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      Hello and welcome to Camp! If you’ve been here before, let’s talk about some changes.

      First, the book titles. They’re new. Duh. But why? For starters, they’re more descriptive now. The old Volume X titles didn’t tell you a thing about the books, other than their order in the series.

      The new titles are mostly for new readers. If you’re a fan from before, you probably don’t care what the books are called. But new readers don’t know me or my stories, and titles are an important part of the sales pitch.

      Next, the series and universe, Summer Camp Swingers. Why the change? Amazon. Specifically, their search and recommendation algorithms. I don’t want my books to appear beside ones about regular summer camps. Adding Swingers should make it clear that mine are for grown-ups.

      Okay, that’s enough about the changes. If you’re new to Camp, let me tell you how this all began.

      Back in the summer of 2002, I had a story growing in my imagination. It started as a simple fantasy that sprang from events in my real life.

      My family vacationed at a nudist camp in the seventies and early eighties. My parents were swingers at the time, although I didn’t figure it out until much later. And when I was a teenager, I knew a woman who was similar to Susan. As an adult, I always wondered what would’ve happened if she’d been more like the woman in my imagination.

      So this “what if…?” story was growing in my head, and I kept remembering things and adding new details. It quickly became too much to keep track of, so I decided to write it down. I finished the first few chapters and posted them online. People liked them, so I kept writing.

      In the process, my coming-of-age story evolved into something far bigger than I’d ever imagined. I added an overall plot: Who died? Who’s the wife? Then I sketched out the people and events in several more stories. Other writers wanted to play in my world, so I created the universe, Summer Camp Swingers. My own stories grew into books, and the books became series—five of them, as it turned out.

      So, where are we now, with this book? Christy is the fifth and final series in the main Summer Camp Swingers saga. You don’t need to read the first four series to enjoy this one, but they add a lot of background for the people and events here. If you’re interested, the earlier series are available on my website.

      Whew! That was a lot of introduction. Yeah, sorry. I’ve been writing Summer Camp Swingers since that fateful day back in 2002, so we’re talking about 30 books, nearly 2.5 million words. In any event, I’m sure you’re ready to start reading. You bought the book, after all, so let’s get to it!

      
        
        Nick Scipio

        August 1, 2020

        NickScipio.com
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      Summer Camp Swingers has always been a serial, published a chapter at a time. So the books in this series don’t begin and end like normal ones do. They’re meant to be read as a complete story, one after the other. When you reach the end of this book, pick up the next one and keep going.

      And when you get to the end of the series, the Epilogue will wrap up the whole saga and answer the two big questions from the very beginning—who’s the wife and who died?
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      I met up with Christy, Wren, and Trip after lunch on Wednesday. We’d all gone to class, even though half the university had left for Thanksgiving already or was in the process of leaving. The day was gray and pensive—the sky couldn’t decide if it was going to rain or not—which reflected my mood perfectly. The others talked about the party the night before, while I was content to walk along in my own little world.

      Christy’s “future husband” introductions had unnerved me. Sure, we’d been joking about “not until we’re married” for a while, but she seemed to be moving a lot quicker than I was. I still had a million questions about her, and none of them had easy answers, much less quick ones.

      Wren seemed to sense my unease, and for once she didn’t needle me about it. She’d probably had time to think about things too, and even she’d have to admit that Christy had jumped the gun a little.

      I desperately wanted to talk to Wren and find out how Christy and Simon had become engaged. I kept remembering what her brother Danny had said, that she’d simply declared him her fiancé. At the time I’d thought he was just teasing her, but all of a sudden I wasn’t so sure. Had the same thing just happened to me?

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t think of a way to talk to her alone before we left. She and Trip had to pack for their drive to Atlanta. Christy and I had to do the same for our flight to San Diego. So unless I wanted to answer some awkward questions from Christy, I needed to leave it alone.

      I felt like I was flying blind into a relationship with her, but I didn’t have much choice. I didn’t have charts or nav beacons. I didn’t even have instruments! Was my engine running too hot? Was I flying too low? Too slow? The metaphors alone were enough to drive me crazy.

      So I kept my questions to myself and responded with a smile when Christy silently asked if I was okay. She realized that something was going on in my head, even if she didn’t know what. So instead of bouncing around, she walked silently beside me.

      “Are you nervous?” she finally asked. “About meeting my family?”

      “What? No, not at all. Sorry, I’m just making a list in my head. Stuff I need to pack. Running clothes, something dressy, stuff like that.” It was a white lie, but less messy than the truth.

      “Oh. Okay.” She glanced up at me. “They’re going to love you, though. Mom says…”

      She chattered on nervously, and I didn’t have the guts to stop her. I felt guilty for letting her worry, but then again, it probably wouldn’t hurt for her to realize that something was up between us. We’d have to talk about it sooner or later, although I had no idea when.

      At home we headed to our separate bedrooms. Wren and Trip weren’t planning to leave until later in the afternoon, but Christy and I had a flight to catch. So I packed my clothes and toiletries in my suitcase. Then I added some books and few other things to my backpack, and I was ready to go. Christy took an hour and a half, and I finally went to check on her when she still hadn’t come downstairs. I knocked on her half-open door and then gently pushed it open.

      Her room looked like her dresser and closet had both exploded. Two large suitcases stood by the door and she was doing her best to close a smaller one. I looked at my watch.

      “Um… we need to leave in about fifteen minutes. Anything I can help with?”

      “Oh, thanks! Would you take those downstairs for me?”

      “Wait… these?” I gestured at the large suitcases. I’d thought they were empty, just standing by in case her things wouldn’t all fit in the smaller suitcase.

      “Yes.” She caught my expression. “What’s the matter?”

      “You know it’s just four days, right?”

      “Of course I do. Please don’t give me a hard time about all my clothes. I’m taking a bunch of summer outfits home so I can return with my winter clothes.”

      “Hold on…” I nodded at the closet and all the other clothes strewn around the room. “You mean this isn’t all your clothes?”

      “Are you kidding? No, no way I could keep all my things in here.”

      My eyes widened, but she missed it.

      “I have a full closet at home, plus all this stuff. Crap! Will you help me close this stupid suitcase?”

      I put my weight on it and persuaded the latches to close.

      “Thanks! This is the one with things I’m gonna wear. Lemme pack my bathroom stuff and a few delicates and then I’ll be ready. Five minutes.”

      I knew better than to trust her estimate. “Five minutes” of Christy-time was half an hour in the Newtonian universe. Still, pestering her would only make things worse, so I lugged the two large suitcases downstairs.

      Trip was walking from his office to the kitchen. He backed up and did a double take.

      “Don’t ask,” I said.

      He shook his head, and his expression said it all: Better you than me, pal.

      I went upstairs, brought my own things down, and loaded everything into the Land Cruiser. Then I waited for Christy to finish packing. When she did, after only twenty-five minutes, I loaded her two smaller bags. We said goodbye to Trip and Wren and left in a bit of a hurry.

      “Why are we rushing?” Christy asked. She looked at her watch. “Uh-oh. I thought we were two hours early. In my defense, it wasn’t my watch this time. I stink at math, too. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I usually have to get to the gate an hour early. It’s just a habit. We don’t have to this time, though. Thank goodness.”

      “Why? I mean, why do you get there so early?”

      “I fly for free because my dad works for the airline.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Pretty cool.”

      “Yes, but… I have to fly stand-by. I have to show up early, wear a coat and tie—I’m representing the company when I fly, so I have to look nice—and I might get bumped if there aren’t enough seats.”

      “Oh. That kinda stinks.”

      “Right. It’s worst around holidays, though.”

      “Like Thanksgiving.”

      “Exactly. I don’t wanna get stranded in the Atlanta airport, so I paid full fare this time. That’s why I’m not in a coat and tie, and why we don’t have to be there early.” I glanced at my watch and mashed the accelerator. “We’re gonna be cutting it close, though.”

      Christy nodded. Then she jerked upright. She yanked open her purse but then relaxed.

      I chuckled as she pulled out her ticket. “Thought you’d forgotten it?”

      “Yeah. My mom sent it to me a month ago, and I kept it on top of my dresser so I wouldn’t lose it.”

      “You realize that anything is likely to disappear in your bedroom, don’t you? I mean, I’ve seen you pile clothes pretty much everywhere.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny, Mr. Clean.”

      “Hold on a sec… That’s the ticket your mom sent you? I thought you were going to trade it in and get one on the same flight as mine.”

      “I forgot. We’ve been so busy and all.”

      “I managed to—” I gritted my teeth. “Never mind. We’ll take care of it when we get to the airport.”

      “Oh. Okay. So… no problem.”

      Only it was a problem.

      “I’m sorry, but this flight left four hours ago,” the ticket agent explained when we got there. “I can’t exchange it.”

      “Can’t you do anything?” I insisted.

      “No, I’m sorry. I can only refund a ticket before the time of departure.”

      I took a firm grip on my frustration.

      “Can’t I just buy a new one?” Christy asked.

      “Of course. To San Diego via Atlanta?”

      “Yes, please.”

      The agent checked her terminal. “We have a flight that leaves in thirty minutes.”

      “That one!” Christy said. She was actually excited.

      I was borderline furious. First, that she’d forgotten to exchange her original ticket. But also because she’d have to pay for a new one. Last-minute tickets were insanely expensive, although the agent was able to refund the cost of the return ticket and apply it to the new ones. Still, Christy didn’t bat an eye when the agent told her how much it would cost.

      “Can I write a check?” she asked.

      “Certainly.”

      “See?” Christy said to me. “Problem solved.”

      I almost asked if she could afford it, but I didn’t want to give the agent any reason to call the bank to verify the funds. I certainly couldn’t afford to pay for her ticket if her check wasn’t good. Not unless I wanted to use my credit card and then dip into savings to pay it off. So I kept my mouth shut and fingers crossed.

      We spent another ten minutes getting the ticket printed and paid for, but the agent called the gate to tell them we were coming. We made it with ten minutes to spare. As far as I was concerned, that was nearly the same as watching the plane depart without us. Christy seemed unfazed and chattered about her family or something.

      I wasn’t paying attention. Instead, I was wondering how crazy I was to want a relationship with her. She was my exact opposite in so many ways. She didn’t know a thing about my lifestyle, either. And she seemed willfully oblivious to my moods.

      The last wasn’t really true. She was acutely aware of my frustration and the reason for it. She simply didn’t know how to deal with it. Mindless chatter was her answer. I finally figured it out after she nervously glanced at me the fifth or sixth time.

      I didn’t want to start an argument, especially when we were trapped in a plane, so I stopped her the only way I knew how: I kissed her.

      “Relax,” I said. “Sorry I’m brooding. I’ll get over it. I just get frustrated when things don’t go like they’re supposed to.”

      “I’m so sorry about the ticket. I completely forgot.”

      “That’s okay. I just have to remind myself that you’re total chaos sometimes. I’m all about order.”

      “You’re yin and I’m yang,” she said.

      “Um… what?”

      “You don’t know about yin and yang? Oh, it’s so cool. Nobu taught me. It’s the idea that opposites are really part of the same whole. You can’t have one without the other. They’re the ‘cloudy side’ and the ‘sunny side.’ You’re the cloudy, by the way. And I’m the sunny, of course.” She beamed at me and then chattered away.

      At least she wasn’t flustered anymore. That was something.
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        * * *

      

      Christy’s ticket mix-up made life interesting at the other end of the trip as well. We arrived in San Diego and no one was there to pick us up, since we hadn’t told them about the flight change. I had to take some of the blame, though, since I hadn’t even thought of calling them during our layover in Atlanta.

      We found a pay phone. Christy glossed over the real cause and made it sound like we simply had to take a later flight.

      “Don’t get upset,” she begged me after she hung up.

      “But you totally just lied to your mom.”

      “I didn’t lie. I just… left out a few details.”

      “And how is that not a lie?”

      “The same way you left out a few details about talking to Gina when I thought it was Sara.”

      “Ouch! Touché. But I hate to break it to you, I was lying. A lie by omission is still a lie.”

      “Whatever. I’ll tell them… eventually.”

      “They’ll find out anyway when you tell them how much the new ticket cost. I mean, that was a pretty large check you wrote.”

      “Oh, that?” She waved it away. “My dad’ll take care of it.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “He may yell a little, but he always fixes things.”

      I decided not to have that argument either. Besides, it wasn’t really my problem. She had her own bank account and parents to keep it in the black. But a niggling part of me remembered Trip and Wren’s Halloween argument about money. Once again, I reminded myself that it wasn’t my problem.

      It didn’t occur to me that Trip had probably told himself the same thing.
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        * * *

      

      Christy’s brother Danny picked us up instead of her mother. He pulled up to the curb and climbed from the driver’s side of a big Cadillac.

      “Birdy-bird,” he called over the roof of the car.

      She squealed in surprise. “Danny!”

      “Mom sent me instead. I hope that’s okay.”

      “It’s awesome.”

      “Lemme pop the trunk and I’ll help you with the bags,” he said to me. He reached into the car and then joined us on the sidewalk. He gave Christy a hug and shook my hand. “Good to see you again. She’s hard to say no to, isn’t she?”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Oh, I think I do. She’s had the rest of us wrapped around her finger since she came home from the hospital.”

      “Danny, that isn’t true.”

      “Sure it is, Sis.” He gestured at the suitcases. “All of these yours?”

      “Yeah.” I gestured feebly. “She… uh…”

      “Oh, I’m familiar,” he said with a grin. “She used to pack all her dolls for family trips.”

      “I did not.”

      “She even packed a little suitcase of doll clothes.” He hefted one of the large bags and her smaller one.

      I grabbed her other large suitcase and my own.

      “I knew she’d have a bunch,” he said, “so I brought Dad’s car instead of Mom’s.”

      The Cadillac’s trunk looked like it needed its own zip code. Our four suitcases plus Christy’s overnight bag and my backpack barely took up half of it.

      “Sabrina’s in the front,” Danny said as he dropped the trunk lid. “You guys hop in the back.” He walked back to the driver’s side, and I opened the rear passenger door for Christy. I climbed in after her and closed the door with a soft thump.

      The woman in the front seat turned. “Hey, Birdy, good to see you.”

      “Sabrina! Good to see you too. You’re as beautiful as ever.”

      “Thanks. You too. How was your flight?”

      “It was good. The guy next to me was really cute.” She flashed me a grin. “When did you get in?”

      “About an hour ago. We hadn’t even settled in before you called. Danny was restless from the flight—you know how he is when he isn’t the one flying—so he volunteered to come pick you up.” She glanced at me and smiled. “Sorry, you must be Paul. I’m Sabrina.”

      I shook her hand over the seat back. “Nice to meet you.”

      She was pretty—what I could see of her, at least—with long, dark hair and finely sculpted features.

      “Your mom put us together in your bedroom,” she said to Christy. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      “No, that’s awesome!”

      Danny glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “You and I bunk together on the screen porch.”

      “Fine by me,” I said.

      “Nothing against you,” he said, “but not exactly what I had in mind. Mom’s just being old-fashioned.”

      “Not until you’re married,” Christy said. Then she explained to me, “Mom won’t let couples sleep together until they’re married.”

      “She knows we’ve been living together,” Danny groused. “For two years.”

      “There’s a simple solution,” Sabrina said.

      “Exactly,” Christy agreed. “Why haven’t you married her yet, Danny?”

      He glared at her in the mirror.

      “Everyone loves her, even Rich.”

      “Yes, Daniel,” Sabrina teased, “why haven’t you married me yet? My family keeps asking the same thing.”

      “Can we change the subject?”

      Sabrina smiled fondly at him.

      “So, Paul,” he said, “are you ready for your trial by fire? Meeting all of us at once?”

      “Can we change the subject?” I joked.

      “Nah, you’ll do fine,” he said. “Mom already likes you. Dad’s a tougher nut to crack, but he’ll come around. Everyone else is pretty laid-back. Just don’t stand too close to Rich. Don’t make eye contact, either. And don’t stick anything through the bars of the cage.”

      “Danny!” Christy cried.

      Sabrina laughed. “Oh, Danny, be nice. Rich is a big softie. You just have to know how to handle him.”

      “I never figured that out.” He glanced at me in the mirror. “Rich is fifteen months younger than me, but he used to beat me up. I swear, he was mean even as a kid.”

      “He wasn’t mean,” Christy said. “Laurence said it was ’cause you and your friends made fun of him.”

      “Yeah, ’cause he was a little troll.” He grumbled, “Now he’s a big troll, with weapons and hand-to-hand combat training.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Christy said to me. “You’ll get along fine with Rich. He’s just very protective.”

      “Only with you,” Danny objected.

      “And me,” Sabrina said.

      “And Mom,” Christy added.

      “Okay, so he’s protective of women,” Danny said. To me, “Those of us with testicles are on our own.”

      “Roger that,” I said.

      “Ah, Rich isn’t that bad,” he said. “He’s got a friend with him, so I’m sure he’ll be on his best behavior.”

      “Rich is here?” Christy said, surprised.

      “Yeah, he decided to spend a couple of days at the ol’ homestead. Brought a friend with him. Their unit’s on standby to standby ’cause of the whole Beirut thing, so they can’t leave town.”

      “Mom didn’t know if he was gonna make it,” Christy said. “He thought he’d be deployed.”

      “He still might be. Dad doesn’t think so, but the scuttlebutt is above our pay grade.” He glanced at me as he slowed to turn into a neighborhood. “Still time to bail.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Christy said. She hugged my arm. “Everyone will love you.”

      “Last chance,” Danny said before he turned into a driveway.

      I grinned. “Faint heart never won fair lady.”

      He laughed, and Christy beamed up at me.

      “You girls head inside,” Danny said as he maneuvered the big car into the garage. “Paul and I can handle the luggage.”

      We climbed out of the car, and I got my first good look at Sabrina. For a moment I thought I might have to put my eyes back in my head. She looked like a brunette Christie Brinkley, only close enough to touch. I managed to recover before she noticed, but only just. I distracted myself by helping Christy out of the car.

      “I’ll see you inside,” she said. “I can’t wait for you to meet everyone.”

      I smiled and watched her and Sabrina walk into the house. Then I glanced at Danny, who was doing the same.

      Of course, I thought, the recruiting-poster jet pilot Marine has a supermodel girlfriend.

      For a moment I wondered why I kept finding myself around better-looking, more popular guys. Then again, I was probably having more sex than they were. Unfortunately, I wasn’t having any sex at the moment, and no prospect of it in the next few days.

      Danny waited till the girls shut the door behind them. Then he raised the trunk lid and gestured me behind it.

      “All right,” he said quickly, his voice low, “here’s the tactical situation before you roll in.” He stopped and chuckled to himself. “You probably—”

      “I got it. Pilot’s kid. Remember? I speak the lingo.”

      “Yeah, right, sorry. Anyway, I like you,” he said earnestly, “so I want you to stick around. Here’s what you should expect. Mom’s already on your side. That’s about seventy-five percent of the battle right there. When you meet Dad, give him a firm handshake and make eye contact. Call him ‘sir,’ but only when Mom isn’t around.”

      “Roger.”

      He grinned at the word. “Right, so… You’ll figure out Harry and Marianne when you meet them tomorrow. He’s a real hotshot, like Dad. Gonna be an admiral one day. She’s a sweetheart. You’ll love her. James and Lynne are here already. He’s pretty mellow. She’s nice enough but quiet and a bit of a fussbudget. Rich is… a good guy. But he’s disagreeable. Best word I can think of. He won’t like you, but it isn’t personal. He’s just wired different than the rest of us.”

      “Got it. Your mom’s on my side. Call your dad ‘sir,’ but only when she isn’t around. Figure out the rest when I meet them.”

      “Yep. That’s about it. The kids are all little versions of their parents, some more than others. Did Birdy—?”

      The door from the house opened and a man’s voice said, “You guys need help?”

      Danny raised his head over the lid of the trunk. He relaxed when he saw who it was.

      “Mom sent me,” the man said as he joined us. He was shorter than Danny, but with the same build and the same blue eyes. He wore his dark hair short and sported a mustache. “You must be Paul,” he said as he extended his hand. “Nice to meet you. Jim Carmichael.”

      “Paul Hughes. Nice to meet you.”

      “The girls were organizing a search party,” Jim said to Danny.

      “Right. I was just giving Paul a head start on meeting everyone.”

      “So we like him?” Jim said.

      “Way more than the last one.” Danny glanced at me. “Sorry to keep bringing him up, but he made an impression.”

      “A bad one,” Jim agreed. He gestured at the trunk. “Lemme guess, most of this is Birdy’s?”

      “How’d you know?” Danny joked.

      I pulled out my backpack and suitcase.

      “Come on, dude,” Jim said to his brother, “let’s haul these inside.”

      They each took a large suitcase and a smaller one.

      Danny grinned at me. “Last chance to bail.”

      “Are you kidding? I made it this far, didn’t I?”

      “I see what you mean,” Jim said to Danny. He smiled at me. “All right. Let’s go meet the family.”

      I followed them inside, where a gaggle of pre-teen girls were waiting for us. They were brimming with curiosity but fell silent at the sight of me.

      “Hi,” I said. “I’m Paul.”

      “We know,” the oldest said. “You’re Aunt Birdy’s boyfriend.”

      “That’s the rumor. And you’re… Virginia?” Christy had told me about her nieces and nephews on the flight, and I’d done my best to memorize everyone’s names and ages.

      “How’d you know?”

      “A little Birdy told me.”

      She smiled prettily.

      Christy moved next to me.

      “And I bet you’re Amber,” I said to the next-oldest girl.

      “Uh-huh. And that’s Rose and Grace.”

      Grace was small and very shy, with sun-gold hair and eyes like Christy’s, while the others had sandy brown hair and darker blue eyes.

      “Grace is mine,” Jim said to me. “The rest are Harry’s girls.” He tossed his chin toward the door and said to Danny, “Come on. These weigh a ton. Let’s take ’em back.”

      “Let’s go, girls,” Danny said to the gaggle. “Sabrina promised to show you her latest magazines.”

      He and Jim disappeared deeper into the house with the girls in tow.

      Christy gestured to her parents, so I set down my bags.

      “Mom, Dad,” she said, “this is Paul. Paul, meet my mom and dad.”

      Her father was an older version of Jim, heavier but still compact, about my height, with dark hair going gray at the temples. Something about him piqued my interest, a sort of buzzing vitality that age hadn’t diminished. He extended a hand.

      “Harold Carmichael,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”

      I shook his hand firmly and met his eyes, ice blue like Christy’s. “Nice to meet you, s— Mr. Carmichael.”

      “Call me Harold.”

      “Yes, sir. Harold.”

      Christy’s mother was an inch shorter but a few pounds heavier than her daughter. She had blonde hair going slightly gray and eyes the same blue as Jim and Danny’s. She was a small, elegant woman who’d probably been pretty as a girl, but had grown into her beauty as she’d aged. She smiled warmly.

      “I’m Anne. Nice to finally meet you, Paul,” she said. “Christine’s told us so much about you.”

      “She’s the only one who calls me that,” Christy whispered up at me.

      “Nice to meet you too, Mrs. Carmichael.”

      “Thank you, dear, but call me Anne.”

      “Okay, Anne. Nice to meet you. Thanks for inviting me to your lovely home.”

      “You’re more than welcome. Have you eaten?”

      “We had dinner on the plane,” Christy said, “but…”

      “You’re hungry again? I’m a bit peckish myself. Why don’t you show Paul where he’ll sleep and then we’ll have a snack.” She smiled at me. “You can take your things through there. I hope you don’t mind the porch. We’re a bit cramped for space. The weather here never gets very cold, though, and it’s actually quite nice out there.”

      “Danny said it’s fine,” I fibbed. I picked up my bags and took them out to the porch.

      Christy followed and pulled the door closed to give us a moment of privacy.

      The screen porch was fairly large, with comfy-looking wicker furniture. The longer couch was made up as a bed. Danny’s suitcase sat atop it. My “bed” was a military cot, the old style with a wooden frame. Anne (or someone) had made it up with sheets, a couple of blankets, and a pillow. She’d even turned down the covers for me.

      “Sorry you have to sleep out here,” Christy said. “Every other room in the house is full. Well, except my dad’s office. No one sleeps in there, even though it has a couch and more than enough space. He’s just—”

      I kissed her.

      She moistened her lips and slowly opened her eyes. “I was chattering, wasn’t I?”

      “Mmm hmm. Relax. I’ll be fine. Yeah, I’m a bit nervous, but your family has been super nice so far.”

      “Okay. I’m just worried about my dad. He’s…”

      “You’re his only daughter,” I said. “I get it. I’ll do fine.”

      She nodded and then smiled up at me shyly. “Will you kiss me again?”

      I was happy to. “Better?”

      “Much. Thank you.”

      “Good. Now, we should get back inside before they figure out what we’re up to.”

      I followed her in.

      “I hope you like your bunk,” her father said. “It isn’t a five-star hotel, but it’s clean and dry.”

      “It’s very nice, sir. Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to call me ‘sir,’” he said automatically. “I’m just Harold at home. Would you like a drink?”

      “Um… sure.”

      “Why don’t we step into my office.”

      Both Christy and her mother looked at us, Christy with surprise and worry, her mother with forbearance.

      I realized I was about to get the “What are your intentions…?” grilling.

      “Don’t keep him too long, dear,” Anne said to him. “He’s had a long trip. He and Christine probably want to relax a bit.”

      “Oh, he looks like a sturdy young man.” He gestured for me to precede him.

      I’ll be fine, I said to Christy with a look. I’d thought long and hard about what to say to her father if we had this talk. I’d spent the entire morning playing out scenarios in my head as I ran, rehearsing and revising, and he was living up to the stereotype I’d imagined.

      I walked down the hall and felt a shiver of fear and determination. I was about to step into the ring with a smarter, stronger, quicker, tougher opponent. He outclassed me in every way, yet I wasn’t going to back down. I couldn’t. Not now, not ever.

      I barely saw the dining room on my right. The front entryway loomed at the end of the wide hallway, and a small part of me wanted to walk straight out and never look back. A double doorway to the right opened onto a formal living room. Harold’s office was on the left, behind a pair of pocket doors.

      I turned in and automatically scanned the mahogany-paneled room. His “I love me” wall was full of photos and service plaques and commendations. The wall on the left was lined with built-in bookshelves behind an antique desk. The front half of the room was arranged as a sitting area, with a leather couch and two matching wingback chairs in front of a large window.

      “Have a seat.” He gestured at the couch and slid the doors closed. Then he opened a small liquor cabinet. “Whiskey all right?”

      “Yes, thanks.” I sat and took a deep breath. My skin prickled with another surge of adrenaline.

      Harold handed me a glass of amber liquid. Then he sat down in one of the chairs. He swirled the ice in his glass, took a sip, and rested it on the arm of the chair.

      “I won’t beat around the bush,” he said. “I’d like to know your intentions toward my daughter.”

      I actually laughed. I couldn’t stop myself.

      “You think this is funny?”

      I wiped the smile off my face and took a long drink of liquor. It burned going down and focused my attention. “No, sir,” I said at last. “It isn’t funny at all. The timing is. I thought you might get to know me first, or wait till right before we left. I didn’t think you’d ask straight out. Sir.”

      He didn’t tell me to call him Harold. Instead he leveled his icy blue gaze and waited. I had visions of seasoned Captains withering under that stare. I wasn’t even a wet-behind-the-ears Ensign. My heart made the jump to light speed, but I took a deep breath and faced him squarely.

      “With all due respect, sir, that’s between Christy and me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “My intentions. Our intentions. They’re between Christy and me. Sir.”

      He cocked his head to the side and studied me. He looked so much like an older, craggier version of Christy that I almost laughed. Again.

      “You’d better explain,” he said at last.

      I took another deep breath and a sip of whiskey. I wouldn’t have been able to speak otherwise. “I like your daughter,” I said. “And she likes me. I don’t know about our long-term prospects, but I’d like to find out. I think she would too. Sir.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      His eyebrows twitched the barest fraction before he controlled them. He had years more experience than Christy, but I could see where some of her temperament came from.

      “I don’t mean to sound arrogant, sir, or cocky.”

      “Then you need to work on your approach.”

      “Maybe.” The alcohol was finally starting to reach my brain. “But look at things from my perspective…”

      “Enlighten me,” he said with an economical gesture. His expression didn’t change, but he sat back in his chair and took a sip of whiskey.

      “If Christy didn’t think we have a future, why invite me here?”

      “Why, indeed?”

      “Because family is important to her, and she wants you to like me. She wants me to like you.”

      “And do you?”

      “I like Danny a lot. I just met the rest of you.”

      “And you think that telling me to mind my own business, especially where my daughter is concerned, is going to score points with me?”

      “Yes and no. Up to now, you’ve been the man in Christy’s life. If she and I are going to have a relationship, I need to be the man in her life. Which means I’ll have to stand up to you sooner or later.”

      “And you thought ‘sooner’ was the better option?”

      “You said so yourself, sir, you don’t beat around the bush. Besides, it’d be a lot more painful—for both of us—if I backed down now but stood up to you later. Wouldn’t you agree?” I took another sip of whiskey. Keep the courage coming.

      “No, I don’t think I would.”

      “What would you think if I were a young Ensign who’d just stood up to you on principle?”

      “I’d have you court-martialed for gross insubordination!”

      It was my turn to stare at him.

      He narrowed his eyes and studied me. “You’re a cool one, all right. Danny said you were.”

      “Not really. I’m scared out of my wits right now,” I admitted. “My mouth is so dry I can hardly speak, and I’m pretty sure I have more adrenaline in my blood than oxygen.”

      He actually laughed at that, the first crack in his stern façade.

      “But I’m willing to stand up to you because I think your daughter’s worth it.” I gave him a moment and then continued, “I once read that courage is grace under pressure. I don’t know if I’m being graceful or not, but I know for a fact that I’m under a lot of pressure.”

      “So you think you’re demonstrating courage? As Hemingway said, grace under pressure?”

      “I do, sir. I thought about this a lot when I accepted Christy’s invitation. From what she’s said about you, I kinda thought we’d have this conversation. You just… seem like the type, sir, if you don’t mind me saying so. And you’re pretty damn intimidating.”

      He nodded agreement.

      “But I came here anyway. I walked into your office, even knowing what I was about to face. And then I looked you in the eye and told you something you didn’t want to hear. If that isn’t courage, I don’t know what is.”

      He thought about that for a long time. Then he finished his whiskey and savored it before he swallowed. He nodded at my empty glass. “Another?”

      “I’d feel guilty drinking another man’s whiskey if we’re going to be… adversaries.”

      He laughed again. “Well, we aren’t going to be friends, but I’ll share my whiskey with you. You’ve earned that much.” He stood and took my glass.

      “Thank you,” I said when he returned.

      “Drink up.” He took a healthy swig himself.

      “If you don’t mind, sir, I’d rather wait. The first was to steady my nerves. At this point I need my wits more than anything.”

      His eyebrows rose deliberately. “I believe Daniel was right.” He considered me for a moment. “Christy tells us you want to be an architect.”

      I didn’t bat an eye at the change of subject. “Yes, sir.”

      “Why not the military? Your father served, didn’t he?”

      I’d put a lot of thought into how to answer that little gotcha question, too. “Yes, sir,” I said. “But I want to serve my country a different way.”

      “And you think building malls and country clubs is serving your country?” He scoffed.

      “Yes, sir, I do.”

      “Then by all means, young man, enlighten me.”

      “This house you live in.” I gestured with my free hand. “It was designed by an architect. You serve your country, and this house serves you. It protects your family and keeps them safe, which allows you to do the same for other families.” I continued before he could argue. “And what about the hangars for your planes, the docks for your ships? The maintenance buildings and supply depots? Those were all designed by architects.

      “So I may not serve my country directly, like you do, but I’ll design buildings that people will live and work in. And that indirectly serves my country. I mean, you couldn’t do your job without people like me doing my job. So if you think I don’t serve my country, then try serving it when your wife and children and grandchildren don’t have shelter and security at home.”

      I was tempted to tell him that I was a voracious reader, everything from ancient poetry to modern military science fiction, but I decided to deliver my coup de grâce without context.

      “Amateurs discuss tactics, sir, but the professionals discuss logistics. Logistics start at home.” I paused for a heartbeat. “So tell me, Admiral, would you rather discuss the tactics or the logistics of serving our country?”

      I sat back and swallowed hard. The lump in my throat didn’t go away, and my muscles felt twitchy from the effort of sitting still, but I’d made my point. Whether he chose to accept it or not was up to him.

      “And what if I simply tell my daughter she can’t date you?”

      I snorted a soft laugh.

      “You have a strange idea of humor, son.”

      “No, sir. And I’m sorry. I’m not laughing at you. I apologize if it sounded like it.”

      “Then what were you laughing at, if not me?”

      “Something my grandfather said.” I paused to remember his exact words. “He was a Naval officer. Academy, like you. He never made Admiral, but he still commanded men.”

      Harold nodded.

      “He told me never give an order you know won’t be obeyed.”

      “He did, did he?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Wise man, your grandfather.”

      “I think so too.”

      “And you think—?”

      A knock interrupted him. The pocket doors slid open and Christy’s mother entered with a tray.

      “We thought you’d like dessert,” she said.

      If her husband was annoyed, he didn’t show it.

      Christy stood in the entry foyer and looked in nervously.

      “Christine, dear,” her mother said, “will you bring us fresh glasses and the bottle of 18-year-old.”

      Christy jumped like she’d been scalded, but went to the liquor cabinet and joined us a moment later.

      Anne asked her husband, “Will you do the honors while I serve dessert?”

      “My pleasure.” He poured four generous portions of the good stuff.

      Christy sat beside me, upright and poised on the edge of her seat. She accepted her glass mechanically and glanced from me to her father.

      Anne set plates of cake in front of us. She sat down and accepted a glass of whiskey. “Thank you, dear.” She looked as innocent as a lamb. “So,” she said lightly, “what were you gentlemen talking about?”

      “Young Paul here was quoting Hemingway and Napoleon to me,” Harold said.

      Christy looked at me.

      “We were discussing the nature of courage,” he added.

      Anne nodded judiciously. “And what did you decide?” She wasn’t talking about courage.

      “Too soon to tell.”

      “Surely you both know courage when you see it.”

      “Oh, I know it,” he said. “I just don’t know how to respond to it.”

      “That’s all right. Paul and Christine can decide for themselves.”

      Never give an order you know won’t be obeyed. All of a sudden I had no doubt that Mrs. Carmichael understood that adage better than I did. I couldn’t help but admire her display of soft power.

      “What? Oh, of course,” Harold said. He smiled fondly at his daughter. “Birdy has a good head on her shoulders. Besides, we only want her to be happy.” He looked at me. “You understand that, I’m sure.”

      “Yes, sir, I do.”

      Anne cleared her throat quietly.

      “Just Harold,” he said, almost absently. Then his mood changed and he decided to make the most of the situation. “So, what should we drink to?”

      “Happy beginnings?” Anne suggested.

      “Happy beginnings it is. Sláinte.”

      We raised our glasses and echoed the toast.

      Before we drank I glanced at Harold with a raised eyebrow.

      Christy and her mother watched us.

      His bright blue eyes narrowed with amusement. “Drink up, son. Your wits can stand down. They’ve earned it.”

      “Thank you… Harold.”

      He nodded at the unspoken “sir.”

      Even Anne smiled at my delivery. She gave me a slight nod and then took a sip of whiskey. “Mmm, that’s nice.”

      I glanced at Harold again and raised my glass.

      We drank at the same time, and I made sure to lower my glass a fraction of a second before he did. He didn’t miss the gesture. He even smiled.

      Christy drew our attention as she drained her glass and set it on the table. Then she uncorked the bottle and poured herself another healthy splash. She lifted the glass with a shaking hand and drank it straight away.

      “Oh, Harold,” Anne said with an affectionate laugh, “she’s your daughter.”

      “That she is.”

      We picked up our plates of cake and chatted about the weather. Well, the older Carmichaels and I did. Christy was silent. Harold was pleasant and even funny once the inquisition was over. He might not like me, but I hoped I’d earned a bit of respect. Still, I wasn’t ready to let down my guard yet.

      We returned to the kitchen after we finished the cake and drinks. Danny and Sabrina were there, along with two other men. They stood as soon as Harold entered the room. Habit, I decided.

      “Paul,” Harold said, “this is my son Rich.”

      “Paul Hughes.” I extended my hand.

      “Rich Carmichael.” He took it and squeezed. His grip didn’t let up.

      I squeezed back.

      He was strong, but so was I, and I matched him until our knuckles turned white from the effort.

      I studied him as we vied for top dog. He was shorter than his father and brothers, and wider as well, with dark hair and his father’s baby blue eyes. The rest of him was hard and angular, the first Carmichael I’d met who wasn’t Hollywood good-looking. He wasn’t ugly, but his expression didn’t do him any favors.

      I stepped in and clasped my left hand over his. I bore down hard and stared him in the eye.

      “I’ve heard a lot about you.” I barely kept the strain out of my voice. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise.” He squeezed back, and I felt bones grind.

      Harold seemed content to watch the whole thing, but Anne cleared her throat softly.

      “Paul,” she said, “this is Rich’s friend, Terry.” She waited several heartbeats and then said, “Boys…?”

      Neither of us were willing to let go first.

      She cleared her throat again, louder. “Boys!”

      Rich released first. Or maybe I did. It was too close to call, and we both knew it.

      I gave him a steady, unapologetic look before I turned to the other man like nothing had happened. “Nice to meet you. Paul Hughes.”

      “Terry Aguilar.” His handshake was firm and mercifully brief.

      I dropped my hand to my side and flexed my fingers to get the blood flowing again. Rich saw and abruptly stopped doing the same thing. Part of me wanted to laugh, but the rest of me was too preoccupied trying to get my heart rate and breathing under control.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Danny said. “Who won?”

      “Daniel,” Anne warned.

      “Yes, Mother. I’ll behave.” He glanced at me. “I dunno ’bout you, but I’ve had a long day. You ready to hit the rack?”

      I looked at my watch. It was almost one in the morning as far as my body was concerned.

      “James and Lynne and the boys went to bed a while ago,” Sabrina said to Anne as the mood in the kitchen turned domestic. “Harry’s girls are still up, but they were getting settled when we checked on them. Grace is already out like a light.”

      “Thank you, dear,” Anne said.

      “I think I’m ready for bed too,” Sabrina said. She kissed Danny on the cheek. “See you in the morning. Sweet dreams.”

      “You too.”

      I glanced at Christy and wondered if I was ready to kiss her in front of her family. I decided I was and almost laughed at her look of relief. I kept it to a chaste kiss on the cheek, though.

      “Sweet dreams,” I said softly.

      Her eyes flashed at what I’d left unspoken.

      “See you in the morning,” I told her with a grin. Then I smiled at her parents. “Thanks again for inviting me.”

      “Our pleasure,” Harold said, and even sounded like he meant it.

      I glanced at Rich and Terry. “Nice to meet you guys.”

      “You too,” Rich said, but his voice was flat.

      Terry nodded but seemed to dislike me on Rich’s behalf. I couldn’t really blame him, though. I would’ve followed Trip’s lead in a similar situation.

      The girls smiled at Danny and me and headed toward Christy’s bedroom. Danny and I waved to the others and went out to the porch.

      “Well, that went better than I expected,” he said once we were alone.

      “Are you kidding? Did you expect violence or something?”

      “With Rich… who knows? Not with Mom and Dad around, but…” He shrugged. “You seemed to do okay with Dad.” He started undressing for bed.

      I did the same. “I’m not so sure.”

      “Did he do the whole ‘what are your intentions’ thing?”

      “That’s exactly what he did.”

      “I figured. What’d you say?”

      “Told him to mind his own business.”

      “Say what?”

      “I was polite about it, but I said it’s between Christy and me.”

      “And how’d he take it?”

      “Better’n I thought he would, to be honest.”

      “Yeah, the old man’s a politician.”

      “Your mom saved me.”

      “Uh-huh. You probably realized by now, but she runs the show around here. Dad wears the stars, but Mom is the commander in chief.”

      I told him what she’d done with the cake.

      “That’s her, all right,” he said with another laugh. He draped his clothes over the love seat, and I watched him covertly. He wore blue briefs and nothing else, and he was just as good-looking as I thought he’d be. Playgirl would have hired him on the spot.

      I wasn’t ugly, and I knew I had a decent body, but something about Danny made me feel plain. His personality was the exact opposite, though, and I felt totally relaxed around him.

      He climbed under the covers on the couch, and I did the same on my cot. He yawned and checked his watch.

      “You set an alarm?” he asked.

      “No. My stupid body will probably wake me up at five thirty. Eastern, of course.”

      “Try not to wake me when it does,” he said with a laugh. His watch beeped as he set an alarm for himself.

      Both of us were tired, so we didn’t chit-chat much. The night was cool, but a couple of blankets were more than enough to keep me warm. The cot would take some getting used to, though. Still, it was clean and dry, as promised.
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        * * *

      

      Sure enough, I woke up disgustingly early. I rolled over and tried to go back to sleep, but I gave up after an hour or so. I opened my suitcase by feel and found my running clothes. I moved as quietly as I could, but the cot creaked when I sat down to tie my shoes.

      “You too?” Danny said.

      “Sorry. Did I wake you?”

      “No. Been awake about an hour, trying to go back to sleep.” His watch beeped as he pressed buttons.

      “I’m going for a run,” I said.

      “Wait up. I’ll go with you.”

      “Um… you don’t have to. I won’t get lost or anything. Two blocks down, hit the beach, turn right. I saw a park when we were driving in last night. Simple.”

      “No, it isn’t that,” he said. He started digging through his suitcase until he found a pair of shorts. “I need the exercise. I don’t burn through calories like Mom and Rich and Birdy. I’m about to eat a ton today, so I’d better do something to keep the weight off.” He found a T-shirt. “How far do you run?”

      “Depends.” I began stretching.

      “On what?”

      “What I’ve got going on in my head. Yesterday I was thinking about what I wanted to say to your dad.”

      “So, how far’d you run?”

      “Twelve, thirteen miles.”

      “Say what?”

      “Normal is probably eight or nine.”

      “How ’bout we do a half-normal day? Maybe a third-normal?”

      “For you,” I said magnanimously, “anything.”

      He laughed and tied his shoes. Then he began stretching too. We slipped out the screen door when he was ready.

      Danny was a good running companion. He was taller than me and had longer legs, but he wasn’t used to running, so he was happy to go at my pace. His watch beeped after half an hour.

      “Three miles and change,” I said. “You wanna go for another three?”

      “You’re a bad influence,” he puffed, but kept going.

      The park had a decent running path that paralleled the beach. I could see exercise bars and a playground in the predawn light. The ocean hiss-boomed on the other side of the dunes.

      “You surf?” Danny asked.

      “Uh-uh. You do, though. Right?”

      “Yeah. Grew up on the waves. When we lived in Hawaii.”

      “How about Christy?”

      “She learned in Hawaii too. The second time Dad was there. I was in college.”

      “She any good?”

      “Birdy’s good at anything she does. She’s fearless.”

      I nodded and we fell silent. Danny managed to make it to an hour before he slowed to a walk.

      “You keep going if you want,” he panted. “I’m done.”

      “Nah. My head’s clear enough.” I glanced at my watch. “Sunrise in about twenty minutes. You wanna stay and watch? Should be kinda peaceful.”

      “You and Birdy both have this Zen thing going on. You fit each other.” He walked in a circle with his hands on his hips. “I gotta start doing regular PT again.”

      I nodded. My breathing was already returning to normal.

      He headed for a water fountain and drank.

      “Not too much,” I said. “You’ll make yourself sick.”

      “Oh, that’s right. Thanks.”

      We walked for about fifteen minutes to cool off and decided to watch the sun come up after all. The La Jolla skyline wasn’t the most picturesque in the world, but any sunrise was enjoyable as far as I was concerned.

      “That was nice,” Danny said as we walked back to the house.

      “I like the colors. I was the kid with the Crayola 128-pack. You know?”

      “Yeah, I dig,” he said with a laugh.

      We passed Rich and Terry on the way out for their own run. Rich seemed annoyed that we’d beaten him to it. Then again, maybe he was annoyed because it was Thursday. Or because the sky was blue. Or simply because.

      I hadn’t figured him out yet, obviously.

      Danny chuckled as they jogged past. “Wanna bet he’s up at zero dark thirty tomorrow?”

      “Just to go running before we do?”

      “Yep. Rich doesn’t like losing.”

      “Who does?”

      “He takes it to a new level. Harry’s a bit like that, but he’s more rational about it. James and I are pretty mellow most of the time. Laurence was the ultimate in laid-back. Nothing bothered that guy.”

      “What about Christy?”

      “Birdy? She’s somewhere in the middle. She’s always been small, so she was never into contact sports. Not like us guys. But she’s pretty competitive all the same. Anything that doesn’t take size or strength. She’s a better dancer than the rest of us put together, including Harry. A darn good gymnast and diver, too. And she has a beautiful singing voice.”

      I nodded and we fell silent.

      “Thanks for the heads-up yesterday,” I said as we neared the house. “I really appreciate you helping me fit in.”

      “No problem. I like you, especially since Birdy’s a lot happier now. Laurence’s death really hit her hard. It hit us all, but he was her favorite. Mom and Dad’s too, if you get right down to it. Hell, we all loved him. He was the best of us.”

      “Only the good die young.”

      “You got that right.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, Birdy’s a lot happier than I’ve seen her in years. Sabrina thinks so too. And if you’re the reason…” He smiled and spread his hands.

      “Let’s hope I’m the reason.”

      “I think you’re solid.” He laughed and opened the screen door.

      The house was dark and quiet, so I decided to enjoy a hot shower while I could. Danny grabbed his toiletry kit and headed toward another of the house’s four bathrooms.

      Anne was in the kitchen when I returned wearing only a towel around my waist.

      “Uh, sorry,” I said lamely.

