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Chapter 1: Jerrilynn Reaches Jones Island

The waters of Lake St. Beverly, in Upstate New York, used to terrify Jerrilynn Jones, roiling beneath the little motorboat that hauled her back and forth to Jones Island during her summer visits there.

So full of mud and tannins and detritus it was that you couldn’t see more than an inch into it. Anything could be down there, and in earlier years, the imaginative girl conjured the worst things, old dinosaurs that forgot to go extinct, ghosts of all the people who had drowned (rumors said there were at least eight), and malevolent mermaids who didn’t bother wearing seashell bras because they weren’t ashamed of going topless (and Lake St. Beverly didn’t produce the right kind of shells anyway, so what were they supposed to wear, hubcaps?).

So she would sit in the middle of the boat, hands clasped between her thighs, and clench her jaw throughout the 15-minute ride from the dock in downtown Barrister to the boathouse on Jones Island.

The terror had ebbed in her high school years and today, with just one more year before graduation, the whole summer before her, there was no fear at all, only excitement. She chose a portside seat at the front of the 15-foot motorboat, her luggage resting behind her, her attention alternating between dark water that no longer frightened her, and her destination.

The Victorian mansion that presided over Jones Island used to be an object of milder fear for the teen, painted white and designed to look haunted from the day it was finished more than a century before, with its gables, twin turrets, open-air cupola, and the attic she’d only dared peek into once.

Trees grew thickly across the estate, but with half the journey done, she could make out the home’s highest point, the white cupola and its roof of black slate shingles. As they neared the boathouse, more fragments of the grand structure came into view through the foliage, and Jerrilynn built from them a complete picture of the three-story home in her mind, exterior and interior as well, its kitchen, library, dining room, seven bedrooms, rounded front stairs, rear stairwell, and the picture-lined hallways.

Now she could see the second-floor window where she and her two cousins would be sleeping, staying up late to tell ghost stories and brag about the boys they’d spent time with. Could she make out a face at the window, the blonde hair of her cousin Carol, watching for her? Maybe, but she lost sight of the house behind a massive oak, so she leaned over the side of the boat and dropped her hand into the cool water that used to terrify her. Still black, still inky, it spoke to her now of adventure, mystery, something new to break the monotonies of her regular life. She and her cousins would conspire every summer about going skinny-dipping after everyone else went to bed, but they never did. Everyone was too afraid, for one reason or another. This summer, they had to do it. Or something.

She shivered, briefly regretting her clothing choice: a tight pink tank top and a white skirt so short the cool lake air had her both shivering and holding the fabric firmly between her legs.

Not that her modesty was an urgent consideration here. The only occupants of the boat were she, up front, and safely behind her, Brake, the old caretaker who had been living on the property year-round since Jerrilynn’s parents were kids. On the days in late spring and early summer when family were expected, Brake motored over to town every morning and puttered here and there–fishing and socializing on the dock in good weather, sheltering at the library, the bookstore or the pub when things were blustery. The weather being good, Jerrilynn had found him chatting with other locals as soon as her taxi from the airport had pulled up to the dock.

She straightened, pulled her hand out of the water and looked ahead, noticed that Brake had applied a fresh coat of white paint to the boathouse since last summer.

He didn’t seem to do much for his job, but that was something. Of course, living here all year, being the only person on Jones Island through the long, dark winter, was a job in itself. Jerrilynn couldn’t imagine being there alone, or being there when it wasn’t summer for that matter.

Brake slowed, worked the little craft through the boathouse’s arched entryway, reversed the engine and eased the boat to a stop against the pair of pilings, his practiced expertise always impressive to Jerrilynn. She complimented him on his skill once, a few years before, and he grunted a reply that told her he didn’t need her approval.

With a speed belying his age, he hopped to the dock with Jerrilynn’s suitcase, tied the boat down at both ends, and bent with extended hand to help the girl onto the platform.

“Thank you, kind sir,” Jerrilynn said with exaggerated gratitude, because she’d learned long ago that the stoic caretaker would respond the same way no matter what she said or did, so why not be weird?

As expected, Brake grunted, freed the boat from its moorings and backed it out of the boathouse to wait for the next round of summer guests.

“Jerri Bumbleberry!” someone shrieked from the boathouse’s island doorway. Jerrilynn whirled. “Carol Hair-All!” she shrieked back, running to her cousin, blonde hair flying in both directions as they embraced.

Their many and varied names for each other made little sense. Neither did their relationship, at least where social strata were concerned. Jerrilynn came from the wealthy side of the Jones family, Carol from somewhat lower down on the demographic scale. But since they’d been toddlers, they’d both spent their summers on Jones Island, and the sharing of physical proximity, experiences, and the most intimate of secrets ensured a tight bond.

“Someone redid our room,” Carol huffed, trying to catch her breath. “Three bunk beds all stacked, and you won’t believe how much space there is.”

“Is Morgan here yet?” Jerrilynn asked, turning to grab her suitcase.

“She had to change plans, she’s taking off from Detroit tomorrow, supposed to be here by lunch.”

Jerrilynn pulled her bag behind her, huffing as she navigated the incline over the uneven flagstone walk and the intermittent roots toward the home’s imposing front entrance.

“Who else is here?” she gasped.

“My mom and dad. My brother’s getting here in a week. And we brought Colton.”

“Oh, the family friend?” Jerrilynn said with surprise, drawing in her breath.

“Yeah, he’s home from college and wanted to come. Things aren’t great with his parents right now. He broke one of their super-Christian rules.”

“Which one?” Jerrilynn asked, trying to sound casual while her heart doubled its pace, because she’d always carried a very secret, very bright torch for Colton Stockman. Secret because the three years between them had always felt like an insurmountable gulf, and secret because of his role in Carol’s life. He’d first sought refuge in their home as a fifth grader after some unspecified fight with his parents; Jerrilynn didn’t know the details but didn’t think he’d actually been kicked out of his home, more just a brief, mutual parting of ways until everyone could cool off, and then he’d gone back home and maintained an uneasy truce with his mom and dad while Carol’s family provided the safety valve. Both his age and the fact he was almost Carol’s brother, almost a member of Jerrilynn’s own extended family, put him so out of reach her pining for him was one of the few things she’d never revealed to her cousin.

But she could be curious about him, couldn’t she? And now she wanted to know what he’d done. Gotten drunk? Wasted money? Or something having to do with a girl?

It must be a girl, Jerrilynn thought. Who could resist his jet black hair, his jet black jeans, his sockless Vans and untucked golf shirts, and the easy way he smiled and the polite way he always talked?

“No idea what he did,” Carol said. “He never tells us, just asks if we’re doing anything and we know what that means.”

“How long is he staying?”

“I don’t know, maybe two weeks,” Carol said, because she’d almost been raised with Colton and she loved him, like an older brother most likely, and his exact comings and goings were his business and not a matter of deep, abiding fascination.

“Oh, and John Adams is here, with his family,” Carol said. “Do you know John?”

“I think he came to Boston a few years back, brags a lot about himself? Morgan’s uncle or something?”

“Second cousin, I think. I met him at a Christmas party. He’s a total tech bro, out of Silicon Valley, him and his wife brought their thugs.”

“Thugs?”

“That’s what they remind me of,” Carol laughed. “They’re twins, 14, and they’ve gone full gangster.”

“Wait,” Jerrilynn said, pausing to catch her breath at the foot of the steps, looking up at the mansion’s grand facade. “They’re shooting people? Dealing drugs?”

“I doubt they’ve ever seen anything stronger than an antibiotic,” Carol said. “But the posing is hardcore.”

“Where are they staying?” Jerrilynn asked, grunting as she lifted her bag to the first step.

“The Edgar suite. What did you put in that thing?”

“A summer’s worth of . . . everything,” Jerrilynn said. “I got these jumpers from Tradewinds, you’re going to die when I show them to you. “They’re all staying in that room together?”

“Yeah, they were unpacked when I saw them coming out.”

“The boys in one bed, the parents in the other?” Jerrilynn asked, hauling her bag up two more steps.

“I assume that’s how they’ll be arranged.”

“Do the mom and dad not know what 14-year-old boys do when they’re supposed to be sleeping?”

“I guess they’re about to find out,” Carol quipped. “But maybe since they’re punks, they just hold it.”

“Hold what?”

“Their urges,” Carol said.

“Oh, I thought you were talking about something else. No, thugs don’t hold their urges. They give in. A lot.”

“Your mind’s just going there?” Carol said. “Maybe you should stay in the pedophile wing this summer?”

“I am,” Jerrilynn said. “I’m staying with you and Morgan.”

“I’m not a pedophile,” Carol protested.

“Other than the stuff with your brother,” Jerrilynn countered, and with great effort and a series of dramatic gasps, she cleared the final steps with her bag and turned toward the front door. “I’m sure . . . he’ll be scarred . . . for life.”

“I obviously need to teach you about boys,” Carol said, heading to the front door and opening it wide. “The only thing that scars them is being ignored.”

Jerrilyn eased her bag over the threshold, stopped to take in the front room, a space she had learned to love, and she scanned the dark paneling, the antique furniture that had been here from her earliest days, the landscapes and portraits on the walls, the tall, narrow windows and the green world beyond them, and she inhaled the scents of old wood, lint, human habitation, and a century of coffee and flowers. No other place in the world smelled like this.

But then she took in the next gauntlet of stairs, looming before her, 12 steps up, a landing, 12 more steps.

“You can leave it for Brake to haul up,” Carol said.

“When will that be?” Jerrilynn asked. “I’ve got some personal stuff in here, and I don’t want two little outlaws–”

In one of those accidents of perfect timing, someone from the floor above was trying to rap while they descended with heavy boot clomps. And it wasn’t going well, the song marred by demographic ambiguities, the rapper’s puberty-broken voice, and the random interjections of “Word!” from his accompanist:

Little sista say it bug (Word!) her

that yo boyfriend be a thugster

spill shit on yo Persian rugster (Word!)

ain’t my–

The rap ended when a first boy appeared at the landing, a second close behind, both barely into their teens, one with a black kerchief around his head, the other with a backwards baseball cap, both hiding their eyes behind impenetrable black shades, costumed in black shirts buttoned only in the middle, revealing tank tops (lime and mauve) and gold chains, and then black jeans with the crotch dropped to mid-thigh, grey boxer briefs showing, boot-like sneakers with the laces undone, plaid bandanas tied around the knees, improbable red socks.

Oh, no no no. You poor, ridiculous little boys.

To her credit, Jerrilynn only thought it, didn’t say it.

The apprentice gangbangers were halfway down the lower flight of stairs before they were able to make out the two girls below them and, in twin-like, simultaneous perception, they stopped in their tracks, two pairs of boots thudding as one.

“Uh, hi,” said the first bad boy, his quavering, high-pitched voice utterly failing to deliver on the promises of his appearance.

“Oh, hey, I’m Jerrilynn,” she said, looking into two pairs of black shades, waiting expectantly for whatever social niceties these hip-hop wannabees were able to offer.

They both just kept staring, stone-faced, almost grim.

Uh, hello? Is anyone home? You inner-city outlaws have seen a girl before, right? What are you looking at? No, I didn’t wear a bra today. And yes, the air on the boat was cool. But please don’t be looking there.

The youth in front seemed to snap out of it first, descending the rest of the steps and offering his hand.

“I’m Whittle,” he said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

They definitely had the clothes down, but their mannerisms were rooted in white upper-middle class, Jerrilyn thought. Had they never actually seen a real inner-city criminal? Just looked at pictures?

“Jimbo,” the second one said, shaking hands just as formally.

“Where are you guys going?” Carol asked.

“Into town,” Whittle said.

“The boat just left,” Jerrilynn noted. “It’ll come back when the next people show up.”

“Uh, when will that be?” asked Jimbo.

“No idea.”

“What are you going to do in town?” Jerrilynn asked, without adding “dressed like that?”

“Hang,” Jimbo replied.

“Hey, can you help us with something first?” Carol said. “Jerrilynn needs her suitcase brought upstairs, and it’s really heavy.”

The two boys seemed grateful for the assignment, stepping down and circling the rolling bag before they mumbled to each other in twinspeak, Jimbo grabbed the strap at the top and Whittle found the handle between the wheels and the two conveyed all of Jerrilynn’s summer accoutrement up to the second floor in short order.

“Thanks, boys, just roll it into my room at the end of the hall,” Carol said, and she and Jerrilynn ascended, offered another round of thanks as the two gangsters headed back to the stairs, and the two girls made their way to their summer room.

As soon as they’d reached it, Carol shut the door and Jerrilynn collapsed onto the rocking chair in the corner and buried her face in her hands.

“They still have baby fat,” she groaned.

“Maybe they’ll burn it all off this summer,” Carol proposed. “Hanging.”

“Or running from the cops, more likely,” Jerrilynn said. “I’m thinking two baby gangster wannabes aren’t going to last more than five minutes in downtown Barrister before they get reported.”

“Maybe we should go rescue them.”

“With any luck, they won’t get a boat to town until after dark,” Jerrilynn said. “But probably better not to be seen with them, or they’ll haul us in too.”

“Ooh,” Carol said. “Two girls in the Barrister town jail. Sounds like a movie.”

“You sound like you want it to happen.”

“Uh, no,” Carol said. “But I want something to happen this summer.”

“I know!” Jerrilynn shouted, rising to look out the window at the lawn behind the house. “What do we do?”

“Definitely go to town a lot,” Carol said. “I bet we can sneak into some of the bars.”

“I’d rather get arrested for that than for being with those thuglets.”

“Thuglets,” Carol agreed.

“And then, I wanna explore the attic,” Jerrilynn said.

“What’s that?”

“Up there,” Jerrilynn said, pointing toward the ceiling.

“I mean, what’s up there?”

“That’s just it,” Jerrilynn said. “I don’t know.”

“Didn’t you go up there once?” Carol asked.

“Yeah, for like 10 seconds. Everything’s covered with sheets and it reminded me of ghosts.”

“Chicken.”

“Yup, I used to be ascared of everything. But now, if there are ghosts in this house . . . I want to meet them.”

“Tilda,” Carol said.

“Who?”

“Tilda Jones. She would be one of the ghosts.”


Chapter 2: To the Attic

“Who is Tilda Jones?” Jerrilynn asked.

“No idea. I found her school books in the library this morning.”

“What were you doing in the library?” Jerrilynn demanded.

“Why wouldn’t I be in the library?”

“Because every book in there is from the Civil War.”

“Civil War times were interesting,” Carol asserted. “But there are books from other times. Like Tilda’s books.”

“When was she born?”

“I think 1905 or something.”

“You read her books?”

“I didn’t need to read them. I just looked inside the cover. She wrote her name in them.”

“You could have gone outside and watched the grass grow,” Jerrilynn said. “That would be more interesting.”

“I was waiting for you, and it was raining,” Carol said. “And I looked her up in the Bible, and it’s weird.”

“What’s weird?”

“It’s just her name and birthdate. She never got married, had kids, or died even.”

“She must still be alive then.”

“Uh, that would make her like one hundred and fifty or something.”

“Math much?”

“I’m rounding up. One hundred and thirty then, if that makes you happy. But she’s dead either way, and no one ever wrote down when it happened.”

“She probably ran away,” Jerrilynn said. “Couldn’t take the winters.”

“But her ghost came back,” Jerrilynn said with a spooky tone. “And she’s probably in the attic. I’ll go up there with you if you want to look for her.”

“Deal. So, wanna go to town?”

“Yeah,” Jerrilynn said, “but preferably not in the same boat as the poser posse.”

“You should give those kids a break. They’re just trying to fit in.”

“Fit into what? Halloween?”

“Maybe they’re in crisis.”

“What kind of crisis? Looking-too-normal crisis?”

“Identity. Personality. Stuff like that.”

“Accessory crisis,” Jerrilynn said, trying to get a laugh out of her cousin. “It can happen. You walk into the wrong store and start buying shit on sale and lose your mo-foin’ mind and get home with it and then you gotta wear it.”

“That only happens to girls.”

“Has Colton talked to them?” Jerrilynn asked. “Maybe he could figure it out. And cure them. He’s smart.”

“He’s still asleep probably. They were all up late last night.”

“You mean, him and the toxic twins?”

“Yeah. Down here. Playing some game on their phones. They were just getting into it at midnight.”

“Let’s talk to him,” Jerrilynn proposed. “Maybe he knows something. Where’s he staying?”

“Next to Mom & Dad. The half room.”

Jerrilynn headed to the bedroom door, a girl on a mission. However, her mission was no longer entirely focused on helping the two posers make it through to the next chapter in their lives. Because she had sort of a thing for Colton Stockman, a thing she’d always had for him. But the thing had changed, evolved, oscillated between more and less corrupt forms as she’d matured. He was practically her cousin, after all. But at present, the thing was in a corrupt form.

“What are you going to do?” Carol asked, trotting to keep up with Jerrilynn.

“Just knock lightly on his door. If he’s still asleep, I’m sure he won’t wake up.”

“He’s a light sleeper,” Carol warned.

“How do you know?” Jerrilynn quipped. It seemed entirely natural for her mind to go there, for her to ask that question, but Carol gasped as she followed her cousin up the stairs to the third-floor and down to the end of the hall, where the door to the half room waited, closed shut, its very presence like a doorway into places Jerrilynn wanted to be.

But the girl’s knock was admirably, judiciously light, just three discreet taps, which she delivered while looking at Carol with a ridiculous expression, eyes wide and mouth open and tongue out, a face that invariably made Carol laugh, and the humor burst forth, loudly, echoing up and down the hall.

The door before her remained closed, but the door next to it opened to reveal Carol’s mother, in a bathrobe, a towel wrapped around her head like a turban.

“That’s Colton’s room,” the little black-haired woman said. “Hi, Jerrilynn.”

“Hey, Aunt Nancy,” Jerrilynn said. “We wanted to talk to him about something, once he was awake.”

“Well he’s awake now, I’m sure,” Aunt Nancy retorted. “What do you want with him? And why aren’t you girls outside?”

“Mo-o-o-om,” Carol said dramatically. “We’re doing what we want to do, for vacation!”

“We had some questions for him,” Jerrilynn said more evenly, although she decided not to reveal that the questions were about the 14-year-old gangsters she’d just met.

A thud from behind Colton’s door shut all of them up. Jerrilynn heard another footstep, rustling clothing, a breath, more steps, and then the door opened a crack and Colton’s face appeared, a little puffy but still beautiful. Only his face, the rest of him angled away from the door’s narrow opening.

“Hey, Colton!” Jerrilynn said brightly.

“Hey,” he said, and it seemed like he was trying to take her in, figure out who she was. Was he looking at her nipples, which had probably perked up as soon as she sensed he was awake?

“We had a question for you, for when you’re decent,” she said, adding in her mind, Or if you’re not decent, that’s okay too.

“Jerrilynn?” he said, looking confused.

“It’s me,” she said. Had she changed that much since last summer? Had he forgotten what she looked like? “Did we wake you up?”

“Yeah, but it’s okay. What time is it?”

“Almost noon,” Aunt Nancy said with a hint of disapproval. She disapproved a lot, but it was how she was born and she couldn’t help it. And she made up for it by loving people a lot. She was judgy, but not bitch-judgy.

“We were just wanting to ask you some questions,” Jerrilynn said. “Can you talk?”

“Yeah, after I pee,” he said, shutting the door and reappearing in a thick bathrobe over his t-shirt and shorts.

Jerrilynn looked at his shorts. She couldn’t help it. There was a lot of volume there. A lot.

“What are you two planning today?” Aunt Nancy asked while Jerrilynn watched Colton make his way to the bathroom at the other end of the hall.

“We don’t have plans, Mom,” Carol said with obvious annoyance. “We’re just sort of taking life as it comes.”

“I want you to get the most out of your trip,” Aunt Nancy said. “There’s more to do in town than ever. The theater’s running all afternoon and evening, the museum’s got some new exhibits, and watching the fishing boats come in is free.”

“I’m sure we’ll do all that,” Carol said. “But let Jerrilynn get sorted out. She flew out of Boston at like 7:30 this morning.”

“Oh, you must be exhausted,” the loving side of Aunt Nancy said.

“No, I was super excited,” Jerrilynn assured. “I’ve been looking forward to this for months.”

“Now, what did you want with Colton?” Aunt Nancy asked.

“We had some, um, some social questions for him,” Carol said. “From his greater wisdom about people. And things.”

“I hope he wasn’t up too late,” Aunt Nancy said. “The last I saw him, he was trying to talk sense into those two boys.”

“I think he was playing a video game with them,” Carol said. “But that could be too. I think if you’re around Colton, you just get smarter, kind of by osmosis.”

“I’m sure he could talk some sense into you girls too,” said Aunt Nancy, easing back through her bedroom door. “Great to see you, Jerrilynn. Please keep my daughter out of trouble.”

“I will,” Jerrilyn promised as the door clicked closed and Colton reappeared at the other end of the hall.

“I’m hungry,” he said, and to Jerrilynn’s disappointment, he did not return to their end of the hall but turned at the stairs and descended. But the girl followed him immediately, Carol close behind, and within a minute all three of them were in the kitchen, the two females watching the male scrounge, peering into the cupboards, the cabinets and the fridge, grabbing this and that, setting things on a plate, pouring himself black coffee, putting an English muffin in the toaster, and turning to them as he waited for it to pop.

“You had questions?” he said in his signature cool, slightly amused way.

Jerrilynn stepped close, looked behind her, saw only Carol.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “About the twins. Didn’t you talk to them last night?”

“A little,” Colton confirmed. “Mostly we played Indigo Downs.”

“Didn’t you wonder a little,” Jerrilynn said, “about how they, um, dress?”

“Oh yeah,” he said, nodding. “They’ve definitely got the look.”

“But . . . that look?” Jerrilynn said. “Isn’t it sort of . . .”

“They’re 14,” Colton said, and the toaster delivered his English muffin, and he buttered it and headed to the table.

“Are you going to town?” Carol asked abruptly, as though trying to rescue her cousin.

“For sure,” he replied.

“When?” Jerrilynn blurted.

“Probably a few hours,” Colton said. “Need a shower first.”

“We could go with you,” Jerrilynn said, adding after a pause, “Aunt Nancy wants us to go. I guess it makes sense to all go together.”

Colton looked at Jerrilynn, a searching look, eyes exploring all of her body. Why was he doing that? They’d been spending time on this island every summer for years. Didn’t he know what she looked like?

“I think we should,” he said. “If you don’t mind waiting for me.”

“We can wait for you,” Jerrilynn promised, only afterwards remembering her cousin. “Right?”

“Yeah,” Carol said. “Let’s regroup after your shower. Look for us. We’ll be around.”

“Will do,” Colton agreed with another long look at Jerrilynn.

“C’mon,” Carol said, grabbing Jerrilynn’s hand and dragging her out of the kitchen, through the parlor and into the library.

Carol, her cousin looking on with slight interest, made a quick but strong case that the mystery of Tilda Jones was indeed a mystery. Here were her school books, signed by her own hand, where she studied arithmetic, geography, natural history, government. And here was the family tree in the old family Bible, running close to a dozen pages now, confirming that she was born April 27, 1909, at the Barrister Laying-In Hospital, to Fredrick and Utha Jones. But nothing came after. No husband, no children, no date of death. Just her name, next to Albert and Macon, her older brothers, and Jessie, her younger sister–all the rest of whom seemed to have lived normal lives, all marrying, Jessie and Albert having children of their own, all three dying at ripe ages and having it written down.

“Wait,” Jerrilynn said, tracing the line from Macon. “There’s my dad. He was Macon’s great, um, great grandson. So he’s my great-great grandfather. And Tilda was my great-great aunt. Wow.“

“What do you think happened to her?” Carol asked.

“There’s got to be some more clues in the attic,” Jerrilynn said, Colton briefly forgotten. “C’mon. Let’s go!”

The narrow stairs to the attic began at the end of the third-floor hall, just past the half-room where Colton was staying, and the cousins raced up the main staircase two steps at a time, slowing only outside the room where Carol’s parents were still preparing for the day, because Aunt Nancy didn’t like the sound of thumping feet.

Jerrilynn got to the door first, pulled it open slowly, the ominous creek not bothering her at all, and up she raced into the foreboding gloom of the historic Jones family’s ancient attic.

“It looks the same,” Jerrilyn whispered. “As creepy as ever.”

The only light came from four small windows, two round ones at opposite ends of the attic, two rectangles of light on the left, courtesy of a pair of dorm windows.

The attic was as big as the home’s entire ground floor, but because there were so few windows, it seemed far larger, maybe as big as all of Jones Island.

The two girls stood at the top of the stairs, taking it all in, the row upon row of sheet-covered furniture, the out-of-date lamps and broken dressers, the old portraits leaning against each other of long-gone people, by artists of varied talents. There were chairs here, vases there, dishes on a table, an old tea set, hat boxes, several racks of vintage clothing wrapped in sheer gossamer garment bags as though waiting for their owners to claim them.

Brave as Jerrilynn had become in the last year, the clothing bothered her. Everything else was old, static, forgotten. But clothes . . . those were alive in her mind. Someone could come back at any moment to claim–

“Hey Aunt Tilda!” Carol shouted.

Jerrilynn jumped so high her head almost hit the rafters. “Ohmigod, bitch, you scared the shit out of me!” she protested.

“If she’s here, she’d want us to say hi,” Carol asserted.

“She isn’t here,” Jerrilynn said, surveying the space again, realizing she was still slightly intimidated by it.

“Let’s look around,” Carol said. “If she’s here, I’m sure she’s nice. And maybe she’ll tell us what happened to her.”

