… thing. They call it my harem, but I’ve always felt weird about that.”
			

			
				Dove gave him a quizzical “are you putting me on?” face. “Well… that sounds unique.”
			

			
				“You can see for yourself if you follow her on Bottlegenie.”
			

			
				“I’m not on social media. The last thing I want to deal with when I get home from this place is more drama. Especially these last couple weeks.”
			

			
				“What’s been happening these last couple weeks?” Jackson asked, stowing away his phone again.
			

			
				“An endless string of twelve-hour shifts. At the minimum.” She sighed. “The hospital is extremely understaffed and I’m about ready to drop.”
			

			
				“It sounds like it.”
			

			
				“It’ll work out. Eventually. I’ve got some vacation days coming and I plan to sleep for a week. Where are you and Bambi staying?” He told her, and she shook her head. “That place will rip you off. You don’t want to stay anywhere close to the hospital.”
			

			
				“We’re not locked into anything but tonight.”
			

			
				She chewed on that. “Let me talk to Bambi. My place has two extra bedrooms. I’m between roommates-” A call light went off, and she turned towards it. “I need to get that. But I’ll talk to Bambi. My place beats a hotel.”
			

			
				She turned without waiting for a goodbye, hustling for the patient’s room. Jackson looked after her for a long moment, remembering how he had, once upon a time, accidentally launched himself into situations with Christa and Bambi’s friend Mary where his actions could be construed as less than noble. He grinned wryly to himself, wondering if he was due for another tongue-lashing from his girlfriends for accidentally hitting on another woman.
			

			
				But Dove really was beautiful.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				A few people milled here and there in the waiting area, but by and large, Jackson was its sole occupant for long stretches at a time. Rob and Josh went to Josh’s place to catch up on some much-needed sleep, and Jackson did the same in the waiting room, head lolled back against the wall, arms folded, legs splayed out. His dreams were listless, more flashes of images than mental videos, mostly centered around Paige. She was trying to get pregnant with their baby, and while the idea that he was going to be a father was exhilarating, the hospital sounds crept into his dreams about her and he kept imagining things going wrong with the delivery.
			

			
				“He’s so cute when he drools like that,” a man said somewhere close by. Jackson snapped awake, blinking and craning his head. Standing there, grinning like idiots, were his high school best friends, Cole and Tyler.
			

			
				Jackson shot to his feet. “Holy crap, you guys came, I didn’t even think to call you, I… I…”
			

			
				He grabbed them both in a hug, at a loss for words. He knew they lived there locally, but it had completely slipped his mind. After graduating from college, Cole and Tyler both moved to Fort Cloud to take jobs in programming and tech support for a big phone company. Jackson felt terrible for forgetting to call them, and at the same time a wild wave of gratitude at seeing them now.
			

			
				They looked good. Cole was still tall and lanky, with glasses instead of contacts because he rightly thought they looked good on him. His hair was longer and wavier, which suited him well. Tyler struggled with his weight in college, gaining a tremendous amount his freshman year and dropping it slowly throughout the next three. He still had a thick chin and a little pooch around the gut, but the hard work had paid off and he too had cleaned up, though it amused Jackson and Cole to no end that Tyler was, in his early twenties, starting to lose his hair, his forehead significantly higher than in high school. They were both dressed professionally, a shock to Jackson’s system. He’d seen them several times since the summer they graduated, all around the holidays or weekend trips when he and Bambi came home, but he’d never seen them like this, fresh off work. They looked almost like adults.
			

			
				“We’re getting old,” he said, his voice choked.
			

			
				“Ah, crap, don’t cry,” Tyler said.
			

			
				“Big baby,” Cole said.
			

			
				“Sorry, sorry, it’s been a rough day.” Jackson realized he was still hugging them and backed off, swiping his eyes. “Thanks for coming. I was in there for a minute, but Mr. Hooper… Ralph, he got stressed out about me being around, so I decided to camp out here.”
			

			
				“How’s he doing?” Tyler asked.
			

			
				Jackson filled them in to the best of his ability while the guys grabbed the leftover fries in the last remaining bag of fast food, long cold but neither of them caring. They walked, ate, and talked, ambling slowly down the hallway towards Ralph’s room.
			

			
				“Bambi texted you, didn’t she?” Jackson finally asked.
			

			
				Cole nodded, and Tyler said, “Yup. She remembers her friends.”
			

			
				“Aw, come on,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“She loves us,” Cole added.
			

			
				“She cares about us,” Tyler said.
			

			
				“Shut up and eat your French fries,” Jackson said.
			

			
				He saw Dove talking to another nurse and gave her a little wave. She waved back, contemplating him for a long moment before returning her attention to her coworker.
			

			
				“Another one for the harem?” Tyler asked.
			

			
				“Oh God, don’t start,” Jackson groaned.
			

			
				“What are you up to now? Four, right?” Cole asked.
			

			
				Jackson thought about Aiko and Samantha. They weren’t technically a part of the harem but he still felt possessive and fond about them. “Uh. Yeah. Four. Bambi, Paige, Christa, and Jordan.”
			

			
				They’d met Paige, and Bambi, of course, but had yet to meet either Christa or Jordan. When Jackson mentioned his other three girlfriends would be driving out in the morning, Tyler lit up. “Oh man. That Christa… she has to be the hottest. Is she really a MILF?”
			

			
				Jackson gave him a strained smile. He was exhausted, and now was really not the time for jokes about his girlfriends. He loved Tyler like a dorky brother but sometimes he had no filter and it could get on his nerves. “No. She doesn’t have kids.”
			

			
				Cole hit Tyler in the side, and Tyler looked at him. “What?”
			

			
				“Maybe not the time?”
			

			
				“Oh. Right. Yeah.” Jackson caught Cole’s eye and nodded. Cole nodded back. Tyler saw this. “Sorry, Jack, I wasn’t thinking.”
			

			
				“It’s okay.”
			

			
				They stood at Ralph’s door. Bambi and Charlotte were sitting on either side of Ralph’s hospital bed, talking to each other. He looked to be sleeping, one arm across his stomach. Bambi saw Jackson’s face at the window, and said something to her mother before standing up and coming out.
			

			
				Cole and Tyler greeted her with a pair of hugs, Tyler now deflated and respectful. Jackson kissed her gently and wrapped an arm around her as they talked quietly down the hall from Ralph’s room.
			

			
				“Thanks for texting them and telling them we were here,” Jackson said. “In all the craziness, I kinda forgot.”
			

			
				“I thought you might need some cheering up too,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“Can we get you anything?” Cole asked. “Food, or a tablet to watch some movies on or something?”
			

			
				“No, we’re good, thank you though. Jackson brought us sandwiches earlier and for right now, it’s just good to sit with Dad and enjoy the quiet.”
			

			
				Cole nodded, and Tyler said, “Do you guys have a hotel room?”
			

			
				“We do,” Jackson said. He turned to Bambi. “Speaking of, your friend Dove came to talk to me for a minute. She said if we want to save some money, she has lots of space at her house.”
			

			
				“She mentioned that. Funny that she asked you first,” Bambi said, with the first real smile he’d seen from her since they got the news about her father.
			

			
				“I am pretty sure this time I didn’t accidentally hit on her,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“Ummm, what?” Tyler asked.
			

			
				“Long, funny story,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“Jack has a history of suckering women in,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“Yeah. That was him all throughout high school,” Cole said. “Broken hearts all over.”
			

			
				“Such a pimp,” Tyler said.
			

			
				“Oh man,” Jackson said.
			

			
				


			
				You Mock, but Coconut Chai Lattes Are Amazing
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jackson’s parents drove up that evening when they got off work. Their appearance made Bambi cry nearly as hard as seeing her own. Her connection with them ever since she and Jack became friends had come fast and easy, and she truly regarded them as part of her own family.
			

			
				With Ralph stable, Charlotte Hooper insisted on her daughter taking a break from the hospital and going to dinner with Jackson, his family, and Cole and Tyler. They invited Charlotte along but she was intent on staying with her husband. Still, Bambi might not have gone if Rob hadn’t made a reappearance and took her spot next to their father.
			

			
				The night was a good one. Though Bambi still carried a great deal of stress, she relaxed some with old friends. Two glasses of wine helped her let go too. By the time they pushed away their plates of down-home barbeque from one of her favorite restaurants, she was smiling much more naturally, and seemed almost her old self again.
			

			
				They saw Jackson’s parents off, with promises to meet up with the rest of Jack’s girlfriends before the pair flew back to New Bainbridge. Tyler and Cole invited Jackson and Bambi to a movie for old times’ sake, but Bambi wanted to see her father one more time for the evening and then go to the hotel room and sleep. Like with Jackson’s parents, they made plans to meet up again.
			

			
				In the rental car, Bambi stuffed herself into a corner, watching Jack as he drove. “So much has changed, but they still seem the same,” she said.
			

			
				“Cole’s grown up a lot, I think,” Jackson said. “He seemed disturbingly normal today. But Tyler… I don’t know.”
			

			
				“What happened?”
			

			
				“He made a comment about Christa. I’m probably just tired and let it rub me the wrong way, but they hadn’t even seen you yet and he was telling me what a MILF Christa is.”
			

			
				“He’s always been kind of a horny guy,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“You’re not wrong. All three of us are. And I know Christa, Paige, and Jordan are models, and I’m going to go ahead and make the most basic assumption that Tyler’s probably subscribed to their pages and seen them naked, but… right out of the gate like that? Really?”
			

			
				“You think he really has?”
			

			
				“Oh yeah.”
			

			
				“Ew. I do not want to think about him… ew.”
			

			
				“And now you’ve put that image in my head too,” Jack said. “Have you texted any of your friends from here?”
			

			
				“A few, yeah. Dove was a surprise. I knew she worked at the hospital, but I didn’t put it together she would be working the same floor as Dad.”
			

			
				“Amazing coincidence.”
			

			
				“No kidding. She was a couple years ahead of me in college.”
			

			
				“You said she was friends with Nicole?”
			

			
				“Yeah, she was part of that group. I had the biggest crush on her.”
			

			
				“She’s gorgeous.”
			

			
				“And she might have been the most with-it person I ever met in college, not counting professors. She was like… like a sorority mom, only there was no sorority. She was always so responsible. DDed a lot of parties I went to, made sure my friends were eating, always had extra tampons or pads if anyone needed anything. Not at the parties, just… you know, in general.” Jackson chuckled and she smiled an exhausted smile. “I forgot she was in nursing but it makes sense. She loves to take care of people.” 
			

			
				Jackson cracked a yawn. “Sorry. Not you.”
			

			
				“I know. My butt is sore, and not from anything fun.”
			

			
				“I hear you. As much as a stay in the hospital costs, you’d think they could afford comfortable chairs.”
			

			
				“Do you want to take her up on a place to stay?” Bambi asked, shifting gears right back to Dove.
			

			
				“I think it makes sense but I know you wanted to stay close to the hospital.”
			

			
				“I feel better about that now. If Dad takes another turn, maybe we rethink it, but I don’t see spending the money on a hotel if we don’t have to.”
			

			
				“Until the other girls arrive.”
			

			
				“There is that.”
			

			
				They turned onto the road that would eventually lead them to the hospital. “Is it weird at all, being back here?”
			

			
				“No. Not really,” Bambi said. “It’s strange seeing Dad in a hospital bed, but I know that’s not what you mean.” She composed her thoughts. “I had some good times here in college. Met a lot of fun people and my advisor was super nice. And Nicole… Nicole was really fascinating to me. She was a bit like Dove because she knew what she wanted and she wasn’t afraid to go for it. Sometimes a bit brashly, but I liked that about her.”
			

			
				“Was she good to you?”
			

			
				“Yeah. What happened was never her fault. Or yours. I was just so hung up on you that I couldn’t give her everything she needed. But when we first slept together, she was so kind about it. Patient.”
			

			
				“Like you were with me.”
			

			
				“Believe it or not, I was probably more awkward than you.”
			

			
				“Now that’s hard to imagine.”
			

			
				“You weren’t a virgin, and I kinda was, at least with women. I didn’t get her off, but she was okay with that. I learned why pretty fast. She liked to dominate and she couldn’t really do that teaching me the basics.”
			

			
				They reached the hospital, and when they parked and got out, Jackson took Bambi’s hand in his. They stayed like that all the way to Ralph’s room, where Jackson kissed her out of sight of the window in the door and told her to take her time. She spent another hour with her father before reemerging, looking ready to drop.
			

			
				But sleep was hard for both of them that night. Jackson spooned Bambi, both of them nude. She just wanted to cuddle that night, she said, and he was happy to give that to her. But two hours in with neither of them falling under, she twisted to face him, and her hand went to his cock.
			

			
				“It’ll help me sleep,” she murmured, and he slid on top of her, first to eat her out to a gentle, quaking orgasm, then to take her, his hands under her slender ass, hers linked behind his neck. They made it last, and she came twice more, gasping his name each time. He wished he could take her pain and worry away, but he could give her this, and it helped. When they fell apart, he cleaned her with a warm, wet washcloth, and by the time he slipped back into bed, she was asleep, shifting only to bring her ass tighter against his groin when he pulled the covers back up over them both.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Dove looked as tired as her patients the next day, but smiled wide when Bambi asked if the offer to stay at her place was still on the table.
			

			
				“Yes, of course,” Dove said. “My keys are in my locker. On my next break, I’ll bring my spare to you and give you the address.”
			

			
				“Are you all right?” Jackson asked. “You look like you were up all night.”
			

			
				“Saying I look bad?”
			

			
				“Oh, no,” he said hastily. “No, not at all. You’re gorgeous.” 
			

			
				Bambi and Dove shared an amused look before Dove turned her attention back to him. “I wasn’t kidding about us being wildly understaffed. I’m at the end of my rope and coffee can only prop you up for so long.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry to hear that.”
			

			
				“It’s okay. My days off start tomorrow. I might not be much of a host until I’ve caught up on my sleep.”
			

			
				“Don’t worry about us,” Jack said. “But let us know if we can repay you in any way.”
			

			
				A call light went off, and Dove took a deep, steadying breath. “It never ends,” she said, so soft Jackson barely heard her. 
			

			
				“Go,” Bambi said. “We’ll see you later.”
			

			
				Mr. Hooper was looking quite a bit better that day, and the nurses allowed him more than two visitors at a time. Jackson and Bambi agreed it was probably for the best that Jackson still avoid his room. She tried to tell him to go enjoy himself, to find a game shop or a bookstore, or go to a movie. Jackson didn’t want to leave her side, even if he couldn’t be in the same room, but with Mr. Hooper feeling better, he felt okay wandering the hospital and the surrounding park-like properties it owned.
			

			
				This was when he discovered one of the strange delights of Fort Cloud General – its cafeteria. It was brighter and more cheerful than the waiting rooms on the cardiac floor, there were more seats, and the greenery looked to be all real and gave the place an earthy, warm feel. There was a wide spread of foods, most of which were individually wrapped, but the real draw was the freshly brewed coffee, cappuccinos, and lattes. The hour was still early yet and he and Bambi had only picked at breakfast, so he bought a breakfast burrito and almost ordered a coffee when he saw the specials for the day on a sandwich board, including a coconut chai latte. He’d never tried one of those, and the clerk assured him it was worth it, so he figured why not. He’d take whatever small pleasures he could that week.
			

			
				After finishing his burrito, he took the latte outside. He felt good, which made him feel sort of guilty, in a curious way. He knew Bambi would not see it as an affront to her father or her family that he was enjoying the sunshine and the good coffee treat, but still, it felt like he was dancing a bit at the foot of her misery.
			

			
				But he had cause, he supposed. Just two days prior, he helped the beautiful, bright star that was Aiko show her love and desire to sweet introvert Samantha, the two of them finishing up a steamy boudoir photo shoot engaged and even deeper in love. He texted them on his walk, telling them he was thinking of them and thanking them again for sending them off the day before.
			

			
				Aiko called him in seconds, her bright, bubbly voice making him smile. “Jackson! That was so sweet!”
			

			
				“Hey, Aiko. How’s the grind?”
			

			
				“Unnnngh, it’s boring. I want to be riding your face. Or your girlfriends.”
			

			
				“I want that too,” Jackson said. “We’ll all have to get together again after we fly home.”
			

			
				“Yes! Let us know if anyone’s allergic to anything. Samantha and I are both good cooks and we really do want to make you dinner. We’ve been going through recipes. How is Bambi’s dad? And Bambi? Is she doing okay?”
			

			
				He filled her in on Ralph’s condition. The doctor was now saying three more days in the hospital at a minimum, but it might be more like five.
			

			
				“And why aren’t you in there with her?” Aiko asked. “She needs her man.”
			

			
				“Ah, that’s complicated. Mr. Hoo… Ralph has never really approved of me. Even back when it was just Bambi and I, he didn’t like me.”
			

			
				“I don’t believe that.”
			

			
				“It’s true, unfortunately,” Jackson said. “She’d just broken up with a guy, and Ralph liked him a lot more than me because he was going places. Ralph thought I wasn’t.”
			

			
				“And now you own your own business and you have four gorgeous girlfriends.”
			

			
				“Six. I’m counting you two as part-time.”
			

			
				“Oooh, I like that,” Aiko said. “We talked about that last night. We definitely want to have more fun with all of you, but…”
			

			
				“You want your own space and life too,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“Yes. Exactly. Thank you for understanding. I know it’ll make Samantha happy too.”
			

			
				“Good. You seem very good at that.”
			

			
				“At what?”
			

			
				“At making her happy.”
			

			
				“Aw, Jack… I hope so. She makes me want to do all the silly things. Like sing and dance and twirl around outside and make little bluebirds land on my arms and sing with me.”
			

			
				“I’m certain she feels the same way.”
			

			
				“We’re engaged, we’re engaged, we’re… oh hey, Susannah. Yes, I’ve got that… just one second. Jack, I need to go.”
			

			
				“Okay. Take care.”
			

			
				“Love you and love Bambi. Bye!”
			

			
				That last part made him chuckle. And when he told Bambi, she didn’t lose her smile for a long while.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Bambi cracked yawns at the hospital before they left the Hooper family for the evening, but she caught a second wind by the time they pulled their suitcases into Dove’s house. It was a nice place, a spacious three-bedroom home that must have been middle class luxury in the eighties, and was nearly as nice as Christa’s, the home Jack and Bambi shared with their girlfriends.
			

			
				It smelled faintly like sage, and Bambi discovered why when she nearly knocked a candle off a small table near the door. “I’m so tired I feel drunk,” she said.
			

			
				“Go crash. I’ll grab the rest of our stuff.”
			

			
				“And the wine. Don’t forget the wine, Jackson Corso, or I will go full thermonuclear on you.”
			

			
				He kissed her cheek and squeezed her ass. “If that means you on top…”
			

			
				Dove called down from the top floor, “Be right down. And if you do plan on riding him in my house, wait until I’m in the same room.”
			

			
				Bambi blushed hard at that and Jackson grinned. That was… interesting. On his way back to the rental car, he texted the group at large, minus Bambi.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Bambi is very much still into her old friend Dove and she’s already flirting with Bambi too. I think we give her a hall pass this week.
			

			
				 
			

			
				He didn’t get a response. They left New Bainbridge that morning, and weren’t expecting to get to Fort Cloud until the next day. He hadn’t heard from them since nearly noon, and hoped they weren’t trying to do the drive in one day. It was nearly twelve hours, and a lot of that was through pretty boring plains.
			

			
				Back inside, the wine in hand and the threat of Bambi going nuclear averted, he joined his girlfriend on a comfortable, plush couch showing a little wear and tear. Many of the house’s furnishings were like that. An armchair looked new, as did a couple bookshelves, but most everything bore the marks of a woman not long out of college. It gave the house character.
			

			
				“Oh, I forgot a glass,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“I can get it, baby.”
			

			
				From the stairwell, Dove said, “I’m coming down anyways, I’ll grab you one. What are we drinking?”
			

			
				“I bought wine,” Bambi said. “Chardonnay and cabernet.”
			

			
				“Perfect. I have some vodka and tequila in the cupboard that I think probably date back to college, if you both want something harder.”
			

			
				“Baby, tequila?” Jackson asked Bambi.
			

			
				“Noooope. Never again.”
			

			
				“I sense a story there.”
			

			
				They both looked up to see Dove coming down the stairs, freshly showered and makeup lightly applied. Her long legs led to a pair of silk shorts so small it had to be a play to get their attention. Her thick nipples poked at the matching crop top, her slender stomach on full display. Jackson instinctually sucked in his gut, and he was sure if he looked, Bambi would be straightening too. All of his girlfriends were beautiful but he understood why Bambi would have a crush on Dove. She was attractive at the hospital, but now… now she was one of the most beautiful women he’d ever seen, and he’d seen a lot of them.
			

			
				“How are you even more beautiful now than in college?” Bambi asked, standing up. Jackson followed suit, and Dove joined them, leaning in to kiss Bambi none to chastely on the cheek.
			