      “You’re fine,” she said with a smile. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Yes, thanks. Woke up early, though.”

      “You’re still on Eastern time.”

      “Yeah. Danny too. So we went for a run and then watched the sunrise.”

      She was about to say something else when the pre-teen girls streamed into the kitchen, all still in their pajamas. None of them seemed the least bit bothered at how I was dressed.

      “Good morning, Grandma,” Virginia said. “Can we help with breakfast?”

      “Of course, dears!” Anne gave me a smile and turned her attention to the girls. “I know… let’s make cinnamon rolls.” She gathered them at the counter and started taking down ingredients.

      I went out to the porch and made up my cot. Danny returned from his own shower, and I asked about the dress code.

      “We’re pretty laid-back,” he said. “Jeans are fine. Chinos. Whatever.”

      He was in a good mood after his run, so he told me about his plan to ask Sabrina to marry him. He was so naturally likable that I found myself getting excited too.

      We eventually decided to head inside, where we discovered a whirlwind of food and family. In addition to the cinnamon rolls, the girls were making fresh orange juice, a couple of pounds of sausage, and a huge hash brown casserole. Anne was directing it all, with Christy and Sabrina helping the younger girls, while Lynne was busy with a skillet of scrambled eggs.

      I asked what I could help with, but Anne told me to go into the dining room. Harold was there with coffee and the newspaper. He was wearing pinstriped pajamas under a navy blue robe with “Granddad” embroidered in gold thread on the breast.

      “Morning, Pop,” Danny said.

      “Morning, Danny.” He glanced over his reading glasses at me. “Morning, Paul. Did you sleep well?”

      “Yes, sir. Thanks.”

      “Good to hear. Coffee’s on the buffet,” he said with a nod.

      Danny picked up a cup and saucer and held them out to me.

      “No thanks.” I sat down and tried not to fidget with nothing to do.

      Harold noticed out of the corner of his eye. He folded the main section of his newspaper and slid it across to me. Then he found the sports pages and pulled them out.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re welcome. And you can probably dispense with the ‘sirs.’ You made your point.”

      Danny grinned at me and sat down with his coffee.

      “Navy plays Army tomorrow at the Rose Bowl,” Harold said as he opened the sports section. “Are you a football fan?”

      We made small talk until Sabrina brought in glasses of orange juice. Jim joined us a minute later. Rich and Terry arrived as well, fresh from the shower.

      I felt a bit guilty that the women were all working in the kitchen and we were relaxing with coffee, juice, and the newspaper. A snarky part of me wondered if women’s lib had bypassed the Carmichael clan, but I kept my mouth shut.

      Virginia and Amber trooped in with platters of food, followed by the other girls and two boys I hadn’t met yet. The younger boy, John, hopped into Harold’s lap. His older brother, Steven, set down a tray of sausage and returned to the kitchen.

      The women joined us a minute later with the rest of breakfast. The dining room table could seat twelve, but the older girls and Steven headed back to the kitchen and the table there. Grace climbed into her father’s lap. She was seven but looked younger because she was so small.

      Christy leaned toward me. “My mom says she looks just like me when I was her age.”

      “I can imagine.”

      We passed plates and loaded them from whatever platter was nearest. The conversation picked up as we began eating.

      The stereotype in my head was that the Admiral would run breakfast like a staff meeting, asking individual family members for reports or situation updates. The reality was far more endearing.

      Harold pushed his scrambled eggs and hash browns into small mounds and cut up several sausage links. Then he made a game of feeding his grandson by racing the sausage pieces through the valleys and over the mounds. Sometimes the sausage-racer “crashed,” so they had to demolish a mound and eat it too.

      Anne, Lynne, and Sabrina discussed the menu for Thanksgiving dinner. Danny and Terry talked about The Right Stuff. Rich held Grace on his lap and pulled apart cinnamon rolls to feed her pieces while he talked to Jim. She looked like a little blonde bird, and they ate a half-dozen rolls between them.

      I sat back and people-watched until I realize that Christy was doing the same to me. She smiled ear-to-ear when I looked at her.

      “All right,” I said as though it was a grudging admission, “they’re pretty awesome.”

      She beamed. “I knew you’d love them.”

      I caught Anne looking at us. She nodded once and then returned her attention to Lynne and Sabrina.

      A part of me had been worried that I’d stand out or be the center of attention (or worse). But they more or less ignored me. No, that wasn’t true. They treated me like I was already part of the family.
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        * * *

      

      Harry and Marianne arrived a little after ten, and I briefly saw their youngest, a four-year-old boy named Hal (Harold III on his birth certificate). After quick hugs for his grandparents, he ran back outside to play with John and Grace.

      Harry was another good-looking Carmichael, basically a younger version of his father, albeit with the deeper blue of his mother’s eyes. He shook my hand and greeted me politely. Marianne looked a lot like Lynne. The women shared their mother-in-law’s blonde hair and blue eyes, but they were both several inches taller. And where Lynne tended to fade into the background, Marianne had the old-money charm and personality to match Anne’s. She smiled and gave me a welcoming hug.

      “We’re so glad to meet you,” she said. “How do you like San Diego?”

      “It’s nice,” I said. “The weather especially. It’s usually cold and rainy this time of year in Knoxville.”

      “Oh, I know. I’m from back East too. Baltimore. Is this your first time in California?”

      “He was born here,” Christy said.

      “In San Diego?”

      “Yeah. My uncle was stationed here,” I explained, “and my parents were visiting.”

      “Oh, that’s right!” she said. “Birdy said your father was in the Navy. He flew jets, right?”

      “Mmm hmm. A-4s. My uncle flew fighters, F-4s.”

      “That’s what Harry started in. Then he transitioned to the F-14, so now we’re stationed here, at Miramar. But tell me more about you. Your father works for the airlines now, doesn’t he? And you grew up in Atlanta?”

      I told her about myself for a few minutes, until Anne sensed a lull in the conversation.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” she said. “But we should get to work in the kitchen.”

      “Duty calls,” Marianne said to me with a smile.

      “Christine, dear,” her mother said, “run and find Virginia and Amber. They can help too.”

      Christy lingered and gave me a kiss after the other women had left. Then she grinned and dashed off to find her nieces.

      I thought the men would watch television or play football or do something typically manly (since the women were off doing “womanly” things in the kitchen), but they surprised me. They cleared the dining room table and began shuffling cards.

      “Ever played Rummy?” Danny asked Terry and me.

      “Sure, of course.”

      Terry nodded.

      “All right,” Danny said. “The game is Florida Rummy…”

      He explained the rules. It seemed simple enough, basically a variant of the game I already knew, but with several rounds that had different requirements to lay down. The Carmichaels took the game to a near-religious level of intensity. Danny explained that they played at every big family get-together and kept track of wins and losses like other families remembered birthdays and anniversaries.

      The game was actually a lot more complicated than I realized, especially since the goal changed every round. But I surprised everyone, myself included, when I won the first game. I’d had a stupendous amount of luck with my draws, but I also had a good memory for what cards people were picking up and discarding. The Carmichaels collectively groaned when Jim read out the scores and mine was highest.

      “Birdy!” Danny shouted toward the kitchen. “Come in here!”

      She stuck her head around the door and looked at us, wide-eyed and more than a little anxious.

      “You brought us a ringer, didn’t you?” he accused. “Did you teach him how to play?”

      “No, I swear! Why? What happened?”

      “He won,” Jim said flatly. He may have been laid-back normally, but he took his cards as seriously as everyone else in the family.

      “He did?” Her eyes went wider still. “He did!” She turned and almost shouted into the kitchen, “Mom! Paul won! Florida!”

      Anne appeared a moment later, followed by the other women.

      “He won all right,” Harold said to their surprised expressions.

      Anne’s grin was almost as delighted as Christy’s.

      Harry groused, “No thanks to you, Dad. You fed him practically every card he laid down!”

      “How was I supposed to know he was sandbagging us?”

      “He probably cheated,” Rich said, although he wasn’t serious.

      Harold shook his head in disbelief. Then he glared at Jim. “I’d’ve won if you hadn’t been so stingy with those eights last round.”

      “I needed ’em too. It’s your own fault you were trying for middle runs.”

      The conversation devolved into blame and mostly friendly accusations.

      Christy looked at me like I’d just won the Pritzker Prize. Anne congratulated me with a smile and then gently herded the women back into the kitchen.

      “All right, can the chatter,” Harold said at last. “Let’s see if he can do it again. Danny, shuffle and deal.” He looked at me with a mixture of amusement and genuine rivalry. “I have my eye on you now.”

      We spent the next several hours playing, and I didn’t score higher than fourth. Harold won the second game and Rich the third. They analyzed and relived each game, although never with any real anger.

      “Must’ve been beginner’s luck,” Danny said to me as he shuffled for the next game.

      “I dunno,” his oldest brother mused. “He never laid down anything you could use.”

      “He never had anything I needed.”

      “No,” I said, “I was holding a four and a seven in that last round. Your dad never gave me anything, so I kept drawing. I held on to the diamonds since that’s what you were picking up.”

      “In your face,” Jim taunted his brother.

      Danny gave me a pained look. “And I was so nice to you.”

      “Sorry. I play to win.”

      “Evidently,” he grumbled, although he definitely approved.

      Anne stuck her head out of the kitchen. She surveyed the table and saw that we were between games.

      “We’ll be ready to eat in about forty-five minutes,” she said.

      “All right, gentlemen,” Harold said, “secure the cards.”

      “Danny,” Anne said, “will you and Paul set the table? Rich, you and Terry can fold the napkins and bring the centerpieces in from the family room. Harry, bring the dessert trolley in from the garage, please. James, will you decant the wine and set out the whiskey on the drinks tray? Steven, you come with me and help set the kids’ table.”

      “You heard the lady,” Harold said to everyone. “Chop-chop.”
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        * * *

      

      The Carmichael Thanksgiving was a rollicking mixture of traditional food and lively conversation. Harold said a typical Catholic grace—“Bless us, O Lord, and these, Thy gifts…”—and then used an electric knife to carve the massive turkey.

      We passed the plates instead of the serving dishes, and everyone drank wine. The talk steered clear of politics, but anything else was fair game, from children’s books to violence on TV. I had a surprising conversation with Danny and Sabrina about nudity in the movies. She and I agreed it was fine, while he was more prudish.

      When everyone had eaten their fill and then some, Anne and Marianne brought out the dessert trolley. They cut slices of mincemeat and pumpkin pies and added huge dollops of real whipped cream. Christy ate an enormous slice of Lynne’s chocolate cake, while I had a much smaller piece. Rich must’ve eaten a dozen cookies that the girls had decorated especially for him.

      Danny was eating a piece of pie when he pretended to bite into something hard. I tapped Christy’s knee to get her attention.

      Watch this, I told her with a look.

      Marianne quietly slipped to the kitchen door and stuck her head through.

      Danny played it up and tried to figure out what he’d bitten into. Sabrina grew concerned. Out of her sight, Marianne held open the kitchen door as the kids silently crept into the room. Danny pursed his lips and made it look like he pulled out a diamond ring. He held it up in surprise.

      “Someone must’ve lost a ring in the mincemeat pie.”

      Lynne made a show of checking her left hand. “No, I have mine.”

      “It isn’t mine.” Marianne showed us her own ring finger.

      “Not mine either,” Anne said.

      “Birdy?” he asked.

      “Oh, Danny, I wish!”

      Everyone chuckled except Danny, who looked at the ring in confusion. Sabrina still hadn’t caught on.

      “Well… that’s odd,” he said at last. “Who’s missing an engagement ring?”

      Marianne signaled the kids. Their high voices chorused, “Sabrina is!”

      Her hand flew to her mouth and she stared at him with wide, misty eyes.

      Danny knelt in front of her and took her left hand.

      The whole table fell silent.

      “Sabrina Claire Sharpe,” he said slowly, “will you do me the honor—”

      Christy squeezed my hand.

      “—the very great honor… of becoming my wife?”

      “Oh, Danny… yes!”

      He slid the ring onto her finger to cheers and applause.

      Sabrina blinked back tears of joy as she stood and showed the ring to the other women. The rest of us shook Danny’s hand and congratulated him.

      “This calls for a toast,” Harold said when the din quieted.

      Jim went to the drinks tray and poured twelve glasses of the good stuff.

      Harold raised his and waited for everyone to grow quiet. “Daniel, you’re a good man and a fine Marine, and I couldn’t be prouder. Sabrina, you’re a beautiful, devoted woman, and I know you love him with all your heart.”

      “I do.”

      “Not yet,” Danny stage-whispered.

      Harold laughed with the rest of us and then smiled indulgently. “Danny, Sabrina… May you be poor in misfortune, rich in blessings, slow to make enemies, quick to make friends. But rich or poor, quick or slow, may you know nothing but happiness from this day forward. Sláinte.”

      “Sláinte!”

      Harold and the happy couple moved into the living room, along with the other men. The kids followed, but Anne and the rest of the women lingered behind. I stacked the plates nearest me, although Christy nervously tried to take them from me.

      “You don’t have to, Paul,” Anne said. “Why don’t you go through with the men?”

      “Where should I put them?” I said instead. “In the sink or on the counter?”

      “The counter, please.”

      So I helped the women clear the table. Christy seemed mortified at first, but she followed her mother’s lead.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” I said to Anne. “I’m not a big fan of tradition when it comes to ‘women’s work’ and ‘men’s work.’ Work is work, especially housework. Besides, I helped make the mess. The least I can do is help clean it up.”

      “What a refreshing idea,” she said with a mixture of amusement and sincerity.

      We finished clearing the table and left the kitchen for later.

      “We’ll be nibbling all evening anyway,” Anne said. “No sense putting away leftovers and then having to get them back out again.”

      “Right you are,” I said.

      Marianne winked at me. “Birdy said you’re a keeper.”

      Birdy herself turned pink.

      I followed the women into the living room, where Jim was playing the piano. I wasn’t the least bit surprised. The Carmichaels all seemed to be multitalented. I was surprised when Rich joined him and started singing in a strong, clear tenor.

      Marianne gestured to Virginia and Amber to vacate a chair for me. I protested, but she insisted. The girls didn’t seem to mind, since it gave them the opportunity to move closer to Danny and Sabrina.

      I took a seat and gestured for Christy to sit on the arm of the chair. I put my arm around her and casually rested it on her thigh. The contact was intimate without being overt. She looked around nervously, but no one was paying attention to us.

      Jim and Rich sang “Danny Boy” next, partly to annoy Danny, but also because it was one of their parents’ favorites. Then they chose a happier song and invited Christy to join them. I shouldn’t have been surprised that she was an excellent singer. She and Rich must have performed together quite a bit when they were younger. They weren’t as polished as Donny and Marie Osmond but were still good enough that no one would complain.

      Anne and her daughters-in-law eventually rose to do the dishes and clean up the kitchen. I felt guilty for not joining them, but she gave me a look that silently said to stay right where I was.

      Christy and Rich finished their last song. After the applause she sat on my lap instead of the arm of the chair. She’d had enough to drink that she was bolder than usual. Her father didn’t seem to mind, although Rich did. His glare didn’t even scratch my indifference.

      The women returned from the kitchen about twenty minutes later, and Marianne caught Harry’s eye. Hal was already asleep in his arms, so he gathered the boy and said something quiet to his father. They left shortly after. Jim and Lynne disappeared for a while to put their own kids to bed, along with Harry and Marianne’s older girls (who were spending the night again).

      Harold invited the men to his office for cigars. I declined as politely as I could, although I felt better when Danny did too. Rich, Terry, and Jim accepted, and they all adjourned to the office and slid the doors together.

      “Well,” Anne said to the rest of us, “I’ve had a lovely day, but it’s been a long one.”

      “Amen to that,” Lynne said with feeling.

      “Before you go to bed, Mom,” Danny said, “I was hoping for a new room assignment. You know… now that we’re officially engaged.”

      “You aren’t married yet.”

      “Mom, come on! We live together, for Pete’s sake.”

      “You haven’t taken vows in front of a priest. Sorry, Danny. You know the rules.”

      Sabrina put her hand on his. “It’s okay. It’s only a few nights.”

      He nodded ungraciously.

      “Daniel,” his mother warned.

      “Sorry, Mom.” He visibly adjusted his mood. “I know. Rules are rules.”

      “Yes, dear. And I’m sorry. I know you live together, but when you’re in our house…”

      “I know, I know. I don’t have to like it, but I get it.”

      “Good. Now, I’m going to say goodnight.”

      “I’m going to bed too,” Lynne said.

      The two women left. Christy and I talked to Danny and Sabrina for a while as we finished our drinks. Then we decided to go to bed ourselves. Danny and I walked them to Christy’s room like we were on a double date. We even kissed them goodnight at the door.

      He grumbled about his mother’s rules all the way out to the screen porch. Part of me wanted to laugh, but I understood where he was coming from. If I were him, I’d want to celebrate with my fiancée too. He eventually fell silent but was probably still thinking about it when the door to the house opened. A small figure slipped out to the porch and closed the door.

      “Danny?”

      He sat up. “Birdy? Is everything okay?”

      “Yes, it’s fine. Sabrina and I were talking, and… the rule is you can’t sleep together. No one said anything about spending time alone together.”

      “You mean it, Birdy? You don’t mind?”

      “No, of course not.”

      He threw back the covers and found his pants. A moment later he was fully dressed and ready for his assignation.

      “You have your watch?” he asked me.

      “Gimme a sec… got it.”

      “It’s eleven thirty-five… mark.”

      “Mark.”

      “Give me an hour. Okay?”

      “Dude, you just got engaged. Take two.”

      “Are you sure?” Beep, beep, beep. “Okay, I’ll be back by oh one thirty.” He disappeared into the house.

      “And lemme guess,” I said to Christy, “you did that purely out of the goodness of your heart.”

      “Maybe not purely.” Her voice grinned.

      I patted the cot beside me. The night air was chilly, so I put on my shirt. My eyes had adjusted to the dark, and I could see that Christy was wearing her plaid pajamas and a pair of plain slippers, which she kicked off before she climbed onto the cot and sat with her legs under her.

      “I had a wonderful day,” she said after a moment.

      “Me too. Thanks for inviting me.”

      “Everyone loves you.”

      “Everyone but Rich.”

      “He likes you okay. He just isn’t as friendly as Danny.”

      He isn’t as friendly as a rattlesnake, I thought, but kept it to myself.

      “I… um… I wanted to spend some time alone with you. I thought we could… you know…”

      “Make out?”

      “Yes, but… maybe we could talk first?” She sounded serious.

      “Okay. Go ahead.”

      “I think I know why you were upset yesterday.”

      “About the flight?” I blew it off. “Don’t worry about it. We got here okay.”

      “No, not that. Earlier. When we were walking home.”

      I thought back. It seemed like a week had passed since then, but it had only been thirty-six hours.

      “It was what I said, wasn’t it? At the party?”

      The memory clicked into place with a thud.

      “When I introduced you as my future husband.”

      “What about it?”

      “I feel guilty, but I wanna explain.”

      “Okay.”

      “I was pretty drunk, and—”

      “Uh-uh. I told you: don’t use alcohol as an excuse.”

      She nodded and revised what she wanted to say next. “Sometimes I get scared, and I say things I want to be true.”

      “Like me being your future husband?”

      She nodded mutely.

      “And tonight, when Danny asked if you were missing a ring? You said ‘I wish.’”

      Another nod.

      “What were you scared about tonight?” I waited while she worked up her courage.

      “Losing you. Again.”

      “Again?”

      She nodded and wiped her cheeks. “After I broke up with Simon, I hoped… Well, you know.”

      “Ah. Right.”

      “Yeah. And then you were such a jerk, and… I started those horrible rumors to get back at you, and… I was so miserable.” She laughed sadly and wiped her cheeks again. “At the start of the summer, I even told Wren I didn’t want to see or hear your name ever again.”

      “Ah. Okay. That explains why you didn’t know I’d broken up with Gracie. I wondered… I knew Wren had sent you letters, but…”

      “Yeah. I was trying to pretend you didn’t exist.”

      “I probably deserved it.”

      “You did,” she said with a teary laugh. “I knew I couldn’t avoid you forever, though. Then I saw you again, and you’d changed so much. You were quieter. More intense. Less self-absorbed. And you were so nice to me.”

      “Except when I wasn’t.” I sighed darkly. “Sorry about that.”

      She shrugged. “I wasn’t very nice to you either. Like when I said I’d never sleep with you.”

      “Right. That.”

      “But I was just scared, ’cause I was falling for you again. Only… I didn’t want to. So I said that because I wanted it to be true.”

      “Ah. Now I get it.”

      “Only I didn’t.”

      I nodded and worked through the Christy-logic to make sure I understood.

      “I got scared again when Wren told me about Gina and the wedding. But I promised myself I wouldn’t be mean or do anything dumb.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “I even thought a lot about what you said, how I think I’m supposed to be a good Catholic girl. I know I’m not like that for real, but sometimes I feel guilty because I’m not.”

      I nodded.

      “At the party I guess I got scared that you might not like me the way I liked you. So I said what I did when I introduced you.” She paused and drew a deep, shuddering breath. “And then tonight. I had fun with you all day, even though I barely saw you… I knew you were with me, if that makes sense.”

      “It does.”

      “But then I panicked and thought you might not like my family or something. So I said that stupid thing about the ring.”

      “It wasn’t entirely stupid. I thought it was kinda cute, actually.”

      “You did?”

      “Mmm hmm.

      “But you didn’t think it was cute what I said at the party.”

      “Um… no. I thought you were moving way too fast.”

      She nodded. “I wanna take it slow too. I just forget sometimes.”

      “That’s okay. I do too.” I rested a hand on her knee. “Do you think it’d be moving too fast if I kissed you?” She shook her head, so I followed through. “And I think we’ll be okay if we make out a little.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Do you mind if we do it under the blankets? I’m freezing.”

      “Oh my gosh! Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Well, we were having such a good talk, and…” I shrugged. We stood, and I had a sudden idea. I gestured at her pajamas. “Are you wearing anything underneath?”

      She thought about it for a long time before she nodded.

      I reached for the top button of her pajama top. I gave her a silent three-count before I started unbuttoning it. It was weird because it was made for a man and the opposite of what I was used to. She wore a light silk camisole underneath. She shivered from more than the cool air when I peeled the flannel away.

      She stood very still as I reached to her waist and untied the knot in the drawstring. The pajama pants fell off her slim hips as soon as I let go. She stepped out of them and looked down. She wanted to cover herself but kept her hands at her sides instead.

      I took off my own shirt and studied her silently. Her panties matched the camisole. They weren’t anything fancy, but they weren’t everyday cotton either.

      “Scrawny, I know,” she said.

      “I was thinking ‘beautiful.’” I lifted her face for a kiss.

      She leaned into me and sighed.

      After a moment I gestured for her to climb under the covers. I joined her and pulled them over us. I held my weight off her, but our bodies still touched at every point.

      “Oh my gosh,” she said softly. “You are cold.”

      “And you’re a little furnace.”

      “I told you, I’m hot-natured. I think it’s my metabolism.”

      “And I think it’s your pent-up sexual energy.”

      She laughed softly. “You do, do you?”

      “Mmm hmm.” I kissed her, long and deep. “I think we should work some of it out.”

      “You don’t think that’s moving too fast?”

      “Do you?”

      “Kiss me again and we’ll see.”

      I did.

      “Still couldn’t tell,” she said. “You’d better—”

      I kissed her again.

      “Nope. Not quite sure. Be—”

      I kissed her hard and rested my hand on her stomach. She squeaked when I slid it under the camisole and cupped her bare breast. I rolled her nipple between my thumb and forefinger.

      “How about now?” I said at last. “Too fast? Too slow? Just right?”

      “The last. Just right.”

      I kissed her again and we began making out. She moaned into my mouth as I teased and twisted her nipples. We were both breathing heavier after several minutes.

      “I think it’s time for you to meet someone,” I said.

      Her eyes widened in surprise.

      “Mmm hmm. Open my boxers. There’s a button on the fly.” I tried not to show how surprised I was at how quickly she found and opened it. “Good. Now take out my cock.”

      Her strong fingers found my shaft and pulled it out.

      I groaned softly and had to fight down the urge to fuck her then and there.

      “He’s so hard,” she whispered.

      “He likes you. A lot.” I chuckled at a thought. “Have you thought of a name for him?”

      She grinned guiltily.

      “Oh? What?”

      “Good Thing.”

      My forehead creased, and I finally had to admit that I didn’t get it.

      “You know… good things come in small packages.”

      “Ha! That’s good.”

      “No, it’s a Good Thing.”

      “And you’re a small package?”

      “Of course.”

      “Hmm… I’d better check.”

      “Wha—? Oh! Oh… oh.”

      I slid my hand further into her panties and felt her pubic hair. It was soft and springy and parted easily when I ran my middle finger down her cleft. I watched her reaction as I teased her gently and spread her moisture.

      She looked at me steadily and swallowed hard, but that was it. I pushed the tip of my finger between her labia. They slid apart, so I probed her opening. She finally closed her eyes and took a deep breath through her nose. I gently slid my finger into her, up to the second knuckle. Then I moved it back and forth, which made her whimper.

      “It is a small package,” I said softly. “Hot, too. And very slippery.”

      She moistened her lips and nodded. Her fingers tightened around my cock.

      “Spread your legs.”

      She did.

      We made out as I slowly finger-fucked her. I tried to insert a second finger but she tensed up, so I switched and used my index finger until it was wet with her juices too. I found the hard little bead of her clit and began moving my fingertips over it in small circles.

      She gasped and arched her back.

      After several minutes I whispered, “Are you going to come for me?”

      She nodded.

      I kissed her brow and down to her ear. “You make me come every time I jerk off.”

      She moaned softly and began rocking her hips. After a minute or two she squeaked and went rigid. I slid my middle finger inside her and crooked the tip against her G-spot. Her back arched, so I wiggled my finger inside her and pressed her clit with the heel of my palm.

      She squeaked again and tried to squirm away, until I released the pressure on her clit but left my finger inside her. She slowly sagged to the cot and stared up at me wide-eyed. Her nostrils flared as she caught her breath.

      “The first of many,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Danny called quietly from the door when he returned. Christy stirred in my arms but didn’t wake completely.

      “I’m awake,” I said to him, and he emerged from the house. In a soft voice I added, “I’ll make sure she gets back.”

      He nodded and began taking off his clothes. “Dunno why I even bothered to put ’em back on,” he said. “Whole house is asleep.”

      “Did you have a good time?”

      “You were right. Two hours was definitely better.”

      I chuckled.

      “You going running in the morning?” His watch beeped.

      “Probably.”

      “Wake me if I’m not already awake. I’ll go with you.”

      “Roger that.”

      He pulled the covers over him and rolled over.

      I hugged Christy and kissed the top of her head. She fit perfectly in the curve of my body. My cock was limp but still sticking out of my boxers. Her thighs were soft and warm where it touched her. Part of me wanted to pull her panties aside and fuck her slowly, but she wasn’t ready. I wasn’t ready, for that matter. The little head disagreed and began swelling in anticipation.

      I decided to wake her before my willpower deserted me completely. I slid my hands under the thin silk of her camisole and cupped her breast. I gently toyed with her nipple, which immediately grew stiff.

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

      “It’s a parting fondle.”

      “Time to go back to my room?”

      “Yeah. Sorry.”

      “Don’ wanna.”

      I grinned. “I don’t want you to either. But rules are rules. Besides, if your dad caught us…”

      She snuggled deeper in my arms. “Just a few more minutes? Then I’ll go.”

      “Okay.” I kissed her head again and simply enjoyed the warmth of her body next to mine. After a while I closed my eyes. Just for a moment, I told myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up with a gun to my head.

      Literally.

      I opened my eyes and blinked in the glare from the overhead light.

      “Don’t fucking move,” Rich said.

      My eyes slowly shifted to the gun, a big, black automatic. My skin prickled as adrenaline flooded my system.

      Christy came awake but didn’t move. She must have heard Rich’s voice and felt me tense.

      “Wake up, Birdy,” he told her.

      She opened her eyes. They went wide when she saw the gun.

      “Get out of there, Birdy. Now.”

      “Rich, what’re you doing?” She slid her hand back.

      I couldn’t believe it when she grabbed my rapidly shrinking manhood. At first I thought she was fondling me, but instead she tucked it into my boxers.

      “Get the hell out of there, Birdy. Now, Goddammit!”

      “Rich, what—?”

      Someone opened the door to the house. Terry’s voice said, “Ready to go? Whoa! Rich? What’s the situation?”

      “Yeah, Rich, what the hell?” Danny was awake too, and just as confused.

      Rich pulled back the covers and yanked Christy up by the arm.

      “Ow! Rich, you’re hurting me!”

      I felt an irrational surge of anger.

      “Get up, you little shit stain,” he snarled at me.

      I leapt to my feet as my emotions coalesced to a white-hot point.

      He stepped back and leveled the gun at my chest.

      I moved toward him, bent on murder.

      “Stop right there.”

      “Rich, what the hell are you doing?” Terry said.

      Danny stood. “Yeah, Rich, what’re you thinking?”

      “Rich, don’t hurt him,” Christy pleaded.

      “Shut up!” His eyes snapped back to me. “Move again and you’re dead.”

      I glared.

      “Yeah?” he said. “You think you’re tough?”

      “Rich,” Danny said slowly, “don’t do anything stupid.”

      My field of vision blurred at the edges as I concentrated on Rich. I wanted to kill him with my bare hands. All I needed was a small distraction to get inside his guard. I flicked through the moves in my mind.

      Rich thumbed off the pistol’s safety.

      Danny and Terry both shouted, but Rich and I were totally focused on each other.

      “Do it, you chickenshit bastard,” I taunted.

      “You think I won’t?” He gripped the pistol tighter but didn’t pull the trigger. Instead, he stepped in and hit me hard in the head with the butt of the grip.

      Light exploded behind my eyes as I fell to my hands and knees. I watched with a detached sort of curiosity as blood dripped from my brow and landed on the ground. I fought through the pain, waited a moment for my eyes to focus, and then looked up. I decided that if Rich was going to kill me, he was going to live the rest of his life as a eunuch. I tensed to lunge.

      The house door swung open again.

      Harold sized up the situation in an instant. “Richard, put the gun down.”

      “Stand up,” Rich said to me.

      “Fuck you, asshole.” I stood anyway and met his eyes. They were just like Christy’s, only hard and merciless.

      “Put. The weapon. Down!” Harold barked. “Lieutenant!”

      Rich finally looked away.

      “Now!”

      Rich was breathing hard, and I realized that I was too. Everything seemed to move in slow motion as he lowered the pistol.

      I wasn’t out of danger yet, and the monkey in the back of my brain told me to jump him and smash his skull while he was distracted.

      Do it! Do it now! it screamed. Kill him!

      Some rational part of me kept a firm grip on the instinct. I didn’t move.

      “Now, Lieutenant.” Harold moved forward and physically took the gun from his son’s hand.

      My vision expanded and I saw Anne behind him, with Christy behind her. Anne’s hair was unbrushed and she wore a nightdress. For that matter, Harold was only wearing his striped pajamas, and the top wasn’t even buttoned. At least Christy had managed to grab her pajamas when she ran into the house, so she wasn’t standing there in her underwear.

      “Jesus Christ,” Danny said softly.

      Harold surveyed the tableau. “Go back inside,” he told his wife. “And take Birdy with you.”

      She did.

      Blood dripped onto my chest. I ignored it and glared at Rich. He glared back.

      “Someone tell me what the hell is going on here,” Harold said.

      “This little shit stain…,” Rich began. He couldn’t bring himself to say whatever he was thinking. Instead he gestured at the cot. “There! With Birdy!”

      Harold glanced at me. His face hardened when I didn’t deny it, but he directed his immediate anger at his son. “Richard, go inside. Take Terry with you.” He glanced at his other son. “You too, Daniel. Now. All of you. That’s an order.”

      Rich looked mutinous but did as he was told.

      Harold seemed to relax once they’d gone, although I wasn’t off the hook yet. He tried to stare me down but I refused to be cowed.

      “You’re bleeding,” he said at last.

      No shit, Sherlock. I had the good sense not to say it aloud. The man was holding a loaded pistol, after all.

      He seemed to notice it himself. He thumbed on the safety and used the distraction to think through what had happened.

      “What are you going to do?” I asked.

      “The question is, what are you going to do? Would you like to call the police?”

      I stood there like a bump on a log.

      He waited.

      “No, of course not,” I said at last. “Why would I do that?”

      “Rich assaulted you.” He lifted the pistol. “With a deadly weapon.”

      I looked at him in genuine confusion. After a moment I wiped blood from my brow and cheek. It didn’t show any signs of stopping, and I already felt a throbbing ache behind my eye.

      “Well?”

      “No,” I snapped irritably, “I don’t want to call the police.”

      He twitched an eyebrow.

      “I… might’ve deserved it.”

      “You can say that again. What were you thinking? Never mind. I can guess.”

      I squared my shoulders and looked him in the eye. “Nothing happened. We fell asleep. That’s all.” So it was a little white lie. Okay, maybe a big one.

      “Even if that’s true, you’ve put me in an awkward position, son. You understand that, don’t you?”

      “Yes, sir. I’m sorry. I’ll leave if you want me to.”

      “And what if I ask you to stop seeing my daughter?”

      “We both know you won’t.”

      He shook his head in frustration. “You and your damned logic.”

      “I’m so mad right now I wouldn’t know logic if it bit me in the ass.”

      “No, I suppose you wouldn’t. But you’re right, I won’t ask you to stop seeing Birdy. I won’t ask you to leave, either.”

      The door to the house opened. He grew angry but then relaxed when he saw who it was.

      “Is everything all right?” Anne asked.

      Christy appeared behind her. Her eyes widened when she saw the blood.

      “Harold, he’s hurt,” Anne said. She turned to her daughter. “Go get the first aid kit. And an old towel. The bottle of peroxide, too.”

      Christy turned and ran into the house with a flash of red flannel.

      Anne moved to her husband’s side. “Are you all right?”

      “Me?” he said. “I’m fine. Just thinking through my options.”

      “Why don’t you talk to Rich? He was packing his things. I don’t think he should leave.”

      “You’re right,” Harold said. He looked down at the pistol. Then he looked at me. “Son, I don’t think you understand how close you came…” He took a calming breath and let it out slowly. “Rich is very dangerous. He’s highly trained and capable of…” He gestured at my bleeding face. “Well, violence.”

      “So am I.”

      “With all due respect, son,” he said with a healthy dose of irony, “you’re bleeding and he isn’t.” He let his words sink in. “Give Rich a wide berth for a while. Okay? Just a friendly word of advice, man to man.”

      I started to say something sarcastic but thought better of it. “Yes, sir,” I said instead. “And I’m sorry.”

      Anne didn’t clear her throat. She didn’t make a sound, in fact.

      Harold looked at me in silent appraisal. “Well, you aren’t a coward. But you aren’t very bright, either.” He looked at his wife. “I’ll go talk to Rich before he does anything else stupid.”

      She nodded.

      He almost ran into Christy on his way into the house.

      She looked at him fearfully and then glanced at me.

      “Birdy,” he told her, “you have the damnedest taste in men. I haven’t decided if I like this one or not, but at least he isn’t a pantywaist. He may be an idiot, but he has balls.” He shook his head in disbelief. “Jesus Christ!”

      Anne winced.

      “I did not sign up for this shit,” he finished. Then he stepped past Christy and closed the door behind him.

      Anne told me to sit down as Christy handed her the first aid kit.

      “Just a sec,” I said. Then I walked to the door to the yard, opened it, and calmly threw up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rich and I didn’t even glance at each other over breakfast. Christy looked suitably chastised as well, but no one said a thing about what had happened. And when Jim asked how I got the cut over my eye—which now sported butterfly closures under a gauze bandage—I told him I’d tripped during my run and hit a bench.

      Harry and Marianne arrived with John, who went to play with his cousins. Jim told them the accident story with a chuckle. I faked a laugh and said I needed to be more careful.

      My tension slowly lessened as the day wore on. Rich ignored me and acted like nothing had happened. Danny and Terry did the same. The women and girls went shopping after lunch, while the men and boys gathered around the television to watch the Army-Navy football game.

      Navy scored on the opening kickoff and then completely dominated Army for the rest of the game, so everyone was in a good mood over dinner. After dessert Jim suggested a game of Florida Rummy.

      “If you gents don’t mind,” Danny said to his father and brothers, “I’m going to take my bride-to-be for a walk on the beach.”

      “Be our guest,” his father said.

      “You’d’ve lost anyway,” Harry teased.

      “Badly,” Jim added.

      “It’s a lovely evening,” Anne said to Sabrina. “You might take a blanket with you.”

      Danny perked up immediately. “That’s a great idea, Mom. Thanks!”

      Anne glanced at Christy with an expectant smile.

      Christy’s brow knitted, and I had to smother a grin. Her head shot up when she figured it out. She looked at me hopefully.

      Harold followed the glances and unspoken questions, but he didn’t say anything.

      Marianne followed too. She grinned and winked at me.

      “Mind if we join you?” I asked Danny.

      “No, come on.”

      “Christine, dear,” Anne said, “let’s get a couple of blankets so you can sit on the dunes.”

      The air was cool and the sky clear, a beautiful southern California evening. I held the heavy blanket over my arm as we walked behind Danny and Sabrina. Christy held my other hand and swung it gently.

      “Sorry about this morning,” I said to Danny.

      “I told you, Rich is mean.”

      “Danny, be nice,” Christy chided.

      “What happened?” Sabrina asked. She turned and looked at me. “You didn’t hit your eye on a bench, did you?”

      “Rich and I had… a bit of a disagreement.”

      “Birdy fell asleep with Paul,” Danny explained. “Rich came to wake us to go for a run and found them together. Things sort of got crazy after that.”

      “Bit of an understatement,” I said.

      “I thought you were going to fight him,” Danny said with a chuckle.

      “That’s exactly what I was going to do.”

      “No offense,” he said, “but he’d’ve kicked your ass. Or worse.”

      “Don’t be so sure. I can fight. Judo, boxing, wrestling… take your pick.”

      “That’s nice,” he said dismissively. “Do you know what Rich does? In the Navy, I mean.”

      “He’s some sort of diver, right?” I glanced at Christy for confirmation. “Underwater demolition?”

      Danny laughed, low and grim. “In a manner of speaking. He’s a SEAL.”

      “A what?”

      “Sea, Air, Land. SEAL. Navy special forces. So he’s basically a trained killer. Suits him perfectly, if you ask me.”

      “Did you know that?” I asked Christy.

      She nodded and looked guilty. “He doesn’t like us to talk about it, though.”

      “What he does isn’t secret,” Danny said, “but they do a lot of clandestine operations. Real cloak and dagger stuff. So they don’t advertise who they are.”

      “Holy crap,” I said softly.

      “Yeah,” Danny agreed. “Think twice next time you get the bright idea to fight Rich.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” I said, with only a hint of sarcasm.

      “I tried to tell you,” he said lightly.

      “I thought you were kidding.”

      “I never kid,” he said. “Except when I do.”

      We walked along in silence until we reached the park that paralleled the shore.

      “Bonfire down the beach,” Danny said as we crossed the grass. “Looks like a party. You guys wanna check it out?”
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        * * *

      

      The party was about fifty locals, mostly high school and college kids, as well as a group of middle-aged adults who looked like they were trying to be former hippies instead of the wealthy suburbanites they actually were. They mostly sat in beach chairs at the edge of the firelight. One of them had a big boom box playing a local radio station, and plenty of coolers were scattered through the crowd.

      Danny fit in immediately. He asked around and found an older surfer guy willing to sell a styrofoam cooler full of ice and about a dozen bottles of a Mexican beer, Pacífico. Danny pulled out cash and gave it to him before I could chip in.

      “You want any smoke to go with it?” the guy asked. “It’s primo dope.”

      “Nah, we’re cool,” Danny said. “Thanks for the brews.”

      “No problem. Peace out, man.”

      “Peace.” Danny opened the cooler and uncapped bottles as he handed them to us.

      Someone called to Christy from a knot of people. Several of them came toward us. They were friends of hers from high school, and she introduced me as “my friend, Paul.”

      I faded into the background as she chatted about people I didn’t know.

      “I thought you were officially dating,” Danny said quietly.

      “Long story,” I said.

      “So are you or aren’t you?”

      “Let’s say it’s unofficial.”

      “Well, you did sleep with her last night.”

      “And that’s all we did.”

      He laughed and waved away my denial. “Relax. Birdy isn’t a kid. Besides, I’m not my dad. Yeah, I look out for her—we all do—but you’re good for her. So we’re cool, you and I.”

      Sabrina nodded agreement and smiled.

      Christy said goodbye to her friends and they returned to their group.

      “You wanna spread the blankets?” I asked Danny.

      “Let’s move away from the party a bit,” he said. “If you know what I mean.”

      “Ah. Right. Got it.” I handed my beer to Christy. Then I picked up our blanket and the other one as well.

      “Thanks,” Danny said. He picked up the cooler and headed into the darkness.

      We walked a few hundred yards farther down the beach and stopped at a dark and quiet stretch. We could still hear strains of music from the direction of the bonfire, but the sound of the surf mostly drowned it out.

      “This spot’s as good as any,” Danny said. He set the cooler on the sand and helped me spread one of the blankets. “Hey, honey,” he said to Sabrina, “grab a couple of beers for us, would you?” He glanced at me. “You okay to guard the cooler?”

      “With my life.”

      He chuckled and nodded toward the dunes. “I think we’re gonna find a quiet spot over there.”

      “Sounds good.”

      They disappeared into the night.

      Christy sat cross-legged on the blanket. I joined her and accepted my beer. The breeze from the ocean picked up and ruffled my hair. Hers blew in her face, and she tucked it behind an ear.

      “Are you warm enough?” I asked. She scooted closer, so I put an arm around her.

      “Better now,” she said.

      We drank our beers in silence and simply enjoyed the sound of the surf.

      “I’m sorry about this morning,” she said eventually. “I didn’t know what to do, so I went to find my dad.”

      “I figured.”

      “Does your eye still hurt?”

      “Yeah, but I’ll live. Gonna have a nice shiner, though.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      I shrugged.

      “Rich is just… very protective.”

      Not to mention homicidal, I thought grimly. Or would that be fratricidal?

      “What?” she asked softly.

      “Nothing.” I decided to change the subject. “Thanks for… um… you know… covering me up this morning.”

      “What?”

      “When you tucked me back in my shorts.”

      “Oh, that.” She laughed. “He wasn’t ready for his big debut.”

      “Um, no.”

      “It would’ve been kind of awkward. I mean, he’d’ve made a speech, talked to people, posed for pictures. You know, all that stuff.”

      I laughed.

      “He isn’t normally shy, though, is he?”

      “No. Definitely not shy.”

      “Still, I don’t think my dad and brothers would appreciate him like I do.”

      “So… you appreciate him?”

      “Oh, yes,” she said. “He’s very handsome.”

      “How would you know?”

      “I’ve seen him,” she said defensively.

      “But never in all his glory.”

      “No, but I’ve felt him.” She grinned. “He feels very handsome.”

      I chuckled at a thought.

      “What?”

      “Did you ever think, two months ago, that we’d be calmly having a conversation about my johnson?”

      “Your penis, you mean? He likes to be called by his proper name.”

      I laughed. “Oh he does, does he?”

      “Mmm hmm. He told me so. Last night when we met.”

      “Well, he’s very glad you were around this morning.” I kissed the top of her head. “His owner is too.”

      “I was kinda scared you wouldn’t be,” she admitted seriously.

      “Rich and I will figure out a way to deal with each other. We don’t have much choice.”

      She looked up at me, her eyes searching.

      “We should probably make it official, though. You and me.”

      She grew very still with anticipation.

      It seemed like an overreaction until I realized that she probably thought I was going to propose. I laughed softly. “No, not like that.”

      “Oh, no! I wasn’t thinking that. I mean… I never—”

      “It’s okay. I’ve thought about it too.”

      She looked up at me again, this time in surprise. “You have?”

      “Yeah, of course. I guess it’s been in the back of my mind since the Halloween party.”

      “Really?”

      “Mmm hmm. Besides, I think of it every time you tease me about ‘not until we’re married.’”

      “I’m really sorry about that. I’ll stop saying it if it bothers you.”

      “It doesn’t. It’s kinda cute. Besides, it gives me a chance to remind you that things are gonna happen between us long before we’re married.”

      “You sound so confident.”

      “I am. I mean, I’ll be honest, one of the reasons I fought so hard when Wren started trying to get us together was my experiences last spring. I dated one girl who was a serious Catholic prick-tease. She liked to flirt. And she dropped plenty of hints about sex, but she blocked me every time I tried to make a move. Told me she wasn’t ‘that kind of girl.’”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. I was pretty annoyed. And not just ’cause I had a three-week case of blue balls. She was one big husband trap, all mixed messages and head games. But I guess what really annoyed me was that she equated sex with being dirty. Like she’d condescend to do it, but only for her husband.

      “And when Wren started matchmaking with you and me, that’s what I thought you were like. It was totally unfair, and I see that now, but at the time all I could think of was the girl I dated and how her being Catholic was the reason she had a screwed-up attitude about sex.

      “But you aren’t really like that, are you?” I looked down at her. “I mean, we’ve been flirting for weeks, but you aren’t throwing up a wall and saying, ‘I’m not that kind of girl. I’m saving myself for marriage.’”

      “But I sort of am.”

      “You didn’t with Simon.”

      She looked down and picked at the label on her beer bottle. After a moment she said, “But he was my fiancé.”

      “Well, if you want me to be your boyfriend, we’re going to have sex. It’s not a question of ‘if,’ but ‘when?’”

      “But are you? My boyfriend?”

      “That’s what I meant by making it official. So… are we? Boyfriend-girlfriend?”

      “I dunno,” she said shyly. “Do you want to be?”

      “Do you?”