“She isn’t here,” Jerrilynn said again, and the girls moved forward, finding a path between two cloth-draped tables, and Jerrilynn realized that there was some order here, in what at first looked like chaos. They were on the main route through the forgotten junk, a path wide enough that anything up here could be carried, carted, or lugged through. Intermittently as they walked, every 10 or 15 feet, little byways opened up, each snaking away to other sections of the attic, other collections of family detritus. And there was even some order to the way things were arranged, Jerrilynn noted. Here were five old dressers, huddled together like five old ships, one listing on a broken leg, several more colored irredeemably in garish 70s yellow or depressing 60s avocado. The clothes were mostly clumped up front, the old chairs and couches clumped back a little ways on the left, small tables and lamps further in. This order must all be the work of Brake, Jerrilynn thought with new appreciation for the quiet boatman. Surely he spent hours up here, days, going through castoff things over the winter. And surely he didn’t count on the natural light, Jerrilynn thought, gloomy even on a late spring day, absolutely sepulchral in the long, dark winters, and she looked up and spied the incandescent bulbs, wedged in between the rafters just above, and visible here and there over the rows of junk.

“Let there be light,” Jerrilynn said, flipping the switch on the next post, and the three bulbs ahead of them came on, adding a yellow tinge to things.

As they proceeded, Jerrilynn noticed, the order of Brake’s earlier work began to break down. Plastic pieces in a rainbow of colors spilled from the split corner of a box holding a forgotten children’s game. Paper skeletons lay beneath a witch’s hat and three pastel blue Easter baskets. Two purses and a shoe hung from the branches of an artificial Christmas tree. The things wrapped in sheets became harder to decipher, parts sticking up at odd angles, a plastic manikin’s hand sticking up from a wad of duct tape and bubble wrap.

“No Tilda,” Carol said sadly as they reached the end of the path, the window just beyond, a large table of some kind below it with more than the usual share of protective wrapping, a heavy black fabric secured with three strips of duct tape, wrapped all the way around, at the top, middle and bottom. The feet were still visible, however, made of brass and forged to look like a lion’s paws.

“What do you think that is?” Jerrilynn wondered aloud, pointing.

“A tub,” Carol said. “Look at the feet.”

“It’s too tall to be a tub,” Jerrilynn said.

“Maybe it’s got a bunch of crap stacked in it,” Carol ventured.

“Yeah,” Jerrilynn said. “Cool crap, maybe.”

“Or total junk,” Carol said.

Jerrilynn stepped forward, bent and tugged at the fabric, pulling upwards, grunting with the effort because the duct tape wasn’t yielding and the thing itself, whatever it was, wasn’t budging.

“What are you doing?” Carol asked.

“I’m seeing what it is,” Jerrilynn replied. “Don’t you want to know?”

“Brake is not going to appreciate having his stuff messed with.”

“It’s our stuff,” Jerrilynn said. “It all belongs to the family.”

“Yeah,” Carol agreed, “but maybe he wrapped it up ‘cuz it’s dangerous. There might be sharp edges.”

“I’ll be careful,” Jerrilynn countered, and she worked her fingernails under the tape and pulled off a long section, dust falling to the floor. “This tape is ancient,” she said. “It’s hardly even sticking. I bet it’s been on here for, like, decades.”

With a few more pulls, she had enough of the tape free that the black fabric yielded to her grip, and after another explosion of dust, Jerrilynn bundled up the cover and set it on the floor, and both girls stared at their discovery.

“What the freaking hell?” Jerrilynn said.


Chapter 3: The Husband Keeper

For a long beat, the cousins just stared at their discovery, trying to soak it all in at once.

It was, if you had to sum it up quickly, a cross between a school desk and an old-timey arcade game, a wooden seat and curved backrest facing a complicated chrome box full of engravings and little doorways.

But this was not the sort of thing one would find in any schoolroom, or all but the bawdiest of adult playrooms . . . because right in the middle of the seat, right where a person would put her bottom, was a long, thick shiny metal peg.

“Oh my god, it’s got a dick,” Carol marveled quietly.

“It’s just something someone left,” Jerrilynn said, bending to grab the offending implement on the assumption it wasn’t attached.

But it was attached. And it was . . . alive.

“It moved!” Jerrilynn squeaked, pulling her hand away as though she’d been burned.

“What are you talking about?”

“It vibrated!” Jerrilynn said. “Didn’t you see it?”

“No,” Carol said. “Maybe it’s just loose or something.”

“No, it shook, like, really fast. Touch it.”

Carol leaned forward, inspecting the object but refraining from making contact. “It’s . . . look at the shape,” she said. “Whoever put this there was a total perv.”

Jerrilynn squinted, confirmed the anatomical accuracy of the rod she’d just touched, noting that it matched the pictures she’d seen of the male pleasure organ (she’d never been present for the real thing, of course), veins running along its length, its circumcised head flared, even a little slit carved in the tip.

“Who made this?” she asked, almost to herself.

“You touched it,” Carol said. “So I think you just lost your virginity or something.”

“That’s not how you lose your virginity, Hester Prynne,” Jerrilynn said, using the girls’ name for each other when one of them was being too innocent (The fact Hester Prynne was actually an adulteress was immaterial to both of them).

Carol studied the rest of the contraption, running her eyes across the closed chrome doors before she found the words engraved across the top.

“Husband Keeper,” she said.

“Huh?” Jerrilynn said.

“Look, that’s its name,” Carol said, running her finger across the words. “Husband Keeper.”

“What’s a husband keeper?” Jerrilynn asked.

“Something that keeps your husband?” Carol ventured.

“Um, duh?” Jerrilynn retorted. “No, I mean, what’s the point? What’s it mean?”

“Oh, F-F-S,” Carol said. “No, please.”

“What?” Jerrilynn demanded, looking into her cousin’s horrified face.

“He’s supposed to sit on it,” Carol said. “And then . . . he can’t get off.”

“Well, that’s totally gay,” Jerrilynn said with barely-concealed disappointment. The idea that it was meant for a girl was growing on her in a horrible, compelling way.

“Yeah,” Carol said. “For two gay guys. Who got married.”

“Why would they want to keep each other?”

“Uhh, because they’re married?”

“This thing is super old-timey,” Jerrilynn said, running her hands across the engraving. “They definitely didn’t have gay-dude marriage when they made it.”

“Maybe it was for their fun,” Carol ventured. “Like sit on it and, you know, it’s party time.”

“Okay,” Jerrilynn said, “but think about it. Husband Keeper. Old-timey. The wife totally sits on this, and that thing goes up in her lady business and makes her . . . I don’t know.”

“And it keeps her husband how, exactly?” Carol said, pressing her advantage. “I would think it would make her husband hit the road. ‘Darling, I see you’re sitting on the Husband Keeper again. I think you love it more than me.’”

“Gross!” Jerrilynn shouted.

“Okay, I get it,” Carol said. “It’s supposed to be a joke. Like at a party. No one would ever actually use it, unless they were insane. They would just set it out and everyone would laugh. And stare at it. Holding drinks. With old-timey mustaches.”

“Someone made this whole thing for one corny joke?”

“Maybe it was in the pre-laptop era,” Carol said. “Their sense of humor was weird before they had, like, cool videos.”

“What do these doors do, then?” Jerrilynn said, leaning forward and trying to get her fingernail between the crack in one of the little apertures.

“Maybe if you sit on it, they open and you see a clown face,” Carol suggested.

“You just said no one would ever sit on it.”

“They would if they were insane,” Carol said. “Maybe it was used in an insane asylum. Those places were totally lame in the day.”

“So a girl sits on it, she’s crazy, how–”

“Or a guy.”

“Whatever. She sits on it, how does having that thing up her twat make her normal?”

“It doesn’t,” Carol said. “None of that shit they did ever worked. That’s why it’s up here, like, forgotten.”

“Yeah,” Jerrilynn said, because Carol’s theory was halfway viable, although many questions lingered. “But what did it do to her?”

“Nothing, it didn’t work.”

“But what was it supposed to do? What’s the theory behind it? Why did it vibrate when I touched it?”

“It’s called the Husband Keeper,” Carol noted. “Maybe it’s for crazy women who are married, and they sit on it and get normal and their husbands love them again.”

“Yeah, but how?” Jerrilynn asked, peering down at the shiny rod, its head and shaft aimed upwards, waiting. “What exactly is it supposed to do?”

“I don’t know,” Carol said. “Sit on it and find out.”

“No way,” Jerrilynn gasped. But there wasn’t as much scandal in her voice as one might expect. Her tone was instead a familiar one to anyone who knew her: No way will I do that thing unless you’re really, really daring me to.

“Do it,” Carol said, her grin slightly evil. “Maybe you’ll figure out what it’s for.”

The cousins had never seen each other use their dildos, but they’d talked about them, and they’d used them at night, in the darkness, and heard each other using them. So Carol’s suggestion wasn’t as far outside the bounds of past experience as one might think.

“You have to be naked to use it probably,” Jerrilynn said.

“Just pull your panties down,” Carol said. “You don’t even have to take off your skirt.”

“I’m not doing this, I’m just talking about it,” Jerrilynn said unconvincingly.

“Okay, but don’t ask me any more questions about it in that case,” Carol said.

“What would I find out anyway?” Jerrilynn said. “Maybe it’s up here because it’s broken.”

“Could be,” Carol said. “Only one way to find out. But it can’t be too broken, if that cock thing vibrates.”

“Maybe it vibrated, I don’t know,” Jerrilynn said, beginning to doubt her senses even while she replayed them, wondering what the quivering organ would feel like against her vaginal walls.

“You so wanna do it, don’t you?” Carol taunted, but there was an edge to her voice, a huskiness. And what young female with a penchant for vaginal self-pleasuring wouldn’t have found herself intrigued by this forgotten machine? Even carnally intrigued? What girl wouldn’t have wondered about sitting on it, or at least coaxing a friend to do so?

“What if it’s still got stuff on it from the last girl?” Jerrilynn asked, beginning to seriously consider it, almost asking Carol to win the argument.

“If anyone ever sat on it,” Carol said thoughtfully, leaning over to inspect the phallus, “I’m sure her germs all died like a hundred years ago. It looks clean to me.”

Jerrilynn reached down, almost touched the rod again, pulled back. “I don’t know,” she said. “If you tell anyone, I’ll never live it down.”

“I am not going to tell anyone,” Carol swore in her most serious tone. “That would be like . . . telling people what we get off on. Which I would never do.”

“I don’t know,” Jerrilynn said. “It’s so–”

“You have to do it,” Carol insisted. “For science.”

“What science? This is just a–”

“For the science of knowing what it’s for,” Carol said. “Like, history.”

“History isn’t science.”

“Don’t you want to know though?” Carol said, looking at Jerrilynn with intense, almost burning eyes. “Like, what it does?”

“We already know what it does. It goes up your pussy.”

“Yeah . . . but you said it shook or something.”

“Vibrated. Maybe. When I touched it. With my hand.”

“I bet it does the same thing in your hole.”

“Why don’t you then?” Jerrilynn said.

“Shorts,” Carol said, gesturing toward her lower half. “I’d have to be naked. You can just pull off your panties and keep your skirt on.”

Carol’s logic was sound, Jerrilynn had to give her that before she found another comeback.

“Why does it matter?” she asked. “The only other person here is me, and I’ve seen your junk like, 500 times.”

“What if someone else shows up?” Carol said.

“We’ll hear the door creak, and you can get up and put everything back on before they know what you’re doing.”

“Unless they’re fast,” Carol countered. “And what if it’s a guy? Like Brake?”

“Brake isn’t fast,” Jerrilynn said drily.

“Okay, let’s get logical,” Carol said. “Do you think one of us should sit on it before we leave the attic?”

“Yeah,” Jerrilynn said. “You.”

“Why me?”

“Just ‘cuz.”

“That’s not a logical reason,” Carol said. “And I studied logic majorly this year.”

“Omigod, logic,” Jerrilynn said, using her most annoying Valley Girl accent. “You see, I just, like, talked to Plato, right? And he said, like, you know, Socrates just called, and he was saying you should totally sit there and, like, let that thing up your cuntaterium, okay?”

Carol was unamused.

“Cuntaterium was never a Greek word.”

“I’m sure it was when they were speaking all philosophical and shit,” Jerrilynn said.

“No, you’re using the Latin form,” Carol said. “If they said it in Greek, it would have totally been kuntopolis, with a total k.”

“Oooh,” Jerrilynn said, because a better comeback to that would have taken a while.

“Will you please just get on it so we can do something else?” Carol begged.

“You’re serious?” Jerrilynn said.

“Yes. I’m not gonna do it. So if you don’t, we’ll never know what it does.”

“Unless we come back tomorrow.”

“Sit,” Carol commanded.

Jerrilynn decided it was Carol’s adamance that settled things, but really, she’d been wanting to sit since she saw the rod sticking up from the chair.

“Okay, okay,” she said, bending and reaching between her legs to pull her flimsy thong to the side, and the juice that coated her knuckles confirmed that she should have no trouble accepting the strange object, even if it was bigger than anything else she’d ever had in there.


Chapter 4: A Marriage Proposal

Jerrilynn, ignoring the prying eyes of her cousin for the moment, stepped in between the seat and the strange chrome board with its doors and scrollwork and “Husband Keeper” engraved along the upper edge, and she noticed for the first time the handles set into the top of the board, one on either side, positioned so the girl could grab one or the other (or both) to steady herself while she descended.

Her right hand was still busy holding her thong out of the way, so she grabbed the handle with her left hand and dropped down, very slowly until she felt the tip of the dildo a little to the left of her hole. She adjusted, stopped when the tip was at her chamber door, paused.

“Is it in you?” Carol asked, her voice a croak.

“How could it be in me?” Jerrilynn asked.

“It looks like it’s in you.”

“Well, it’s not.”

“Are you going to let it in you?”

“Uh, wasn’t that the whole point of this?”

“Yeah,” Carol said. “But it’s okay if you chicken out.”

Jerrilynn took a deep breath, lowered herself slightly, stopped when the head of the device parted her wetted lips.

It was alive again, a subtle vibration emanating from somewhere beneath the seat. It felt intentional. It felt . . . good.

Only as she accepted more of the device into her sheath did she begin to realize what a dumb idea this was. Even Carol–who’d come up with plenty of dumb ideas through the years–wasn’t this dumb. Sure, maybe the germs of the last girl (or boy) who’d been impaled on it were long gone, but it had been sitting around in the musty attic for who knows how long, gathering dust, germs, parasites, whatever. And now they were all being put inside her because she didn’t even bother to clean it. She kept her dildoes clean between uses, even though the only place they’d ever been was up her maidenhead. This thing could have anything on it. And yet she continued dropping, marveling at the foreign object’s length, girth, texture, all designed to take her breath away.

“Are you doing it now?” Carol asked.

“Uh, yeah?” Jerrilynn said a little hoarsely, releasing the handle so she could point to the narrowing gap between her rear and the wooden seat.

“What’s it like?”

“Like having something up your pussy,” Jerrilynn said, not in the mood to try to describe in detail something you couldn’t really describe.

“Are you gonna cum?” Carol asked, her voice a little choked as well, breath coming fast.

Carol doesn’t need to be on this thing to feel it, Jerrilynn realized. Her cousin was experiencing it through her. There was a word for that. What was the word? Vivi– Vivi–

“Oh, damn,” Jerrilynn groaned as she finished her descent, her rear against the seat’s cool wood.

“What’s it doing?” Carol asked urgently.

“It just . . . moved,” Jerrilynn gasped. “Like, out a little and then back in.”

“It’s making love to you,” Carol said, her tone reverent, her next words not so much: “It wants you to have its baby.”

“It wouldn’t be a human ba–” Jerrilynn grunted before her words were cut short by a creak in the chrome panel before her, followed by a metallic pop as the door in the upper left corner opened and a man’s chrome face emerged, two inches tall and smiling, eyes half closed in carnal ecstasy. And he was beautiful, and Jerrilynn stared at him, open mouthed, longing for–”

“Oh my god, it’s him!” Carol cried, her voice sounding strangely distant.

“Who?” Jerrilynn asked absently, although she didn’t really care about the answer, because the phallus was doing new things inside her body, descending and jabbing back inside her, and not straight in but stirring her insides around a little, and not just her vagina but probably some of the places she’d learned about in sex ed but didn’t think about that much, like her uterus. And her fallopian tubes. And her eggs. Definitely her eggs. Scrambled eggs. Wow, he was–

“It’s your husband,” Carol said.

“I’m not married,” Jerrilyn gasped, staring at the beautiful face, picking out its individual details. His hair was a little longish, some of it draped across his forehead. Men didn’t wear their hair like that in old-timey days, unless they were cool. Non-conformist. A poet, maybe. His ears were close to his head, his chin cleft, his features not completely Caucasian, but not Black or Asian either. A little of everything.

The best of every man’s face in the world.

“What are you doing?” Carol asked.

Jerrilynn barely heard the question, but she looked down and noticed her hips were working in unison with the device. Without even thinking about it, she was trying to accommodate its thrusts, its twists and whirls, every loving jab met with an answering embrace. Sometimes she resisted, sometimes she yielded to him, sometimes she squeezed, because the chrome face and the chrome phallus had become human to her, and she wanted him to know she liked it.

“Oohhohhhhohhh,” said the man–the husband–from somewhere deep inside the works of the machine, and the second door opened and the second chrome face emerged, this one wide-eyed and open mouthed, as though in the throes of something profound and inescapable, and beautiful.

“Keep doing it,” Carol grunted. “He likes you. You’re . . . winning.”

Jerrilynn looked briefly over at her cousin, noticed that one hand was hanging against the top of her thigh, her middle finger discreetly extended, pressed through her shorts where her vulva lay, the way she did sometimes when she needed to masturbate but couldn’t and didn’t think anyone would notice.

“We’re both,” Jerrilynn began, breathing out heavily before she continued, “winning.”

Was it true? She didn’t know, she didn’t care. She grabbed the handles at the top of the machine, both of them this time, and writhed around the chrome cock, and it seemed to know she needed to orgasm, quickening the pace of its thrusts and aiming them forward, against her front wall, where her most delicate flesh was, and the merely likely became unstoppable, and soon she was crying out through the most intense orgasm of her life, a climax of the whole self, not just of the vagina or brain waves or wherever orgasms happen, but of her whole body and mind, of her place in the universe, her personality, her identity.

There, right in front of Carol, her cousin and one of her best friends, Jerrilynn Jones had transformed into CumGirl. Faster than a speeding grindoff, more powerful than a cumming elephant (do elephants orgasm? probably), able to sit on chrome dicks in a single bound.

“Ohhhh ohhhh ohhhh,” Jerrilynn groaned. “Ohhhh, no way, no wayyyyyyy! Uh. Uh. Uh. Ohhhhh goddddddd! AHHHH!”

Jerrilynn finished her climax in silence but her body continued to spasm, hips rocking, vagina squeezing and relaxing, white knuckles around handles, feet sliding against the floor of the game, and another door opened before her, about twice the size of the first two, and another chrome figure appeared, and this time the accompanying sound was a sort of male coo, unintelligible but what might be described as sweet nothings, and more of the beautiful man was visible, head and chest, arms reaching out to her, hands together, and Jerrilynn gazed at him vaguely but was too lost in aftershocks to really study him, so it was left to Carol to take in this latest vision, and her reaction was swift and enthusiastic.

“He’s proposing to you,” she said breathlessly. “He wants to marry you!”

Jerrilynn, head down, catching her breath, processed the words slowly before she raised her eyes to confirm what Carol had said.

Yes, the shiny, beautiful chrome man was holding something out to her with both hands–an open box, with an engagement ring displayed in it. And there was a real diamond set into the ring. Or a passable counterfeit. The diamond wasn’t chrome. It was shiny. Glass. Crystal. Maybe it was a diamond.

She reached for it, touched it lightly with her index finger, and to her dismay the man withdrew from her, all three of him did, sliding back into the machine, the doors closing with three quick snaps.

“Are you gonna say yes?” Carol asked.

“He’s gone,” Jerrilynn said sadly, staring at the silvery panel before herself, then peering down at her lap. He was gone from there too. She stood, looking with surprise at the wooden seat, the chrome phallus gone, just a small circle of wood at the place where it had protruded.

“What did you do with his dick?” Carol demanded accusingly, almost bitterly.

“Nothing,” Jerrilynn replied, feeling her drenched opening to make sure the penis hadn’t broken off inside her. No, her vagina was distressingly empty.

“There’s another hole,” Carol said.

“What do you mean?”

“See the circle of wood where his cock was?” Carol said.

“Yeah?”

“There’s another circle behind it,” Carol said, pointing. “Like, for your butt.”

“What’s that for?”

“I don’t know,” Carol said. “Maybe it opens when you need to poop?”

Carol’s theory made no sense, for too many reasons to be enumerated, especially right now, because Jerrilynn’s mind wasn’t working at peak efficiency. So she returned her thong to her slot, stepped away from the Husband Keeper, grabbed the back of the seat to steady herself, felt Carol’s arms suddenly around her waist.

“Don’t faint on me, Jerri Bumbleberry!” Carol cried.

“What?” Jerrilynn said, raising her head, the attic swimming.

“You looked like you were about to faint,” Carol said.

“Oh, yeah,” Jerrilynn said, gripping the seat with both hands. “I guess I’m just . . . really tired from that.”

“You came like a mo-fo,” Carol said, releasing her cousin. “What did he do to you? You were– oh my god, he’s back!”

Both girls turned their eyes to the seat, where the chrome phallus had reappeared, waiting erectly for his next marriage prospect.

“He wants you again,” Carol said.

“No way,” Jerrilynn said, the yearning in her loins countered by a deep ache and a profound exhaustion. “I think he wants . . . you.”

“Do you think I should?” Carol said, leaning forward to peer closely at the dildo. “Okay, it’s clean now. It goes inside to get clean. So I could–”

“I need to lie down,” Jerrilynn interrupted, grabbing Carol’s arm. “I don’t feel right.”

Jerrilynn barely remembered staggering under her cousin’s guidance back downstairs to their shared bedroom, where she collapsed onto her bed and slept hard and dreamlessly before she opened her eyes, struggled to get her bearings, raised her head to find Carol just getting dressed, panties on, bra being pulled up her arms.

“Hey,” Jerrilynn said. “Is it morning?”

“No,” Carol said, snapping her bra and turning. “Are you okay?”

“I think so,” Jerrilynn replied, sitting up slowly. “I was just . . . damn. Flying always wears me out, but this . . .”

“I went back up there,” Carol said.

“Back up where?”

“To the attic,” Carol said. “I had to . . . know.”

“Wait, you sat on it?” Jerrilynn said, straightening, very awake now. “You did the Husband–”

“SHHH!” Carol said, index finger across her lips.

“You did it?” Jerrilynn asked again, more quietly.

“Yeah,” Carol said. “I only got one door open, though.”

“But wasn’t it . . . oh my god, wasn’t it . . .”

“It was good, yeah,” Carol said thoughtfully. “Different.”

“Did you cum?”

“Not really,” Carol said, pulling a baby blue golf shirt over her head. “I wasn’t sure what to do. I was trying to do your moves, and I don’t think–”

“My moves?” Jerrilynn interrupted.

“You know, how you were . . .” Carol said before she settled on a pantomime, her hips gyrating obscenely.

“I did not do that,” Jerrilynn protested, but her cheeks flushed because she knew it was true.

“I was there, remember?” Carol said flatly.

“Wait, seriously, you did all that too?” Jerrilynn said, feeling slightly less embarrassed as she pictured her cousin engaging with the machine as madly as she had an hour before.

“Yeah, I tried,” Carol said. “I’m not sure I was doing it right, though. He didn’t open–”

“You have to be yourself,” Jerrilynn said. “I wasn’t trying to do any moves, I was just, you know, reacting to what he did. Whatever felt good. He was moving, right?”

“Yeah, sort of, just jabbing in and out of me,” Carol said. “And then I’d sort of feel it and try something like you did, moving all around and stuff.”

“Go with what feels good,” Jerrilynn said. “That’s why I, you know, came.”

“No wonder he proposed to you.”

“That was just the third door though,” Jerrilynn said. “I think there were more.”

“Yeah, I sort of figured them out,” Carol said. “While I was . . . sitting there. They’ve got 10 there. With numbers scratched in, engraved in. One through ten. You can see the little lines around each door. And they get bigger.”

“Bigger?”

“The doors get bigger,” Carol repeated, and she held up her hands to indicate sizes that increased from a playing card to a sheet of notebook paper.

“What’s behind them?” Jerrilynn asked, getting to her feet, feeling surprisingly refreshed.

“That’s the thing,” Carol said. “No idea. I picked at some of the doors a little, but it seems like there’s only one way to open them.”

“I need to keep trying,” Jerrilynn said, directing her attention down to her vagina, which continued to throb with what might be overuse, or might be a desire for another round with the game.

“You think you could do it again?” Carol asked.

“Maybe not right now,” Jerrilynn said. “But later, yeah.”

Carol put her hand on Jerrilynn’s shoulder. “Sure you’re okay?” she asked. “You almost fainted up there.”

“I’m good,” Jerrilynn said. “I just really needed to lie down. It was like . . . that usually doesn’t happen.”

“Can you go to town?” Carol asked.

“Yeah,” Jerrilynn said. “Is Colton going?”

The question kind of slipped out. Jerrilynn had never shared her fondness for the boy with her cousin, and she didn’t intend to start now. So she quickly added, “I think he wanted to ride over with us, right?”

“Uh, yeah,” Carol said. “I guess. He should be done with his shower by now. Want to track him down?”

“Okay,” Jerrilynn said, remembering this time to sound disinterested. “After I pee.”


Chapter 5: A Partial Confession

“So, how’s college?” Jerrilynn asked casually, staring at Colton over her wine cooler at the Big House Taproom, so named because the building used to be a jail.

“Good,” Colton said. “I made it through. I’m almost a senior.”