			
				“I could ask the same about you. You were always yummy, but you’ve upped your game, Bams.”
			

			
				“You’re the first person to call me that in four years,” Bambi said, blushing prettily.
			

			
				Even if Jackson knew it would go against the rules of their relationship with the others, there was a part of him rousing very fast in hopes the two would drag each other to the couch. But the moment passed when Dove came to him. He felt a momentary amusing sting of panic, not sure if he should hug or kiss her, right up to the point where he did both, giving the corner of her lips a peck.
			

			
				“Thanks for having us,” he said, all too aware of how close she was and how goddamn good her soaps and shampoo smelled.
			

			
				“You’re very welcome,” Dove said, eyes sparkling. “So tell me the tequila story while I’m getting glasses. Are either of you hungry? I was going to make myself meatloaf. It’s basic, but I need to go grocery shopping tomorrow and I am flat-out sick of delivery.”
			

			
				“You must be exhausted from working that many days in a row,” Jackson said. “Why not let me cook for you?”
			

			
				Dove looked surprised at that. “Oh, that’s sweet, but you’re my guests.”
			

			
				“Jackson’s a really good cook,” Bambi said. “That’s not just me being a nice girlfriend either. He and Christa are the ones that cook for us most nights.”
			

			
				Dove hesitated. “Are you sure? It seems so rude to make you cook when you two have so much going on.”
			

			
				“Don’t sweat it,” Jackson said. “Honestly, the normalcy sounds really appealing to me.”
			

			
				“All right, well, thank you. But I’m cooking tomorrow night.”
			

			
				“Deal.”
			

			
				They moved things into kitchen. Dove really did need to go grocery shopping. There wasn’t much more in the fridge than hamburger, eggs, and a couple onions and potatoes. The potatoes gave him an idea, and he dug around in her pantry for vegetable oil. “French fries to go with?” he asked.
			

			
				“I’m keeping him, Bams,” Dove said. “So tell me the tequila story.”
			

			
				“Oh no,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“So it’s her twenty-first birthday,” Jackson said. “All she wants is to go somewhere with margaritas, so we oblige. We wind up at this nice Mexican restaurant that specializes in different flavors of margaritas, like… a dozen of them or something like that.”
			

			
				“Oh no,” Dove said.
			

			
				“Oh yeah,” Jackson said. “When they ask what we want we decide we’re each going to try a different flavor. We only intended on five of them, but they misunderstood and brought us one of every flavor. And Bambi, not wanting them to go to waste, decides to try a sip of all of them. But those drinks were strong.”
			

			
				“So strong,” Bambi muttered.
			

			
				“At first she’s just sort of happily buzzed. The hosts asked her which one was her favorite, and she decided she needed to sip a few of them again just to make up her mind. By the end of the night, we were half-dragging her to our Uber, with Bambi bellowing Calliope Beamont songs at the top of her lungs.”
			

			
				“Oh noooo,” Dove said.
			

			
				“That’s not the best part. We all thought she was going to get sick on the way back, but instead, she got hyper and even crazier. She saw a police car-”
			

			
				“Oh God,” Bambi groaned, covering her face.
			

			
				“-and told us they do such a good job they deserve a little bonus to cheer them up for the night. Then, before any of us could stop her, she rolled down the window and had her top up, flashing them and shouting, ‘Thank you for keeping us safe!’ They pulled us over in about three seconds. The Uber driver was horrified, but the cops just gave us a warning when they found out it was for a twenty-first. And one of them says, ‘Ma’am, if you’re going to give a show like that, at least make men pay for it.’ And Bambi… Bambi starts crying with laughter and shouts, ‘Not me, but that’s what they do!’”
			

			
				Dove burst out laughing, and Bimbi shook her head.
			

			
				The two women caught up as Jackson washed up and prepared the food. Dove was, of course, curious about the harem and had tons of questions, as most everyone did.
			

			
				“That’s really what you call it? The harem?”
			

			
				“It kinda started as a joke,” Jackson said. “But no one thought of anything better.”
			

			
				“Who’s joking?” Bambi asked. “We’re your harem, babe. Get used to it.”
			

			
				Dove topped off their glasses of wine and said, “When I found out you were helping run a modeling agency, I subscribed. To all of them. I saw your girlfriends and I was curious.”
			

			
				“And what did you think?” Bambi asked.
			

			
				“It’s hot. Oh my God, it’s so hot. But I was disappointed you weren’t in the mix.”
			

			
				If Jackson didn’t have his hands full of eggy meat mixture, he would have yanked his phone out as fast as he could and sent an SOS to his girlfriends. The sparks weren’t just flying. Dove was lighting the goddamn forest on fire.
			

			
				Where were they?
			

			
				“I’ve done a lot on camera,” Bambi said. “With the others and Jack. But modeling… with Dad and Mom…”
			

			
				“I get it,” Dove said. “But what kinds of things?”
			

			
				“Oh sweet Jesus,” Jackson mouthed to himself.
			

			
				“Maybe I’ll show you when our girlfriends come.”
			

			
				“I’d like that. I was always a little jealous of Nicole. Back then.”
			

			
				“I had such a crush on you. But I was pining for Jack too and it was complicated.”
			

			
				“I know. He seems like the kind of guy worth pining for.”
			

			
				Bambi turned and smiled at him. “He really is. But I thought you were dating someone too?”
			

			
				“Ron, yeah. He broke up with me last week.”
			

			
				“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Bambi said.
			

			
				Dove took a big gulp of wine and set the glass down again. “I’m not. He was nice but who decides the middle of your shift in the middle of two weeks of twelve-hour days is the right time to break up with someone? Honestly, who?”
			

			
				“An asshole,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“You are one hundred percent right about that. Oh, yeah, he might come by sometime. If I’m not here, he’s got a box of stuff in the garage.”
			

			
				“Want me to take it out to your garbage can?” Jack asked.
			

			
				“Or burn it?” Bambi asked.
			

			
				“Don’t think I’m not tempted. No, I don’t know. It was a really shitty way to break up with me, but also the same things that made him miserable about our relationship are the exact same things that are making me miserable with my life here.”
			

			
				“What do you mean?” Jackson asked. He went to the sink again, washed his hands, and dried them on a dishtowel before returning to the stove and putting the meatloaf in.
			

			
				“The hospital’s admin team doesn’t care about the doctors or the nurses or the CNAs or even the support staff. They care about their investors. Profits. It’s the only things that matter to them. Us RNs aren’t supposed to work more than four days on without a two-day break, and when I signed on, it was supposed to be four on, two off, three on, two off. Like that.  Only the hospital has had me working seven days on almost all year, and lately, even more than that.”
			

			
				“That can’t be legal,” Jackson said, horrified.
			

			
				“It wouldn’t be, except they can’t keep nurses and they’re in a ‘hiring freeze.’” Dove made air quotes at that. “More like a hiring trickle, keeping on the bare minimum to tend to the patients. And yet they’re breaking ground on two new facilities next year, and I’m not supposed to know this, but the CEO, CFO, and all their staff just got massive pay bumps. Fifty thousand a year, minimum.”
			

			
				“Quit,” Bambi said. “There has to be other options out there.”
			

			
				But Dove was already shaking her head. “I missed the gold rush.”
			

			
				“The gold rush?” Jackson asked.
			

			
				“Mm hm. In the early days of this crap, all the nurses started applying to the smaller clinics and hospitals across the state. It’s less money, but the hours aren’t going to kill them. Now those places are oversaturated. Our hospital’s the only game in town. And the county. And the state.”
			

			
				Jackson sat back, stunned. “So when you said you were finishing up weeks’ worth of shifts…”
			

			
				“Not an exaggeration. I’m so tired I’m surprised I’m not asleep at the table.”
			

			
				“I still say quit,” Bambi said. “Fuck it, come to New Bainbridge.”
			

			
				“Don’t tempt me,” Dove said, and the way she looked at the window closest to the table gave Jackson pause. It was as despondent as some of the looks Jordan could get when she was feeling depressed. “I don’t know. I’m one of maybe two or three nurses in the cardiac ward who knows what they’re doing. If I quit, what about the patients? What about people like your dad? Do I leave them with my shift supervisor, who can’t find a vein or put in a catheter or act like a decent human being? There’s no good answer here, except to keep petitioning the nursing board to take action. And they won’t because they’re in the hospital’s pockets too.”
			

			
				The weight of her predicament led them all into silence for a while. Bambi and Dove finished their glasses of wine, and Dove opened the bottle of white while Jackson prepped the French fries. 
			

			
				He was starting to worry about Christa, Paige, and Jordan. As Bambi told Dove how the harem came together, Jack pulled his phone and texted his girlfriends again. His earlier half-hopes, half-worries that they were trying to make the drive in one day were quickly becoming something darker, and he tried to do the mental math on where they might be. From noon to that hour could mean a span of about six hundred miles, a lot of which were comprised of lonely plains with no cell reception, but even so, there should have been some spots where they had service. If this was them trying to surprise Bambi, it was going to seriously irritate him that they didn’t at least call.
			

			
				But they did. As Dove was using the bathroom and Jack deep-fat fried the potatoes, waiting for the meatloaf to finish, he finally got a call. “Is that them?” Bambi asked. “I was starting to get worried.”
			

			
				“Me too,” Jackson admitted. “Didn’t want to say anything, but…” He answered the call from Christa. “Hey, baby. You had us worried.”
			

			
				“Sorry. It’s been a day.”
			

			
				“What happened?” Jackson asked, and immediately Bambi stood up. He put Christa on speaker.
			

			
				“It’s my fault,” Jordan said in the background.
			

			
				“No, it’s not,” Christa said with a touch of exasperation. “We were making good time, Jordan was driving, and a drunk asshole nearly sideswiped her. We’re talking like… inches from our bumper.”
			

			
				“I overreacted, I… I…” Jordan said, then faded. Jackson knew her well enough to imagine her crying at that moment. She would think Bambi would hate her for this. The two sometimes clashed, usually over Jordan’s clinginess when it came to Jackson, but deep down, she wanted to be accepted and loved by Bambi as much as everyone else in the group. 
			

			
				“Baby, it’s okay,” Jackson said. “It sounds like just crazy bad luck. And an idiot.”
			

			
				“Before I say this next part, we’re all okay. Some bruises, but we’re okay,” Christa said.
			

			
				Bambi grabbed Jackson’s hand. “What happened?” she asked.
			

			
				“We went off the road. It was pretty flat so it could have been so much worse. But we had two flats and the alignment needs work. We’re probably not going to make it until the day after tomorrow.”
			

			
				“I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry, Bambi,” Jordan said, and they could hear the emotion in her voice. “Of all the t-times to make something about me again…”
			

			
				“Stop,” Bambi said gently. “Are you okay, honey?”
			

			
				“I’m okay but, but the airbags went off and Christa, she got hit pretty hard. And Paige, and Paige, she hit her seatbelt so hard they thought she fractured her collarbone, oh God, the bruise is so ugly, and all I wanted was to be there for you and I’ve fucked that up.”
			

			
				“I’m just glad you’re all okay,” Bambi said. 
			

			
				“What if she was pregnant? What if I did that and she was pregnant?”
			

			
				Jordan broke off into sobs, and they hear Paige murmur words to her before Christa came back on, the sound of the phone changing. She’d taken her end off speaker. “We spent a little time in the hospital and talked to the State Patrol. We’re all okay. Really. But it’s a tiny rural town. They’re working on the SUV as fast as they can but there’s no other alternative. We need to wait here until it’s finished.”
			

			
				“Jackson can come down with our rental and pick you up,” Bambi said, on the verge of tears herself.
			

			
				“No,” Christa said firmly. “He needs to be there with you.”
			

			
				Jackson nodded and squeezed Bambi’s hand. The French fries were on the cusp of burning so he let go and grabbed the slotted spoon he was using to transfer them.
			

			
				“Do you have somewhere to stay?” he asked.
			

			
				“Yes, the town’s been lovely. One of the deputies talked to the owners of a little motel and they gave us a room, no charge as long as we need it. We were thinking we’d take some pictures in the daytime and post them and the story to our accounts as a thank you. Maybe that will get them some business.”
			

			
				“Good thinking,” Jackson said. “Is Jordan okay?”
			

			
				“Emotional. This rattled her hard.”
			

			
				“Take care of her,” Bambi said. “I don’t blame her even in the slightest. That’s a really shitty thing to happen and it’s not her fault.”
			

			
				“That’s what we’re telling her,” Christa said. “But now we are off to try the teriyaki chicken pizza here. I understand it is… different.”
			

			
				Jackson chuckled. “Give Paige and Jordan a hug for me.”
			

			
				“We will. Oh, Jack. The thing you texted us earlier? We’re all okay with it.”
			

			
				“What thing?” Bambi asked.
			

			
				“Enjoy yourselves, you two,” Christa said, and hung up. Jackson grinned, and brought up the text he’d sent them earlier. Bambi’s eyes widened, and she smacked his chest.
			

			
				“My dad is in the hospital. I… I shouldn’t…” She looked towards the living room, then back at him. “Are you sure?”
			

			
				“Oh yeah. The two of you couldn’t be vibing any harder.”
			

			
				“Mm. But where is she? I thought she was just going to the bathroom.”
			

			
				They didn’t have to go far to find out. Crashed out on her couch was Dove, deep asleep and breathing softly. Bambi brushed the hair from her face, and kissed her gently on the forehead. “Tomorrow, maybe,” she said.
			

			
				Jackson leaned down. Dove was tall, but she looked to weigh about the same or maybe a little more than Paige, and he could lift her just fine. “Go upstairs and pull her covers to the side,” he said as softly as she had.
			

			
				“I just need to close my eyes for a minute,” Dove mumbled. Jackson slid his arms under her, and she roped an arm around him, sighing appreciatively. “He’s strong, Bams.”
			

			
				Bambi giggled and led the way to Dove’s bedroom. Jackson carried their blonde host carefully up the stairs, then into the bedroom. Bambi had her phone out, and took a picture of Jackson taking Dove to bed. He laid her down and pulled the covers up around her, not comfortable with undressing her.
			

			
				“Come cuddle with me,” Dove whispered to no one in particular. Bambi and Jack looked at each other. He smiled and nodded towards her old friend.
			

			
				“Just for a minute,” Bambi said. “I’ll be down for dinner soon.”
			

			
				He knew the truth. He went back downstairs, checked the meatloaf, and decided it was done. When he pulled it out, he went back upstairs to find Bambi spooning the beautiful Dove, sleeping as hard as her friend.
			

			
				


			
				No, Really, Try Them Sometime. Coconut Chai Lattes, I Mean. I’m Still Beating that Drum
			

			
				 
			

			
				As strange as it would have seemed to his eighteen-year-old self, waking alone was an unusual occurrence for Jackson. Before bed, he joked with a still-emotional Jordan that it would probably be the best night of sleep of his life, but it wasn’t. Far from it. Nightmares assailed him about his girlfriends getting in a much worse wreck, as well as anxiety dreams about Bambi’s dad. It didn’t help that whenever he shifted in his sleep, he constantly reached out for women who weren’t there, bringing him awake and thinking groggily his nightmares had come to pass.
			

			
				He finally gave up on sleep early in the morning, the world still dark but pink on the horizon marking the oncoming dawn. Jackson shuffled his way to the bathroom, then took a peek in at Bambi and Dove, sleepily hoping to catch them up to some kind of dirty fun and looking for a third. But they were still in the same positions they had been when he looked in last night, Bambi spooning Dove. It would have made for a sweet picture but he didn’t want to risk waking them. Let them sleep. They both needed it.
			

			
				For the same reason, he’d taken a shower the night before. Now he dressed, intent on finding something to do for a while that would keep him out of their hair. He thought about reading in bed, but he was hungry and slipped downstairs to find out what Dove had to eat for breakfast. As it turned out, not much. She really did need to go grocery shopping, and that inspired him.
			

			
				She’d given them a key for her place so they could come and go as needed. He took it off the rental’s keyring and texted Cole and Tyler, asking if they were up and wanted to go get breakfast and if they could pick him up for some early morning grocery shopping before they had to go to work. Tyler’s lack of a response was predictable – he probably slept right up to the point where he needed to drive to work, if he was anything like his old self in high school, but Cole replied with a cheerful sure.
			

			
				Fifteen minutes later, Cole’s old truck pulled up out front. It was good to see the old beast. They had a lot of fun in the thing back in high school. They would tailgate at movie theaters, getting fast food and snacks and sitting on the back of the truck eating and bullshitting before going inside and stuffing their faces again with popcorn. Movies and video games had always been their thing, and now Jackson realized with a start he hadn’t talked about them with either guy in well over a year, since way before Christmas his senior year of college.
			

			
				“Man, time flies,” Jackson said when he got in. “I was just thinking about us going to the movie theater in this thing and realized I haven’t texted you guys about movies since before Christmas.”
			

			
				Cole soured. “Haven’t seen anything worth talking about since then.”
			

			
				Jackson thought about that. “Good point.”
			

			
				“But I miss that stuff. Tyler and I need a third guy to make fun of.”
			

			
				“You guys could always move to New Bainbridge.”
			

			
				“I like it here.”
			

			
				“And Tyler’s not going to want to go all that far from you.”
			

			
				“Besties for life.” Jackson chuckled at that, but Cole looked at him seriously. “Once upon a time, that meant you too.”
			

			
				“You’re still my best friends, Cole.”
			

			
				“Sorry. I know. It’s early. I need a breakfast burrito or something.”
			

			
				“No. I mean, yeah, we both need breakfast burritos. But talk to me. What did I do?”
			

			
				“Nothing. It’s not really your fault. But your life is so different now. We knew when you dated Bambi that things were changing for you, and that was great. It still is. But Tyler and I… Tyler’s still not really had a real girlfriend, not for long. And me, I’m still the same guy. I have a degree and a job but I don’t feel different. But your life is crazy. I mean… by the end of your freshman year of college, you had two girlfriends. Now you’ve got four, and your own business, and you’re living in a killer house, and you can fly home at the drop of a hat, annnnd you probably even hooked up with a hot nurse last night.”
			

			
				“We didn’t sleep together,” Jackson said automatically. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to say.”
			

			
				“Like I said, none of it’s a bad thing. There’s no guy out there who deserves it more than you. But… it makes it a little hard to be around you. You moved on. We’re still the same guys. It’s not bad. It’s just awkward.”
			

			
				“That’s why Tyler didn’t answer this morning?”
			

			
				“Nope. Still the same Tyler. Can’t wake up before seven fifty. But he lives close to work, so that’s no big deal.”
			

			
				Cole’s words hit Jackson, and hit him hard. In their freshmen and sophomore years of college, they tried to maintain a weekly game night, but Jackson fell off because he dedicated more and more time to his girlfriends and his budding photography business, but that wasn’t really an excuse, was it? After all, he found at least a couple hours every week to hang out with his best friend Casey, and that had never felt like a strain on his time. When had he started to feel that way with Cole and Tyler?
			

			
				He didn’t know, and it troubled him. Jackson loved his high school friends. When was the last time he carved out a slice of his life to them? Bambi still kept up with her high school friends Mary and Amy, among others, and he couldn’t find it in him to text Cole and Tyler once in a while to say, hey, did you see this movie? Play this game?
			

			
				He knew Cole didn’t mean offense by his words. Cole was blunt, possibly due to some social issues, but there wasn’t a mean bone in his body. What he said was meant in earnest honesty, and Jack couldn’t escape his words as they ate breakfast.
			

			
				Cole drove him to the grocery store, and here, they had to hustle because he needed to get to work soon. Tyler called at that point, sounding like he’d been on a bender the night before, but that was just his usual morning voice. He apologized for sleeping through the text messages, and mumbled something like, “Bring me doughnuts,” before passing out again for a few more minutes of sleep. Jack bought them a dozen to bring into work with them, along with groceries for Dove. He went pretty overboard there, not knowing what she liked so he went for a full-court press of meats, cheeses, fruits, vegetables, and some frozen meals in case she had to work weeks like that again.
			

			
				They made it back to Dove’s with just a few minutes to spare, but Cole helped Jackson in with the groceries despite his protests. Bambi and Dove were still asleep, so they tried to be as quiet as they could, but some things never changed, and tall, gangly Cole nearly knocked over a lamp, yelping, “Crap!” and making Jackson laugh before he could catch himself.
			

			
				At first it didn’t seem to have woken anyone up, but when Jackson saw Cole off to his truck with promises of meeting up again sometime before Jack and Bambi left, he came back to the sound of the shower running upstairs. As he was putting groceries away, Bambi came into the kitchen in sweat shorts and a spaghetti-strapped top, still looking exhausted but smiling gently.
			

			
				“Hey baby, go back to sleep,” Jackson said. “Sorry. Cole and I went to grab breakfast and buy some groceries for Dove.”
			

			
				“Aw, I had the same idea. Come here.” He did, and Bambi roped her arms around him and gave him a kiss. “I’m sorry I fell asleep so early last night.”
			