      “You know I do.”

      “So do I. And now I guess it’s official.”

      She beamed up at me, so I kissed her, long and lingering.

      “Well, that was easy,” I said after. It even seemed a bit anticlimactic, but we’d been building up to it for a while. “Should we celebrate?”

      “How?”

      “Wild sex on the beach? Run naked through the surf?”

      She laughed. “It’s a little cold.”

      “Dammit! I knew there was a flaw in my plan. How ’bout another beer instead?”

      “I’d like that.” She smiled and mused, “A beer with my new boyfriend.”

      “Kinda has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

      “I do.” She beat me to the punchline. “I know! Not yet.”

      I reached into the cooler and pulled out two fresh bottles. We clinked them together.

      After we drank I said, “I meant what I said earlier. About things happening before we’re married.”

      “What if I say no? What if I want to wait till we’re married?”

      I looked at her and tried to decide how serious she was. Not if she was serious, but how much. A small part of her was still trying to be the good Catholic girl she thought she ought to be.

      “In that case,” I said judiciously, “I’d tell you that sex is too important to leave to chance. I’m not going to marry anyone until I know we’re compatible in bed.”

      “But can’t you just look at someone and know if they’re right for you?”

      “I’ve dated girls I felt that way about. Took one look at ’em and knew we were right for each other.” I snorted. “That’s called ‘lust,’ and it doesn’t always turn into a committed relationship. Besides, sex and love are completely different things.”

      “Don’t be silly. No they aren’t.”

      “Yes, they are. I love Trip like a brother, but I don’t wanna have sex with him. I had sex with Gracie, but I didn’t love her.” Christy stiffened with annoyance. “Sorry,” I said quickly. “I should’ve chosen a different example.”

      “Do we have to talk about your exes?”

      “Yeah, we kinda do. Because they affect you and me. Same way your exes affect us. We don’t have to go into details, but hiding from our past isn’t the way to move forward. I had a life before you. I had lovers. You had a life before me. Lovers too.” I laughed softly at a thought. “One of them is still in your life.”

      “Who? Simon?”

      “No, Wren.”

      “Oh. Her.”

      “Mmm hmm. ‘Her.’” I sat quietly for a moment. “She loves you, you know.”

      She nodded a bit glumly.

      “What? You don’t love her back?”

      She debated and then shook her head.

      “You’re a lousy liar.” I chuckled. I stared into the distance and decided what to say next. “My mother has a lover,” I said, very quietly. “Like you and Wren. They were apart for a while, but I don’t think they ever stopped loving each other.”

      “What does your father think? Does he know?”

      “That’s a much longer story, but yes, he knows.”

      “And he doesn’t care?”

      “He cares very much… about my mother’s happiness.” I looked down at her to see if she’d made the connection. Just in case, I said, “That’s how I care about you.”

      She nodded and wiped a tear from her cheek.

      “So it’s okay if you love Wren.”

      “You aren’t jealous?”

      “Not at all. Love isn’t some finite quantity.” I laughed gently. “You won’t run out. And you don’t need to save it for marriage or anything.”

      “That’s good,” she said with a teary laugh.

      “You don’t need to save anything else for marriage either.”

      “But what if I want to?”

      “I’m not talking about going all the way tonight.” I laughed and hugged her. “We’ll take things slow. Baby steps. And I never thought I’d say this, but…”

      “Yes?” she said when the silence drew out.

      “I’m kind of looking forward to the slow buildup.” Besides, I still had a lot to tell her about myself and my lifestyle. She wouldn’t change overnight. So I had to take things slow if I didn’t want to risk losing her.

      “You really don’t mind?”

      “Part of me does,” I said honestly, “but I’ll give him some attention later.”

      She grinned and rolled her eyes.

      “Until then, I think we should celebrate our new relationship.”

      “Oh? How?”

      “Let me demonstrate.” I kissed her, and she sighed as I eased her back to the blanket. “How’s that?”

      “Too soon to tell. You’d better try again.”

      “My pleasure.”

      We kissed slowly and let the heat build. Then I moved my hand to her stomach and watched her expression. She gazed up at me calmly, so I lifted her sweater and pulled her thin blouse from the waistband of her jeans. I stopped when she hissed.

      “It’s okay,” she said quickly. “Only, your hand’s cold.”

      “Do you want me to take it away?”

      She searched my eyes.

      “It’s much warmer in here,” I said. When she still didn’t say anything, I eased my hand up her stomach. I found the catch of her bra and popped it. Then I chuckled. “That’s twice.”

      Her brow furrowed.

      “I keep getting lucky with your bras. This one and the other one close in front. They can’t all be like that.”

      “They aren’t.” She laughed softly. “But a lot of ’em are. I’m so small up top.”

      “You aren’t small,” I said as my hand closed on the soft flesh of her breast.

      “You’re just saying that ’cause you wanna cop a feel.”

      “I’m already copping a feel,” I said. “So why would I lie?”

      “I thought all guys like big boobs. My brothers do.”

      “You mind if I talk about a couple of my exes for a moment?”

      She frowned at the non sequitur.

      “I’ve been with girls who were nearly flat-chested and ones who were double D’s, and d’you know what I liked best?”

      “Lemme guess,” she said sarcastically, “the bi—”

      “The ones in my hand.”

      Her eyebrows flew up.

      “Big or small, round or flat, perky or saggy… the only thing I care about is, ‘Can I touch ’em?’”

      She laughed in spite of herself.

      “So,” I said with a raised eyebrow, “can I touch ’em?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You already are.”

      “Then they’re my favorites!”

      “Guys will say anything to get lucky, won’t they?”

      “I got lucky the moment I met you.” I looked into her eyes. “Everything else is just icing on the cake.”

      She drew me down for a kiss. When we finally came up for air, I slid my hand out from under her sweater and rested it on the button of her jeans. I arched an eyebrow and waited, but she didn’t push me away.

      I popped open her jeans and lowered the zipper. Then I eased my now-warm hand into her panties. I grinned down at her. “Copping a feel was just a pretense. I really wanted to get my hand warm before I… you know… made a move.”

      Her eyes widened in disbelief. “Are you serious?”

      “Completely. Small packages are very sensitive. What kind of boyfriend would I be if I just poked around with cold fingers?” I grinned down at her and then kissed her gently. “Some packages are best when you take your time and finesse them open.”

      “I’ve been finessed, all right!” But she laughed.

      “You want me to stop?”

      “You know I don’t. That’s what’s so infuriating about you.”

      “Oh?”

      “You always make it so easy for me to do what you want.”

      “That’s ’cause you want it too.” I waited, but she didn’t deny it, so I slid my hand deeper into the warmth between her legs. Dampness greeted my fingers as soon as I touched her cleft. “See? You can’t fake that. You can’t stop it either. It’s like my hard-on. It just happens when I’m excited.”

      “Mmm, it does.”

      “At least you can hide yours.”

      “I can’t hide anything from you,” she said breathlessly.

      She fell silent as I began moving the tips of my fingers in small circles over her clit. Her breathing grew heavier and heavier until she arched her back and stifled a cry. She caught her breath and gazed up at me as her orgasm subsided.

      I withdrew my hand from her panties. Then I held her eyes and tasted my fingertips. Her nostrils flared. She seemed almost mesmerized, so I grinned and offered her my finger. She sucked gently at first, but then she pulled it deeper into her mouth.

      “You like sucking things, don’t you?” I whispered.

      She nodded and moaned deep in her throat.

      “Anything else you’d like to suck?”

      She moaned again.

      “That’s good,” I said with a soft laugh. “I have nine more just like it.”

      Her eyes popped open in disbelief.

      I gently pulled my finger from her hungry lips. Then I kissed her, deep and long.

      She was breathing hard when I finally pulled back.

      “Baby steps,” I said softly.

      She thought about it for a moment and nodded.

      I kissed her again and then slid my hand under her sweater. She closed her eyes and relaxed as I caressed her nipples. We made out until we heard Danny’s voice in the distance. I pushed up on my elbow and cocked an ear to listen.

      “Where are you guys?” he called again.

      “Time to be a proper young lady again,” I said to Christy. Then I raised my voice, “Here!”

      Her eyes flew wide. She pushed me away and hastily buttoned her jeans as I sat up and adjusted my hard-on. I grinned down at her, but she was distracted trying to refasten her bra. She finally had to hike up her shirt and sweater. I was hoping for a glimpse of her breasts, but it was too dark. Her bunched sweater blocked my view anyway.

      “Call out again!” Danny shouted from closer.

      “Over here!” I stood so he could see me easier. It also gave me a chance to ease the pressure on my swollen manhood.

      “All right, I have visual!”

      They rejoined us and sank to the blanket. Sabrina looked slightly mussed and very happy indeed.

      “The wind’s picked up,” Danny said. “Kinda chilly.”

      “Especially on bare skin,” I joked.

      “How old are you again?”

      We grinned at each other.

      “You want another beer?” he asked Sabrina.

      “No, thanks. I’m still a little chilled.”

      “You ready to go home?”

      “Not if you keep me warm.”

      “Best idea you’ve had all night,” he said. “Well, second best.”

      She grinned as he pulled a beer from the cooler and then scooted behind her. He put his arms around her, and she leaned back against him.

      I looked at Christy and raised an eyebrow.

      “Best idea you’ve had all night,” she said. Then she grinned. “Well, second best.”

      Danny laughed. “Good one, Sis.”

      He had no idea.

      Christy scooted between my legs. I pulled her close and wrapped my arms around her. Then I glanced down at my watch.

      “Moonrise in about half an hour,” I said. “Y’all wanna stay out and watch?”

      Danny pushed a button on his watch. The face glowed.

      “Will your mom care if we stay out past midnight?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Not as long as you’re with us.”

      “So you’re our chaperones?” I said without rancor.

      “Sort of. Mom made me swear. Sorry, Birdy.”

      “Some chaperones you are,” I teased. “You left us alone the first chance you got.” But then I thought about it. “Oh, she’s good.”

      “Who?”

      “Your mom.”

      “Well, yeah, but… how do you mean?”

      “She knew exactly what you and Sabrina would do.”

      “He’s probably right,” Sabrina said.

      “She even suggested we take the blankets.”

      “Hold on,” Danny said. “Are you saying that Mom sent us out here on purpose? To… you know… go off by ourselves?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. She was young once,” I added. “She knows what it’s like.”

      “Yeah. I guess you’re right. I just never thought about her like that.”

      ’Cause you didn’t grow up like I did, I thought wryly, with Susan and Elizabeth and my mom pulling the strings. It also meant that Anne had known what Christy and I would be up to while Danny and Sabrina were off having sex on their own.

      “Do you really think she did it on purpose?” Christy asked.

      “Yep. She’s a pretty smart lady, your mom.”

      “You can say that again,” Danny said.

      “She’s a pretty smart lady, your mom.”

      Christy looked at me and rolled her eyes.

      Danny stared into the night and said, “Well, I’ll be…,” as the realization sank in.
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        * * *

      

      The house was dark and quiet when we returned. We came in through the screen porch. Something seemed odd, but I didn’t figure it out until too late.

      The girls had just walked into the house when a wicker chair creaked in the darkness behind me. I spun and dropped into a defensive stance. Rich stood silhouetted against the moonlit yard beyond the screens.

      “Rich…?” Danny said cautiously.

      “Just go inside, Danny,” he said. “This doesn’t concern you.”

      “It kinda does. Mom’ll be upset if you kill him. Dad too. Not to mention Birdy. Besides, I’ll have to find a new place to sleep.”

      “Everything’s a joke to you, isn’t it?”

      “You’re serious enough for the whole family.”

      “All right,” Rich said slowly. “If I give you my word, will that be enough?”

      “Your word?” Danny said, confirmation rather than question.

      “I already gave it to Mom. But if you want…”

      “Nah. That’s good enough for me. Come on girls,” he said to them, “the big dogs wanna bark at each other through the fence.”

      “Rich…?” Christy said.

      “Get her inside,” Rich said to Danny. “And turn on the light.”

      Danny gave me an all-too-cheery wave before he hustled the girls into the house. He closed the door without a second glance and turned on the light a moment later.

      I faced Rich and readied for a fight. He swung a right and I blocked it without even thinking.

      “Relax, shit stain,” he said. He reached up again, and I realized he wasn’t trying to hit me. He put his hand on my temple with his thumb above the bandage on my brow.

      “Keep your fucking hands off me.” I batted him away again.

      “Suit yourself.” He nodded at my wound. “Keep it clean. Use Vaseline to keep it moist, and keep it covered with a bandage. It shouldn’t scar.”

      “No thanks to you.” I felt my anger rising but kept it in check.

      He looked at me and laughed. “You think you’re so tough…”

      “You wanna find out?” I shot back. “Let’s go a few rounds without your gun.”

      He simply laughed again.

      “What, this is funny?”

      “No, it’s a fucking disgrace,” he said at last.

      “Yeah, well, fuck you too.”

      “Aw, now you’ve done it,” he mocked. “You’ve gone and hurt my feelings.”

      “Is there something you wanna tell me? Or are you just jerking off with this macho bullshit?”

      He surprised me with a laugh. “I’ll have to remember that. ‘Jerking off with this macho bullshit…’ That’s good.” Then all of a sudden he grew serious. “I don’t like you. But you’re a smart kid, so you probably figured that out.”

      “The feeling’s mutual.”

      “That’s fine. I don’t care whether you like me or not. All I care about is Birdy.”

      “Gee,” I said sarcastically, “I never saw that coming.”

      “Laugh all you like. But if you hurt her, I hurt you. Are we clear?”

      The door to the house opened and Christy’s voice came through.

      “Let me go, Danny! No! Let— me— go!” A hundred pounds of blonde fury stormed out of the house. She stopped when she saw Rich and me in seemingly polite conversation.

      Rich actually smiled at me. “I’m glad we could clear that up,” he said, his voice deliberately light.

      “Rich…,” Christy began. She stomped her foot to get his attention. “What did you—?”

      “Relax, Birdy,” he told her. “Everything’s cool. We were just having a chat to clear the air.”

      “Paul?”

      I made a snap decision. “Yeah,” I said, and matched his tone, “just clearing the air.”

      “Okay,” he said with a soft laugh that wasn’t quite a threat. He turned to Christy. “See? No trouble.”

      She wasn’t convinced.

      He bent and kissed her forehead. “I love you, Sis,” he said softly. “I only want what’s best for you.”

      “I love you too.” She looked from him to me and back again.

      “Time for me to hit the rack.” He glanced at me and said, “PT in the morning?”

      He was messing with my head and I knew it, but I decided to go along. “Any time.”

      “All right. See you in the morning.” He moved past Danny and went into the house.

      “Now you’ve done it,” Danny said. “You made him like you.”

      “Lucky me,” I said. Can I have a pet scorpion instead?
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        * * *

      

      I was already awake and dressed when the door from the house opened. I was sitting in the same chair Rich had used the night before. I’d been sitting there an hour. I didn’t have a clue what I was going to do, but I was ready for a fight if it came to that.

      A dark silhouette came out of the house. He moved smoothly and didn’t make a sound. He bent over the couch and shook Danny’s shoulder.

      “Wake up. Time for PT.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Danny said groggily.

      Rich moved to my cot. His eyes weren’t adjusted to the dark like mine, so he had to feel around before he realized it was empty. He dropped to a crouch and scanned the dark porch.

      “I’m awake.”

      His gaze fixed on me. “What, you don’t trust me?”

      “Would you?” I scoffed.

      “Probably smart.” He straightened. “But I gave my word. Just remember what I told you.”

      “Jeez, Rich,” Danny said as he sat up, “isn’t it a bit early for the badass routine?”

      “It’s never too early to be a badass. Train like you fight, fight like you train. Now get your ass up. The kid’s ready to go. Why aren’t you?”

      “The kid doesn’t have the sense to sleep when he can.”

      “Paul,” I said as I stood. “My name is Paul.”

      They both ignored me, much to my annoyance.

      “Five minutes,” Rich said to his brother.

      “No surprises this morning?” Terry asked as he joined us from the house.

      “No Birdy this morning,” Rich said. “Besides, the kid was already awake. Waiting for me, too, ambush-style.”

      “For real?” Terry looked at me. “Good for you.”

      “Will you guys take the love-fest outside and let me get dressed?” Danny said.

      “Sure.” Rich looked at his watch. “Four minutes. Chop-chop.”

      I followed Rich and Terry outside and started stretching. Danny joined us a few minutes later. Once we were all warmed up, we walked to the street.

      Rich checked his watch and glanced at me. “How far do you run?”

      “Farther than you,” I said.

      He chuckled without looking up. Then he pushed a button. “All right, let’s move out.”

      I thought he’d try to outrun me, but he settled into a distance-eating pace. We ran for an hour in silence before Danny spoke up.

      “That’s enough for me,” he said. “Have fun with your pissing contest, gents.”

      Rich simply nodded as Danny peeled off and headed toward the house. He took it for granted that he was tougher than his brother.

      Terry glanced at me. “You good?”

      “I’m good.”

      “Hooyah.”

      I felt I’d earned a bit of respect, if not exactly friendship.

      We ran another half-hour before Terry checked his watch. “Any time, Rich,” he said. “This isn’t Hell Week.”

      “You head home if you want,” Rich said. “I’m still good to go.”

      “Copy that,” Terry said. He angled across the street and turned into the neighborhood.

      “I can keep this up all day,” I said to Rich.

      “So can I.”

      We fell silent and pushed on, each too stubborn to quit before the other. We probably would have run ourselves to death if Christy and her mother hadn’t intervened. The sun had been up about an hour when we spotted them coming toward us. Rich seemed ready to run right past them, but his mother wasn’t having it.

      “Rich! Paul!” She waved.

      Rich glared at me sideways, and for the first time I actually felt sorry for the guy. He couldn’t fight his mother, so I decided to cut him some slack.

      “On the count of three?” I said.

      He chuckled with actual amusement. “Sure.”

      “Three… two… one… mark.”

      We slowed at exactly the same time. I was a bit surprised. I thought he’d keep running a second or two longer than I did, but he played it straight.

      He pressed a button on his watch.

      I looked at mine. “Fifteen miles?”

      “About that,” he agreed.

      We reached Christy and her mother.

      “I was hoping we’d run into you,” Anne said. “Will you walk with us?”

      “We’d be delighted, mother dear,” Rich said. He wasn’t breathing any heavier than I was.

      I stopped at a water fountain and drank a few sips, just enough to wet my mouth.

      “Not too much,” Rich cautioned.

      I glared in irritation. “Yeah, I know.”

      “Relax.” He drank about a mouthful.

      “Did you boys have a good run?” Anne asked as we started walking.

      We chatted about random things for the next thirty minutes. Rich and I stopped at several water fountains and slowly rehydrated ourselves, and our unofficial truce held as we finished a circuit of the walking path.

      The rest of the morning was fairly low-key, and after lunch we played a game of touch football. It was a tradition, and everyone but Anne played, even the little kids. Harold and Danny were the quarterbacks, and the rest of us played with varying degrees of seriousness. The Carmichael men? Competitive to the core. The women in the family? Mostly there to have fun with the kids.

      Dinner was a less-formal repeat of Thanksgiving, with plenty of food and wide-ranging conversation. I learned that Marianne’s father was on the Board of Trustees at the Baltimore Museum of Art. Terry surprised us both when he said that his mother was a working artist in Santa Fe. The three of us and Christy had a surprisingly interesting conversation about everything from Matisse and Cézanne to Southwestern arts and crafts.

      The playing cards came out after dinner, and I almost won the first game of Florida. Harry edged me out by two lousy points. I did middling-well in the second game, much to Harold’s disgust. He was sitting on my left, and I never discarded anything he could use. His draws weren’t any better, and he came in dead last.

      “Well,” he said after Jim read out the scores, “I know when to quit while I’m not so far ahead. Gentlemen, let’s take our drinks and retire to the living room.”

      The women were chatting there with drinks of their own. Jim gathered Lynne with a gesture, and they sat at the piano together. He played softly, while she leaned with her back against his shoulder and sipped her wine in quiet contentment. Everyone was in a relaxed mood, even Rich, who joined Sabrina on the floor to look through fashion magazines with the older girls.

      I was feeling a little woozy from drinking too much whiskey too quickly, and also a little overwhelmed by the perfect people around me.

      “You wanna go for a walk?” I asked Christy quietly. She was sitting on the arm of my chair with her drink balanced on her knee. She immediately sensed that something was wrong.

      “Um… sure. Let me get a sweater.”

      I set my glass aside and stood a bit unsteadily.

      “I think we’re gonna go for a walk,” I told Danny, who was talking with Marianne on the couch next to me.

      “To the beach?” he asked. “You want company?”

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “No and yes. In that order. I think we’re just gonna walk around the block. I need to clear my head.”

      Marianne glanced at my empty glass and then my eyes. She understood immediately. “It takes a bit of getting used to, doesn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      “What?” Danny asked.

      “All the booze,” she told him. “Your family drinks like fish. I think I was tipsy the entire first Christmas I spent with the Carmichael clan.” She laughed softly. “I’m pretty sure that’s when Virginia was conceived.”

      He actually turned pink, and I had to force myself not to smile. Christy looked exactly the same when she blushed.

      Christy herself returned wearing her sweater and carrying my jacket. Outside, the cold air did wonders for my fuzzy head. We set off hand-in-hand and walked in silence for ten minutes or so.

      “Better?” she said eventually.

      “Much. Thanks.”

      “I guess I forget how much we drink sometimes. It’s just so natural for me. Part of who we are.”

      “Well,” I admitted, “I was also feeling a little overwhelmed.”

      “Why? What’s the matter?”

      “Your family. How do I put this? They’re all so… perfect.”

      That wasn’t what she thought I was going to say. “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s start with Danny. He looks like the actor who plays him in the movie of his life. And he’s engaged to a supermodel.”

      “Sabrina isn’t a supermodel.”

      “But she’s still a model.”

      “Well, yes, but not like Cheryl Tiegs or Christie Brinkley or anything.”

      “Still, most models never make it into magazines like Cosmopolitan and Elle.”

      “So?”

      I ignored the question and continued, “Jim is a seriously good pianist, like professional. Not to mention that he and Lynne are both really good-looking. Harry is on the fast track to be an admiral, and Marianne is one of the most cultured, elegant women I’ve ever met. On top of that, she’s actually warm and friendly.”

      “She is,” Christy admitted. “I’m totally jealous of her sometimes.”

      “Even Rich is at the top of his game. I mean, he’s probably the only one of you who isn’t model handsome, but he isn’t ugly. And Danny makes it sound like SEALs are even more selective than aviation. Believe me, I grew up in a Navy family, so I know that pilots think they’re the best of the best.”

      “Well… of course. They are.”

      “Exactly. Which brings us to your father. He’s at the top of the pyramid. Fighter pilot. Ship captain. Admiral. And your mother’s probably the only woman who makes Marianne seem plain by comparison. Then there’s you,” I said at last.

      “What about me?”

      “Well, for starters, you’re insanely talented. You’re also pint-sized gorgeous, really smart, and funny too. And to hear Wren tell it, you’re a total nympho who’s gonna rock my world in bed.”

      “I’m gonna wring her neck,” she said under her breath.

      I laughed but then grew serious again. “I guess I’m wondering what the hell I’m doing with your family. I mean, what could I possibly bring to the party?”

      “We aren’t perfect,” she said. “Well, except my mom and dad. They are.”

      “They aren’t really,” I said. “You just have rose-colored glasses where they’re concerned. I don’t know what their flaws are, but I’m sure they have ’em, even if they’re only minor. Your dad probably doesn’t use his turn signals or something. Maybe your mom squeezes the toothpaste in the middle.”

      “You’re probably right,” Christy said with a laugh. “But the others definitely have flaws.”

      “Yeah? Like what?”

      She thought about it for a long time and nodded to herself as she went from one brother to the next.

      “Okay, I got it,” she said at last. “Here goes. Harry doesn’t ever do what he wants. I mean, he does, but not about big things. He does exactly what Dad wants him to. And James has always been in his shadow. Harry went to the Academy; James didn’t. Harry flies jets; James flies helicopters. He’s always resented Harry, so he stopped trying to compete with him. I think that’s why he put so much time into the piano, because Harry isn’t musical at all.

      “Danny never takes anything seriously,” she went on, “which really bugs the rest of us sometimes. He makes everything into a joke when he doesn’t know what to do. Rich takes things the other direction. He’s so serious that it drives the rest of us crazy. And he has a bad habit of scaring my boyfriends. That’s why you’re the first guy I wasn’t really nervous about bringing home.”

      “Yeah,” I admitted, “Rich scares the crap out of me when I have time to think about it. But when he gets in my face, something just snaps inside me. I get mad instead of scared.”

      “You get this look in your eye. Like when I told you I wasn’t going to sleep with you.”

      “You just have to keep bringing that up.”

      “I’m sorry. I won’t—”

      “It’s fine. I’m mostly teasing. I think we moved past it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. So… what about it?”

      She gave me one more look, like she still wasn’t convinced I was okay. Then she continued, “You get this look, like you’re never, ever going to back down. That’s why I gave your expression to the replicant. It was… I dunno… like…”

      “Indomitable.”

      “Exactly! So I knew Rich wouldn’t scare you off. He did that to pretty much every other guy I dated. He’d meet ’em on holidays or when he came home from the Academy. It was worst when he was in SEAL school.” She looked up at me to gauge my reaction to what she said next. “I think that’s part of the reason I… you know… with girls.”

      I nodded. “Wren said you’ve had a steady girlfriend since you were thirteen.”

      “I’m totally gonna wring her neck when we get home. Remind me, okay?”

      “Okay,” I said with a laugh.

      “But… yeah. Rich really bugs me sometimes. It’s like he doesn’t want me to grow up and have a life.”

      I hesitated and then asked, “What about Laurence?”

      She was silent for a long time, and I thought she might not answer at all.

      “I know this is gonna sound like wishful thinking,” she said eventually, “especially since I pretty much idolized him, but… he really was perfect. He was the best of us.”

      “Danny said the same thing. That he was the best of you.”

      “It’s what our dad said at his funeral. It’s the only time I’ve ever seen him cry.”

      I nodded and we walked in silence for a while.

      “I wish you could’ve met him.”

      “I wish I could’ve too. But I’ll be honest, he probably would’ve intimidated me.”

      “I don’t think so. He wasn’t like that. He was a lot like Danny, except he knew when to be serious.” She laughed. “And if you think Danny is good-looking, I’ll have to show you pictures of Laurence sometime. He was, like, oh my gosh!”

      I heard something in her voice and shot her a covert look. Was it more than just sisterly affection? Like Erin and me?

      “You remind me of him,” she said. “Not your face, but the rest of you, your general shape. You’re sort of like him in other ways, like how you’re really optimistic about things. You’re a lot moodier than he was, though. But I think he’d’ve liked you.”

      She laughed at a memory. “He had this thing he used to do, when someone was feeling down. He’d tell them things he liked about them. And he made it sound like he was jealous of them. I know it sounds like he was fake about it, but he wasn’t. I think he really saw the best in people and admired them for it.”

      “Like you,” I said, “when you were talking about my buildings and how you thought it was easy until you tried to draw them?”

      “Yeah, exactly! I did the same thing and didn’t even know it! I must’ve learned it from Laurie.”

      “If I had to guess, you both learned it from your mom.”

      “I dunno,” she said. “Our mom’s pretty positive, but she’s more behind the scenes. Our dad’s the one who’s in-your-face about things. But you made me think about what Laurie used to do, so lemme see if I can answer your original question.”

      “Which was?”

      “Yeah,” she said with a laugh, “we’ve talked about a lot since then. But you wanted to know what you’re doing with us, what you bring to the party.”

      “Ah, right. I did ask that.”

      “So, first, you totally fit with us. You’re going to be a famous architect one day, like Brunelleschi or Frank Lloyd Wright or Eero Saarinen.” She grinned. “See? I’m always paying attention when you tell me stuff.”

      “You are. Nice.”

      “You’re going to be famous like them,” she continued. “I just know it. Maybe not tomorrow—I mean, seriously, you’re still in school—but one day. I’ve seen your talent. You don’t think it’s all that special ’cause you live with it. Like me and my sculpture. Or Sabrina and her looks. And oh my gosh, Paul! You have no idea how insecure she is sometimes.”

      I chuckled.

      “But you know what I mean. You have this amazing talent, and other people see it even if you think it’s just normal.”

      “Well, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. And you asked what you bring to the party? That’s easy.”

      “What?”

      “You bring a very happy Birdy.” She hugged my arm and looked up at me, her eyes aglow with happiness. “You might not think it’s much, but it’s pretty important to me. My family too.”

      “I guess you’re right.” I put my arm around her and we continued walking. As we rounded the block and turned toward her house, I looked down at her. “You never told me what your flaws are.”

      “Oh? Didn’t I?”

      “No.”

      She slipped from under my arm and danced ahead of me.

      “You’re not going to, are you?”

      “Going to what?” She pirouetted and grinned at me over her shoulder.

      I jogged to catch up but she danced out of reach. I knew I couldn’t catch her so I didn’t try. She did a couple of scissor-kick leaps followed by a twirl. Then she ran toward me and leapt into my arms. She wrapped hers around my neck and kissed me.

      “Happy Birdy?”

      “Happy Birdy.”
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        * * *

      

      Jim and family left early the next morning to fly back to Florida. Danny and Sabrina said goodbye a little before lunch. Rich and Terry drove them to the airport and then continued to their own house in Coronado. Christy and I were the last to leave.

      “Birdy,” her father said as we finished lunch, “do you mind if I talk to Paul before you go?”

      My eyebrows shot up. What a difference a few days made.

      “Um… okay.”

      “Don’t take long, dear,” Anne said. “You know how traffic is on the I-5.”

      “We should have plenty of time.” He nodded for me to join him in his office. “Little early for whiskey,” he said. “The sun’s over the yardarm, but…”

      “Still a little early,” I finished for him.

      “Right.” He sat in one of the armchairs and gestured to the other. “You know I don’t like to beat around the bush, so I’ll get right to the point.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Just Harold. You’ve earned it.”

      “Thank you… Harold.”

      He actually grinned. And then he seemed to change thoughts midstream. “Are you sure you won’t reconsider the Navy? I know the man who’s in charge of recruiting on the east coast. He could guarantee you Aviation. If you pass all the tests, that is. Which I’m sure you would. And you already have your private license, don’t you?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Hear me out. The Navy needs men like you, son. I couldn’t help your career directly, but I know all the right doors to open. And I’ll be honest, I’d feel a whole lot better if Birdy was dating a military man.” He gave me a searching look. “Will you at least think about it?”

      “I’ll… think about it,” I said. It was the least I could do.

      He went to the desk and took out a Filofax. When he returned he handed me a note with a name and phone number.

      “Here you go. You don’t have to make a decision right now.” He returned to his chair. “You graduate a year from June?”

      “Two years. Architecture’s a five-year program.”

      “Wait,” he said suddenly. “Is it a BA or a BS?”

      “Neither. It’s a Bachelor of Architecture.”

      “Hmm. You might need a waiver.” He glanced toward his Filofax and started to rise.

      “Sir… Harold… stop.” I paused to gather my thoughts. “You’ve put me in an awkward position…”

      He sank back to his chair and said with a touch of sarcasm, “Where have I heard that before?”

      “Well, think about it. You’re my girlfriend’s father, and…”

      “You want to make me happy.”

      I nodded. The man didn’t get to where he was on good looks alone.

      “So it’d be easy to tell me what I want to hear,” he added.

      “Much easier than what I’m doing now.”

      “You’re telling me you won’t even think about it?”

      “I’ll think about it. I owe you that much. But…” I held up the folded note. “This would mean changing my entire life’s plan. It would mean giving up something I love. Very much. Do you really want me to trade my dreams for your daughter?”

      “And if I say yes?”

      I looked at him.

      He regarded me just as calmly. And when I still hadn’t said anything after nearly a minute, he chuckled and said, “I’d like to meet your father.”

      “He’s a lot like you. But you really want to meet my mother. I’m more like her than him.”

      His eyebrows rose. “She must be an interesting woman.”

      “I think she is.”

      He sat back and studied me for another long moment. “Your father didn’t make a career of the military, did he?”

      “No.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “He doesn’t talk about it much.”

      “He flew in combat?”

      I nodded.

      “No, he wouldn’t talk about that.” He sat in silence, deep in his own memories of Vietnam. Then he smiled at something and returned his attention to me. “You seem to like quotations. Well, here’s one for you. ‘I must study politics and war that my sons may have liberty to study mathematics and philosophy.’”

      I searched my memory but drew a blank.

      “John Adams,” he said.

      “Ah. Not exactly what I normally read…”

      “No, but it’s what I read. Because I study politics and war. Although in my case I wanted my sons to do the same.”

      “Do you think that’s what they wanted?” I asked quietly.

      His expression sharpened. “Son, only two people can question my decisions. You aren’t one of them.”

      “Right. Sorry. Note to self: don’t question the Admiral’s decisions.”

      He did his best scowl.

      “Sorry. I have a really dumb sense of humor sometimes. I get the puns from my mom, but the smart aleck is from my dad. The stupid ‘note to self’ thing is my own, though. Along with a couple of other things I—”

      He laughed and shook his head.

      “I should probably shut up now,” I said.

      “You and Birdy… Lord! That girl can talk when she’s nervous.”

      Anne stuck her head through the open doors. “A few more minutes,” she said politely.

      “We’re wrapping up,” Harold said with a nod.

      She smiled and disappeared toward the kitchen.

      He returned his attention to me and assumed his I’m-her-father expression.

      I did my best not to fidget.

      “I enjoyed meeting you,” he said.

      My head came up in surprise.

      “I didn’t think I would, but I did. I’m still not sure I approve of you dating Birdy, but my wife is fond of pointing out that she can make her own decisions.”

      “I hope I’m a good one.”

      “I’m willing to give you the chance.” He gestured at the note in my hand. “I still wish you’d consider the Navy, but I understand that maybe your father wanted you to study mathematics and philosophy.”

      “I think he did— does.”

      “As long as you take care of Birdy and make her happy…”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “See that you do.” He smiled and we stood.

      I almost said, “Dismissed!” But I decided that teasing my girlfriend’s father was probably something I should ease into, rather than jump with both feet.

      Christy and her mother were sitting at the kitchen table. Christy wasn’t quite a nervous wreck, but close. She shot to her feet as soon as we entered. She couldn’t decide if our expressions were good or bad.

      “Relax, Birdy,” her father said. “I’ll give him a chance.”

      Christy rushed into his arms. “Oh, Daddy! I knew you’d like him!” She released her hug, but he kept his arm around her protectively.

      Anne glanced at him and then pointedly at me.

      I smothered a smile.

      “Oh, right,” he said. He lifted his arm from around Christy’s shoulders, and she moved to my side. “I’m not ready to give her away, mind, but you can look out for her in Tennessee. You seem to be doing a good job so far.”

      “Why, thank you… Harold.”

      “He does that very well, doesn’t he?” Anne said with a grin. “You can almost hear the ‘sir.’”

      He nodded. “Like he wants to impress me.”

      “What a novel idea.”

      “Thank you very much for inviting me,” I said. “And this probably isn’t the best time, but I want to apologize for… you know. We really didn’t mean to fall asleep together. And then Rich… well… yeah.”

      “You handled yourself well,” Harold said. “You shouldn’t’ve been in the situation in the first place—”

      “Neither of them should have been there,” Anne said with a significant look at her daughter.

      “Right you are,” Harold said. “So… see that it doesn’t happen again.”

      “Not a chance,” I said, as earnestly as I could.

      “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      “Oh, Harold,” Anne said. “Be nice. He’s trying to apologize.”

      “It’s about time…”

      She jumped and looked at her watch. “Time. Oh, dear! We’re going to be late.”

      “Then let’s get a move on,” he said. “Paul, help me with the luggage?”

      I turned to the row of suitcases along the kitchen wall and pulled up short.

      “Um… sorry?” Christy said in a guilty voice. “I couldn’t fit everything in the ones I brought.”

      Her father and I shared a look.

      “This is one thing I am ready to give away.” He gave me a weary look. “Son, if you can keep up with her wardrobe, you’re a better man than I.”

      “Not a chance,” I said again, as earnestly as before.
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        * * *

      

      Christy’s parents parked the car and walked with us into the airport terminal. We chatted in line until we reached the check-in counter. Christy shot me a guilty look as she remembered the near-fiasco on the trip out, but we didn’t have any problems this time.

      We checked our suitcases, took our boarding passes, and walked a little way toward our gate. Christy’s parents hugged and kissed her and said goodbye. Harold shook my hand, and Anne gave me a long hug.

      “Be good to her,” she whispered. “She really likes you.”

      We lingered a bit longer, until I looked at my watch and gave Harold a little nod. Then we said our final goodbyes and Christy and I shouldered our carry-on bags.

      We made it to our gate with time to spare and settled in to wait for the start of boarding. Christy couldn’t decide whether to be happy that her family and I had gotten along well or sad that we were leaving. I decided to take things another direction entirely.

      “What would you think if I joined the Navy?” I asked.

      “Why? Are you thinking about it?”

      “Yes and no. Your dad came right out and asked me to. He didn’t insist, but he did say he’d be happier if you were dating a military man. And he made a pretty strong case for me becoming a pilot.” I glanced at her sideways. “What would you think if I did?”

      “Do you want to?”

      “Part of me does,” I admitted. “I mean, I grew up thinking my father was the coolest guy in the world. Wanted to be just like him. You know how it is with boys.”

      She nodded.

      “So yeah, I think it’d be cool to be a Navy pilot, the best of the best.”

      “But you’d have to give up architecture.”

      “Exactly. That’s the part of me that doesn’t want to do it. I mean, I love designing buildings and figuring out ways to make my ideas work.”

      “And you’re so good at it!”

      “Thanks. I think so too. But I think I’d be a good pilot too. Still…”

      “Still…?”

      “I’d have to give up everything I’ve worked for.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And… I guess I want to know what you think.”

      “I think you’d make a great pilot,” she said, although her heart didn’t seem to be in it.

      “But…?”

      “But you’re such a fantastic architect.”

      “Then let me ask you a different question.”

      “Okay.”

      The gate agent came over the PA and announced the start of boarding for regular passengers.

      “Hold that thought,” I said. Ten minutes later we were settled in our seats on the plane, so I picked up the thread of the conversation. “Okay, where were we? Right. Let me ask you a different question,” I repeated. “Why were you dating Simon?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, from how you describe him, he doesn’t really sound like the military type.”

      She scoffed. “He wasn’t. He didn’t want anything to do with the military.”

      “Then why in God’s name were you engaged to him?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I know you loved him, but…” I shrugged. “I guess I can’t help but wonder why you were dating him in the first place. Why take him home to meet your family when he doesn’t like the military?”

      “Because he was my fiancé!”

      “Whoa! Calm down. I’m saying this all wrong. Gimme a sec and lemme think.” I did just that for nearly a minute. “Okay, a bit of explanation first. Then I’ll try to ask the question I want the answer to. Without sounding like a jerk about it. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she said cautiously.

      “It has to do with an ex-girlfriend,” I warned.

      “Everything with you has to do with an ex-girlfriend.”

      “That’s because I have several exes.”

      “You can say that again,” she muttered. She immediately shot me a preemptive glare.

      I grinned.

      I must have looked cute enough or guileless enough or something enough that she quit scowling and reluctantly grinned as well.

      “They’re exes,” I stressed. “You know, former girlfriends. Like, in the past, because you’re my current girlfriend. The one and only.” I waited for the words to sink in. “Happy Birdy?”

      “Not-so-grumpy Birdy,” she conceded.

      “Baby steps,” I said with a sideways grin. “Okay… back to my question. So, Kendall was a psychology major. I heard a lot about family counseling, ’cause that’s what she wanted to do. And part of what she talked about was looking for people’s hidden motivations. Why they do the things they do, besides the obvious.”

      “Okay…” She still wasn’t convinced.

      “You know, like why do you go to work? To earn money to pay for things you want. That’s an obvious motivation. But why do kids misbehave?”

      She thought about it and shook her head.

      “Because they want their parents’ attention.”

      “Ah, okay.”

      “So that’s what I mean by a hidden motivation.”

      “I still don’t see what—”

      “I’ll get there. Hold on. I guess I want to know if you had any hidden motivations when you agreed to marry Simon.”

      “Of course I didn’t.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “I loved him! At least… I thought I did.”

      “Yeah, but why him? Why a guy who doesn’t want anything to do with the military?”

      She scowled and didn’t answer.

      “Look,” I said at last, “I guess this has more to do with me than you. Personally, I don’t care why you were engaged to Simon. He’s your ex-fiancé. Like Kendall’s my ex-girlfriend. They’re both in our past. Right?”

      “Right.”

      “So… why I ask about Simon. I guess I want to know how strongly you feel about me joining the military.”

      “Why?”

      “Well… I told your dad it was a long shot, but now I’m not so sure. Like I said, part of me thinks it’d be totally cool to be an attack pilot. And if that’s what you want, then I’ll give it some serious thought rather than just say no.” I glanced at her anxiously.

      She didn’t say anything.

      “But then I started thinking about it,” I continued. “And I kept coming back to Simon. I guess I thought maybe you were engaged to him because you didn’t want to be married to a military man. To bring it back to me and my question, what would you think…?”

      “Do you want to?”

      “Yes and no. But I thought I should talk to you first, ’cause it’s a big decision, and…”

      “And…?”

      “Well… I can see myself with you in the future. And it’d affect you too, so…”

      Her eyes welled with tears. For a panicky moment I thought she was angry, but then I realized they were happy tears. Neither of us were ready to say it aloud, but we both knew why she was happy.

      “So…” I said when she composed herself, “what do you think? Should I think about it some more or should I keep going with architecture?”

      She wiped her cheeks and tried to look neutral. “What do you want to do?”

      “Both!” I said with a laugh.

      She laughed too. “The world’s first flying architect!”

      “I can design my own targets!”

      “Exactly!”

      We laughed and made a few more jokes before we remembered why we were laughing in the first place.

      “Do you really want to join the Navy?” she asked. “I’d support you a hundred percent if you do. I’d be proud of you.”

      I heard something in her voice. “But…?”

      “But nothing.”

      I waited her out, and she eventually grimaced.

      “I hate that I can’t lie to you,” she said. “You have no idea how that messes with my confidence. I’m always worried that you’ll see right through me and know what I’m really thinking.”

      “Is that so bad? To trust someone enough that you don’t need to lie to them?”

      “Well, not when you put it like that,” she said with feigned irritation.

      I grinned and waited for her to turn serious.

      “No,” she said at last. “I don’t want you to join the military.”

      “Why not?” I asked softly.

      “I’m… not exactly sure. I mean, I love my dad and brothers—don’t get me wrong—but…” She shrugged. “I guess I just don’t want that kind of life for myself. Or…” She looked at me through lowered lashes. “Or for my children. One day. I’m not saying that you and I—”

      “It’s okay,” I said with a laugh. “We’re not painting the baby’s room just yet.”

      She nodded without looking up. Then she fidgeted. “Are you upset?”

      “That you’re talking about having kids together?”

      “No. That I don’t want you to join the Navy.”

      I thought about it before I answered.

      “I can get used to it if you want to,” she said into the silence.

      “I… don’t think I do.” I fell silent and tried to put my thoughts into words. “I guess it’s one of those things that’s a childhood dream but isn’t meant to be a grown-up reality. If that makes sense.”

      “I wanted to be a prima ballerina when I was little. But then I really started learning to draw and sculpt, and…”

      “You fell in love with art.”

      She nodded.

      “That’s how I feel about architecture. I love the idea of building things.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So… I guess that’s settled.”

      She nodded, and we fell silent. After a moment I rested my hand palm-up on the armrest between us. She put hers in mine and I squeezed gently.

      We’d just made our first major decision as a couple. I didn’t know whether to be pleased or scared to death.
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        * * *

      

      We made it home a little before one in the morning. Wren was waiting up for us, although she looked like she’d been dozing the moment before. She smiled tiredly and stood as we came through the front door.

      “Welcome home. Did you have a—? Oh my God, what happened to your eye?”

      “Oh, this?” I said disingenuously.

      She looked at Christy in alarm. “Did things go okay with your parents?”

      “More than okay. They loved him!”

      Wren looked confused, but who could blame her? My left eye was still a livid purple that had only just started fading. The cut was healing well—Rich had given me good advice—but it was still covered with a bandage. Christy’s tone was completely at odds with my appearance, so I understood Wren’s reaction.

      “She’ll tell you,” I said to Wren. Then I went back out to the Cruiser for more luggage.

      The girls had moved to the kitchen when I returned with the first load, so I headed straight upstairs and dropped the suitcases in Christy’s room. I took one more trip to get the last two and then hauled our smaller ones and carry-on bags upstairs as well.

      I finally joined them in the kitchen, where Christy was eating a snack and still talking about our visit.

      Wren stopped her. “You still haven’t told me what happened to Paul. Was he in a fight?”

      I slid into the chair next to Christy and filched a carrot. “Sort of. It was pretty one-sided, though. Just two hits.”

      Wren’s eyebrows twitched up.

      “He hit me and I hit the ground.”

      Her eyes widened even further.

      “It really wasn’t that bad,” I said. “Christy’s brother Rich and I had a little disagreement.”

      “What about?”

      I grinned at Christy. “You wanna tell her or should I?”

      “I sort of fell asleep in Paul’s bed.”

      Wren’s reaction was a perfect mix of glee and amusement.

      We told her the story in pieces between us. We left out the part about fooling around, but Wren wasn’t stupid. She could read between the lines, and her expression practically glowed with delight.

      “Anyway,” I finished, “that’s how I got the shiner. Rich and I sort of reached a truce after that. He doesn’t like me and I don’t really like him.” I shrugged an apology at Christy. “But we aren’t actively trying to kill each other, so that’s something.”