“You’ve only been there two years,” Jerrilynn said, leaning forward, breasts against the edge of a long table packed with people.

“I got a lot of credits in high school,” he said. “I should graduate the middle of next year.” He took a swig of beer.

“Do the smarts just come naturally to you?” she asked, matching his sip with one of her own.

“I guess,” he offered. “I think I just learned how to game the system in high school and kept at it in college. Professors are pretty easy marks if you know how to handle them.”

“You’re making it sound easy,” she said, holding up her bottle. “Have you ever had this?”

He smiled. “No, but I used to drink something like it. I stopped though.”

“Uh, what?” she asked. “It’s got actual strawberry in it, see?” She held up the bottle so he could read where it said “Natural strawberry flavor.”

“I’m sure it’s great,” he allowed. “I’m just not…”

“Try some,” she demanded, holding it out to him.

He shrugged, took the bottle and sipped it. “Yeah, it’s fine.” He handed it back to her. “You’re fine, by the way, Jerrilynn. What happened to you?”

“What?” she said, voice rising an octave, heart thumping suddenly.

He leaned close. “You’re different from the last time I saw you. All grown up.” His eyes went briefly to her breasts.

“Okay, yeah,” she said, blushing. “I took . . . I took some really hard courses last year. I think it helped.”

“Jerrilynn,” he said as he stood up. “Will you dance with me?”

Jerrilynn took another swig of her wine cooler, almost draining it, marveling anew at the natural strawberry flavor, and followed Colton to the little dance floor, already crowded with couples. Carol had her arms draped around the neck of a local named Bruce and at the moment, the three-piece band was playing a slow song, the front-girl crooning softly, playing her guitar lightly, the drummer and bassist keeping time.

Colton pulled Jerrilynn close and pressed himself against her before she could react. Almost a foot taller than she, he made sure his burgeoning erection remained far enough away from her to not tip his hand, but the rest of him was mashed against her.

“Whoa,” she gasped, her lips inches from his collar bone, but her mind turned immediately to the Husband Keeper–not that she’d really ever stopped thinking about it, but now she was comparing and contrasting that with this in a very physical way. The Husband Keeper had a beautiful chrome face. Colton had a beautiful real face. And a real, whole body. Against her. She wondered what his penis looked like. When it was big. She’d never thought of a boy that way before. But maybe the Husband Keeper had changed her. Forever. She could feel the warmth between her legs, the first traces of lubricant at her opening. So apparently she had replenished the supply she’d used up on the game.

“I just can’t get over how much you’ve grown up, Jerrilynn,” he whispered in her ear.

“What’s different?” she asked certain he wasn’t talking only about her breasts, which had grown two cup sizes since last summer.

“I’m sure you look great in a bathing suit,” he said with a cockeyed grin.

“Oh, yeah,” she said with slight disappointment. “But maybe my personality too?”

“Sure, of course,” he hastened to add. “You’re a lot more mature than I remember.”

“You mean, more mature now than I was when you saw me this morning?” It was a dumb question. Jerrilynn knew it as soon as she’d asked it. But she felt different from 12 hours ago. Not that anyone else could tell that, probably.

“I guess so,” he said softly. “I don’t know.”

“Probably a dumb question,” she confessed, blushing, sensing she was confusing the boy, and wanting to explain herself. “This afternoon we found . . . well, this old game. It’s sort of a . . .”

Jerrilynn’s voice trailed off when she realized nothing could be shared with Colton about the game. Or shared with anyone else. Or no, Carol obviously. And Morgan, when she got here tomorrow. Girls. Girls only. Why did she even bring it up with Colton?

Jerrilynn Jones, shut up

Colton looked at her. “What happened since I saw you this morning?” He asked. Then her statement sunk in. “What kind of game? Parcheesi?” He smiled to let her know he was joking.

“Yeah, I guess from that era,” she said, trying to make it sound boring. “You know, um, old-fashioned times.”

He cocked his head. “How old?”

“We haven’t figured that out,” Jerrilynn replied with a quick glance at Carol. The less information, the more boring, she believed. But talking about it with Colton was forcing her to think about it again, imagine it, remember sitting on it, letting it stir her insides.

“I can’t speak to today,” he said. “But definitely over the last year. I’m not sure I would have recognized you this morning if you weren’t with Carol.”

“Is it a good thing?” she asked, wondering if that was the right question. Colton was like a game too, with his own doors to open.

“I honestly can’t think of anything better,” he said in his lowest voice.

“I’m glad you think so,” she whispered. “You’re just the same, Colton. I mean, in good ways.”

“Actually, I’ve been putting on some weight, lately,” he admitted. “Been hitting the gym and everything.” He took her interest in his physicality as a sign she might not object if he pressed more of him against her, down below. If that might be too much or just right. He eased his hand down to her waist and pulled her close, leaned against her and pressed his now fully-erect member against her belly.

“Ahhh!” Jerrilynn sighed quietly, but not with shock, or fear. Eagerness, really, and she pushed back, because her first thought now was trying to gauge his size, and compare it to the Husband Keeper’s. Was it that big? Would it make her groan in the unlikely event it was ever inside her?

Colton took her soft response as the sign he could ask for more. “Can we find someplace where we can be alone?”

“You mean, in downtown Barrister?” she croaked. Being alone with Colton . . . had he really just asked for that? But no one crossed the lake to town to be alone.

He scanned the dance floor and the rest of the bar. “It’s just too crowded in here.”

“Do you wanna go back to the house? Brake’s probably getting impatient anyway.”

“Isn’t there someplace around here we can sneak off to?” he asked, afraid she might change her mind during the trip.

“Let’s go back to the island,” Jerrilynn whispered. “There are places there . . .”

Colton blew out a breath. She didn’t say no, just not here, not right now. He nodded with acceptance.

“Let me see if I can tear Carol away,” Jerrilynn said. “And we’ll need to find the twins.” She turned away from Colton, almost threw herself at Carol, who’d consumed at least two wine coolers and a real beer or two and was a little shaky on her feet.

“C’mon, babe, it’s late, we gotta go home,” she said with a quick glance at her dance partner. “Sorry, hun, we got a boat to catch.”

Carol protested mildly but didn’t put up much resistance as she was led out of the building and into the quiet streets of downtown Barrister, Jerrilynn on one side, Colton on the other.

“Why are we in such a hurry all of a sudden?” she asked, turning to Colton and looking, fortunately, into his face and not at his lower half.

“Brake and the twins are in the boat, ready to go,” he said. “We shouldn’t keep them waiting.”

The docks were a block away, the distance covered quickly by the hustling couple with the tipsy girl between them.

And Colton’s ruse proved true: Brake and the two wannabe gangbangers were all waiting in the boat, Brake reading a newspaper under the lamp, the gangsters conferring quietly. Brake looked up, started the boat’s engine as they approached.

“How long have you been waiting?” Jerrilynn asked, letting Colton guide her onto the boat, her question intended for the twins, because no one cared about Brake’s time except Brake.

“Only forever,” the one twin sneered. “What took you so long, anyways?”

“We were having fun,” Jerrilynn replied sharply, realizing that her arousal was doing her temper no favors.

“This dump is so freaking lame,” the other twin whined. “Why did we come here in the first place?”

Colton and Jerrilynn freed the boat from its moorings and settled onto the middle bench, Jerrilynn between Colton and Carol, the twins on the seat ahead. Brake throttled forward, the dim lights of Jones Island too far away.

“What kinds of places do you like?” Jerrilynn asked, ready to ridicule their answer, no matter what it was.

The twins just glared at her.

“I’m sure if you looked around a little,” Jerrilynn said, smiling brightly as she spewed her venom, “you’d find some nice overturned garbage cans, and people who don’t know how to pull up their pants, and maybe a couple of dead drug dealers to brighten up the scenery.”

Colton stared at Jerrilynn with a vague smile. “Easy, there,” he said into her ear over the roar of the outboard motor. “They probably just want to get back to their videogames.”

“You just want to play videogames?” Jerrilynn asked, not quite ready to drop the subject.

“Cell coverage sucks out here in the damn sticks,” one twin said. “Or we’d be on our phones.”

Jerrilynn turned to roll her eyes at Colton, but she could sympathize with the pains of poor cell coverage, especially at 14. She was no joy to be around most of the time at that age either. Her hand brushed Colton’s thigh, and she felt his hand closing around hers, and she decided to call a truce with these toxic twins so she could focus on what was about to happen with the boy beside her.

“Yeah, that sucks,” she agreed. “What service are you using?”

“Who knows?” the other twin shot back. “That’s Dad’s business. We don’t get to pick that sort of thing.”

The boat bobbed across the lake, and Carol’s shoulder bounced against Jerrilynn’s, so she put her arm around her cousin to steady her, and the girl’s head flopped onto her shoulder, asleep.

“What’s wrong with her?” the first twin, because who could tell them apart, asked.

“She’s tired,” Colton said. “Been a long day.”

“We had too much fun,” Jerrilynn added, because she couldn’t resist getting one more dig in.

For the rest of the ride, Jerrilynn faced the dual challenge of supporting her sleeping friend on one side, and conveying her lust through her hand to Colton on the other. Did he really want her? Didn’t boys like that always have a girlfriend in college? But his grip remained firm, and she suspected other parts of him were staying solid as well.

Brake negotiated the boathouse as expertly at night–with just a single dim light glowing in the rafters–as he did during the day, and Jerrilynn shook her cousin awake, and she and Colton helped the groggy, somewhat inebriated girl onto the dock while the twin thugs made their own way to dry land, hustling up to the house first, their three older companions taking their time.

“You’re going straight to bed,” Jerrilynn announced, her mind preoccupied with what would happen next, where she and Colton would go to pursue their mutual interest. Maybe the attic?

Colton seemed as driven as Jerrilynn to get Carol safely dumped off, grabbing her right upper arm while Jerrilynn took the left, the girl’s feet barely touching the stairs as she was forcibly ascended.

“Is she going to be okay like that?” Colton asked when they deposited the almost unconscious girl on her bed still fully-clothed. “You want me to wait outside while you get her…?” He hesitated, but Jerrilynn shook her head emphatically.

“She’ll be fine.

“You sleep in here with her?” he asked, not trying to hide his disappointment that Jerrilynn’s bed was not really available for their use.

“Yeah, second bunk,” Jerrilynn said, pointing. “Morgan gets the top one.”

“Is there anywhere else we can be alone?” he asked urgently.

“The attic,” Jerrilynn whispered. Colton’s room wouldn’t do. The wall was paper-thin between his space and Carol’s parents. And there were risks with being discovered outside as well. And since this morning, the attic had evolved from a mysterious, frightening place to a temple of fierce sexuality.

Colton grabbed Jerrilynn’s hand but let her lead him from the room. She gave him a shy smile as she did so.


Chapter 6: Another Trip to the Attic

Everything was louder at night, Jerrilynn noticed. The stairs to the third floor creaked with every step. The hallway to the attic door creaked as they made their way. For all she knew, Jerrilynn’s heart was audible, to Colton, and to Carol’s parents, presumably trying to sleep behind their door. But no one emerged to ask what was going on.

“Have you ever been up here?” Jerrilynn whispered, reaching for the attic door knob.

“Can’t say that I have,” he replied softly. “Not sure I even knew it was here.”

“It’s got a bunch of old stuff,” she said, guiding him up the narrow stairway to the floor of castoff things, hitting the switch for the lights.

“Wow, cool space,” he said, as he scanned the expansive repository of forgotten things.

Jerrilynn, mindful of the Husband Keeper’s looming–and suddenly arousing presence–turned toward Colton while she wondered in what state Carol had left the device. If it was uncovered, its purpose would be obvious to Colton. Worse yet, he would probably remember Jerrilynn’s hints and know this was the game she’d played–a game that involved her being penetrated by a large chrome dildo.

It was a variety of things that compelled Jerrilynn’s next action–she wanted to distract Colton, she wanted to be as bold as she’d been on the Husband Keeper earlier that day, and she wanted desperately to kiss Colton, something she’d wanted to do from the day she met him–so she finally did, wrapping her arms around his waist and raising her mouth to his.

Colton wasn’t surprised by Jerrilynn’s impulsiveness, but he was more than pleased. He’d had enough young girls to know they could be hesitant, even shy, at the first offer of physical contact, and he was used to making the first move. But he and Jerrilynn weren’t strangers–far from it–and that seemed to play to his advantage. He let her kiss him at first before he leaned in and wrapped his arms around her to pull her close, like on the dance floor, but now with privacy and even the possibility of some furniture at their disposal. He thrust his hips into her belly to signal his intent, and she didn’t back away.

Indeed, Jerrilynn was overwhelmed with a pair of complementary sensations, both driving her to a desperate lust. First was the feel of Colton’s erection against her belly. Second was the memory of what the Husband Keeper had done to her–and what she’d done back. Now she had a real boy to practice on, and that’s all that mattered. She used to have scruples where boys were concerned, one of the reasons she was still, technically, a virgin. All that was gone at the moment.

Colton took Jerrilynn’s hand and led her deeper into the attic, looking for a suitable place to continue their exploration of each other’s bodies, and willingness. He saw a small day bed covered by a throw and pulled it aside, which revealed a mattress that was not gross so, good enough for him. He looked at Jerrilynn and she nodded, cast a quick glance at the Husband Keeper, just a few yards away and, thankfully, covered, and returned her attention to the boy.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked, dreading the wrong response but having to ask, nonetheless. “I don’t want to…”

“Am I sure about what?” she asked. She thought it was obvious. And she was sure. The Husband Keeper hadn’t asked her any questions, of course.

He gave her a solemn glance. “You know.”

“Show me what you want to do,” she said. He needed to lead. He was a human. All her experience so far was with a machine . . . a game.

He reached for the button at the top of her jeans and fingered it gently without undoing it. He slipped one finger behind it and then another, then pulled it open. He dragged the zipper open, each tooth separating from its interlocking twin so slowly as to be maddening. He hoped.

She looked down, confirmed that her white panties were showing, and the knowledge Colton could see them too pushed her to another level of arousal. She thrust forward slightly, in an unspoken message, but one she hoped was clear: keep going.

He slipped his index finger underneath her panties and pushed lower until he could feel her tuft. He waited and she didn’t push him away. Better yet, she breathed in quickly, as if she approved. He assumed she did, at least. She was willing.

She wanted to show him her hair, not just let him feel it with his finger, so the next step was hers. She hooked her thumbs on either side of her jeans and panties and pushed down, just enough so he could see all of her triangle. Was this a kink? Was this what women did? Having this place on her body seen for the first time by a boy . . . her desire was roaring in her ears.

Colton shifted his feet, his jeans tight against his now raging erection. He wanted to adjust himself but was waiting for another signal, for her to reach for his belt to unbuckle it. Was that too much? Did he need to show her as she had shown him?

Yes, he decided.

He unbuckled his belt slowly, to give her time to get used to the idea, to object if she had a mind to, all while hoping against hope that she would not object.

Jerrilynn, realizing that he was going to show himself to her, found herself adjusting. This was a new kink, if kink was even the right word. Looking. Looking at each other’s most private places. She waited, all her attention focused on the long, wide ridge in his jeans.

He lowered his jeans enough to allow his erection to spring forth, and Jerrilynn took it in with all of her vision and all of her mind. She couldn’t help but compare it to the Husband Keeper’s chrome member. It was flesh-colored, of course, but with a dark ring behind the tip, a nest of thick black hair at the base, and light blue veins she could just make out in the gloomy attic. And it was, as far as she could tell, about the same size as the game. Were all boys this big?

All her attention remained fixed on the penis until Colton reached for the bottom of her T-shirt to pull it over her head, and she raised her arms cooperatively, erasing all doubt from his mind.

She wanted this.

He’s going to see all of me, she thought. Those too. She’d watched them mature over the last year, two rounds of new bra purchases confirming what she sensed. There were times it frightened her, the way they ached, the growth that seemed to arrive overnight sometimes. She reached behind her back to undo her bra, and her breasts swung but did not fall as they were freed, and she looked down at them, confirming that her nipples were both at full attention, the pink flesh around them coarsened with arousal. She looked up at Colton, almost certain he’d like them.

When she lowered her bra and Colton saw her breasts, his erection twitched, swung upward.

She noticed the movement, and once again she found herself comparing it to the game. Yes, the real thing moved as well, apparently. But how much? Could Colton stir her insides with it, the way the machine had done? She wanted to know. She needed to know.

She pushed off her flats with her toes, pushed down her jeans and panties, and now she was completely nude before him, arms at her sides, looking up at him, wanting him to take all of her in with his eyes before he did whatever he was going to do next.

Colton stared at her nakedness but felt he needed to match her willingness to expose herself to him. He wanted to touch her but he stepped back and removed his shirt, slid his jeans to his ankles and then struggled to remove his shoes and jeans, almost tripping in the process before he managed to toss aside the last of his attire. He looked at her and was struck by her beauty again, because she was nothing if not beautiful.

Everything about Colton was perfect, Jerrilynn marveled, even his brief clumsiness. Anything he wanted to do with her, she would allow. She felt the juice gathering at her vaginal lips, suspected some might have dripped to the floor, and for the first time didn’t mind that her arousal could make a mess. Indeed, she wanted him to see that too, the liquid escaping her entrance.

He reached for her breasts slowly, gently, running the back of his fingers across her nipples, something he’d had success doing with other girls. She sighed and closed her eyes just as he’d hoped she would. He leaned in and kissed her lips, lightly at first but with quickly building passion and penetration, his tongue seeking and finding hers. Their bodies melted into each other and he eased her down onto the day bed.

Jerrilynn, as soon as her back was pressed against the cool mattress, spread her legs, more by instinct than with any rational thought of what Colton expected.

Look at me, she thought. Look at my wet hole. She grabbed her right breast with her hand, reached down to spread her lips, both surprised and urgently aroused by a gesture that had come to her from some unknown place in her mind.

Colton positioned himself above Jerrilynn and waited for her to grasp his member to aim it at her vagina. When she reached for herself instead, he angled his body to one side so he could take his erection in hand and guide it home. He found her wetness to be a new delight, but pushed in slowly.

“Are you a virgin?” he asked at the last moment.

“Ohhhhh,” Jerrilynn groaned, struggling to divert some of her attention from the penis resting just inside her doors. “What . . . did you say?”

“Are you still a virgin?”

“I . . .” Jerrilynn stammered, confused by the question, struggling to focus. “I . . . sort of.”

“It’s okay if you are,” he whispered. “I just wanted to know.” Her hesitant response gave him pause, hard as that was to execute.

“Let’s go with yes,” she sighed, raising her legs, putting her heels against the backs of Colton’s thighs, her fingers still on either side of her vulva.

Just go in. All the way in. We can talk later.

Colton pressed forward, burying his dick inside her tight opening. He had fucked a few girls and one woman before but for some unknown, make that unknowable reason, Jerrilynn’s hole was superbly suited to his tool. As if they were a match made in heaven, which he suddenly wondered about, given his doubts about other things.

“Oh my god,” Jerrilynn gasped, raising her pelvis, tightening her vagina, her whole body tensing with pleasure and surprise. Colton’s member was warm, the texture soft and yielding to her embrace in a way the Husband Keeper wasn’t. This was better. “Oh, oh, oh.”

“God, you’re tight,” he growled, struggling to hold back his climax already.

“Sorry,” she grunted, trying to relax her sheath.

Colton isn’t a machine. Don’t break him, girl.

“No, it’s great,” he muttered. “I’m just…” He wasn’t sure how or even if he should explain to her…

“You . . . you want me to be . . . tight?”

“It’s just. . . hard to not cum.” He looked at her. “Too quickly,” he added as he sawed in and out of her. “You’re not on the pill or anything, are you?”

“It’s okay,” she grunted between thrusts. “I’m . . . yeah . . . I’m safe, if you want to . . . do you want to?”

“Yeah, just not yet, you know?” He winced and slowed his pace.

“But is tight good . . . or bad?”

“Oh, yeah. Tight is really, really good.” He smiled at her. She looked so innocent.

“Move in me,” she groaned, pressing against him, drawing in a deep breath with the first rush of what she recognized as the start of an orgasm. “Do everything . . . inside me . . . whatever you want.”

Could he stir her vagina the way the Husband Keeper did? Probably not. Somewhere in the back of her mind, Jerrilynn was keeping track of things. No, Colton wasn’t a machine. He was a boy. And she was glad.

Colton had tried to control himself, but that statement flipped something in his head. He threw caution to the wind and upped his tempo to a near-frenzy as she clung to him with her arms and legs and kissed him, which pushed him over the top. He unleashed inside her, a first for him.

Jerrilynn knew, academically, that stuff called semen came out of the boy. They’d even presented a vague, computer-generated depiction of it in health class. But now it was . . . very, very personal. She could feel it, the way it pulsed deep within her female treasure, shooting out and coating her . . . what was it called . . . her . . .

“Oh, oh, oh, AHHHHHHHH!” she cried, shaking her hips, raising her legs high and constricting her tunnel around the member exploding within her. “Ohmigod ohmigod ohmigod . . . noooooooo . . .”

Colton grunted, spasmed, and collapsed on top of Jerrilynn’s body in a heap, breathed heavily and wondered if she was okay, not that there was a damn thing he could do about it at that moment. He opened his eyes, not having realized that he’d closed them, and drank her in one more time. She was, indeed, beautiful.

He was still in her, still firm enough. Could she have a second one, what she called an aftershock when her dildo play had pushed her to what used to be heights of arousal?

Yes, easily. Rocking up and down, her vagina sliding along Colton’s penis, her clitoris striking his pubic bone, she gasped, shook, panted into his ear while she enjoyed the weaker pleasure of a second quick orgasm, and when it was done, all of her relaxed, she closed her eyes and dropped her head to the mattress, utterly sated.

Colton eased off of Jerrilynn’s body and flopped next to her on the cramped day bed. “Wow, that was amazing,” he gasped between deep breaths.

Jerrilynn opened her eyes, stared into the darkness in the space between the old roof trusses.

“Did you really like it?” she asked. Her knowledge of how the male anatomy could affect her had grown dramatically since she’d woken up this morning. But her knowledge of the male’s sense of things remained mostly blank.

Suddenly, Colton feared he’d wandered dangerously close to a minefield. “Well, it’s not like I’ve been with a lot of other girls or anything,” he said as he propped himself up on his elbow. “But that was. . . different.”

“How many girls?” Jerrilynn asked, looking up at him without jealousy or fear–really the opposite. Surely, they’d all been college girls. And now she had been numbered among them. While still in high school

“Not that many,” he stammered. “It’s not like that, you know? I’m not much of a catch or anything.”

“What?” she almost squealed.

“No, really,” he went on. “It’s not like that.”

“You’re a catch,” she said flatly.

“You’d be surprised,” he added, hoping that would put an end to the discussion.

“I think you’re a catch,” she said. “I always have. Ever since the first time I met you.”

“Thanks,” he said softly. “I think you’re terrific.”

“This is so not what I was expecting on my first day on Jones Island,” she laughed, and she smiled with amazement at the turns of fate. “I sort of thought you’d show up with three girlfriends. But I guess . . . before you do it with them . . . you have to get to know them, right?”

“Yeah, sometimes. But not. . . “ He hesitated again.

“It’s okay,” she said, sensing his discomfort. “You don’t have to tell me. I’m not jealous. Just sort of curious.”

“Some girls, you have to get to know, some not so much,” he ventured, feeling the eggshells beneath his feet. “I’m no expert or anything.”

“Do you feel like you know me?”

He looked at her. “Well, yeah, of course. We’ve known each other for, what? Five years?”

“But the way you looked at me . . . you know, when we woke you up . . .”

Jerrilynn was struggling here, part of her an entirely physical being, with Colton’s semen leaking out of her vagina, part of her wanting to fit this moment into a bigger picture she could barely see. There was a sense of contest here. The Husband Keeper had pushed her mind in that direction, toward the idea that sex could be done better, or worse, objectively. She wanted to do it better. And she was struggling with the urge to get Colton to admit she had.

She rose, drew her legs up and wrapped her arms around her knees, willing herself not to ask a stupid question that would ruin everything before it had really gotten started. She was exhausted again, the sudden onset of a weariness almost as severe as what she’d felt after opening three doors on the game.

“Look, Jerrilynn,” Colton said with all seriousness. “I’m not trying to upset you or anything. It’s just that you’ve changed a lot since the last time I saw you. In a good way. A really good way. That’s all I’m trying to tell you.”

“Okay,” Jerrilynn said, straddling Colton’s body to work her way off the bed, wondering briefly if she could do it again, quickly casting the thought from her mind. Casting all thoughts from her mind, really. She knew she’d changed in the last year. And Colton knew it. But discussing it any further was very much beyond her right now. “I need to go to bed,” she said. “I’m about to faint I’m so tired.”

With a sense of relief tinged with regret–he could easily go for another round–he shut up and followed her off the bed. As he reached for his jeans, he noticed the heavy black fabric covering a shape that made no sense to him. “What’s that?” he asked as he pulled on his boxers.

“What’s what?” Jerrilynn blurted, suddenly awake with terror, panties in her hand.

“That,” he said, pointing.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” she said, scrambling in her mind for a reason that Colton absolutely, positively could not see the Husband Keeper. “I think it’s something Brake . . . you know, Brake, who runs this place . . . he wraps up super private things, or . . . you know, stuff that no one’s supposed to see, or . . . it’s probably dangerous or something. That’s why it’s way back here, wrapped like that. So it doesn’t hurt anyone . . . and if we got hurt . . . I don’t know. I don’t want to upset Brake.”