			
				“Don’t be. It was sweet. I’m sorry for waking you up. Well, for Cole waking you up. The ding-dong hit a lamp.”
			

			
				She nuzzled against him. “Same old Cole.”
			

			
				“Right?”
			

			
				Together they put away the groceries. There were doughnuts and muffins, and she looked through them while Jackson started the Keurig. But before he could prepare a couple cups, she took him by the arm and pulled him to her again.
			

			
				Wordlessly, Bambi leaned up and kissed him more thoroughly this time. Jackson returned it, his hand on her ass. 
			

			
				“I missed you last night,” he said. “Not that I’d try to stop you from cuddling-”
			

			
				She shut him up with a kiss. “This girl likes being missed.”
			

			
				Her lips parted as Jackson pulled her against him. His free hand went to one of her small breasts and squeezed, and she curled a leg around his as he guided her back against the counter. Her nimble fingers went to his shirt and slipped it up and off his head in between kisses. Her shirt was next, followed fast by her shorts. And so it went until they were down to nothing but their underwear, at which point Jack took Bambi by the waist and lifted her up onto the countertop and tugged her cotton briefs down to her knees.
			

			
				Her adoring eyes were all he needed to banish his moody thoughts from earlier in the morning, and as he slipped a finger into her, she whispered his name. “Jack. My Jack.”
			

			
				“I love you. I love you so much,” he said.
			

			
				He added another finger, but for both of them, the real heat came from the closeness they felt, the long, slow kisses, the hands on each other’s faces. How strange it was to be in this city again, when the last time hurt so badly he would have preferred to have his heart yanked from his chest by chains. To be here with Bambi again, still so madly in love, but her still in pain, it was a strange mirror of their life.
			

			
				Only, they weren’t alone.
			

			
				Jackson didn’t hear Dove come down the stairs, but she was there now in a white robe, watching them with an amused smile, hair mussed.
			

			
				“Dove’s watching, baby,” Jackson said, continuing his slow fingering.
			

			
				As casually as him, Bambi turned to look at her old friend. Dove’s robe hung open and undone, with nothing underneath to hide the blonde thatch of hair above her pussy or one of her big breasts and thick, pink nipple. 
			

			
				“Come here,” Bambi murmured, and Dove did, the robe opening wider still before falling in a pool behind her.
			

			
				“Won’t your girlfriends mind?” she asked, her voice a low thrum of satisfaction.
			

			
				“I asked them to give Bambi a hall pass this week,” Jackson said. “They were all for it.”
			

			
				Dove came in fast, cupping Bambi’s chin and kissing her long and slow, mouths open wide, tongues fighting playfully. “I’m going to spend this entire time trying to steal you away for myself, Bams,” she murmured, giving Jackson a playful wink.
			

			
				“And I’m going to spend the whole time convincing you to move to New Bainbridge to be with us.”
			

			
				They kissed again, Dove looked at Jackson and brought her long fingers to his chest, trailing down his muscles slowly. “How about you, Jack? Can you and I play too?”
			

			
				For an answer, Jackson pulled his fingers free of Bambi and turned to the tall, busty blonde. He gripped her by the back of the head and kissed her. She returned it just as eagerly, and for the first time, he realized how much he liked her eyes, an understated blue, faded like a book left in the sun. His hand dipped to her pussy, the same fingers he’d been using on Bambi testing her wetness. Oh yeah. She was ready for this.
			

			
				Jack moved behind her, grabbing her by the waist and guiding her until she was right in front of Bambi, who spread her legs even wider. Some demon took him over that day, and he said calmly, “Bend over. Lick her cunt while I’m fucking you.”
			

			
				Dove looked over her shoulder at him, eyes widening and a smirk appearing. “Make me.”
			

			
				Shades of Christa, he thought, who could play the brat up as much as the cougar. He gripped Dove by the shoulder and the back of her head, pushing her down while Bambi leaned back.
			

			
				“I like a man who takes control,” Dove said.
			

			
				“Start licking, Dove, or you don’t get this,” Jack said, pressing his cockhead to her pussy lips and making her moan softly. But over her back, Jackson gave Bambi a wide-eyed look and mouthed “what the hell am I saying?” She reflexively grinned, and covered it up with a hand over her mouth.
			

			
				Dove licked. Jackson took a long moment to admire her ass as he slid his cock between her thighs. The way her thin waist flared out to her taut curvy hips was like art, and already he was fantasizing about the ways he’d shoot her if he had his good camera with him, that ass thrust out just like it was now, her back bowed, head twisted to look behind her. Maybe something placed on the small of her back, a cherry… or maybe a puddle of his come. He pulled back and ran his hand across her peach of a pussy, her lips round and full and proud. Dove was already wet for them, and he slid his slick digit through the valley of her ass and traced it up her spine until he had his hand on her long mussed hair. This, he swept up as he pressed his cockhead to her entrance, this stunning woman, this near-total stranger to him.
			

			
				Condom, he thought. Fuck. He didn’t have a condom. He could have smacked his forehead. How had he not thought to pick some up from the store?
			

			
				Bambi was too entranced by Dove lapping at her pussy with long, skilled flicks of her tongue to notice his consternation. He improvised, bringing his fingers back to Dove’s pussy and rubbing her lips with three fingers and leaning down to kiss her shoulder blade, then her spine.
			

			
				“Can’t believe… we finally get a chance… to do this,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“Me either,” Dove said. “Mm, feels like fate.” She shifted to add a finger to the mix. “Tell me how fast and hard you like it, baby.”
			

			
				“Mm, little faster, uh huh, there, there, like that, and another finger, oh, oh, yesss, Dove, that’s it.”
			

			
				Jackson drew inspiration from all this, and as his lips roamed Dove’s ass, he slid a finger of his own back into her. Her hips quivered in response, and she gave him a quick look over her shoulder before returning her attention to Bambi.
			

			
				“He’s got his finger in me, Bams.”
			

			
				“Uh huh. He’s good with it all, mm, his fingers, his tongue, his cock. He’ll make you h-his too, just like all of us… oh, oh yes, like that, lick me hard like that.”
			

			
				Make you his.
			

			
				He planned to try his best.
			

			
				With Bambi and Dove burning together in a conflagration years in the making, Jackson took his time with Dove, sliding another finger into her and finding her spot. She rocked harder against him, but her eyes were solely on Bambi, and that he definitely understood. But it didn’t stop him from dropping to his knees behind her and bringing his tongue to her pussy, and with that, he broke some of her focus.
			

			
				She wiggled her hips back against him, nuzzling against Bambi’s pussy as he finger-fucked her faster and matched it with his tongue. Dove lost some of her control, gasping, “Oooooh, fuck,” before redoubling her efforts with Bambi, racing him to make her come before herself.
			

			
				Bambi ran her fingers through Dove’s wild blonde hair, pulling her tighter against her folds. “Like what he’s doing to you?”
			

			
				“He’s good, he’s very good.”
			

			
				“Wait until he gets that big, fat cock inside you. Makes you scream his name.”
			

			
				“Oh, oh fuck,” Dove gasped. “I never r-realized you had such a dirty mouth.”
			

			
				“Mm hm. Jackson brought that out in me. Jack and all our girlfriends. Oh, they’re g-going to eat you up, Dove. Eat you until you’ve come and come and come, and I’ll ride your face the whole time until you beg us for it, beg him to fuck you and come inside you…”
			

			
				“Oh, Bams, oh, oh h-h-hell, nnnnnurgh, ahhhh!”
			

			
				Dove came, but Bambi was right there too, crying out, “Dove!” and coming just a minute or two after her friend, hips rising and falling on the countertop.
			

			
				Every brain cell in Jackson’s head told him to stand up and shove his cock inside her, condom or no condom, and he came so close to doing it, to claiming her, to burying himself inside her until he released, maybe to make her pregnant like he and Paige were trying to do, but he held off, gritting his teeth and rising, his free hand going to his mouth and spitting.
			

			
				“Fuck her, baby, fuck her until she’s begging to come live with us in New Bainbridge,” Bambi said, and again, he had a flash of their first time together in Fort Cloud, of Bambi riding him on a stranger’s bed, her friend Mary watching them fuck as “punishment” for trying to seduce Jack.
			

			
				“No condom,” Jackson grunted, and Bambi pushed Dove back and jumped off the countertop. She grabbed Dove’s hand and they both dropped to their knees, Bambi taking him deep in her mouth as she stared up at him, bobbing up and down. Dove watched her with wide eyes.
			

			
				“You’re taking so much of him!”
			

			
				Bambi dove even deeper on him, eyes watering, taking him as deep as she could. She pulled off him with a gasp and grabbed Dove’s head to shove her down on Jackson’s cock. At the same time, Bambi looked up at Jack and shrugged with a wide-eyed look on her face that echoed his earlier “what the fuck am I doing?” look he’d given her. 
			

			
				They were diving into seducing Dove headfirst, and it was a hell of a lot of fun.
			

			
				Dove tried to take him as deep as Bambi, but she couldn’t match his girlfriend, and Bambi jumped on that too. “Mmm, I suck his cock better, slut,” she said.
			

			
				It had the desired effect. Dove pulled back, took a deep breath through her nose, and tried again to swallow him down, gagging when his cock hit the back of her throat. Jackson gripped the back of her head, and rested his other on Bambi’s, fighting the urge to thrust his cock down Dove’s throat.
			

			
				“Good try, but I think you can do even better,” Bambi told Dove. The other blonde glared at her out of the corner of her eye. She pulled back, took another breath, and plunged down Jackson’s cock, taking him deeper, into her throat… and her lips coming to rest against his balls.
			

			
				“Oh fuck!” he moaned.
			

			
				“That’s it, that’s it, hold him there, slut, deepthroating him so good, mmm, that’s our good cocksucker, that’s our good Dove,” Bambi said.
			

			
				Dove couldn’t take him deep for long, and came off him coughing and gasping, spittle spilling down her chin. Bambi took him again, bobbing up and down on his cock, and Dove stared between the two, dumbfounded and slowly grinning. They traded off again fast, Dove emulating Bambi, taking him deep but quickly running her mouth up and down his length, getting her tongue into it now that her jaw was relaxing.
			

			
				“Together,” Jackson said, and she pulled off him, looking to Bambi for instruction. Bambi licked up and down the side of his cock, and Dove got the idea, matching her movements again as Jackson stroked the backs of their heads.
			

			
				It wasn’t long before Dove got competitive again, taking him in her mouth and blowing him fast and hard, making Bambi pout until she took one of Jackson’s balls in her mouth, her tongue swiping against it gently, the way she knew he liked.
			

			
				“I’m gonna come,” he said. “Faces together.”
			

			
				Dove let him go, and she and Bambi pressed their cheeks together. Bambi reached out to help jerk him off at the last, their hands moving together. “Eyes closed, baby,” Bambi whispered, and Dove shut them. Jackson came, and came hard, painting their foreheads and cheeks with his come, making them drip him. Dove laughed delightedly, and sat back on her knees as Bambi wiped the come off her own forehead and leaned forward to suckle Jackson’s cock before letting him go again.
			

			
				“Oh my God, who are you?” Dove asked Bambi.
			

			
				“Too much? I kinda jumped into calling you a slut but we were rolling and it was meant in fun.”
			

			
				“I loved it. If it was anyone else, I’d probably slap them. But you…”
			

			
				They kissed, and only the faint sound of Bambi’s phone ringing broke them apart, both still beaming.
			

			
				


			
				A Father’s Contempt
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Auntie!” Bambi gasped, and rushed to hug the pleasantly plump woman with the big perm striding down the hall as fast as her short legs could carry her.
			

			
				“Bambi, oh my gosh, Bambi, look at you, even more beautiful,” her aunt said.
			

			
				Vicky McKeever was adopted by Bambi’s paternal grandparents, and therefore looked nothing like her tall, grim-looking brother Ralph, her nephews, or her niece. But regardless, she and Bambi mirrored each other in spirit. Like Bambi, she was a positive, cheerful woman, a free-thinker and liberal-minded. She was also a snappy dresser, and Jackson liked her silky flower-print dress that day,
			

			
				She was bookended by Bambi’s brothers, and even ever-sour Rob looked happy to see Vicky. Her appearance that day was a surprise to her family, as Vicky taught at a college in Edmonton, which seemed a million miles away given the current political climate. But she’d come down as fast as she could find a minder for her two terrier mixes, surprising everyone when she texted Rob and Josh and told them she was waiting for an escort from her handsome nephews down on the first floor.
			

			
				Vicky gave Jackson a hug and a peck on the cheek, telling him how he was looking even more handsome than the last time they saw each other around the holidays, but her concern, like Bambi’s was the first day they arrived, was on her brother, and it wasn’t long before the Hooper family whisked her in that direction, Jackson following along.
			

			
				Bambi told him after their fun with Dove that he should stay at the house and explore things with her, but while he was fine with Bambi having some alone time with Dove, he wasn’t about to abandon his girlfriend for the sake of sex. Her father was improving by leaps and bounds every day but even so, it would have felt wrong. Dove hadn’t wanted to accompany them for obvious reasons, namely that she was certain if her manager saw her around the floor, she’d put her to work.
			

			
				Jackson trailed along after the Hooper family, keeping his distance but wanting to listen in on the reunion. With no kids of her own and long ago divorced, Vicky was a regular at the Hooper household over the holidays. He assumed that given the vast difference in their beliefs that Vicky and Ralph would argue often, and while they sparred on politics, it was all remarkably good-natured. It stung Jackson a little bit that he had never managed to wrangle that kind of grumpy kinship out of Ralph, and five years in, he’d more or less stopped trying.
			

			
				Predictably, Ralph was delighted to see his sister. He laughed like a child, and Bambi had to tell him not to try to sit up by himself. Her mother Charlotte came out a minute later, smiling and dabbing at her eyes, catching Jackson skulking and giving him a quizzical look. He decided honesty was probably the best response.
			

			
				“Sorry, I didn’t mean to impose or make this weird. Things have been so grim, I wanted to hear some good noise.”
			

			
				“Why didn’t you come in with them?” Charlotte asked.
			

			
				“That first day, he reacted so strongly to me… I didn’t want to cause problems again. I know he and I don’t get along, but I respect him and I do want him to get better.”
			

			
				Her quizzical look melted, and she patted his arm, about as much of a sign of affection as he ever got from Charlotte. They rode together down the elevator to the cafeteria to pick up cups of coffee and bottled tea for the Hooper family. The clerk, a stocky woman with a complex run of tattoos up one arm, recognized Jackson and asked how he liked the coconut chai latte.
			

			
				“It was great!” he said.
			

			
				“A coconut chai latte?” Charlotte asked. “That sounds… different.”
			

			
				“I know, I thought it sounded weird too,” Jackson said. “But I had to try it. You know, find a little moment of fun while… I don’t mean to make it sound like I’m… oh hell.”
			

			
				Again, Charlotte surprised him by patting his arm. “I understand completely, Jackson. You have nothing to apologize for.”
			

			
				“Did you see the board?” the clerk asked. “Today it’s maple.”
			

			
				“A maple latte,” Charlotte said, but she had the faintest hint of a smile.
			

			
				“I’m in,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“I might need to try a sip of that,” Charlotte said. It seemed she was bound and determined to surprise him at every turn that day.
			

			
				She did try a sip, and proclaimed it was too sweet for her taste, but she seemed pleased with herself for giving it a shot. Jackson escorted her back upstairs, carrying the cardboard drink holder and a plastic bag with the cold bottled drinks. They didn’t say anything else until they were outside of Ralph’s room, when Jackson stopped to hand off the drinks.
			

			
				“Oh, come in for a minute. Let’s see how he does,” Charlotte said.
			

			
				Jackson hesitated, but she gave him no choice, pushing open the door and smiling wide at everyone. “We’ve got caffeine!” she said as Jackson followed her in.
			

			
				Rob immediately narrowed his eyes, and Ralph looked at Jackson with an “Oh God, what now?” expression, but Josh, Bambi, and Vicky cheered, Bambi favoring Jackson with a brilliant smile. They passed the coffee and tea around, and Charlotte rested a hand on Jackson’s back.
			

			
				“The clerk in the cafeteria remembered Jack. They have drink specials, and he and I tried the maple latte. Have you ever heard of such a thing?”
			

			
				“Oh, they’re so good,” Vicky said.
			

			
				“You’re Canadian now, of course you’d be a fan,” Josh said.
			

			
				“Our greatest export,” Vicky agreed. “We were talking lunch in a couple hours and I am craving Chinese food.”
			

			
				“Of course the nurses won’t let me have any,” Ralph said. “A turkey wheat wrap and steamed vegetables. Wonderful.”
			

			
				“Oof,” Jackson said. “But if the food’s as good as the coffee here, maybe that’s not so bad.”
			

			
				“It’s not pork-fried rice,” Ralph said.
			

			
				He seemed okay with Jackson being there. No one ran in and checked machinery, and he was livelier than that first day, though “livelier” by Ralph Hooper’s dour standards was subjective. Still, no one but Rob was giving him any sort of a look, and even he cooled off when Ralph’s heart wasn’t triggered by Jackson’s presence.
			

			
				There weren’t enough chairs, so Jackson leaned against a counter, listening to Vicky’s stories about her college classes and life in Edmonton. That fed naturally into the Hoopers talking about the times they’d gone to visit, and other vacations they took into Canada.
			

			
				“I’d love to visit Montreal someday,” Bambi said. “Skiing, maybe? I’m not sure.”
			

			
				“Christa’s mentioned it’s beautiful,” Jackson said, and immediately shot a look at Ralph, inwardly wincing. It was the first time he mentioned one of his other girlfriends.
			

			
				“Go on, Jack, my heart won’t explode if you talk about them.”
			

			
				“Except it might,” Josh said, a note of cheerfulness to his voice. “How’s your life insurance policy, Dad?”
			

			
				“How are your girlfriends?” Vicky said, ignoring her nephew.
			

			
				Jackson and Bambi talked about this, that they didn’t want to stress out Ralph or Charlotte about the accident. “They’re great!” Bambi said cheerfully. “As a matter of fact, they’re on the road and coming here. Moral support for our family and a little bit of a road trip to see Honeypot and my old college town.”
			

			
				“They’re all coming here because of this?” Charlotte asked.
			

			
				“Must be nice, not having a nine-to-five,” Ralph said.
			

			
				“Ralph,” Vicky said sharply. “That’s a hell of a thing to say about people coming to see you when you’re so sick.”
			

			
				“I suppose it is a little crass,” Ralph said. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”
			

			
				But the damage had been done. Bambi looked as defeated as Jackson felt. They didn’t bring up their girlfriends again.
			

			
				When Ralph fell asleep, his family took it as a sign to go to lunch. Josh said to Charlotte, “Mom, you’ve been here the entire time. Let me sit with Dad for a while and you go.”
			

			
				“I can stay,” Bambi said. “Jack and I ate earlier.”
			

			
				“Why don’t I?” Jackson asked. Everyone fell silent and looked at him. “His blood pressure seems okay around me today. Why don’t you all go and enjoy lunch together and spend some time as a family?”
			

			
				“Oh, Jack…” Bambi started to say, but Charlotte surprised all of them.
			

			
				“Are you sure?” she asked.
			

			
				“Mom?” Bambi asked.
			

			
				Charlotte patted her daughter’s arm. “I could use a stretch and a walk and to get out of here for a little while. And Chinese really does sound lovely. So Jackson, if you’re sure…”
			

			
				“I’m certain,” Jackson said. He smiled at Charlotte, and while her smile back was strained, it was a smile, and he’d take the little win.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Jackson had his laptop bag with him. Over the last couple days, when he had a free hour or two, he worked on Aiko and Samantha’s boudoir photograph shoot. There wasn’t much tweaking there that needed to be done and he was finished with everything he could work on away from his studio, leaving only the video editing of the confessions they made about their love for one another. Those he wanted to do on his computer back at the studio, since it was more capable of handling the demands of the editing software.
			

			
				As he sat with Ralph Hooper, he used the laptop to browse real estate in New Bainbridge. The house Geek and Lace used as a studio was nowhere near big enough for their burgeoning business, and he was thinking about an expansion in the next year or two. That meant finding the right space, but what that was, he wasn’t sure yet. There were plenty of options, though, and these were what he was browsing when Mr. Hooper spoke up.
			

			
				“What are you working on?”
			

			
				Jackson looked up from the laptop. Mr. Hooper was pulling himself up the bed, and Jackson set aside the laptop to come to him and offer a hand. Ralph hesitated, then took it, and together they got him in a more comfortable position.
			

			
				“Uh. Warehouses and office spaces,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“Pardon?”
			

			
				“I’m looking up warehouses and office spaces. That’s what I’m working on. But it means talking about Geek and Lace, so if you prefer I not talk about it…”
			

			
				“I asked, so of course I want to talk about it. Where’s my family? Lunch?”
			