      “Rich likes you fine,” Christy said. “He’s just protective.”

      “He’s protective all right, but he doesn’t like me. Sorry.” I stole another carrot. “You’re just saying that ’cause you want it to be true.”

      “I am not,” she said indignantly.

      “Yeah, you are. Sorry, honey.”

      Wren’s eyes flashed at the last word, but I plowed ahead as if I hadn’t noticed.

      “Rich and I will eventually see eye to eye—no pun intended—but not any time soon.”

      “You don’t know him like I do,” Christy said. She had her rose-colored glasses firmly in place, so I decided not to argue with her.

      “The rest of our visit was fine,” I said to Wren. “Good times with family, moonlit walks on the beach—”

      “Very romantic,” Wren agreed.

      “Lots of food and drink,” I added. “Oh… and one marriage proposal.”

      Wren’s eyebrows flew up, exactly how I’d hoped.

      “Oh my gosh!” Christy gushed. “I forgot to tell you. It was so romantic! Danny had it all planned…”

      I chuckled to myself as Wren realized what I’d done. She was stuck between being annoyed with me for the bait-and-switch or excited for Christy and her brother. She eventually settled on excited, although I could tell that she was already planning her revenge. She really didn’t like being one-upped.

      Christy eventually wound down, and Wren fought off another yawn.

      “We’d better let her get to bed,” I said to Christy. “It’s two in the morning here. We’re still on San Diego time.” Our bodies had finally gotten used to Pacific time just in time for us to return to Eastern. “Getting late for us too, though.”

      Christy nodded.

      “Well,” Wren said through another yawn, “I’m glad you made it home safe. It sounds like you had fun.”

      “We did.”

      “I’ll tell you about our trip tomorrow. It was good. A little stressful, but good.” She stood and looked anxious for a moment, like she couldn’t decide what to do next.

      I caught her eye and gave a discreet nod toward Christy.

      She smiled and thanked me silently. Then she bent to kiss Christy’s temple. Anyone else would have thought it was a friendly gesture, but I knew how much affection it held.

      “Goodnight,” she said to her. “Glad you had a good trip. See you in the morning.”

      “See you in the morning,” Christy echoed.

      Wren moved behind me and kissed my cheek. “I’ll get you for that,” she whispered, playful instead of malicious. She straightened and said in a normal voice, “Glad you made it home safe. Sleep tight.”

      I touched her hand on my shoulder. “You too.”

      She headed toward the stairs and bed.

      “Do you wanna have a nightcap before we go up?” Christy asked.

      “No,” I said immediately. “Thank you. I think I need to dry out for a couple of days. Your family doesn’t do anything in half-measures.”

      “No,” she agreed with a laugh, “we’re pretty much overachievers.”

      “You can say that again.”

      She grinned at the deliberate straight line. “We’re pretty much overachievers.”

      “Exactly. Now come on, Little Bit. Time for bed.”

      “Together or separate?” she teased. “I know,” she added quickly, “separate. Baby steps.”

      “Right you are.”

      We turned out the lights and went upstairs. Then we lingered at her bedroom door.

      “I had fun this weekend,” I said. “I like your family.”

      “I’m glad. I knew you would.” She smiled up at me hopefully, and I bent to give her a kiss. She hugged me after and pressed her cheek to my chest. Then she inhaled deeply and sighed.

      I kissed the top of her head and breathed in the scent of her too.

      We parted slowly.

      “Sweet dreams,” I said at last.

      She smiled. “Of penises.”

      “One in particular, I hope.”

      “Mmm hmm!”

      I kissed her one last time before she closed the door.

      I went to my own bedroom and did the same. Then I kicked off my shoes and flopped on the bed.

      Part of me was happy—ecstatic, even—but part of me was worried. Christy and I were moving awfully fast. We were already hinting at a future together and kids. Yet she didn’t really know a thing about me. She didn’t know my family were nudists. She didn’t know we were swingers. She didn’t know the real me, the private person on the inside.

      I lay there for a long time thinking about it. Then I tried to distract myself by reliving the weekend in my head. But once I started thinking about it, I began to see a pattern.

      Christy had come out to the porch on Thanksgiving evening, but I’d made the decision to take off her pajamas. Once we were under the covers, I had put my hand under her camisole. And then I’d told her to take out my hard-on and play with it. In every case she’d been passive while I was active. She’d been willing, but I’d made all the decisions.

      The pattern repeated for our walk on the beach and everything we’d done on the blanket. She was willing and even eager, but I took things to the next level. The same was true for our walk to clear my head, even though we hadn’t fooled around.

      I thought back through the past few weeks and couldn’t come up with many times when she had been the one to start things. A few times when she’d been drinking, but she rarely made a physical move. They were usually invitations, although never explicit ones.

      I couldn’t help but think about something Wren had said, that Christy had seduced her. At the time I’d thought she was just trying to convince me that Christy was a lot more uninhibited than I thought, but now I wasn’t so sure.

      Christy had a devilish ability to get what she wanted, without asking for it. Oh, she did ask for things, but with hints and suggestions more than actual requests. And everything that had happened in the past four days really drove that point home.

      In a weird way it annoyed me. She never had to take the credit or blame for her decisions. Things just happened to her. She never made the first move. I didn’t want a girlfriend who simply gave in to my desires. I wanted one who was an active participant. She didn’t have to be a take-charge type or anything like that, but passive wasn’t the same as submissive.

      Still, I couldn’t help thinking that Christy was perfect for me in many ways. I also liked that we’d become friends (again) before we became lovers. But I still had plenty of doubts if we’d be compatible in bed, especially in the long run. Would lust and attraction lay the foundation for a committed relationship?

      She couldn’t just smile and passively become a nudist, much less a swinger. At some point she’d need to make a decision. An active one, I told myself.

      The little head thought I was being silly. If she did what I wanted—what it wanted—what did it matter? But the big head wasn’t so sure. Relationships were full of compromises, but what if they all went one direction? Was that really a relationship? A healthy one? One that would last?

      I didn’t have any answers. And I wasn’t likely to find them if I kept the questions to myself.
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      Monday began the final mad rush to the end of the quarter. Trip and I both had design projects due and Wren had to finish two research papers. Christy’s quarter had more or less ended with the art exhibition, so she chipped in to help the rest of us.

      She and Wren spent that evening in my bedroom working on the computer, revising the first of Wren’s papers. I was a little surprised at how well Christy could type. Her small hands practically flew over the Commodore’s keyboard.

      “Where’d you learn to do that?” I asked on one trip past.

      “What? Type?”

      I nodded.

      “High school. All the girls had to take typing and home economics classes.”

      “How very enlightened,” Wren said sardonically.

      “You wanna type this yourself, Miss Secular Know-it-all?”

      “Whoa! I didn’t say that.”

      “Then don’t give me a hard time about Catholic school.”

      “She may be little, but she is fierce,” I said with a grin. “Y’all want anything from downstairs? A snack? Drinks?”

      “A Coke, please,” Wren said.

      “A glass of juice,” Christy said. “And maybe some carrots and celery?”

      “So, rot your teeth and bunny food. Coming up.”

      Christy’s smile lit up, so I stepped into the room and gave her a kiss.

      “The best boyfriend ever,” she said.

      Wren rolled her eyes.

      “Hey,” I told her, “it’s your fault.”

      “Which reminds me…,” Christy said as she turned to her. “What have you been telling him about me?”

      “Uh-oh, someone’s in trouble.” I mock-saluted Wren and left her to her fate. Downstairs, I surveyed Trip’s drawings on the dining room table. “How’s it going?”

      “Okay,” he said. “Just need to make sure my proposal matches the revised drawings.”

      “Want some help?”

      “You mind?”

      “No problem. I could use the break, to be honest. Lemme make a snack for the girls and then I’ll join you. Sound good?”

      “Sure. Thanks.”

      In the kitchen I cut up Christy’s vegetables and then on a whim decided to make dinner roll mini-sandwiches for Wren. While I had the ingredients out, I made regular sandwiches for Trip and me.

      “We’re gonna need these,” I said as I set the plates on the dining room table.

      “Yeah, probably. I’ll start some coffee too.” He followed me back into the kitchen.

      “Grab a Coke for me,” I said. “And lemme run this up to the girls. Then we’ll tackle your proposal.”

      “You got it.”

      I carried a loaded tray up to my room.

      “Thank God you’re here,” Wren said as I appeared in the door. She looked unusually chastised. “Feed her, please!”

      “My pleasure.” I slid the tray onto the corner of my desk. “I made a snack for you, too.”

      “Oh, I could kiss you!”

      “Gotta take care of my two favorite girls.”

      “And don’t you forget it,” Christy said as she nabbed the plate of veggies.

      “Not a chance.”

      She smiled her thanks, and Wren sagged in relief as she took a long drink of Coke.

      “Anything else?” I said. “Trip needs my help, so I’m headed back down. Don’t work too late.”

      “We won’t,” Christy said. “We’re almost finished anyway. Thanks for the snacks.”

      I gave her another quick kiss.

      “You two are so cute,” Wren said without a trace of sarcasm.

      “Don’t you forget it either,” Christy said to her. “Now, where’s the next page?”

      I grinned and headed back down to Trip. It was going to be a long night, but I couldn’t think of better people to spend it with.
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        * * *

      

      Christy stuck her head into my studio on Tuesday evening. I finished cutting a piece of foamcore and then slid the cap onto my X-Acto knife. (You shouldn’t need an accident to learn that lesson.)

      “Hey. What’s up?”

      “I brought you a surprise,” she said. She came around the door holding a small lacquered box. She looked at my model and stopped. “I don’t know how you do it,” she said after a moment. “It looks almost real.”

      “It’s supposed to look real,” I chuckled. “It’s a scale model.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. Thanks. I’m pretty proud of it. I think it’s the best one I’ve ever done. The roof is the best part. Thanks for all your help.”

      “You’re welcome. I have something else for you, if you want.”

      “Sure. What is it?”

      “Well, you remember I said you needed art for your museum?”

      “Yeah. But you were so busy with the Replicant that I didn’t bother you about it.”

      “I made something anyway.” She held out the box. “It isn’t much, but…”

      I lifted the box’s lid and scanned the contents. It took me a moment to realize what I was looking at. Folds of red silk cushioned six small white objects, each a bit larger than my thumb.

      “Sayuri gave me the box,” Christy said nervously. “It’s made for netsuke, but she says these are really okimono. She knew exactly what I needed, though. She even had a couple of them. Boxes, I mean. This was the biggest. Netsuke are small, duh, so they don’t need lots of space. Besides, they’re meant to— Uh-oh. I’m chattering again, aren’t I? Sorry. That’s enough about the silly box. I hope you like the statues.”

      “They’re amazing,” I said. “When did you—?” The answer suddenly hit me. “The plastic beach pails! When we were casting the Replicant, right?”

      Her smile lit up.

      I looked into the box again. Then I carefully extracted a tiny replica of Canova’s Psyche Revived by Cupid’s Kiss. The wings were delicate perfection, the lovers’ bodies beautiful even in miniature.

      “Trip helped me get the scale right to match your model,” she said. “I tried to do it myself but you know me and math.”

      I scanned them again and shook my head in wonder. In addition to Canova’s Psyche, she’d made miniature versions of Rodin’s Danaïd and Kiss, the classical Dying Gaul, and Bernini’s Apollo and Daphne as well as his David, which I liked quite a bit more than Michelangelo’s more famous version.

      “Wow,” I said reverently. “These are amazing. You’re amazing!”

      She flushed. “Thank you.”

      “How did you know so many of my favorites?”

      “Trip helped with that too. He showed me the book you lent him. I found the pages that looked like they’d been opened the most. I picked out the Danaïd and five others and made them.”

      “Ah, very clever.”

      “Thank you. But… if you don’t mind me asking, why do you like that one Rodin statue so much, the one of the old guy?”

      I chuckled. “The Naked Balzac?”

      She furrowed her brow at my amusement.

      “Because that’s a man who doesn’t give a crap what critics think.”

      “Okay,” she said as she thought about it, “I can see that.”

      “And to me, that sculpture is about the power of intellect. Yeah, The Thinker is the famous one, but it doesn’t… radiate power. It’s a very cerebral piece.” I shrugged and tried to put my feelings into words. “I guess I think of myself as The Thinker sometimes, especially when I’m in a brooding mood. So if The Thinker is how I am, Naked Balzac is how I want to be. He’s powerful, intelligent, sure of his own talent and ability.”

      “But… you are like that.”

      “Maybe sometimes,” I said, “on the outside. But I don’t always feel like it on the inside. So I guess I look at the Naked Balzac and think I should be more like him. I know it’s kinda silly, but…” I shrugged again.

      “No, it’s beautiful.”

      “There’s beauty in everything, I guess,” I said soberly. “Even being insecure and using a statue as a role model.”

      Her eyes glistened.

      “What?” I said, suddenly self-conscious.

      She smiled and shook her head and didn’t try to explain. “Do you want to use the statues?” she asked instead, her tone deliberately lighter.

      “Of course. Care to help?”

      “Sure.”

      I carefully removed the roof of the model and we spent a few minutes deciding where each miniature sculpture should go. The Danaïd was easiest, since it matched the lines of the building. It went in the entry plaza. The other pieces fit inside the building itself. I cut foamcore and made little pedestals for them. When we were done, we stood back and surveyed the effect.

      “They’re perfect,” I said. “I can’t believe you added so much detail. I mean, they’re totally recognizable.”

      “Thanks. I don’t want to tell you how long I spent getting them right. It’s really hard working that small.”

      “I’ll bet! But they’re incredible.”

      “They aren’t much, but I’m glad you like them.”

      “They’re just like you: small and wonderful.” I put my arm around her. “And mine.”

      She rolled her eyes but hugged me around the middle.

      “I’m sorry we haven’t had much time together,” I said after a while.

      “It’s okay. Everyone’s so busy.”

      “Yeah. Only going to get worse until exams are over.”

      She nodded.

      “Maybe then we can go on a real date.”

      “I’d like that. You are my boyfriend, after all.” She grinned up at me. “I like saying that.”

      “I like hearing it.”

      I glanced at the easy chair and was thinking about an impromptu make-out session when the phone rang. I looked at my watch.

      “Who’d be calling this late?”

      Wren answered it and then shouted from below, “Paul, phone!”

      “Paul, phone,” Christy echoed with a grin.

      We went downstairs to find Wren in my room at the computer. She held out the flowery telephone handset.

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      “How should I know?” she snapped. “Sorry,” she said immediately. “This dumb computer lost my other paper.”

      “It didn’t lose it,” Christy said patiently. “You have to put in the right disk.” She glanced at me. “Why don’t you use the phone in my room.”

      I grinned and imagined her mother saying the same thing.

      “I got it,” I called when I picked up the extension in her room. I heard a click as Wren hung up. “Hello?”

      “Hey,” Sara said. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”

      “It’s the last week of the quarter,” I said. “Projects and papers due. A mountain of work. Exams coming up.”

      “Oh. Right. Want me to let you go?”

      “Nah, screw that stuff. I’d rather talk to you.” I moved clothes from Christy’s bed, including a wine-colored bra and panty set. They were lacy and revealing, and I imagined her wearing them. I chuckled to myself and set them on top of the other clothes, where she’d know I’d seen them.

      “How was your Thanksgiving?” Sara asked as I sat down.

      I searched for the right word. “Eventful. Some good, some bad, some… exciting. It’s a really long story, though. Tell me about yours first. How’d it go with the gallery owner?”

      “Eventful,” she mimicked.

      “Good? Bad? Exciting?”

      “All three, I think.”

      “Start with the bad. Then the good. End on a positive note with the exciting stuff.”

      “I’m glad I called you,” she said with a long-distance smile. “Not just tonight, but back when Jamie first gave me your number.”

      “I’m glad you did too.”

      “I really mean it. You make me think everything’s going to be all right in my sometimes-crappy life.”

      “Everyone’s life is crappy sometimes. Just find what makes you happy and forget all the other stuff. So… what’s the bad? Let’s get that out of the way.”

      “Well, the bad isn’t really all that bad. Just… the same.”

      “Daphne?”

      “Yeah. She spent Thanksgiving with her guy.”

      “Did they visit his family?”

      “Oh, God no! He won’t do that while she’s still working at the club.”

      “Wonderful,” I said. “Love the double standard.”

      “You know it.”

      “And she’s still pulling away from you?”

      “Yeah,” she said with a sigh. “She hasn’t been home since last week. She still has a few things here—I think she’s too scared to officially break up with me—but it’s over. In all but name.”

      “I’m sorry to hear. Why don’t you end it, for both of you?”

      “I should, but…”

      “Yeah, I know. Easier said than done.”

      “Right.”

      “You’re going to have to do it eventually. Or you’ll come home one day and she’ll be gone for good.”

      “You know her so well.” She laughed, but it was forlorn.

      “Yeah, I guess I do. I mean, she was my girlfriend too… at least for a while.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So be a grown-up and end it. Then you can be friends after. You know if she just disappears, you won’t hear from her again. Ever. She’ll feel too guilty.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I know it, but…”

      “Easier said than done,” I repeated.

      “Let’s talk about something happier.”

      “Okay. What’s the good part of your Thanksgiving?”

      “I had fun with the gallery owner and her friends. They’re mostly older than me, but they’re really cool women.”

      “Romantic possibilities?”

      “Yes, but not like you’re thinking. Not like I was thinking either.”

      “Oh. How then?”

      “Well, Max— Wait, lemme back up. The gallery owner is Maxine, but everyone calls her Max.”

      “Got it.”

      “Okay, so… Max.” She paused and considered her next words. “Let’s talk about the good first. Then the exciting, like you said.”

      “Right.”

      “So, the good: she definitely wants to help my career.”

      “I’m not surprised. You’re really talented.”

      “You’ve always said that, even when I was a total bitch to you.”

      “’Cause it’s true.”

      “Thanks. Sometimes I have a hard time believing it, though.”

      “I know exactly what you mean.”

      “Yeah, I guess you would. Anyway, Max can do a lot for my career. And I don’t have to sleep with her.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said with a laugh. “I mean, I was prepared for her to tell me I was spending the weekend. It wouldn’t’ve been the first time.”

      “Yeah, I kinda figured,” I said.

      “Maybe the first time a woman said it to me, but… it didn’t happen.”

      “Oh?”

      “No. I get the feeling she wouldn’t mind if I did, but on my terms. That’s… new to me.”

      “What? Someone treating you like a person instead of property?”

      “You have no idea,” she said quietly.

      “No, I don’t. But I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t need your pity,” she flared.

      “It isn’t pity. It’s… empathy.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’ve never been in your situation, but I know what it feels like to have someone treat you like a convenient sex toy.” I thought about Kendall, and sometimes even Gina. “I never really felt… powerless… but still.”

      “Yeah, well… you have no idea.”

      “No, I don’t. So… let’s talk about something happier. The gallery owner is interested?”

      “Yeah, I think she is, but it wasn’t a power thing with her. I think she’d like to sleep with me—and believe it or not, I’d like to sleep with her—but it wasn’t a condition of the deal. She wants to take me under her wing and introduce me to people.”

      “Art lovers or other lesbians?”

      “Both. And you’d be surprised how many gay men she knows. They come to her gallery too. She’s the one who bought those pictures of you, by the way. I can always sell more prints from that session, but let me know if you ever want to model again. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said with a laugh. “Although I don’t know how I really feel about gay guys looking at me like that.”

      “If I can do it, so can you,” she said. “I mean, I never minded guys looking at me in the clubs. I didn’t wanna do anything else with them, even when I had to, but I didn’t mind them looking.”

      “Makes sense,” I said. “But it probably took you a while to get used to it, right?”

      “Not really. I mean, I always liked showing off. Especially after I developed. And that was before I realized what I was. What I am. So I thought I was supposed to like guys looking at me. I even tried to like them, but… they were losers or fucked me over.”

      “Pretty common story, unfortunately,” I said. “I’m not ashamed to be a guy, but sometimes other guys give the rest of us a bad reputation.”

      “I never met a good guy till you.”

      “I can believe it.”

      “That’s why it took me so long to admit it. You’re not like other guys.”

      “I’m not like most guys,” I said. “There are other guys like me.”

      “Yeah, well… I’ve never met ’em.”

      “Fair enough. So… back to Max. She wants to take you under her wing?”

      “Yeah. It’d help her too, though. For sure. That’s kind of what she does. She finds young artists and promotes them. She takes her cut of the money, but I think she actually wants to help.”

      “That’s pretty noble.”

      “Well, she enjoys a lot of… um… fringe benefits,” she said with a laugh. “I mean, I was ready to sleep with her if I thought it’d help my career. I think I wanna sleep with her even more now I know it isn’t expected.”

      “Imagine that,” I said, semi-sarcastic, “free will is an aphrodisiac!”

      “It kinda is,” she said with another laugh. “I mean, I almost wanted to sleep with you when I realized you weren’t going to try anything. Almost,” she stressed.

      “Thanks for clearing that up,” I said dryly. “So… Max? She’s the good news. What’s the exciting news?”

      “Also Max, but…” She fell silent for a long time, and I wasn’t sure she’d continue. “I guess I can trust you,” she said at last. “You’ve told me about your deep, dark secrets.”

      “True. So… what’s yours? One of them, at least. I suspect you have several.”

      “You have no idea,” she said heavily.

      “I just said I do. Now, what’s the first secret you’re ready to share?”

      “It isn’t actually a secret. Just… part of my past. Well, part of who I am. And I figure since you’re a swinger, you won’t think it’s perverted or degenerate or anything.”

      “Probably not,” I agreed.

      “So, back in the clubs…,” she began. Then she drew a deep breath. “Okay, here goes. A lot of clubs have this… side… to them. The stuff that happens in the back rooms.”

      “Right,” I said neutrally. I’d never really thought about strip clubs in terms of how many of the women were forced to have sex, but Sara had opened my eyes.

      “Most guys are just there for the power. They hold it over us. Over them, the girls. But some guys, especially big CEO-types and powerful men, like to be… um… dominated.”

      “Like… Domination and Submission?”

      “I should’ve known you’d know about that scene,” she said with a laugh.

      “I know of it,” I said, “but not much about it. I mean, I know what D&S is, mostly thanks to an ex-girlfriend, but I’ve never been to a club or party or anything like that.”

      “Well, you learn about that stuff pretty quick in a strip club. I was never a submissive type—”

      “That’s Daphne.”

      “Right. I was always the dom. But that doesn’t really get me off. Not like some women I’ve met. And I mean, like, dominatrix women, with whips and chains and everything. Jesus, Paul… some of the stories I could tell you.”

      “I can imagine. Maybe sometime…”

      “Yeah, maybe. But Max… So, she must have recognized something about me.”

      I laughed and quickly added, “Sara, anyone who’s spent five minutes with you knows you’re a dom.”

      “I’m not that much of a bitch,” she said resentfully.

      “I didn’t say ‘bitch.’ I said ‘dom.’ I’m the same way. I’m in charge and I know it. That’s probably why Daphne was attracted to each of us. And to the new guy. You said he’s a finance hotshot? Well, that’s pretty much a dominant personality. You, me, him. You’re part of the club, sister. Gabba gabba hey.”

      “I love the Ramones.” She laughed. “Bet you didn’t know that.”

      “That you’re a Ramones fan? Doesn’t surprise me a bit. You’re a rebel too, like me.”

      “You aren’t a rebel,” she protested. “You’re about as straight as they come.”

      “Says the dom lesbian to the nudist swinger.”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s easy to forget. You seem so… normal.”

      “I am normal.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do. But I try not to judge people. ‘Normal’ is whatever makes you happy, as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else.”

      “Unless they want to be hurt.”

      “Ah, right.”

      “Like some of the guys I’ve met. Which brings us back to Max and her friend.”

      “Friend?” I tasted the word. It had a special flavor when Sara said it.

      “Yeah. That’s the exciting part of the story.”

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      “She has a friend who met this new woman. It’s the craziest situation I’ve ever heard, but hey… who’m I to judge, right?”

      “My sentiments exactly.”

      “So the friend’s new girlfriend has a daughter, about my age. The daughter is married, but her husband’s gay. She’s just a beard so his parents don’t find out.”

      “Let me guess,” I laughed, “they were trying to set you up?”

      “Right in one. The daughter is a real sub type, like Daphne. ‘Needs a take-charge type,’ Max says.”

      “Enter Sara,” I said, “take-charge type and getting out of a long-term relationship.”

      “Right again. They don’t know about Daphne, though. So to them I’m just an unattached dom. But I’m a lipstick lesbian, not butch like a lot of women out here.”

      “Never heard that description before,” I said with a laugh, “but it makes sense.”

      “Yeah, and it’s kinda important to the story. It wouldn’t work with this woman if I was butch, ’cause her husband’s parents would figure it out real quick. I mean, this is San Francisco, not St. Louis.”

      “Ah, gotcha,” I said. “But since you’re a lipstick lesbian, she can pass you off as just a ‘friend.’”

      “You’re starting to figure this out,” she said with a grin in her voice.

      “I still sense some hesitation, though.”

      “The daughter’s really hot, and she’s totally my type, but…”

      “Ah… I think I get it. You don’t want to get hurt again, like with Daphne.”

      “You really know me, don’t you?”

      “As well as anyone does,” I said. “You’re human too, after all.”

      She laughed softly. “I appreciate that. It’s easy to forget when I hear what guys like Jerry Falwell say on the news about people like me.”

      “Don’t even get me started about that guy. Self-righteous asshole is about the nicest thing I’ll say.”

      “Fucking douchebag is what I say.”

      “Moving on,” I said. “We could spend all night talking about the hypocrites and prudes in the Moral Majority.”

      “No kidding. So… this woman they introduced me to. I kind of like the idea of some no-strings-attached fun, but I’m a little worried, too.”

      “What if you get attached?”

      “Right. Still… it’s exciting.”

      “Sounds like it. Are you going to see her again?”

      “As a matter of fact… Max bought a bunch of my newest prints, and she’s having a private show next week. The friend and new girlfriend and daughter will be there.”

      “You’re right,” I laughed, “it is a complex relationship.”

      “I told you…” She laughed too. “So, that’s what’s going on in my life. What’s your story? Did it go well with Christy’s family?”

      “Well, we’re officially boyfriend-girlfriend now.”

      “So that’s a ‘yes.’”

      “So far, so good.” I told her the highlights of my Thanksgiving with the Carmichael clan.

      She reacted predictably to the parts about my fight with Rich and the ongoing macho one-upmanship. “Typical.” And she was amused by how Anne seemed to run the entire show with a quiet hand behind the scenes. “Most guys never give women enough credit.”

      “Oh,” I said, “I think Christy’s dad knows what her mom’s doing. They’re a partnership. Maybe not like my own parents, but they’ve been together for 35 years. So I think they’ve probably figured out how they work as a team.”

      “Maybe you’re right. Totally different from what I grew up with. And just so you know, if I ever sound like I resent your little princess, it isn’t personal. It’s ’cause she grew up with a perfect life and perfect parents.”

      “No one’s perfect,” I said gently.

      “Yeah, but some of us got the really fucked-up end of the spectrum.”

      “But you survived. And it’s why you’ll be successful. You don’t take it for granted, so you work for it. That’s what Max sees in you. Heck, it’s what I see in you. I mean, I’ll always care about Daphne, and a part of me even loves her, but we’ll never be lifelong friends.”

      “Oh, so you think we’ll be lifelong friends?”

      “You tell me.”

      “You’re a smug son of a bitch when you’re right. You know that, don’t you?”

      “I’ve been told a time or two,” I said with a grin.

      “So… things are going well with you and Christy?”

      “Yeah, I think they are.”

      “You still haven’t told her about the nudist camp and the swinging, though, have you?”

      “Baby steps.”

      “Those are some big-girl steps.” She laughed at the understatement. “Do you think she can handle it?”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “That’s a change. You were pretty worried before.”

      “I’m still worried. But now that I’ve spent more time with her—”

      “And done more than just kiss.”

      “—I think she’s probably a lot more uninhibited than I gave her credit for. And yeah, getting past kissing was a big deal.”

      “She didn’t run off to church or confession?”

      “Nope. Not once. Didn’t even seem to feel guilty.”

      “So… maybe you were wrong about her?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe what?”

      “Maybe I was wrong.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Must be a bad connection. What did you say?”

      I grinned and raised my voice, “I said, maybe I was wrong!”

      “Sorry,” Sara said without sounding it, “I couldn’t resist.”

      Christy and Wren appeared in the door, one after the other.

      I looked back at them and suddenly felt self-conscious. I was sprawled on Christy’s bed like I owned it.

      “Who’re you yelling at?” Christy said.

      “Hold on a sec,” I told Sara. To Christy and Wren, “I’m talking to Sara. I wasn’t yelling, though.”

      “Sounded like it to us,” Wren said.

      “She was teasing me.”

      Sara said something, so I put the phone to my ear again. “Say again?”

      “Is it Christy? Let me talk to her.”

      I rolled off the bed and held out the phone. “She wants to talk to you.”

      “Hello?” Christy looked at me and smiled bashfully. “Uh-huh… We did… Oh, he was wonderful! They loved him… Yeah, he sort of did… No, it was really dumb. Rich was just being protective.”

      “He’s a psycho killer!” I said, loud enough for Sara to hear.

      “Paul, be nice,” Christy said with a glare. “He is not.”

      I grinned to show her I was just teasing. I really did think Rich was dangerous, and probably a psycho killer for real, but he wasn’t unhinged or random about it.

      Christy and Sara talked for another minute or two. Then Christy looked at me. “She said you can tell me about her new friend.” She listened and then grinned. “If you aren’t too chicken to let a woman tell you what to do.”

      “Give me that.” I almost swiped the phone. Christy’s grin widened, and Wren had to hold back laughter. “All right, you two,” I told them, “get out of here. I don’t need three on one.”

      “Hey, it’s my room,” Christy objected.

      “But I thought you liked three on one,” Wren said sweetly.

      I started to swing the door closed and shove them into the hall. “I’ll be done in a minute. Go back to work.”

      “We’re done,” Christy said. “Now we’re tired and want to go to bed. But we’ve been waiting for the last thirty minutes.”

      “You gossip like a schoolgirl,” Wren added.

      “You should know,” I shot back.

      She grinned impudently.

      “Tell ’em to give you hell!” Sara shouted through the phone.

      “Not you too,” I said.

      “Sorry. Us girls have to stick together.”

      “Fine. Then I’ll talk to you later.” I wasn’t upset and she could tell. “Good luck with your new friend. Sorry to hear about Daphne, but…”

      “The writing’s been on the wall with me and Daphne for a while,” she said in resignation. “But I’ll let you know how it goes with the other things.”

      “All right. Take care.”

      “You too,” she said. “And give the little princess a big kiss for me.”

      “You can kiss her yourself,” I said. “If she’s interested.”

      Christy smirked until she realized I was talking about her. Then her eyes flew wide and her cheeks darkened three shades toward crimson.

      “I’ll call you next week,” I told Sara.

      “Okay. Talk to you then. Bye.”

      “Bye.” I hung up and faced the girls in front of me.

      “I can’t believe you said that to her,” Christy said.

      “What? She thinks you’re cute. Told me to give you a big kiss.”

      She squawked.

      “What’s the matter? Are you worried about Wren? She heard the whole thing.”

      “I did,” Wren said playfully. “Every word.”

      Christy’s eyes begged me to stop talking.

      “Oh, relax,” I told her. “You’re a package deal. You come with a girlfriend.”

      “She does,” Wren said. “Comes hard, too. I’ve done it.”

      I barely smothered a laugh as Christy’s eyes threatened to bug out completely.

      “Why are you upset?” I asked her. “You know I don’t mind. I mean, if Wren’s good enough for my best friend, she’s good enough for my girlfriend too.”

      “Yeah!” Wren said before my words fully registered. “Hold on! You make it sound like I’m a piece of meat or something.”

      “You’re a piece of awesome,” I said hastily.

      “That’s better.”

      Christy put her hand to her head. “I think I need to sit down.”

      “Your department,” Wren said.

      “Right. Consoling woozy girlfriend, bewildered by too much sexual innuendo. Can do.”

      “Don’t you mean bisexual innuendo?” Wren teased.

      “Oh my gosh!”

      I ushered Christy into the room and gave Wren a friendly goodnight kiss.

      “We’re terrible,” she whispered. “And I owe you. Thanks.”

      “Darn right you do,” I agreed in a low voice.

      “Give her a kiss for me too,” she added.

      “Will do. G’night.” I closed the door and turned to the little blonde.

      “How could you say that?”

      “Say what?”

      “All of it.”

      “Oh, please. You know how Wren feels. And you can deny it all you like, but I know how you feel about her. She does too. She isn’t stupid.”

      “No, but… what about Sara?”

      “Sara isn’t stupid either. Besides, I trust her.”

      “I know, but…”

      “Relax,” I said gently, and pulled her into my arms. “You might as well learn now, this is what I’m like when I’m happy and among friends. I talk about sex.” Especially when I’m not getting any.

      “But what about privacy?”

      “I’m a very private person. But not around you. Or Wren. Or even Sara. Around your family? Sure. But our best friends? Why? Besides, Wren’s your girlfriend.”

      “Stop saying that!”

      “Why? She is.”

      “No, she isn’t. I can’t have a boyfriend and a girlfriend.”

      “That’s the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard. Why not?”

      “I just… can’t. It doesn’t work like that.”

      “Oh? That’s news to me. I should probably tell my mom. ‘Sorry, Mom, you have to choose. You can’t have a husband and a girlfriend at the same time. It doesn’t work like that.’”

      “Don’t mock me,” Christy said.

      I abruptly stopped when I realized she was actually upset. “You’re right,” I said contritely. “I’m sorry.” I grabbed her desk chair and sat down. Then I gently pulled her into my lap. “I forgot about baby steps. I know this is all new to you. I shouldn’t joke about it, either.”

      “No, you shouldn’t.”

      “I’m sorry. Do you forgive me?”

      “You know I can’t say no to you.”

      “You can always say no. To me or anyone else. I hope you won’t—to me, at least—but you can always say it.”

      “But will you listen?”

      “Yes.”

      She waited for more, some kind of excuse or evasion. Her brow furrowed when it never came.

      “I’m sorry I mocked you,” I said seriously. “And I’m sorry I teased you about Wren. I was in a good mood and I got carried away. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “Well, you did.”

      “And now I’m apologizing.”

      “Just like that?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Just like that.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I told you, I was in a good mood, even before you and Wren popped in. I like Sara. And she likes you. She wants us to be happy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, she’s given me some good advice about you and me.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like it isn’t easy being Catholic, that they put a lot of pressure on you. Also that I need to tell you the truth about myself, that I can’t hide my past from you.”

      “No.”

      “And tonight… she was teasing me because I said I was wrong about you.”

      “Wrong about what?”

      “How I thought you were a stuck-up prude who’d never understand me.”

      “I still don’t understand you.”

      “Maybe not. Not yet, at least, but you’re starting to.”

      She nodded.

      “I just need to remember that it won’t happen overnight. And I can’t tease you about it when you don’t immediately adjust. That’s why we need to take baby steps.”

      “Exactly how much do I need to understand about you?” she asked warily.

      “You have no idea,” I chuckled.

      “No, I don’t. And you’re starting to make me nervous.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “What?”

      “Do you trust me?” I repeated.

      “Yes,” she said slowly.

      “Okay, then trust me to tell you when I’m ready. When you’re ready too. Okay?”

      She nodded.

      “In the meantime, do you trust me enough to kiss me?”

      “You know I do.”

      I lifted her chin and pressed my lips to hers.

      “I can’t stay mad at you,” she said after.

      “Well, I need to work on not making you mad in the first place.”

      She nodded.

      I kissed her again and lingered over the quiet touch. Unfortunately, I couldn’t stifle a yawn. I thought she’d be upset, but she yawned too.

      “I’m about to fall asleep in your lap,” she admitted. “But I thought you wanted to… you know.”

      “Make out?”

      She nodded.

      “You know how much I want to. But it’s late,” I continued. “We’ve had a long day. And we’re still taking baby steps.”

      “Right. To all three.”

      “So, let me kiss you a few more times, and—”

      “A few?”

      “Okay, maybe more than a few. One for Sara. One for Wren. And the rest for me.”

      “That’s a lot of kissing,” she said. “I thought we were going to say goodnight.”

      “We are. When we’re ready. Then I’ll take Mr. Good Thing—”

      “Sometimes I just call him Mr. Big.” She grinned. “Like now.”

      “Okay. Then I’ll take Mr. Big to bed. Alone,” I added quickly. “Although you know what I’ll be doing for a while before I go to sleep.” I chuckled as her cheeks glowed. “You’ll be doing the same thing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know what I mean. You know it isn’t a sin, either.”

      “But it feels so good it probably should be.”

      “Ha! You’re right about that.” I kissed her again. “Take care of your small package for me.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And sweet dreams.”

      “Of penises.”

      “Long, hard, treacherous penises,” I said. “That might lose control if we don’t say goodnight.”

      “What would happen?” she asked without a trace of innocence. “If he lost control, I mean.”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “You really want to know?”

      “You said there’s a lot I need to understand.”

      “Tell you what,” I said with a chuckle, “while you’re playing with yourself—”

      She gulped.

      “—think about what you want him to do.”

      “I can’t do that!”

      “Sure you can.” I kissed her. “And remember, good things come in small packages.”

      She half-sighed, half-whimpered.

      I set her on her feet. Then I stood and brazenly adjusted my hard-on. Her eyes widened again.

      “Goodnight,” I said softly. “Sweet dreams.”

      “Of penises. Big ones.”

      I kissed her and left while I still could.
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        * * *

      

      Wednesday was a blur of projects and papers, and the four of us worked through the afternoon and late into the evening. Christy spent most of her time on the computer, proofreading and making corrections and printing out final versions of everyone’s work. In a few short days, she’d learned to use the thing better than I could.

      The next morning Trip and I loaded our models into the back of the Land Cruiser and drove to the A&A building. Trip had to rush off with his, but I had a couple of hours to kill before Joska’s class. I hung out in the atrium and watched art students come and go with their own projects, everything from mixed-media sculpture to one guy who had a bright future (pun intended) as a neo-expressionist.

      When the time finally arrived for my own class, I took my model upstairs to Joska’s classroom. He was there already and nodded when I entered. He knew all about my design, although his eyebrows still rose at the sight of my model. He’d been skeptical about the roof, but I’d been coy about my visit to Jonas and his plexiglass studio.

      Freddie showed up with his own project and set it on the desk next to mine. It wasn’t the best in the room, but it wasn’t the worst either, and we talked about our designs. The hubbub finally died when Joska went to the front of the room and said he was ready to begin.

      We each had to give a three-minute presentation of our design. Then Joska and the class could ask questions. He went alphabetically through the roll. The first presentations were good but nothing special. Freddie’s went well, and he fielded Joska’s single question easily.

      When Gracie’s turn came, she took her model to the front of the room. She wasn’t a confident speaker, and I could tell how nervous she was. We hadn’t talked in months, but I silently wished her well.

      Her design was Brutalist, which wasn’t a surprise, but it wasn’t ugly, which was. Her model used a clever mix of cylindrical towers and blocky Brutalist forms, with a bronze- and aluminum-clad façade that made it look like a modern version of a medieval fortress. I didn’t like Brutalism in general, but Gracie’s design was elegant and creative. Joska asked a couple of softball questions that made it clear he was impressed too.

      My turn was next, and I couldn’t decide if it was a blessing or a curse to follow Gracie. Then I took a deep breath and thought of Rodin’s Naked Balzac. I pictured myself standing like Balzac, looking down my nose at the world. I breezed through my presentation with ten seconds to spare. Then I opened the floor for questions, and Gracie immediately raised her hand.

      “Miss Fisher?” Joska said.

      “What was the inspiration for your sculptures?” she asked with a gotcha smirk.

      “Inspiration? It’s a museum. It needs art. So a friend made them for me.”

      “You mean”—melodramatic pause for manufactured surprise—“they aren’t your own work?”

      “I just said they weren’t.”

      “Whose are they?” Joska asked.

      “My girlfriend is a sculptor.” I returned Gracie’s fake smile with interest. “She made them for me.”

      “So,” Gracie accused, “you’re trying to pass off someone else’s work as your own?”

      “I just told you, no.” I felt a rising tide of annoyance and outright hostility. “Weren’t you listening?”

      “But they’re on your model.”

      “Did you make the cars on yours?” I shot back. “They look like Hot Wheels. Are you trying to pass off someone else’s work as your own?”

      “It’s obvious they aren’t mine,” she snapped. “Yours are—”

      “That’s enough,” Joska said.

      I turned to face him. “Professor, this is a design class, isn’t it? Not a model-from-scratch class? Or did I miss something in the syllabus?”

      “Just so,” he agreed.

      “So, does anyone have any real questions?” I pointedly ignored Gracie. “Or are we just going to quibble over components?”

      I felt guilty for downplaying Christy’s sculptures, but I was trying to make a point.

      Freddie raised his hand. “I have a question. How the hell did you make that roof?”

      “Mr. DeFeo,” Joska scolded, “professional language, please.”

      “Sorry, Professor,” Freddie said. “How the professional hell did you make that roof?”
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        * * *

      

      Wren had three exams on Friday and Trip had two. The University actually had a rule that students weren’t required to take more than two exams in a single day, but Wren hadn’t made a fuss about it.

      By a quirk of scheduling, Christy and I didn’t have any, so we went to the grocery store and bought ingredients for dinner. I nearly freaked out when I saw how much fresh tuna steaks cost, but it made me appreciate how Wren turned the grocery money into so many gourmet meals.

      Christy was in a good mood as we shopped. She danced through the aisles and filled our basket with more than we really needed. She didn’t seem to care how much things cost. For all her other talents—art, dance, music, languages—she didn’t pay attention to numbers at all, whether they were money, time, or basic math.

      Ah, well, I thought, she can’t be good at everything. Besides, she was really cute when she was in a good mood, so I couldn’t stay annoyed with her.

      Back at home we were chopping vegetables in the kitchen when we heard Wren at the front door. I looked at my watch: almost six o’clock. Trip had only been home about thirty minutes himself. Wren came through from the dining room and stopped in her tracks. She actually rubbed her eyes and blinked at us.

      Christy brandished a stalk of broccoli. “Surprise! We’re cooking dinner.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Wren said tiredly. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      “You want some wine?” Christy said. “Will you pour her a glass, dear?”

      I hid a grin and told myself not to compare her to her mother. Not to her face, at least. I filled a glass and handed it to Wren.

      She sipped first before she took a longer drink. Then she set the glass on the table and sagged to a chair in exhaustion.

      “Hey, at least you’re half-finished with exams,” I said to cheer her up. “Christy and I still have all ours left.”

      “That’s something, all right,” Wren said. She put a hand to her head. “I think my brain turned to mush sometime this afternoon.”

      “Dinner won’t be for an hour or so,” I said. “You wanna go soak in the tub till it’s ready?”

      “Think I will.”

      “Why don’t you keep her company,” I said to Christy. “Take the wine and have a little girl-time.”

      “What’re you doing?” Christy asked in a whisper.

      “Telling you to take care of your friend.”

      “It’s okay,” Wren said. “You don’t have to.”

      I gave Christy a stern look and nodded toward Wren. Do it. Now. Go.

      Okay! her own look said. “Don’t be silly,” she told her. “I’d love to. I have some lavender bath oil. And I’ll wash your hair for you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure.”

      “That’d be nice. Thanks.”

      I went back to work on the vegetables. Trip appeared a few minutes later and grumbled about being kicked out of his own bedroom.

      “Chill, dude. Have some wine. Fresh bottle in the fridge.”

      “I need something stronger.” He went to the liquor cupboard. “You want anything?”

      “Sure, I guess. Whatever you’re having.”

      “Right. Two Jack and Cokes, coming up.” He mixed the drinks and handed one to me. “Need to give you a heads-up,” he said after a long sip.

      “Oh?”

      “Wren wants to talk about New Year’s tonight.”

      “Okay,” I said neutrally.

      “I’ll save the longer story for dinner, but the short version is that we have a cabin in Lake Tahoe for the week after Christmas. She wants to invite you and Christy. I told her it’s up to you, but you know her.”

      “That’d be a big step,” I said.

      “I told her what you said, that you’re trying to take things slow, but she’s… well… ‘horny’ isn’t the right word, but it’s close enough.” He took another sip of his drink. “She misses Christy, and I know it isn’t just the sex.”

      “It’s the intimacy.”

      “Yeah, probably. You’d know better than I would. Oh, that reminds me. We got together with Mark and Leah over Thanksgiving.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “I’m pretty sure Wren had been thinking about it for a while, but she sprang it on me last-minute. Kind of annoying, actually. I was tempted to say no, just to teach her a lesson. But I didn’t want another fight like we had after the wedding.” He shrugged. “Still, I need to talk to her about discussing things with me before they’re about to happen. You know?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Anyway,” he continued, “everything turned out okay and we had fun, but I thought you should know.”

      “Why?”

      “I get the feeling she’s keeping it in reserve to throw in your face if she needs to. So don’t tell her I told you. Okay?”

      “Mum’s the word.”

      “This may sound crazy,” he went on, “but she really wants your approval, at least about this. You know how she is. She wants to do everything herself, control everything. Drives me crazy sometimes, but…” He shrugged. “What can I say? I love her.”

      “The hot sex doesn’t hurt.”

      “No kidding,” he admitted with a grin. “She did fine with our little get-together with Mark and Leah, but I get the feeling she’s trying to do the same thing with you and Christy.”

      “And that won’t work. Christy isn’t Leah.”

      “Not even close. So I thought I should give you a heads-up about Lake Tahoe. Give you time to come up with an excuse or something.”

      I thought about it for a moment. “Okay. Thanks.”

      “So…,” he gestured with his half-empty drink, “what’s for dinner?”

      “Lemon-pepper tuna steaks and steamed veggies.”