As her words came out in a frantic jumble, Jerrilynn was doing her best to dress normally, stepping into her panties, pulling them up, realizing only as she was adjusting them around her middle that she’d put them on backwards. She grabbed her jeans, sat on the bed to yank them up her legs, desperately worried that Colton would notice her error, say something, think less of her, ignore her warning and uncover the Husband Keeper. And then, he’d have questions. Questions she didn’t want to answer now, or probably ever.

“Hey, you okay?” Colton asked as he buttoned his jeans and pulled his shirt on. “What’s wrong?”

Jerrilynn’s racing mind found this question easier to answer. She turned to look toward the attic’s entrance, feigning fear. “I just, I just don’t want to get caught up here,” she said, bending to reach for her bra, pulling it on quickly. “I thought I might have heard a footstep or something. We should probably get out of here really . . . I mean fast. Now.”

She didn’t even bother checking her t-shirt to make sure it was going on right. She’d come up with the perfect excuse for her haste: female modesty. Colton couldn’t argue with that.

“Sure, sure,” Colton said as he picked up the pace of dressing himself.

“Sorry,” Jerrilynn said, pulling on her shoes and realizing that the moments after sex, when reality had to be dealt with, could be full of awkwardness. She didn’t want Colton to see the game, but she also didn’t want to be weird. She offered her best smile, waited for him to finish dressing, started easing toward the attic’s entrance, doing her best to assume a post-coital glow.

“Hey,” he said as he grabbed her hand and pulled her to him. “Can we. . . take a second to. . .”

Jerrilynn looked at the boy, completely lost. To . . . what?

“I really had a great time, just now,” he whispered as he touched her chin.

“I did too,” she said, nodding earnestly. “So much.” This wasn’t awkward. It was truth. How did Colton always know what to say?

“And I’d like to. . .” He cocked an eyebrow and grinned. “Do it again sometime?”

Of course. Wasn’t it a given? But . . . every night up here? Right next to the Husband Keeper? A hundred thoughts crashed through Jerrilynn’s mind, slowing again now that the immediate threat seemed to have passed. How often? Where? What if they were caught? What would Carol say? And her parents? And Jerrilynn’s parents? And Colton’s ultra-religious parents? But in a moment of stunning focus, Jerrilynn shut down her racing mind, looked up at Colton and offered her mouth.

He bent down and kissed her, their tongues intertwining with a sudden and ferocious intensity that surprised him. A second ago, she seemed bent on escape, fixated on modesty. Now, she seemed to want him again.

She pulled away, smiled up at him, laughed. “Yeah,” she said, distilling her convoluted thoughts down to one idea. “Let’s go steady.”


Chapter 7: Five Doors

Exhausted as she was, Jerrilynn struggled to fall asleep that night, because there were too many things to think about.

She’d lost her virginity to a boy she’d been infatuated with for years, and they’d both climaxed, and his sweet cum was still leaking out of her vagina. But it wasn’t just sex. For as long as they’d be on this island together, they'd be a couple. It wasn’t simple, however. Colton was practically Carol’s brother, and Jerrilynn was Carol’s cousin, and Carol could therefore take offense on any number of grounds, beginning with an accusation of some kind of incest.

There was more than that on Jerrilynn’s mind, however: The Husband Keeper.

Who’d made it? How did it work? And how many doors could Jerrilynn get opened on her next visit to the game?

Of this she had no doubt: She would be going back to the attic, slipping her panties out from under her skirt, and letting the chrome phallus up her vagina. She wanted it again, the strange sensation of a mechanical penis stirring her middle. She wanted Colton again, but she wanted the Husband Keeper again too, so much so in fact she briefly toyed with the idea of creeping back up to the attic to sit on the game right then. It was threats both substantial and ethereal that dissuaded her. What if Carol’s parents heard her sneaking down the creaky, third-floor hall. What if Colton heard her, came out, asked her where she was going? She’d have to either confess her dalliance with the strange machine, or pretend to a preoccupation with sex so strong she needed him again, and that would be altogether embarrassing, not to mention logistically challenging, even if he agreed to have another go. The wall between his bedroom and Carol’s parents was paper thin.

But then, what of Tilda Jones? Her little branch of the family tree had been cut short, no husband, no children, no date of death. What if Carol was right? What if the ancient aunt was still lurking around in spectral form, bitter about her too-short life and a family that had forgotten her? Was she watching over the attic now, waiting to appear when sufficiently provoked? And what better provocation could Jerrilynn produce than answering every carnal urge that crossed her mind? Women born in the early 20th century were very strict about sex, Jerrilynn knew. You were supposed to do it only with your husband, after you got married, and not enjoy it, just have babies from it (Jerrilynn was a little fuzzy on the prohibition on enjoyment but suspected it was because women couldn’t orgasm back then, possibly because of something they ate).

No girl wants to be called a slut. Well, maybe it wasn’t that bad anymore. Some girls at her high school got called sluts, and they seemed to have as much fun as anyone else. Girlfriends called each other sluts, and it was funny. If word got back to Boston somehow that Jerrilynn had done it with a college boy over the summer, she might get called a slut. And she’d just shrug. So maybe it didn’t matter, getting called a slut by other people. But getting called a slut by your long-lost Aunt Tilda, who would probably look super old and have a weird voice and could probably do some freaky shit with her face or body while calling you a slut–that would be something Jerrilynn would try to avoid.

Jerrilynn didn’t believe in ghosts, rarely suffered anymore from the fear of imagined things, but there was something about the mystery of the vanished aunt that made her nervous, that had her half-believing she could be lingering still, and the possibility of an unpleasant encounter with her turned Jerrilynn’s mind away from sexual things and from there, thankfully, to sleep.

When she awoke the next morning, however, her mind picked up right where it had left off, remembering the events of the previous day as, first, what must have been a dream before she sat up, rubbed her eyes and realized that, no, it had all happened. On one fateful day, she’d made love both to a machine and to a real boy. And she wanted both again soon. Now.

“Carol?” she whispered, not wanting to wake her cousin. When the girl didn’t answer, she slung her head over the side of her bed, confirmed that the bottom bunk was empty, and was glad.

Go to the game. Now.

There were still obstacles, the chance a relative might accost her, the interference of one of the little gangbangerss, but Jerrilynn was determined to try, her hunger surprising her. She’d slept, as was her custom, in t-shirt and panties, and she reached between her legs, feeling herself over her panties to get another surprise, a heavy dampness over her slot. She slipped her hand within the garment, pressed her finger against the hole, raised it to her mouth, smelled it, tasted it, sensed the familiarity of her own essence of arousal mingled with something new, earthy, and very male–Colton’s semen.

Would the Husband Keeper mind that someone else had filled her chamber? Would he be jealous? No, on both counts. He was a machine.

Jerrilynn took the ladder down from her bed, looked down at her t-shirt, the hem reaching to mid-thigh. Long enough, she thought, and she pushed her panties down and tossed them across her pillow, the shameless act itself contributing to her arousal, as exciting as undressing for Colton had been last night. She’d left her jeans crumpled on the floor, her phone still in the back pocket. It was still early, 8:05. She’d gotten a text from Morgan she’d read later, probably something about what time she’d get to Barrister. Jerrilynn tossed the phone on her bed and opened the door cautiously, leaned the upper half of her body into the hall. No one. There was a small water closet across the hall, and she went there first, urinating and wiping herself thoroughly, mindful that a lack of panties coupled with ongoing arousal could lead to wet inner thighs that someone would probably notice.

Walking barefoot and stealthily, she made her way up the hall to the stairs, up to the third-floor landing. Still no one. Down the hall she went, silent like a cat, the floor barely creaking beneath her slight weight.

There was no sound behind the door where Carol’s parents slept, none behind Colton’s door either, and her mind drifted briefly to the pleasure he had given her before it returned to its initial focus, getting to the attic stairs, climbing them quietly, flipping up the light switch and making her way back to the Husband Keeper.

The dust of the attic, its unique smell of dry wood and old lacquer, were themselves an aphrodisiac, and by the time she’d reached the game, her vagina was roaring with hunger. She tore off the cover, eyed the seat and its obscene chrome accessory, moved into position and sat slowly, gingerly, sighing as it filled her with a length and girth that were not entirely comfortable.

Only when she was fully engaged did she think to look at the old bed where she’d lost her virginity the night before. Other than a little rumpling among the covers, its mischievous service was undetectable, its appearance altogether innocent. The scandalous role of the Husband Keeper, on the other hand, was there for all to see.

The game made the first move, with what Jerrilynn interpreted as a quick, exploratory thrust, drawing back no more than an inch before he thrust up, tip pushing against Jerrilynn’s cervix, forcing a groan from the girl, more of anticipation than pain or pleasure. Did he remember her? Would he do the same things? She didn’t wait to find out, composing her own genital choreography on the fly, lifting a bit, dropping down again, leaning back and forward, loosening and constricting her female walls.

The creak and pop in the chrome panel came sooner than she expected, startling her, the beautiful man’s face emerging, eyes closed in profound pleasure.

“Hello,” she said under her breath, adding, “c’mon, let’s go.”

A little more squeezing, more pressure delivered and applied, and she’d gotten the second door open, and she heard the man’s simulated groaning and knew this was his orgasm, not unlike Colton in the throes of pleasure last night. The third door opened, the man proposing marriage, well before Jerrilynn was even thinking about orgasm. Hold off, she told herself. It all ended with her climax yesterday. Cum and it’s game over. Keep him going.

She grabbed the handles and scanned the chrome panel before her, searching for the fourth door, guessing it was somewhere in the next row down, but the faint engravings were invisible in the dim attic light, so she focused on just pleasing her metallic lover, gyrating and rising and falling and grunting and writhing around him while he stirred against her, and when the door at last opened, she stared at it dumbly and unsurprised, for this was a wedding, bride and groom emerging side by side, both made of chrome, she beautiful and radiant and, like him, of no identifiable ethnic or racial makeup . . . and then music, a tinny but identifiable interpretation of “Here Comes the Bride.”

Okay, she thought to herself, we’re married now. What comes next?

“Uh,” she grunted, pulling up the front of her t-shirt in surprise, because something new was happening, a soft, rhythmic stroking of her clitoris. Yes, something had separated from the chrome phallus and now, through some magic of engineering she couldn’t fathom even if she weren’t being pushed to orgasm, it was licking her.

Her new husband was licking her pussy.

Resisting him had become hopeless. With a few more squirms and a furious tightening of her hole, she climaxed, mouth open and gasping, eyes wide with shock, lubricant soaking the chrome tool and the seat around it.

As the pleasure ebbed, a banging emanated from somewhere within the game, loud and sharp enough that it startled her, and she believed at first she’d broken the old game, but a moment later the fifth door opened, as big as the fourth, this one presenting to her a beautiful chrome home with, before it, a man and woman standing with their backs to her, holding hands and regarding the dwelling.

A house. He’d built her a house. With his own hands. She’d heard him hammering.

Jerrilynn continued to sit, smiling dazedly and sliding her fingers under her eyes because something about the game had made her cry lightly, had put a lump in her throat.

She felt the penis withdraw from her chamber, watched the five doors close simultaneously, leaned forward and studied the panel until she’d found each of the remaining five doors, the numbers 6 through 10 engraved into the metal, the faint outlines of each door promising more adventures, more ways her husband would reward her for her vaginal prowess.

The game was misnamed. It wasn’t just about keeping a husband, it was about getting him to do what you wanted him to do.

What lay behind the rest of the doors? What additional five things would a man do for his wife in gratitude for pleasing him in bed? Jerrilynn rose, adjusted her t-shirt, watched as the phallus reemerged from the seat, seriously considered settling onto it again to see if she could get at least the sixth door open, when she noticed a female figure out of the corner of her eye, whirled to see Carol sitting on the bed, leering at her.

“Damn it, where did you come from?” Jerrilynn barked.

“Five doors,” Carol said. “That’s awesome.”

“Let me do it again,” Jerrilynn said. “I’m gonna get them all.”

“It’s my turn,” Carol said, rising from the bed, pulling off her sundress. She was completely naked underneath, and Jerrilynn regarded her cousin’s body with a new appreciation, her taut belly and firm, round bottom, her full breasts, her shaved mound. Jerrilynn stepped out of the way and Carol went to the seat, dropping cautiously, lining up her vaginal entrance with the shiny tip, and she grunted as she dropped, allowing the game’s de facto joystick into her body, and doing her best to make love to it. But after two minutes, she was already climaxing with just the first two doors opened, and she slumped with disappointment as they closed again.

“Better luck next time,” Jerrilynn said.

“I think you wore him out,” Carol complained.

“He’s a machine. They don’t get tired.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t try again for a while, though,” Carol suggested. She stood, and both girls watched the phallus disappear into the seat.

“How long are we supposed to wait?” Jerrilynn demanded, her voice sharper than she’d intended, her eyes watching intently as the chrome penis reemerged from the seat, cleaned and ready for its next vagina.

“Just until this afternoon,” Carol said. “We need to get Morgan on it.”

“The more we practice on it, the more advice we can give her,” Jerrilynn said, and she could feel her vagina wetting itself with anticipation for another round with the game.

“Didn’t you get her text?” Carol said.

“No, I haven’t checked my phone yet. What did she say?”

“Her flight got bumped up,” Carol said. “She’ll be landing at 11:30 and wants to have lunch with us, downtown.”

“Okay, we can get Brake to take us in at 11,” Jerrilynn said, eyes fixed on the chrome member.

“You’re going to shower and have breakfast and stuff, right?” Carol said, reaching for her cousin’s hand.

“Oh, I, uh . . .” Jerrilynn stammered, mind wrenched from the challenge before her to other considerations, her non-sexual hunger for one, but particularly Colton, who didn’t need to see what she looked like after a hard night’s sleep.

“Okay,” Jerrilynn said, letting Carol lead her out of the attic.


Chapter 8: Morgan Doubts

“Okay,” Morgan Adams asked as soon as their salads had arrived. “What have you sluts been up to since you got here?”

“We’ve only been here–” Jerrilynn began before Carol blurted, “Slutty stuff.”

“like, a day,” Jerrilynn concluded, looking around the main dining room of the Suzerain Cafe to make sure no one was eavesdropping. This wasn’t a conversation for now, she felt. They needed to wait until they were on the island. There was no way to drop hints about the Husband Keeper, because Morgan, worldly as she was, wouldn’t get it. No one would get it. It needed to be spelled out or, better yet, demonstrated.

Nevertheless, Carol was going to try.

“We found a game in the attic,” Carol said.

Morgan nodded, the tan highlights of her otherwise black hair swinging on either side of her face, her eyebrows arched ironically.

Morgan, 18 like the other girls but a year ahead in school, had always been a little more sophisticated than her two blonde cousins. It wasn’t just her black hair, her home near Detroit, her membership in the Adams side of the family that set her apart. The girl had an aura about her, something subtly advanced. So news of an old, forgotten game provoked a predictable response.

“Are you already that bored?” she asked.

“I knew you’d say something like that,” Carol said, nodding. “So I just dare . . . I just double dare you to play it.”

“Okay, what game is it?” Morgan asked wearily. “Because I’ve played a lot of them. Like, when I was in elementary school.”

“This isn’t that kind of game,” Jerrilynn said, starting to get annoyed. “I promise you, you’ve never played it.”

“Is it a video game?” Morgan asked. “Because no, I probably haven’t. I don’t play those.”

Carol and Jerrilynn looked at each other. No, the Husband Keeper wasn’t a video game, exactly, but there were similarities. Jerrilynn, at first reluctant to discuss the lurid game in public, realized she had a leg up on her worldly cousin, and she couldn’t help but take advantage of it. There is no way Morgan had ever played anything like the Husband Keeper, and once she knew what it was, she’d have to tip her hat to two girls she’d always treated a little like country bumpkins.

How long could she string this out? Jerrilynn wondered. All the way through lunch, she thought, hint by hint, until Morgan was practically begging them to show her what they were talking about.

“It goes up your cunt and fucks you,” Carol announced, lowering her voice and almost setting her chin into her salad, and Jerrilynn scowled, because this was exactly not how she’d wanted this conversation to play out.

“Okay,” Morgan said, nodding with an air of patient indulgence. “I’ve heard of them. They’re not really games, though. They’re called dildos. You both might want to try one.”

Morgan looked sadly at her two cousins, as though heartbroken by their naivete.

“It’s not a dildo,” Jerrilynn said curtly, and a little more loudly than she’d intended. None of their fellow diners, fortunately, seemed to have heard her, and she delivered her next words more quietly, but with what she believed was devastating bluntness, because if Carol was going to go there up front, so was Jerrilynn: “It’s a chrome cock that sticks out of a seat, and you sit on it and it goes up your pussy, and it literally fucks you while you’re sitting there, and you fuck it back, and the better you do, the more doors you open.”

Jerrilynn closed her mouth, searched the room for any eavesdroppers, again found none.

Morgan raised her eyebrows and leaned back slightly, as though she’d caught a whiff of something unpleasant. “Uh, wha . . .?” she managed.

“We’ll show it to you,” Carol said. “It’s in the attic. As soon as we get to the island.”

“Oh, oh, oh,” Morgan said, nodding and chuckling. “Okay, I get it now. Let me guess. I bet this involves a blindfold. And putting my hand in something gross. Or getting . . . okay, you two bitches found a dog cage, didn’t you? And you think I’m going to–”

“We’ll show it to you,” Carol said. “You just have to see it.”

“I’ll do it first,” Jerrilynn blurted, immediately feeling the telltale warmth between her legs that matched her sexual urges. Yes, she’d have to play the Husband Keeper again, to demonstrate it. She wanted to do that. She wanted to do it now.

“Okay, I’ll play along,” Morgan said, clearly no closer to believing than she’d been at the start. “Someone made a game that you sit on, and something goes up your vagina, and you fuck it, and doors open if you fuck it, right?”

“That’s it,” Carol said excitedly.

“Wow,” Morgan said, nodding soberly as she looked at both her cousins. “Who exactly invented this game? Milton Bradley?”

“That’s just the thing,” Jerrilynn said. “We don’t know. It’s called the Husband Keeper. It doesn’t say–”

“Husband Keeper?” Morgan interrupted.

“It says that yeah, in an engraving,” Carol said. “Old-timey letters.”

“I think the idea of it is,” Jerrilynn explained, “if you’re good at sex with your husband, he’ll stay.”

“And you can keep him,” Carol added.

“What?” Morgan exclaimed. “Oh my god, you know how sexist this is, right?”

The girls shook their heads uncomprehendingly.

“That your relationship is just about how you use your vagina?” Morgan continued.

“He has to do things for you too, though,” Jerrilynn countered. “He has to give you a ring. And a house.”

Morgan’s dour expression made clear she was not impressed. “A real house?”

“No,” Jerrilynn said, “you just see a house. I mean, I mean, a house pops out of this door. He built it for you. There’s hammers. You can hear hammers. And then the door opens and this house comes out.”

“That’s the fifth door,” Carol said. “Jerrilynn got five doors opened this morning. She’s really good at it.”

Morgan sighed, looked down at her salad, poked at the leaves.

“I’m starting to believe you two believe this,” she said. “But if this is one of your practical jokes, I’m just going to say for the record now I’m not doing anything weird.”

“You don’t have to do any weird things to play it,” said Jerrilynn.

“Just take a look at it when we get back to the house,” Carol said. “It’s in the attic.”

“And I’ll go first,” Jerrilynn said, opening her thighs and closing them, the sensations at her vulva becoming frustrating.

“Okay,” Morgan said, setting down her fork and picking up her tea. “I’ll look at whatever it is you think you’ve found. And if you’re making all this up, I have to say . . . I’m impressed by your creativity.”

Jerrilynn felt a tap on her shoulder, thought it might be the server with her main course, looked up and almost fell out of her seat as she found herself staring into the eyes of Colton Stockman.

They looked at each other for only the briefest of moments before he turned his attention to welcoming Morgan, but in that instant they shared what Jerrilynn considered to be a private understanding, an acknowledgement of both their physical and psychological coupling the night before.

Morgan stood, offered a perfunctory hug to the boy, and told him to take the fourth chair, which happened to be across from Jerrilynn, and he obeyed with a smirk and then another quick glance into Jerrilynn’s eyes.

Was not Morgan a potential rival for Colton’s affections? On paper, yes. She was pretty, well-proportioned, healthy, and sophisticated enough to appeal to a boy close to graduating from college. But when their stays on Jones Island overlapped, the interactions between Colton and Morgan were without what Jerrilynn might have called chemistry. They spoke respectfully to each other, even laughed at each other’s jokes, but Colton would never have stared at Morgan the way he had at Jerrilynn the morning before. Nor could Morgan have sensed the . . . what should she call it? . . . the electricity around the boy. Jerrilynn could still feel the place where he’d touched her shoulder, could feel his essence enveloping her from the other side of the table, believed he could feel hers as well. And she longed for him, not just his penis up her vagina, but his kiss, the weight of his body above her, the clasp of his hands behind the small of her back. And his words, whispered in her ear and meant only for her. They would be together again. She could feel that too. But not now. Not this afternoon. Her next date was with the Husband Keeper. She needed to show it to Morgan. She needed to show Morgan how it worked. Morgan didn’t believe them, so she needed to provide a full demonstration, open as many doors as possible, and see if she could convince Morgan to try her luck. And maybe she’d be able to get a few more doors open. But Jerrilynn also needed to make sure no more was said on the matter. Colton didn’t need to know about the game. Lovers kept secrets from each other, didn’t they? Innocent secrets. Secrets like this one, about Jerrilynn’s coupling with a machine meant to test–and ultimately to improve–her abilities to deliver vaginal affection.

“How was your flight?” Colton asked.

“I was in the air at 7 this morning,” Morgan said with an exaggerated yawn. “But all good. I needed some time in the sticks.”

“They didn’t card us at the Big House last night,” Carol said. “I had probably three St. John’s strawberries before Jerrilynn made me come home.”

“The Big House?” Morgan said with obvious distaste. “Picnic tables and dart boards?”

“Yeah,” Carol said a little defensively. “It was packed last night. Everyone goes there.”

“Do they serve anything besides bitch beer?”

“Probably,” Carol said, adding after a pause, “It used to be a jail.”

“Okay,” Morgan said, clearly still unimpressed. “Let’s do the Barrister Inn tonight.”

“I can’t drink again,” Carol said. “I almost barfed when I woke up this morning.”

“Is that where everyone was?” Colton asked, eyeing both Carol and Jerrilynn suspiciously. “In the bathroom, trying not to barf?”

“No,” Carol said. “I took a shower, then me and Jerrilynn, well, we went up, you know . . . we had some things to do . . .”

To Jerrilynn’s relief, Carol’s voice trailed off as she seemed to realize this wasn’t something Colton–or any male–needed to hear about.

“I woke up late, and then I took a shower,” Jerrilynn said, not quite honestly, but her next words were completely true, and aimed squarely at Colton. “I’m glad you found us.”

“Didn’t take long,” he said, and Jerrilynn felt his sandaled foot press against her toes, briefly but very intentionally, and she looked at him with a half smile. “And I’m up for anything tonight,” he added.

“Maybe we can come to town a little earlier,” Jerrilynn said. “After we get Morgan situated.”

After lunch, the three girls went back to the island while Colton headed to the local library to check the news and research something.

Carol, stung by Morgan’s skepticism about the Husband Keeper, sat on her bed, idly tapping her laptop while she watched her cousin unpack. Jerrilynn, perched on the second bunk, found that conversing was best for keeping her mind off her next date with the game, so she peppered Morgan with questions about school, college plans, boys, clothes.

But at last, Morgan was done, her things stuffed into drawers, hanging in the closet, spread out on her bed, and Carol set down her laptop and stood.

“Okay, we have something to show you,” she announced.

“Fine,” Morgan said, heading with resignation into the hall, Jerrilynn bringing up the rear.

Before they could traverse the third-floor hall to the attic door, unfortunately, Whittle and Jimbo had to be dealt with. The gangster twins had taken up stations at the top of the stairs to the third-floor landing, Jimbo sitting and looking pensively at the wall, arms crossed over knees, while Whittle leaned with his shoulder against the post that ran to the ceiling, his face a scowl.

“Hey, Jimbo, hey Whittle!” Morgan said, hugging the boys despite their personae, catching up briefly, moving on while the boys returned to their earlier poses.

Carol grabbed Morgan’s hand for the rest of the journey, saying nothing, three sets of female footsteps all the noise they made as they reached the attic door. But when Carol put her hand on the knob, Morgan spoke quietly.

“No pranks,” she said. “I’m not getting into any boxes, closing my eyes, drinking anything, or putting my hand in something.”

“We already told you, you don’t have to do any of that,” Carol promised, taking the narrow stairs two at a time, hitting the light. “C’mon, you have to see it.”


Chapter 9: Morgan Believes

Jerrilynn and Carol approached the Husband Keeper with reverence, navigating the dusty aisle between their extended family’s forgotten detritus with steps that slowed as they drew near the game. Morgan, on the other hand, cast her eyes here and there, settling on an old couch here, a lamp or clothes rack there, seemingly still convinced there was something prankish afoot, a silly trick of some sort her flighty cousins were hoping to play on her.

And why shouldn’t she doubt? How could there possibly be such a game, described by her cousins as a seat with a dildo sticking out of it, which one does something to with one’s vagina, and then doors open or something? Well, maybe there was something like that in high-end sex shops or porn studios, or maybe someone somewhere was working on an actual game for mass consumption, but there was nothing like this out there yet, and if there were, the last place it would be is in the old Jones family attic on Jones Island.

Jerrilynn, breath coming in short pants as her lust climbed, reached the game first and began tugging at the heavy black cover, and Carol joined her a moment later, the two revealing the game in all its obscene glory to Morgan, whose air of studied indifference quickly yielded to raised-eyebrow surprise.

“Holy fuck,” she said, bending to look at the chrome phallus, rising up from the game’s wooden seat. “Who the fuck made this?”