			
				“Yeah. I volunteered to stay behind so they could spend some time together.”
			

			
				To his surprise, Ralph nodded firmly at that. “Good. They don’t need to be cooped up in here like they’re waiting on me to die. It gets…” He searched for the right word, frowning. “Claustrophobic.”
			

			
				Jackson chose a different chair, one where they could have a more natural conversation facing each other. 
			

			
				“So warehouses and office space? What do you need that for?”
			

			
				“Well, we’ve got a studio in New Bainbridge. The old rental you helped us pay for, actually. Christa still owns it and we use it for a lot of our shoots. And it’s where I’ve got my computer set up to do photo and video editing.”
			

			
				“Of your girlfriends,” Ralph said sourly.
			

			
				“Um. Yeah. And our other clients and models.”
			

			
				“I don’t understand that. Your clients aren’t your models?”
			

			
				Jackson jumped on the reasonably neutral question. “We have models that are contracted to Geek and Lace. Along with what we do for them with photoshoots and our social media, we’re sort of intermediaries for them, putting them together with advertisers. Like Jordan has a runway gig with a clothing company coming up. But our clients are people who pay us to take pictures of them for all sorts of things. We just did a photo shoot a couple weeks ago for an office, for example. Friendly personnel shots for their website and their social media sites. I’ve got a ski hill this winter that wants to hire us for advertising, and a half-dozen weddings next year. See what I mean?”
			

			
				“I get it,” Ralph said. “So the office spaces and warehouses…?”
			

			
				“Well, um, the space is pretty limited in our current studio. Ideally, I’d like the room to set up some different shooting environments. To have more options for… well, to have more options.”
			

			
				Ralph definitely did not seem pleased with that. “And you’re looking at office spaces and warehouses for that?”
			

			
				“Yeah. Warehouses would offer me the space I want, no question, but the work I’d need to do creating, um, bedroom environments is probably beyond me, so I’ll need to contract some help with that. I know people at the college and I think some of the set designers for the theater department could have some fun with it, but there are other things about warehouses that are tricky. I need to do more research on them, make sure I’m not setting up shop right in the middle of a bad area, and figure out what the bills would be like, that sort of thing. I know heating would be… oof.”
			

			
				“So why not an office, then?” Ralph asked the question as if it pained him to have to involve himself in talk about the business Jack and Bambi helped run.
			

			
				“Cost-wise I think it’s the better choice financially, but there are other concerns there.” Like sound baffling, Jackson nearly added, then realized talking about how loud some of his photo and video shoots could be was definitely not helpful in keeping Ralph’s blood pressure in check. “With a big enough space, I think it’s the ideal choice, but if it’s too small, I’m in the same boat as I am now.”
			

			
				“Hm. And I suppose you’d probably need another loan for this too? Is that why you stayed behind? To ask me for more money?”
			

			
				“No, sir, I-”
			

			
				“Because there’s no way in hell I’m fronting that. It’s one thing putting a roof over my daughter’s head. But I’m not paying for you and your… your girlfriends to create pornography all day.”
			

			
				Jackson’s cheeks burned with shame and anger. “Mr. Hooper, I never said I wanted a dollar from you. I meant it when I said I just wanted to give your family some time together. There’s no ulterior motive here.”
			

			
				“Sure,” Ralph said, shifting in his bed again. “All these… tubes and wires, a man can’t get comfortable.” Jack got up again, and this time Ralph snapped, “Sit back down. I have this. I’m not entirely useless.”
			

			
				“I didn’t say you were. Just trying to help, sir. You seem bound and determined to put a lot of words in my mouth I didn’t say.” It was as close to real anger as Jackson had ever come with Ralph Hooper. He didn’t want to cause problems for Bambi but he was tired of being looked down on by this man.
			

			
				“Then who’s going to put up the money for this new space? You think a loan officer is going to hear you want to expand your sin empire and say yes, that seems like a great way to invest our money?”
			

			
				“We make good money. Incredible money. I know you’ve always believed my photography skills are just a hobby, but Christa has made millions from her modeling throughout the last two decades. In less than three years, Paige has nearly equaled her earnings.”
			

			
				“She… what?”
			

			
				“She has a huge fanbase and it’s building fast. And Jordan’s runway gig is going to pay very well and maybe more importantly long-term, it’s going to net her lots of eyes and followers. We’re not small-time anymore, sir. And our business  needs to expand to reflect that. So if you want to keep taking potshots at me, please do. I wish that your opinion of me was higher because I love your daughter. But I love all my girlfriends too, and I want to see us become what I know we can be. So I’m going to sit here quietly, look at real estate, and if you want to keep looking down on me and insulting our business and our relationship, if that’s going to make you feel better, go on ahead. Or I can wait in the hallway and let you rest.”
			

			
				“Maybe that would be for the best,” Ralph said.
			

			
				Jackson smiled tightly and shut his laptop. “Maybe it would.”
			

			
				But just as Jackson neared the door, Ralph spoke again, his voice weary. “Let’s get something clear. You don’t have a monopoly on loving my daughter.”
			

			
				“I never claimed to,” Jackson said, turning to face the man in his bed again.
			

			
				“I have looked after her for nearly a quarter of a century. We’re not supposed to have our favorites as parents, but she is my princess. My heart was not complete until I saw her smile for the first time.”
			

			
				“Do you think I’m any different? When she stopped by to say hello that first day we hung out after graduation, it felt like… like she pulled me into a world I’d only ever seen from a distance. And she wanted to see the world I lived in too. No one had ever made me feel that way.”
			

			
				“And yet, you pull her into this… this deviant madness.”
			

			
				“Our girlfriends are not deviants, Mr. Hooper. They’re wonderful women, all of them. They have the biggest hearts, sir, and you’ll never experience that because your biases and prejudices about who we are and what we do have blinded you to everything but your hatred of me.”
			

			
				“Hatred is a strong word. Contempt, yes.”
			

			
				Fuck you, Jackson almost snapped, but he held himself back. Ten minutes ago, he felt intimidated by this man. Now he felt what Ralph told him he felt about Jack – contempt.
			

			
				“What we are is a strange thing, Ralph, and it’s complex. But my girlfriends and my business, I will always fight for them. I love them. But more importantly to you, Bambi loves them. And if she is your princess, if you love her as much as you claim you do, then try to understand what and who it is she loves. That costs you nothing. But you won’t. You’ve already decided you want to judge all of us. You’ve already decided our business is a failure, because it doesn’t line up with what you consider to be successful. You decided the moment we met I wasn’t good enough for Bambi despite me trying to prove that to her every single day since we started dating. You despise my girlfriends and our life choices without ever having gotten to know them, without ever trying to open your heart. You have contempt for me? I have contempt for you. Your judgment is walling you off and you won’t realize it until it leaves you alone and miserable.”
			

			
				With that, Jackson left Ralph Hooper to rage quietly in his bed. He stood by the door, out of sight, not going far out of respect for Bambi and her family’s absence, but he was done trying to earn the man’s respect.
			

			
				


			
				A Mother’s Needs
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Jack,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“Hm?”
			

			
				His attention was on the road. Once upon a time, Fort Cloud seemed like such a big city to him, but now it seemed quaint. New Bainbridge dwarfed it, though that didn’t mean driving here was any safer. Whoever came up with half the damn intersections was probably drunk when they designed them, and the drivers here were, to put it as politely as possible, slow-going and blissfully unaware of the existence of turn signals.
			

			
				“I know something happened. Between you and Dad, I mean.”
			

			
				“Bambi…”
			

			
				He hadn’t said a word to her about the conversation with Ralph, and as far as he knew, neither had her father. When he saw Bambi and her family coming down the hallway, Jack played it up like he’d stepped out to use his phone. Since the door was open, he was hoping Ralph heard and would play along with the excuse for them not being in the same room again.
			

			
				“I know you’re trying to protect me right now. But this is one of those times when I want the truth, not to be coddled.”
			

			
				“I’m not trying to coddle you,” Jack said, stung.
			

			
				“Yes, you are. I’m tired, and I’m scared for my dad, but I don’t want to be treated like… like… I don’t know what. Like I’m stupid and I don’t know something happened, I guess.”
			

			
				“I don’t think you’re stupid. And I… yeah. Okay. Maybe I am coddling you a little but it’s the usual stuff between him and me.”
			

			
				“Meaning me.”
			

			
				Jack blew out a long breath. “Yeah. I guess so. And the business.”
			

			
				“What happened? Don’t lie. Please don’t lie.”
			

			
				He didn’t. Slowly, he recounted the story with Ralph. In the quick glances he gave her, he saw a mix of emotions, but the way she looked straight ahead and not at him, her lips pressed and eyes narrowed, she wasn’t happy. Far from it.
			

			
				After he finished telling her the story, Bambi sat silent for a while. “You couldn’t have told him you were… were… looking up video game stuff, or movie times, or…”
			

			
				“I’m sorry,” he said, angry and hurt. “I’m a terrible liar, you know that. And when I realized the conversation would upset him, I tried to steer it away.”
			

			
				“I knew it was a mistake leaving you two together. But Mom seemed so insistent, I thought she knew something I didn’t. But nope.”
			

			
				“I was just trying to give you and your family some time together, baby. I wasn’t trying to rile him up. I’ve never wanted that. You know that.”
			

			
				She sighed. “I do. Did the machinery go off again? Is that why you stood out in the hall?”
			

			
				“No. But I knew if I stuck around, it wasn’t going to be good for him.”
			

			
				“I was stressed enough about him. And after last night, I’m stressed about Christa, and Jordan, and Paige, and you know Jordan is going to need extra attention when they get here because she’s going to think I’m mad at her, and now this.”
			

			
				“I said I was sorry for riling him up,” Jackson said. “But I am not sorry for a word I spoke to him. I wasn’t going to let him walk all over you and the others, or the business. We are doing something special. And if he can’t recognize that, that’s his problem.”
			

			
				“He had a heart attack!”
			

			
				“I know. But he chose that fight today.”
			

			
				“You knew he was going to want to argue. And you put yourselves in that position.”
			

			
				They stewed in silence the rest of the trip back to Dove’s house. At least they had their new fling to look forward to. Maybe some alone time with Dove would smooth things over. But as they approached Dove’s house, they saw a crossover at the curb. It wasn’t Christa’s, but Jackson felt a small surge of hope it was his girlfriends’. Maybe they got a loaner from the mechanic.
			

			
				As if she read his mind, Bambi asked, “Maybe a loaner?”
			

			
				“I was thinking the same thing.”
			

			
				She was out of the car moments after they stopped. Jackson wanted to catch up to her, wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her, but he didn’t. He followed after her, sore and stiff from too many days sitting in the waiting room at the hospital.
			

			
				They entered to find Dove in the living room with a tall, pretty woman maybe in her forties or fifties who had to be related to her. She was an eerie mirror of Dove in another twenty years, her face maybe a little softer, her lips thinner, her stylish bob a near-platinum dye job. Not quite as attractive as Dove but still the sort of woman who made a person straighten up and take notice.
			

			
				“Oh, hello,” Bambi said. “Are we interrupting?”
			

			
				Her voice was as bright as though they hadn’t been arguing, and Jackson tried for a smile to match hers. It felt unnatural and fake, so he ditched it almost immediately.
			

			
				“You must be Brandy and Jack!” the woman said.
			

			
				“Bambi,” Dove said.
			

			
				The woman ignored that and stood up. “I’m Dove’s mother, Paula.”
			

			
				“It’s so nice to meet you,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“I heard your father’s in the hospital? With a heart attack, is that right?”
			

			
				“Yes, it is. But he’s doing much better. Set to be released in a couple days.” Bambi gave a minute pause. “If his blood pressure doesn’t spike again.”
			

			
				Jackson fought back a wince.
			

			
				“Poor man. But it’s so very sweet of you to fly all the way from New Bainbridge to see him. What a loving daughter.”
			

			
				For some reason, Dove deflated at that, sinking further into her chair and sighing so softly that Jackson almost didn’t notice.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“Dove has been amazing through all this,” Jackson said. “With Ralph, with us. You’ve got a great daughter.”
			

			
				“I do, don’t I?” Paula asked, turning to smile fondly at Dove. “It’s too bad she’s so busy with the hospital. We hardly get to see her anymore.”
			

			
				“Mom…” Dove said. 
			

			
				“From what I understand,” Jackson said, “she worked two weeks in a row. That’s got to take its toll on a social life and family time.”
			

			
				“And relationships,” Paula said. “But Ron was an ass for what he did. Walking in during her shift like that and breaking up with her. Spineless, that’s what it was.”
			

			
				“I don’t know the guy but that sure sounds right to me,” Jackson said. 
			

			
				Paula beamed at him. “Would you two like to come to dinner? I invited Dove but she told me the three of you had plans for a night in. But how about it? A nice homecooked meal? And Jackson, maybe I could get your help changing out a light bulb or two? Some little odd jobs like that.”
			

			
				“I’d… be happy to,” Jackson said, looking at both Dove and Bambi, neither of whom gave much of an indication what he should say or do.
			

			
				“Oh, thank you. With Dove’s father gone now and Laramie in the Center, it’s just the two of us here now.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry for your loss,” Jackson said automatically.
			

			
				“She means divorced,” Dove said. “And my brother is in a group home.”
			

			
				Jackson didn’t know what to say to that. She hadn’t mentioned any of this. Bambi saved him by saying, “We’d be happy to come to dinner. And I’m sure between the three of us we can help with anything you need.”
			

			
				“Perfect,” Paula said. “Oh, thank you so much. I really don’t mean to drag you away from your little college reunion, but it would be so nice to spend some time with Dove.”
			

			
				“I’m sure,” Bambi said.
			

			
				They agreed to follow Paula to her house. Dove rode with Bambi and Jackson, and the first words out of her mouth when the three were alone were, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. She’s very needy sometimes and I’ve been coming home so tired I’ve kind of been neglecting her.”
			

			
				“It’s all right,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“We completely understand,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“No, you don’t. Not all of it. My brother Laramie has autism. It’s severe, and when he becomes triggered, he can get violent. For a long time, we tried to take care of him at home, but it was a losing battle, and he had so many triggers. He could go from being the sweetest brother in the world to punching and biting and screaming. Dad came home one day to Mom with a black eye and he lost his shit. It… got ugly. Mom tried to defend Laramie and Dad walked out on us.”
			

			
				“Jesus,” Jackson said.
			

			
				Dove nodded absently, looking out the window. “For another year or so, Mom and I tried to look after him, but we just couldn’t do it. My grades were dropping, Mom was on the verge of losing her job, and therapy wasn’t working for Laramie. We… we had to put him in a supervised home. That’s why I went into nursing, I guess. Maybe I couldn’t take care of him, but I could still take care of other people.” She looked up into the front seat, eyes glistening. “It’s really shitty of me to make it sound like I blame Laramie for all this. I know it’s not his fault. But Mom’s become a martyr. She holds all of this over me and uses it to keep me close. I know she’s sacrificed a lot for Laramie, and I try to be here for her as much as I can be, but I feel like I’m drowning some days.”
			

			
				Bambi looked into the backseat at her friend and reached out. “I’m sorry. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have said you should move to New Bainbridge.”
			

			
				“Don’t be. You said it, and it was like my heart shouted yes, yes, that’s what I should do.” Dove laughed shakily and wiped away tears from her eyes. “She doesn’t even go to visit him all that often anymore because it upsets him. He wants to come home and he gets angry all over again. But she wants me to be there for her and I get it. She’s so lonely. Leaving her, I’d break her heart.”
			

			
				“But your heart matters too,” Jackson said, his tone quiet but firm. “Your happiness matters.”
			

			
				Whatever might be going on between them, Bambi gave him the tiniest nod.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Like Dove warned them, Paula was more than clingy. She was demanding in a subtle shark-in-the-water sort of way. There really were a couple light bulbs that needed to be changed, but Jackson could see no reason why she couldn’t do that herself – because there really was no reason. She wanted the help for the sake of the help.
			

			
				Same with raking her leaves, a chore he did dutifully while Paula said she was going to get dinner ready. Only, she didn’t. She kept putting it off. Jackson thought at first maybe Paula and Dove were late eaters, but he quickly realized the truth. Paula was delaying dinner deliberately as another excuse to keep them there. 
			

			
				The bitch of it was, Paula was great at playing up the lonely mom in her forties. If Dove hadn’t told them as they drove what her mother was like, he might have assumed all this was from a place of need of human contact, not manipulation. But Paula was a woman playing a game of personal chess against her daughter and it rankled him nearly as much as Bambi’s father. At one point, he dug out his phone and texted his parents a simple “love you” message out of gratitude they were so comparatively normal and easygoing.
			

			
				By the time Paula finally put on dinner – a casserole that took nearly an hour to bake, but was remarkably good, he had to give her credit there – it was late. Really late. Paula got a promise from Dove that they’d go see Laramie soon, and finally let them escape just minutes to midnight.
			

			
				“You weren’t kidding,” Jackson said. “She was… a lot.”
			

			
				“Yeah. Sorry about that,” Dove said. “I appreciate you helping her out though.”
			

			
				“It’s no problem.”
			

			
				Bambi, now in the backseat, said thoughtfully, “She reminds me a lot of Paige’s mom. Tanya always needs a lot of help too, because of health problems. But she feels so guilty when she asks for help.”
			

			
				“There’s not a single bone of guilt in my mother,” Dove said. “And my mom’s healthy as a horse. She even teaches yoga and Pilates at the gym. I think she’s going to start up a cycling class too. Her regular trainer quit and she’d be good at it.”
			

			
				They drove back to Dove’s in near silence. Jackson felt that age-old masculine urge to put things right, only he didn’t know how, and in this case, it definitely wasn’t his business, unlike what he’d done with Aiko and Samantha, bringing them even closer together with surprise confessionals of their love. Sometimes, there were no good solutions. This was one of those cases.
			

			
				At Dove’s, they stood together just inside the door, removing shoes. Dove turned, her smile pained. “I had hoped today would end a lot sexier. But I know raking leaves and moving boxes isn’t exactly the most-”
			

			
				Bambi kissed her. She could move so fast when she wanted to, and she did now, cupping Dove’s face quicker than Jackson could track her hands and bringing her lips to the taller, curvier blonde’s. Both of them were trembling. Both of them were on the verge of tears.
			

			
				They kissed, and moved together, going for the stairwell, slow, hesitant steps. Something Dove said about her mother hit Jackson then, that she was lonely. Maybe that was true, but he thought the real lonely one was Dove, and he wondered too how much that loneliness factored into her decision to stay close to her mother and her brother. He wondered what it must be like, working a job like that and having no time for friendships.
			

			
				For love.
			

			
				And in that moment, he fell for Dove. The Florence Nightingale effect, he thought, but in reverse. He was falling hard for the woman who felt compelled to take care of everyone. How could he not?
			

			
				He followed them to the bedroom, and his attention shifted to Bambi, who hadn’t spoken more than a few words to him the entire night. Did she want him around for this? He watched them undress each other, indecision making him hesitate, and his girlfriend finally looked at him. She saw the question in his eyes – are we okay? – and nodded the tiniest bit.
			

			
				Yes. At least for now.
			

			
				After pulling out a trio of condoms from his pocket, he began to undress too, slower than them, content to watch and experience this. If she’d been this age thirty years ago, Dove could have been the centerfold of a men’s magazine, her body ripe, natural perfection. A nice bubbly butt, a trim soft waist, big natural breasts, those waves of long blonde hair. He’d missed her birthmark earlier, a splash of discoloration near her spine, like someone spilled droplets of wine on her skin. It was a spot he planned to explore with his lips and tongue.
			

			
				They wound up on the bed together, and he could have predicted who would wind up on top, going down on the other. Taking care of her, like she did everyone else. Dove.
			

			
				That got him to move. Dove was just kissing Bambi’s mound when Jackson took her by the shoulder. “No,” he said. Both women looked at him, puzzled. “Tonight we take care of you.”
			

			
				Bambi got it, and smiled the first real smile he’d seen from her all night. Dove hesitated, giving him time to guide her further up Bambi’s body until she was kneeling over the other blonde’s face.
			

			
				“A sixty-nine,” Dove said. “We can take care of each other together.”
			

			
				“No. Jackson’s right,” Bambi said, pulling her down. “Tonight… mm… mmm…”
			

			
				“You get the drift,” Jackson said. Dove giggled the sort of giggle that might make a person think she was drunk, overlong, overblown for the joke. It was a release of the steam valve of her desperation, and he came to her, stepping up onto the bed to bring a hand to her face and kiss her gently. She seemed startled by that, but slowly relaxed into him and didn’t seem to want to let him go. Her own hands went to his shoulders, and she held him in place, her kisses deepening slowly, ripening into something more needing. He brought a hand to her mound, massaging it slowly as opposed to Bambi’s longer, faster licks.
			

			
				“I can see why she fell so hard for you, Jackson Corso,” Dove said softly.
			