      “Christy’s idea?”

      “Mostly.”

      “Any chance you can get her to start eating meat?”

      “Tuna is meat,” I said with a laugh. “So’s chicken.”

      “Yeah, but I’m dying for a steak. From a cow. But Wren always fixes things that Christy will eat. I’ll be honest, it’s starting to bug me a little.”

      And it bugged me that he was annoyed with my girlfriend. Still, I understood his point.

      “Start a date night,” I said. “Take Wren out to a restaurant. Eat steak. From a cow. See a movie or concert or something. Have fun.”

      “That isn’t a bad idea.”

      “Food for thought,” I said with a grin.

      He nodded absently and then smiled. “Nice one.”

      “Thanks. Now, you wanna help with dinner?”

      “Not really. Think I’m gonna top off my drink and watch you.”

      “Gee, some friend you are.”

      We chatted as I finished the prep work. Then I joined him at the kitchen table to finish my own drink.

      The girls were on the verge of tipsy when they came downstairs, but Wren looked a thousand times better, clean and refreshed. Christy avoided my eyes as she took a new bottle of wine out of the fridge. She couldn’t avoid me when I went to kiss her, though, and she realized too late that she smelled like lavender.

      “If you aren’t going to help,” I said to Trip, “why don’t you and Wren take the wine and go relax for a while. Christy and I can finish everything here. Dinner in fifteen minutes?”

      “Sounds awesome, dude.”

      They went through the dining room and headed toward the octagon room. The stereo started playing a moment later. Christy squeaked in surprise when I grabbed her around the waist and lifted her to the counter. I kissed her before she could object too loudly.

      “Mmm,” I breathed as I pulled back, “you smell nice.”

      “Don’t act innocent.”

      “Who’s acting?”

      “You.”

      “All right, you caught me. I was playing matchmaker with you and Wren.”

      “But… why?” She shook her head with sudden irritation. “And why does everyone think it’s okay to play matchmaker with me?”

      “I can’t answer the second question,” I said with a laugh, “but I can the first. It’s because I want you to be happy.”

      “But… I am happy.”

      “Okay, then I want you to be happier.”

      “Why can’t I be happier with just you?”

      “You want the truth?”

      She nodded.

      “Because some people aren’t made to be happy with just one person. I think you’re one of them.”

      “But I am. Happy. With you. Just one person.”

      “Then tell me you don’t have feelings for Wren.”

      “I don’t have feelings for Wren,” she parroted.

      I gave her the full skeptic stare.

      “I hate when you do that!”

      “What?”

      “See right through me.”

      “Then don’t lie to me.”

      “I’m not lying!”

      “You’re lying to me and to yourself.”

      “I am not.”

      I twitched an eyebrow.

      “I’m not.”

      “This above all,” I said, “to thine own self be true.”

      “And…?” she said irritably.

      “It means you have to be true to who you are. And you have to be honest with yourself before you can be honest with others.” I paused to decide what to say next. “You remember a couple of months ago, when you asked why I didn’t have a girlfriend?”

      She frowned at the non sequitur but eventually nodded.

      “I told you I needed to find myself first, to be happy on my own before I could be happy with someone else?”

      Another nod.

      “That’s what I meant. I needed to be true ‘to mine own self’ before I could be true to someone else. ‘True’ can also mean balanced. So I had to find the balance that worked for me, the truth of who I am. I guess that’s when I ‘found’ myself, if that makes sense.”

      “Yes, but… what’s it have to do with me?”

      “Well, I think you could be more honest with yourself. You’re starting to, and telling yourself that you don’t have to be some Catholic schoolgirl—”

      “Will you quit bringing that up!”

      “I’m bringing it up to say you don’t do it much anymore.”

      “I never did it in the first place,” she argued.

      Mr. Skeptic made an appearance.

      “You know, sometimes I really don’t like you.”

      “Especially when I tell you things you don’t want to hear.”

      “When you tell me things that are just wrong.”

      I dialed back my skepticism, but she understood that it wasn’t gone completely.

      She still didn’t give in, so I braced myself with my hands on the counter and settled in to wait her out. She was trapped, both literally and figuratively, and she knew it.

      “Fine,” she said at last. “I need to be honest with myself.”

      “Good,” I said without a hint of smugness. “But you already are. Starting to, at least. Like I said, you aren’t trying to be—”

      “Look, I see where you’re going. Again. But will you do me a favor?”

      “Sure. What?”

      “Will you stop saying that? I actually was a Catholic schoolgirl. I didn’t have much choice, but I kinda liked it. So pick another word. Okay?”

      “Fair enough.” I thought about it for a moment. “How about madonna?”

      “Uh-uh. Makes me think of Madonna, the singer. Or the Madonna, the Virgin Mary, and I’m not ready to abandon everything I believe in.”

      “Good point.”

      “You’re so good with words,” she said earnestly. “Just… come up with something else.”

      “Gimme a sec.” I thought about and discarded several others, mostly because they were insulting. “Okay, got it,” I said at last. “How about ‘paragon of virtue’?”

      “‘Paragon’ means something perfect, right?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      She thought about it for a moment and nodded.

      “Okay. So… back to my original point. You’re starting to be honest with yourself, because you aren’t trying to be a paragon of virtue…” I raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Perfect. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I caught her pun and flashed a grin before I continued, “You also need to be honest about how you feel about Wren.”

      “We’re just friends.”

      I gazed at her steadily.

      “We are!” She stomped her foot automatically, and I did my best not to laugh. The foot in question was currently about eighteen inches above the floor. She tried to hop off the counter, but I blocked her with my body.

      “You’re not getting away that easily.” I boxed her in with my arms again. “If you and Wren are ‘just friends,’ then why does your face smell like lavender?”

      “I must’ve gotten some on my hands when I poured it in the bath.”

      “Liar.”

      “It isn’t polite to call someone that.”

      “Then don’t lie.”

      “You’re not going to let me go until I tell you what you want to hear, are you?”

      “Not until you admit the truth.”

      “Fine,” she practically spat. “Wren kissed me. Are you happy now? Is that what you wanted?”

      “Yes,” I said calmly. “And yes.”

      Her brow furrowed and she waited for the other shoe to drop.

      I waited with her.

      “You aren’t upset?” she said at last.

      “No. Why would I be?”

      “You’re the only one who’s supposed to kiss me.”

      “Why?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” she asked semi-sarcastically.

      “It’s obvious you think you can only have feelings for one person at a time. And they’re the only person who can kiss you. But that isn’t how it works. Not for some people.”

      “But it does for me.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “So you know me better than I know myself?”

      “I think you aren’t being honest about it. I mean, what’s the difference between how you feel about me and how you feel about Wren?”

      “It’s different.”

      My skeptical eyebrow did its thing.

      “It is. It’s totally different.”

      “Does Wren make you happy?”

      “As a friend.”

      “Honestly? If you’re being true to yourself?”

      Her eyes narrowed dangerously, a younger version of her father. “Fine,” she said, her jaw tight. “Wren makes me happy. As… more than a friend.”

      “Do I make you happy?”

      “Don’t push your luck.”

      I grinned and waited.

      “You know you do,” she finally admitted. “Just not at the moment.”

      “I can live with that. Baby steps, right?”

      “Right,” she said cautiously.

      “So… Wren and I make you happy. And you like kissing both of us.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Of course I say so. But do you say so? If you’re being honest with yourself?”

      “You really want me to say it again?”

      “I do.” I grinned, which made her roll her eyes.

      “Fine,” she said, less petulantly. “You and Wren make me happy.”

      “And…?”

      She looked put-upon. “And I like kissing you. Both! There! Are you happy?”

      “Yes. Now, was that so hard?”

      “No,” she said, although she feigned a grimace.

      “Good. So let’s end on a happy note.”

      “How?”

      “Well, I was hoping for sex on the kitchen table—”

      Her eyes flew comically wide.

      “—but I’d settle for a kiss.”

      She did her best not to laugh, but her lips pursed in a grin. She compressed them and looked away.

      “Uh-oh,” I teased, “now I’ve done it. Made you smile.”

      “No, you didn’t. And don’t you dare call me a liar.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “You know, one of these days I’m going to stay mad at you.”

      “You’re probably right. But we’ll deal with that when it happens.”

      “How can you be so calm about all this?” she asked. “You’re slowly tearing down everything I believe.”

      “I’m not tearing down. Let’s say… I’m ‘remodeling.’”

      “What if I don’t like it when you’re done?”

      “Then we’ll remodel some more, until we find something we both can live with.”

      That took her by surprise.

      “You’re changing me as much as I’m changing you,” I said.

      “I doubt it.”

      “Maybe you’re right. But I genuinely want you to be happy.”

      “I want you to be happy too,” she said after a moment. “Which is why I put up with all your nonsense.”

      “It isn’t nonsense and you know it. Now, I need to get dinner in the oven. Can I have that kiss before I do?”

      “And if I say no?”

      “I’ll pout.” I suited actions to words.

      She tried not to smile but eventually gave in. I fixed my expression and looked into her eyes. She gazed back, and I felt something click between us, deep and very satisfying. She must have felt it too, because she caressed my cheek.

      “Sometimes I wonder what I did to deserve you,” she said, before her eyes flashed with mischief. “Then I realize I must’ve been a bad girl and you’re my punishment.”

      “Ha! I’m your reward for being a bad girl.” I leaned in and kissed her.

      She held my face in her hands and lingered over the touch of our lips. After a moment I lifted her off the counter and she locked her legs around me. The little head thought sex on the kitchen table was imminent.

      “Um, I hate to interrupt,” Wren said from behind me, “but are we gonna eat any time soon?”

      Christy squawked and hid her face in the hollow of my neck.

      “Trip and I need to get some food in us,” Wren continued, “or we’re gonna be seriously drunk.”

      “Sorry,” I laughed, “serious discussion.”

      “I can see that,” she said dryly. She nodded at the broiler pan with the tuna steaks. “You want me to put those in the oven for you?”

      “Would you mind? And set the timer for three minutes?”

      “I have to do everything around here,” she muttered, although she wasn’t really upset. After she finished with the oven, she went to the pantry and pulled out two more bottles of wine. She put them in the refrigerator, next to the two already chilled.

      “Um… that’s a lot of wine,” I said.

      “And we’re a lot of wine drinkers.” She waved goodbye and returned to Trip and the music.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said, “I can’t believe she caught us.”

      “I know, right? Boyfriends and girlfriends kissing! What’ll we think of next? Sex on the kitchen table, that’s what!”

      “Be that way, Mr. Sarcastic.”

      I squeezed her ass and pulled her against me.

      Her crotch met the muscles of my abdomen, and she closed her eyes with a sigh.

      “I’m sorry… you were saying?”

      “Can’t remember.”

      I kissed her again.

      “Okay,” she said after, “you can set me down now.”

      I glanced toward the stove. “Not for another… two minutes. Till then, you’re mine!”

      She rolled her eyes and suffered another kiss. Or two. Minutes.

      “Okay,” I said at last, “now I really do have to put you down.”

      “I’m sorry you had to do everything by yourself,” she said as I flipped the tuna.

      “Nah, it’s okay.” I added the steamer insert to the pot of boiling water. “More important for you to spend some quality time with Wren.”

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      I set the timer on the stove.

      She squeaked when I put my hands under her arms and lifted her into the air, but she locked her legs around me again. I caressed her ass through her jeans and felt her tense with pleasure.

      “Much better,” I said. “Now you can spend some quality time with me. At least another three minutes.”

      “Three whole minutes?”

      “Stop wasting time. Kiss me!”

      She did.

      We were still kissing when the timer went off. I reluctantly set her on her feet again.

      “Want me to tell them dinner’s ready?” she asked.

      “Not yet. I’m supposed to ‘rest’ the steaks, whatever that means. Let ’em cool off for five or ten minutes, I guess. Besides, the vegetables need more time too.” I grinned at her. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “More kissing?”

      I furrowed my brow. “No. Sex on the kitchen table. Duh.”

      “Not till we’re married.”

      “Oh? So we’re playing that game again?” I nodded slowly. “I see.”

      “Aren’t you going to tell me that things will happen long before we’re married?”

      “Ah, right! I forgot.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      I grinned and leaned down to whisper, “Things are gonna happen long before we’re married. And that includes fucking you on the kitchen table.”

      “Oh my gosh!”

      I gave her time to imagine it. Then I spun her around and patted her bottom. “Now you can tell them dinner’s ready.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      “That was really good,” Wren said when she folded her napkin. “Thank you, Paul.”

      “You’re welcome. It was simple. And Betty Crocker really deserves the credit.”

      “Betty Crocker is actually pretty good. Besides, sometimes simple is best.”

      “Whaddya lookin’ at me for?” Trip asked.

      “I was going to ask you to get another bottle of wine,” she said with a laugh.

      “Oh. Okay. I thought…”

      “No, sweetheart,” she said earnestly, “I’ll never call you simple. Hardheaded and obnoxious, maybe, but never simple.”

      “In that case, lemme fetch another bottle of wine.” He returned a minute later and began pouring. “So, this is about the time when my scheming sweetheart gives me the sign to start a conversation. Tonight’s subject is New Year’s. Feel free to discuss.”

      His scheming sweetheart looked positively perturbed.

      “Hey,” he said unapologetically, “you mentioned hardheaded and obnoxious. Thought I’d live up to my reputation.” He refilled his own wineglass and sat down heavily.

      He was a lot drunker than I realized. Wren and Christy were too, for that matter, while I was still nursing only my second glass.

      The silence stretched out uncomfortably.

      “Oh, gimme a break,” Trip told Wren. “Paul isn’t dumb. He knows it’s a setup. But this time it’s out in the open. ’Sides,” he took a sip of wine, “I told ’im about it earlier.”

      That snapped her out of it. “You what?”

      “Told him,” he said mulishly. “Didn’t think it was fair for you to steamroll him like that.”

      “I think the trip is a great idea,” Christy said out of the blue.

      I looked at her in confusion.

      “What?” she said. “I love skiing. And Squaw Valley’s beautiful.”

      “Hold that thought,” I told her quickly. Wren was already drawing breath for an angry jab at Trip. I sat forward and interjected myself before the situation turned ugly. “Stop, Wren. Think about what you’re going to say. I guarantee it isn’t worth it.” I turned to Trip. “She thinks you’re a wonderful guy.”

      “’S not what she said,” he grumbled.

      “But it’s what she really thinks.” I turned to her. “Isn’t it?”

      She glared. I didn’t flinch, so she turned it up a notch.

      “Lorelei Wren Hilliard,” I said mildly, “have you ever been able to intimidate me into doing what you want?”

      Her glare sprouted daggers.

      I calmly ignored them. “Have you?”

      “No.”

      “Then what makes you think now will be the first time?”

      “But he—!”

      “Uh-uh! We’re talking about you,” I said. “And what you meant to say was that Trip’s a wonderful guy.”

      “I did not! I—”

      “Wren! Pay very close attention to me. If you say whatever it is you’re thinking, you know how it’ll go. Trip’s pretty easygoing, but he isn’t a pushover.”

      “Damn straight,” he said under his breath.

      “And you have to admit,” I told her in a softer tone, “you weren’t very nice a minute ago.”

      Christy silently shook her head.

      Wren looked truculent but didn’t argue.

      “And you,” I said to Trip, “didn’t have to be a jerk about spoiling her plans. Just in case you thought you were gonna get off scot-free here. Wren plays her little games, all right? We all know what they are, and they’re usually harmless. Yeah, she puts you up to things and you have to start a conversation sometimes. Is that really so bad? I mean, compared to… say… telling you she doesn’t love you anymore and leaving with another guy?”

      He jerked upright. His high school girlfriend had broken his heart when she’d done just that.

      “Yeah, I remember,” I said. “So… lemme ask you again: is starting a conversation really that bad?”

      “No, I guess not,” he said after a moment. “But that was a really low blow, man.”

      “You’re right. But it made you stop and think, didn’t it?”

      “I guess.”

      “Uh-huh. And maybe for all her scheming, Wren’s the best thing that ever happened to you. Right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Besides,” I added, “her scheming is because she wants her friends to be happy. I can think of a lot worse offenses than that.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “So maybe you can lighten up about it?”

      He nodded.

      “And you,” I said to her, “can maybe treat Trip like more than a glorified waiter. He’s a lot better than that asshole on the swim team you used to date.”

      “A million times better,” she said with genuine contrition.

      I sat back and huffed as the tension dissipated. “You two are gonna give me gray hairs before I graduate.” I grabbed my wine, drained the glass, and swiped the bottle for a refill. “I did not sign up for this shit!”

      “Sorry I put you up to it,” Wren told him quietly.

      “Sorry I got obnoxious and hardheaded.”

      “Paul’s right. You’re pretty wonderful.”

      “’Cept when I’m not.”

      “But only when I make you do things you don’t want to.”

      “Yeah. Sorry.”

      “No, I’m sorry.”

      He nodded.

      She reached over and touched his hand. He turned it palm-up and clasped hers.

      I breathed a long sigh of relief and glanced at Christy, who smiled and blinked back tears.

      “So,” I said after a moment, “tell me about this ski trip.” I picked up my refilled wineglass and gestured at Wren with it. “Trip’s on your side. Obviously. And you went behind my back to convince my— your— our girlfriend. Well played, by the way. What is that? Four to nothing? Five?”

      “I stopped counting,” Wren said. She cleared her throat and took a long sip of wine. “Someone convinced me it was real people with real lives.”

      I laughed and saluted her with my glass.

      “Do you wanna tell him, sweetheart?” she said to Trip. “It’s your story.”

      “Yeah, okay.” He sat forward and pushed his own wineglass aside. Then he smoothed the tablecloth as he gathered his thoughts.

      The longer version of the story was that he and Wren had been discussing a ski trip since they’d first mentioned it, several weeks earlier. They’d originally been thinking Colorado and had asked his parents if they knew anyone with connections in the area. Did it have to be Colorado, his father had asked, or would anywhere do? It would, they’d said, so he’d made a call to a songwriter friend who owned a cabin in Squaw Valley, in California. The friend had offered to let Trip and Wren use it for as long as they wanted.

      “The owner doesn’t mind if you bring guests?” I asked.

      “Practically insisted when we told her,” he said.

      “It isn’t right on the slopes,” Wren said, “but she said it’s a short walk from the resort.”

      “Hey, I’m not gonna complain,” I said. “Beggars can’t be choosers. Besides, I know how much those places cost. I’ll take ‘free’ any day.”

      “No kidding,” Trip said.

      “What about the sleeping arrangements?” I shot a sideways glance at Christy.

      She hesitated and then nodded.

      “It’s a two-bedroom cabin,” Trip said, “but the couch in the living room folds out.”

      “I can live with that,” I said, and Christy nodded. “What do you think?” I asked her. “Is it too soon? I mean, that’s a pretty big step.” I could almost hear Wren hold her breath.

      “I… think we can make it work,” Christy said.

      “We’ll have separate beds.”

      She nodded, but I caught the barest flicker of disappointment.

      I smothered a smile and glanced at Wren, who winked.

      “So it’s settled,” Trip said. “I’ll let the owner know.”

      “And I’ll make the flight arrangements,” I told Christy.

      She rolled her eyes but nodded. Then she extended a hand and took mine.

      We’d just made our second major decision as a couple.
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        * * *

      

      Wren and Christy each had an exam on Saturday, while I had two, including Joska’s. I hadn’t really studied, per se, but the whole quarter was basically one long study session. “Architecture is a serious business for serious people,” he claimed, and his exams were serious. I passed with flying colors. I didn’t even need to see the grade; I just knew.

      Gracie and I were both vying for the top spot in the third-year standings, and Joska himself probably didn’t know which of us would take it. It didn’t really mean anything, except for bragging rights, but my ego wanted to win. Big time.

      The girls and I spent Sunday studying. Trip shut himself in his office and worked on a take-home exam for his management class. He spent all day on it and emerged looking like he’d gone ten rounds with Sugar Ray Leonard.

      On Monday morning my mom called to remind me about Erin’s birthday. I hadn’t forgotten, but I’d been too busy to buy her a card or anything. I promised to call that evening.

      “We’re taking her and Leah and two other friends to dinner,” Mom said, “but we should be home by nine.”

      “Cool. Thanks. So… you’re still getting along better?”

      “Paul, I swear, she’s a different person.”

      “Maybe you’re a different person too?”

      “Maybe,” she said reluctantly. “Although she’s changed more than I have.”

      “Well, whatever the case, I’m happy for you. Both of you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Sorry, Mom, I need to go. Exams and all. I’ll call tonight and wish her a happy birthday.”

      “Good luck on your exams. Love you.”

      “Love you too. Bye.”

      I called home later that night, and Erin and I talked like adults, which seemed weird. Part of me would always think of her as my bratty little sister, but the grown-up part realized she was a young woman instead. And that young woman was someone I enjoyed being friends with.
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        * * *

      

      I had two more exams on Tuesday and then I was done. The others had finished theirs the day before. Christy had been very quiet about hers, since she only had two actual written exams. Her exhibition pieces—The Dying Replicant as well as the studies and molding process—had been her real exams in Siobhan’s classes.

      On Wednesday we took a well-earned day off, but Trip and I spent the next two days working on the house, fixing and replacing things that had been bugging us for months. I floated the idea of adding an extra water heater in the attic for the third-floor bathroom, but I talked myself out of it before Trip could weigh in. My reason was purely selfish: I liked spending time in the bathroom with Christy. We hadn’t done it since the party, but I wanted to leave the option open for the future.

      Trip merely chuckled when I told him why I’d decided against the new tank. His chuckle turned into a full-throated laugh when I made him promise not to tell Wren. She was smug enough already as it was.

      He and I spent Saturday morning with Sayuri and the plans for her second house. It was a more ambitious project than the first one, which had only been a four-apartment conversion. The second house was originally built in the 1930s as a boarding house. It was a little out of place with its Victorian neighbors, looks-wise, and it didn’t have the charm and craftsmanship. Still, it was a great location for student apartments.

      The plans would gut the house to the studs and rebuild completely. The first floor would have four small one-bedroom apartments, while the second was designed with four efficiency apartments, each with a bathroom and kitchenette. In addition, every apartment would have its own entrance, which meant adding a rear balcony and exterior stairs for the second-floor efficiencies.

      While Trip and Sayuri pored over the budget and construction schedule, I leafed through the drawings. They included the original house plans as well as the new designs. The renovation was ingenious, and I got a surprise when I looked at the architect’s stamp and signature.

      “He” was a she, and I made a mental note to remember her and the company she worked for. I’d eventually have to find an internship, and I wanted to work with this woman, especially if her mind was anything like her designs.

      We toured the house itself after we went over the plans, but it was early in the schedule and the crew hadn’t done much more than demolition. The house had good bones—things like hardwood studs that actually measured two inches by four—but it would take a lot of work to realize the architect’s vision. Trip and I promised Sayuri we’d keep an eye on it through the holidays and into the new year.
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        * * *

      

      I received a call from my mom a few days later. It didn’t last long, and I was still holding my notepad when Christy stuck her head through the open door.

      “Hey. Who was on the phone?”

      “Huh?”

      “Who was on the phone?”

      “Oh, sorry. My mom.”

      “Is everything okay?” She stepped into the room.

      “Yeah, sure,” I answered immediately. “I mean… no, not really.”

      “Is she okay? Your dad? Erin?”

      “They’re fine,” I assured her. “A… friend of the family. He… died.”

      “Oh my gosh. I’m so sorry. Who was it?”

      I took a deep breath and blinked to clear my eyes. I sank to my bed, and Christy sat next to me. I showed her the notepad and she read the name.

      “Gunny? Was he a Marine?”

      “Yeah. Friend of my father’s. My mom said it was a heart attack.”

      “I’m so sorry, Paul. When’s the funeral?” She read from the pad again. “Saturday at ten.”

      “Yeah.”

      “What do we need to do?”

      I shook my head to clear my thoughts. “My dad’s on a trip and doesn’t know if he’ll make it back to Atlanta in time. So I told my mom I’d pick her up on Friday.”

      “Okay. Are we driving?”

      “No, flying. The funeral’s in South Carolina.”

      “Oh. Okay. When do we leave?”

      “Leave? We? What’re you talking about? You don’t have to go.”

      She smiled. “Of course I do. I’m your girlfriend.”

      “But… you didn’t even know him.”

      “I’m not going for him,” she said softly. “I’m going for you.” She pulled my hand into her lap and simply held it.

      “Oh.”

      We sat in silence for a long time.

      I felt a profound sense of relief that Christy would be with me, but then I realized what that meant: I’d have to tell her about camp, sooner rather than later.
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      I put off the talk about camp with Christy until the night before we were supposed to leave, when I finally ran out of time and excuses. We were hanging out in her studio, where she was curled up on her favorite beanbag with her sketchbook. I was sitting on the couch with my current book, although I hadn’t actually been reading for a while. Instead, I’d been going back and forth about what to tell her.

      The scared part of me wanted to keep my mouth shut and just surprise her when we arrived, but the rational part knew that wasn’t fair. She’d be stuck at a nudist camp with no easy way to leave, and I knew how I’d feel if someone invited me to something like a Southern Baptist church convention without telling me. So I finally gathered my courage and set my book aside.

      “Hey, we need to talk.”

      She gave me a startled, anxious look, and I realized what I must have sounded like.

      “Whoa, lemme try that again. Everything’s fine. But I need to tell you something about tomorrow.”

      “Oh. I thought…”

      “Yeah, I know. Sorry ’bout that. Poor choice of words. And I’m supposed to be good with ’em, right?”

      “Normally you are. But not this time.”

      “No kidding. Next time I’ll rehearse my opening a little more.”

      “Rehearse?”

      “Yeah. It’s what I do. I go through a conversation in my head and figure out what I want to say. Like I did before I met your dad. I was pretty sure we’d have the ‘what’re your intentions…?’ talk, so I spent a lot of time thinking about it. I probably should’ve done that tonight. In hindsight, I guess I was…”

      She was grinning.

      “What?”

      “You’re chattering.”

      “I am not. Well, not really. I’m explaining.”

      “Of course, dear.”

      “Okay, fine. You’re right. I was chattering. See? I told you… you’re changing me as much as I’m changing you. But I’m still doing it, aren’t I?”

      She nodded. She was a lot more patient and relaxed once she realized we weren’t about to have a breakup talk.

      “Okay…” I drew a deep breath. “Let’s try this again. Here goes. I need to tell you something about tomorrow and give you an excuse if you want to back out.”

      “Excuse? Back out? Now you’re starting to worry me again.”

      “It’s nothing to worry about, but… well… it’s something about me that you need to know. I hadn’t planned to tell you this soon, but Gunny’s funeral kinda changes things.”

      “Okay,” she said slowly.

      “Have you ever wondered why I became a figure model in the first place? Why I wasn’t embarrassed to be nude in front of so many people?”

      “Maybe a little.”

      “And why I don’t have any hang-ups if you see me nude around the house?”

      She blushed and looked down. “I kinda like that part.”

      “Well, that’s good,” I said, “’cause there’s more to it than just being a closet exhibitionist.”

      “Um… you’re not really in the closet about it.”

      “True,” I chuckled. “There’s still more to it, though.” I took another deep breath and steeled myself for what I was about to say next. I’d told Trip and Wren and Sara, and probably others I couldn’t recall, but none of them had been quite like Christy.

      “I’m… a nudist,” I said at last.

      “Sort of, yeah.”

      “No, I mean, like, officially. My whole family.”

      She frowned, but with uncertainty instead of disapproval.

      “We don’t have membership cards or anything, but… well… we’re nudists.”

      “When you say ‘nudist,’ what exactly do you mean?”

      “We go to a nudist camp. Where everyone’s nude all the time. Meals, games, swimming, volleyball, hiking, you name it.”

      “All with no clothes?”

      “All of it. All the time. No clothes.”

      “Wow. Okay. That isn’t what I was expecting.”

      “Yeah, sorry. I really wanted to work up to it, but…” I shrugged. “If you still want to go with me to Gunny’s funeral, you kinda need to know.”

      Her eyes flared. “Why?”

      “Well, that’s the other thing… Gunny runs— ran the camp for Susan, the owner.”

      “And…?”

      “We’re staying there. At the camp. They have motel rooms. And… um… it’s a nudist camp.”

      “You mentioned that.”

      “We can probably get a real motel room, but… I don’t know where. I mean, I do, but… the camp’s kind of in the middle of nowhere. For obvious reasons. So the closest motel is near town. It’s a pretty seedy-looking place, though, if you ask me. Susan owns a real hotel by the interstate, but it’s even farther away. So… if we want to stay close, and stay with my family, it’s the camp. The nudist camp.”

      “Yeah, you said that already. A couple of times.”

      “Sorry. I’m just nervous.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do you think? I don’t want you to be scared or surprised or… break up with me.”

      “You’re the strangest guy sometimes,” she said, more to herself than me. To me she said, “Why would I do that?”

      “Lots of people are pretty narrow-minded and judgmental. Not that you are,” I added quickly. “Just… lots of people. You’re a lot more open-minded than I thought. Still… being a nudist isn’t exactly normal. Although, let’s not get into what I think is normal.”

      “Why? What do you think is normal?”

      “The truth?”

      “To thine own self be true,” she said with a turnabout smile.

      “Right. Use my own words against me. Easiest way to win an argument.”

      “I’m learning.”

      “What do I think is normal?” I repeated. I decided to say the same thing I’d said to Sara. “Whatever makes you happy and doesn’t hurt anyone else.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad,” Christy said.

      “I don’t think so, but…” I shrugged. “Not everyone is so enlightened.”

      “No.” She looked down and gathered her own courage. “Not everyone would understand about me and all my… um… quirks.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So, how long have you been a nudist?”

      “Since I was twelve. My family spent every summer at camp until I was eighteen.”

      “Why? What happened then?”

      “College. And then my summers were full of other things. Working on houses with Trip, mostly. My family still went, though. And… so did I. When I could.”

      “Hold on…,” she said all of a sudden. “Did you go last summer?”

      “Yeah, after we finished the houses in Atlanta. Why?”

      “I knew it!” she said triumphantly.

      “What?”

      “Wren! She went too, didn’t she?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “She had this big blank spot between her last letter and when I first saw her—and you—again. She didn’t tell me about something. You remember when I first got here? I spent a week with Sayuri, waiting for you?”

      “Yeah, of course. You were really cute too, stomping back and forth on the porch in your PJs and bunny slippers.”

      “Thank you. I think. But I was pretty annoyed.”

      “I actually thought of ‘high dudgeon’ when I first saw you. I never get to use that phrase, so I remember it.”

      “That pretty much describes how I felt. But I was especially mad at Wren. And when I asked where she’d been—where all of you had been—she wouldn’t tell me. Not at first. When I asked again she told me this crazy story about how it took you so long to find stuff for the house. A week? Yeah, right. But then you and I started fighting and I forgot all about it. Still, a lot makes sense now.” She thought back and nodded a couple of times. “I also wondered why her tan was so weird.”

      “Weird? Weird how?”

      “Her tan lines were different—some darker, some lighter—like she wore different parts of her bikini. Her top, hardly ever. Her bottoms most of the time, but then… sometimes not.”

      “That’s exactly what she did.”

      “Because she was at this nudist place.”

      “Camp. Right.”

      “Yeah, that’s totally like her. She’s almost as bad as you about taking her clothes off. I mean, it was all the time when we lived together. And she jumped at the chance to pose nude when I told her Siobhan needed someone.”

      “Yeah, that’s Wren all right. She’s as much of an exhibitionist as I am.”

      “So… about this nudist camp… where we’ll be staying…”

      “You mean you’ll go?”

      “Of course. I’ll go anywhere, as long as it’s with you. But… I’m a little nervous. Will I have to take my clothes off?”

      “Not if you don’t want to. Besides, it’s the middle of December. And no one will be there. No visitors, I mean. Only the people who live there year-round.”

      “Will it be weird? With me there? Fully clothed?”

      “I doubt it. Nudists aren’t the clothes police. We just want you to be comfortable.”

      “What about you? Will you take yours off?”

      “I guess it depends. Do you want me to?”

      She blushed and studied her hands.

      “Okay. Then I guess we’ll see. But we’re mostly using the camp as a motel, someplace to stay for free. But I didn’t want to surprise you with it.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And I sort of needed to tell you about me being a nudist anyway. I hadn’t planned on doing it now, but…” I spread my hands. “So… it doesn’t bother you?”

      “That you’re a nudist?” She thought about it for an excruciatingly long time, which was probably ten seconds for real. “No, I don’t think so,” she said at last, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “I guess I kind of knew all along. I mean, you were always so comfortable when you posed in class. And even when you posed for the Replicant when it was just the two of us. Although…” She grinned. “Wren used to tell me what happened when she teased you.”

      “Yeah, well… I can’t help it if I react when an attractive girl teases me.”

      “She is hard to resist.”

      “You know it.”

      She nodded and fell silent.

      After a moment I said, “Thanks for going with me tomorrow.”

      “Of course. I’m your girlfriend.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t know about the nudist camp when you said you’d go.”

      “It doesn’t really change anything. I mean, as long as I don’t have to take my clothes off.”

      “You don’t,” I said quickly.

      “I’ve seen nude people all my life,” she said with a shrug. “I mean… it’s art. You can’t draw the human body if you don’t know what it looks like.”

      “And you can definitely draw the human body.”

      “Thank you.”

      I sat back and heaved a sigh of relief.

      “Were you really that worried? That I might actually break up with you? Over… that?”

      “Yeah, I was. It seems silly now, but…”

      “No, it’s really sweet.”

      “It is? Why?”

      She thought about it a moment. “I guess because I worry about the same thing. I mean, I thought you were going to tell me you weren’t interested when we had that big talk after the Halloween party. And I’m constantly afraid you’re going to break up with me because I’m not… ready… to, you know, go all the way.”

      “I won’t break up with you ’cause of that. I knew you weren’t ready from the beginning. Well, when I first admitted that I liked you. Yeah, sex is really important to a relationship, but I think you’re worth the wait.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Besides,” I added with a grin, “to hear Wren tell it, you’re just waiting for the right guy to unleash your inner nympho.”

      “Remind me to wring her neck,” Christy muttered. “For real this time. And don’t believe everything she tells you.”

      “Why? She’s been right about everything so far. Yeah, she has her own agenda, but I don’t think she’s lied to me. Has she?”

      “I don’t know what she’s told you. She won’t tell me,” she added sourly. Then, just like her father, she visibly adjusted her attitude and decided to make the most of the situation. “But I flatly deny anything that doesn’t make me look like a paragon of virtue!”

      I laughed. Then I set my book aside and gestured for her to join me on the couch.

      “Oh, no! You just wanna take advantage of me in a weak moment.”

      “Weak moment? What’re you talking about?”

      “I’m feeling particularly affectionate toward you right now.”

      “Oh? Why?”

      “For saying I’m worth the wait.”

      “Well… you are.”

      “See? You’re doing it again, making me really like you.”

      “Then come up here and show me. You can sit in my lap,” I added with a grin. “We’ll talk about the first thing that comes up.”

      She rolled her eyes but joined me anyway.

      “There,” I said as I wrapped my arms around her, “much better.”

      “For the record,” she said, “that’s the worst line ever. No girl in history has ever fallen for it.”

      “Would you rather…?” I kissed her gently. “Fall…?” I kissed her again. “For something else?”

      “Mmm. Yes, please.”

      I kissed her deeper. Then she began planting kisses on my neck. My dick reacted predictably.

      “Ooh! There he is.”

      “Told you,” I said dryly.

      “You may need to tell me again.”

      “How ’bout if I just kiss you instead?”

      “I’d like that.”
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        * * *

      

      I spent a long time thinking about Christy during my run the next morning. I was a little surprised that the nudist camp hadn’t been more of a sticking point. Then again, it was the least shocking part of my lifestyle. The swinging would probably involve a much larger adjustment. That is, if I ever found the right time to tell her. And I couldn’t imagine any right time to tell her about my experiences with Mom and Erin, much less my fantasies.

      I also found myself thinking about the question that had been lurking in the back of my brain for a while: who exactly was seducing whom? Christy made Kendall look like an amateur when it came to getting what she wanted without having to take responsibility for it. And for some reason that really bugged me.

      I didn’t want her to be a take-charge type like Wren or Sara, but I didn’t want a passive wallflower either. She wasn’t in many ways, like her art, but she definitely was in the relationship department, and especially about sex. Things would get predictable and boring if I were the only one to start things or decide what we did.

      But since I couldn’t do anything about her behavior, I had to change mine. I decided I’d do anything she wanted, as long as she started it or asked for it. She couldn’t just hint or tease or tempt, even if I knew exactly what she wanted.

      Unfortunately, I’d be setting myself up for disappointment if I didn’t do anything unless she asked. After all, we’d be spending the night in the same room without any fear of being caught. Rich and the rest of her family were thousands of miles away (well, hundreds in Danny or Jim’s case, but that was good enough). And my family wouldn’t bat an eye if we slept together.

      Heck, I thought with a chuckle, I could have sex with her in front of them and it wouldn’t faze them, as long as the circumstances were right.

      I started another lap around the neighborhood while I worked out my rules of engagement. What was I willing to do and what would I make her ask for explicitly? Where did I draw the line between passive object and active partner? My imagination went wild, but I couldn’t make a rule for every situation, so I eventually settled on a single one: Christy would have to start anything that involved my penis inside her.

      “Hey,” she said when I finally came through the front door. “You were gone a long time.”

      “Yeah, sorry. Had a lot on my mind.”

      “Thinking about your friend? Gunny?”

      I lied with a nod.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. But thanks.”

      “You want me to fix you breakfast?”

      “That’d be nice,” I said. Then I grinned. “Are you ready for your second breakfast, my fair hobbit lass?”

      She rolled her eyes but took down two bowls for cereal.

      We ate in companionable silence and then headed upstairs to pack and get ready for the trip.

      “Do you want to shower first?” she asked.

      “You go ahead.”

      “Okay. And… I know I should pack super-light, ’cause it’s a little plane, but—?”

      I laughed. “You don’t have to pack that light. But you’re right, the baggage compartment isn’t huge. So… is one small suitcase and a dress bag enough?”

      “I think so. How many dresses should I take? One for the funeral, of course, but will we be doing anything else? With his family?”

      “I don’t think so. So one dress should be fine. Maybe two,” I said. “I’m only going to take my black suit. Casual clothes the rest of the time.”

      “It’s a nudist camp, right?” she teased.

      “Yes, Miss Sherlock, but we’ll be doing stuff other places, in the regular world.”

      “I know. I’m just kidding. I’m actually kind of looking forward to it. I mean, not the funeral,” she added hastily. “Seeing where you spent your summers. And…” She smiled and looked down.

      “And…?”

      “And meeting your family. I’m sorry it’s under the circumstances, but I’m really excited. I know that sounds horrible, but…”

      “It’s okay. I know what you mean. And if I’m honest, I’m looking forward to it too.” Especially the part where we spend the night together. Part of me felt tremendously guilty that I was using Gunny’s funeral as an excuse to put the moves on my girlfriend, but part of me thought he probably would have understood.
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        * * *

      

      Christy was unusually excited as we drove to Island Home Airport. She even followed along as I did the preflight walk-around on the Comanche.

      “I know you used to fly with your brothers,” I said, “but you were a lot smaller then, right?”

      “I couldn’t even see over the instrument panel.”

      “So this’ll be your first time as a grown-up?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Cool. But don’t worry, I’ll be gentle.”

      She frowned for a moment and then blinked in shock. “Ugh. That was the worst.”

      “What? You aren’t dating me for my sense of humor?”

      “No.”

      “Is it for my dashing good looks and debonair charm?”

      “Those don’t hurt, but no.”

      “Then maybe it’s my large… hard… extremely thick…”

      Her eyes shone more white with every word, until they threatened to pop out.

      “Skull.”

      Her jaw fell open.

      “Sorry,” I laughed, “I couldn’t resist.”

      “I thought you were going to say…”

      I grinned. “What?”

      “You know.”

      “Hands? Feet? Neck?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You know.”

      “Mmm hmm.” I moved close, and she looked up at me with the brightest, most beautiful blue eyes I’d ever seen. Then she teased me with a silent smile, so I arched an eyebrow. “I wanna hear you say it.”

      “What, ‘penis’?”

      “Yep.”

      “You like it when I say… penis?”

      “I love it when you say…”

      “Penis?”

      “It feels good in your mouth, doesn’t it?”

      “What? Penis? Like yours?” She grinned coyly. “I wouldn’t know.”

      I realized I was about to break my new rule, so I shut up, smiled, and kissed her. “You’ll find out,” I said. “When you’re ready.”

      “Oh? I will?”

      “Mmm hmm. Now,” I said breezily, “I need to finish doing the preflight.”

      She squawked but followed as I finished with the empennage and returned to the passenger door. I lifted her onto the wing and prepared to climb up after her. She turned before I could and cupped my face in her hands.

      “Since you asked,” she said, her eyes full of affection, “that’s why I’m dating you. You always find a way to make me smile.” The smile in question turned into a grin. “You also make me feel all tingly inside.”

      “Tingly is good.”

      “Very.” She leaned down and kissed me. “Hmm, that’s kinda fun. I think I like being taller than you.”

      “Lots of other possibilities with you up there and me down here.” I darted a glance at her small breasts, which were right at eye level. “But later. Right now we have a plane to catch.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I opened the Comanche’s door and warned her not to step off the nonskid strip. Then I slid past her and climbed into the left seat. Once she lowered herself into the right seat, I reached over her to latch the door. Then I gave her a quick rundown of what to touch, what not to, and what to do in case of an emergency.

      “It’s more complicated than I remember,” she said.

      “It isn’t if you know what you’re doing.”

      “You make it look so easy.”

      “Well, I cheat,” I said. I showed her the laminated checklist card and then offered it to her. “You wanna be my copilot?”

      “Sure!”

      “Okay, you read the first part of each item and make sure I say the second part exactly like it’s printed. Ready?”

      “Yes, sir, captain, sir!” She even saluted. Then she read from the card, “Preflight inspection?”

      “Complete.”

      “Passenger briefing?”

      I grinned a question at her.

      “Complete,” she said with a nod. “Seats and belts?”

      I checked both hers and mine. “Secure.”

      “Parking brake?”

      I touched the handle. “Set.”

      We went through the rest of the checklist until everything was complete.

      “Ready?” I said at last. She smiled ear-to-ear and nodded. I scanned the immediate area and then called, “Clear prop!”

      The engine whined, coughed twice, and turned over. It caught and settled into a steady thrum as the plane vibrated with power. We put on our headsets and adjusted the microphone booms.

      “Check, check,” I said over the intercom. “Hear me okay?”

      “Loud and clear, captain.”

      The rest of taxi and takeoff was thoroughly routine as far as I was concerned. But Christy found something new to enjoy at every stage, whether I was talking on the radio or simply setting the throttle and mixture once we reached our requested cruising altitude. At that point I set the autopilot and gave the instruments and airspace another quick scan.

      We settled in for the ride and chatted for about thirty minutes, and I told her what it was like to spend summers at camp. I skipped over the sex, but she could tell I was leaving out plenty of details.

      “That’s where you met Gina?” she asked.

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “And Kendall?”

      “Yes,” I said cautiously. I wasn’t sure where she was going, but I didn’t want it to blow up in my face.

      “What was that like? Seeing your girlfriend—girlfriends—without clothes? All the time?”

      “It was cool, but not quite the way you’re thinking. Sure, I was a teenage guy, so I liked the boobs and butts and bushes.” I glanced at her sideways to judge her reaction. She simply nodded. “But being nude all the time kinda takes the naughtiness out of it.”

      “For real?”

      “Well, not completely,” I admitted. “I mean, the situation is important too.” I looked at her again and wondered how much I wanted to say. “Look at it this way… I can see the shape of your breasts under your sweater. And it’s a little chilly in the cabin, so your nipples—”

      Her eyes widened and she immediately pulled her jacket closed.

      “—are hard.” I paused and deliberately tugged the jacket from her grip. Then I spread it open until I could see the points of her nipples again.

      She fought an internal battle and then lowered her hands.

      “They’re cute. And they’re part of my point.” I looked again for my own enjoyment before I continued, “So I can see the shape of your breasts, and even your nipples, but the situation isn’t sexual. Well, it wasn’t until a moment ago.”

      “It sure is now,” she muttered under her breath. The intercom picked it up and transmitted faithfully.

      “Yeah, it is. And I’m starting to react.” I made a show of adjusting my nascent erection. “But before, they were just body parts. They’re attractive body parts, and ones I like to look at, but the situation wasn’t sexual, so I didn’t have a hard-on. It is sexual now, and You-Know-Who is suddenly interested.”

      “Mr. Big.”

      “Uh-huh. And getting bigger as we speak. Anyway, back to your question. A nudist camp is like that. They’re just body parts—boobs and butts and bushes… and boners—until the right situation crops up.”

      “You mean sex.”

      “Or anything that makes you think of it. A minute ago your breasts were just part of the scenery. Now I’m thinking about what they’ll look like as I fuck you.”

      “Oh my gosh!”

      “To thine own girlfriend be true,” I said with a chuckle.

      She recovered her composure quicker than I thought she would. “Were you like this with them? With Gina and Kendall, I mean.”

      “Like how?”

      “Did you talk about sex and look at them so… openly?”

      “In public? No. That’s just simple decorum, not to mention respect. But when we were alone? Sure, of course. Why not? They were my girlfriends. But there were lots of times when the situation wasn’t sexual, like when we were just hanging out. They were just friends then, even though they happened to be girls and nude. I really didn’t notice. Then there were other times…” I watched her out of the corner of my eye.

      “When you thought about… doing things… with them?”

      “Mmm hmm. And my attention became a lot more sexual. Like with your nipples a few minutes ago.”

      “It feels weird knowing you’re looking at them.”

      “Why?”

      “It just… does.”