“We don’t know,” Carol said softly.

“Do you believe us now?” Jerrilynn demanded, her own eyes fixed on the shining member.

“You’ve . . . done this?” Morgan asked.

“Yeah,” Jerrilynn huffed. “We both have. A few times. You have to get the doors open.”

“What doors?” Morgan asked.

“Here,” Carol said, bending to trace the outlines of the first few doors with her finger. “They have numbers, see? 1, 2, 3, 4. Jerrilynn got the first five open this morning. She’s really good at it.”

Morgan stepped next to Carol to run her own fingers over the silvery surface, traced the numbers engraved into the doors, looked up and pressed against the letters at the top: Husband Keeper.

“Who in the fucking hell made this thing?” she asked. “I mean, this isn’t even . . . I mean, no way . . .”

“I’m gonna play it,” Jerrilynn said, kicking off her shoes and turning her skirt to unzip it. “So you can see . . . it’s real.”

Before Morgan could express her misgivings, Jerrilynn was completely nude, pink nipples extending, vulva fully engorged, and she stepped in between the seat and the chrome panels and grabbed the handles at the top of the machine.

“Why are you naked?” Morgan asked.

“It’s easier,” Jerrilynn said absently, looking down as she lowered herself.

“You can just take off your panties,” Carol said with the same fixated air, “or even just move them to the side, if you want.”

“Wait,” Morgan said as Jerrilynn lined up her female opening with the game’s shiny cock top. “You’re seriously going to let that thing up you? Aren’t you going to clean it first?”

“It’s self-cleaning,” Carol said.

“How?” Morgan demanded.

“After you play on it, it goes inside the seat,” Carol explained, “and it comes out shiny, no girl goop.”

“Bull,” Morgan said.

“Oh-a . . . oh-a,” Jerrilynn gasped as the phallus began stretching her, sounding like someone easing into very hot water.

Morgan fell silent, watching her cousin engage with the machine.

Close quarters during their summers on Jones Island meant there were few secrets among them. They made no effort to hide their bodies after showers, they changed in front of each other multiple times a day, they shared a bathroom–one peeing, one shaving her pubic hair, one brushing her teeth often enough. And at night, their masturbatory exercises weren’t conducted with shrinking modesty. They heard each other, they laughed when an orgasm was especially vociferous, they discussed–and shared–dildos and vibrators. But neither were their pleasures conducted with ruthless abandon. The lights were off when they pleasured. Their coos and grunts were mostly subdued. The insertion of toys, when toys were required, was done at a judicious pace instead of the piston-like slickslickslick they might practice when alone. They were family, but they were not orgyists.

So this was something new for Morgan, the watching of another female succumb to sexual pleasure with complete openness. Sophisticated and worldly as she might be, she’d never seen another girl take something into her most private orifice under the glow of electric lights, the dimmer glow of the afternoon sun streaming through filmy attic windows.

Jerrilynn dropped her hands to her thighs, wriggling her pelvis, rising slightly with a grunt, dropping back down, and the first door opened quickly, startling Morgan with both its suddenness and the beauty of the chrome male face that emerged.

“First door,” Carol announced.

Within moments, the second door opened, accompanied by what was clearly an attempt at male orgasmic groaning.

“That’s when he cums,” Carol said. “Keep watching. He’s going to propose next.”

Sure enough, as Morgan watched with innocent rapture, the third door opened and the man emerged, this time bearing a diamond ring.

“He’s marrying her because she’s so good,” Carol said. “It’s not sexist.”

Jerrilynn was engaging with the game with all her energy now, gripping the handles, rising and falling, pressing forward and back and side to side while the chrome penis stirred within her.

“It’s moving,” Morgan gasped, kneeling to peer more closely at the place where her cousin had become one with the game. “How . . . how is it doing it?”

“It’s part of the game,” Carol said.

“No,” Morgan said. “I mean, is it just doing whatever Jerrilynn does? Is there some kind of AI involved? Maybe it’s–”

“Uhhhh AHHH!,” Jerrilynn grunted, silencing Morgan, and another door opened, a married couple emerged, and the machine played “Here Comes the Bride.”

“Fourth door, he just married her,” Carol said with hushed reverence. “See?”

Morgan leaned forward and nodded.

“Fifth door next,” Carol said. “She got as far as the fifth door this morning. C’mon Jar-Jar, you got this.”

“Uhhhhhh,” Jerrilynn groaned, because a section of the chrome phallus had parted from the rest of the shaft and was stroking her clitoris. “He’s . . . licking me.”

“Hang in there,” Carol urged.

“She’s already done all this once today?” Morgan asked, obviously impressed with her cousin’s determination and endurance, not to mention her vaginal athleticism.

“Yeah,” Carol said. “She’s the best at it.”

Jerrilynn fixed her focus solely on the effort between her legs, the conversation happening beside her not distracting her at all, her knuckles white, her legs shaking as she rose and fell, and when the game echoed with hammer blows and the house emerged from behind the fifth door, the blessed chrome couple standing before it arm in arm, the girl’s fixation seemed to redouble.

“He’s just made her a house,” Carol said. “Sixth door now. We haven’t gotten it open yet. C’mon, Jerri, what’s behind it? What’s–”

Carol was silenced by another groan from Jerrilynn, followed by a squeal, and the girl lifted up and looked down between her legs in shock.

“He’s sticking something up my ass,” Jerrilynn gasped to herself. “Oh my god on my god . . . ahhh AUUHHHHH!”

Jerrilynn shock, whirled, cried out, spasmed, and climaxed with a series of quick, despairing grunts, and even as her ecstasy ebbed, the sixth door opened before her, presenting a very convincing miniature of the Eiffel Tower, the couple standing before it, arm and arm again.

Jerrilynn, bowed and gasping, barely glanced up to view her latest reward, her eyes downcast and her body wet with sweat, her hands flat on her thighs as she recovered from her exertions the way long-distance runners do.

“Six doors,” she sighed, looking at the chrome panel, all of its figures and landmarks gone again. She stood, wobbling slightly as she looked behind her at the seat, where the shiny phallus and a smaller, shiny anal rod were slowly withdrawing into the seat.

Ignoring her cousins, she stepped to her clothing and pulled it on, panties and bra and skirt and t-shirt, before she stumbled back to the game.

“Where’s the dildo?” Morgan demanded.

“It goes inside the machine and gets cleaned,” Carol said.

“It stuck something else up me,” Jerrilynn said, standing behind the game and pointing to the little circle of wood behind the place where the phallus emerged. “It came out here, went up my bottom. I could have kept going if it didn’t–”

“Oh my god,” Morgan said as the chrome phallus returned from the game’s recesses, aiming up obscenely in preparation for the next player.

“Where’s the butt thing?” Carol asked.

“It only comes out if you make it past the fifth door,” Jerrilynn said, brushing her damp hair from her face and becoming serious, even business-like, and she turned to Morgan with an accusatory tone. “Do you believe us now?”

“Who the fuck made this game?” Morgan asked in an implied affirmation.

“Maybe it’s on there somewhere,” Carol said, bending to peer between the attic wall and the back of the machine. “We’ll have to move this thing to read it, but there’s no writing I can see anywhere.”

“It’s like black plastic,” Morgan said, sliding her fingers along the game’s smooth back surface.

“The sixth door was the Eiffel Tower,” Jerrilynn said.

“Yeah,” Carol said. “Like, after he built you a house, he took you on a trip.”

“To Paris,” Morgan said absently.

“He must really love you,” Carol said wistfully. “Or at least your pussy.”

“How did you find it?” Morgan asked.

“We were just walking around up here,” Carol recalled, “seeing what was where, and we pulled the cover off, and then . . . well, Jerrilynn went first.”

“You really thought sitting on this thing was a good idea?” Morgan asked, admiration mixed into her derision.

“It was for science,” Jerrilynn said.

“This is not science,” Morgan asserted.

“Yes it is,” Carol countered. “It’s totally scientific. I mean, based on science. The science of the girl’s body. Right?”

“It’s a game,” Morgan said flatly.

“Why don’t you play it then?” Carol said.

“It was just all up in Jerrilynn’s business,” Morgan said.

“You think I have something you could catch?” Jerrilynn asked.

“It’s clean, either way,” said Carol. “Feel it.”

Morgan stepped in between the seat and the chrome panel, reached her hand down doubtfully to touch the phallus.

“Okay, it’s dry at least,” she said. “Oh my god, it’s . . . it’s quivering.”

“It does that when you touch it,” Jerrilynn noted.

“How? But, well, look at the seat. You got it wet, all around where it sticks up.”

Carol pulled a tissue out of the back pocket of her shorts, wiped up the smears of Jerrilynn’s pleasure. “Now it’s all ready for you.”

“You’re acting like you think I’m going to do it,” Morgan said, but her words were tentative, the girl clearly torn over the question of playing. Should she? Shouldn’t she? Jerrilynn sensed that if they played their cards right, she and Carol could get their cousin’s sophisticated vagina wrapped around the chrome penis immediately.

For once, fortunately, Carol didn’t charge ahead. Jerrilynn was better at these kinds of things, and she went for finesse.

“No,” Jerrilynn said, “your instincts are saying don’t. So did mine.”

“Why did you do it then?” Morgan asked.

“Just super curious,” Jerrilynn said. “We both were. And I guess we weren’t as prude as you probably think we are.”

“I don’t think you’re prude,” Morgan said. “I just . . . well, I mean, it doesn’t stab you or something, right?”

“It moves with you,” Jerrilynn said.

“It feels really really good,” Carol added, “so you can hardly keep from cumming, and that’s when the doors stop opening.”

“If you just want to let it touch you there, then you’ll sort of know what it’s like,” Jerrilynn said. “Since you’re sort of curious.”

Morgan slipped her hands under her skirt, slipped her panties down to her thighs, and stepped in between the seat and chrome panel.

“As soon as you come in contact with it,” Jerrilynn warned, “it’s like it knows you’re there, so you’ll want to be careful.”

Morgan lowered herself slowly, eyes going wide when the tip began vibrating against her vulva. But after a brief pause, she continued dropping, taking the vaginal joystick into her body with a marked determination.

“Oh,” she said, quietly, to herself, all her worldly skepticism erased by the stretching of her female chamber. “Oh. Oh.”

Morgan did a passable job of it, settling all the way down to the seat, squirming and rocking forward and backward, resting her hands on her thighs before she raised them to the handles, and she looked at the beautiful chrome face when the first door popped open, grunted through the second door and the climaxing man, just got the man to propose before she raised her face to the ceiling and lost herself in a series of pants and a long, moaning climax.

Through the aftershocks, her hips still spasming, she deflated, her back bending with satisfied exhaustion, and she held that position for a few long breaths before she turned her attention to her cousins with a new air of respect.

“Best. Game. Ever,” she said, standing, a thick string of lubricant and ovulatory fluid thinning between her slot and the chrome penis tip, and she watched as the doors shut and the phallus retracted into the seat.

“Fuck, I’m soaked,” Morgan lamented, picking up her panties, pulling them on, adjusting them against her sex organ.

“See, we can be serious sometimes,” Carol said, clearly fishing for praise.

Morgan put her hand wearily on the back of the seat and looked at the girl.

“If this is one of your jokes,” she said, “you two have definitely moved onto the next level.”

“It’s not a joke, we just found it,” Jerrilynn said. “You got three doors open. You have to keep playing.”

“I’m not playing anytime soon,” Morgan assured. “My pussy’s completely wiped out.”


Chapter 10: Jerrilynn Hangs Up

“Hey, Mom!” Jerrilynn said, rising from her table at the Barrister Inn, offering an apologetic glance at her dinner companions to take the call outside.

“Hey, sweetie, how’s the island?” Mrs. Jones asked.

“It’s been awesome,” Jerrilynn said. “Me and Carol have been hanging out, and Morgan got here this morning.”

“The three musketeers, back together.”

“I know,” Jerrilynn laughed, slipping through the hotel lobby and out onto the bustling street.

“Where are you now?”

“Barrister Inn. I just walked outside. We’re having dinner here. Morgan insisted.”

“You’ve been eating well?”

“Totally. Brake’s keeping the fridge stocked, and we’ve been coming to town for lunch and dinner. When are you and Dad getting here?”

“Sunday night, if a case he’s working on doesn’t interfere.”

“I hope so.”

“Who else is there?”

“The Adamses, from California,” Jerrilynn said. “They brought their 14-year-old thugs.”

“Thugs?”

“Yeah, gangster-wannabes, hoodlums, whatever you call them. They’ve been dressing up like drug dealers.”

“Cute. And is Carol’s brother there yet?”

“He’ll be here in a week.”

“What about that other boy, the one Carol’s family brings. What was his name?”

“Colton,” Jerrilynn said with a slight catch in her voice. “Yes, he’s here.”

“He was the politest, most intelligent boy,” Mrs. Jones said. “I’m sure he’s going to land some very lucky girl any day now.”

“What do you mean?” Jerrilynn demanded, her blood pressure suddenly rising.

“Well, don’t you think he’d be a catch for someone?” Mrs. Jones asked, her tone defensive in proportion to her daughter’s sudden sharpness.

“Someone?” Jerrilynn said icily.

“Oh my god, he isn’t gay, is he?” Mrs. Jones almost shouted.

“No, Mom, he isn’t gay,” Jerrilynn said, deeply offended and still not sure why. “And what’s wrong with that, anyway?”

“Nothing’s wrong with it,” Mrs. Jones said. “It’s just, he’d be such a catch for a girl. I’m sure he barely looks at most of them. But someday someone very special is going to catch his eye.”

Jerrilynn’s annoyance was blooming into full-blown rage, a not uncommon occurrence when a girl comes of age and her mother still sees the gawking child. Nowhere in her mother’s words was there any suggestion that Jerrilynn might be that girl, that Colton might have given her a hard look the first time he’d seen her this week, and since then, she’d caught much more than his eye. And not just his penis, but what seemed to be sincere affection, even love.

“You don’t think he’d take a look at me?” Jerrilynn demanded, not trying to finesse this. At all.

“Oh, sweetie,” Mrs. Jones said sadly. “He’s, well, what, he’s two years older than you? He’s–”

“I think he’d be interested,” Jerrilynn said, not sure what she was trying to accomplish.

“In you?” Mrs. Jones said, sounding almost startled.

“Yes, Mom, in me,” Jerrilynn said.

“Okay, Honey, of course,” Mrs. Jones said. “We all have our dreams. He’s–”

“We’ve been spending a lot of time together,” Jerrilynn blurted.

“What kind of time?” Mrs. Jones replied, her tone shifting subtly. She was still being infuriatingly condescending, but now there was a guardedness in her voice. Jerrilynn could almost hear what her mother was thinking: Oh, has he actually looked in your direction? Talked to you once or twice? I’m sure that your imaginative girl’s mind thinks that means something, so get ready to have your heart broken, when reality comes crashing down.

Jerrilynn, watching an open jeep pass loaded with teens, pressed the heel of her hand against each eye, because her mother had made her so furious she was battling tears now. What did she need to say to set her mother straight, to make her understand this was no school girl fantasy?

“We’re going steady,” Jerrilynn said.

“You think you’re going steady,” Mrs. Jones said back, laughing before she added, “What does that even mean?”

“It means we really like each other,” Jerrilynn said. “We’re going to be together, while we’re here. And maybe after too. I hope so, anyway.”

Jerrilynn could hear her mother breathing over the phone, but for a long pause, the call was otherwise silent. And when Mom at last spoke, she was anything but chastened. Or logical in any way.

“That young man doesn’t come from the right kind of family,” she said.

“Wait,” Jerrilynn said, stunned into near silence. “What?”

“He is not the boy for you,” Mrs. Jones added. “I really hope you don’t think this is serious.”

“Mom, wha–”

“His father is a draftsman," Mrs. Jones said coldly.

“Wait,” Jerrilynn almost shouted, startling a couple who were holding hands as they drifted into the Barrister Inn. “You just got finished saying how great he was, how lucky a girl would be to get him, and now you’re saying–”

“How serious do you think this is?” Mrs. Jones asked.

“Very serious.”

“Are you having relations?”

“What are relations?” Jerrilynn asked, the term puzzling to her. “You mean, is he related to us? No, he’s a friend of Carol’s family. I mean, you knew that, right?”

“Are you having sexual relations with him?”

Jerrilynn answered the question with silence, and for a time, neither woman spoke.

“How soon can you get home?” Mrs. Jones asked.

“What do you mean?” Jerrilynn asked, the hairs rising on the back of her neck.

“You’ll be coming home tomorrow,” Mrs. Jones said with her most terrifying tone, a sort of calm, icy fury, “and then you can come back to the island with us, Sunday. And you will have nothing more to do with that boy. At all.”

Panic. Absolute, raw animal terror. This was all the worst things that could go wrong. No, no, no, this couldn’t be happening. Jerrilynn looked at the phone in her hands as though it had just turned into a mass of earthworms, and did the only thing she could think of.

“Okay, Mom, great talking to you, bye,” she said, tapping the call dead, shoving her phone into her purse, then drawing it out to put it into airplane mode. Something had gone very off with that call. In the space of a few minutes, her mother had gone insane, saying one thing, and then its opposite.

Still standing on the sidewalk in front of the Barrister Inn, Jerrilynn fanned her face, forced a weak smile, straightened her skirt, entered the building and returned to the table, where Colton, Carol and Morgan were laughing about something. But as she approached, he looked at her with one eyebrow slightly raised, and she looked back at him with a pained smile, and she knew he understood, that things were happening that had concerned her, and they would talk about them when they could.

Sexual relations? Yes, Mom, sexual relations. He fucked me once, and it was good, probably something you couldn’t appreciate, and I’m going to get him back between my legs again as soon as I can. Like, tonight, probably. Now. As soon as humanly possible. And no, I am not coming home.

The evening would have been ruined for Jerrilynn if she’d allowed herself to ponder the future. Soon enough, maybe in a week or two when Colton had to go back to California, their fling would end, and it might never be revived. For some reason Jerrilynn wasn’t quite understanding, her mother didn’t approve, which meant Dad wouldn’t either, and they could interfere in all kinds of ways while Jerrilynn was completing her last year of high school. And Colton’s parents would be no more amendable to things, Jerrilynn was sure. She’d never met them but she knew they were super Christians who got upset about many of the normal things Colton did. Having sex with a high school student would definitely be off limits for him. But more immediately, Mom was trying to get Jerrilynn back to Boston until they all could fly back out together, and hanging up on the woman was only the most temporary of solutions. Now what would Mom do? Fly out early? Maybe. Start calling Carol’s parents and telling them to make sure Colton wasn’t fucking her daughter? That was much less likely. Mom hated scandal, even got uncomfortable about some of her husband’s clients, so she would never admit there was some of it in her own household. But Mom had resources. She could be creative. Jerrilynn had the advantage of distance, but that was temporary.

And yet, as she tipped a beer she looked old enough to drink, cracked a joke about the gangbang twins, and gazed discreetly at Colton gazing discreetly at her from across the table, she was jubilant.

I am a woman. I’ve had my first time, and it was damned good. And I was damned good. And I know Mom’s impressed, even if she’s going to pull that class bullshit on me. Who cares what Colton’s dad does for a living? Colton’s going to do much bigger things. Just look at him and you get the feel of something . . . adventure, courage, danger. Maybe Mom’s just jealous. No way can my little girl catch a guy like Colton. Well, Mom, I just did. Took me a day. So fuck off.

As the meal wound down, the quartet started making plans for the rest of the evening. Carol wanted to find the boy she’d been dancing with the night before. He said he’d be playing bass in an oldies band at a barn on the edge of town. Morgan had something going with a couple of women in the city’s artist coop she’d met the summer before. Jerrilynn and Colton feigned a lack of any clear plans but agreed, as though reluctantly, to pass the time together until everyone met back on the docks at 11 for the boat ride home. Maybe they’d go drinking, or dancing, or see what shops were open, because Jerrilynn was sort of thinking about getting a new pair of sandals.

They took leave of each other in front of the Barrister Inn, Carol heading left, Morgan right, the two lovers holding their place by the hotel’s great front door.

“Who was on the phone?” Colton asked.

“Mom,” Jerrilynn said, trying not to scowl.

“Not a good call?”

Jerrilynn sighed, looked up at the boy. “She knows.”

“Knows what?”

“About us.”

“What about us?”

“Everything about us.”

“How’d she find that out?” Colton asked, looking amused. Shouldn’t he have looked scared, horrified, embarrassed? But that was Colton. Always cool.

“She just . . . well, I told her, I guess.”

“Usually people wait a few days, at least, to tell the parents.”

“I didn’t start out the call meaning to tell her,” Jerrilynn said.

“Go on?”

“She just . . . I don’t know how she does it,” Jerrilynn began, voice breaking as its pitch increased by an octave. “She just pushes my buttons, and I start going off, and then I say something I end up regretting. She’s a master at it.”

“So this was definitely not a pleasant conversation,” Colton observed drily.

“Well, no. Because, well . . .” Jerrilynn paused, bit her lip, not sure how much to reveal before deciding not to hold back. “She doesn’t approve.”

“Of what?”

“Of us.”

“What about us?”

“Itoldherwe’regoingsteadyandwehadsex,” Jerrilynn said in a rush.

“Okay,” Colton said evenly, still smiling. “Which part doesn’t she approve of?”

“All of it,” Jerrilynn said bitterly.

“Did she give a reason?”

“She, well, she just . . .” Jerrilynn stammered, realizing this question was much harder to answer, because it had to do with things people couldn’t help. Colton had no say in what his father did, and it wasn’t the boy’s fault that his father was a draftsman, whatever that was. “Okay, I think, I think,” Jerrilynn continued while her mind scratched around for a palatable answer. “Yeah. She wants me to marry someone in Boston. Like, some old family or something. She’s always trying to set me up with people.”

“You didn’t tell her we were getting married, correct?” Colton said, starting to look a little nervous.

“No!” Jerrilynn protested. “But if I’m dating someone, and having sex with them, then I guess, I guess Mom’s making that leap. In her mind.”

“What should we do?” Colton asked, looking truly worried now, his expression almost breaking Jerrilynn’s heart.

“Nothing,” she said, fighting tears. “I mean, whatever we wanna do. Whatever we’ve been doing.” She reached out and gripped his hand. “Now. Let’s do it here somewhere.”


Chapter 11: Trysting in an Alley

Jerrilynn looked up at Colton, saw a mix of surprise, uncertainty and lust in his eyes. She would have to make this decision, she realized, so she cast about, spotted a narrow alley between the Barrister Inn and the old brick building next door to it, pulled Colton toward it.

Colton smiled to himself–she was almost as anxious to get things moving as he was, if that was even possible. His erection was straining in his jeans as he followed her around a corner and into an alley next to the hotel. With dusk settling over the city, the space was surprisingly dark, cooler than the street, an ambience all its own that became more obvious as Jerrilynn urged him deeper, to the decidedly less enticing section of the alley, to the wall beyond a dumpster parked by the inn’s kitchen entrance, its contents spilling over the sides.

“You’re okay with this?” he asked, hoping she was.

“It’s the only place I can think of,” she said. “People can do it like this, right?”

“Standing?” he asked. “Sure.”

Jerrilynn looked around her feet at the black crust, the seeping dumpster juices.

“I think we’d need to,” she said. “With our shoes on too.”

“Yeah,” he said, his voice catching. “I’m okay with that.” He reached for her neck and pulled her to him to kiss her. She let him, seemingly content to have him take the lead now that she made her willingness clear. He kissed her deeply as he brushed the backs of his fingers across her hard nipples, visible under her golf shirt. He smiled when she closed her eyes and moaned into his mouth.

Jerrilynn could feel her lubricant flowing, the way it did with the Husband Keeper, the way thinking of Colton made it happen. Not wanting to come back to the house with drenched panties, she worked one thumb under her skirt to hook the hem of her underwear, working it down past her right hip while she continued kissing Colton.

As their lips remained locked and their tongues intertwined, Colton let go of her and reached for his belt buckle. He undid his jeans and slipped them down to free his manhood. He hesitated briefly, wondered if she might be willing to bestow a quick bit of oral stimulation on his erection before he moved on, but when she kept kissing his mouth and didn’t even reach for his cock, he eased her slowly against the wall, grabbed her shoulders and spun her around to face away from him. She looked at him as he did but offered no resistance, so he raised the hem of her skirt and waited for her to angle her hips such that he could enter her chamber while she leaned against the rough bricks.

“Wait,” she said, straightening, reaching for the other side of her panties, and she pushed them down with both hands. She’d need them completely off to open her legs as wide as they’d need to be, she realized. Hesitant to touch anything around herself, she did her best to stay balanced as she picked up one foot, then the other, stepped out of the garment and hooked it over the waistline of her skirt.

Done, she returned to her position against the wall, pressed her face against the brick, was surprised to find it warm, wondered if an oven was on the other side of this wall, the oven that had cooked her meal, and was preparing other meals now.

“Okay,” she said, her voice an urgent grunt, and she bent and angled her pelvis up, doing her best to get her hole into the position he needed.

Colton slid his cock into her slowly, as slowly as he could manage, and moaned as the wetness of her sheath engulfed him.

“Oh god,” Jerrilynn gasped into the bricks.

“Fuck, Jerrilynn,” he moaned. “Fuck.”

“Is it okay?” she asked, hoping the angle wasn’t uncomfortable for him, especially when he was all the way in her. Did weird angles hurt boys? She had no idea. This was something she needed to learn.

Colton wanted to reassure her, to tell her that this was better than okay, that this was so hot and nasty, but his voice failed him as he plunged into her again and again. He tried to restrain himself but he couldn’t. She was his and he wanted this and she wanted it and, good god, how cool was that?