			
				“The door to our house will always be open,” he said, just as quietly. “The others are going to love you. I already know I’m falling for you too.”
			

			
				“You… you’re what?”
			

			
				“And me too,” Bambi said. “If that wasn’t… mmm… obvious.”
			

			
				“We want you in New Bainbridge,” Jackson said. “The others will want that too. I’m sure of it.”
			

			
				Dove kissed him harder then, her expression strained, her hands tightening on his shoulders. “You can’t say things like that,” she said hoarsely. “Her inviting me… it was supposed to be a, a, a joke. A thing you say b-but…”
			

			
				“Tough,” Jackson said, and kissed her again. This time, they didn’t break apart to speak for long minutes, his hand at her mound still rubbing slow, easy circles, his fingers brushing her hooded clit. She began to rock on Bambi’s face, tiny sways of her toned hips. She clutched at Jack’s face harder before her hands dropped to his shoulders, nails digging into flesh, her breath catching.
			

			
				“Ahhh, Bambi,” she whimpered. “Jack, Bambi… I…”
			

			
				“Come for her,” Jack said. “Then I’m going to fuck you, and she’s going to keep right on licking you.”
			

			
				“Mm hm,” Bambi said underneath her.
			

			
				“Ohhh, smack my clit a little, like a little spank,” Dove said. Jackson did, and she jerked. “Yessss, Jack, do that again, do it again…”
			

			
				He did, and her breath caught in her throat. Her hips rocked upward and dropped back down as she ground hard on Bambi’s face. Her mouth fell open and she stared into Jackson’s eyes, searching frantically for something he could offer but which she must know she needed to take.
			

			
				Her attention shot to Bambi, and she twisted around to drop down and pry the blonde’s legs apart despite their attempts at making the night about her. Jackson fetched one of the condoms he’d tossed onto the nightstand earlier as Dove began to lick Bambi.
			

			
				“I finally get to have you,” Dove whispered. “I was so jealous of Nicole back then.”
			

			
				“You… jealous of Nicole? I had the biggest crush on you.”
			

			
				“We’re together now,” Dove said, and dropped her mouth to Bambi’s pussy.
			

			
				Jackson was half-hard and stroked himself as he stared at Dove’s big fit ass. He wanted to fuck it, but contented himself with stroking it with his free hand, teasing it, slapping it. She liked that, and threw back her head to gasp, “Harder.” He spanked her then, a good hard crack that made her hiss, “Yesss, Jack, oh fuck, Bambi, he’s so good, he’s so-” Crack! “-good!”
			

			
				Her words spurred him on nearly as much as his hand on his dick. He was ready, and rolled the condom on, staring at Dove’s pretty little bleached bud as he lined himself up with her thick peach of a pussy.
			

			
				“Fuck her, baby, make her ours,” Bambi begged, and he slid into Dove for the first time.
			

			
				The sight of her tanned ass and the white vee of her tan lines as he slid deep inside her drove him wild. He pulled back and thrust harder and faster deep inside her, and all the while, Bambi lapped at her mound, her clit, her lips. Dove brought her head up, gasping with Jackson’s next thrust.
			

			
				He gripped her by the back of the head and said with a low growl, “Back to licking her,” before pushing her back down into Bambi’s waiting cunt. Her response was both a mewl of pleasure and a frenetic attack on Bambi, making Jackson’s girlfriend’s legs spread wider and bend at the knees.
			

			
				Dove rocked back against him, that toned ass slapping against his hips. He fought a savage urge to yank off the condom and fuck her raw and unprotected. In his mind, he heard Paige whisper to him to come inside her just like he was doing with her, just like Bambi planned for him to do when Paige gave birth, what he knew Jordan was contemplating too. He wanted to give Dove a new life, to impregnate her, to breed her. 
			

			
				“Fuck!” he grunted, hammering into her hard.
			

			
				“Uh uh uh uh,” Dove panted.
			

			
				Jackson raised a hand and spanked her ass again, another sharp crack.
			

			
				“Ah!” Dove cried out, losing control and dipping down as she bucked wildly. “Ahhh ah ah ah, oh oh Jaaaack!”
			

			
				She came, and he kept fucking her through it, making her sob her pleasure, pushing her too far down Bambi’s body for her to keep licking his girlfriend. Bambi worked herself free and watched open-mouthed and dazed as Jackson gripped Dove’s shoulders and pressed her into the mattress, her ass still thrust high. He pushed up onto one knee and kept shoving his cock into her, watching not Dove now, but Bambi, watching her play with herself, watching her moan, showing her that he was obeying her command to make Dove theirs.
			

			
				Dove babbled, “So good, so good, uh uh uh uh…”
			

			
				He gripped her waist as they moved together, her head bouncing with his every thrust. Bambi spread herself for him, hips rocking upwards in time to his fast fucking, her dazed eyes starting to lose focus. When she came, it was silent, her lips forming an O, her back arching and falling, toes curling.
			

			
				“I want this ass, Dove,” he said, still staring at Bambi.
			

			
				“L-lube in the bathroom, take it, I want to feel it…”
			

			
				“We should prep you first,” Jackson said. “Toys.”
			

			
				“I can take it, I can take it!”
			

			
				“Bambi,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“Uh huh,” Bambi said, then a moment later, seemed to come awake. “Lube. Right.”
			

			
				She scrambled off the bed. Jackson ran a hand through Dove’s blonde hair, gripped a handful, and brought her head back. He dropped his mouth to her neck, and she twisted her head so he could kiss her, his tongue plunging into her mouth.
			

			
				“N-never f-fucked… so good,” she whimpered.
			

			
				“Come to New Bainbridge and be with us and it’ll be like this all the time,” he said.
			

			
				“I want to, I want to, I want to.” 
			

			
				His hands went to her big breasts and he cupped them as they fucked and kissed. Bambi rushed out a moment later, watched the action with another dazed look of lust for a long minute, then came to them, towels and lube in hand. She draped a towel on the bed, and Jack pulled free of Dove long enough to position her on it, head down, ass up again.
			

			
				Bambi kissed him as she lubed up her fingers. By now, they were so practiced at this she could prepare one of his girlfriends without needing to look to see what she was doing, and she did that now, teasing Dove’s rim gently at first, then pushing a finger in slowly, followed by two more. At the same time, she worked his condom off him and tossed it on a corner of the sheet. 
			

			
				She spread the lube around, and kissed Jackson one more time. He clutched the back of her head, a momentary pause in the fire between the three of them. She kissed him back, caressing his chest, his stomach, his groin, and then she was guiding him to Dove’s waiting bud.
			

			
				“Fuck her ass, baby,” Bambi said.
			

			
				 The words threatened to set him off. Jackson fought the urge to pound Dove’s ass the way Christa and Paige could take it, but he held off, going it slow this first time, vowing to himself if – when – she came to New Bainbridge to be a part of their life, he would claim her ass like theirs. A vision floated through his mind as he bottomed out inside Dove, his balls resting against her pussy as she clutched at her head, moaning. A vision of Christa, of Paige, of Dove all on their knees like this, asses thrust high, and Jack taking his time fucking each of them in turn while Bambi and Jordan prepared him.
			

			
				He nearly lost it at that, grunting, “Fuck!” before pulling back and out of Dove again. Bambi clutched at his face as she added more lube to his cock.
			

			
				“So hot,” she said, “that’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, oh my God.”
			

			
				“I n-need a picture of it,” Dove said.
			

			
				Bambi shot for the edge of the bed and the piles of clothes, coming back up with her phone. Jackson teased Dove’s ass until Bambi was in position, the phone raised, her mouth slack as she took a picture of Jackson pressing his cockhead back against Dove’s very well-used asshole.
			

			
				“Ohhhh, fuck!” Dove cried out as he pushed inside again.
			

			
				Click. Click. Click.
			

			
				“Can I… can I film it?” Bambi asked.
			

			
				“Yes! Ungh, film it, get a video of him f-fucking my ass, oh God, oh God!”
			

			
				Jackson had filmed himself on camera before fucking all his girlfriends in various combinations both for their own pleasure and in videos for their Fantasy Gems pages, but somehow, this felt new and intense. He brought a hand around Dove and between her thighs, fingers at her pussy, testing her wetness before driving two fingers in, matching the pace of his fucking in a see-saw motion. His cock went in, his fingers slid back. Like that he teased her as Bambi came in close, eyes wide, watching all this with her phone in hand.
			

			
				She positioned it over his shoulder to get a bird’s eye view of his big cock splitting Dove’s ass wide open. Then she slowly circled the bed on her knees, taking in Dove being rocked back and forth by Jackson, her big tits swaying underneath her, her face scrunched up in rapt pleasure. When she finally noticed Bambi beside her, Dove gave her a dopey smile.
			

			
				“Your man’s… fucking my… my ass, Bambi. He’s fucking my ass!”
			

			
				“You’re taking him so good,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“Want to see him… fuck all of you… oh… all of you… so beautiful… so…”
			

			
				“They’re going to want you too, baby, look at you, so sexy.”
			

			
				“Kiss me, kiss me, Bambi I’m going to come, want… w-want your lips on mine.”
			

			
				Bambi leaned down to kiss her, bringing the phone up and recording the moment they brought their lips together and Dove started to quake. In the video, her eyes closed and she whispered something against Bambi’s lips that Jackson didn’t hear until they played it back later.
			

			
				“Want to… I want to so much…”
			

			
				Bambi smiled and clutched her head. They kissed and kissed and Jackson pulled out of Dove. He jerked his cock as the two women lost themselves to each other, his come rocketing all across Dove’s back. She laughed breathlessly at the sensation of his warmth on her skin, and reached a hand back for him too.
			

			
				


			
				A Boyfriend’s Dilemma
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jackson and Bambi woke well ahead of Dove, who was still coming down off her two-week long string of twelve-hour days. Jack slipped out of bed and used the bathroom and shower. When he was standing under the spray, he heard someone come in. A minute later, after the toilet flushed, Bambi pushed aside the shower curtain and joined him.
			

			
				They’d both showered the night before after they fucked Dove into near-unconsciousness, but now they took their time with each other, tentative gestures born of the weight hanging between them. Jack finally knelt, staring up at Bambi and bringing his lips to her pussy.
			

			
				“Jack,” she whispered, and for a while that was the only word she spoke, other than soft, contented sighs and moans of pleasure. 
			

			
				It was easy to imagine that morning as some sort of strange alternate universe, one where Jackson was the one to transfer to Fort Cloud rather than Bambi coming to New Bainbridge to be with him and Paige. He wondered who that couple might have been. Married? Almost certainly. Kids? He couldn’t imagine any world where he and Bambi didn’t wind up with four or five of them. But would they be as happy? He didn’t know. All their girlfriends brought something amazing to their lives. Built them up beyond who they were and made their love shine even brighter. 
			

			
				But in the beginning there had been Bambi, and she would always be special to him for that reason. For being the one to reach a hand out, once upon a time, and pull them on an adventure where he still had no idea where they were going. In every universe where there was a Jackson Corso and a Bambi Hooper, he hoped they wound up together somehow.
			

			
				She came nearly silently, his name as soft on her lips as a breeze. He rose to kiss her, and she clung to him, hugging him tight and nuzzling her head against his chest as he shut off the water.
			

			
				“Jack… about my dad…”
			

			
				“I’m not going to apologize for standing up for us, baby. I’m just not.”
			

			
				She pulled back, not meeting his eyes. “I wouldn’t expect you to. But I don’t want you to feel like you have to come to the hospital today.”
			

			
				“I want to be there for you.”
			

			
				“I know you do. But he’s doing okay. He’s stable.”
			

			
				“And me being there might hurt that.”
			

			
				She swallowed and her gaze fell even further. “Cole and Tyler have the day off.”
			

			
				His heart cracked, and he nodded slowly. “Yeah. They mentioned that.”
			

			
				“Go have fun with them. And come back and have even more fun with Dove.”
			

			
				“Not without you.”
			

			
				“Oh, Jack…”
			

			
				“Take the rental. I’ll get a ride from them.”
			

			
				“Are you sure?”
			

			
				“Yeah.”
			

			
				He kissed her then, feeling his guts twist. Then he stepped out, unable to meet her eyes again until he’d brushed his teeth and dressed. They had breakfast downstairs together, Jackson forcing a smile and some good humor before they got the call they’d both been waiting for.
			

			
				“We’re back on the road!” Paige shouted with glee.
			

			
				“Finally,” Jordan said. “Bambi, I am so, so-”
			

			
				“Jordan, don’t say you’re sorry,” Bambi said. “It was an accident. It was not your fault and I don’t blame you. Stop. Apologizing. I blame the drunk dickhead, not you.”
			

			
				“Thank you,” Jordan said.
			

			
				“Jack, you’d better be ready,” Christa said. “Paige has been bouncing off the walls she’s so ready to get back on the baby-making trail.”
			

			
				“I am not!” Paige said.
			

			
				“It’s true,” Jordan said. “She rode both of us last night and still she couldn’t get enough.”
			

			
				“Okay, that part’s true,” Paige said.
			

			
				“Wait until all of you meet Dove,” Jackson said. “Bambi and I are determined to bring her home with us sooner or later.”
			

			
				“Definitely sooner,” Bambi said. “You really will love her.”
			

			
				“We’re looking forward to meeting her,” Christa said. “Be there in four or five hours.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“It’s murder o’clock and you’re right on time, motherfucker!” a voice screamed. Jackson wasn’t too concerned, considering it came from the TV screen at Tyler’s place.
			

			
				His friend’s apartment was, predictably, a disaster zone. Tyler had done a perfunctory job of sweeping empty soda bottles, takeout boxes, and empty beer cans into a garbage bag. Now the three Honeypot High best friends squared off, controllers in Jackson and Tyler’s hands. The game was Bone to Pick VII, and Tyler immediately launched into a lengthy series of button presses that left Jackson all but throwing the controller across the room.
			

			
				“I’m rusty,” he grumbled.
			

			
				“You’re distracted,” Cole said.
			

			
				“Oh, Bambi, Bammmmmbi,” Tyler said, a years-old joke between the three of them.
			

			
				“Yeah. I guess I am,” Jackson said. Their fighters on the screen lined up again, and this time Jackson at least managed to hit Tyler’s character a few times before Tyler utterly destroyed him again, ending the fight with a kick to the nuts so hard it sent the character flying over the uprights of a goalpost. The bitch of it was, Jackson wasn’t terrible at this game. He and Casey played a previous iteration of it often in New Bainbridge throughout college. Cole had him dead to rights. Jackson was distracted, and soon passed off his controller.
			

			
				“You want to talk about it?” Tyler asked.
			

			
				“Nah, I don’t want to drag this down,” Jackson said.
			

			
				Both of them looked at him, Tyler amused, Cole as unreadably blank as ever. “We’re your friends,” Cole said as if explaining this to a child.
			

			
				“What he said,” Tyler said. “I know I’ve been kind of mopey about us kinda all moving on with life but it doesn’t mean we don’t want to support you. Come on, man. Talk to – ah, shit!”
			

			
				The game, having decided they waited too long, picked their fighters for them, and Tyler wound up with Photon Labeauve, arguably the worst character in the game. 
			

			
				“Ha ha, sucks to be youuu,” Cole said.
			

			
				Their focus returned to the game. Jackson ate a handful of chips, silent, watching them play, and feeling lost. Bambi texted him and said her dad was doing great that day, and they were expecting the cardiologist later. When “later” might be, no one knew and they weren’t counting on it happening that day, but her tone perked him up, even if it hurt being clear across the city from her.
			

			
				“I still feel like I should be there for her. I don’t mean in Ralph’s room. Just… there,” Jackson said slowly. “But she told me she didn’t want me there.”
			

			
				“She didn’t?” Cole asked.
			

			
				“No. She’s worried I might set Ralph off again. And she’s right. Him and I, we’re never going to get along. It doesn’t matter that the business is off to a great start. He’s always thought I did wrong by Bambi and I guess I can’t blame him, but I also wish I could show him the truth. That I love all of them with all my heart, and they all love each other too.”
			

			
				Tyler and Cole looked at each other, and Tyler shut off the game with a few button presses on his controller. Jackson started to protest they should keep playing, but Tyler asked cheerfully, “What did she say? Specifically, did she really say she didn’t want you there?”
			

			
				“Um. No. I guess not. She said she doesn’t want me to feel like I have to go there today. And that I should hang out with you guys. Dove too, but she was still asleep when we left. We might do lunch with her later if you guys are-”
			

			
				“Are you being dramatic on purpose?” Cole asked.
			

			
				“Yeah, seriously. It’s like a soap opera or something,” Tyler said.
			

			
				“What?” Jackson asked.
			

			
				“She didn’t say ‘don’t show up,’ dickhead,” Tyler said. 
			

			
				Cole nodded. “Sounds like she wanted you to feel like you didn’t have to if you don’t want to. Fifteen girlfriends and you still don’t know how to listen to them? Come on.”
			

			
				“But it’s what she meant, though. She doesn’t want me there, guys.”
			

			
				“Okay. Maybe she doesn’t,” Tyler said. “Let’s pretend that’s the case. But what do you want?”
			

			
				Jackson felt his heart being pulled in two directions like a turkey’s wishbone, and he knew with not a little sadness which side would win. His gut dropped, and he said softly, “I… I don’t want it to seem like I don’t want to hang out with you guys. I miss this a ton.”
			

			
				“Her dad had a heart attack,” Cole said, again with that same “I am dealing with an idiot” patience. “The circumstances are pretty weird. We’ll get to hang out again. Or play games online.”
			

			
				“Yeah, man,” Tyler said. “It’s not the end of the world. We love Bambi, but you’re our brother. You want to go to the hospital, let’s go drop you off at the hospital.”
			

			
				“Okay,” Jackson said. “Thanks. But don’t tell Bambi, okay? I don’t want her more stressed. I just want to be there in case… well, maybe it’d make me feel better. That’s dumb, but…”
			

			
				“It’s not dumb,” Tyler said. “I wish I had somebody like that.”
			

			
				“Me too,” Cole said.
			

			
				“You guys are the best,” Jackson said.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				He bought lunch for the guys, and they got it to go. They ate at a park outside the hospital, where Jackson intended to wait out the day and call them for a ride later in the afternoon to sneak back to Dove’s before Bambi and her family came out of the hospital. It felt very spy novel-ish, which amused him.
			

			
				His worry was that he was being too clingy. That could be relationship poison, he knew that. But it wasn’t like he was doing this out of distrust for Bambi. His intentions were pure. This was his girlfriend hurting, and even if his presence inside the building could cause her grief, he could at least be here, be close just in case.
			

			
				As they finished up their wraps and burgers, Jackson made the guys promise again not to let Bambi know he was around, that he didn’t want to make her feel obligated to him in any way. They cheerfully agreed again, hugged him tight, and told him to give them a call later. Jackson vowed to himself to be better about texting them and jumping onto their streams from time to time, a promise he knew sometimes he wouldn’t be able to keep, but also knowing in his heart his friends would forgive him if he did falter.
			

			
				It had been days since he got in a workout, and the hospital had extensive walking paths. Avoiding the side of the building where Ralph’s room would look out over the park-like surroundings, Jackson walked a good two or three miles in a half-moon, feeling good, feeling mellow. Even if Bambi was still upset with him, their other girlfriends were on their way again, and they would help make Bambi whole.
			

			
				“Hey. You. Give me your wallet, your keys, and drop your pants. This is about to get freaky.”
			

			
				“Wha the…?” Jackson turned, startled.
			

			
				The speaker was Josh, grinning behind his sister.
			

			
				“Jack, you… you…” Bambi sputtered.
			

			
				“Baby, I, I’m sorry,” Jackson said. “I didn’t want to seem clingy but I couldn’t take not being here for you and-”
			

			
				She collided with him, hugging him so tight it hurt. He held her tight too, kissing the top of her head, feeling her shiver against him as she fought not to cry.
			

			
				“I wanted you here but I thought, I thought you’d still be upset with Dad, and…”
			

			
				“I wanted that too, but I thought you didn’t want me to be here.”
			

			
				“No, of course I do, I was just mad last night and I couldn’t…”
			

			
				“I’m sorry.”
			

			
				“I’m sorry,” she said at the exact same moment.
			

			
				Josh turned to his older brother, who was approaching them after having parked his car at a nearby curb. “You want to hug and kiss?” Josh asked.
			

			
				“Nope.”
			

			
				“Damn.”
			

			
				Jackson ignored them, and pulled back far enough to look at Bambi. “How did… those bastards texted you, didn’t they?”
			

			
				“Oh yeah. They called before they left the parking lot.”
			

			
				“Goddamn it,” Jackson said, and laughed.
			

			
				“So, good news,” Bambi said. “They’re letting Dad go tomorrow morning. First thing, or so they say.”
			

			
				“Might be noon, might be midnight, might be next fucking week,” Rob said, his voice nearly a growl.
			