      “Get used to it. I like your breasts. They’re cute and perky. Besides, soon enough I’ll do more than look.”

      She sighed with anticipation and then blushed when the intercom picked it up.

      I wanted to kiss her, but the conscientious part of me decided to scan the instruments and airspace first. Straight and level, no traffic in sight, so I flipped the microphone out of the way and leaned toward her. I raised her own mic and then kissed her, gently at first, but with growing heat and desire.

      She moaned and leaned into me when I cupped her breast through her sweater. My thumb brushed the hard nub of her nipple, which made her gasp. I grinned and sat back. She said something I couldn’t hear, so I gestured to her mic and pulled my own back down.

      “I like flying private,” she repeated.

      “Even when the pilot kisses you?”

      “Especially when the pilot kisses me.”

      “The headsets get in the way, though. So do sweaters and bras.”

      “Yes, they do, Mr. Naughty.”

      “You could take them off,” I suggested.

      “I don’t think so. You’re the nudist.”

      “That’s okay. I can wait.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “So, anything else you want to know about camp?”

      “Did you ever… you know… get… um… excited?”

      “All the time!” I laughed. “I was the king of hiding a sudden hard-on. Remember I told you I called my dick ‘treacherous organ’? Well, that’s why.”

      She grinned.

      “And I jerked off a lot.” Her eyes widened in surprise, so I nodded. “I’m still like that. I have a really high sex drive.”

      “Even when you’re dating someone? I mean, someone you’re actually… you know… sleeping with.”

      “Yep. And even when I was dating two someones.” I grinned. “It takes two normal girls or one very special girl to keep me satisfied.”

      She blushed at the compliment. “But we haven’t even…”

      “Maybe not in real life,” I said, “but we have in my head. Lots. You’re a total nympho in my fantasies.”

      “I’m gonna kill Wren for using that word,” she said under her breath.

      “Why?”

      “Because it isn’t nice.”

      “Sure it is.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “Then let’s find a word you do like, one that means the same thing.”

      “I don’t like any of ’em.”

      “Which ones?”

      “Tramp. Slut. Whore.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Society has some really screwed-up notions about women who like sex.”

      “Huh?”

      “If a man has sex a lot, he’s a stud. If a woman does it, she’s a slut. So it’s okay for a man, but bad for a woman.”

      “But… isn’t it?”

      “Bad for a woman to like sex?” I looked at her in surprise. “No. What a ridiculous idea. And a total double standard. Why? Do you think it’s bad?”

      “Sort of. I mean… it just is. Women aren’t like men.”

      I snorted derisively. “Whoever told you that is an idiot.”

      “That’s a lot of people,” she muttered.

      “Yeah, well, it’s a dumb idea. Women can like sex as much as men. But even then, everyone’s different. Some people like it a lot—yours truly—and some not so much. But sex isn’t bad by itself, as long as it’s consensual. I mean, it’s just… sex. It’s a physical act, a release.”

      “But… it’s more than that. It’s love. It’s the union of a man and a woman.”

      “Okay, now you’re spouting Catholic dogma at me.”

      “I am not!”

      “Yes, you are,” I said without heat.

      Atlanta Center saved us before the discussion could turn into a full-blown argument. The controller called and advised me of traffic at my ten o’clock. I turned serious immediately, and Christy knew enough to let me fly the plane instead of continuing to argue. I scanned the sky and replied to the controller that I had the traffic in sight.

      “Sorry about that,” I said to Christy.

      “It’s okay. You had to fly.”

      “Right. And I don’t want to argue with you. In some ways we’re a lot alike. But in other ways we’re still two very different people. That’s okay. We don’t have to agree a hundred percent on everything. The big things? Yes. But even then, not right away. We’re still getting to know each other.”

      She nodded, so I reached over and touched her hand. She held mine in both of hers, which were warm and soft.

      “I like getting to know you,” I said after a moment. “It’s… exciting. Frustrating sometimes, but still exciting.”

      She nodded.

      “Although… I need to remind myself we’re taking baby steps.”

      “Me too.”

      We fell silent, and I automatically checked the sky around us. The other airplane was right where it should’ve been, but the radio called with another traffic report from Center. I searched the vector and spotted the new plane.

      “Thank you, sir,” I told the controller. “Two Five Echo has traffic in sight.” I turned to Christy. “Sorry, we’re getting into more congested airspace, so I need to fly with all my attention.”

      “Okay. You probably need both hands too.”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      She didn’t release me immediately. Instead, she raised my hand to her lips and kissed it gently. Then she closed her eyes. She inhaled slowly as she rubbed her cheek against the back of my hand.

      I smiled when she opened her eyes. “Hold that thought,” I said quietly.

      She nodded and folded her hands demurely in her lap. Her nipples, however, sent an entirely different message. I smiled to myself and then turned my attention to the business of flying.

      We landed at DeKalb-Peachtree about twenty minutes later. I parked by the self-serve fueling station and reached over Christy to release the door latch.

      “This is it,” I said. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes? No? Maybe?”

      “You’ll do fine,” I said with a smile. “They’re going to love you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      She climbed out of the cockpit, and I resisted the urge to pat her firm little bottom. I climbed onto the wing after her and jumped to the ground. Mom and Erin were waiting for us inside the FBO. I waved, but their eyes immediately went to Christy, who saw them and nervously smoothed the front of her jeans.

      “Chin up, chest out,” I whispered. “Oh, wait. Sorry. That’s later.” I actually felt her roll her eyes.

      I gave Mom a hug and then Erin.

      “You owe Mom,” Erin whispered. “Big time. Susan too.”

      I hid my confusion and gestured to Christy. “Mom, Erin, this is my girlfriend, Christy. Christy, this is my mother, Beth. And my sister… um… Erin. Yeah. Duh.”

      “You’re such a dweeb,” Erin said.

      “Nice to finally meet you, Christy,” my mom said smoothly. “Paul’s told us a lot about you.”

      My stomach lurched, and I suddenly understood what Erin had meant. I hadn’t told my family a thing about Christy. I hadn’t even told them I was dating anyone.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Christy said. “Paul’s told me so much about your family.”

      I wanted to laugh. Hysterically. Two of the most important women in my life were lying to each other, just so I didn’t look like the jackass that I was.

      Mom and Christy made small talk about school and art, and I realized that Wren must have been a major conduit of information to Susan, who’d fed it to my mother.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” I said, “but I need to refuel the plane. Hey, Erin… you wanna come with me?”

      “Are you kidding?”

      I gave her an insistent look.

      “Oh, right,” she said in a monotone. “I’d love to.”

      I kissed Christy and left her to talk to my mom. Erin and I headed out to the plane.

      “You have to be the worst boyfriend in the world,” she said once we were safely outside. “What were you thinking?”

      “I wasn’t,” I said as I bent over the wing and opened the fuel door.

      Erin berated me with a sisterly lecture, but I only listened with half my attention.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said when she wound down. “I’m a dweeb, a doofus, and a dork. Now, tell me what Mom knows.”

      “How should I know? I only got the highlights. And just on the way to the airport, so you wouldn’t look like a total loser.”

      “Hold on… Mom and Susan must have talked about her.”

      “Probably. But… um… I haven’t been listening as much lately. Like, not at all.”

      “Seriously.”

      “Seriously. It… didn’t seem right.”

      “Don’t tell me you have a newfound respect for Mom’s privacy.”

      “So what if I do?”

      “Wow, you have changed.” I laughed. “Mom said you had, but… wow.”

      “So? We’ve been getting along better since the Night at the Limelight.”

      “No kidding.” I grinned at her capital letters. I did the same thing.

      “Shut up. And tell me about Christy. She’s totally gorgeous. Wow! And tiny! She’s like a little doll. How much does she weigh? Ninety pounds?”

      “About a hundred.”

      “What’s she like in bed? Does she like girls?”

      “Erin, whoa! You seriously need to get laid, don’t you?”

      “Why? Are you offering? Is she into that? Cool.”

      I rolled my eyes and closed the fuel tank. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get back before Mom and Christy run out of lies to tell each other.”

      “You really are the worst boyfriend in the world. The only guys I know with brain cells above the waist are taken, but you have girls throwing themselves at you. It isn’t fair.”

      Mom smiled when Erin and I returned to the waiting area after I paid for the fuel. Christy was in a good mood too, just short of bouncy.

      “We’re fueled and ready to go when you are,” I said. I picked up Mom’s suitcase and a zippered dress bag. I gestured for Erin to hand me hers as well.

      The women chatted as we walked out to the plane. I stowed the luggage and then did a quick weight calculation. I didn’t want to come right out and ask how much Mom weighed, so I fudged the numbers on the safe side.

      “Would you like to ride up front?” Christy asked her.

      “No, but thank you. You can sit with Paul.”

      “Actually, it’d make my life easier if you did,” I told Mom. Then I felt the force of three curious looks. “It’d help with trim,” I explained quickly. “To balance the load.”

      “Did you just call us ‘the load’?” Erin said.

      “Erin… please can I get a break here?”

      “I’ll be happy to ride up front,” Mom said with a smile.

      “Yeah, okay. Cool,” Erin said. “Christy and I can talk in the back.”

      Mom joined in the conversation before we even took off, and the three of them got to know each other for real. They talked about school, life, and growing up in the Navy. (Mom’s father had been a career officer too.) I flew the plane and kept my mouth shut, even when Mom and Erin started telling stories from when I was a boy.

      Susan met us at the Lancaster County airport. She and my mom hugged and commiserated about Gunny, which made me feel guilty that I’d almost forgotten the reason for the trip. Susan looked like she was holding up well, and she brightened immediately when I introduced Christy.

      “Beth’s told me all about you,” Susan lied smoothly.

      Erin gave me a pointed I-told-you-so look.

      Note to self, I thought, thank Wren too. I owed so many women that I wondered how I’d ever thank them enough.

      Mom leaned close. “She’s wonderful.”

      “Thanks. And, um… sorry I didn’t mention I was dating.”

      “Yes, about that. We need to clarify the ‘no news is good news’ policy. Good news is actually news.”

      “Right. Got it. And thanks for covering for me.”

      “Oh, you’re welcome. It’s what I do.”

      “Yeah, well, I thought you’d be doing it less as I got older.”

      “I’ll always cover for you, honey.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” I put my arm around her and squeezed affectionately. “When’s Dad supposed to be here?”

      “Tonight. He’s flying the new plane.”

      “Oh? Maybe I’m not the only one who hasn’t shared news lately.”

      “A new plane isn’t the same as a new girlfriend.”

      “No, but still…”

      “Besides, we haven’t actually bought it yet. This is just an extended test flight.”

      “Oh, cool.” I was about to ask what kind of plane it was, but Susan turned and gestured.

      “Are we ready to go? We need to get to camp if you want to freshen up before the receiving of friends.”

      Susan told us about Gunny on the drive. He’d been working on the clubhouse and had suffered a massive heart attack. His wife had found him when he hadn’t come home for dinner. She was devastated, Susan said, and staying with family in town.

      “How long had they been married?” Christy asked me quietly.

      “Not long. Maybe a year. He was a lifelong bachelor until he met her.”

      “Oh, that’s so sad.”

      I nodded.

      She was about to say something else, but then we passed through the camp gate. Susan must have left the chain down, since only friends and family would be coming and going for the next few days.

      Christy looked around at the unbroken pine forest, although there wasn’t much to see. She perked up when we passed the road to the new Pines Retreat.

      “The cabins are coming up.” I pointed. “That’s where we usually stay.”

      She leaned forward and looked out the window as we passed. She seemed fascinated by things I took for granted. I found myself enjoying her sense of discovery, so I pointed out the RV area on the left and told her about how it filled up during the summer months.

      Susan parked the car between the clubhouse and the nearest motel-style building.

      “I’m sorry things are a bit unsettled,” she said as we climbed out of the station wagon. “The camp is mostly closed down for the winter. And… Jeremiah usually took care of guests.”

      “That’s Gunny’s real name,” I whispered to Christy.

      “I figured that out.”

      “Right. Sorry. Beauty and brains.”

      She rolled her eyes but smiled.

      “Doug and Olivia arrived this morning,” Susan continued, “so they helped get the rooms ready.”

      “When do Kirk and Dawn get here?” Mom asked.

      “Late tonight,” Susan said. “They’re flying into Charlotte and renting a car.” She gestured at the building. “We made up three rooms.”

      “I can have my own?” Erin said. “Awesome!”

      I carried Mom’s suitcase and dress bag into the middle room, while Erin headed for the one on the left. I came back and grabbed our bags, and Christy followed me to the room on the right.

      They were just as I remembered, but Christy looked around with polite curiosity. The queen-sized bed was made and the sheets turned down. A neat pile of towels sat on the dresser, and a little space heater glowed in the corner. Susan had thought of everything. She’d even added a vase with fresh gerbera daisies on the nightstand.

      Ours was one of the rooms with bunk beds, and I glanced at them absently. I did a double take when I realized they didn’t have sheets.

      “What is it?” Christy said quietly.

      “Um… only one bed’s made.” I glanced at her. “Lemme ask Susan for some extra sheets.”

      “Don’t!” She blushed and then said more calmly, “No, it’s all right.”

      “Are you sure? That’s more than a baby step.”

      She nodded. “I’m sure. I’ve…”

      I waited. I knew what I wanted, but I was determined to make Christy choose.

      “I’ve been thinking about it,” she said after a moment. “And, I mean, we’ve already slept together. Besides, we aren’t going to do anything.”

      “Um… maybe let’s think about this a bit more.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, there’s no way we’re gonna sleep together without fooling around. I mean, you may not be ready to go all the way, but there’s plenty we can do short of that.”

      “Like what?” She held her breath in anticipation.

      “For one, I think you’re ready to meet Mr. Big.”

      “Mr. Big or Mr. Good Thing?”

      My brows drew together in confusion. “There’s a difference?”

      “Of course,” she said, with a logic that made sense to her. “Good things come in small packages.”

      My eyebrows shot up. Was she asking me to have sex with her? I almost told her she’d be meeting Mr. Good Thing, but then I thought about it. She was hinting at what she wanted, not asking for it.

      “Well then,” I said neutrally, “I’ll let you decide who you’re ready to meet.”

      “Mr… I mean… oh gosh… Mr. Big, of course.”

      I hid my disappointment with a questioning smile. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m… sure.”

      “Sure of what?” Erin asked from the door.

      “Sure you were eavesdropping,” I shot back.

      “Paul, be nice,” Christy said. To Erin, “We’re sure the room’s fine.”

      It was the most obvious lie in the world, but Erin took it at face value.

      “Hold on,” Christy said as she looked around. “Where’s the bathroom?”

      “Oh, they’re in the clubhouse,” Erin said cheerfully. “Only the cabins have bathrooms. I need to go too. C’mon, I’ll show you.”

      “Erin,” I cautioned, “Christy’s—”

      “Jeez, Paul. Chill out. I’m not going to embarrass you. We’re just going to the bathroom.”

      Christy met my eyes and silently told me she’d be fine.

      They returned about five minutes later, laughing about something (me, probably).

      “She’s awesome,” Erin said to me. “I love her already.”

      Christy smiled and turned rosy. “Thanks. You’re pretty awesome too.”

      “I’m going to change into something nicer for tonight,” Erin said. “Mom and Susan are talking in her room. They said we’ll leave in about thirty minutes.”

      “Thanks, Er,” I said.

      “See you in a bit.” She left with a wave.

      “Well, what do you think?” I asked Christy after I closed the door.

      “Your mother’s so pretty. And I see where you get your vocabulary. Erin is just like her. She’s totally cool too. It’s like we’re sisters already.” Her delight turned to panic. “Not that— I mean, I wasn’t saying— Oh my gosh, I should stop talking now.”

      “It’s okay.” I gathered her into my arms. “I know what you meant.”

      “Thank you.” She pressed her cheek to my chest and relaxed with a deep sigh. “I really like your family so far, although it’s weird to think I’ve met most of them. I keep waiting for you to introduce more people to me. You know?”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. “We’re a lot more like a normal-sized family than yours.”

      “We’re normal,” she protested. “Just normal for Irish Catholics.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Susan’s really nice too,” she said after a moment. “You’ve known her a long time, haven’t you?”

      “Since I was little, although I don’t really remember her from back then.”

      Christy pulled back and looked up at me with a question.

      “She and my parents met when I was… three, I guess. About the time Erin was born.”

      “Then why don’t you remember her?”

      “Well, they sort of… lost track of each other for a while, although it’s a bit more complicated than that. We ‘met’ her again when we started coming to camp. Well, that’s when I met her again. She and my mom reconnected before then. Obviously.”

      Christy nodded absently but then had a thought. Her eyes flicked around as she worked it out.

      “What?” I said with a chuckle.

      “Your mother. Susan.”

      “What about them?”

      “They’re…”

      “They’re what?” I knew where she was going, but I wanted her to get there on her own.

      “Well, you told me your mom has a girlfriend. You said they were apart for a while but then got back together.”

      I nodded.

      “And I was watching them on the drive. They talked a lot, but they didn’t really say much. I know that sounds dumb, but… they sort of… I dunno… talked. Like you and I do sometimes. You know, when I just know what you’re thinking from your eyes or the way you hold your mouth.”

      “It’s because they’re intimate,” I said after a moment. I wondered if Christy would make the connection about the two of us, but she was too focused on Mom and Susan.

      “Exactly! Intimate.” She thought about it for a moment and smiled. “Wow, that’s so cool. They really…?”

      “Love each other,” I finished with a nod.

      “And your mom still loves your dad?”

      “Very much.”

      “What does he think about her? Susan, I mean.”

      “That,” I said with a laugh, “is a much longer story. The short version is that he likes her a lot. I don’t know if he loves her—not like Mom—but probably pretty close.”

      “So he isn’t jealous?”

      “No. Why should he be?”

      “But… how does she do it? Love two people at once?”

      “Think about it. You love your brothers, don’t you? All of them?”

      “Of course. But that’s different.”

      “Is it? Is romantic love different than familial love?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You and your words. But yes, it is different.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want to… you know… with my brothers.”

      “Have sex?”

      “Shh! Keep your voice down.”

      “These walls are cinder block,” I said with a chuckle. “No one’s gonna hear us.”

      “Still…”

      “Christy, love is love. And sex isn’t the same thing.” I held up a hand to stop her. “I know, this is the same argument we almost had during the flight. So let’s not have it now either. Okay?”

      She thought about it and nodded.

      “In any case, we need to change clothes and get ready for the receiving of friends. But… let me leave you with something to think about. Not an argument. Just… a couple of rhetorical questions. Is that fair?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Okay, here goes. Do you love everyone you have sex with? And do you have sex with everyone you love?”

      “Everyone I have sex with?” she protested. “I’ve had sex with one person!”

      “What about all the girls?”

      “All the girls? You make it sound like an army! What kind of girl do you think I am?”

      “I think you’re a girl who likes sex. And that’s okay. I’m not judging you.”

      “Yes you are!”

      “Am I? I mean, really? Or do you feel guilty because you were taught that you should only have sex with one person—your husband—and no one else, till death do you part?”

      “Don’t throw religion in my face again!”

      “Whoa! Calm down. I’m not.” I stopped for a moment and repeated my words in my head. “Okay, maybe I am,” I admitted. “Sorry. But I’m not questioning your faith or anything. I’m just asking: am I judging you, or are you judging yourself?”

      She narrowed her eyes dangerously and looked so much like her father that I almost laughed.

      “It’s a rhetorical question,” I said, as dispassionately as I could. “And so are the others. I don’t want an answer. I just want you to think about it. And I’m totally not judging you, one way or the other. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she said warily.

      “So—just to think about—do you love everyone you have sex with? And do you have sex with everyone you love?”

      “I don’t—”

      I put my finger to her lips. “Just think about it. I’m fine if we never talk about it again. Fair enough?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay. Now, are you ready to change clothes?” She nodded, so I lifted my finger.

      “I’ll wait outside,” she said.

      “Why? You’ve seen me before. I’m the nudist, remember? I’m going to keep my boxers on anyway. So stay.” I paused and then gave her a wink. “Besides, I like showing off.”

      “You certainly do it enough.”

      “What can I say? I also like you watching.”

      She tried not to smile but eventually gave it up.

      I changed out of my jeans and pullover sweater and into khakis and a Polo button-down.

      “Are you going to put the sweater back on?” she asked.

      “I hadn’t planned to. It isn’t that cold out. Why?”

      She picked it up and handed it back to me. “Put it around your shoulders.”

      I did, and she tied the arms in a loose knot on my chest. Then she reached up to straighten a wrinkle on my shoulder.

      “There,” she said. “Much better.”

      “Thanks. Now… your turn.”

      She waited for me to leave. I still didn’t move, so she glanced at the door.

      “You know we’re going to spend the night together, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “So… I was kinda hoping for a sneak peek.”

      “No.”

      “Not even one little one?”

      “No.” She crossed her arms.

      “Not even a quick flash?”

      “Will you get out?” She shoved me bodily toward the door. “I’ll be ready in a minute.”

      I grinned and checked my watch. “Okay. See you in fifteen.”

      “Make it twenty,” she said, just to be contrary.
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        * * *

      

      Christy was the last to join us. Susan, Mom, Erin, and I were already waiting by the car. We all turned to look as she emerged from the room, and my heart skipped a beat at the sight of her. She wore a tight turquoise sweater over a mid-length black pencil skirt, with black hose and black heels. She’d done her hair and makeup as well.

      She looked beautiful, but in a subtle way instead of being flashy. She reminded me of her mother, especially when she waited for me to give her a hand down from the small porch. Her high heels sank into the sandy soil, but she didn’t need me for balance. She’d done it simply because we were together, a couple.

      Doug and Olivia pulled up behind us in their rental car, which was our sign to climb into Susan’s station wagon. We were among the first to arrive at the funeral home. We signed the guestbook and then offered our condolences to Gunny’s widow, Lenore, and her sister and brother-in-law.

      Finally, we paid our respects at the casket. Gunny was laid out with his dress uniform and medals, row after row of them. He looked good, but I felt guilty because I couldn’t think of anything to say. Christy said a quiet prayer and then crossed herself. She came away with tears in her eyes, so I put my arm around her and escorted her to join the others.

      We spent the next couple of hours making small talk with people who’d known Gunny. Mr. Nelson was there, along with several other people I recognized from camp. They looked a lot older than I remembered. Most of them were retirees in their seventies or eighties, people who’d joined the camp when Susan’s parents still ran it.

      Afterward we went to dinner in town, and the mood gradually turned from somber to happy as we laughed and reminisced. Doug had grown up with Gunny as a surrogate father, and he regaled us with stories.

      “I remember one time I was coming home from work,” he said. “It was late, almost midnight, and the road from town was empty. The moon must’ve been full, ’cause I turned off my headlights and floored it. I hit a hundred, easy, and was just about to slow down to make the turn when blue lights started flashing behind me.”

      Susan’s eyebrows went up.

      “Yeah,” Doug said. “The sheriff pulled me over and was reading me the riot act. He threatened to throw me under the jail. You remember Sheriff Henderson?”

      “Oh, I remember him,” Susan said. She explained to the rest of us, “The sheriff and I never really got on. He was an old-school chauvinist. He wanted me and the camp out of his county. Unfortunately—for him, that is—I had way too much clout and political savvy. I’m sure it drove him bonkers to be constantly outmaneuvered by a woman.” She looked at her son. “So, what did he do?”

      “Took one look at my driver’s license and asked if I was related to you. I told him I was your son, so he asked if I knew Gunny. He threatened to tell him if he ever caught me speeding again.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it. Didn’t write me a ticket or anything. And I kept my foot off the gas for a month. Drove like a little old lady on Sunday.”

      “He should’ve told me,” Susan said.

      “I got the impression he didn’t want to deal with you.”

      “He got the short end of the stick every time he did.”

      “And besides, Mom… No offense, but I was never scared of you. Sheriff Henderson might’ve been a sexist pig, but he wasn’t an idiot. He knew that if Gunny ever found out what I’d done, he’d tear me a new one.”

      “He would not! He never laid a hand on you.”

      Doug shook his head at her innocence. “Gunny never had to raise a hand, Mom. Kirk and I worshiped him. I’d’ve sooner disappointed you than him. He could put me in my place with a single look.” He glanced at me. “You know what I’m talking about.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “One time,” Doug continued, “I was supposed to work the hay harvest with old man Stevens. I thought I was too cool. Besides, I didn’t want to get all hot and dusty. But then Gunny found out, and…”

      He told several more stories, all with the same theme: he or his brother had done something ignorant, arrogant, or reckless—one time all three—and Gunny had put a stop to it, usually with a project around camp that required lots of hard work and personal supervision. He’d spent his career in the Marines turning boys into men, and he’d clearly done the same with Susan’s sons.

      We talked for a while longer but eventually wound down and paid the check.

      “Do you mind if we stop at the grocery store on the way home?” I asked Susan as we walked out to the car.

      “We can,” she said, “but I stocked one of the refrigerators in the clubhouse. Nothing fancy, but you won’t starve.”

      “Cool, thanks,” I said. “But… did you get any veggies? Fruit?”

      “Paul, no,” Christy said quietly. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you still on a health kick?” Erin teased. “You’re looking a little… pudgy.”

      I pointedly ignored her.

      “I still think you look too thin,” Mom said.

      “No,” Susan said to me. “Mostly lunchmeat, breakfast cereal, things like that. We can stop at the store, though.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re not serious, are you?” Erin asked me. “Do you really wanna eat that stuff?”

      “It’s good for you, Erin. You should try it. You’re looking a little pudgy yourself.”

      “Be nice,” Christy whispered. Louder, she said to Erin, “It’s for me.”

      Susan suddenly grew concerned. “Didn’t you get enough at the restaurant? I thought you finished your plate.”

      “I did. And thank you again for dinner.”

      “She has a freakish metabolism,” I explained to Susan and the others. “She eats six or seven times a day.”

      “It isn’t freakish,” Christy muttered indignantly. “It’s just high.”

      “She has a high metabolism,” I corrected.

      Susan and Mom grinned at each other.

      “So I don’t want her to get hungry if she wants a midnight snack.”

      “In that case,” Susan said, “we’ll stop by Winn-Dixie on the way home.”
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        * * *

      

      Back at camp, I took the groceries into the clubhouse kitchen and gave Christy the nickel tour.

      “Everyone really cooks and eats all together?” she asked.

      “Mmm hmm, although lately we’ve stayed in one of the bigger cabins with its own kitchen.”

      “And… is that the only shower?”

      “Oh, crap. I forgot about that.” The shower area was completely open to that part of the clubhouse, including the door from the road. “You want me to see if we can move to one of the cabins?”

      “No,” she said. “We’ll make it work… somehow.”

      “You can shower tonight, or early in the morning. I’ll stand guard or something.”

      “No, I won’t make you do that.”

      Mom came into the clubhouse and joined us.

      “I’m going to change into something more comfortable and then go relax with Susan,” she said. She didn’t invite us to join her, which told me all I needed to know. “Doug and Olivia are going to the drive-in to see the late movie. Erin’s going with them.”

      I blinked in surprise. “Really?”

      “Mmm hmm. She was going to ask if you and Christy wanted to hang out in the hot tub—”

      Christy shot me a startled look.

      “—but I suggested the movies instead.”

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. I thought you and Christy might like some… time to yourselves. The hot tub up here hasn’t been winterized, but I don’t know how long it’ll take to heat up. Or you can build a fire in the fireplace. She thinks Gunny kept some firewood behind the clubhouse. Or… just relax in your room and unwind.”

      “Thanks. We’ll probably do that.”

      She nodded and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Goodnight. Christy, it’s been a pleasure getting to know you better. I’m sorry it’s under the circumstances, but…”

      “That’s okay. It’s been a pleasure. Even under the circumstances.”

      Mom left, and Christy waited until the door closed behind her.

      “Your mom is totally amazing,” she said, “but did she just encourage us to…?”

      “To what?”

      “Get up to hanky-panky?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a laugh. “She did.”

      “For real?”

      “For real. She knows we’re grown-ups.”

      Christy stared in disbelief. “I can’t imagine…”

      “My family’s a little different than yours.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “My family’s a little different than yours.”

      “I deserved that,” she said with a rueful grin.

      “Yep. Now, you wanna cut up veggies for a snack later?”

      “You know me so well.”

      “I do, my beautiful little bunny.”

      We washed vegetables in companionable silence. While we were cutting them, we heard Doug and the girls drive out.

      Christy’s head came up, and I saw her working out who was where.

      “Welcome to my world,” I said. “Right now, Susan and my mom are probably relaxing in the hot tub. And they made sure you and I would have some private time too.”

      Her eyebrows rose.

      “My family is a lot more open about sex than yours.”

      “You can say that again— No, don’t!”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” I lifted a baggie of sliced carrots and celery. “You want anything else before we go up?”

      “Maybe a bottle of wine?”

      “Mmm, sorry. Probably none around. No alcohol in the public areas. Camp rules. It’s okay for the cabins and RVs, but…” I shrugged. “I’ll have to seduce you with my charm alone.”

      “How can you be so calm about it? I mean, we’re about to commit a sin.”

      “We don’t have to if you don’t want to. I can sleep on one of the bunkbeds. Or you can sleep with Erin.” Although your chances of getting laid are higher with her, I thought wryly.

      “No, I didn’t say that. I just said I’m nervous.”

      “Nervous is fine. I’m nervous too.”

      “Why? You aren’t about to betray your beliefs.”

      “You aren’t either,” I said. “And even if you were, they’re a bunch of outdated rules made by celibate old men. They were cranky ’cause they weren’t having sex, and they didn’t want anyone else to have fun either. Besides, what do they know about being a woman, especially in the eighties? The nineteen eighties.”

      “Nothing,” she said, a touch bitterly.

      “Exactly.” I picked her up and set her on the counter. Then I rested my hands midway up her thighs, safely away from the hem of her skirt. “We don’t have to if you don’t want to,” I said softly. “Now’s the time to say so.”

      “No, I… want to. I’m just scared.”

      “I’m scared too.”

      “Why?”

      “What if we aren’t compatible? What if I do something you don’t like, or go too far? I don’t wanna mess this up, ’cause I’ve totally fallen for you. I told you, I’m in real danger with you, the till-death-do-us-part kind.”

      She stiffened with surprise.

      “Yeah, exactly. So I’m pretty nerv—”

      My words must have finally sunk in, because she threw her arms around my neck and kissed me. And not just any kiss; it was the “take me to bed, now!” variety. I might’ve been slow on the uptake, but I wasn’t an idiot. I scooped her into my arms and headed toward our room, immediately, forthwith, and posthaste.

      Halfway there I realized that the little head was running the show. We fought a battle of wills that felt almost physical, until the big head regained a semblance of control.

      “What’s the matter?” Christy asked, breathless and confused. “Are you okay? You just…”

      I chuckled and then smiled to reassure her. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “Try me,” she said anxiously.

      “Okay. But in a minute. One, it’s a little chilly out here. And two, we’re standing in the middle of the road.”

      She nodded and held on to my neck so I could free a hand to open the door to our room. I maneuvered her through it and kicked it shut behind us. Then I set her on the top of the dresser. I’d already killed the urgency of the moment, so I decided to explain.

      “I’m fine,” I said, “but… I just had a little argument with my dick.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “Yeah. I sort of… talk to it. I think of it as a separate person. I know it isn’t, but sometimes I treat it like one. You know, like when it wants to do things one way, but the big head wants to do them another.”

      “You’re serious,” she said slowly.

      “Completely. And I used to lose most of the arguments I had with it. So we did what my dick wanted, regardless of the consequences. I made some really bad decisions when I let it do the thinking.”

      She looked dubious. “Like… what?”

      “Do you really wanna get into that now? Talk about my past mistakes in the girlfriend department?”

      “Well, when you put it that way…”

      “Exactly. So just take my word for it. Not good if the little head runs the show by itself, especially in a new situation. Like… with a new girlfriend. One I really like, but who wants to take things slow.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      “So the little head and I had a chat. I… convinced it… to do things my way.”

      She was warming to the idea that I really did have two-sided conversations with my penis. “What did you tell him?”

      “Threatened it— him with solitary confinement.”

      She compressed her lips and tried not to grin.

      “Told him he could stay in my pants all night.”

      “And he listened?”

      “What choice did he have?”

      “Do you think it would help…?”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Maybe if… I talk to him?”

      “Would you like to?”

      She looked down and plucked up her courage. “Very much.”

      “Good. ’Cause he really wants to talk to you. But on my terms.”

      “I’d like that,” she said softly.

      “I was hoping you would.” I lifted her chin and kissed her, with a lot more tenderness and intimacy than the kiss that had started it all. “But first… you’re way too overdressed to meet him.”

      “Oh?” She batted her eyes coquettishly. “There’s a dress code?”

      “Well, you are at a nudist camp. In a nudist room. About to get into a nudist bed. With a nudist man.”

      “I sense a theme…”

      “Mmm hmm. So… are you ready to try being a nudist?”

      “Just with you?”

      I nodded.

      “I can hardly say no at this point.”

      “You can always say no. I’m serious about that.”

      She touched my face and looked into my eyes. “I know. That’s why I won’t. Not with you. Not ever.”

      It was my turn to look surprised.

      “I may not be Gina or Kendall or Daphne or any of your other girlfriends, but dammit, you’re my boyfriend now. And I’m going to keep you!”

      “You know,” I said after a moment, “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever heard you swear.”

      Her brow wrinkled comically. “You won’t tell anyone, will you? I have a reputation…”

      “Your secret’s safe with me,” I chuckled.

      “Thank you. Now… about this nudist thing. How does it work?”

      “Well, it’s simple: you take off your clothes. If you have a boyfriend handy, you can ask him to help.”

      “Does it require much help? I mean, I’ve been taking my clothes off for years. Is there some special way to do it as a nudist?”

      “I usually start at the top and work my way down. Here, let me show you.” I lifted the hem of her sweater. Then I paused. “Last chance to say no.”

      She shook her head.

      “No, you don’t want to keep going? Or no, you aren’t saying no?”

      “The second one. I won’t say it.”

      I looked her in the eyes and slowly lifted her sweater. She raised her arms, and I started to pull it over her head.

      “Ow, ow, ow! Hold on. It’s caught on my earring.”

      I chuckled but paused to let her free herself.

      “There. Sorry. Much better.”

      I pulled the sweater off and set it aside.

      She was wearing a black bra with sheer lace panels. Her nipples were dark and stiff.

      I surveyed her appreciatively and then touched the clasp between her breasts. “Lucky a third time.”

      “It wasn’t luck.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      She smirked. “I’m shy, not innocent.”

      I popped the catch with a single twist, which made her shiver. “Are you okay?”

      She moistened her lips and nodded. “Makes me tingly when you do that so easily.”

      “How ’bout when I do this?” I peeled the halves of her bra apart and enjoyed the sight of her bare breasts for the first time. They were small but firm, with just enough weight to curve gently on the bottom.

      “That too,” she said with another frisson. Then she added hesitantly, “I know you normally like them bigger…”

      “Uh-uh. You remember what I said about my favorites?”

      She nodded.

      “Besides, they’re beautiful. Just the right size and shape.”

      “You really think so?”

      “Mmm hmm. But don’t just take my word for it.”

      “Should I ask Mr. Big too?”

      “Exactly what I was thinking.”

      She rolled her eyes, but her lips quirked with a grin. Then she reached up and touched my cheek. “This is another reason I’m dating you… you make me feel beautiful. And special.”

      “That’s because you are. Both.” I kissed her and slipped the straps of her bra off her shoulders. She lowered her arms and let it fall away. I kissed her again and reached behind her, where I unfastened the clasp on her skirt. She stiffened, so I stopped.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered. “Just nervous.”

      I nodded and slowly lowered the zipper.

      “Let me down,” she said politely. “It’s easier if I’m standing.”

      I stepped back and helped her to the floor. She wriggled her hips and pushed the tight skirt over them. It formed a black pool around her feet.

      My eyes traveled up her legs. She was wearing stockings instead of hose, held up by a black garter belt. Her panties matched her bra, and I could just make out the darker wedge of pubic hair through the mesh and lace.

      “Very nice,” I said appreciatively. “Now I know why you wouldn’t let me watch you change clothes.”

      “A girl has to have some surprises.”

      “That’s a pretty nice surprise.” I stepped back to admire her.

      Her stomach was flat and firm, and her hips flared gently from her waist. She was boyishly slim, but definitely a woman. She was also very nervous.

      I moved close again and lifted her chin for a kiss to reassure her. Then I smiled and went to one knee. She watched me nervously but didn’t move, even when I took my time and unfastened the garter clips from her stockings.

      “Still time to say no,” I said softly.

      She shook her head.

      I lowered her panties. She put her hand on my shoulder for balance as she stepped out of them. She looked so good in the heels and stockings that I decided to leave them on, so I refastened the garter clips as she watched.

      After a moment I slid my hand between her thighs and gently probed her nether lips. Her pubic hair was darker than the hair on her head. It was springy and soft, and it grew thicker in the middle, almost like a natural mohawk.

      I spread her moisture along the cleft of her pussy. Then I eased my finger into her well-lubricated channel. She was still watching, so I pulled it out and touched it to my tongue. Her juices tasted clean and fresh, slightly tangy.

      I leaned forward and kissed her bush. Then I held her hips and pressed my face into her. She gasped and leaned against the dresser, so I lifted her onto it. Her legs parted naturally and her pussy opened before me. I spread her thighs even wider and leaned in.

      Her downy pubic hair tickled my cheeks, and her clit was a hard little bead under my probing tongue. She cried out softly when I flicked it and then sucked gently. I wanted to take my time and enjoy myself, but her body had other ideas. Her thighs began to quiver with pent-up desire, and the scent of her arousal filled my nostrils.

      I slid my finger into her opening and circled her clit with my tongue. She gasped when I began sucking and thrusting my finger at the same time. Her breathing grew heavier, punctuated by soft gasps of pleasure.

      She came with a little squeak, and the warm skin of her inner thighs clamped my face. I crooked my finger inside her and moved the tip until I felt her writhe with another spasm of pleasure. I kept going until her legs flew apart and she tried to push me away. I slowly withdrew my finger and planted soft kisses on the sensitive skin around her labia.

      “Oh my gosh,” she said softly.

      I stood and kissed her.

      She sighed when she tasted herself on my lips, and our kiss deepened. She wrapped her legs around me and crossed her ankles, so I picked her up and carried her to the bed. The little head threatened to revolt until I reminded him of the consequences.

      Christy silently looked into my eyes as I knelt on the bed and laid her head on the pillow. She didn’t release her leg-lock, so I stretched out and rested part of my weight on her.

      “So… you like being a nudist?” I asked.

      “You know I do.” She kissed me again. “I like anything with you.” Another kiss. “But… aren’t you supposed to be nude too?”

      I twitched an eyebrow.

      “You’re way too overdressed to introduce me to Mr. Big.”

      “Fine,” I laughed, “throw my own words back at me.”

      “I told you,” she said with a smile, “I’m learning.”

      “Well, you’ll have to let me up if you want me to take off my clothes.”

      “But… aren’t I supposed to do it?”

      “You want to?”

      “It’s only fair.”

      “Then by all means…”

      She grinned and released me.

      I sat up and admired her body. She squirmed a little self-consciously, especially when my eyes reached her pussy. Her legs were spread, and her sparse pubic hair couldn’t hide the soft pink of her inner lips. I ran a hand down her thigh and paused at her hip. Then I moved toward her pussy and teased her clit with my thumb.

      She stiffened and gasped with pleasure. Her nipples strained toward the ceiling as she clutched the bedspread. I thought about making her come again but decided to work up to it slowly. I left my hand where it was, as a sort of promise for later.

      She sagged to the bed and breathed hard through her nose. When she finally opened her eyes, she realized I’d been studying her body.

      “I know it’s not what you’re used to,” she said quietly.

      “Will you stop about ‘what I’m used to’? You’re exactly ‘what I’m used to’: smart, beautiful, and sexy. Yeah, your body is different, but so what? The other ways you’re different are actually important. You’re artistic, for one. Athletic, too. And… spiritual.”

      “You were about to say ‘religious.’”

      “The other girls played at religion. They used it as an excuse, a tool to get what they wanted. You’re serious about it, and I admire that. I don’t understand it—yet—but it comes with the package.” I gazed into her eyes, which were still surprisingly calm. “And in case you haven’t noticed, I like the package, the small one and the big one.”

      She sat up and wrapped her arms around my neck. We kissed for several languid minutes and parted slowly. Then she glanced at the bulge in my khakis.

      I grinned. “Are you ready to meet Mr. Big?”

      She nodded eagerly, so I stood and pulled her with me. She practically vibrated with impatience, and her nipples looked hard enough to cut steel. I tweaked the left one.

      “Oh, no fair,” she gasped.

      “What isn’t?”

      “Distracting me right when I get the chance to meet your penis.”

      “Ah, then I’d better stop.”

      “Thank you.” She untied my sweater and then went straight for my shirt. I thought she’d be nervous, but she opened the buttons with sure hands. She planted soft kisses on my exposed skin as she continued down the row. When she finished the last one, she slid her hands up my chest and pushed the shirt and sweater over my shoulders. I shrugged them off while she unbuckled my belt.

      My erection made a tent in my boxers as soon as she lowered my pants. She grinned and sank to her knees, where she pulled off my shoes, socks, and finally my khakis. Then she gazed at the bulge in my underwear.

      “He’s ready for his debut,” she said.

      “Mmm hmm. But are you?”

      “I’ve already had mine.”

      I chuckled. “To rave reviews.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But are you ready for Mr. Big’s debut? He’s a bit nervous. What if you don’t like him?”

      “I like you, so I’m going to like him too. He comes with the package. And what a big package it is.”

      “Big enough,” I said. “But don’t get your hopes up for John Holmes.”

      She looked up and gave me a sly grin. “I know who he is.”

      My eyes popped.

      “Mmm hmm. I told you, I’m not so innocent.”

      “No kidding.”

      She grasped the waistband of my boxers and pulled them down. My cock sprang up and bounced gently in front of her. She lowered my shorts and I stepped out of them, but she never took her eyes off my hard-on. She wrapped her small hand around my girth and squeezed gently. Then she stroked a couple of times and simply watched the skin move over the shaft.

      “You like?”

      “Very much.” She looked up and met my eyes. “You remember that thing about your favorite breasts?”

      “Of course.”

      “Well, that’s how I feel about your penis.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm. The only thing I care about is, ‘Can I touch it?’” She grinned until she replayed her words in her head. “Oh my gosh! That makes me sound like a tramp.”

      “No,” I chuckled. “It makes you sound like someone who knows what she likes. Besides, I know you’ve seen others.”

      “I have not!” she lied. “Not like this. Well, one other.”

      I didn’t want to get into an argument—the little head would’ve sulked for a month if I had—so I didn’t call her on it.

      “But yours is bigger.”

      “He’s big,” I said with a laugh at a sudden memory, “but your hands are small too.”

      “What’s so funny?”

      “My grandfather used to tell me to marry a girl with small hands.”

      “Why?”

      “‘Makes your johnson look bigger,’ he said.”

      “You don’t need any help in that department.”

      “Thanks.” And then, not quite mocking, I said, “I know it isn’t what you’re used to…”

      “Ha ha. Use my own words against me. Fine. I get it.” She wasn’t really upset, though. She was too focused on my dick, and she continued stroking slowly. “He’s so hard,” she said at last. “And so soft at the same time.”

      “Mmm hmm.” I wanted to put my hand on the back of her head and guide her mouth toward me, but I forced myself not to. The effort left me with a tingling sense of urgency that I knew all too well.

      “He’s so big,” she said again. “I don’t know if he’ll fit.” She was hinting for all she was worth, but I refused to take the bait.

      “You’ll find out,” I said, “when you’re ready.”

      She nodded and gently touched my balls. Her hands were warm, which made me think of other places where she might be warm.

      “Ooh,” she said with surprise as my cock swelled. “He likes it.”

      “He likes you.”

      “He does?”

      “Mmm hmm. And if you keep stroking, he’ll show you.”

      “Oh? How?”

      “You know,” I said noncommittally.

      “Is it anything like a liquid diet?”

      “It is,” I said with feigned surprise.

      “Well, you have a very big straw.”

      “It has to deliver a lot of liquid.”

      “What if it’s too much?”

      “Then you’ll have to swallow twice.”

      She grinned up at me. “You want me to swallow?”

      Dammit! Walked into that one. “If you want,” I said aloud.

      “I’d like that.” She flashed a quick, bright smile and then returned her attention to my cock. She stroked it firmly and used her other hand to massage my balls. It definitely wasn’t her first handjob, and I felt the pressure building. I knew I wouldn’t last long, but I tried to hold back anyway.

      She concentrated on what she was doing as she pumped her fist up and down my shaft. My dick did look larger in her hands, and I silently chuckled again at my grandfather’s words.

      Christy picked up her tempo, and her firm breasts bounced with the movement. She knew I was getting close. Her eyes practically glowed with anticipation as she moistened her lips. I took over for her and wrapped my fist around the base of my cock.

      “Open your mouth,” I said at last.

      She tilted her head back and opened wide. She looked like a little bird waiting to be fed.

      I grinned to myself. That’s exactly what she was.

      Her eyes met mine, and I erupted with a groan. A thick stream of white, hot semen shot into her mouth. I expected her to squeak, but she closed her eyes and moaned instead. The next spurt arced into her mouth, followed by a third and a fourth. I threw my head back and kept stroking until the surges of pleasure slowed and then stopped altogether.

      I returned to my senses and realized that I was standing on tiptoes. My calves and thighs and buttocks were rock-hard with the effort. Christy stretched upward and braced herself with palms on my thighs. She didn’t want to miss a drop. I milked my cock one last time and spread the bead of semen on her shiny lips.

      She closed her eyes and swallowed once, twice. Then she licked her lips and used her finger to wipe her chin. She sucked it clean and licked her lips for another errant drop. Her nostrils flared as she caught her breath.