Colton didn’t need to speak, at least not with his mouth. His penis was answering all her questions, sliding in and out of her sheath so deliciously she wanted to scream, and she briefly wondered what that would sound like, echoing back up the alley, before she decided to limit her reactions to a series of loud grunts, one for each time Colton’s tip banged against her cervix. Forced to pull her face away from the warm bricks or risk getting it bruised, she put her hands flat against them, body rocking forward almost violently with every thrust.

Colton’s hands found their way to Jerrilynn’s hips when he realized that her breasts were just inches away. He reached up and grabbed her two globes for leverage as he pummeled her hole, and she squeaked as he squeezed them in time with each thrust.

Certain now this angle was working for Colton, Jerrilynn turned her attention to her own sensations, realized that with every new insertion, her lover’s tip was raking her front wall, and the sensitivity there was growing in ways she didn’t quite understand. But yes, if he kept doing it, if he kept squeezing her breasts under her shirt, under her bra, while he shoved himself over and over up her pleasure slot . . . the results would be unstoppable.

Unbidden, but undeniable, his shaft swelled within her. His balls clenched and roiled. His mind went blank as his orgasm overtook and overcame him, surging along with his seed, flooding the girl’s hole, blinding him with pleasure and release and regret. He grunted, once with the initial surge, again with every spasm that consumed him, until he was overcome with the desire to collapse on her back.

Jerrilynn could feel it, each shot of cum exploding one at a time deep within her girlhood, and her own climax arrived by his third release, her whole body responding to the pleasure, her toes curling, her legs trembling, her pelvis shaking while her vagina twitched around him, and she raised her head and shouted into the warm bricks before her, “Oh, Oh, Oh, Oh god!”

As his erection dissipated, he kept thrusting into her, unwilling to admit to himself that he was spent. The sensations were different but still fantastic as his head became so sensitive but her chamber remained perfect for him, undeniably the best sensation he’d ever experienced, at least in recent memory. He thought about how this girl was so unlike the others he’d had, so willing to take him, so filled with the same needs he felt, so. . . sexual.

Jerrilynn pressed her fingertips against the rough brick while her body calmed, the continuing pressure of Colton’s member within her pleasurable but not madness-inducing, and she could tell he was softening, could feel the semen mixing with her own juices, deep within and gathering as well at her lips.

With the few brain cells she had left to think about things beyond the alley, Jerrilynn noted that this was another thing the Husband Keeper couldn’t do–release within her, fill her with the evidence of his affection. And she needed that too, loved it.

She felt him exit with a soft regret, closed her legs and turned, looking up at him first, then at the dumpster and what lay beyond it, relieved that no one had appeared. And they could have. There was a door there, on the other side of the dumpster. If someone had stepped out with another bag of trash while they were . . . doing it . . . what then? She didn’t want to think about it, so she kissed Colton’s neck.

“That was incredible,” Colton whispered into her ear. “What is it about you, Jerrilynn? Where does that come from?”

“What?” she asked, not sure what he was talking about.

“The way you feel, down there. It’s . . . indescribable.”

“Oh . . . really?” she said, a little confused by his words. It was just a vagina, after all. “You like it?”

“I love it,” he said before he could stop himself. “I mean, it feels so different.” Shit, he was digging himself deeper. He needed to shut up.

“I, yeah,” she said. “I’m sort of . . . like there’s a talent there, I guess, that not every girl has.”

He was amazed she took it without offense. “It’s not like I have a lot to compare it to. . .”

“Well,” Jerrilynn said, still catching her breath and struggling for a response that didn’t make her sound vain, or weird. “When I do this, so like a game, yeah . . . I’m pretty good at it.”

She could feel herself blushing, because that was probably one of the dumbest things she’d ever said, once she heard the words come out of her mouth.

“Game?” Colton said, finally hearing her as he pulled his jeans into place and buckled his belt. “What game?”

“Oh, not really,” Jerrilynn stammered in a sudden panic. “I mean, it’s just a, well, you know, like, girls, then . . . we can . . . I don’t know . . . compare on things. Or whatever.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jerrilynn blurted, trying to switch the subject. “Don’t boys too? I mean, like, your size?”

“No, not really,” he said. “I mean, we notice, but we never talk about it.” He tilted his head. “What do you mean, game?”

“Oh, not a game,” she said. “I mean, I shouldn’t have said game. Or, game like, you know, girls play games. You know? That kind of game.”

He was struck by how poorly she lied about it. But before he could respond, the door of the hotel opened and an employee carried a trash bag out to the dumpster and tossed it over the side without noticing the couple. Without making it obvious, at least.

Saved by the interruption, Jerrilynn grabbed Colton’s hand and led him back toward the mouth of the alley.

“We should . . .” she began, “maybe there’s a movie showing, or we could go bowling or something.”

“Uh, Jerrilynn,” he said as he pointed at the girl’s panties, still hanging over the waistband of her skirt.

“Oh, damn,” she said, laughing at herself with horror, and she grabbed the little scrap of cloth and handed it to Colton. But it was another distraction when she needed one. Good.

Wow, he thought to himself as he stared at the panties in his hand, I’ve underestimated her again. A sly smile nudged the corners of his mouth.

“Put them in your pocket or something,” she urged, eyeing the traffic plying the street beside them. “I’m not going to put them on out here. And let’s just hope I don’t get hit with a strong breeze.”

Within moments, Barrister was deprived of any windborne titillation when Jerrilynn took the panties back and went to the restroom at the hotel, and the rest of the evening was spent the way young lovers spend them these days, looking at clothing in windows, laughing at ice cream that melted across waffle cones, peering at home listings taped to the window of a Main Street real estate office, and talking about whatever came to mind.

“What kind of house do you picture yourself in?” Jerrilynn asked.

“I haven’t thought much about it,” Colton confessed. “But I guess I’ve always pictured a ranch.”

“A ranch house?”

“No, an actual ranch. Fences, lots of space, some dirt, a river.”

“I want space too,” Jerrilynn said. “Something bigger than where we live in Boston.”

“It’s nice though, isn’t it?” Colton said.

“I guess, for what it is,” Jerrilynn said. “But it’s in a part of Boston where everything’s crammed together. No yards, just narrow houses, all up next to each other.”

“Town houses,” Colton said. “Prime real estate, aren’t they? Especially in downtown Boston?”

“Yeah, but this is what I really love,” she said. “Jones Island. It’s always hard to go back in August. You go from this . . .” Jerrilynn stopped and spread her arms wide, “to this,” and she wrapped her arms around herself.

“I think you’d like my ranch, then,” Colton said.

“You have one?”

“Not quite yet.”

“You don’t think I’m proposing to you, do you?” Jerrilynn said.

“No, that hadn’t crossed my mind.”

Jerrilynn stopped again, looked up earnestly at her date. “I can sometimes sort of come on strong. I’ve been told that. So I . . . don’t want to scare you off.”

“I’m not scared,” Colton said. “I don’t think you could ever scare me.”

The couple reunited with Carol and Morgan a little after 11 that night, and Brake ferried them back to the island wordlessly. Carol seemed to have availed herself of some form of light libation while she watched her boy interest play bass, seemed in a good but quiet mood. Morgan was more discreet, making vague mention of a couple of Barrister women who worked in mixed media and maintained small rooms at the art co-op. Jerrilynn and Colton sat beside each other but did not touch, did not kiss, and Carol still seemed to have no idea that anything was going on between them.

Why doesn’t she suspect something? Jerrilynn wondered more than once, somewhat bitterly, on the boat ride. Is she like my mom, just can’t imagine that someone like Colton could ever be interested in someone like me?

Back at the house, she gave the boy a quick, discreet peck in the darkened hall before she went to bed, and as soon as her head hit the pillow, her mind wandered to this new challenge.

She’d blocked her mother’s number after their argument outside the hotel, but she was certain Mrs. Jones would try to reach her some other way. But no, while she listened to the first gentle snores of Carol below her, and Morgan’s wriggling above (masturbating, probably), she took her phone out of airplane mode, saw a single text from her mother that said simply “CALL ME NOW” but noted that there had been no calls, no texts, nothing from her father, nor from anyone else. And that was, she realized, more terrifying. Her mother could be very determined when she needed to be. Sometimes it helped, like when she went after two girls who’d been bullying Jerrilynn her freshman year in high school (Jerrilynn wasn’t sure exactly what happened, but within a month, both girls were gone; one girl’s dad lost his job and the other girl’s family moved to Ocala, Florida). Jerrilynn suspected that silence meant not defeat, but probably something else.

Either she was still working out the plan, or she’d finished planning and was now carrying things out.


Chapter 12: Jerrilynn Demonstrates

Along with the burdens of addiction, there can be joy, particularly in the morning, at the start of a new day in which one’s chances of securing a fix are good.

And so it was with Jerrilynn Jones, who woke that next morning with a rush of optimism. She sat up, awakened her phone, saw no new messages from her mother, and climbed down from bed.

Carol was still asleep in the bottom bunk, she noted, and Morgan was gone. In nothing but a t-shirt and panties, and desperate not to meet anyone, she slipped out of the room, crossed the hall to the water closet, urinated, and made her way up to the third floor.

On her single-minded journey, she hoped even that Colton would not slow her down, and fortunately he did not appear as she creaked down the hall. But she did look at his door with a deep reverence before she returned her attention to the business at hand and climbed the stairs to the attic.

She hit the light switch and moved on quiet cat’s paws to the Husband Keeper, uncovered it, removed both panties and t-shirt (her husband would want her nude, wouldn’t he?), checked the opening of her vagina for lubricant (she had more than she needed, of course), stepped into the game and dropped, impaling herself on the chrome phallus.

“Oh,” she sighed with the deep joy common throughout history to those receiving what they were addicted to–the opium eater partaking the next morning, the alcoholic taking her first swig of cheap vodka in the evening, the meth user with his pipe.

“Yeah,” she grunted, squirming and writhing, not just playing the game but becoming the game, she and the rod within her chamber a single unit, the toy exploring, thrusting, stirring at times, at other times letting her go first, bob and weave, tighten, rise and drop, before it answered with another push, a whirl, a twist within her loins.

The doors opened quickly, the first, second and third in no more than a minute. The fourth door opened and she was married now, and a tongue detached from the dildo to lick her clitoris. The fifth door opened and now she had a home and a new form of affection from her husband, the gentle probing of her anus by a second toy. She gasped, shook, fought the urge to climax, kept at it. The sixth door opened and she and her husband marveled at the Eiffel Tower. This is where she’d climaxed twice, but she was determined to withhold that pleasure until she’d breached at least one more door.

And in due time, with the rod sliding around in her girlhood, the chrome tongue licking her clitoris, the anal probe tickling her rear doorway–and Jerrilynn fighting through it all–the next door opened, and she studied it in pre-orgasmic fog.

Door number 7 was a baby. Her beautiful husband had given her a beautiful child, all in chrome, including its little diaper, and her husband was holding it and looking at her with gratitude. He wanted the baby. He loved the baby. A little sound emanated from somewhere within the gameworks. A coo. The baby was cooing with happiness. Jerrilynn flicked at the tears beneath her eyes, grabbed the handles at the top of the chrome door panel, and continued her labors, all her motions pure instinct now, no thought required to please the husband who lurked somewhere within the gears of this strange old amusement device.

Another creak, another pop. The eighth door! Jerrilynn stared at it dazedly, watched as a man and a boy emerged, both made of chrome, the boy atop the man, as though besting him at wrestling. Her husband and her child were roughhousing. The love had persisted. She heard laughter, a girl’s as well as a boy’s. Jerrilynn issued a soft, guttural cry of sheer love, and it was that passion–coupled with lust and overwhelming physical sensations–that pushed her over the edge.

“Ahhhhh!” she cried, writhing and twisting and tightening her anus and vagina around the game’s twin prods. “Ahhhh, ahhhh, ahhhh!”

Her orgasm, like all the others the Husband Keeper gave her, was strong and long-lasting, and it faded slowly while she dropped her hands to her thighs to hold herself, and she breathed in slowly and sighed with the satisfaction of a job well done.

As soon as she stood to retrieve her clothing, the two pegs withdrew into the seat for cleaning, and she marveled anew at the mysterious workings of the old game.

Still a little shaky, she wobbled her way down to the kitchen. Only Colton was there, seated at the breakfast table, his back toward her.

“Hey,” she said, her heart fluttering.

Colton pushed his seat back, rose, and in the next instant was against her, arms around the small of her back, mouth on hers.

“Hey,” he said in a way that made her laugh.

“Whatcha having?”

“Sausage, eggs, toast,” he said, pulling away, but not before he squeezed both her hands in his. “Want me to make you a plate?”

“That’s sweet of you,” she said, heading to the coffee pot and pouring a cup slowly. “How long have you been up?”

“Probably an hour,” he said. “I talked to Morgan.”

“Yeah, early riser,” Jerrilynn said. “Carol was still asleep the last I saw her.”

“Morgan told me about the game,” he said, dropping two sausage links into the warming frying pan.

Jerrilynn whirled so quickly her coffee splashed down the side of her mug, and she studied Colton, trying to get a sense of how much he knew and how offended he was.

“What did she say?” Jerrilynn managed.

Colton turned to peer at the kitchen door before he lowered his voice and spoke conspiratorially. “She told me how it works. She said you’re the best at it.”

Jerrilynn could feel herself blushing while she searched desperately for the next thing to say, but Colton wasn’t giving off the air of someone waiting for an explanation. If anything, he was looking at her with the same affection he always had. Or at least had since they’d started their affair.

“I told you there was something special . . .” he began, looking approvingly at her middle, “down there.”

Still, Jerrilynn didn’t want to see herself that way, didn’t want to be that girl. Nice girls didn’t spend time on the Husband Keeper. Girls that Colton would marry didn’t either.

“It’s just a dumb little game,” she protested, waving her coffee so dismissively another splash ran across her thumb. “I mean, we just found it or something. We’ve hardly played it at all. I sort of, I guess I thought it was something else or something.”

“But it . . . it penetrates you?” Colton asked.

“I guess,” Jerrilynn said. “Sort of.”

“Can I see it?” Colton said, turning the sausage and breaking an egg into the sizzling pan.

“Why?” Jerrilynn asked, very much wanting this conversation to end.

“Morbid curiosity?” Colton said, smiling a little awkwardly. “But then, there’s some academic interest there too.”

“What do you mean?”

“Morgan said it didn’t make any sense,” Colton explained. “Who would design a game like that? I . . . I’m still having trouble believing it’s even real.”

“Okay, after breakfast,” Jerrilynn said. “Just to look at it though, okay? I don’t want to play it. Maybe ever again.”

“Did it hurt you?” Colton asked.

“No,” Jerrilynn said. “It’s just, well . . . what if there was a game for boys? You know, something you would, like, like, put yourself in? And it was, you know . . . Would you really want to play that?”

Colton nodded sagely at her with his arms crossed, his chin resting in one hand.

“I would play it,” he said. “Especially if it felt like you.”

A half hour later, her breakfast done, Jerrilynn led Colton up to the attic, between the collections of family detritus to the place that would prove to be one of the most important in the world to her. For here was the bed where she’d lost her virginity to the boy. And here was the Husband Keeper, back beneath its heavy black cover.

“Okay,” she said reluctantly, “it’s under there.”

“It’s covered,” Colton noted.

“Yeah. You have to take that off to play it.”

Colton leaned forward, worked his fingers under the cover, had it up and over the game in seconds, and he tossed the heavy black fabric aside and marveled because here was an impossible wonder, a chrome panel with the faint lines of 10 numbered doors, no two the same size, each poised to open through some mechanical magic controlled by . . . yes, this chrome phallus, poking up obscenely from the wooden bench where an untold number of girls had sat, one of them Jerrilynn Jones.

Colton stared wide-eyed at the contraption, equally stirred by its implications of raw, unabashed sexuality and its underlying physics, for such a thing could not exist.

“Husband Keeper,” read the words engraved at the top of the panel, the script elaborate, belonging to another era, and Colton ran his finger across the letters before he stood back and looked at Jerrilynn with a suspicious smile, because now he understood.

“This is all a joke, right?” he said.

“What do you mean?” she said.

“Okay, you got me,” he said. “I love it. It’s amazing. Possibly the funniest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Funny?” Jerrilynn said.

“Theory,” Colton began, “someone put this together as a prop. Probably as part of a stag party.”

“Stag party?”

“A party for horny men,” Colton explained.

“But a girl has to play it,” Jerrilynn protested.

“I hope they didn’t put a girl on this thing,” Colton said. “Or if they did, she was properly compensated.”

“Maybe the more doors she opened, the more money she got paid,” Jerrilynn ventured.

“The doors,” Colton said doubtfully, peering at the chrome panel.

“Yeah, they open for you. Didn’t Morgan tell you that?”

“You mean, all at once?” Colton said.

“No, one at a time, in order. If you keep doing . . . certain things.”

“What things?” Colton asked.

Jerrilynn hoped the attic’s half-light hid her face’s furious crimson. “Just, you know,” she stammered. “Things you would do with it.”

“Okay,” Colton said, nodding, preparing to turn.

“You don’t believe me,” Jerrilynn said.

“I’m not saying that,” Colton said. “It’s just, there isn’t . . . the kinds of things you’re describing, they haven’t been invented yet, much less put in a machine from, what . . . this thing must be close to a century old.”

“I know what I saw.”

“You’ve sat on . . . you’ve sat on that?”

“Yes. I thought Morgan told you that.”

“She did, but I’m still not sure what’s reality here.”

“I sat on it.”

“Did you clean it first?” Colton said.

“You don’t have to,” Jerrilynn said. “It cleans itself.”

Colton sighed, smiled, and Jerrilynn could tell he was done with this conversation.

“You want to see me play it?” she blurted.

“No,” Colton said with a quick shake of his head. “Whoever made this . . . it’s exploitive. It was made to humiliate. To objectify.”

“Yeah, Morgan said it was totally sexist,” Jerrilynn said, “but I don’t feel bad after I play. The guy . . . he’s your husband. He proposes to you. He gives you a house. You go to Paris.”

Colton offered Jerrilynn the saddest smile she’d ever seen, and she guessed at his mind. Either his new girlfriend was delusional, or lying to his face.

“It’s real,” she said, her words earning nothing but more of his awful response, a sad, disbelieving smile.

“Okay, I’m gonna do it, just a few doors,” she said, reaching under her skirt to slide her panties down, shaking her legs to get her underwear to the floor, stepping out of the garment once it fell around her feet. “You can watch and draw your own conclusions.”

“Jerrilynn, no–” Colton said, but his protest was perhaps not as urgent or sincere as it could have been, and he made no effort to physically block the girl, and a second later she was hovering over the chrome phallus, looking at the panel of doors and lowering herself slowly, self-consciously, reaching between her legs to spread her vaginal lips and let the sexist, exploitive member into her body.

Only when she was seated did she look up at Colton again, her mouth opened with a silent gasp while he regarded her with a mix of uncertainty, regret, and raw lust.

“Yeah,” she said breathily, “so it sort of jabs you, or moves around, oh god, and then you sort of move back and forth, and then, and then, yeah.”

The first door opened, and the shiny silver man’s face emerged.

“See, that’s the first door,” Jerrilynn said. “So I’m gonna, gonna, oh yeah, I can . . .”

The second face emerged, looking decidedly rapturous, and the game issued its customary groan of stylized male pleasure.

“See?” Jerrilynn said. “He just had his orgasm. So then you keep going, okay? Want me to keep going?”

Colton said nothing, his astonished eyes fixed on the second chrome face.

“Next, he, oh god, oh god . . . he’s going to propose to me, in a second, in a seconnnnn–”

The third door opened and the man emerged with his hands around a diamond ring.

Somewhere, in the recesses of Colton’s less logical neuronal areas, the man was perceived as a rival, making love to his new girlfriend and pushing toward wedlock with her, and that snapped him out of it. He wanted this done.

“Okay,” he said. “I believe you.”

Jerrilynn continued to writhe, oblivious to Colton’s reservations.

“Next . . . next,” she gasped, “we’re gonna be, uh, it’s a, a wedding, where they play, they play . . .”

“Jerrilynn,” Colton said firmly, “I believe you. You can stop. I believe you.”

“You want me to stop playing?” Jerrilynn said, her disappointment obvious. “Because you’re supposed to–”

“Yes, you can stop,” Colton said. “You were . . . I’m really sorry for doubting you. This is . . . it’s incredible. Wrong, but incredible.”

Jerrilynn summoned all her will to rise, to slide her vagina up and off the metallic dildo and step away from the game, and she winced with a desire so strong it felt like pain, and while she was retrieving her panties Colton studied the thing that had been in his lover’s body. It was still behaving as though alive, a stirring motion alternating with gentle thrusts upward, the movements more than mechanical, indicating a sort of carnal intelligence, an animal knowingness, as well as something darker for Colton, for it seemed to be calling to Jerrilynn, urging her to return, luring her back.

“It usually stops,” Jerrilynn said, standing shoulder-to-shoulder with Colton and regarding the member with him. “After you cum, it stops.”

“You cum?” Colton asked.

“Yes,” Jerrilynn said sadly, adding, “except this time.”

Finally, the stirring and thrusting ceased, the three doors closed with three clicks, and the shaft withdrew into the seat.

“It does that to get clean,” Jerrilynn said. “And then it comes out again.”

Sure enough, the dildo returned in all its shiny, circumcised glory, sanitized and ready for the next player.

“Oh, and there’s the hole for something that goes up your butt,” Jerrilynn said longingly, pointing to the discreet little circle of wood. “It comes out on the, after the fourth door I think. And you just . . .”

Her voice trailed off while Colton continued to marvel at the game and all its components. “It’s impossible,” he said simply. “It just . . . can’t be. I mean, who even made it?”

“We’ve looked for a name on it,” Jerrilynn said. “We couldn’t find anything, but it’s probably not Milton Bradley, or Hasbro.”

Colton laughed hard, smiled and turned to the girl, but there was still pain in his eyes.

“Okay,” he said, “I officially suck.”

“Why?”

“I . . . I should have believed you. I thought you were lying, or crazy. That’s on me. I should have known you wouldn’t . . . I mean, Jerrilynn . . .” Colton took the girl in his arms and kissed her, hard, on the mouth. “You are amazing. You know that? And I’m still finding it out . . . but I should have just believed.”

Jerrilynn smiled, kissed him back, pressed her pelvis against his middle with heady lust. If she was deprived of relief on the game, she’d get it from the boy. The bed was right there, after all. But Colton turned his head away from her, back toward the attic door.

“Do you think anyone else is going to play?” he asked. “Carol, or Morgan?”

“No, no, probably not,” Jerrilynn said, frustration edging into her voice. Maybe they could do it in his room, quietly. Or back in that alley in town, if they could get a ride from Brake. Or here. Or anywhere. She, quite frankly, didn’t care where, or if anyone saw at this point.

“Hey,” Colton said, putting his hands on her shoulders and extending his arms, looking at her with eyes that promised more lust, more sex–just not right now. He had more to lose if they were caught, of course. Not being an official member of the extended Jones family, he could be put on the next plane to California and never invited back. That wasn’t his only reason for abstaining, however.

“Something’s not right with this,” he said. “There’s just . . . I mean, it’s brilliant. It’s beyond anything anyone’s invented up to this point. And how long has it been here? Years? Decades?”

“I don’t know,” Jerrilynn said, her voice tinged with the despair of someone settling into a sexual agitation of unknown duration. “We just found it here.”

“I’m going downtown, if I can find Brake,” Colton said. “I’m going back to the library. They’ve got a national newspaper database. The local papers too. There has to be something about this. And . . before you play it again, maybe let me make sure it’s not, you know, something crazy. Or dangerous.”

“I don’t think it’s dangerous,” Jerrilynn said. “I can show you more doors, if you want to watch me play a little more. It’s clean and–”

“Let me see what I can find out,” Colton pleaded. “Give me . . . it probably won’t take more than a couple hours. And then, yeah, I’d love to watch you play a little more. With me, too. Or only me.”

Jerrilynn issued a desperate little sigh, because a couple of hours might as well be 10 years, but she accepted his kiss and headed with him back to the attic’s exit. On the third-floor hall, Jerrilynn heard unfamiliar women’s voices, laughter coming up the stairway from the first floor, Carol’s familiar cackle echoing up the stairwell, someone else laughing next, and she could feel her sexual frustration morphing into something more complicated.

“Sounds like some new people,“ she speculated darkly.

“Yeah, Morgan was saying she caught up with some people last night,” Colton recalled. “Maybe she invited them over.”

“Who?” Jerrilynn demanded, a vague and unformed fear growing.

Colton shrugged, which only served to heighten the girl’s apprehension. But she needed to go downstairs, mingle, assess these interlopers, and make sure Carol saw her without Colton. But first, she needed one more thing from her lover.

“Hey,” she said, turning to him and offering her mouth, and for a long, delicious moment, they kissed hard on the third-floor landing, and she pressed her middle against him again, not only in frustration this time, but in anticipation as well, for she knew she would have him inside her soon, and it would feel as good as it ever did, especially when he released that warm gush of white cream within her, something the Husband Keeper couldn’t do.

“Maybe they don’t need to see us together,” she whispered into his ear, and he nodded, but there was pain in his eyes as well as they pulled away and descended. At the bottom of the stairs, Colton crept right, toward the front door, and Jerrilynn went left, toward the kitchen and dining room, her steps burdened by too many things, chief among them unrequited lust.


Chapter 13: A Brunch Ends Badly

“Jar-Jar!” Carol shouted when Jerrilynn appeared at the dining room door.