			
				“That’s great,” Jackson said. “I’m so happy for him and all of you. This could have been so much worse. I’m sorry I had my part in that.”
			

			
				“Don’t be,” Josh said.
			

			
				Even Rob nodded. “Dad and I… we always look for a reason to fight. Him being stuck in a hospital bed for a week doesn’t really help that much. It’s not you, bud, and it’s not him. I know he appreciated you trying to be there for him yesterday.” 
			

			
				“Thanks, Rob,” Jackson said, genuinely touched. It was maybe the kindest thing Bambi’s oldest brother had ever said to him.
			

			
				For the first time Jackson noticed Rob was carrying a cardboard coffee cup, and he held it out. “From Mom. She insisted we stop and get you the daily special. Cookies and cream latte, I had to try a sip. Might be going back for another one.”
			

			
				“Might want to get one for her too,” Jackson said. “I think I’ve got her latte-curious now.”
			

			
				“Jack, I was thinking there’s a way we can help Dad out without us having to be here and stressing him out,” Bambi said.
			

			
				“What do you have in mind?” Jackson asked.
			

			
				“Well, Tyler and Cole are already in. Dove too, and it’s two hours closer for Paige, Christa, and Jordan. So… what do you think about a little road trip home?”
			

			
				


			
				You Can Go Home Again
			

			
				 
			

			
				“What a beautiful little town,” Dove said, shifting on her donut pillow in the passenger’s seat. It was the first sign of discomfort she’d shown in nearly an hour, which Jackson found pretty impressive, considering how hard she’d taken him the night before. The other sign was a pair of aspirin she took. Bambi had complimented her on her apparent lack of soreness, and Dove, without a hint of shyness, told them she was a bit of a slut for anal. That left Bambi in tears laughing. She’d been in a giddy mood ever since they left the hospital, and probably well before, when she got the news that her father was being released.
			

			
				“It’s pretty quiet and there’s not a lot to do here,” Bambi said, “but it’s hard not to miss it.”
			

			
				“Agreed,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“With all the harem coming here, we’re going to be the talk of the town for months,” Bambi said.
			

			
				She was absolutely right about that.
			

			
				They drove first to the elementary school where Jackson’s mother worked as a third-grade teacher. Cole and Tyler honked and split off from them there, going to see their family and say hi for a quick moment before rejoining them later.
			

			
				As Bambi and Dove got out and stretched, Jack jogged to the front doors with a “You Are Invited!” greeting card in hand for dinner that night at a local restaurant. The doors to the school were locked when classes were in session. Jackson pressed the intercom and waved cheerfully at the security camera, let in a moment later by the receptionist. Jackson knew her well, being a regular at the school not just as a student but helping his mom with all sorts of things. They talked for a moment about what brought him to town, and she clucked her tongue over Bambi’s father. She also happily agreed to deliver the card for him.
			

			
				With that taken care of, he, Dove, and Bambi drove to the Hooper house, in the wealthier section of Honeypot. Bambi melted at the sight of her old home, and said softly to herself, “He’s coming home. This is almost over.”
			

			
				Jackson reached behind his seat and squeezed her knee.
			

			
				They parked in the driveway and all got out. Bambi produced her spare key and let them in. The house smelled like vegetables gone bad, unusual for the Hooper household, and soon it was apparent why. Ralph had his heart attack when Charlotte was preparing dinner, him seated at the table reading the day’s news on his tablet before standing up and announcing that his chest felt like a horse had settled on it. Someone had cleaned up the fried chicken she’d been preparing but missed the steamed vegetables in the pot on the stove. At least the burners were off. That could have been a disaster.
			

			
				This was Bambi, Jackson, and Dove’s job for the day, to prepare the Hooper household for Ralph’s return. The house was well-kept to begin with but Bambi felt she needed to do something for her father and this was what she settled on. And as she said, it got them away from the hospital and potentially causing him undue stress.
			

			
				Dove and Bambi attacked the interior of the house while Jackson took the yardwork. Rob had once upon a time made a coat and key rack for the back door, each key labeled neatly with masking tape above it. That was smart, Jackson thought, as his own key ring had about a dozen mysterious keys whose origin he would never remember in his lifetime. 
			

			
				It was late enough in the year Jackson suspected the lawn wouldn’t need to be mowed more than once or twice beyond that day, but the grass was looking a little long at the moment so he made that his first priority. The riding lawnmower in the Hooper’s big shed was similar enough to the one Christa owned that he got it started and moving without too much trouble, and high-powered enough that he nearly stuffed it into the decorative bricks lining the flower gardens when he gave it some gas.
			

			
				He had barely started, maybe two or three minutes in, when the back door to the house opened and out flowed the rest of the pieces of his heart. He jerked to a stop, turned off the mower, and shot off it as Paige, Christa, and Jordan came outside, followed by a glossy-cheeked Bambi and Dove, who looked amused at all this – and definitely focused on Paige’s ass in her jean shorts.
			

			
				Paige was the first to him, hugging him tight despite the hint of a purplish bruise roping up across her cleavage, kissing him hard. It had only been days but it felt like weeks, and he hung onto her for a minute, keeping her tight against him. “I missed you,” he whispered in her ear. Louder, “I missed all of you.”
			

			
				“We missed you too, Jack,” Christa said. If Jackson didn’t know her so intimately, he would have never known the extra makeup she wore must be covering similar bruises as Paige. She looked okay though, all things considered, and he was grateful for that.
			

			
				Jordan couldn’t speak, her voice all locked up. He went to her next, and she clutched him tight, finally able to find the words. “I told Bambi I wouldn’t say I’m sorry anymore, but I am, I’m so sorry.”
			

			
				“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Jackson whispered to her. “You’re okay.”
			

			
				And finally Christa, who looked road-weary but happy. Jackson grabbed her ass when he hugged her and lifted her sky-high, making her laugh, making her kiss him a half-dozen times, a dozen.
			

			
				“God, I am so glad to be out of that carrrrr!” she said.
			

			
				“Car?” Jackson asked as he set her down.
			

			
				Jordan winced, and Paige said, “Yeaaaah, about that.”
			

			
				“There was a bit more damage to the Tucson than we mentioned. We didn’t want you to worry,” Christa said. “It’s fixable, but it’ll take more time. But thankfully, we had a Plan B.”
			

			
				From the backdoor, Aiko burst out in yellow cotton shorts and a tank top. “Surprise!”
			

			
				“Aiko!” Jack said, grinning wide. He met her halfway, grabbing her tight and kissing her with as much passion as he felt for his actual girlfriends. He’d fallen hard for her and Samantha, even if they weren’t officially part of his harem, and his heart swelled to see her again. “You drove all that way to pick them up and drive them here?”
			

			
				“You say that like a road trip with friends is a chore,” Aiko said. “Besides, after what you did for Samantha and me… well, this is nothing. We owe you a lifetime of favors.”
			

			
				Jackson kissed her again, and for her ears only, said, “You will never owe me a thing.”
			

			
				“Aw, Jack… Samantha wanted to come too but she has to stay behind and do manager things,” Aiko said, rolling her eyes. “I promised her she’d get a chance to bounce on that big dick again first thing when we all get back.”
			

			
				Dove cracked up at this, and Bambi said, “That’s our Aiko.”
			

			
				“Your Aiko. I like that,” Aiko said. “Hm. Maybe that’ll be my Christmas gift to all of you. Chokers with ‘Jackson’s’ on them.”
			

			
				“I love that idea,” Dove said.
			

			
				“Are you Jackson’s too?” Aiko asked her.
			

			
				Dove’s smile was somehow both honest and strained all at once. A sad smile, Jackson thought. “I hope I can be all of yours, someday.”
			

			
				Another vehicle pulled up out front, and soon Jackson heard Tyler call, “Jack? You outside?”
			

			
				“Yeah, we’re back here,” Jackson called back.
			

			
				He hustled to let them through the side gate, and they joined him and his girlfriends out in the backyard, openly gaping at the cluster of beautiful women.
			

			
				“Dude,” Tyler breathed. “They’re multiplying.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Jackson told Christa about Tyler’s crush on her and they decided to play it up a little bit by having her come along while the three guys grocery shopped for the Hooper family. She rode with Tyler in the back, and his eyes never left her once. Hell, if he even blinked, Jackson would have been surprised.
			

			
				“So, you’re, like… a model, huh?” he asked at one point. “That’s, uh, that’s cool.”
			

			
				“Almost all of Jackson’s girlfriends are,” Christa said. “Even Aiko. We just signed her.”
			

			
				“Oh my God,” Tyler whispered. “Dude, you’re like… you’re like… my hero.”
			

			
				At the grocery store, they separated, Tyler and Cole with one list, Jackson and Christa the other. “Thanks for putting up with them,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“It’s fun. But I’m dragging you along to my book club sometime as payment. When I say there will be drool…”
			

			
				He chuckled and gave her ass a pinch for that.
			

			
				They filled their carts with heart-healthy foods and other assorted necessities for the Hooper family. This amounted to a lot of chicken and leaner meat, along with lots of fresh vegetables and fruit while Cole and Tyler hunted down oatmeal, brown rice, and low sodium variations on canned goods and condiments.
			

			
				As Jackson and Christa walked down the bread aisle, Jack asked, “Seriously now, is everyone okay? I saw Paige’s bruising, and I can see on your face where you covered yours up.”
			

			
				“We’re okay. Jordan’s been a wreck emotionally but physically I promise, it’s just bruises. Tell me about Dove. Are you two seriously trying to get her to come join us in New Bainbridge?”
			

			
				“We are,” Jackson said without hesitation. “We did tell her everyone would have to say yes but spend some time with her. Talk to her. The way she cares about people she loves… she belongs.”
			

			
				“She’s certainly beautiful. Is she thinking about modeling with us?”
			

			
				“Don’t know. We haven’t gotten that far. She did like being on camera last night, though.”
			

			
				“Mm, I hope she’s willing to share that.”
			

			
				“Me too,” Jackson said. “I know she wants to be a part of us. But she’s got some pretty big hangups back home. Family obligations.”
			

			
				He explained about Dove’s brother and her mother’s neediness. Christa looked thoughtful throughout.
			

			
				“That’s complicated, all right,” she said. “What’s your read on Paula?”
			

			
				“I don’t know. Complicated. She was nice enough to me and Bambi, but she was obviously manipulating all of us for more time with Dove. Lonely, I guess. Terribly lonely. Dove is too, but Paula seems to be using that as a weapon.”
			

			
				“It’s got to be rough for her,” Christa said slowly as Jackson stopped to look at wheat bread. “One hundred percent whole.”
			

			
				“Huh?” Jackson said, thinking she meant Paula.
			

			
				She pointed at a certain type of wheat bread. “My ex-father-in-law is a diabetic and has heart problems. That one.”
			

			
				He grabbed a loaf, and they kept walking. “Yeah. It’s complicated for both of them.”
			

			
				“But Paula shouldn’t make Dove her only lifeline. That’s not fair to her daughter. She needs to have her own life.”
			

			
				“Agreed. But does Dove need her as much as Paula needs Dove? That’s the question in my mind and I don’t think it’s one Dove really knows the answer to yet.” Christa studied him. “What?”
			

			
				“Thinking about how good with people you’ve become. At seeing who they are. It’s not just behind the camera anymore.”
			

			
				“Four girlfriends, you start learning to read a lot of unsaid things.”
			

			
				“There’s that, but that’s not all of it.”
			

			
				He thought back then to a date they shared recently, where Christa told him gently she had been thinking about leaving the harem life behind eventually. He convinced her to stay, but the idea of any of his girlfriends leaving him rocked him to his foundation.
			

			
				“Not always,” he said quietly, and reached out to give her ass a squeeze. She understood, and smiled to herself.
			

			
				The other guys rejoined them with a few additions to the list, namely some flavored sparkling water, Tyler’s idea, and when Jackson tried to add their groceries to the groceries he and Christa were already paying for, Tyler said, “Dude. It’s for Bambi. Please.”
			

			
				For that, he got a kiss on the cheek from Christa, and Jackson knew Tyler wouldn’t wash it for a week.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				When they got back to the Hoopers’, Jackson saw Paige by the back gate. She glanced in their direction, eyes crinkled and smiling, and before they had even parked, she brought a finger to her lips – quiet.
			

			
				“What’s that about?” Cole asked.
			

			
				“I don’t know,” Jack said. “Do you guys mind taking the stuff in? I’ll go talk to her and see what’s up.”
			

			
				“I really need to pee,” Christa said. “I’ll help in just a minute.”
			

			
				“Aw, we got it, Christa,” Tyler said.
			

			
				Cole immediately said in a sing-songy voice, “Yeaaah, we got it, Christa.”
			

			
				“Shut up,” Tyler said.
			

			
				While they bickered and Christa not-quite-jogged for the door, Jackson headed for Paige. She watched him, that finger back at her lips again, then looked towards the gate. He stayed quiet.
			

			
				There were voices on the other side and a sound like plastic rustling. When he was close enough, he could make out Jordan’s words.
			

			
				“I guess it can be, you know? Especially when there’s someone you want to be with on a particular night but they’re wrapped up in someone else. It’s kind of a catch-what-you-can relationship like that. But that can also be really rewarding.”
			

			
				“How so?” Dove asked.
			

			
				“Like, say you haven’t caught up with someone in a while, or slept with them, just the two of you. And you don’t realize that until you’re in the same room together, cuddled up. And we’re all great cuddlers, by the way.”
			

			
				“I know Bambi and Jack are.”
			

			
				“Mm hm. The way Jack pulls you in when he’s deep asleep, like he’s trying to hold onto you even when he’s dreaming… it melts me.”
			

			
				“I can only imagine.”
			

			
				“You’ll get to experience it too. Even if you don’t come live in New Bainbridge, I’m sure we’ll have vacations back and forth. I hope so, anyways.”
			

			
				“I hope so too,” Dove said. Jack roped his arms around Paige, holding her, bringing his lips to the side of her neck.
			

			
				Jordan asked, “Are you okay? People usually tell me this, but you seem kind of down. Am I pushing too hard? You can be honest. I just wanted to be up front because I want Bambi to be happy. I know she loves you, and that’s good enough for me.”
			

			
				“You just made my afternoon. I… I think I’m coming to love her too.”
			

			
				“Aw. But you’re dodging the question.”
			

			
				“Maybe.” Dove sighed. “This is going to sound so silly and dramatic.”
			

			
				“Oh. Trust me. Queen of drama here. Talk to me. It won’t go further than me, if you don’t want it to.”
			

			
				“All right. Thank you. I don’t know that I get to have love. That… that really is a silly, melodramatic thing to say. But my mom needs me here. My brother too. We’re the only two people he has now. Did Jack and Bambi tell you about him?”
			

			
				“Yes. I hope that’s okay.”
			

			
				“It’s totally fine. It wasn’t a secret. I just wasn’t sure if I needed to elaborate.”
			

			
				“Why don’t you think you get to have love, though?”
			

			
				“I either work or I’m at my mom’s. That makes me sound like such a bitch, but it feels like the truth. My last guy, Ron, we managed one date in a month. A real date. He’d come over sometimes and I’d make him dinner but it was always like, oh, hey, hope you don’t mind a grilled cheese and some tomato soup.”
			

			
				“And what about him? He couldn’t make dinner for you?”
			

			
				“He could. And did, sometimes, but I was the better cook, and…”
			

			
				“You felt compelled to take care of him.”
			

			
				“I… guess so. It’s not a gender thing, it’s just…”
			

			
				“A Dove thing,” Jordan said softly. “I think I understand. Because we’re kind of opposites.”
			

			
				“How so?”
			

			
				“You give and you give. That seems to be who you are.”
			

			
				“I don’t know if that’s-”
			

			
				“It is. Don’t be humble. Anybody can see you’re the caretaker type. Paige and Christa are that way too. But me, I take. That’s what I do. I try not to, but I do. I take people’s attention. I take advantage of people’s kindness. I’m only part of this group because I kind of deceived everyone. I’m the one that needs constant care and the funniest part is, I never wanted to be that person. I want to be like you.”
			

			
				“You don’t know me,” Dove said kindly. “I’m not a saint either, Jordan. I’m thinking about leaving a brother who has no one else his own age to speak to and a mother who will crumble without me.”
			

			
				“Will she, though?” Jordan asked.
			

			
				“You don’t know her either,” Dove said.
			

			
				“No. I guess I don’t. But if she truly loves you, don’t you think she wants to see you happy and healthy?”
			

			
				Dove was quiet a moment. “I don’t think that one’s a weed.”
			

			
				“Huh? Oh. Whoops.”
			

			
				There was a sniff from one of them, and Dove said, “You’re all really not making this easy on me.”
			

			
				“I’d apologize but I’m not going to. For once.”
			

			
				Cole, who Jackson had nearly forgotten about, shut the trunk of the car, the last of the bags in hand. He and Tyler headed for the front door, where Christa was just re-emerging.
			

			
				“I think everybody’s back,” Jordan said.
			

			
				“Me too. But Jordan, one more thing,” Dove said. “I’ve talked to Bambi often these last few days. What you said, about taking, I think some people don’t mind giving.”
			

			
				“She shouldn’t have to mind. I should be stronger.”
			

			
				“Oh, honey. We all need other people. I think whether your mind goblins tell you otherwise or not, that doesn’t matter. I think Bambi and Jackson and the others, they need you as much as you need them.”
			

			
				“That’s so not true, but… thank you.”
			

			
				And with that, Paige looked towards Christa and the open front door. Jackson nodded, and they moved as carefully and quietly away as possible.
			

			
				“I want her with us,” Paige said, nearly on the verge of tears.
			

			
				“Yeah,” Jackson said hoarsely. “Me too.”
			

			
				


			
				Coo, Sweet Dove
			

			
				 
			

			
				Everyone who knew her at their group of tables at the restaurant could have predicted Aiko would be the star of the show. She sat at one head of the table, a queen on her wooden throne, dazzling everyone with her effortless, endless wild energy and stories.
			

			
				“I’ve been arrested three times,” she said, waving half a mozzarella stick with one hand as if it were a magic wand. “I’m pretty sure I’ve still got a warrant in Idaho. They did noooot like it when I spraypainted a racist douchebag’s truck.”
			

			
				“What did you spraypaint on his truck?” Jackson’s mom Wanda asked. She was starstruck more than anyone by Aiko, and hadn’t lost her grin all night.
			

			
				“’Racist douchebag,’” Aiko said, making Wanda burst out laughing. “I paid the fine, then the morning I left for Colorado, I found his place again and wrote on the other side, ‘Still Racist.’”
			

			
				That got the whole table going, but Cole shot to his feet, his eyes wide, followed just a split-second later by Tyler. Big stupid grins of a new sort crossed their faces, and Jackson immediately understood why when he saw a newcomer walking towards their table.
			

			
				“Hey guys, heard there was a party and I wasn’t invited,” Mary said.
			

			
				One of Bambi’s closest high school friends, she was still and would always be one of the most beautiful women to ever come out of Honeypot. Jack and Bambi had bumped into her often throughout the years, but it had always been a casual thing, and that night, she was dressed to kill, raise the dead, and kill again. Jackson had no idea if what she was wearing was technically a bralette or a skimpy halter crop top, but it put the emphasis right on her big breasts. Her jeans were almost decent but painted her toned hips and legs nicely too.
			

			
				Once upon a time, on one of the craziest nights of their lives, Tyler and Cole had hooked up with Mary and another one of Bambi’s friends, Amy. Bambi and Jack unfortunately heard the brunt of it in another bedroom across the hall, leaving them forever scarred by the ordeal, but he could understand his friends’ reaction. Mary and Amy had been their first, and neither one of them had ever truly got over them. They were, Jackson thought, the sort of women you never wanted to.
			

			
				“Mary,” Cole said, coming around the table, followed a moment later by Tyler.
			

			
				“Hey guys,” Mary said, grinning at them. She accepted a hug from Cole and left him touching his lips when she kissed him, then Tyler.
			

			
				“It’s… it’s really good to see you,” Tyler said.
			

			
				“We’re sorry to hear about your divorce,” Cole said.
			

			
				“Dude,” Tyler said reproachfully.
			

			
				“What?” Cole asked.
			

			
				“The mood. You’re killing the mood.”
			

			
				Mary rubbed his arm. “It’s okay, Tyler. It’s really okay. Thank you, Cole, but it’s nothing to be sorry about. It was a silly mistake.”
			

			
				“The divorce?” Cole asked.
			

			
				“The marriage,” Mary said, her smile widening and her eyes sparkling. “God, I didn’t know how much I missed you dorks until right now.”
			

			
				Somehow, Jackson doubted that. He didn’t think the outfit she wore was for him and Bambi. 
			

			
				After hugging Bambi and Jack, introductions were made to Jackson’s girlfriends and Dove. Mary explained that she lived in Honeypot again, at least temporarily. This was news even to Bambi, who had been in touch after Mary’s two-year marriage to her college sweetheart, but hadn’t heard she had moved home.
			