      “Oh my gosh,” she said at last. “That was a lot.” She gazed at my still-hard cock and then back up at me. “Is it always that much?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “For real?”

      “Yep.” I lifted her to her feet. “You have a high metabolism, I have a high sperm count.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Sperm isn’t the same as semen.”

      “Oh?” She was right, but I hadn’t expected it. A nice Catholic girl wasn’t supposed to know anything about sex until her wedding night, right? I hid my cynicism and lifted an eyebrow instead.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “Just because we’re Catholics doesn’t mean we’re ignorant.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that at all!” Except that I was.

      “To thine own self be true.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You remember when you said you really don’t like me sometimes?”

      She fluttered her eyelashes and replied with an artful smile.

      “Well, this is one of those times when I don’t like you.”

      “How can you not like me? I’m so sweet and adorable.”

      “And smart. So yeah, you caught me… I was thinking that a nice Catholic girl wouldn’t know anything about sex.”

      “For your information, Mr. Doubting Thomas, we had to take sex ed, just like regular schools.” Her look of triumph didn’t last. “Unfortunately, it was mostly about purity and chastity. So I… um… sort of had to learn a lot on my own.”

      “From books,” I said dryly.

      “Exactly.”

      “Any other sources?”

      “No, of course not,” she lied.

      “Uh-huh.” I thought about telling her to be true to her own self, but decided against it. She’d already come a long way, so calling her on a lie wasn’t going to help my cause. “Well,” I said instead, “you’ll get plenty of, ahem, hands-on education with me.”

      “Oh? I will?” She looked relieved that I hadn’t pressed her.

      “Mmm hmm. And lots of semen to study.”

      “How am I supposed to study it if I swallow it all?” she asked with wide, not-so-innocent eyes.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll never have a shortage as long as I’m around. In your mouth, on your face, on your chest, on your—”

      “So… all over me?”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “Sounds like fun. They say it’s good for your hair and nails.”

      “Oh, ‘they’ do, do they?”

      “Mmm hmm.” She thought about it. “But that’s probably only if you swallow it.”

      “That’s what I prefer.”

      Her cheeks turned rosy. “Me too.”

      “Well, good. That’s one question answered: spit or swallow?”

      “Swallow, please,” she said cheerfully.

      I rolled my eyes.

      “And speaking of which… I’m hungry.”

      “Ha! But I just realized… we left your snack in the clubhouse. Want me to fetch it?”

      “Why don’t we both go?”

      “Sure.”

      She reached for my discarded button-down. I let her put it on but stopped her before she could button it.

      “Do you really need that?” I said. “It’s a nudist camp, remember?”

      “But… I thought… I mean…”

      I slid my hand inside the shirt and pulled her close. My cock was still semi-hard, and it bent against her flat stomach.

      “It’s dark. No one can see. Besides, no one’s in the clubhouse. What better time to try being a nudist?”

      “But… you said…”

      “I’m a nudist. And… I’d like you to be, too.”

      “So it’s part of the package?”

      “Yes.” A small part of me felt guilty for only telling her bits and pieces, but the whole truth was more than she could handle at once. So I kept my mouth shut and silently willed her to agree.

      She ventured a nod.

      “Danny was right,” I said, and hoped my relief didn’t show. “He said you were fearless.”

      That seemed to stiffen her resolve. She took off the shirt and tossed it aside.

      “You’re cute when you’re determined.”

      “And don’t you forget it!” She marched toward the door, and I actually had to stretch out to stop her.

      “Hold on a second,” I said with a laugh. “Lemme get my flip-flops first.”

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      I dug them out of my backpack and slipped my feet into them. “Okay, now you can boldly go where no nudist woman in stockings and heels has ever gone before.” I thought about it. “Yeah, you’re probably the first.”

      She rolled her eyes but stood on tiptoe for a kiss, which I was happy to give her. I was also happy to follow her across the darkened road, since her bare ass and stocking-clad legs looked amazing.

      We found the baggie of vegetables right where we’d left it, but the clubhouse was unheated and drafty, so we hurried back to the relative warmth of our room. I closed the door behind us and grinned as she dusted sand from her shoes.

      “You can probably take those off now,” I said. “I mean, they’re sexy as hell, but you can’t wear them to bed.”

      She looked toward the bed in question, and I watched emotions play across her face: anxiety, determination, and finally excitement. She did her best to hide the last, but I could read it in every line of her body.

      I sat on the bed and idly gnawed a carrot stick as she took off her shoes, stockings, and garter belt. She watched me out of the corner of her eye and seemed to grow more comfortable when I didn’t wolf-whistle or leer or anything.

      She joined me on the bed. I hoped she’d sit cross-legged too, but she folded her legs under her and sat Japanese-style.

      We chatted while she ate, and I told her more about life at camp. She perked up immediately when I described the quarry lake and its waterfall.

      “It sounds beautiful,” she said. “I can’t wait to see it.”

      “You realize,” I said slowly, “that you’ll have to come back. To the nudist camp.”

      “Of course I will.” She rolled her eyes. “I just… have to get used to it is all.”

      “You’re doing well so far.”

      “Thank you. It’s… kind of fun, actually.”

      I nodded.

      “I thought I’d be embarrassed or self-conscious, but I’m not.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Besides, I really like looking at you.”

      “Thanks. The feeling’s mutual.”

      “Tell me more about the people at camp.”

      “Let’s get under the covers first. You might be hot-natured, but I’m not, and I’m starting to get cold.”

      I turned off the overhead light and then checked the space heater. It was already on its highest setting, but it was hopelessly outmatched by the cold concrete and cinder blocks. Christy climbed into bed and I joined her.

      “You’re freezing!” she said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I was having fun talking to you. Besides, I was enjoying the view.”

      “Guys are so strange sometimes.”

      “Not strange. We just like looking at nude women.”

      “Well, you’ll have to settle for me instead.”

      “Who’s settling? I’m lucky to have you.”

      She kissed my chest and began rubbing her warm hands over my cold skin.

      “Keep doing that and I’ll warm you up.”

      “From the inside?”

      “Mmm hmm.” I pulled her hand to my resurgent erection.

      “You weren’t kidding!”

      “Nope. I never kid about an orgasm.”

      “Are you going to shoot in my mouth again?”

      “If you want,” I said.

      “Yes, please.” She sighed with pleasure and began stroking me gently. She tensed with a question after a couple of minutes. “Do you mind…?”

      “What?”

      “No, it’s silly. Never mind.”

      “No, tell me,” I said.

      “I know you’re cold, but… do you mind if I push the covers down?”

      I didn’t answer aloud; I simply did it.

      “Thank you.”

      I started to ask why, but then I realized that I hadn’t turned off the bedside lamp. “You like to watch, don’t you?”

      “He’s so handsome.”

      I chuckled and stroked her hair.

      “And he’s all mine,” she added after a moment. She rested her cheek on my stomach and watched as she stroked me.

      I rubbed her back and shoulders and felt her sigh with contentment.

      “Mmm, that’s nice.”

      “I like having you here. I want you to come back.”

      “To camp or to your bed?”

      “Both.”

      “I’d like that,” she said softly. “Very much.”

      We fell silent as she continued stroking, until I was ready to come. I fought a battle of wills with the little head. He wanted her to suck me off. I wanted to stick to the rules. For once, we compromised.

      “Put the head in your mouth when I come.” I tensed with the effort to keep from shooting before she was ready, but I shouldn’t have worried. She wrapped her lips around me before I even finished speaking.

      She gave another couple of strokes and then moaned when the first spurt coated her tongue. She swallowed and pumped her fist, and I obliged with more semen.

      She kept nursing long after I stopped shooting, so I replaced her hand with my own. I began stroking in earnest and surprised her with another load after only a few minutes. She caressed my balls and swallowed every drop.

      “Oh my gosh,” she panted, “that was almost as much as the first.” She sat up in surprise and looked at me. “No! As much as the second. That was the third.”

      “Mmm hmm. I told you,” I said between breaths, “I have a high sperm count.”

      “I can tell. Wow.” She bent and kissed the tip of my shaft, which had finally started shrinking. “I really could go on a liquid diet with you.”

      “Probably not,” I said with a laugh, “but it’d be fun to try!”

      “It would.” She scooted up and lay next to me on her side.

      I rolled toward her and tasted myself on her lips as we kissed.

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “For what?”

      “For everything. For bringing me here. For tonight. For not laughing at my body. For being an awesome boyfriend.”

      “My pleasure. Thank you for coming. And for trying new things.”

      “I had fun.” She grinned. “Especially meeting your penis.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “And for the record, he feels very good in my mouth.”

      “Yes, he does.”

      She kissed me again and sighed when I cupped her ass. I rolled to my back and pulled her with me. She slid a leg over mine and rested her head on my chest.

      “You ready to go to sleep?” I said.

      “I think so.”

      I pulled the covers over us and turned off the bedside light. Then I rubbed her back and felt her relax.

      “Mmm, that feels nice. Goodnight.” She yawned and kissed my chest. Then she lifted the covers. “Goodnight, Mr. Penis. Sweet dreams… of you.”

      Oh yeah, I thought, I’m in trouble all right.
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      I woke up with my own little space heater next to me. Christy was lying on her side, facing me, with her legs drawn up along my hip. I rolled toward her and simply studied her face. She must have felt the movement, because she stirred and scrunched up her nose. I watched her for several minutes as she woke up slowly, and for the umpteenth time wished I had her talent for drawing people.

      She opened her eyes and smiled.

      “Good morning, Sunshine. Did you sleep okay?” I asked.

      “Mmm, wonderful.”

      “Me too. Much better than the last time we slept together.”

      “Oh my gosh, don’t remind me.”

      “And a lot better than the first.”

      “The first?”

      “Halloween.”

      “Oh, right. I won’t feel guilty this time, I swear.” She yawned and stretched with a little squeak. “If I’m going to you-know-where, I might as well enjoy it.”

      “That’s the spirit! And I’m here to help…”

      She gave me a confused look that turned to halfhearted protests as I rolled her onto her back. I pushed the covers down, and her cries turned to sighs when I kissed her stomach and then moved lower. She spread her legs at my touch, and I settled between them.

      I took my time and enjoyed myself, and her soft moans told me all I needed to know about how she was enjoying it. Finally I felt her tense up, and she clutched the sheets as the orgasm reached its peak. Afterward I let her relax while I caressed her thighs. Then I kissed my way up her body and held myself above her. She gazed up at me calmly.

      “You like?” I said.

      She nodded and raised her lips for a kiss, although she squeaked and cut it short when she felt my hard-on nudge her pussy.

      I arched a questioning eyebrow, but she shook her head immediately.

      “We can’t,” she said. “We’re not— I mean— We haven’t—”

      I kissed her again and shifted my hips. My erection slid through her soft pubic hair and rested on her stomach instead.

      “Oh my gosh,” she said in relief. “For a second, I thought you were going to do it anyway.”

      “No, not till you’re ready.”

      She relaxed with a deep breath.

      “However…” I glanced between our bodies and moved my hips to remind her that I was still very hard.

      She took the hint and immediately reached between us. Her strong hands found my erection and began stroking. I gazed into her eyes until I couldn’t stand it anymore and had to close them as a wave of pleasure assaulted my senses. I gasped aloud when she added a little twist to the end of each stroke.

      I didn’t last long after that, and she cried out in amused triumph when the first hot spurt splattered her stomach. She kept milking me until the spurts turned to gushes and then trickled to a stop. She gazed directly into my eyes. Then she raised her hand and licked semen from her wrist and palm.

      I pushed myself upright and sat on my heels. Christy looked down her body. Her legs were spread as if we’d just had sex, and she was covered from bush to breasts with pearly droplets and little trails of come. A small lake had formed in her navel. She swirled a finger through it and then touched it to her tongue. She knew I was watching, so she made a show of licking her finger clean.

      “So you like the taste?”

      “Mmm, semen.” She closed her eyes and smiled beatifically. “I really love how it feels in my mouth, all creamy and smooth.”

      “Well then,” I chuckled, “we’re gonna get along just fine.”

      “Oh? There was a chance we wouldn’t?”

      “For a while there I wondered…”

      “Me too. But that’s behind us now.” She collected another couple of drops and sucked her finger. Then she gave me an innocent-seductive look, hinting for all she was worth.

      I felt my resolve crumbling, and the little head made a convincing argument that she was asking me, just not with words. The big head wanted her to be a bit more proactive.

      How much more proactive could she be? the little head demanded. She’s practically begging you to stick me in her mouth.

      “Practically” is the key word, I told him. Not “actually.” There’s a difference.

      Semantics, he said.

      Where’d you learn a word like that?

      Duh! I’m you, dumbass. Now stick me in her mouth!

      Christy burst out laughing.

      “What?” I said, a little defensively.

      “You were talking to him, weren’t you?” She laughed again. “You get this look on your face. I can almost tell when it’s you and when it’s him.”

      I grimaced.

      “You’re so cute when you’re caught,” she said. “What was he saying?”

      “I can’t tell you,” I grumped. “It’s private.”

      “Should I ask him instead?”

      “He won’t tell you either.”

      “I bet he will if I ask nicely. I can be very persuasive.”

      I shook my head faux-stubbornly, which made her laugh again.

      “You’re so strange sometimes,” she said affectionately. “I like it, but you’re just… different. I’ve never met anyone who has conversations with his own penis.”

      “He needs supervision. He gets into trouble otherwise.”

      “I dunno,” she mused, “I kinda like him.”

      “Don’t tell him that.”

      “Why? Will it go to his, ahem, head?” Her eyes flashed as her hands gripped my still-hard cock. She acted surprised. “Oh my gosh! It did go to his head.” She began stroking. “Will he shoot again?”

      “If you keep doing that.”

      “Oh, goody!”

      “What’s gotten into you?” I asked. “Not that I’m complaining, but you’re a real sex kitten this morning.”

      “Well, let’s see… First, I had a wonderful time with my boyfriend last night. Second, I woke up this morning to a repeat performance. And third, I’m hoping for an encore.”

      “And I thought I’d have to talk you into it,” I said with a laugh.

      She grinned and shook her head.

      Part of me felt like I’d flipped some switch and turned on the naughty Christy, but another part thought she might have been there all along. What had Wren said? That Christy only wanted to think she was a good girl?

      “Beside,” she added, almost as if she’d read my mind, “I have to convince you I’m not such a goody-goody.”

      “So Wren was right? About you?”

      “That depends,” she said slyly. She did the twist thing as her hand slid over the head of my cock. “What did she say?”

      “That you’re a total nympho in bed.”

      “I still don’t like that word, but…”

      “Maybe it fits?”

      “Maybe,” she allowed. “But I like sex kitten better.”

      “Fine by me. Sex kitten it is.”

      “Do you always talk this much during… you know?”

      “Yeah, I do.” I laughed and almost made the mistake of telling her how much it bugged Wren. I asked instead, “Does it bother you?”

      “Not really. I don’t have to wonder what you’re thinking.”

      “Better that way. Fewer misunderstandings.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So, Miss Sex Kitten… what’re your plans here?” The little head started cheering for her to suck me off. “I mean, where would you like load number two?”

      “Where do you want it?”

      “Uh-uh. I asked you first.”

      “You know where.”

      “In your mouth?”

      “Yes, please.”

      She’d done it again—conned me into making the decision—and I wanted to howl in frustration. She’d have said yes if I’d said I wanted to come on her shoes!

      Hey! the little head snapped. Can you rant on your own time?

      I blinked in surprise.

      I’m a little preoccupied here. Maybe you didn’t notice, but she wants me to come in her mouth. Duh! Hello?

      “What did he say?” Christy asked with a grin.

      “Really? Am I that transparent?”

      “Sometimes. It’s cute, though. So, what did he say?”

      “That I should relax and enjoy myself.”

      “I’m really starting to like him.”

      “Of course. You would. He wants the same thing you do.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing. Just…” I shrugged. The time wasn’t right for a long discussion about who was seducing whom.

      “You’re so… thoughtful… sometimes.” She looked between us at where her hands gripped my hard-on. “At the weirdest times, too. Wren’s right, you’re a philosopher.”

      I shrugged. What else could I do?

      “We really are yin and yang,” she said, “aren’t we?”

      “I guess so. Remind me which one you are.”

      “Yang, the sunny side.”

      “And I’m yin?”

      “Mmm hmm. The cloudy side. But not in a bad way. Just… more complicated. More interesting, I think.”

      “So…,” I said before the conversation could turn philosophical for real. She was still jerking me off, and I didn’t want her to stop. “Would you like me to shoot my yin in your yang?”

      She grinned. “I’d love it.”

      I climbed up and straddled her chest. My cock came to rest between her breasts, which had flattened from their slight weight but were still firm little mounds. Her brown nipples were puckered and very hard. She smiled up at me and returned her hands to my shaft.

      She started stroking with the twist, and jolts of pleasure shot through me. Her eyes shone with enjoyment, and part of me hoped she’d spontaneously decide to suck me off. The rest of me knew she wouldn’t—she still wasn’t ready to make that decision on her own. And I wasn’t going to make it for her. I could be stubborn like that. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy myself.

      “I’m close,” I said after a few minutes.

      She raised her head from the pillow and obligingly opened wide. I had to remind myself not to slide my dick into her mouth.

      She flinched in surprise when the first spurt missed her mouth completely and hit her cheek instead. She immediately corrected her aim so the rest of the spurts coated her lips and tongue. She swallowed once and then focused on squeezing the final drops from my shaft.

      I sat back and breathed hard through my nose. She cleaned her cheek and wiped her chin and lips. She licked her fingers and then felt for any she’d missed. Her face glistened when she finished and smiled up at me.

      “I like this liquid diet.”

      I laughed and swung my leg over her. I lay beside her and gazed into her calm blue eyes.

      “But now I’m kinda hungry for real.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “that’s the problem with a liquid diet… it doesn’t fill you up.”

      “Maybe I just need more liquid.”

      “Maybe,” I laughed. “But you’ll have to give me twenty minutes or so. In the meantime, sounds like you’re ready for breakfast.”

      “Mmm. And I have a really selfish request,” she said. “Would you mind bringing breakfast here? I don’t know if I’m ready to… you know.”

      “Baby steps. No problem.”

      “Thank you!” she said with genuine relief.

      “You want the usual?”

      “You know me so well.”

      “I do.”

      “Not yet,” she teased. “You have to wait for the priest.”

      I rolled my eyes and then kissed her before I leapt to my feet. I didn’t bother with clothes or even a jacket. I simply thrust my feet into my flip-flops and headed out the door.

      I regretted it almost immediately. The morning was cold and clear, and my breath fogged in the December air. I rushed across the road and almost dived into the clubhouse. It was slightly warmer in there, but not enough to make me dawdle.

      Mom was in the kitchen area. She was wearing a man’s shirt, a faded pair of Gators sweatpants, fuzzy socks, and slip-on clogs. She looked up when she saw me, and her eyes widened.

      “What’re you doing? Where are your clothes?”

      “Nudist camp,” I reminded her.

      “Winter,” she countered.

      I ignored her and gestured at her shirt. “Dad made it safe?”

      “Mmm hmm. A little after midnight. We came back right after Doug and the girls.”

      I nodded and found two bowls, which I filled with cereal and milk. I wondered how to get everything up to the room, so I rummaged under the counter and found a plastic restaurant tray with “S&W Cafeteria” in faded Art Deco letters. Mom was frying eggs for breakfast sandwiches.

      “Is that all you’re having?” she asked as I added two apples.

      “I might add some peanut butter if we have any,” I said, “but yeah.”

      She rolled her eyes and cracked another egg into the little electric skillet she was using instead of the stove. “Doesn’t this girlfriend of yours feed you?”

      “Not really,” I laughed. “I feed her more than she feeds me. But don’t worry, Wren takes good care of all of us.”

      “I like her. Susan does too.”

      “That makes three of us. Although… Christy does too. They’re sort of like you and Susan.”

      “So Christy’s bisexual?” Mom said.

      “What can I say?” I flashed her a grin. “I wanted a girl like dear ol’ Mom.”

      She brandished her spatula. “Call me old again and I’ll swat you.”

      “Perish the thought.”

      “Toast some bread for your sandwich,” she said dryly. “Ham and cheese are in the fridge. Does Christy want one?”

      “No. Thanks, though.” I cored and sliced the apples while she finished the eggs. She assembled a sandwich and set the plate on my tray. I gave her a peck on the cheek and then headed back to the room.

      Christy was wearing my shirt and sitting demurely with her legs folded under her on the bed. I sat down cross-legged and set the tray between us. We ate in companionable silence, although I caught her several times as she stole a glance at my dick, which twitched every time she did.

      “Well,” I said, “you definitely like me being a nudist.”

      Her eyes flashed with a smile.

      “But do you still like it?”

      “I like it with you. I don’t know if I’m ready for anyone else to see me, though.”

      “You might have to get used to it pretty quick. We need to shower, and…”

      “I’d forgotten about that. Do you think we can sneak over? Are your parents and Erin awake yet?”

      “Mom made me the egg sandwich.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “And we need to leave for the funeral by nine fifteen. So…”

      “Everyone will be getting ready at the same time.”

      “More or less,” I said. “Do you want to skip it?”

      Her eyes widened in exasperation. “I can’t.”

      “Why not? Well, your hair’s a bit of a mess, but you can fix that.”

      “Paul, what have we been doing all morning?”

      “Fooling around,” I said with a grin.

      “Mmm hmm. And I’m…”

      “Ah, right. Covered in semen. But whose fault is that?” I teased.

      “Yours! You shot it all over me.”

      “You were the one jerking me off.”

      She smiled guiltily. “I was having fun. So sue me.”

      “I’d rather use you instead.”

      “Oh? And what would you use me for?”

      “All sorts of naughty things.”

      “That involve your penis, I’m sure.”

      “Hey, I take care of Miss Kitty too.”

      “Mmm, you do.”

      “And I’ll take care of her again tonight, but for now…”

      “We need to shower.”

      I grinned.

      “What?”

      “I like hearing you say that.”

      “What? ‘We need to shower’?”

      I nodded. “It’s a couples thing.”

      “Well… we are.”

      “I know, but it’s also a thing we do nude.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You and your body… always showing off.”

      “I like looking at yours too. But I work hard to stay in shape, so I like to show off… especially for my girlfriend.”

      It was her turn to grin. “I like hearing you say that.”

      “What? ‘Especially for my girlfriend’?”

      “All of it.” Her blue eyes sparkled and she leaned forward for a kiss.

      I pushed the tray aside and pulled her in to my lap. She squeaked in surprise when I tugged her shirttail out of the way and cupped her bare ass.

      “Oh my gosh,” she gasped when her pussy pressed against my pubic bone.

      My resurgent hard-on nestled in the crack of her ass. I moved it aside and thrust a finger into her from behind.

      “We can’t,” she pleaded. “We have to… unh!” She clung to my neck and began grinding her pussy against me as I fingered her.

      “Are you going to come for me?” I whispered in her ear.

      “Mmm.”

      “You’re a little sex kitten, aren’t you?”

      She whimpered and nodded.

      “You like spreading your legs for me, don’t you?”

      “Unh!”

      “Say it.”

      “I like— spreading— my legs.” She gasped and shuddered. She was close. Her pussy had begun to contract around my finger, and she ground against me even harder.

      “Come for me,” I whispered again.

      She buried her face in the hollow of my neck and muffled a cry. Her body stiffened and then went rigid. Heat and moisture flooded her pussy, and her muscles contracted around my finger. I wiggled it inside her and felt her shudder with pleasure. She clung to me as the waves crashed over her and then slowly receded.

      “You’re so naughty,” she said weakly. “Making me say those things.”

      “Why? They’re true.”

      “They are not.”

      “You like sex.” I kissed her hair and held her gently. “And you like spreading your legs.”

      “But only for you.”

      For now, I thought with a chuckle. Baby steps.

      She relaxed in my arms as her breathing slowly returned to normal. Then she kissed my collarbone. She kept going and planted kisses up my neck until she reached my jaw. I offered my lips, and we made out for a couple of languorous minutes.

      “You’re still so hard,” she said. “Do you want me to…?”

      “To what?”

      “To… you know.”

      “No, what?”

      “You know,” she said vaguely.

      I suppressed a fit of pique and told myself I was expecting too much, too soon. She still wanted to think of herself as a “good girl.” And good girls don’t make the first move. I didn’t want her to sense my disappointment, so I made the decision for her.

      I eased her to the bed, and her pussy slid along the entire length of my cock. She gasped in surprise when her exposed clit raked the head. It sprang up between us. Her eyes shone with anticipation at the sight of my hard-on pointing up at her.

      I unbuttoned the shirt and slid it off her shoulders to reveal her tight little body. She watched me intently, so I let my eyes linger.

      “I love how you make me feel,” she said. “The way you look at me… It’s like I’m the most beautiful girl in the world.”

      “You are.”

      She leaned into me for a kiss and felt for my erection at the same time. She sighed when my lips touched hers and then again when my cock swelled at her touch. I pulled her toward me, and we made out as she stroked me.

      Unfortunately, the responsible part of me couldn’t stop thinking about the time. We needed to pick up the pace, and she couldn’t make me come fast enough, so I decided to take over.

      “You want me to come in your mouth?” I said.

      “Yes, please.”

      “Get on the floor, on your knees.”

      Her eyes flashed and she scrambled off the bed. She knelt obediently and I stood over her. I wrapped my fingers around my cock and began stroking.

      She caressed my thighs and simply watched for a moment, almost in a trance. She massaged my balls, but her eyes never left my cock. She looked as eager as I felt, although I sensed her disappointment too. She wanted to suck me off. She just didn’t want to admit it.

      Not yet, I told myself. Give her time to adjust.

      Easy for you to say, my penis groused. You’re not the one being strangled by Rosy.

      Shut up and enjoy it, I told him. We don’t have all day.

      “We don’t have all day,” he mocked in an annoyed tone.

      I shook my head with a silent chuckle and wondered about my sanity. Christy moistened her lips in anticipation, which put an end to my conversation with the little head.

      “Get ready,” I said.

      She rose on her knees and opened her mouth. I aimed my cock and groaned as the first spurt gushed onto her tongue. She sighed with pleasure and closed her eyes to savor it. When I finished shooting, she swallowed and then licked her lips. Without thinking, she kissed the tip of my cock.

      “Oh my gosh,” she said to cover the slip, “that was a lot. Almost as much as before.”

      I nodded down at her. “It’s what I do.”

      “And that was the third time. Wow. That’s more—” She caught herself in time, but I grinned anyway.

      She’d been about to admit that she had more experience than she’d let on. She hadn’t learned her handjob technique overnight, and I was pretty sure her blowjob skills would be just as good. But she wanted me to think she’d only been with Simon. Maybe she’d only had sex with him, but she’d done a lot with someone else, probably a couple of someones. Still, she wanted to keep her secrets. I let her, but only for the time being.

      “Yeah,” I said into the silence, “I shoot a lot. It’s a little less each time, but…”

      “Still a lot,” she finished.

      “Mmm hmm.” I looked at my watch.

      “Do we need to go?”

      “Yeah, sorry to rush. I’d rather be lazy in bed the rest of the morning, maybe go for another round or three—”

      “Three? Are you serious?”

      “Mmm hmm. As long as I have the right motivation.” I lifted her to her feet. “And you are definitely the right motivation, my little sex kitten.”

      “Mmm. I like being your sex kitten.”

      “Better than ‘nympho’?”

      “Much better.”

      “Well, you’re both, but I won’t call you that again. Still, we need to get a move on. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I didn’t think you were serious about more.”

      I laughed and playfully swatted her behind. “I’m completely serious. But some other time. We really need to head down to the shower or we’re going to be late.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      My parents had showered already and were at the sinks in the bathroom area. Mom had her towel wrapped around her waist, but Dad’s was draped around his neck. Christy immediately shielded her eyes with her hand.

      “Relax,” I told her quietly. “You don’t have to look, but don’t make a big deal about it either.”

      “This is so weird,” she whispered out of the corner of her mouth.

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      She lowered her hand and walked forward hesitantly, and I had to hide a grin as she looked at my parents through her lashes. She stiffened in surprise when my dad turned toward us. I’d seen him hundreds, maybe thousands of times over the years, but I looked at him from Christy’s perspective.

      He was taller than me and had more hair on his chest. We shared the same general build, although he was less muscular, since he didn’t work out like I did. He was thicker through the middle than when we’d first started coming to camp, but still a good-looking guy. Most people noticed his dick first, since it was six inches long when it was soft. Christy didn’t gawk, per se, but I could almost feel the intensity of her gaze as she studied him.

      My mom raised her arms to brush her hair back. Her breasts were full and round and soft, and the sight of them in the mirror drew my eyes immediately. Christy’s too, if I had to guess. They swung gently as Mom leaned forward for a closer look at her face in the mirror.

      “Morning,” Dad said as we approached. He looked at his watch. “Cutting it a bit close, aren’t you?”

      “Something came up,” I deadpanned. “We had to take care of it.”

      Christy reacted as if I’d goosed her.

      “I’ll bet,” Dad chuckled. “Still, get a move on.”

      “Roger that.”

      He turned back to the mirror and used the ends of his towel to wipe his freshly shaved face.

      “Ready to do this?” I asked Christy quietly.

      She took a deep breath and nodded. She set her towel and toiletry bag on an empty sink. She’d insisted on wearing my button-down, and her fingers fumbled with it.

      “There’s a trick to a man’s shirt,” Mom said. She smiled reassuringly. “You’ll learn.”

      “I can do this,” Christy told herself, and she wasn’t talking about the buttons.

      I watched her in the mirror and then saw the clubhouse door swing open behind us.

      Erin blew in, and I immediately grew suspicious at her timing. Mom must have thought the same thing, because she glanced at Erin and then her watch.

      “I know,” Erin said. “Sorry I’m late. I’ll get a move on.” She flung her things on the sink next to us and pulled off her T-shirt.

      Christy watched out of the corner of her eye and seemed surprised by Erin’s complete lack of modesty, although it wasn’t really “modesty” at all. Erin was simply unselfconscious and comfortable with her own body. Christy silently balked at the idea of joining her.

      “You can do this,” I told her.

      She didn’t answer with words. Instead, she squared her shoulders and gazed at herself in the mirror. Then she took off the shirt and deliberately let it fall to the floor. My parents and Erin turned to look, but none of them stared. I could feel Christy’s tension and anxiety, but they slowly dissipated when no one made a big deal about her nudity.

      “See?” I told her quietly. “I’m proud of you. You are fearless.”

      “And don’t you forget it,” she whispered back.

      My parents finished and said they were heading back to their room to get dressed.

      “Don’t dawdle,” Mom told us.

      Dad tapped his watch and glanced at me. “Wheels up in thirty minutes.”

      “Got it. Thanks.”

      They waved and left without a backward glance.

      “You all wanna use the same shower?” Erin said to Christy and me. “We’ll get more hot water that way. You remember how pathetic it is when several people shower at once.”

      I started to mention that Susan had upgraded the system during the previous off-season. I’d seen the plans. The old residential electric water heaters were gone, replaced by a pair of commercial gas-fueled units that could supply more than enough hot water for three of us, even if we used a shower each on full hot. I kept it to myself, though.

      “Fine with me,” I said instead.

      Christy nodded mutely but then thought of something. “Uh-oh.”

      Erin and I looked at her.

      “I didn’t bring shampoo or conditioner or anything,” she explained. “I thought we’d be staying in a motel. You know, like, a real one.”

      “You really are the worst boyfriend in the world,” Erin said to me. To Christy, “That’s okay. You can use mine.” She turned on the water. “How hot do you like it?”

      “Pretty hot,” Christy said with a guilty glance at me.

      Erin saw, so I explained, “She usually showers in the bathroom on the second floor. She gets all the hot water, while I get nothing on the third floor.”

      “Why don’t you just shower together?” Erin said. Then she took a good look at Christy and saw her pubic hair. “Ah, never mind. I get it.” To Christy she said, “You two haven’t been dating very long, have you?”

      Christy shot me a confused look. “Not officially, no. Why?”

      Erin turned to me. “You haven’t changed your preferences, have you?”

      “No.”

      “So,” she continued with a smirk, “when’re you going to tell her?”

      “When I’m ready.”

      “Tell me what?” Christy asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Paul has a certain—”

      “Erin,” I warned.

      “—hairstyle he likes.”

      “You want me to change my hair?” Christy said to me, more confused than ever.

      “Not up there,” Erin said and pointed. “Down there.”

      Christy’s eyes went wide. She looked at me and then back at Erin. She finally looked at me again. “Is she serious?”

      “Yes.” I glared at Erin. “But we’ll talk about it later.” I forestalled Christy’s objection by pointing to my watch. “Later, I swear. Now c’mon. We don’t have much time.”

      She fell silent and nodded, albeit reluctantly.

      Erin smirked at me again. Then she checked out Christy’s body while she wasn’t looking. Her eyebrows rose appreciatively.

      I shot her another warning look.

      What? her expression said. I’m just looking.

      Christy was a lot more relaxed than I thought she’d be as we showered. She and Erin chatted about hair care and then turned the conversation to razors as they shaved their legs. I simply enjoyed the view and kept my mouth shut, except when Erin teased me about shaving my pubes.

      “I swear,” she said, “you’re more of a girl than I am.”

      “Some of us aren’t naturally beautiful like you,” I said. Then I moved my penis to the side and concentrated on not cutting myself as I shaved the base.

      “He has a thing about shaving,” Erin told Christy. “I think it’s a little weird, but it’s what he likes.”

      “Why do you shave your legs, Erin?” I asked without looking up. “And your armpits? And your bikini line?”

      “Because I’m a girl, dork. We’re supposed to shave there. Men are supposed to have hair there.”

      “Men are supposed to have a penis and testicles,” I said as I concentrated on the underside. “That’s it. Everything else is just personal preference.” I finished and looked up to find Christy staring at me with wide eyes. I couldn’t tell if she was shocked by the conversation or because I was shaving the base of my cock.

      “What’s the matter?” Erin asked her with genuine concern. “Are you okay?”

      “I just…,” Christy stammered. “I mean, I never…”

      “Give her a break, Erin,” I said. “She isn’t used to how nonchalant we are about our bodies and nudity. This is all new to her.”

      “He only told me on Thursday,” Christy explained.

      Erin’s jaw dropped. “Seriously? You didn’t know we were nudists?”

      Christy shook her head.

      “He only told you two days ago?”

      She nodded.

      Erin rounded on me and threw up her hands in disgust. “How could you not tell her something like that?”

      “We’re taking things slow.”

      “Slow? That’s glacial, you big dweeb.”

      “It’s okay,” Christy said. “I still feel a little weird, but—”

      “No wonder you were so nervous when we went to the bathroom last night,” Erin said to her. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea…” She glared at me for good measure, but I didn’t let it bother me.

      “I’m fine,” Christy repeated. “I mean, I was on the swim team in high school. We saw each other all the time. Well, just the girls.”

      “Still,” Erin said, “it isn’t the same.”

      “Um… no.”

      I coated my scrotum with shaving cream and ignored the girls as I pulled it tight and carefully shaved the stubble. I checked my work by feel and touched up a couple of spots.

      Erin mocked, “All done, princess?”

      “Lay off,” I told her brusquely. “I’m not less of a man because I care about how I look.”

      “Yeah, but you look gay. Like those guys you see in those magazines.”

      “Erin, they’re gay because they have sex with other men, not because they trim their pubes.”

      Her jaw dropped.

      “I’m straight because I have sex with women. My pubic hair has nothing to do with it. Heck, if it did, Susan and Leah would be completely asexual, and we both know they’re not.”

      Christy turned rosy at the direction of the conversation, while Erin looked suitably abashed.

      “Now,” I said to her, “exactly what magazines have you been looking at?”

      She gulped.

      “Right,” I said flatly. “We all have our little secrets.” I glanced at Christy. “One of mine is that I trim my pubic hair. I’m sure you noticed.”

      She nodded, eyes still wide.

      “One of yours,” I said to Erin, “is your stash of gay porn.”

      “I have no such thing!”

      “Sure you don’t, Erin. But hey, I’m not judging you. You can look at whatever you like. Besides, some of those guys are hot.”

      Her eyebrows flew up as fast as Christy’s.

      “They’re not my type,” I said. “I’m strictly a ladies’ man, but I can still say they’re attractive. Just like you do with other women. You too, Christy. Matter o’ fact, if I had a quarter for every time you checked each other out during the shower, I’d… well… I’d have about three bucks. But you know what I mean.”

      They each started to deny it.

      “Save it,” I said as I stepped under the shower and rinsed the last of the shaving cream. “I saw you both. It was really kinda cute, to be honest, how you did it while the other wasn’t looking. But don’t try to deny it.”

      Christy looked chagrined, while Erin wanted to argue.

      “Ready for me to turn off the water?” I asked them.

      “Yes.” “Uh-huh.”

      “Chill, Erin,” I told her. “You can’t win every argument.”

      “Says you,” she muttered.

      I just laughed and handed Christy her towel. Then I passed Erin hers and reached for my own. “Let’s get a move on,” I said. “You know how Dad gets if we’re late. And if it makes you feel any better, Erin, you’re totally right about me being the worst boyfriend in the world. I’d be in the doghouse now if it weren’t for you and Mom and Susan. So thanks for that.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said ungraciously.

      “I mean it.” I gave her a brotherly kiss on the forehead. “You’re my favorite sister.”

      “I’m your only sister.”

      “You’re still my favorite.”

      Christy grinned at me.

      “Now, do you mind if I shave my face, or would it make me look gay?”

      Erin rolled her eyes.

      “I think it makes you look handsome,” Christy said. “Him too.”

      It was my turn to look surprised.

      Erin didn’t understand the reference. “He’s your boyfriend, I guess.”

      “It’s very dashing,” Christy told her.

      “Are we still talking about me here?” I joked. “Or Mr. Big?”

      “Oh, please!” Erin said. “Seriously? Is that what you call it?”

      “I call him that,” Christy said.

      The penny finally dropped for Erin. “Hold on, who do you mean by ‘him’?”

      “That depends,” Christy said with a goofy, endearing grin. “The smaller him is Mr. Big. The bigger him is Paul.”

      “Ha! Okay. So you have a pet name for his dick.”

      “What can I say? I really like it.”

      “Now that we have that settled,” I said, “we really need to get moving. We’re gonna be late.”

      The girls each went to a sink and after a minute started chatting about skin care.

      I glanced over and realized that Christy hadn’t wrapped her towel around her body. It was draped over the corner of her sink, and she didn’t seem to care.
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        * * *

      

      “Zip me up,” Christy said as she turned and swept her hair out of the way.

      She looked even smaller than usual in the tight black dress, although the padded shoulders were part of the reason. She picked up her purse and once again searched for the mirror. (The room didn’t have one.)

      “How do I look?” she said at last.

      “Beautiful. As always.”

      “No, for real. Not boyfriend ‘how do I look?’ What would your mother think? What would my mother think?”

      I straightened an imaginary tilt in the shoulders of her dress. Then I tucked her hair behind her ear and ran the backs of my fingers along the line of her jaw. Her earrings were gold and onyx to match the dress, and her high heels and clutch purse complemented each other with small gold buckles.

      “Beautiful,” I said again, and meant it.

      She tucked the purse under her arm and reached up to adjust my tie. Then she smoothed my shirt over my chest. She even checked my waistline to make sure I didn’t have any wrinkles in my shirt.

      “Just like my dad taught me,” I said with a smile. “Military-style.”

      Her cheeks glowed with more than pleasure. “I used to help my mom when she checked my dad’s uniform for ceremonies and stuff.”

      “So… am I properly squared away?”

      She grinned and set her purse on the dresser. Then she lifted my suit coat off the hanger. I started to turn, but she moved behind me instead. She slid the sleeves onto my arms with practiced ease and then moved in front of me to smooth my lapels.

      “Very handsome,” she said at last.

      “You know I’m just going to take it off when we get in the car?” I said with a grin.

      “Hush. You’ll spoil the moment.” She reached for her purse and looked around again. “Oh, darn it! I wish we had a mirror.”

      “Relax,” I said softly. “We’ll have other times when we dress up for a formal occasion. I’ll make sure we’re in a room with a mirror.”

      She reached for her compact. Then she looped her arm through mine, straightened her shoulders, and held the open compact at arm’s length. The mirror was ridiculously small for what she wanted, and I did my best not to chuckle.

      “Ha ha, Mr. Spoilsport. Men look good in anything. Women have a lot more riding on our looks. And we have to make sure we match our date.”

      “We’re both wearing black. How can we not match? Never mind. I know how many shades of black there are.” It sounded silly to say aloud, but it was true. (The difference wasn’t really color, but texture and how the material reflected light. Black suede absorbs more light than patent leather, so it looks darker. The same happens with dull cotton versus shiny satin. But I digress.)

      “Exactly,” Christy said, as if she’d read my mind. “I’m glad I don’t have to explain.”

      “Hey,” I said mildly, “clothes and fashion are almost as important to me as they are to you.”

      “I know. You actually know how to dress.” She gazed at our reflection in the small mirror again. She was about to say something else when someone rapped on the door.

      “Uh-oh,” I said. “We’re late.”

      Christy snapped her compact shut and shoved it into her purse. I opened the door and grimaced at my father’s expression.

      “Sorry,” I told him. “We should’ve gotten an earlier start.”

      “Nonsense,” Christy said as she stepped in front of me. “It was my fault. My hair took forever to dry.” It hadn’t and she knew it.

      “No,” I countered, “it was my fault.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Dad said. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      We hustled to the car, where Dad climbed into the front passenger seat next to Mom. Susan smiled at us from the driver’s seat as Christy slid to the middle of the back seat next to Erin. I followed and folded my jacket neatly on my lap as I pulled the door closed.

      “Hit it,” I said.

      The car’s tires actually kicked up sand when Susan did just that.

      “By the way, Dad,” I said over the seat once we crested the ridge, “this is my girlfriend, Christy. Christy, this is my dad, David. I don’t think I introduced you earlier.”

      “You didn’t,” Mom said.

      Erin leaned forward and mouthed, Worst boyfriend ever.

      Christy actually cut her off with a gesture. She wasn’t rude about it, but Erin got the message.

      “Nice to meet you, Christy,” my dad said over the seat. “Sorry to rush you this morning, but…”

      “It’s all right.”

      “My fault,” I repeated.

      “Nice to meet you too, David. My dad says he thinks he knows you. I’m supposed to ask you a bunch of questions about Vietnam. What squadron, what ship, what year? That sort of thing.”

      “We don’t talk about Vietnam,” my mom said.

      Erin and I looked at each other. We’d never heard her use that tone before.

      “I can’t remember that far back,” my dad joked to lighten the mood.

      “It was a long time ago for all of us,” Susan said.

      “Right,” Mom agreed. She and Susan shared a look.

      Erin and I did the same. Again.

      What the hell was that about? her look asked.

      No clue, mine said.

      “Let’s change the subject,” Mom said.

      “No problem,” I said. “So, Dad… tell me about the new plane.”

      “Ah, right. It’s a sweet little ’72 Beech Baron. One of the guys at work…”
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        * * *

      

      We buried Master Gunnery Sergeant Jeremiah John Kershaw with full military honors in the local cemetery on his family plot, alongside his parents and a baby sister. The day was crisp and achingly beautiful, with feathery cirrus clouds under the high blue vault of the heavens. The air rang with the sound of gunfire as the Marine Corps rifle squad fired three volleys and then the bugler played “Taps.”

      I didn’t know if Christy was crying for her brother or Gunny, but it didn’t really matter. I put my arm around her and barely held back my own tears, although I would’ve been in good company if I hadn’t. Afterward the honor guard folded the American flag with military precision and presented it to Gunny’s widow on behalf of a grateful nation.

      We lingered at the gravesite and talked about the service. Then we drove to the local VFW, where the ladies of Lenore’s church served lunch. I felt embarrassed that I knew so little of Gunny’s life, although I heard plenty of stories over the next couple of hours. He was a remarkable man, a real character, and I wasn’t likely to meet anyone like him again.

      We left the luncheon in a thoughtful but upbeat mood. We’d said goodbye to our friend, but we knew he wouldn’t want us to mourn forever. Still, I couldn’t help but think about his loss and what it would mean to Susan. Gunny had been her friend as well as the camp’s unofficial major-domo.

      Susan dropped us off at our rooms. She and Mom talked for a few minutes before she drove down the road to her own house. We had a big farewell dinner planned, but the afternoon was ours, so Christy and I changed into everyday clothes. I offered to give her a tour of the main camp, and Erin tagged along.

      “Is it weird to have guys staring at you?” Christy asked her.

      “Not really. Besides, they stare at you more in the real world. I mean, you know how guys talk to your boobs. And you’re like, ‘Up here! My eyes are up here.’”

      “Maybe you have that problem,” Christy said with a laugh. “I don’t.”

      “Okay, then whenever you bend over, and every guy stares at your butt.”

      Christy nodded.

      “Well, it isn’t really like that here. I mean, sometimes it is, but that’s mostly when you want a guy to look.” She glanced at me but didn’t say anything. “Everyone’s pretty cool otherwise. A couple of guys can be creepy at times, but most people discourage that kind of thing. I mean, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve been ‘accidentally’ groped in the real world, but it’s never happened at camp. Not unless I wanted it.”

      They shared a grin.

      “It also helps that only families or couples are allowed,” Erin continued. “No single men. Paul’s kind of an exception, but he couldn’t visit by himself if it weren’t for Susan.” She immediately realized she might have said too much, but she didn’t lose her cool. “You know,” she added, “since we’ve been coming here so long.”

      “So it isn’t because your mom and Susan are… you know?”

      Erin’s eyebrows rose in surprise.

      “I told her,” I said, “but she also figured it out on her own as soon as she saw them together. She has this knack for reading people. It’s… uncanny.”