“Hey,” Jerrilynn said weakly, trying to put on a brave face, a happy face, but she was not happy. Brunch was what this was, and she was not hungry, had no interest in putting anything more inside her, at least inside her belly. Colton had already made her breakfast. The platters of sausage and bacon, scrambled eggs, English muffins, and mixed fruit might as well have been blocks of wood. Three opened bottles of champagne stood fizzing on the table next to jugs of orange juice, pomegranate juice, punch. So they were drinking mimosas. Fun. And there were eight laughing people gathered around the table when all Jerrilynn wanted was solitude, the kind of privacy secure enough that she could masturbate and not get interrupted, or seen. Not that one orgasm would take the edge off. She was in that kind of state.

“Where have you been?” Carol asked as Jerrilynn headed toward the empty chair closest to her cousin. Filling out the little gathering were Morgan, Carol’s parents, California tech bro John Adams and his wife, Tiffany, and two female strangers in their 30s.

“I was upstairs,” Jerrilynn said absently, casting an uncertain glance at the two new women.

“Did you see Colton?” Carol asked.

“No, um, I mean, I think I heard him,” Jerrilynn stammered. “Maybe he’s going into town. I don’t know.”

Carol looked suspiciously at the girl beside her, but before she could get Jerrilynn’s rambling answer sorted out, Morgan spoke.

“Jerrilynn, do you remember Carmen and Kennedy from town?” she asked, gesturing toward the strangers. “We met them last summer.”

“Hi,” Jerrilynn said, her mental bandwidth not up to searching her memory banks for two rando women who had nothing to offer her. “It’s great to see you again.”

“Have a mimosa,” Carol said, pouring juice and champagne into an empty flute.

“Art and technology have a lot in common, though,” Kennedy said to John, apparently continuing a conversation in full swing before Jerrilynn had arrived.

“Very true,” John replied, nodding aggressively. What was the man wearing? The flimsiest t-shirt Jerrilynn had ever seen, light blue but fashioned of some kind of synthetic that clung to him like a second skin. And a captain’s hat. Like an old-timey ocean liner captain’s hat. He pushed the brim up as he continued his response. “I won a bid in November for this . . . well, it was just an incredible work of art, just . . .” he grabbed his phone out, tapped it and passed it around the table, earning coos and sighs of admiration for what looked, to Jerrilynn, like a bunch of purple paint with some other colors down in one corner. “An auction in Vienna. Top stuff. Just top drawer, and I win the bidding, and I’m looking at what I just won, and trying to figure out how to ship it back to Cali, and the artist himself . . . I shit you not . . . the artist himself comes up to me, and we’re talking, and I ask him, I ask, ‘How, my friend, tell me, how could you have possibly come up with this, this . . . masterpiece?’ And he says, he’s Welsh, a young Welsh gentleman, he tells me . . .” and here, John broke into a thick, unconvincing brogue, “‘It was AI, sir, the lot of it,’ so I asked him how long it took, and he said, ‘’bout 90 minutes, sir, give or take, with a point or two in between.’”

After the obligatory laughter, some of it apparently sincere, Carol’s mom looked at Jerrilynn. “Jerry, have you spoken to your mother?”

“Yes, last night,” Jerrilynn replied, hair standing up on her neck, because she knew where this was going.

“She called me this morning, said she’d been trying to reach you,” the woman said. “Maybe you should call her.”

“I’ll do that,” Jerrilynn said. “My phone’s been off. I need to recharge it.”

“Why is Colton going downtown?” Morgan asked, staring at Jerrilynn.

“I don’t know, maybe research,” Jerrilynn said, adding quickly, “That’s just a guess.”

“Maybe he’ll see the boys,” John said, directing his look of fatherly pride toward Carmen and Kennedy. “You’ve got to meet my twins.”

They both nodded in agreement.

“You’d never guess they were mine,” John continued, looking down at his threadbare t-shirt like it was worth five hundred dollars (which quite possibly it was, Jerrilynn thought with a deep sense of regret). “I’m a Silicon Valley engineer, a top exec, 50 people on my team. You know, the infinity swimming pool, the vacation home in Nice, the Lamborghini, the top-drawer liquor.” John shrugged and sighed in a feeble attempt to turn his chest thumping into a humblebrag. “But my kids . . . they’re only 14, but they’ve already got more street smarts than I’ll ever have.” He smiled and gestured toward the various parts of his body while he inventoried his sons’ fashion sense. “They’ve got the bandanas, the shades, the pants down to here, you know? No one can believe they’re my kids. But I say yeah, they’re mine. Doing their old man proud. They’re gonna go far, probably farther than me.”

The conversation, already horrible from Jerrilynn’s perspective, took a turn for the worse when John looked directly at Jerrilynn to speak his next words.

“You know, maybe your boyfriend, what’s his name? Colton, that’s it, maybe Colton could pick up a few pointers from my boys.”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Jerrilynn blurted, and her mouth kept working, because she couldn’t make it stop, because she was irritated and frustrated and sexually aroused in the worst way, and this pompous jackass was saying things about her and Colton he had no business saying, and really, when you pushed Jerrilynn too far lately, words just came pouring out, like the previous night with her mother. And Colton was a particularly sensitive point for her, because everyone was trying to make Colton whatever served their interests, and no one knew him for what he was, no one could see him the way she saw him. So she continued, because she couldn’t help it, “Colton’s super smart and getting As in college, but I guess if he wants to look like a white boy gangster wannabe hip-hop thug poser with no future other than maybe Justin Bieber stand-in for pictures on Sunset Strip because his daddy pays all his bills, he can dress up like one next Halloween.”

Silence ensued. Thick, thudding silence. For here was a man whose money entitled him to fabricate whatever other virtues about himself and his family he wanted to assume, each a flimsy bubble that no one dare puncture because of his wealth, but then someone did, and the bubble popped because it was never anything more than words and wishful thinking, and everyone who saw the bubble pop knew immediately that that’s what had happened, and the man himself, he would never accept that the bubble had actually been popped, because that would require self-reflection, and some people are born without it, and some achieve its loss with steady practice, and some have it thrust out of them without ever seeing it go, but the man would know that everyone else had perceived that his bubble had been popped, and that would take some readjustment while he worked out new narratives, and planned revenge.

It was pure silence until Kennedy cleared her throat with her best attempt at extrication, because rescue was impossible: “Hey, let’s do the boat.”

Jerrilynn was still shaking when she got to the boathouse, where the sleek little 8-seater Kennedy had borrowed from her boyfriend had been tied. The boat could do up to 50 mph under the right conditions, and Kennedy was determined to reach that speed on the waters of Lake St. Beverly.

The conditions were certainly right: crisp Upstate New York morning air under a glorious summer sun. But Jerrilynn’s outburst had darkened the mood, and the other four females started working on things as soon as they were seated and the ropes had been cast loose.

“Jerrilynn, damn,” Carol said.

“Do you, like, have a history with that guy?” Kennedy asked, turning the ignition key.

Jerrilynn turned her furious eyes toward all her companions.

“He’s always been a bragging prick,” she said. “But he just . . . he went too far.”

“How?” Morgan asked.

“He was talking trash about Colton,” Jerrilynn said.

“He was?” Carol said.

“Yes,” Jerrilynn almost barked. “He said his little inner-city problem children could teach Colton how to be cool. And those little punks are so far from cool, they couldn’t even . . .” Jerrilynn’s voice trailed off because she couldn’t think of a suitable thing the teens couldn’t do. But it was lots of things, probably.

“They’re 14 though,” Carol said as Kennedy eased out of the boathouse. “Both of them.”

“Yeah, they’re twins,” Morgan said.

“And you basically told their dad that his kids are total losers,” Kennedy noted, “who’ll be wearing Spider Man costumes on Sunset when they grow up.”

“Justin Bieber costumes,” Carol corrected.

“Did something happen with them?” Carmen asked. “Are you attracted to them maybe?”

“Ooh, bad boys,” Kennedy said. “Gets us every time.”

“Especially when they’re younger,” Carmen said. “I did a huge mixed media on that a couple of years ago. I thought it was going to get banned. But it didn’t.”

Jerrilynn’s face went red, and her mouth opened, and words began coming out, but at that same moment Kennedy hit the throttle and the boat roared and its bow aimed at the sky and all the women screamed with enthusiasm except for Jerrilynn, who was shouting something less enthusiastic into the void, possibly about useless 14-year-old posers but maybe also about how everyone in this boat was an idiot except her and she had zero interest in those two punks and if you insult Colton you’re insulting her and it was about time John Adams got his stupid braggy ass handed to him.

They raced across the water for a good 10 minutes, hair flying madly, the boat bouncing across the odd wake, more screams and shouts, and even Jerrilynn began to mellow a little, looked at her companions and concluded none of them heard her diatribe and that was probably a good thing.

On the side of the lake farthest from Barrister, Kennedy at last eased up on the throttle, and for a time they purred along the shoreline of woods, shacks, and the occasional more substantial structure.

“I did a date out here,” Carmen observed.

“In a fishing shack?” Morgan asked.

“No, on one of the docks,” Carmen said.

“He fucked you on someone’s dock?”

“The dock was in his family,” Carmen said. “And he didn’t fuck me. First date.”

“You were on your period,” Kennedy blurted. “Remember?”

“Okay, that too. But he might be out here today.”

“Wait, you’re looking for him?” Morgan said with a sharp laugh.

“Not exactly,” Carmen said. “But, you know, he had potential. And there could be a serendipity.”

“If you get off this boat to go fling with someone you hardly know,” Kennedy announced, “you’re on your own, buttercup.”

“We could take him with us,” Carmen said. “Maybe.”

“You are not doing it in the boat,” Kennedy said. “We’ll all see it, and we don’t want to. Besides, you have to save your pussy for that game.”

Jerrilynn, who’d been gazing into the forest, breathing deeply, and imagining being there at night, with Colton, receiving his steady thrusts and his wet release, turned sharply toward Kennedy, because this day was just getting worse and worse. She needed Colton tonight. But she needed the Husband Keeper as soon as she was back on dry land. And waiting in line for it was not on the list of things she wanted to do.

“Game,” Carmen said dismissively. “I’m so sure that’s real.”

“It’s real,” Morgan said. “Or if it’s not, it would be the dumbest lie ever.”

“It’s not that dumb of a lie,” Carol said, and she turned to Jerrilynn. “Colton knows about it.”

“Yeah,” Jerrilynn said.

“You knew?” Carol said.

“He told me this morning,” Jerrilynn said.

“Wait,” Carol said. “You talked to Colton this morning?”

“Oh, I guess,” Jerrilynn said. “Sort of.”

“You talked about the Husband Keeper?”

“Yeah,” Jerrilynn said, realizing only now that she’d said too much. No girl would talk to a boy about that game, any more than she’d talk about her dildo collection with him, unless she was doing it with him.

“Is there something going on between you two?” Carol asked.

“Let’s play the game!” Kennedy shouted, pushing the throttle all the way forward and making it mercifully impossible for Jerrilynn to answer, and the boat and its five female passengers roared off to Jones Island to try their luck on the Husband Keeper.


Chapter 14: A Disconcerting Find

The tall, polite young man was back again, waiting patiently at the Barrister City Public Library’s reference desk for a key code to one of their research PCs.

“How long do you think you’ll be?” the clerk asked, typing in the order.

“An hour, or maybe two at the most,” he said, holding out his driver’s license. He seemed a little more nervous this morning, his voice a little clipped, as though the subject of his research was something more personal than last time.

“You can use number 4,” the clerk said, staring up at him with curiosity and, maybe, something more. “Password 5549. It’s good for two hours.”

“Thank you, Ma’am,” the young man said with a ready smile. But still, something in his eyes looked a little haunted, and he wasted no time getting to his allotted machine, powering it up, beginning his search with the term “husband keeper.”

The term quickly generated matches, many of them, but nothing recent, all from newspapers starting in mid-June 1927, and the young man opened up the first article and leaned forward and started scanning, and an interloper peering over his shoulder would have read the following with him, a little blurb from the social pages of a newspaper in San Francisco dated June 17 of that year:

“Young ladies from our city’s most respectable families have been darkening the doors of Mrs. Penland’s School of Grace & Culture of late to receive what is known as Husband Keeper instruction. Mrs. Penland herself, reached on Monday, declined to discuss this new instruction in detail but assured that the girls had found it delightful and were working hard at mastering it. Let us hope the training fulfills its promise and the fair ladies of our city do indeed preserve their marriages at better than the going rate.”

A second article from the same date, on page 3 of a newspaper in Montgomery, Alabama, took a decidedly less positive tone:

“Pastor Harkland Monroe of First Baptist has announced a crusade against ‘all things immoral and injurious to the spirit of young girls.’ At issue was the discovery by members of his congregation of an emporium-styled amusement of uncertain origins called the Husband Keeper, which he said had been designed to ‘tempt young girls in unhealthy and nefarious ways.’

“Said Pastor Monroe, ‘This device appeared overnight in an illegal beer hall, and we believe it was set there by some interest outside our borders and devoid of our morals, to do harm, and in fact succeeded in debauching several female victims before it was discovered and destroyed.’

“‘The war on the purity of our young people continues and grows,’ Pastor Monro warned, ‘as Satan prepares the fertile earth for the final conflict, and against such a foe, heightened vigilance is our highest calling.’”

And so it continued, in city after city in June and July of 1927, a mysterious device called the Husband Keeper popping up and either creating great offense or contributing vaguely to the marriage prospects of the female set. As expected, given the era, not one article mentioned its most important feature, the chrome phallus sticking up from the seat where the girl was to sit. None of the newspapers referenced anything even hinting that it was for the testing and training of the vagina.

Colton, no stranger to online research, next focused on the summer of 1927 but tried other terms–marital training, conjugal game, marriage exercise–and he got more hits, more cities, more machines, not identified as the Husband Keeper but obviously the same thing. Outraged parents in Brooklyn burned one. A coed dorm at the University of Baton Rouge had a “helpful new marital trainer” in use. Machines were hinted at in Sacramento, California, Bangor, Maine, Baltimore, Maryland.

Colton typed in barrister and a slew of terms, finally pulling up a story from the July 8th Barrister Bugle:

Bride Training Device Receives Medical Indorsement

Dr. Marcus Seville, a physician who specializes in female matters, reports that a noteworthy contraption which appeared at Fuller’s Hardware overnight one week ago seems to have come with benign intent, and he indorses its responsible use among the city’s females, both wives and marriage hopefuls.

After its discovery in a shop area of his store, Abel Fuller informed the doctor of its unexpected presence in the belief it might have been delivered to him by mistake, and the machine was promptly moved to Dr. Seville’s Madison street practice, among whose clientele are members of Barrister’s most prominent families.

Following a careful review of the device and its trial by several patients, Dr. Seville adjudged it to be beneficial to women and girls who wish to improve their marriage prospects, as well as the durability of their unions, and has opened his practice to its use under close supervision.

The exact workings of the machine are rumored to be of a very sensitive medical nature, and Dr. Seville has declined to share the details thereof and has instructed his patients to do the same, instructions which have to date been honored. He said the origins of the contraption appear uncertain, as there was no shipper’s address with it and the machine itself bears no markings related to its manufacturer, distributor, or city of origin. Mr. Fuller has similarly refused to describe the machine.

Colton read the story twice, closed it and continued his search, focusing on any stories in subsequent editions about Dr. Seville, his practice, or marital training in Barrister. The story he was looking for–and dreading–appeared in the Barrister Bugle on July 23. As his eyes flickered across the old newspaper columns, his breath went shallow, his pulse quickened, and his hand trembled over the mouse. As he looked at the newspapers of other cities where the Husband Keeper had appeared, his agitation grew, and after an hour and 15 minutes at the PC, he was done. He jumped up so quickly his chair toppled and bounced behind him, and he fled from the library without righting it or letting the library clerk know he was finished, but her eyes followed his form until he was gone, so she probably didn’t need to be told. As soon as he left the building, he was sprinting down the street, gasping for air as he raced at full tilt toward the dock.


Chapter 15: The Girls Play the Game

“Oh. My. God,” was Kenndy’s assessment of the Husband Keeper as soon as Carol and Jerrilynn had pulled off the heavy black cover.

“Is this even legal?” Carmen asked, clearly hoping it wasn’t.

Jerrilynn, for her part, admired the game in silence, her eyes fixed on the chrome phallus, her mind fixated on the way it felt, and the way it would feel the next time she sat on it. But the presence of these two newcomers broke through her carnal meditation. She didn’t want them here. She didn’t want anyone here. She wanted to play the game, enjoy the game, defeat the game without an audience, without inhibition.

“You’re both going to play, right?” Morgan asked a little huskily, and Jerrilynn knew the sophisticated girl was as hungry for the machine’s pleasures as she was.

“Maybe,” Kennedy said, “but how does it work?”

“We can show you,” Carol said. “Jerrilynn’s the best at it.”

Jerrilynn, hearing her name, looked up.

“She’s gotten six doors open,” Morgan said.

“Eight,” Jerrilynn blurted without thinking.

“Eight?” Carol said. “When did you get eight?”

“This morning,” Jerrilynn confessed. “Right after I got up.”

“You came?” Carol asked.

“Yeah.”

“Okay, let me do it then,” Carol said, pushing down her shorts and bikini bottoms and gathering her t-shirt with one hand above her belly button. Kennedy laughed nervously, Carmen arched her eyebrows, but Jerrilynn and Morgan simply watched, because this wasn’t funny or strange to them. Once you’d tangled with the Husband Keeper, you understood.

Carol took her place before the seat, dropped slowly, reached between her legs to spread her vaginal lips, and let the game’s penis into her chamber. As she slid down it, she gasped and her eyes went wide, but the sensation seemed to be something other than pain, and soon she was writhing around the object of her impalement, rising and dropping, wrapping white-knuckled fingers around the handles and, soon enough, getting the first door open.

“See the . . . see the door?” she stammered. “It opened, ‘cuz you . . .”

The rest of her attempted narration was just as disjointed.

“Yeah . . . ohhhhh . . . you just . . . gotta, gotta move . . . ohhh . . . and you try not to cum . . . ‘cuz . . . okay, okay, that’s the second . . . door two . . . damn, he moves it . . . he’s jabbing, fuck! . . . he’s moving it a little, so you, so you . . . yeah, yeah, three door, three . . . ohhhhh fuuuuuck . . . not yet, no, no . . . okay . . . look, damn . . . we’re married now . . . oh god, oh god . . . fourth door, yeah, yeah, he’s licking my . . . my . . . pussy . . . yeahhhhhhhh . . . ahhhhhhhhh fuck damn ohhhhhhhh OHHHHHHH oh yeah oh yeah oh yeahhhhhhhh!”

As the intensity of her orgasm waned, Carol slouched, back bending under the weight of an intense but fading pleasure. Her vagina was still wrapped around the chrome dildo, but she was exhausted now, breathing deeply, hands massaging her thighs, and she watched the doors she’d opened close with a tinge of regret.

“Okay,” she said at last, straightening and looking at the two newcomers. “That’s how you do it.”

She rose, sliding off the phallus, and it immediately withdrew into the seat.

“Where did it go?” Kennedy asked, sounding panic stricken.

“It cleans itself,” Morgan said.

“With what?” Carmen asked doubtfully.

“Something in the seat,” Carol said, picking up her clothes and putting them back on. “See, it’s back,” she added when the chrome member reemerged. “Who’s next?”

Kennedy answered by pushing down her shorts and panties, kicking off her flats, getting in position.

“You’re gonna kill this game,” Carmen announced. “With all your experience.”

But Kennedy didn’t kill the game. She climaxed at the third door with a long bout of grunting and wiggling, after which she rose and dressed and yielded the bench to Carmen.

Carmen, pushed down her shorts and bathing suit, sat, gasped as she was entered and, wary of cumming too quickly, measured out her play, barely answering the machine’s thrusts and parriess, clearly trying to wait the machine out, and her companions began looking for other things to do.

Kennedy, explaining that she needed to rest and vape, headed toward the attic’s far corner. Carol and Morgan conferred quietly, glancing at Jerrilynn now and then and probably talking about her. Jerrilynn didn’t care about anything but the game, and she stood as close as she could to the Husband Keeper without being creepy, and inside she seethed, because she could feel, in her body and her mind, everything everyone else was doing on the machine. But though her hunger still burned fiercely, she anticipated its satisfaction. Soon enough, she’d get her turn, and she’d show them all.

“Hey, Jer-Jer,” Carol said, her voice barely breaking through Jerrilynn’s fixation.

“Yeah?”

“So, you did the game this morning, right?” Carol asked.

“Yeah,” Jerrilynn said, glancing at her two cousins, standing side by side and regarding her curiously.

“And then, you talked to Colton too?”

“Yeah,” Jerrilynn said, her voice no more than a growl, because she wanted to be doing what Carmen was doing. Now.

“Did he ask you about the game?” Carol said. “Because you know Morgan told him about it.”

“Yeah, I guess,” Jerrilynn said, sensing a vague threat in this line of questioning, although she was too distracted to focus on it.

“You talked about it with him?” Carol persisted.

“I guess, I don’t know,” Jerrilynn replied. It seemed noncommittal answers would work best, so she was sticking with that. She was wrong, of course.

“You don’t know if you talked with Colton about a game that goes up your pussy?” Carol asked. “‘Cuz that seems like a conversation someone would remember.”

“Yeah, right,” Jerrilynn said, and she forced a laugh, because this seemed like the moment when someone would laugh. From the corner of her eye, she noticed the second door opening and the man’s pretty chrome face emerging, and she heard his orgasmic groan, and her hunger grew, driving her mad.

“And you showed it to him,” Carol said flatly. “You showed him how you play it, right?”

“Yeah,” Jerrilynn said, because Carol seemed to be expecting assent and Jerrilynn hoped that if she gave her assent, the questions would cease. They were growing annoying.

“Wait,” Carol said, eyes burning into Jerrilynn’s while Morgan stood back and folded her arms, observing with a slightly-bemused expression. “You played the game with Colton watching? You took off your clothes and let him watch that game fuck you?”

Jerrilynn tore her eyes away from Carmen and the Husband Keeper, because something serious seemed to be going on beyond the game. “What?” she said.

“Out with it, Jar-Jar,” Carol barked. “You’ve got a thing going with Colton. Don’t you?”

“A thing?” Jerrilynn asked, for the first time directing a decent share of her attention to her cousin. “What’s a thing?”

“Some kind of serious relationship,” Carol said. “Right?”

“Why are you asking this?” Jerrilynn queried, taking full cognizance of the conversation for the first time, and trying a new distracting tack: questions. But that didn’t work either.

“You are NOT going out with Colton,” Carol announced. “That’s the creepiest thing I ever heard, and you–”

“What?” Jerrilynn said, turning back to the game to confirm that Carmen had gotten the second door open and was beginning to squirm.

“You heard me,” Carol said, taking a half step toward Jerrilynn, arms going stiff at her sides. “If you start something with Colton, it’s creepy and it stops now.”

“What’s creepy about it?” Jerrilynn asked, and she could feel the rage beginning to smolder, not replacing her lust, but building on it, pushing her toward the place in the mind where hatefucks happened.

“He’s like my fucking brother!” Carol said icily. “And he’s super innocent, and very simple, and he doesn’t need any rich brat from Boston seducing him and–”

“You don’t have the slightest idea what he is,” Jerrilynn said with the same degree of icy detachment, and her anger continued to build, because for the third time in less than a day, someone was trying to make Colton into what they wanted him to be, instead of what he really was. “You have zero fucking idea who he is,” Jerrilynn said, “and maybe if you–”

“You’re fucking him,” Carol said, her face transforming to the very definition of horrified betrayal. “Oh my god, I can tell. I can see it in your face. You’re–”

Carol froze mid-sentence when a blood-curdling scream rang out. Carmen had gotten the third door open when the machine finished her, driving her to an orgasm that sounded more like torture than pleasure, and the three cousins watched as she shook, writhed, spasmed and, as the force of the condition waned, bent, put her face in her hands, and wept.

“Everything okay over there?” Kennedy asked from some remote corner of the attic. “Is Carmen still alive?”

“I’m okay,” Carmen whispered weepily into her hands. “Oh my god.”

“She’s fine,” Morgan said loudly enough for Kennedy to hear. “She got three doors open before she spunked out.”

Carmen rose slightly, looked down at the chrome member still joining her to the seat, and with a sharp gasp stood all the way up, and the dildo sunk into the seat, and she grabbed the top of the chrome panel to steady herself as she stepped away.

Jerrilynn was almost done stripping, shirt and shorts and underwear all tossed to the floor, when Carol turned to her and seemed to be trying to make amends.

“Okay, Jerrilynn, I’m sorry,” she said. “I just . . . I shouldn’t have said all that. But I’m serious. You and Colton can’t be together. It’s just not right. I’m not saying you . . . I don’t even wanna know what’s happened. Forget I asked. But it ends now. You’re not right for him. It’s just not . . .”

Jerrilynn ignored her cousin, barely heard her words, because at last she had the Husband Keeper to herself and, propelled by lust and anger, she was going to play him like she’d never played him before, and her orgasm . . . her orgasm . . . it was going to be . . .

“Uhhh,” she grunted, dropping down onto the phallus, feeling its delicious, clean coolness invading her most sensitive place, stretching her walls and jabbing her cervix, and she worked at the game like a professional, like a cross between a bronco buster, a World War I pilot, and a girl in the bloom of sex-starved youth.

Carol, her affront stilled for the moment, stood beside Morgan and Carmen and watched with admiration as Jerrilynn dominated the game, the first door opening with a pop within 15 seconds, the next two defeated 30 seconds later, then the fourth, then the fifth, while Jerrilynn oscillated and pivoted and whirled and panted out grunt after grunt.

It was another three minutes before the sixth door opened with a trip to the Eiffel Tower, another five minutes before Jerrilynn’s strivings brought forth the infant behind the seventh door. And yet the girl persevered, her face set with determination while the sweat poured over her brow, her back, across her breasts and belly.