			
				“It was a recent thing and kind of embarrassing,” Mary said. “I wanted to make it on my own, but the economy and rent prices… well… Mom and Dad are taking me in for the moment.”
			

			
				“Come live with me,” Tyler said dreamily.
			

			
				“Or me,” Cole said around a mouthful of fries.
			

			
				Mary’s laugh was musical and sent a shiver of pleasure up and down Jackson’s spine. “I drove up to Fort Cloud this morning, actually,” she said to Bambi. “I wanted to surprise you at the hospital, but your family said you’d come here to get things ready for your dad.”
			

			
				“Oh no, I’m sorry.”
			

			
				“Don’t be. It was nice. Old memories,” Mary said, and winked at Tyler and Cole. Funny enough, she didn’t include Jackson in that wink, despite the heat that had come between them when Bambi fucked Jack right in front of Mary at a party. He wondered then if his friends weren’t part of some long-term plan of hers. They made good money, and both were smart and would go far at their jobs. 
			

			
				She gave them an awful lot of smiles throughout dinner. And when the bill was paid by Jackson with the Geek and Lace credit card, Bambi seemed to be almost an afterthought as Mary trailed Cole and Tyler to Tyler’s Prius. They talked in private for a minute, both of Jackson’s friends grinning ear-to-ear like madmen, and they walked her back to the group, getting Jackson alone while Mary talked quietly to Bambi on the side.
			

			
				“Jack, uh, we’re gonna head out,” Tyler said.
			

			
				“We don’t want to keep you and your girlfriends,” Cole said.
			

			
				“Uh huh,” Jackson said. “Have fun with her, guys. Again.”
			

			
				“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Tyler said serenely.
			

			
				“Are we saying goodbye here then?” Cole asked. The other two guys fell silent at that, and Cole added, “Did I say the wrong thing?”
			

			
				“No,” Jackson said quietly. “But I hate that there are so many miles between us and that our lives are splitting apart.”
			

			
				“Jack, we love you like a brother,” Tyler said. “I know I get all needy like I’m your missing girlfriend, but it’s out of love.”
			

			
				Cole nodded. “We’re happy for you. You’ve got the greatest girlfriends and a really cool life. We’re jealous, but it’s not like we hate you for it. Not even a little. We have fun here too.”
			

			
				“Absolutely,” Tyler said, looking at Mary again, then back at Jack. “So yeah. Let’s say goodbye here. Maybe we can fly down or something when we have a long weekend.”
			

			
				“You let me know when,” Jackson said. “You’re always welcome. Tomorrow or fifty years from now. I love you guys.”
			

			
				“Shit,” Cole said. “Don’t want to be teary-eyed when we’re, uh…”
			

			
				“Yeaaaah,” Jackson said. Louder, he added, “Now, do you boys have condoms?”
			

			
				“Oh God,” Tyler groaned.
			

			
				“Better hurry, guys,” Jackson’s dad Bill said. “The grocery store will only be open another twenty minutes.”
			

			
				“Make sure to hydrate!” Aiko said, and to everyone’s wild cheers and whoops, Tyler, Cole, and Mary split off, Mary pinching both guys’ asses to even more cheering.
			

			
				Bambi came to Jackson then, tears in her eyes, but good ones, happy ones. He wrapped her in his arms, kissed her gently, and held her as they said a silent goodbye to a part of their life come around again in the strange, wonderful, and cyclical way of things.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Even two hotel rooms with two queen-sized beds apiece made for cramped quarters for that many women and Jackson, but none of the group cared. They were together again, their love a bubbling, happy fountain, their laughter filling the near-empty hotel.
			

			
				Bambi and Dove were the stars of the show that night, and when everyone crashed into one of the hotel rooms, the two became the centers of a lot of playful kisses, touches, and whispers of “we missed you” and “I love you” to Bambi. When it was Jordan’s turn, she hesitated, but Bambi moved to her, kissing her, smiling, and Jordan smiled back, honestly and with all her heart.
			

			
				She did not, for once, offer an apology and simply allowed herself to live in that moment, and for that, Jackson silently thanked Dove. 
			

			
				 Dove and Aiko came together, hands all over each other, going for skirts and blouses. Paige and Christa came to Jack, Christa circling behind him and brought her lips to his ear, making him shiver with pleasure when she said, “Your first load goes in our baby momma to be. She’s been hungry for you.”
			

			
				Jordan, bringing Bambi’s dress down, said to Dove, “Jackson’s going to get Paige pregnant. Mm, how he loves to hear us tell him to breed her.”
			

			
				“Fuck,” Jackson moaned.
			

			
				“I am waaaay into breeding kink too,” Dove said. 
			

			
				“Samantha wants it too,” Aiko said. “Whoops. We were going to ask him after he gets Paige pregnant. Guess I spoiled that.” She brought Dove’s chin up and kissed her, eyes sparkling. “Want Jack to put a little baby in you too?”
			

			
				“Oh God,” Dove breathed. “Talk like that and I’m going to come before I even get those lips on my pussy.”
			

			
				“Wouldn’t want that, would we?” Aiko asked, and dipped, taking Dove’s thong with her. “Another pretty pussy to eat and make mine.”
			

			
				Dove gripped her head, eyes closing, lips parting as Aiko began to lick. Their sexy Asian friend-with-benefits was the only one who remained clothed in the minutes following. Everyone got everyone else as naked as they day they were born, lips everywhere, fingers everywhere.
			

			
				As Bambi and Jordan crashed onto one of the beds, limbs entangled, lips locked, Paige stroked Jack’s cock and said, “You come in me first, but not until you’ve made Christa come.”
			

			
				“Yes ma’am,” he said. He turned and took Christa in his arms, kissing their cougar girlfriend and guiding her to the base of the bed Bambi and Jordan weren’t using. He loomed over her as Paige massaged his shoulders, his back, his ass.
			

			
				“Jack,” Christa moaned as his fingers slid across her pussy.
			

			
				“Already wet for me?” he asked, his lip drawn up in a little smirk. She looked pointedly all around the room, and that made him chuckle and kiss her collarbone before bringing his lips to hers again.
			

			
				From behind, Paige gripped his cock and pulled him towards Christa’s sex. He let himself be guided there, and took over when skin brushed skin. He turned his head as he sank into Christa, seeking Paige’s lips too. She gave them to him willingly.
			

			
				“Come sit on her face,” he told Paige. She practically purred, and the way she slinked around him to crawl on the bed had him nearly as primal as he’d felt with Dove the night before. “You are so fucking sexy.”
			

			
				She slid over Christa’s face, knees on either side of her ears, head twisted, a naughty little smile playing on her lips. She looked up at him as she settled on Christa’s mouth, wiggling her hips in a cute show. 
			

			
				“I really did go a little, mm, stir-crazy without that big dick coming inside me,” Paige said, rocking on Christa’s face.
			

			
				“A ‘little,’” Jordan said. “Girl, we had management called on us twice.”
			

			
				Paige giggled and Jackson asked, “That true?”
			

			
				“Mm hm. I got… loud, riding them like this.”
			

			
				“Fuck,” Jackson said, bucking harder inside Christa. His older lover gripped Paige’s thighs, licking her and rocking her hips against Jackson’s thrusts. He dropped a hand to her clit and the other to one of her big breasts, thumbing the nipple, tweaking it the way she liked it.
			

			
				Dove and Aiko had repositioned themselves so Dove could watch the show. Aiko was still on her knees, licking Dove’s cunt with unbridled enthusiasm and the occasional, “Nom nom nom nom” or motorboat sound effect when she’d shake her head, whipping her tongue side to side. Dove alternated between little fits of giggles and moans, fingers in Aiko’s silky black hair. Her attention shifted between her new lover, Jackson, Paige and Christa, and Jordan and Bambi, now locked in a sixty-nine on the other bed, Jordan on top. Jackson noticed too the way Jordan would look up and watch Dove with a sweet smile he recognized as her happiest one. 
			

			
				It didn’t surprise him then that Jordan was the first to come, but it was what she did that made Jackson go from wanting Dove in their lives to needing her to be a part of it. It was simple, and it was beautiful. Jordan reached out as if to take Dove’s hand across the room. And Dove kissed her own hand and reached out too, though they could not possibly touch each other at that distance. Jackson was the only one who saw, and they never noticed him watching. It was a moment he would forever keep to himself, so as to never taint its perfection.
			

			
				His attention returned to Christa, his hands moving across her body, teasing all the little spots he knew made her wild. Her clit and mound were obvious. But the inside of her thighs, the delicate spots under her knees, her calves, the pads of her feet, they all had her gripping Paige tighter, moaning against their lover’s pussy.
			

			
				“Mmm, Jack,” Christa moaned.
			

			
				Paige wasn’t idle either as she rode Christa’s face. Her hands went to their lover’s breasts and played, tweaking the nipples, pinching them, stroking them. Christa rushed towards an orgasm, fingers digging into Paige’s soft skin, her moans throatier and throatier until she cried out wordlessly, a wail of joy, of togetherness again.
			

			
				Jackson pulled out of her, and Paige zeroed in on his glistening cock. “I need it,” she gasped, and despite Jordan cracking up, she lunged at Jackson and he grabbed her too, gripping her waist as their lips crashed together.
			

			
				“Ready for me to fuck you?” he growled.
			

			
				“Ahhhh, that’s hot,” Dove said.
			

			
				Paige ignored that and nodded frantically. He twisted her around and pushed her down onto the bed on her elbows, her ass thrust back at him. Jackson hilted himself inside her hard and fast, holding nothing back.
			

			
				“Oh fuck, I’m going to come so fast,” she gasped, and Christa laughed with delight as she stood.
			

			
				While Jack pounded Paige from behind, watching her round butt ripple against him, Christa joined Aiko and Dove, standing next to the beautiful blonde and kissing her while she rubbed her mound and teased her breasts. Dove twisted so they had a better angle to kiss, but after a long moment of their tongues lashing together playfully, Christa turned the other blonde’s head back towards Aiko.
			

			
				“That’s a show never to be missed.”
			

			
				“She is incredibly beautiful, isn’t she?” Dove asked.
			

			
				“Mm hm,” Christa said. Aiko grinned up at them for this, their reverie only shattered a moment later when Paige cried out, throwing her ass back hard against Jack as he cupped one of her bouncing tits and fucked her even harder.
			

			
				“Everyone is just… yum,” Dove said.
			

			
				“So are you,” Aiko said. “And you taste yummy too.”
			

			
				Jordan and Bambi twisted around until Bambi was on top now, shimmying her hips on Jordan’s face and tossing back her blonde hair. She watched Dove, Aiko, and Christa together, face gone slack, her pleasure imminent. “Mm, eat me, Jordan, eat my little pussy, I missed you, oh, oh, I missed you and that magic tongue.”
			

			
				“Missed you,” Jordan mumbled, and buried her mouth against Bambi’s wet pussy, her enthusiasm her final apology for the accident that divided the group for so long. Bambi cried out, a sweet, keening noise that got a laugh from someone out in the hallway, but no one noticed or cared. They were too lost in each other, too busy with the art of making love.
			

			
				Dove and Paige came at nearly the same time, Dove with a rhythmic, “Ah, ah, ah, ah, Ai-ko, Ai, Ai-ko… nnngh, fuck, oh, ohhhh!”
			

			
				Paige whimpered her words, her head against the mattress now, her hair a wild spill around her. “Fuck me, Jack, fuck me, come in me, come in me, let me have it, let me feel you inside me, make me pregnant, Jack, make me a mommy, oh, oh fuck, oh FUCK!”
			

			
				She wailed the last, and it drove Jack over the edge. As her ass thrust back and forth with the force of her orgasm and his fucking, he drove deep, coming, coming, coming with a roar of, “Paige!” He had no idea the volume of his shout until everyone in the room except the two of them cracked up. 
			

			
				Paige collapsed forward, gurgling, cooing, and Aiko shot for her and the come leaking out of her pussy. “Mine, mine, mine, mine, mine,” she said before diving in to lap up Jackson’s treat.
			

			
				Christa and Dove moved together towards the bed, Jordan making way. Jackson came to her as Bambi went to Aiko and Paige, getting her mouth right on Aiko’s curvy little ass and burying her tongue against it before positioning both her lovers for better access to eat Aiko out as, in turn, Aiko kept eating out Paige, who had flopped onto her back and had an arm across her face, chest still rising and falling from the amazing sex.
			

			
				Jordan was so happy that evening, smiling at Jack fondly as he lifted her legs over his shoulder and tracing his face with her fingertips. Although she was well-practiced at hiding her depression behind masks, he’d come to learn to read her, and this smile, this moment held no deceit. He matched her energy, eating her with enthusiasm even as he took her hands in his, squeezing them, enjoying this little moment together, just the two of them.
			

			
				All around them, the sounds of pleasure filled the air. Aiko was the most audible and playful, and ate Paige with messy slurps and moans of pleasure as Bambi in turn ate her out, now underneath her, gripping Aiko’s ass. Christa and Dove seemed to be competing in some kind of a fingering contest, locked together, Dove on top, hands at each other’s pussies, Christa moaning, “Are you gonna come for me? Are you gonna come for me, our new little slut?”
			

			
				It was anyone’s guess as to who would come next. Everyone seemed poised and riding an edge the entire night, the relief of being back together and the easy acceptance of Dove in their inner circle – and Aiko, who was still relatively new to the group – gave the orgy a vibe of celebration. It was a good night to be alive and young and in love with so many beautiful women.
			

			
				Aiko came first, a cute little yipped, “Uh huh! Uh huh!” escaping her before she sat full-force on Bambi’s face, head coming up, an expression of dazed delight on her face as she shuddered to a climax. Dove wasn’t far behind again, coming all over Christa’s fingers in a moment Jackson missed, simply because she lost her vocals and clutched Christa tight as she came.
			

			
				“Jack, oh Jack,” Jordan whimpered, and there was Christa and Dove, crashing beside them, kissing and touching Jordan. Jordan looked between them, happy, right on the cusp, and when Dove kissed her, she came, her hands rising up to her lovers’ faces and then back to the mattress again.
			

			
				Jackson was hard again, and moved immediately to Dove, still on her side and kissing Jordan. He kept her pretty much where she was, lifting one of her legs and guiding the ankle to his shoulder. She threw him a look of pure fire, and he realized he had no condom. She saw the hesitation in his eyes and the quick glance towards his clothes, and said, “I’m clean and I trust you to pull out.”
			

			
				“Or let him come inside you,” Paige said dreamily. “It feels so good.”
			

			
				“Oh God, don’t tempt me,” Dove said, and moaned when Jack slid inside her, feeling her unprotected cunt around him raw for the first time.
			

			
				Sometimes, Jackson’s role in orgies like this was simply a walking, talking sex toy for his girlfriends while the real heat emanated from their various couplings – or triplings, or foursomings. This didn’t bother him, and never had. The relationship was not just about him but each other, and besides, it was always hot.
			

			
				Fucking Dove that night was one of those moments. He knew the real connection happening right then was Dove and Jordan, that Dove’s pleasure was coming from the other woman’s lips, fingers, and whispered words. Dove and Bambi already had an easy connection, but anyone in that room could see the bonfire building between Dove and Jordan. It was beautiful and intense, their kisses growing needier and needier. Christa fell by the wayside, content to twist on her side and suckle at Jordan’s breast and play idly with her own pussy, sometimes eyeing Jack with a knowing smile. He reached out to her and took her hand to squeeze it tight. She returned it, the message between them simple. Let’s give them this moment.
			

			
				Dove came so easily and so often that way, two, three times. Jackson eventually dropped her leg down to the mattress and Jordan finally noticed her ministrations to Christa’s pussy had stopped entirely. But when she reached out to Christa’s bottom, Christa shook her head, grinning, and gestured again towards Dove. Jordan smiled back, tentative, honest, hopeful.
			

			
				Don’t break her heart, Jackson willed Dove. Or Bambi’s. Please don’t break their hearts.
			

			
				He fell away from Dove eventually, leaving her and Jordan. Christa nodded towards the other bed and they moved together, joining Aiko, Bambi, and Paige as the three were sprawled out, all of them looking well-fucked and happily dazed. Aiko sprang up, spying Jackson’s hard dick, and literally jumped at him. He barely caught her in time and still crashed backwards onto the other bed, making her laugh wildly. He laughed too, and taking inspiration, gripped her ass and lifted her up.
			

			
				“Oooh, yes, manhandle me, throw me all around the room, fold me in half,” she said deliriously. 
			

			
				Aiko’s slender legs wrapped around him as he walked her to the wall, his cock pressed against her stomach. She kissed him as he repositioned and pinned her there, bringing his cockhead to her entrance.
			

			
				“I missed that big fat thing inside me,” she said.
			

			
				“Then let’s not keep you waiting any longer,” Jackson said. But he paused, thinking about something she’d said, something he didn’t have the time to process. “You and Samantha… you’re really thinking about kids? With me as the father?”
			

			
				“Yes,” she said, eyes sparkling. “You don’t have to be a part of their life if you don’t want-”
			

			
				“I’d want to be,” Jackson said immediately, and slid into her, making her gasp happily. “I wouldn’t ever want to come between what you and Sam have, but I’d want to be there for them.”
			

			
				“I knew you’d say tha-aaaaaht,” Aiko said, her playfulness gone, tender and sweet now as she stared him in the eyes. He fucked up into her, bouncing her on his cock, and she roped her arms and legs around him, kissing him with a studious expression, as if she were trying to remember this moment for a later report to Samantha. He wished Aiko’s lover was with them now too, but people had lives. He understood that.
			

			
				It didn’t take long for his pace to quicken. He brought his lips to one of Aiko’s nipples, sucking her tit as his hips flexed. Her eyes were only on him for a while, as his attention was solely on her, but behind them, all around them, were cries of passion, murmurs of love, and the occasional giggle.
			

			
				Although he’d been hanging on pretty well, Jackson nearly lost control when Aiko breathed in his ear, “Sam already knows, mm, she wants to get pregnant. But I haven’t told her I w-want to join her too. When Paige gets p-pregnant, you can fuck both of us. Come in both of us. We’ll have a little race. See who you impregnate first.”
			

			
				“Fuck,” Jackson growled.
			

			
				“Mm, you like that idea, Jack? I c-can’t wait to see her pregnant. So big and full with your babies and her big boobs getting even bigger.”
			

			
				“Fuck!” he grunted louder.
			

			
				“Would I look sexy pregnant too?” Aiko asked, her voice even darker and breathier in his ear, her words pitched so low only he could hear. “Would you like to see me big and round and full of your babies?”
			

			
				Jackson spun with Aiko, crazed now, and dropped her to the bed. He rammed into her, holding onto the finest edge of control, and the room was theirs now, everyone’s eyes on them as Aiko clutched to him, gasping and laughing as he fucked her back and forth on the bed.
			

			
				“Oh, girls, he’s so excited about making Paige and Sam pregnant, and maybe me too, mmm, mmm, we should all get pregnant for him, all his girls pregnant for him…”
			

			
				“Fuck!” Jackson nearly shouted, grimacing, his cock throbbing with need.
			

			
				“I’m going to come, Jack, oh, you fuck me so good, you big-dicked stud, mmm, drive that thing into me, but you can’t come, not in me, not yet, not until you’ve got P-Paige… p-p-pregnant!”
			

			
				Aiko came so hard he thought he’d hurt her, the way her face scrunched up and her head twisted. But then she gasped with delight, clutching him, kissing him.
			

			
				And out of the corner of his eye, Bambi grinned at him.
			

			
				Bambi. He hadn’t taken care of her yet.
			

			
				Without a word, he pulled out of Aiko. He thought later maybe he disappointed Aiko, not because he didn’t fuck her into a bone-popping orgasm, but because he hadn’t come inside her, despite her words that he shouldn’t until Samantha and Paige were pregnant.
			

			
				In that moment, though, he had eyes only for Bambi, who hurt so much that week, who needed the release that this night had given her, who loved him with a depth that still made him wonder what he’d ever done right in this universe to deserve such a beautiful, wonderful woman such as her.
			

			
				He guided Bambi onto her back. Then he took her.
			

			
				She held on. The edge he’d been riding fell away as he stared into her eyes, the beast within him soothed, at least for the moment. She whispered to him she loved him, whispered to him thank you for being there for her that week, for always being there for her, only she spoke no words. Nor did he speak the love he told her, the gratitude for a young woman’s friendship that blossomed into so much more. Entire books could have been made of the words that flowed through them with only their lips and the joining of their bodies, but at their core, six words would do.
			

			
				I love you.
			

			
				I love you.
			

			
				She erupted around him, coming so hard it left her crying, and he comforted her, holding her tight, kissing her gently before he was moving towards his end. Dove settled beside them, and Jordan, both women kissing Bambi’s shoulders and her collar, but Bambi’s attention never strayed from Jack.
			

			
				I love you, he thought. I love you, I love you, I love you.
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Medice, Cura Te Ipsum
			

			
				 
			

			
				To the Hooper family’s shock at the timeliness, the doctor released Ralph early the next morning.
			

			
				Jack, Bambi, and the rest were still in Honeypot waiting for his arrival. They had breakfast with Jackson’s parents and went for a long walk around town, Jackson and Bambi playing tour guide, talking about their favorite high school hangouts and little nuggets of early dating stories, including Jackson’s first visit to the gym with Bambi and her friends.
			

			
				“I was such a dork,” Jackson said. “The only thing I knew how to use was the treadmill.”
			

			
				“You were adorable,” Bambi said.
			

			
				Dove needed to get back that afternoon, as she had to work in the morning. Aiko had to return to work too, so the group made tentative plans for Jackson and Bambi to drive Dove home after they knew Ralph was back safe and sound, while Aiko, Christa, Paige, and Jordan would drive to the small town where Christa’s SUV was still being worked on. Depending on if that was finished or not, they would either caravan back with both vehicles to New Bainbridge, or Christa and one of the others would stick around and wait, with Jackson and Bambi flying out the next day, if Ralph seemed okay.
			

			
				They were walking by a city park when Bambi got the call from her family that they were ten minutes out. She started crying then, relieved tears that wracked her from head to toe, and everyone touched her and held her. She promised to meet her family at home, then listened for a long moment, her eyes widening and fixing on Jackson.
			

			
				“Are you sure? We don’t want to set you off. Okay. Yes. Of course, Dad. But if you feel stressed, at all, we’re not going to be offended by you asking us to go.” Jackson nodded encouragingly. “Okay. Well. We’ll see you in a few. I love you.” She smiled, sniffed, and hung up. To everyone, she said, “He’d like all of us to be there. Everyone.”
			

			
				“You’re sure?” Christa asked.
			

			
				“He is. I’m not. But… let’s see how it goes.”
			

			
				“Besides,” Aiko said, a hand on Dove’s arm. “It’s not like we don’t have a cardiac nurse with us.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Ralph Hooper looked pale and exhausted, and had to walk with a walker up the sidewalk to the house where Jackson and the others waited. “I feel like an old man,” he complained.
			

			
				“Makes sense. You are ancient,” Josh said, staying close to his father behind him on one side, while Rob had the other.
			

			
				Charlotte Hooper came to join Bambi and the others, hugging Bambi tight. “What was today’s latte flavor?” Jackson asked when she went to hug him too.
			

			
				“Mexican mocha!” she said. “And it was so delicious I wish I could have brought you one.”
			

			
				He hugged her tight, and was surprised when she moved to Christa then, and the others, but stopped short when it came to Aiko. “Oh, hello,” Charlotte said, blinking. “You’re new. And very beautiful.”
			

			
				“Coming from you, that’s going to make me blush,” Aiko said. “You’re so beautiful too! I’m Aiko. My girlfriend and I are clients and friends, and when I heard about the accident, I volunteered to help drive Christa and the others here.”
			

			
				“Accident?” Charlotte and Ralph asked at the same time.
			

			
				“It’s not as bad as it sounds,” Christa said, eyeing Aiko, who realized she’d spilled the beans when they intended never to tell the Hoopers and cause them even more stress. “We wanted to be here for Bambi and your family, and decided to drive up.”
			

			
				“There was a drunk driver on the Interstate,” Paige said. “It was either hit them, or go off the road. We went off the road.”
			

			
				“Oh my goodness,” Charlotte said, looking back at her husband as they made their way inside.
			

			
				“I’m okay, Char. Worried about these young women but they all look like they came through fine.”
			

			
				“We really did,” Paige said. “Just some bruises. And everyone in the little town we stopped in, Collicutt, was so nice to us.”
			

			
				Ralph made it to his armchair and dropped into it, sighing with pleasure before leaning forward and looking at everyone in turn. “You came all that way, went through all that, to support Bambi?”
			

			
				“Yes,” Jordan said quietly. “We all love her so very much.”
			

			
				 “And to be here in case your family needed anything,” Christa added.
			

			
				“Speaking of,” Josh said. “The place looks great, Bambi.”
			

			
				“Everyone pitched in,” Bambi said. “Jack, Christa, and I don’t know if you remember Cole and Tyler or not, they all picked you up some heart-healthy groceries.”
			

			
				“Of course we remember them,” Charlotte said. “They were there for the little video project you two made that first summer. Oh, that was fun. Raunchy, but fun.”
			

			
				Ralph had taken in the news about the groceries silently, studying everyone in the room with something like confusion. “What do we owe you?” he asked Jackson.
			

			
				“Nothing at all, sir,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“I… thank you. And thank your friends too.”
			

			
				“I will.” Jackson looked at his girlfriends. “We should leave them be.” They nodded, but Ralph held up a hand still bruised from injections or blood draws or something they’d done to him in the hospital.
			

			
				“Hold on. I wanted all of you here for a reason.” He sat back in his chair, pale but looking a hundred times better than the day they first saw him in the hospital. “This is not easy for me to say, but this heart attack, it scared me.” Bambi went to him and knelt by his chair, taking one of his hands in hers. He smiled at her distractedly, but it was Jackson he was mostly focused on. “You and I, son, we haven’t always seen eye-to-eye. But it’s become abundantly clear to me this week that you really do love my daughter. And now I see that’s true of all of you. I… I apologize for not figuring that out sooner. I’m an old-fashioned man, and I know that’s no excuse, but… well.”
			

			
				“It’s all right,” Jackson said. “Water under the bridge. And I apologize too. It was never my intent to stress you out this week, the way I did.”
			

			
				“Thank you, but the apology isn’t necessary. I know you didn’t. But that brings me to another thing I wanted to talk to you about. You were looking at office spaces and warehouses for your business.”
			

			
				“Yeah,” Jackson said, and Jordan and Bambi both gave little nods. Bambi was Geek and Lace’s accountant, while Jordan ran the business aspect. With approval by Christa, the head of the company, all their big financial decisions were generally decided by them. 
			

			
				“When you feel like you’ve got the financial footing, when you’re ready for it, I want you to give me a call. I may not know a lot about photography or… or the modeling you all do, but I know real estate. I know loans, and I’d like to extend a hand to help out however I can.”
			

			
				“Thank you,” Christa said, touched. Jackson knew she was also an expert in real estate, owning a handful of properties across New Bainbridge, but the sentiment really was nice. Paige, Jordan, and Jackson echoed her, Jordan’s hand going to his and squeezing.
			

			
				 “There’s one last thing,” Ralph said, sounding more and more tired. “And for this one, Charlotte and I need to talk to Jackson alone.”
			

			
				Rob looked mildly put out by this, Josh confused, and Bambi worried. Everyone else followed Josh into the backyard, with Rob and Bambi trailing them. When the back doors were closed, Charlotte perched on the arm of her husband’s chair, taking the hand Bambi held just moments ago. She brought it to her lips, and when she let it go, he wrapped that arm around her.
			

			
				“I’ve done you a terrible disrespect,” Ralph said quietly.
			

			
				“Sir, I told you, you haven’t done anything I’m holding onto.”
			

			
				“Please. Let him finish,” Charlotte said.
			

			
				Jackson nodded, and Ralph continued. “First, it’s Ralph. Ralph and Charlotte. You don’t need to be so formal around us. Second, we’d like to ask you to do something for our daughter.”
			

			
				“What’s that?” Jackson asked.
			

			
				“Propose,” Ralph said.
			

			
				“Sir… Ralph, I… I love Bambi, but I love all of the others too. I don’t want to marry one of them if I can’t marry all of them.”
			

			
				“I can respect that,” Ralph said. “But I want you to propose anyways.” At Jackson’s confused look, he smiled. “Those women deserve a commitment. That’s what I really want out of you. A promise to our daughter and the rest of them that you’ll continue to be the man I’ve seen this week. Dedicated. Loving. There to protect them, there to hold them when they need it. To be their man.”
			

			
				Jackson had never thought about that before. Marriage, yes. He’d come so close the summer he and Bambi first dated to telling her he’d transfer to her college in Fort Cloud and propose, and he’d often thought about marrying Paige when it was just the two of them dating too. But when it became clear what shape his relationship with both of them took, he stopped thinking about marriage completely.
			

			
				“I like the idea,” Jackson said slowly. “Rings as a symbol.”
			

			
				“A promise,” Ralph said. “And I suspect you probably don’t, but we’d like to extend the offer for another small loan if you need one to buy the rings. No interest, just the cash if you need it.”
			

			
				“We know you’d pay us back,” Charlotte said, “and there would be no rush.” It had the air of something they’d practiced saying, but it also seemed heartfelt.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Jackson said. “For four, maybe five women, that might mean more money than I have at the moment.”
			

			
				“Think about it. Find the right rings. Let us know.”
			

			
				Jackson came to him then, and Ralph offered him a hand. Jackson started to shake, but Ralph chuckled. “I wasn’t offering a handshake. Help me up so I can give you a hug.”
			

			
				Jackson did, and for the first time since he first started dating Bambi, the hugs both of them gave him felt genuine and warm. It would also be the first time he left that place smiling.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				“I love this little town,” Aiko said, spinning around slowly by her car. “We’re coming back here.”
			

			
				“Next time with Samantha,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“Definitely. Aw. I didn’t think I’d cry. I’m crying. I hate crying!” she said, but she was grinning too. Jackson returned it, kissing her gently.
			

			
				“Thank you for getting them here,” he murmured.
			

			
				“You’d do the same for us. And you’ve done so much more,” Aiko said. “I love you, Jackson Corso. So does Sam.”
			

			
				“I love you too.”
			

			
				Christa was next, and he hugged her fiercely while Aiko and Bambi said their goodbyes. Then it was Paige, who patted his groin with a smile.
			

			
				“Soon, baby,” he told her, and her smile went sweet and wonderful.
			

			
				“Soon.”
			

			
				Jordan was a wreck. She’d been crying off and on since they left the Hooper household, her makeup running, her eyes red and furious. Jackson knew the tears were not for him or Bambi, and her hurt became his. Dove still had not made up her mind, and might not for weeks or months or even years. Some decisions were not as sudden or romantic as the movies or romance novels would depict. She had to choose between family or herself, and for a woman as wonderful and kind and giving as Dove, that was not an easy decision to make.
			

			
				He kissed Jordan and hugged her tight, wishing he could give her some peace over this and knowing he couldn’t. Instead of waiting for her turn, Bambi joined the two of them, wrapping both in her arms. Dove inched over too, and Bambi and Jack let Jordan go. She sobbed as Dove held her tight, kissing her neck, her cheek, her forehead, her eyes, her everything.
			

			
				“I don’t want to go,” Jordan said.
			

			
				“Do you have to?” Dove asked.
			

			
				The question silenced everyone. Jordan blinked away her tears and looked at her. Dove smiled gently, and took her hand.
			

			
				“Do you have anything you need to be back soon to do?” she asked, still gentle, still so loving. “Why not stay with me for a while, then fly back in a week or two?”
			

			
				Jordan lunged at her. Kissed her hard. Crying. Gasping. It was all the answer Dove needed.
			

			
				Bambi, Jack, Jordan, and Dove said their goodbyes to Aiko, Paige, and Christa, and soon were on the road again too, headed back to Fort Cloud. Dove and Jordan sat in the back, holding hands, Jordan not saying much, the other three taking up the slack in the conversation. Jackson wondered then if Jordan would be coming back at all. It hurt, like it had hurt thinking about losing Christa not all that long ago, but with Jordan, he wanted more than anything for her to find contentment. Dove gave that to her, maybe more so than any person he’d ever seen, including himself, and Jordan loved him deeply.
			

			
				I’d let you go I love you so.
			

			
				Halfway there, Dove got a call from her mother, Paula. She sniffed, cleared her throat, and answered cheerfully. “Hey Mom! We’re headed home from Honeypot.” A pause. “Yes, it was a great trip. Beautiful little town. Tomorrow morning. They have me scheduled for five, but who knows anymore? I… yes, of course, Mom. I… yes. Yes. Of course. I’ll… I’ll have them drop me off. No, it’s okay. It’s fine. See you soon. Love you too.”
			

			
				She hung up. “I’m sorry, everyone, but when we get back to town, can I have you drop me off somewhere?”
			

			
				“Your mom’s?” Jackson asked.
			

			
				“No. Um. My brother’s group home. I can get a ride back with my mom.”
			

			
				“We can wait,” Jackson said.
			

			
				“I don’t know if it’s going to be five minutes or two hours,” Dove said. “And she might want me to go to a late lunch or dinner with her.”
			

			
				“We don’t mind,” Bambi said.
			

			
				Dove hesitated, then said, “Thank you.”
			

			
				The facility was in a sedate part of suburban Fort Cloud, a single-story long building with rows of uniform windows overlooking a garden area and shaded by several grand old oaks. There was only one other car in the visitor parking area, Paula’s, and they pulled in beside it. She waited on a bench by the front doors, and stood up, waving and smiling in a forced, plastic way, lips showing some teeth as if she knew they were trying to pull her daughter away from this city and she wasn’t going to let her go without a fight.
			

			
				But Jack didn’t want to fight Paula. She was in a bad situation too. Having to make visits like this without someone close would be devastating. Laramie must not get a lot of visitors here apart from Dove and Paula. Taking one of those two away from him would be painful too.
			

			
				What choice would he make, in Dove’s shoes? He knew the answer, and it broke his heart a little, because in his soul, he knew he would choose his girlfriends. Love was complicated, but he believed his family would want him to be happy, and nothing made him happier than the love of any of his girlfriends. But he also couldn’t blame anyone who wouldn’t have made that choice.
			

			
				While Dove and Paula visited with Laramie inside, the rest of Jackson’s group waited and talked some about that, the choices they would make. They all agreed they’d choose love, but it made Jordan think about Paige’s mom Tanya, who was also their relationship’s biggest cheerleader and supporter. They called her, and she was thrilled to hear from Bambi, asking about her father and the rest of the Hoopers and made them promise to come by sometime soon for dinner. Jackson asked if she was still planning to move closer to them, and was delighted to learn she was.
			

			
				“I know my baby’s started buying pregnancy kits too,” Tanya said. “Oh, Jackson, I’m so happy for both of you. All your girlfriends are going to make such great mothers.”
			

			
				Jackson looked at Bambi and Paige and smiled. “Yeah. I agree one hundred percent.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Home again.
			

			
				Saying goodbye to Jordan and Dove was hard, but Jordan promised them she’d be back soon. Jackson told her she deserved to explore her relationship with Dove, and for her to take whatever time she wanted. She thanked him, but instead of crying at the gate, she smiled and took his hand.
			

			
				“I mean it. I’m coming home to you. Okay?” she asked.
			

			
				“Okay,” Jackson said, and kissed her again.
			

			
				Dove spent her days working and her nights with Jordan. Like she told Jackson, there wasn’t a lot of time in her life for real dates, but Jordan didn’t mind a bit. She was content with relaxing with Dove, making her dinner and taking care of the little things around the house when Dove was gone. The quiet suited her.
			

			
				In the meantime, Jackson finished up the work that needed to be done on Aiko and Samantha’s boudoir shoot and the film he’d surreptitiously made of the two confessing how deep their love for each other ran. They insisted on a viewing party at their condo, leading to a sweet night of lovemaking among the group that lasted nearly until dawn. Jordan was sorry she missed that, but loved hearing the details over the phone.
			

			
				That wasn’t Jackson’s only project. In between photoshoots with Paige, Christa, and a couple new clients as well as signing Aiko as the newest member of Geek and Lace, he hunted through the city’s jewelry stores. Every one of his girlfriends was special and deserved a ring unique to them, but it was a task easier thought about than done. The search for the right ones took days, but the hours were fun. His friends Casey and Niara joined him, as did Aiko and Samantha, who hunted for their own rings.
			

			
				The one question in his mind was the number of rings he needed to buy. Would Dove be joining them, or not? The answer came to him late one night when he was curled up with Christa. Did it matter if Dove lived in New Bainbridge with them, or in Fort Cloud? Wasn’t she still a part of their hearts now?
			

			
				The answer to that question was easy and instantaneous. Of course she was.
			

			
				He spent a lot on those rings, aided by the people he least expected to support his harem. When Jack told Ralph and Charlotte he would pay them back as soon as possible, Ralph spoke words that had taken Jackson five years to earn. 
			

			
				“I’m sure you will. We trust you.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				One night, as Christa and Jack were cleaning up dinner and talking travel plans for Jackson to accompany Jordan to her upcoming runway debut, they heard Paige call, “Someone’s out front.”
			

			
				Jordan hadn’t mentioned wanting to fly back yet, and they weren’t expecting anybody, but Jackson’s heart quickened as he and Christa shared a look. As one, they bolted for the front door. Jackson threw it open to see a crossover at the curb, and Jordan stepping out.
			

			
				Alone.
			

			
				His heart sank. Christa said softly, “Oh no.” Paige joined them, and sniffed sharply.
			

			
				“Jordan,” Jackson said, stepping out into the night. Jordan shook her head, unable to speak, going around to the back of the crossover and waiting for the driver to pop the trunk.
			

			
				Followed fast by his girlfriends, he got to Jordan first, grabbing her in a hug as she shook and shook. “I love you,” he whispered. “I love you and it’s going to be okay and-”
			

			
				And she was laughing. Silently, but she was laughing. That was why she was shaking.
			

			
				“Hey, so…” a voice said from the side of the house. “I’m kinda looking for a new place to live. Mind if I crash here?”
			

			
				Walking across their lawn was Dove.
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				Snow. Not exactly early for the first flurry of the year, but still a massive shift from the seventy-degree day they had just the day before. 
			

			
				Rosie didn’t mind the cold. It meant ski season was almost upon them, her favorite time of the year. Christmas too, but really, she loved all the holidays, even the silly nonsensical ones. On National Root Beer Day, she’d have an ice cream float. On National Quilting Day, she’d buy her grandmother some new yarn. 
			

			
				But ski season was special. Ski season meant zipping down the trails she knew like no other. Ski season meant snowshoeing and snowmobiling. Ski season meant tourist money coming to the ski hill where she worked over ten years now, ever since she was seventeen.
			

			
				And of course, ski season meant some hotties and some studs coming through too. A special time of the year indeed.
			

			
				With all that, the first snow usually left Rosie feeling elated. But all she felt in that moment was sick as she walked her slightly dazed dog to the car. She knew the bill was going to hurt, but Jesus, there went every bit of her savings. She’d have to rely on the credit card for groceries that month, and she was already deep in debt with that too.
			

			
				Rosie realized with a cold start that her gas bill hadn’t come in yet either. It wouldn’t be bad, not that early in the year, but “wouldn’t be bad” could still mean hundreds of dollars.
			

			
				She lifted Bartleby into the passenger seat, stroking his head when he whined. At least he looked better, she supposed. His wagging tail lifted her spirits, at least a little, and he even gave her a few adoring kisses. But what happened if he got sick again? Needed more medication? God, what would happen if she got sick?
			

			
				Rosie knew she couldn’t live like this much longer, forever riding the razor’s edge of poverty. Not for the first time, she wondered if Bartleby might not be better off with someone else, and the thought made her want to cry. She loved her dog like a child.
			

			
				He watched her now and whined again. “It’ll be okay, buddy,” she said, wishing her voice sounded firmer and not on the edge of panic. “We’ll figure it out.”
			

			
				* * *
			

			
				The workout with Casey left Jackson wildly sore. Leg days were always the worst, and Casey seemed intent on death by muscle torture that day. He even laughed when Jackson had to sit down for a few minutes and guzzle water.
			

			
				But he felt good, too. Maybe a little nervous about the proposal that night, but not really. Mostly he was excited. He’d worked so hard for this and they were all finally together again. He was going to fry some fish, do up either a risotto or mashed potatoes, and make a salad. In the backseat, he had a cheesecake, and planned to serve it after dinner to all his girlfriends with the rings on the plate, their names written in chocolate syrup with toothpicks.
			

			
				Except his plans flew out the window the moment he entered the quiet house. Everyone was at the kitchen table, with candles in the center lit and giving their beautiful faces a warm glow. They all turned to look at him, Bambi crying, Christa crying, Paige crying, Jordan crying. Only Dove was dry-cheeked, but even she looked glossy-eyed.
			

			
				On the table too was a jewelry box. Later he’d find out it was the same one he used to give two very special women in his life a Christmas present near the start of all this. Paige, and her mother Tanya. It was a revelation that would leave him dazedly happy. A full circle moment.
			

			
				The box was open. He didn’t register what was inside. He didn’t really need to. The way everyone was sitting, he knew. Because at the center of them all was his Paige.
			

			
				“You’re…” he said, his words catching in his throat.
			

			
				She smiled and sniffed. “I’m pregnant.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				* * * * *
			

			
				 
			

			
				As always, thanks for reading! Follow me all over the Internet here!
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