“Uhhh, uhhh, uhhh,” the girl gasped quietly to herself, the only vocal sound audible until Kennedy’s voice echoed with words too far away to be understood from whatever unseen spot in the attic she’d gone to vape.

The eighth door opened to reveal its little fraction of wedded bliss, a child’s laughter and the chrome image of the beautiful husband and his son horseplaying.

“My god, Kennedy, she’s going to do it,” Carmen shouted. “Get off the phone and come watch.”

“I’m not on the phone,” Kennedy said. “I’m talking to someone.”

“Get over here,” Carmen said. “Now. This is incredible.”

Kennedy said a few more inaudible words and, a few moments later, appeared, looking slightly disturbed. “How many cousins do you have?” she asked, looking at Carol and Morgan.

“Oh, like 20,” Carol said. “Why?”

“Well, I just met another one,” Kennedy said, pointing toward the other side of the attic.

“Who?” Carol said, looking startled as she turned her attention away from Jerrilynn’s efforts.

“She was naked,” Kennedy said. “Which seemed weird. But maybe she wants to play.”

“Well, I’m playing next,” Morgan announced, pulling her t-shirt over her head, unzipping her skirt and pushing it and her panties down. “Hurry up and win, Jerrilynn.”

“No one else should be up here,” Carol said. “No one else even knows about this. What was her name?”

Kennedy opened her mouth to reply, but just then the ninth door opened and the four females turned to watch what was, all things considered, a relatively pedestrian chrome sculpture of a husband and wife staring lovingly at each other over a fine dinner.

“He’s taking you to dinner,” Carmen observed. “Wow, one door to go.”

“What was her name?” Carol asked again, peering with near-panic into the attic’s darkened recesses.

“Tilda,” Kennedy replied.

“Tilda what?” Carol asked, her suddenly-pale face a mask of instant, visceral horror.

“Tilda Jones,” Kennedy said. “Oh yeah. Something else weird. She asked me what year it was.”


Chapter 16: A Race to the Attic

Colton was still running when he reached the Barrister town docks and stopped with disappointment, shoulders slumping when he realized Brake and his boat weren't there.

He didn’t have a phone or laptop because his parents didn’t allow them, fearing either would help him go astray. And if there was a phone at the house, he didn’t know the number anyway. So he gazed across the lake at Jones Island helplessly, looking for all the world like he was considering jumping in and swimming the distance.

“Where’s my daughter?” someone barked inches from his ear, simultaneously gripping his shoulder and spinning him around, and he found himself face to face with Martha Pendrake Jones, Jerrilynn’s mother, five feet eleven, hair perfectly coifed around her head, a khaki ankle-length skirt moving stiffly in the breeze.

“Hello, Mrs. Jones,” he said, still struggling to catch his breath.

“Hello, Mr. Stockman,” she said coldly. “Where’s my daughter?”

“She’s on the island,” Colton said breathlessly. “I’m trying to get there now.”

“What have you been doing to her?” Mrs. Jones demanded.

“I beg your pardon?” Colton said.

Mrs. Jones smiled, a little sympathetically, perhaps taken aback by Colton’s ever-present charm and innocence. “I’m not accusing you of anything,” she said. “It might all be school girl fantasies, and if that’s the case, I apologize. But Jerrilynn indicated . . . some absolutely unacceptable things last night, and now she won’t answer my calls.”

“Oh, yes Ma’am,” Colton said. “I’m sorry to hear about that.”

“What do you know about it?” Mrs. Jones demanded.

“Well . . . nothing, really,” Colton said. “I think talking to her might be the best avenue.”

“Are you and she having a relationship?”

“I don’t . . . it’s not,” Colton fumbled, and Mrs. Jones narrowed her eyes.

“Young man,” she said quietly, venomously, “we do not accommodate you on our island every summer so you can go seducing the young girls you find there.”

“It’s not that,” Colton protested. “It’s not like that at all.”

“You are to have nothing more to do with my daughter,” Mrs. Jones said.

The words seemed to land like a fist against Colton’s chest, his upper body arching back. But there was an inner core there, a spirit of iron, a courage that arose when things didn’t make sense to him, and he leaned forward and spoke. “Why not?”

“Are you questioning me?” she demanded.

“I . . . yeah, I am,” he replied, voice catching. “I guess I want to know what you think is wrong with me.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” Mrs. Jones said with another weak smile. “I find you exceptionally admirable. Or I did, anyway. But that doesn’t make you worthy of Jerrilynn Jones.”

Colton was fighting the urge to say “Why not?” again when Mrs. Jones looked past him, grabbed her rolling bag and went to the edge of the dock where she stiffened, raised her chin, and waited imperiously for the boat, 200 yards out and closing quickly.

Colton followed her gaze, was relieved to see Brake and the twins motoring directly toward them, and he took his place beside Mrs. Jones.

“Jerrilynn might be in danger,” he said.

“In what way?” she said, looking at him doubtfully.

“It’s hard to explain,” he said. “It involves a, a, sort of game. And it’s not . . . something she should be playing.”

“Not one of those awful television game, I hope?” Mrs. Jones queried.

“Television games?”

“Yes, you plug things into your television and do dreadful things.”

“Oh, no, not at all,” Colton said. “It’s much older than that.”

“And why is it a danger to Jerrilynn?”

“Well,” Colton said, “the girls who played it . . . bad things happened to them.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mrs. Jones said, “and I’m not sure you do either. Hello, Brake.”

Brake inched the craft up against the dock, cut the engine and tied the boat off before he reached up for the woman’s rolling case.

“Mrs. Jones,” he said. “Let’s get your bag first. I trust things are well.”

“Other than having to show up five days early, I’m quite well, thank you,” she replied, stepping with practiced ease down to the boat’s bobbing side, and from there into the craft itself, where she sat and turned to regard the twins, both heavy-laden with their usual gangster accoutrement, including reflective sunglasses that completely hid their eyes.

“You must be John’s boys,” she said. “You’ve both grown up.”

Jimbo looked away. Whittle snorted and aimed his glasses at his phone.

“You’re not getting out?” Mrs. Jones asked.

“Not now,” Jimbo said with a sneer, aiming his shades at Colton.

“Can we hurry?” Colton said, untying the aft rope and looking imploringly at Brake. “There might be a problem on the island.”

Brake raised his eyebrows but said nothing, just throttled up and headed back toward the open water.

“Why are you saying my daughter’s in jeopardy?” Mrs. Jones asked, sliding in her seat so she could regard Colton in the place he’d chosen, immediately before the pilot’s console.

“They found a game in the attic,” Colton said guardedly. “It’s not . . . I’ve looked it up at the library . . . and it’s not a game they should be playing. It’s–”

“Oh yeah, you need to know about that game,” Whittle said suggestively, still looking at his phone, and Jimbo laughed.

“What do you know about it?” Colton asked the twins.

“Just what you and Jerrilynn were talking about this morning,” Whittle said. “Penetrates. Down there.”

“You were eavesdropping on us?”

“We know what that means,” Jimbo said, showing his teeth in an attempt to look predatory, the effect spoiled by the baby fat still bunched around the lower half of his face. “Penetrates, I mean. We know what it means.”

For the second time that morning, Colton’s shoulder was grabbed rudely, this time by Brake.

“What are they talking about?” he demanded. “What game are people playing?”

“It’s called the Husband Keeper,” Colton replied, turning to look at the man. “They found it in the–”

“Gott damn it,” Brake muttered, pushing the throttle all the way up. “Gott, gott damn it.”

“You know about it?” Colton said.

“Shoulda dismantled that damned thing years ago,” Brake said. “It’s just . . . the thing had no screws, and I didn’t want to smash it up in the attic.”

“You know what it does?” Colton said. “You know what it does . . . to girls?”

“Yeah, it’s some kinda burlesque attraction,” Brake said. “I figure from New York City or somesuch, somehow it found its way down here. Obscene by today’s standards. I can’t believe anyone thought such a thing up, especially back then.”

The teens’ thuggishly attired bodies shook with laughter, and Mrs. Jones directed sharp eyes at Brake and Colton and opened her mouth to speak when her phone chimed with a call.

“Hello?” she said, setting the device on her lap and hitting the speaker button.

“Martha?” said a man’s voice. “Martha Jones?”

“This is she. Who is this?”

“It’s John,” he said. “John Adams. We’re on the island this week.”

“I’m almost there myself,” Mrs. Jones said. “It’s a pleasure to hear from you.”

“You’re flying out today?”

“No, I’m done flying. I’m on Mr. Brake’s boat. I should be arriving in just a few minutes. But I do have a few matters to attend to as soon as we reach the boathouse. It seems the–”

“Great, Martha, this will just take a second, then,” he said. “I want the island. Will you sell me your share?”

“Of course not,” Mrs. Jones snapped, staring at her phone like it had just turned into a snake. “It’s been in our family for a century and a half. Under no circumstances–”

“That’s fine,” John interrupted. “I’ve got 13 other families I can call, and I just need a majority to agree. It’s all in the charter if you haven’t read it lately, and then I’ll–”

“They won’t agree,” Mrs. Jones asserted frostily.

“I think they will,” John said. “I’m ready to go well over market on this. I’m sure–”

“What do you want with the island?” Mrs. Jones asked, voice sharp and rising.

“Casino,” John said back in a loud, conspiratorial whisper. “Golf. Marina.”

“How long have you been planning this?” Mrs. Jones asked. “Why don’t you–”

“This morning,” John replied. “It just sort of came to me.”

“Alright,” Mrs. Jones said. “I’d like to speak with you in person about this, but I just need to address something with my daughter first, an urgent matter that–”

“Your daughter,” John said darkly.

“Yes, Jerrilynn. Have you seen her? She’s been–”

“Yes, I’ve seen her, and I’ve heard her,” John said in the same ominous tone. “Mrs. Jones, with all due respect, your daughter seems to be a very troubled young lady.”

“Why, whatever are you–”

“Let’s talk when you get to the island,” John said. “I’m getting another call.”

The line clicked dead and Mrs. Jones looked at Colton again.

“Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?” she asked. “Did he and my daughter have some sort of falling out?”

“I don’t know anything about that,” Colton said, looking urgently at the boathouse, now drawing into view.

“She dissed us,” Whittle said. “I heard it.”

“We both did,” Jimbo added. “Trash talking us to our old man.”

“What did she say?” Mrs. Jones asked. “Maybe you misunderstood. I’m sure she didn’t–”

“We didn’t misunderstand,” Whittle said. “Dad’s right, that bitch got serious issues.”

“Don’t call my daughter that word,” Mrs. Jones hissed, staring so furiously at the two punks they wilted into their seats.

No one spoke again until Brake had drawn the boat up to the dock, just behind someone’s speedboat. He turned the motor off, he and Colton tied the boat up fore and aft, and Mrs. Jones directed another withering glare at the twins.

“Is there a chance,” she began, “your father has decided to turn this island into a, a casino of all things, because of what my daughter said?”

Whittle snorted, and Jimbo smiled before he answered tersely, “Maybe.”

Colton, done knotting the aft mooring rope, offered his hand to Mrs. Jones, and she took it with a weak smile and a barely-audible “Thank you.” With the woman on solid land, Colton accepted her rolling bag from Brake and turned to her. “May I roll your bag to the house, Ma’am?” he asked with barely-concealed agitation, because his first impulse was clearly to race to the mansion and save his new lover from whatever fate befell girls who excelled at the rigors of the Husband Keeper.

“Thank you, Colton, you may,” Mrs. Jones said. “And you may take me directly to my daughter.”

“Glad to,” Colton said, turning and drawing the woman’s bag through the boathouse and over the rough stones that led to the dwelling’s front door.

“Do you know where she is?” Mrs. Jones asked.

“Not definitely, but possibly the attic,” Colton replied. “That’s where the game is.”

“And what is the nature of this game, exactly?” Mrs. Jones inquired while the twins, hovering nearby, covered their mouths to hide their amusement.

“It’s an . . . an adult game,” Colton said.

“Elaborate,” Mrs. Jones said dryly.

“I’d rather not get too specific out here,” Colton said with a quick glance at the twins. “It’s just . . . it’s played in a very personal way. It’s a . . . well, maybe it would be better if you asked Jerrilynn.”

“How long have they been playing it?” Brake asked, falling into step beside Colton.

“I don’t know,” he said, staring urgently at the top of the old structure. “Maybe a few days.”

“Those girls shoulda known better,” Brake groused.

“I’ve been researching it, in town,” Colton said. “But I told Jerrilynn not to play it anymore. I hope she–”

As they neared the home, the front door burst open and John Adams himself appeared, still in his captain’s hat and threadbare t-shirt, glowering down at the approaching group.

“Martha!” he shouted, his voice a mix of enthusiasm and bitterness. “Great news! I’ve already got verbals from two families, in Tallahassee and Southern Cal. They couldn’t refuse the offer. I could have this all wrapped up in a week!”

As Mrs. Jones climbed the steps and Colton hustled up behind her, John Adams turned and spread his arms wide.

“First, we bulldoze everything,” he announced. “Down to the dirt. And then, I’m thinking . . .” John turned, pointed to his left, “casino there. We take out that stand of oaks, put it right–”

Mrs. Jones marched over to the man, stopped with less than a foot of distance between their faces.

“What did my daughter say to you, John?”

“Oh, that?” John said with a smirk. “I’m over it now.”

“What did she say?” Mrs. Jones demanded more sharply. “Your ridiculous, commercially-unworkable plans are obviously all a result of some eighteen-year-old’s stray comment, so tell me what my daughter said that’s got you on this empty, vengeful rampage.”

“Why don’t you ask her yourself, then?” John proposed. “I think she’s still somewhere inside.”

“Let’s go find her together, shall we?” she said, turning to regard Colton. “I believe this young man knows where she is.”

Colton, still bearing Mrs. Jones’ luggage, led the way into the house, Brake just behind him, then Mrs. Jones and John Adams, and finally the twins, and all of them clumped up the first flight of stairs, the second flight, and down the hall to the door that led up to the attic.

Colton pulled the door open and the sound of female voices–excited, agitated, terrified–poured down the steps. Only then did Colton abandon Mrs. Jones’ suitcase, and he rushed up the stairs.

“Jerrilynn!” he shouted. “Jerrilynn, don’t play the game!”

Mrs. Jones went next, with John and Brake close behind her, and lastly the twins. But as soon as Brake heard the thud of two pairs of boots–exorbitantly engineered to look like something worn in the inner-city–behind him, he whirled.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” he demanded.

“Up there,” Whittle said. “Get out of our way.”

“You get your sorry asses back down those stairs pronto,” he barked, filling the narrow stairway with his body. “There ain’t nothing going on up here that’s any of your business.”

The teens held their ground, so Brake took one menacing step down. “Go on back to your mommy,” he said, “and see if she can fish out a different Halloween costume for you pathetic goobers when you find her. Maybe something closer to what you really are. Two loser punks gonna amount to nothing as long as you keep runnin’ to daddy.”

Something about Brake’s demeanor, or his words, seemed to hit home, and the budding hoodlums backed down the stairs and into the hall, and Brake slammed the door, bolted it shut, loped up the stairs two at a time and rushed to the other end of the attic, slowing as he tried to fathom the scene before him.

Jerrilynn, naked, was sitting on the husband keeper, her hair wild, sweat beading across her forehead and running down her face, and she was looking up at Colton, who appeared to be profoundly distraught, pleading with her to do something, it wasn’t clear what. The girl was also being accosted by her mother, the stern woman demanding that Jerrilynn put her clothes back on and pack for the flight back to Boston while John Adams looked on, smirking. Hovering on the periphery were four females exhibiting various degrees of consternation: family members Carol and Morgan, and two women in their 30s Brake recognized from town. Maybe one of them was named Kennedy, but he wasn’t sure, and the other one might have been Mona or Monroe, and she was half-naked, just panties and bra on and pulling on her t-shirt. And then, there was a second naked female here, sitting atop the game's chrome panel, someone Brake had never seen before and didn’t believe he ever would again. Something about the woman beyond her nudity struck him, something otherworldly. She was the only one there who didn’t seem upset, concerned, angry. Instead, she was looking down at Jerrilynn with pride, smiling and waiting for things to settle down.

As he drew nearer, Brake saw two other peculiar things. Jerrilynn was bound to the seat with a chrome belt that had been wrapped around her waist. And there were 10 doors open before her, nine of which revealed some variation of love as a young woman would perceive it: a handsome man, a wedding ring, a house, a baby and so forth. But the thing that emerged from the tenth door was entirely different, an odd shape, lights glowing along its various sections. It almost looked like someone’s idea of . . . a spaceship.

Brake stopped, trying to make sense of the scene when Carol stepped forward, her shrieking voice silencing everyone else as she turned first to the naked woman sitting atop the game.

“I don’t know who the fuck you are but you aren’t Tilda Jones!” she cried before she whirled on Jerrilynn, bent and screamed, “And if I ever catch you with Colton again bitch I’m gonna kick your ass, you’re not good enough for him and he’s not right for you and–” Carol, unable to finish the thought, wailed and turned to Colton, raised her hands to his chest and shoved, the boy stumbling backward into Brake, who grabbed his shoulders to keep him from toppling over.

“Nooo, god no,” Carol sighed more softly, raising her hands to shove Colton again, when the naked woman laughed, loud enough to draw everyone’s attention.

“Well, I see life hasn’t changed much in the last hundred years,” she said in the sudden silence. “Jerrilynn, shall we take our leave?”


Chapter 17: The Tenth Door

Jerrilynn was the picture of feminine concentration as she worked with her nether region to get the tenth door open, spinning and gyrating and grunting and sweating, and for that reason, she didn’t hear the odd conversation taking place just beside her.

“She said her name’s Tilda?” Carol asked, staring open-mouthed at Kennedy, who had just returned from the other end of the attic, where she’d been vaping.

“Yeah,” Kennedy said, turning to point. “If you take a left past the old mock Tiffany floor lamp, and then walk past all those old dressers and mirrors, you’ll see her. She’s sitting on an ottoman. Is she not supposed to be here?”

“Tilda,” Carol said, staring hard into the attic’s distant gloom, shock being replaced by uncertainty. “There’s one Tilda I know of in the family, but it can’t be her.”

“Maybe she just flew in,” Morgan said.

“And she wants to play the game,” Kennedy offered. “That’s why she’s naked.”

“No way it can be her,” Carol said. “She was born in 1909, so she has to be dead by now.”

“She didn’t look dead,” Kennedy said.

“Maybe she was a ghost?” Morgan offered, trying to look terrified.

“It’s just–”

Carol’s next words were interrupted by Jerrilynn’s sharp cry of release, because at last the girl was climaxing, writhing and screaming and shaking with victorious ecstasy. Anyone with a stopwatch would have counted at least 45 seconds of orgasmic explosion, but in the meantime, two peculiar things happened. First, the end of a leathery belt emerged from the back of the seat and, with a sort of reptilian sentience, tapped its way around Jerrilynn’s heaving abdomen, encircling her waist before it buried itself back into the wooden seat. Second, the tenth door opened, revealing not another chrome tableau of love, but a shiny, irregularly-shaped thing with lights flashing along its length, red, white, and a sort of purple.

Jerrilynn bent forward, body wracked with quiet, sobbing gasps, but the four females around her were no longer looking at her, because the other end of the attic was creaking with the rhythmic sound of footsteps.

“Hey!” Carol shouted. “Who’s there?”

The answer came in the form of a naked woman, no more than 20, with blonde hair growing down to her heavy breasts, rounding the last of the castoff furniture and smiling. She didn’t look like a ghost, really, nor did she look quite earthly either.

“Who are you?” Carol demanded.

“Tilda Jones,” she replied, striding toward them, completely unashamed of her nudity, nothing but a thick triangle of brown pubic hair to hide her sex. “At least, that’s what I was called way back then. They call me different things now.”

“Tilda Jones,” Carol said flatly, doubtfully. “Born in 1909.”

“You remember me?” Tilda said, slowing, and her smile darkened, as though she was not so much haunting this old attic as being haunted in it.

“Not really,” Carol said. “But your name . . . or no, a name . . . Tilda Jones . . . she was born in 1909, and then the family tree thing, like in a bible, all these names . . . hers just ends. But it was . . . so you have to be a different Tilda.”

“Oh, that’s me,” Tilda said, and she reached the throng and looked down at Jerrilynn, who was still belted to the Husband Keeper and looking up with dazed befuddlement.

“Congratulations, sweetheart,” she said. “What’s your name?”

“Jerrilynn. Jerrilynn Jones.”

“Jones,” Tilda said, looking around the attic. “Are we in the family house on Jones Island?”

“Yes,” Jerrilynn said, and she looked down at her belt, eased her fingers under it, found that it didn’t yield.

“Well, you’ve won,” Tilda said, and she stepped up to the game, put her hands on the top of the chroma panel, jumped and whirled with gymnastic alacrity, sitting at the top of the panel and looking down at Jerrilynn. “So we’ll be going now.”

“Where?” Jerrilynn asked.

“It’s not an answer you’ll understand yet,” Tilda said, but she leaned forward and pointed to the flashing thing. “But your first stop will be a little like that. It’s what we use to get around in outer space. It’s parked about halfway across the galaxy.”

Jerrilynn shook her head uncomprehendingly when a man’s voice screamed from the attic stairs, “Jerrilynn! Jerrilynn, don’t play the game!”

“Sounds like it’s your boyfriend, Jar-Jar,” Carol said, voice dripping with sarcasm. “So . . . what, this is all some kind of game, right? He shows up and acts all innocent and you try, with this bitch, it’s supposed to be . . .” Carol’s voice trailed off, the connection between furtive teen romantic angst and whatever was happening around the Husband Keeper not completely obvious.

“Jerrilynn,” Colton gasped, reaching the girl at an open trot, eyes only on her, and she turned and looked at him longingly. “Hey, Colton,” she said, “I just beat the game.”

“No!” he shouted, and he grabbed her upper arm. “Get off, get off, you’re going to–”

“What?” Jerrilynn asked.

“You’re going to vanish! These games showed up in 1927. I just looked it up. All over America. And then girls started disappearing. They’d play and then no one would ever see them again. It’s just–”

“Get your hands off my daughter,” Mrs. Jones commanded, digging her manicured nails into Colton’s neck, and she took full stock of her daughter’s condition and nearly shrieked into her hands. “Jerrilynn, get dressed immediately, go downstairs and pack. I’ve already got your ticket, you’ll be on the 5:30 flight back to Boston.”

Carol, perhaps because she realized Jerrilynn was about to be removed from the estate, chose that moment to pour out another brainful of disoriented angst.

“I don’t know who the fuck you are but you aren’t Tilda Jones!” she shouted, then turned to speak sharply to Jerrilynn, face inches from her cousin’s. “And if I ever catch you with Colton again bitch I’m gonna kick your ass, you’re not good enough for him and he’s not right for you and–” Carol turned her next course of venom against Colton, rushing to him and thumping his chest, the boy staggering backwards in shocked confusion.

The naked woman who called herself Tilda laughed, brightly, almost victoriously, and something about the sound broke through the clutter of churning emotion, and all turned to her.

“Well, I see life hasn’t changed much in the last hundred years,” she said. “Jerrilynn, shall we take our leave?”

Jerrilynn, still sweat-draped, still catching her breath after her game-defeating performance, looked up at her mother first, and then Carol, and her eyes spoke of betrayal by both.

“Do I have a choice?” she asked.

“No,” Tilda said. “You won. You’re theirs now.”

“Whose?”

“You’ll be meeting them in a few minutes,” Tilda said. “They’re nice. And you’ll live forever, if you want.”

Jerrilynn’s eyes were wet as she looked last at Colton.

“Follow me,” she said. “Find me. Someday.”

She turned back to Tilda and offered a grim smile.

“Okay.”


Epilogue

No Updates in Teen’s Disappearance

After almost a month of searching, authorities have no new leads in the June 29th disappearance of Jerrilynn Martha Jones, 18, a Boston high school student summering at her family’s estate on Jones Island in Barrister, New York.

Jones was last seen in the attic of the family home on the island, where she had been playing an old arcade game with cousins and friends. According to witness statements, an unknown woman who identified herself as Tilda Jones appeared in the attic, and after a brief conversation with those present, both Jerrilynn and Tilda Jones somehow fled the scene.

Chief Sara Ruggiero of the Barrister Police Department, in her fullest accounting of the disappearance to date, said yesterday that none of the witnesses were able to provide an adequate explanation for how the two women left the attic.

“There were seven people there beside the two missing subjects,” Ruggiero said, “and all of them were consistent in saying that the two women were simply there one minute, sitting on the game, and gone the next. Some of the witnesses said the game itself also vanished briefly before it reappeared, but others say it never left.”

Ruggiero declined to describe the game in detail, calling it an “an arcade-style amusement, apparently about 100 years old, that may have been meant to provide health or medicinal benefits. We don’t know who made it, or much about its history, but it’s my understanding a friend has removed it from the property at the family’s request and placed it in storage.”

The woman calling herself Tilda Jones remains a person of interest in the case, but police have little to go on. She is described as blonde, about 25, approximately 5 feet 4 inches tall, and about 120 pounds. There are no pictures of her and no records of anyone by that name fitting her description, and no one in the extended Jones family has ever heard of her.

“We suspected initially that Jerrilynn had been kidnapped, but the family never received a ransom note or any other communication,” Ruggiero said. “We’ve searched the island and the lake for bodies or evidence, but nothing’s turned up.”

The investigation will continue, Ruggiero said. In the meantime, Jerrilynn Jones’ distraught parents have asked that their family’s privacy be respected.

“It wouldn’t be appropriate to speculate, or say too much at this point,” she said. “We have filed a national missing person’s report, and all of us are continuing to hope she turns up.”
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