      “Oh, okay,” Erin said. “So… yeah. Paul’s an exception ’cause of Mom and Susan.”

      “So,” Christy said thoughtfully, “no single guys around to be… um… jerks.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Erin said with a laugh. “Single guys are always jerks sooner or later—”

      “You can say that again,” Christy muttered.

      “—but not because they stare at you,” Erin finished. “Besides, sometimes it’s nice to have guys stare at you. I mean, I can always tell which ones are interested and which ones don’t have a clue.”

      “I don’t think I’ll have that problem,” Christy said. “I’m too skinny and small.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” Erin said. “Sorry, no pun intended. But you have a really nice body, if you don’t mind me saying.”

      Christy’s cheeks turned rosy, but she smiled and accepted the compliment.

      “I wish my stomach was as flat as yours,” Erin continued. “And don’t get me started on my hips and butt. Ugh!”

      “Don’t sell yourself short either,” I told her. “You’re totally hot and you know it.”

      Christy gave me an odd look, but I didn’t take it back.

      “You and Christy are simply built differently, Erin. She’s the small model, you’re medium.”

      “Medium trying not to become large,” Erin said.

      “Oh, relax. You aren’t pint-sized like Christy, but you’re hardly what I’d call large.”

      “I think you’re beautiful,” Christy agreed. “And the perfect size.”

      Erin perked up. “You really think so?”

      “Totally. You remind me of my sister-in-law. Marianne,” she said to me as an aside. “She’s absolutely gorgeous.”

      “Thank you,” Erin said, uncharacteristically demure.

      Christy smiled up at me and slipped her arm through mine.

      Erin watched us for a moment. “You two are cute together. And don’t take this the wrong way,” she said to Christy, “but you are totally not what I imagined when Paul told us about you.”

      “You can probably quit covering for me,” I told her. To Christy I said, “Mom and Erin and Susan have been lying to keep me from looking like a complete jerk. I… um… hadn’t told them we were dating.”

      Christy’s eyes flashed. “You really are the worst boyfriend in the world!”

      “Told you,” Erin said smugly.

      “Sorry,” I said. “We were so busy with your project and Thanksgiving and then my project. I won’t say I forgot, but… I guess I forgot.” I smiled at a sudden thought. “No, I take that back. I was so blissfully happy that I couldn’t think of anything but you.”

      “Oh my God,” Erin groaned. “You are so full of crap.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “He is so full of crap.”

      “Oh my gosh!” Christy blurted. “She’s just like you!”

      “What’d you expect? She’s my sister. But really,” I explained, “I don’t talk to my family as much as you do. We’re mostly ‘no news is good news’ people.”

      “So are we,” Christy said, “but we still talk.”

      “Paul’s right,” Erin said in my defense. “We’re close, but not… talk-every-day close, if that makes sense.”

      “I guess.”

      “So I would’ve told them about you,” I said, “but things happened so quickly with the funeral and everything else that I forgot.”

      “Then how did your mom know so much about me? I mean, if you didn’t tell her?”

      “Susan.”

      “How did she know? Did you tell her?”

      “Um… no. Wren did.”

      Christy threw up her hands. “Is everyone involved in this matchmaking scheme?” Then she grew suspicious. “Hold on… why was Wren talking to Susan? How do they even know each other?”

      “Wren came to camp with us this summer,” I said. “Remember?” It was true, strictly speaking, but only half of the answer. The rest would have to wait for the swinger discussion, if we ever got that far.

      “Oh yeah, right. Sorry. But still… why is she telling her about me?”

      “You want the truth?”

      “To thine own girlfriend…”

      Erin laughed. “Now she sounds like Dad.”

      “Yep.” I chuckled but then paused when I realized how quickly Christy and I were becoming more like each other.

      “So…,” Christy pressed, “why is Wren talking to Susan about me?”

      “She wanted some advice. About you and me and… um… Gina.”

      Erin looked at me sidelong. “Okay, since you brought it up…” She glanced apologetically at Christy. “Sorry. I hope you don’t mind, but… I’m dying to know. Paul, what happened with you and Gina? All she told Leah was that you wanted to stay friends.”

      She glanced at Christy again and decided to elaborate. “Paul and Gina pretty much grew up together. First loves and all that. We all thought they’d get married. Her family and ours. Then… they broke up. We thought they’d get back together eventually, and for a while it looked like they had, but then… nothing.” She turned to me again. “So, what happened?”

      I thought about it, and we walked in silence for almost a minute. Erin could barely contain herself, but Christy walked beside me with remarkable composure.

      “Two reasons,” I said at last. “Gina and I will always love each other, but we decided we couldn’t make a long-distance relationship work.”

      “We figured that was part of it,” Erin said. “But what’s the other reason?”

      “You’re looking at her,” I said with a nod toward Christy, who smiled at Erin and did a happy little bounce step.

      “For real? No offense,” Erin added quickly. “I mean, you’re totally awesome, Christy, but… Paul and Gina were, like, perfect for each other. We really thought they were going to be together forever.”

      “Well, Gina and I never talked about it,” I said. “The forever part, I mean. And deep down, we probably both knew.” I shrugged. “Think about it, Er… we want different things. She wants to be a doctor in California. I want to be an architect in Atlanta.”

      “Yeah, but… it’s Gina,” Erin said wistfully.

      “Sometimes your first love doesn’t last. I guess that was the case with Gina and me. It wasn’t meant to be. I’ll always love her, and I want her to be happy, but it’ll have to be with someone else, not me.”

      Erin nodded. Then she glanced at Christy. “Sorry to bring that up. But since Paul mentioned it, I figured you knew.”

      “Some of it,” Christy said. “Although not the part about how everyone expected them to get married.”

      “Even Paul probably didn’t know. He’s kinda slow on the uptake sometimes. Maybe you noticed.”

      “I did,” Christy said with a sideways grin at me. “It took him forever to realize I liked him.”

      “What can I say? I was distracted by your beautiful… eyes.”

      Christy rolled the eyes in question.

      “Okay, he’s totally right about that,” Erin said. “Your eyes are gorgeous.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And if you won Paul’s heart, then you must be extra-special.”

      “She is,” I said.

      “Wow,” Christy said, “I need to hang out with you guys more often.”

      “Well, me for sure,” I said. “Erin’s just trying to get on your good side.”

      “And why wouldn’t I, you big doofus? Sounds like she’s going to be around for a while.”

      “I hope so.”

      Christy took my arm again. “Me too.”

      “So,” Erin said, “now that we have that settled, what else can I tell you about camp?”

      Christy thought about it. “What’re the people like?”

      “Just people, I suppose.”

      “No… I mean…” She winced and looked skyward. “I’m going to sound so shallow, but… what do they look like?”

      “It’s okay,” Erin said with a laugh. “I get it.”

      “I mean, do they look like you and Paul, or—?”

      “Oh, God no! Paul’s one of the hot guys.”

      Christy beamed up at me.

      “Most of the men are family types. Some of ’em are sexy in a ‘hot dad’ sort of way—”

      Christy scrunched her nose automatically.

      “—but most are just average. I mean, not ugly, but not Adonis-types like Paul and a few others.”

      “He is sort of an Adonis, isn’t he?” Christy said.

      “He didn’t used to be.”

      “Oh?”

      “Uh-uh. He used to be soft and pudgy.”

      “Thanks, Erin,” I said dryly.

      “At least until Su— he discovered girls.”

      “It was baby fat,” I explained to Christy, mostly to cover Erin’s slip. “Then I joined the wrestling team and started working out.”

      “And oh, boy, did he change! He went from pudgy to hunky in, like, a year. I kinda agree with Mom, though—he could stand to gain a few pounds—but he’s nothing like he used to be.”

      “Thanks for the trip down memory lane,” I said with a healthy dose of sarcasm.

      Christy took pity on me and changed the subject. “What’re the women like? At the camp, I mean.”

      “About the same as the men. Some are really hot, like Susan or Elizabeth or our mom, but most are just average. They sag and have stretch marks and stuff like that, but—”

      “They’re all beautiful,” I said firmly, “in one way or another.”

      Erin’s eyebrows rose.

      “There’s beauty in everything,” I told her. “And everyone. Even a middle-aged mom who doesn’t have time to do her hair and makeup and is probably struggling to lose a couple of pounds.”

      “If you say so,” she said.

      “I say so.”

      Christy looked at me thoughtfully. “Maybe you’re yang after all.”

      “Maybe I’m a little of both,” I said with a sideways look. “Just like you aren’t sunshine and light all the time.”

      “No,” she agreed softly.

      “Wow,” Erin said after a moment, “I have no idea what that was about, but you two are way more into each other than I thought.”

      “We’ve only been together since Thanksgiving,” I said. “Officially, at least. But we’ve been dancing around it for a while.” I glanced at Christy. “I think since we first met.”

      “Except when you were a jerk,” she said with an affectionate smile.

      “And when you were a you-know-what.”

      “He calls me a Catholic schoolgirl when he’s being mean,” she explained to Erin.

      “Oh, right.”

      “What he doesn’t realize,” Christy continued, “is that I still have my school uniforms… and they still fit.”

      Erin’s eyebrows shot up.

      “So he might like me being a Catholic schoolgirl, if you know what I mean.”

      Erin laughed.

      So there! Christy said to me with a self-satisfied smile.

      I nodded and couldn’t help but admire her. Touché.

      Thank you.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the clubhouse my dad recruited me to help finish Gunny’s project. He’d been rewiring the 240-volt circuit for the stoves, which explained why my mom had been frying eggs in the electric skillet.

      “I think I’ll go grocery shopping with your mom and the others,” Christy said. She rose on tiptoes for a kiss.

      “Sure,” I said. “Have fun. Make sure they buy something you’ll eat.”

      “I will, Mr. Thoughtful.” She left with a wave.

      I went to join my dad behind the clubhouse at the main electrical panel. I took one look at it and almost stopped in my tracks. It was a rat’s nest of wires that connected a mixture of fuses and breakers. Two of the circuits were connected with wire nuts, without a cutout at all. That was a serious code violation and an actual fire hazard. Gunny had been a top-notch Marine, but he wasn’t an electrician.

      “I hate to speak ill of the dead…,” I said vaguely.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Dad agreed.

      “Oh, well. Standing around isn’t going to fix it.” I rolled up my sleeves and shut down the building’s power. At least someone had sold Gunny the right materials for the current job—I plucked a name from deep in my subconscious: Mr. McMasters at the hardware store—so we had new 30-amp double breakers and plenty of heavy-gauge Romex.

      Kirk and Doug appeared and asked if we needed help.

      “Thanks, but…” I gestured at the panel. “It’s really just a two-man job.”

      “How ’bout inside?”

      “Gunny wired all that before he died.”

      Kirk nodded.

      “Why don’t you build a fire in the clubhouse to warm it up for tonight,” Dad suggested. “And make sure the hot tub is ready for later.”

      “What about the pump?” Doug asked.

      “It’s on a dedicated circuit with its own panel,” I said.

      “I’m sure we’ll find something else that needs fixing,” Kirk said. “Come on, Dougie. Let’s get to work.”

      Dad and I did the same. We started the job with me helping him, but I gradually took over when he realized I had more experience, and our roles had reversed completely by the time we were done.

      “You’re better at this than I am,” he said appreciatively.

      I felt my cheeks flush. “Trip and I just did the same thing at our house, more or less.”

      “Still,” he said, “good job.”

      “Don’t congratulate me until we check everything.”

      “You did it right,” he said. “Measure twice, cut once.”

      I grinned. It was what his father had taught him. Then I held my breath and threw the main. The panel hummed and fell silent. Power was definitely flowing—the meter was spinning slowly—and nothing had arced or blown.

      “So far, so good,” I said.

      We went inside, where we turned on every stove eye and all the ovens. Nothing sparked, nothing smoked, and nothing blew, even under full load.

      “Well done,” Dad said.

      “Thanks.”

      We turned off everything and headed around back to clean up our tools and work area. We were cleaning ourselves at the sinks inside when the women returned from the store.

      All six of them had gone and had clearly had fun. Kirk and Doug materialized and helped us unload their mom’s station wagon.

      “Wow,” Susan said as she entered the clubhouse, “you have been busy.”

      After Kirk and Doug had hauled in firewood and checked the hot tub, they’d set to work with plastic sheeting and staple guns to cover the rest of the clubhouse screens. They’d also kept the fire stoked, so the place wasn’t as drafty and cold as it had been. It wasn’t quite toasty yet, but it was definitely comfortable with my sleeves rolled up.

      Christy came toward me as the others headed to the kitchen to unpack groceries and start cooking.

      “I love your family,” she said quietly. “They’re nothing like mine, though.”

      “They are in the important ways.”

      “Oh, I know. But wow… they talk about sex a lot.”

      “I told you, it’s important. And we’re a lot more open about it.”

      “A lot more open,” she agreed with rosy cheeks. Then she grinned. “Your ears were probably burning.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm. We were talking about you.”

      “Good things, I hope.”

      “Very good. The kind that make me all tingly inside.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “I’d better help with the groceries,” she said.

      “Oh, you’re such a tease!”

      “And don’t you forget it.”

      She grinned and stretched upward for a kiss, which I gave her. I also gave her a playful swat on the backside as she headed toward the kitchen. She glanced over her shoulder and looked immensely pleased with herself.

      While the women started cooking dinner, the men gave the interior of the clubhouse a thorough going-over. We tightened loose screws on chairs and tables. We fixed broken couch legs and squeaky doors. We even rolled up the rugs and took them outside for a good beating before we dust-mopped the entire floor.

      I had to chuckle to myself, though. I’d been so smug and superior when Christy’s family had split up to do “women’s work” and “men’s work,” yet my own family had done almost the same thing.

      So much for my high horse, I thought wryly.

      The clubhouse warmed appreciably with the screens covered and the fireplace and stoves putting out heat. Plus, all of us were working. So I wasn’t surprised when Susan and Mom nonchalantly took off their clothes and went back to cooking in just their aprons. Dawn, Olivia, and Erin all followed suit. Poor Christy looked incredibly self-conscious all of a sudden. Erin must have said something to Mom, because she immediately went over to her.

      I leaned on my dust mop and followed the conversation from their expressions and body language. Mom assured Christy that no one would mind if she kept her clothes on. But Christy wanted to be part of the family—it was important to her—even though Mom said it wasn’t a big deal. Susan chimed in, and Erin as well, but Christy wasn’t having it.

      She finally took off her apron, removed her jeans and blouse, and reached up to pop the catch on her bra. Her fancy black lingerie raised an eyebrow or two, but that was it. She pulled off her panties, thrust her feet into her shoes, and slipped her apron over her head.

      I grinned at her nervous-but-defiant attitude, and I silently thanked Erin when she gave her a sisterly hug.

      “What was that all about?” my dad asked from beside me.

      I’d been so preoccupied that I hadn’t heard him come up. “Um… I sort of didn’t tell Christy we were nudists until two days ago.”

      His eyebrows rose. Then he chuckled and shook his head. He started to say something but thought better of it.

      “What?” I said defensively.

      “Nothing.”

      “No… what?” I insisted.

      “Nothing. Just… you’d better get your act together, son, especially in the girlfriend department.”

      I wanted to object but kept my mouth shut instead.

      “Good man,” he said when he read my expression. Then he leaned close. “And maybe it wouldn’t hurt to call home more often. Your mom’s been a little lonely with me working so much and Erin busy with exams and everything else.”

      “Ah. Got it.”

      “So give her a call and tell her what’s going on in your life. I think she’d like that.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good man,” he repeated with a clap on the shoulder. “Now, let’s finish up here and then get out of these clothes. I dunno ’bout you, but I’m feeling a little overdressed. Besides, I’m sure the ladies wouldn’t mind a little company before dinner.” He waggled his eyebrows and then laughed at my look of surprise.

      “Hey,” he said, “your old man isn’t so old after all.”

      I knew for a fact that he wasn’t, and I secretly hoped I’d be as horny as he was when I reached his age.

      Kirk and Doug snapped me out of my reverie when they returned with the largest rug. Dad and I set aside our dust mops to help roll it out. Then we moved the couches back into position and shed our clothes to join the ladies as proper nudists.

      I had an idea, so I pulled Susan aside and asked for her car keys.

      “What’s up?” she said as she dug them out of her purse.

      “Trying to think ahead for a change.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm. Can I borrow Christy too?”

      “Of course.”

      “Thanks. Dinner in… what? Ten, fifteen minutes?”

      “About fifteen.” She arched an inquisitive eyebrow but let me go without any more questions.

      “Where’re we going?” Christy asked as we climbed into the car.

      “You’ll see.” A minute later I parked outside Susan’s house.

      Christy followed me inside with a mixture of eagerness and confusion. “What’re you up to?”

      “Linen closet is this way,” I answered cryptically. She followed and looked puzzled when I opened the door and gestured.

      Susan always kept a supply of beach towels, a sort of lost-and-found collection that changed over time. Old towels went home with people as she lent them out and they forgot to return them, but different ones replaced them when other people accidentally left them behind. The current stack had a few that I recognized, but most were new to the collection.

      “Always know where your towel is,” I said to Christy.

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “Here, I’ll show you.”

      I handed her a small stack and grabbed a larger one myself. I did a quick count to make sure we had enough for everyone. Then I led her back to the kitchen and set them on the table. She followed suit but looked confused when I took the top towel and set it on the counter next to the sink. She squeaked in surprise as I picked her up and set her on it.

      “Behold, the towel,” I said grandly. “Just about the most massively useful thing any nudist can carry. You can sit on it. You can dry yourself with it. You can lie in the sun on it. You can even wrap it around yourself if you’re cold.

      “Everyone at camp carries one in the summer,” I continued. “But it’s winter, so none of us had them in the clubhouse. We’ll need them for the hot tub later, too. So I decided to kill two birds with one stone. I could fetch towels and show you something at the same time. Besides,” I added with a grin, “I wanted to get you alone for a few minutes. You’re incredibly sexy in that apron.”

      She rolled her eyes, but my grin was infectious.

      I leaned forward and kissed her. Then I grew serious. “Are you doing okay?”

      “Mmm hmm. A little nervous at first, but…” She shrugged. “It isn’t a big deal. Erin was right, no one stares or anything.”

      “I do. At you, especially.”

      “Yes, but I want you to stare.”

      “Oh you do?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Anything you want me to do besides stare?”

      “Like what?” she asked coyly.

      “Like this.” I moved the bib of her apron and planted a kiss on her exposed nipple.

      She gasped when I nibbled gently. The little bud stiffened, so I circled her areola with my tongue and then sucked the whole thing into my mouth. She whimpered when my teeth closed around it.

      “Bite it,” she whispered urgently.

      I bit it. Then I switched to the other and did the same. She held my head and moaned softly as I spent a few minutes licking, sucking, and gently biting. I finally pulled back and grinned at her.

      “We should probably get back,” I said.

      “In a minute.” She leaned forward for a kiss. Our lips met, and I could almost feel her pent-up desire. She wrapped her arms around my neck, so I lifted her off the counter. Her legs automatically wrapped around me, and she moaned softly when I supported her with my hands on her bare ass.

      “Oh look,” I said, “another kitchen table.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “Mmm hmm. I definitely need to fuck you on a kitchen table.”

      “Oh my gosh.”

      “When you’re ready,” I told her softly. I kissed her again, but without the heat from before. “Till then, you’ll just have to imagine it.”

      She let out her breath with a soft groan.

      “Two can play the teasing game,” I said with a grin.

      “You can say that again. No, don’t!”

      My grin widened, and she returned it before she kissed me again.

      “We have to stop,” she said at last, breathless.

      “Yeah. Are you ready to head back?”

      “I think so. Are you?” She glanced down. She couldn’t see my erection, but she knew it was there.

      “Yeah. He’ll go soft on the drive back. Just… don’t look at him. He might think you’re interested.”

      “I am interested. Just… later. Okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She uncrossed her ankles, and I set her on the floor. Her apron caught on my hard-on and left it bobbing gently. She grinned at the sight of it, but then her expression changed.

      For a moment I thought she might drop to her knees and blow me then and there, but she controlled herself and looked away. I didn’t say anything and neither did she, but we both knew. I silently cursed my rule and conjured a smile to hide my disappointment. Christy took a deep, steadying breath.

      “We’d better go,” I said at last. “Being alone with you is dangerous.”

      She nodded and helped me carry the towels to the car.

      My erection had softened to half-mast by the time we returned to the clubhouse. It was still full and thick, but not so stiff that it stuck out. Susan did her best to hide a grin as I returned her car keys. Christy seemed relieved when no one said anything about how long we’d been gone or why we were both flushed with excitement.

      I sent her back to work with a quick kiss. Then I took the stack of towels to where Kirk and Doug had assembled a long table out of several smaller ones. I walked around and dropped a towel on each chair. Most of them had padded vinyl seats, which were a nuisance with bare skin.

      The women started bringing food over almost immediately. Dinner was simple but abundant: spaghetti with meatballs, garlic bread, and a huge tossed salad.

      Christy managed to hide her look of dismay when Susan handed her a plate of pasta with several meatballs.

      “Let me know when you’re ready for more,” she said.

      “I will, thanks,” Christy said. Then she looked at me with pleading eyes.

      Don’t worry, I told her silently. I moved my own plate toward hers and stabbed one of her meatballs with my fork.

      “What’re you doing, Paul?” Erin protested. “Those are hers.”

      Christy looked at me again and begged me not to say anything. She even tried to push my hand away.

      “Get your own,” Erin said.

      Mom gestured. “Hand me your plate, Paul.”

      “No, it’s fine,” Christy said. “He can have mine. I—”

      “She doesn’t eat meat,” I told them. “And she’s too polite to say anything.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Dawn said out of the blue.

      Kirk looked chagrined.

      “I thought I was the only one.”

      Everyone shifted their attention from Christy to Dawn.

      “I’m a vegetarian too,” she explained.

      “Is that all?” Susan said. “For heaven’s sake, why didn’t you just tell us?” Then she looked horrified. “Oh my goodness! And I asked you to make the meatballs.”

      It was Dawn’s turn to look chagrined. “It was all I could do not to gag.”

      Susan turned her gaze on her son and glared. “Kirk Edward MacLean, why didn’t you tell me? I’ve been trying to feed this poor girl meat since I first met her. Almost two years!” Her expression softened as she looked back to Dawn. “You should’ve told me. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s all right,” Dawn said. “I didn’t want to make a fuss.”

      “Bless your heart. But make a fuss next time! I don’t mind. I want you to be happy.”

      “Thank you.”

      I’d just started to relax when Susan turned her high-intensity look to me.

      “And you should know better too. You and Kirk! I thought we raised you better than that. Both of you! If your girlfriends don’t like something but are too polite to speak up, it’s your job to have a quiet word with one of us.”

      I felt a sudden fit of pique. “Why? Because we’re the men?”

      “No,” Susan said with deliberate calm, “because we’re your family and you know us better than they do. So if they’re uncomfortable about something, it’s your responsibility to make it right. I’d tell them the same thing if they were my daughters and you were the ones who had a problem.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh, indeed! Did you think this was a man-woman thing? It isn’t. It’s common courtesy!” She drew breath for another lash of the whip, but changed her mind when my mom laid a hand over hers.

      “I think they understand,” Mom assured her. “And… maybe you’re a little embarrassed that you didn’t figure it out sooner? About Dawn?” She caressed Susan’s hand to take the sting out of her words.

      “Maybe you’re right,” Susan admitted.

      “No ‘maybe’ about it.”

      Susan nodded and then smiled at her with such tenderness that my breath caught in my throat. Christy’s hand found mine under the table and squeezed.

      “I should’ve told you,” Kirk said into the silence. “Sorry, Mom.”

      “Me too,” I said. “And… I’m sorry I thought it was a sexist thing.”

      “I’m sorry I lost my temper,” Susan said. “I guess I’m still upset from Jeremiah’s death. And… Beth’s right.” She looked at Dawn. “I’m so sorry I didn’t realize.”

      “It’s okay,” Dawn said. “I didn’t want to make you feel bad.”

      “Next time, tell me,” Susan said. “I can take it. I’m a tough old bird.”

      I snorted a laugh.

      Every head at the table swiveled toward me.

      “You aren’t as tough as you think,” I said mildly. “You aren’t that old, either.”

      All the men and most of the women shook their heads.

      “And if you’re a ‘bird,’” I finished, “it’s only because you’re a hot chick.”

      Mom smiled at me gratefully, and Christy squeezed my hand again.

      “He’s right,” my dad chimed in. “One of the hottest chicks I know.”

      “You’re just saying that because you’re hoping to get lucky,” Susan shot back, but sweet instead of tart.

      “Already am lucky,” he said. “Hoping to get luckier is all.”

      “Keep that up and you just might,” Mom told him with a smile. She also squeezed Susan’s hand, and they shared a look that spoke volumes.

      Christy gripped my own hand so hard that I thought she might burst. She smiled at me with tears in her eyes.

      See? I told her silently. Love is love.
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      After dinner we cleared the table and cleaned the kitchen as a group. Everyone helped, and we finished in about fifteen minutes with all ten of us working. Then we took our towels and headed out to the hot tub to relax and soak. I hadn’t seen Dawn or Olivia in a while, so I used the opportunity to discreetly check them out.

      Dawn was an athletic blonde, although taller and heavier than Christy. Her figure was more boyish, though, with flat breasts and slim hips. She’d had a full bush the first time I met her, but her current hairstyle was a small triangle at the top of her shaved slit. She also sported an engagement ring that was new since the last time.

      Olivia was Dawn’s opposite in many ways: five inches taller and probably twenty-five pounds heavier, with a figure that reminded me of Susan, especially since she shaved her pubic hair as well. She was a brunette too, and her personality was more like Susan’s, wry and sharp compared to Dawn’s perkiness.

      Susan herself drew my attention as she draped her towel over a patio chair and descended the stairs into the hot tub. Mom and Dad joined her, followed by Kirk and Doug and their fiancées. Erin hung back to sit by Christy and me, so I stepped into the bubbling water first.

      The tub was big, but seven adults displaced enough water that it sloshed over the coping as I joined them. Even more water streamed onto the concrete deck as Christy and Erin sat beside me. Christy was so short that her chin barely cleared the surface, so I put my arm around her and guided her into my lap.

      “Much better,” I said.

      “It’s a pain being our size,” Dawn said to her, “isn’t it?”

      “Sometimes,” Christy agreed.

      “I mostly wish I was taller.”

      “Me too. And heavier.”

      I glanced at Christy. “I dunno. I like you just the way you are.”

      Kirk put his arm around Dawn and agreed with a nod.

      “Especially when you sit on my lap,” I added. “Then we always have something to talk about.”

      Christy stiffened with embarrassment, but everyone else smiled at the old joke. The conversation turned to other things, so I took advantage of the moment and leaned close to her ear.

      “Relax,” I said softly. “We’re more open about it, remember?”

      She nodded.

      “It just takes some getting used to.”

      “You can say that again,” she said.

      “You’re doing fine.” I kissed her cheek and hugged her protectively.

      She relaxed against my chest, but then jerked in surprise when she felt my nascent erection press into her thigh.

      “Sorry,” I said without meaning it. “Can’t help it.”

      She rolled her eyes but smiled. “I kind of like it.”

      “Only kind of?”

      “Okay, I like it a lot.”

      “Good. ’Cause you’re going to spend a lot of time with it.”

      “With him,” she corrected.

      “Are you all talking about his dick again?” Erin asked in a low voice.

      “Sorry,” Christy said immediately.

      “No, it’s cool. I mean, you’re his girlfriend, right? You’re supposed to talk about it.”

      “But it’s kind of weird that you know we’re talking about it,” Christy said. “I mean, you’re his sister.”

      “Nah, it isn’t weird. We’ve always been like that. Besides, it’s just a body part, like an arm or leg, even if it does seem to have a mind of its own.”

      “I know, right!” Christy said. She leaned toward Erin to whisper, “He and Paul actually have conversations.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Erin laughed. “Paul’s always talked to himself. So I guess it’s only natural for him to talk to his dick too.” She glanced at me. “So, big brother, what’s he have to say for himself?”

      “Not much. He has a one-track mind.”

      “You can say that again,” Christy murmured affectionately.

      “Speaking of which,” I said, and shifted her toward me a bit. “Much better. Room to grow and all that.”

      Erin rolled her eyes and changed the subject. “So, Christy, what’re your plans for Christmas?”

      “With my family in San Diego.”

      “Will you have a chance to come visit us?”

      “I don’t know.” She glanced at me. “Do you want me to?”

      “You know I do. Let’s check your ticket when we get home. You might be able to cash in the Knoxville-Atlanta portion. You can ride home with me and then just fly direct to San Diego.”

      “That’d be awesome,” Erin said. Then she barged ahead without thinking. “What about New Year’s? We go skiing every year. Maybe you can join us.”

      “Didn’t you tell them?” Christy said to me.

      “Tell us what?”

      “We’re going skiing with Trip and Wren,” I said. “In Lake Tahoe.”

      Erin’s face fell. “Oh.”

      “Chill, Erin,” I said with a laugh. “She’s my girlfriend.”

      “I know. I just thought… it’d be nice to have her along.”

      “We’re trying to take things slow. Besides,” I added with a significant look, “I don’t think she’s ready for a week with our family and all its… um… crazy traditions.”

      Erin actually flinched when she realized what she’d almost done. She recovered immediately and said, “Oh my God, no kidding! We’d probably drive her nuts.”

      “What kind of traditions?” Christy asked.

      “Just silly games and stuff,” Erin said, seemingly off-hand. “But tell me more about this trip to Lake Tahoe. Sounds romantic.”

      “I hope so,” Christy said, completely distracted. She gave me a searching look. “I was a bit worried at first, but after this weekend…”

      Erin lit up at the prospect of details. “Ooh, what happened?”

      “I told you we’re taking things slow,” I said, and she nodded. “Well, it’s the first time we’ve spent the night together. As a couple, I mean.”

      Erin’s eyes widened. “Are you serious?”

      “Yep.”

      “Wow,” Erin said, “a nudist camp and spending the night with you. You really threw her in the deep end, didn’t you? You’re lucky she’s still with you.”

      “Very,” I agreed.

      “Oh, I’m used to the deep end,” Christy said. “I was on the diving team. Springboard and platform.”

      “You know what I mean,” Erin said.

      “Yeah, I do.” She grinned at me. “Paul used to think I was a goody-goody. But I’m really pretty adventurous. I mean… I’m sitting in a hot tub without a swimsuit with a bunch of nudists.”

      “That’s pretty adventurous,” Erin agreed.

      “Still, we’re taking baby steps,” I told her with another significant look. Translation: don’t mention the swinging again.

      Erin nodded—to what I’d said aloud and what I hadn’t.

      Kirk and Dawn were sitting on the other side of the stairs from us, and while he was talking to my dad about the Navy, she’d been waiting for a lull in our conversation.

      “Hey, Erin,” she said, “you mentioned Mock Trial earlier. What’s that about?”

      “It’s one of the clubs at school,” Erin said. “We…”

      Christy and I listened as Erin explained the background of the trial and her role in it (she was a defense attorney). Dawn said she’d wanted to go to law school before she discovered her affinity for the stock market, so she and Erin had plenty to talk about. On the other side of us, Doug and Olivia were talking with Susan and my mom about the camp.

      Since no one was paying attention to Christy and me, I moved my hand to her lap and gently tickled her bush. I didn’t want to distract or embarrass her, so I simply curled my finger through her pubes, mostly as a silent preview of what I was going to do to her later.

      The conversations continued around us, but neither of us were in the mood for chit-chat. She wanted to be alone as much as I did, but she wasn’t assertive enough to say so. I lasted another fifteen minutes before I couldn’t stand it anymore.

      “You ready to head to the room?” I asked her quietly.

      “Yes, please.”

      I waited for a break in Mom and Susan’s conversation and then said, “I think we’re gonna head up.”

      They nodded in understanding.

      “What time do you wanna leave in the morning?” I asked Dad.

      “I was thinking after breakfast.”

      “Have you checked the weather?”

      “Fine in the morning, but winds picking up and a low-pressure front moving in later.”

      “Welcome to the Carolina piedmont,” Kirk said. “If you don’t like the weather, wait a minute.”

      “It’s the same where we live,” I said. “The mountains play havoc with the weather patterns.”

      “Yep,” he agreed.

      Dad nodded and said, “Which is why I’d like to take advantage of the good weather in the morning, especially since we’re headed into the front.”

      “Roger that,” Kirk and I said at the same time, and we shared a grin.

      “We’ll be ready to leave after breakfast,” I added. “In the meantime, we’re going to head up.”

      Christy and I climbed out of the hot tub. The temperature had dropped since sundown, and our bare skin steamed in the cool evening air. Our towels were cold but dry, so we wrapped them around us and said goodnight to the others.

      Back in the room we didn’t waste time with foreplay. I simply pulled off her towel, threw mine after it, and picked her up. I pinned her against the door, and she wrapped her arms around my neck and her legs around my body. Her kisses were hungry and insistent, and her bare skin practically burned against mine.

      “Oh my gosh,” she panted, “I’ve been thinking about this all night.”

      “Since the towels,” I said between kisses.

      “I want you so much.”

      I groaned and imagined her begging me to fuck her. I came to my senses pretty quickly, but she sensed my hesitation.

      “Sorry,” I said. “My imagination just ran wild. Thinking about fucking you.”

      “Oh my gosh.”

      “Mmm hmm. Not ready for that, are you?”

      She shook her head mutely.

      “Thought not.” I chuckled. “That’s okay. Instead, I think I’ll throw you on the bed… spread your legs… and eat your pussy until you beg me to stop.”

      “Yes, please.”

      “After that, I have a huge load for you to swallow. Then we can take our time for load number two.”

      “Mmm, semen.”

      “You love how it feels in your mouth, don’t you?”

      “I do.”

      “Not yet,” I teased. “Not until we’re married.”

      “But you promised! Please, please. I’ll do anything you want.”

      “I don’t know who’s a bigger tease,” I laughed, “you or me.”

      “I am.”

      “No, you’re a little tease.”

      “Uh-uh. I’m a big tease. The biggest ever.”

      “You might be right,” I chuckled. “You’ve been teasing me since September.”

      “What?” she squawked. “I have not!”

      “Have too. Wearing your skimpy shorts and tight little tops. Thin bras and loose sweaters. And all that sexy lingerie you leave lying around in your bedroom.”

      “Are… are you serious? You notice all those things?”

      “Mmm hmm. I’ve been paying attention since we first moved in together, although I was too stubborn to admit it. But then Wren told me about your oral fixation, and—”

      “Ugh! I’m going to wring her neck.”

      “Maybe you wanna reconsider,” I said with a chuckle. “In the meantime, hold that thought.” I carried her to the edge of the bed and sat down. She loosened her hold around my neck and sat on my thighs. “Much better,” I said. “More comfortable but everything’s still in reach.”

      She rolled her eyes but smiled.

      “Now, back to Wren. Don’t get too upset at her. I know it sounds shallow, but I didn’t think of you in girlfriend terms until she told me what you like. I mean, sex is way too important.”

      “I can tell. Your whole family talks about it all the time.”

      “Uh-huh. And now maybe you understand why it’s such a big deal. And why I really started to like you once I realized you weren’t a prude.”

      “I’ve never been a prude,” she protested.

      “Yeah, I know. That was my fault. I had a bad series of girlfriends with major religious hangups, and I painted you with the same brush.”

      “I don’t have any hangups either. I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Not only here, but nude and horny too.”

      “Very,” she agreed.

      “My kind of girl. So… what should we do about it?”

      “You know.”

      “Uh-uh. You tell me.”

      “I can’t. It’s too embarrassing.”

      “What? You’ll do it but won’t say it?”

      “Well… yes. Or no. You know what I mean.” She shook her head in exasperation. “Okay, maybe I have a few hangups after all. So sue me.”

      “I’d like to use you instead. But… you have to ask.”

      “Can’t you just do it? You already said—”

      “But you have to say it.”

      “I feel like such a tramp when I talk like that.”

      “I understand. You aren’t a tramp, but I get it.”

      “Thank you.” She took a deep breath and said to herself, “I can do this.”

      “You’re fearless,” I agreed.

      “Tell that to the butterflies in my stomach and Sister Prune in my head.”

      “Sister Prune?”

      “Sister Prudence. She taught Morality and Christian Living.”

      “And never had an impure thought in her life.”

      “Not likely,” she snorted.

      “But you do,” I continued. “And sometimes you have to say them aloud.”

      “But you just said it,” she pleaded. “You know what I want.”

      “Yep. But you have to ask.”

      “You’re really going to make me say it?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Okay, here goes…” She took a deep breath. “Will you please… go down on me? There! I said it. Are you proud of me?”

      “Mmm hmm. I am.” I kissed her and then grinned. “But… what do you want me to do while I’m down there?”

      Her eyes widened in disbelief. “I want you to… you know… lick it.”

      “Lick what?”

      “Ugh! You drive me crazy you’re so stubborn!”

      “Yep.”

      “That’s all you have to say? ‘Yep’?”

      “Yep.”

      “You are so annoying! I don’t know why I even like you.”

      “Because I let you be yourself. And I don’t judge you for it. I don’t think you’re a tramp or a slut or even a nympho. Instead, I tell you it’s all right to like sex. It’s all right to say things in private without feeling embarrassed.”

      “Well, when you put it that way…” Her expression softened, and she caressed my face. Then she drew herself up and cleared her throat. “Are you ready?”

      I nodded.

      “Okay, here goes…” She looked me directly in the eye. “Will you please throw me on the bed, spread my legs, and lick my pussy till I beg you to stop?”

      “I thought you’d never ask!”
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      Christy woke me sometime in the middle of the night. I was lying on my side and she was facing me as she fondled my erection.

      “You’re awake,” she said when she felt me stir.

      “Uh-huh,” I said through a yawn. “What time is it?”

      “I don’t know. Still dark.”

      “S’okay.” I closed my eyes and yawned again. “Sorry. ’S a bit early, even for me.”

      “I was tired of waiting.”

      “Mmm?”

      “I couldn’t sleep. My mind wouldn’t stop working. Did you know you get hard at night?”

      “Prolly dreaming of you,” I mumbled.

      “He kept poking me, and it was all I could do not to play with him.”

      “Feel free. Any time. Don’t mind.”

      “Mmm, good.” She caressed my balls and sighed deep in her throat. “I can’t believe I never realized you shaved them. I mean, I’ve seen you up close and personal for a couple of days. And before, all those times I sketched you. But I never noticed. I just thought you were naturally smooth or something.”

      “Nope.”

      “I like it. They’re so smooth and soft. Makes me want to— Well, you know.”

      “No… what?”

      “You know…”

      I still wasn’t completely awake, but I knew better than to fall into that trap. “Uh-uh. You hafta say it.”

      “You could say it for me,” she said sweetly.

      “Nope. Doesn’t work like that. Rules.”

      She waited.

      I used the time to force myself awake. My internal alarm usually went off before six, but it felt much earlier than that. I rubbed sleep from my eyes and waited a bit longer. Christy was a stubborn little thing. She didn’t stop playing with me, but she didn’t make a move either.

      So it’s a battle of wills, I thought. Fine. “That feels good,” I said noncommittally.

      “Do you want me to…?”

      “You have to say it. Or just do it.”

      “I can’t. Besides, it’s your job.”

      “My job to tell you to suck my cock?”

      “It sounds so naughty when you say it like that. But yes… it is your job. You’re the man.”

      I shook my head. “Doesn’t work like that.”

      “You keep saying that,” she griped.

      I decided to change the subject. “So,” I said mildly, “you like that I shave?”

      “Mmm, I do. It makes him— um… err, them nice and smooth. Perfect for you-know-what.”

      I mentally rolled my eyes. She was hinting loud and clear, but I wasn’t willing to play along. She waited for me to say something. She could keep waiting as far as I was concerned.

      She finally gave up and said in exasperation, “Why are you so stubborn?”

      “Why are you?”

      “Because I’m a woman.”

      “And I’m a man.”

      “I can tell,” she said with a squeeze. “So… why won’t you do what we both want?”

      “If we both want it, why don’t you do it?”

      “I told you, ’cause you’re the man and I’m the woman.”

      “And I told you,” I said, “it doesn’t work like that.”

      “Says you.”

      “Yep. Says me. We’re equals in this relationship, partners.”

      “And one partner has to be in charge. That’s you.”

      “So if I told you to spread your legs and get ready for sex, you’d do it?”

      “No! I… can’t.”

      “Ah, so you do have a say in this partnership.”

      “No fair! You can’t use logic against me.”

      “It’s the only thing that seems to work,” I said with a chuckle. “You’re as stubborn as I am.”

      “Can we change the subject?”

      “Sure,” I said, deliberately light. “Tell me why you couldn’t sleep. What were you thinking about?”

      “You,” she said suggestively. “And him.” She gave him a little stroke-twist while she caressed my balls with her other hand. “And them. And Erin’s comment earlier.”

      “Oh? Which one?”

      “The one about the hairstyle you like. You know, down below.”

      “Ah. That.”

      “I think I know what you want.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm,” she said. “I saw you checking out Olivia and Dawn.” She paused for me to deny it, but I disappointed her. “Susan too,” she said at last. “You weren’t surprised by their… hairstyles.”

      “Nope. Dawn’s was different than the last time I saw her,” I said matter-of-factly, “but hardly surprising.”

      “Why?”

      “Susan’s been shaved as long as I’ve known her,” I explained. “So Kirk and Doug think of that as normal. And it’s how they want their fiancées to look.”

      “And how you want me to look too?”

      I didn’t answer immediately. Instead, I replayed her words in my head. She wasn’t upset. If anything, she sounded excited.

      “That’s what Erin meant, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, you have to ask,” she said with a note of triumph.

      “Nothing easier,” I chuckled. “Will you please shave your pussy for me?”

      “Ugh! I hate it when you do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Win an argument.”

      “We were arguing? It sounds like you want to shave.”

      “I do, but that’s beside the point.”

      “Oh? Then what is the point?”

      “That you can just ask for what you want.”

      “You can too,” I said. “Nothing’s stopping you.”

      “Except years of Catholic school and being told that only bad girls like sex.”

      “Okay, fair enough. You win that one.”

      “Thank you!”

      “So, what’re you going to do about it?”

      “What d’you mean?”

      “You can change,” I said. “I mean, you were probably told not to sleep with a man outside of wedlock—”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me.”

      “—but we’ve done it a couple of times. And we’re going to keep doing it… if I can convince you.”

      “You’re doing fine so far.”

      “Good,” I said with another chuckle. “’Cause you have a pretty firm grip on the family jewels.”

      “But I like the family jewels.”

      “You like sex too,” I said bluntly.

      “Can we change the subject? Again?”

      “Sure. We can change it as many times as you like, but it won’t cha—”

      “You want me to shave for you?” she said abruptly.

      I didn’t reply.

      “I’m trying, Paul,” she said into the silence. “I really am. I just can’t do it overnight. I’m not like that.”

      “You’re right. I know. I’m sorry.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, along with my frustration. “Come over here.”

      She scooted closer and said, “I don’t want to fight.”

      “Me either.”

      “I want to make you happy.”

      “You do.”

      “I’ll eventually do the other things, too, the things you want.”

      “I know you will.”

      “But I have to work up to it, okay?”

      “I know.”

      “In the meantime,” she said, “can we talk about something I can do to make you happy? I want to shave for you.”

      “I’d like that. But I’m curious… Why this?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you’re doing something for my sexual pleasure. Hopefully yours too. It isn’t the same as oral or full sex,” I added, “but it’s a lot more than kissing.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Right. So… why? Why is this easy and the other hard?”

      “I… I don’t know. It just… is.”

      I nodded and didn’t press.

      “I’ve always wanted to do it, if you must know. Ever since we first heard about it.”

      “‘We’? Girlfriend?” I could almost feel her blush.

      “Yes,” she said after a moment. “Noelani.”

      “Hawaii, right?”

      “Mmm hmm. We heard about girls on the swim team who’d… you know… shave. Down there.”

      I’d heard similar tales from Wren. I should’ve been dating swimmers from the beginning, I thought wryly.

      “We tried it and thought it was fun.”

      “Fun?” I teased gently.

      “Leave me alone. This is really hard to talk about. I’ve only told girls this stuff. Okay? I’m not used to a guy who… you know… doesn’t think it’s dirty or disgusting or something.”

      “It isn’t dirty. Or disgusting. It’s really cool.”

      She nodded at my non-apology.

      “So… what happened?” I asked. “With you and Noelani.”

      “You know. We… tried it out.”

      “You went down on each other?” I said softly.

      She nodded.

      “Did you like it?” I grinned when I felt her roll her eyes. “Okay, that was a dumb question. Of course you liked it.”

      “Duh.”

      “So… did you keep shaving? Or just that one time?”

      “No. It really itched when it grew back, but we did it again. Only a couple of times, though. It was kinda fun. It made us feel naughty and… um… sexy.”

      “That’s exactly why I like it. I like the look too, but I also like that it’s something you do for sex.”

      “I know. I’ve wanted to do it for longer ever since then. But…”

      “But…?”

      “I guess I never had the courage.”

      “You? But you’re fearless.”

      “Maybe about normal stuff, but not about sex stuff. I’m a big chicken when it comes to that.”

      “Says the girl who wasn’t a nudist until yesterday. Who’s in bed with her boyfriend, talking about shaving her pussy for sex.”

      “Okay, maybe I’m not a complete chicken,” she admitted with a laugh.

      “You’re probably a lot braver than you give yourself credit for.”

      “You really think so?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “You always make me feel good about myself,” she said warmly. “Especially when we talk about sex.”

      “You should feel good about it. It’s normal, especially between couples. Sex is a natural part of a grown-up relationship.”

      “I know that in my head, but the rest of me still thinks I’m being bad.”

      “That’s okay. Baby steps.”

      “Thank you.” She kissed my chest, and her hands found my erection again. “He’s still so hard.”

      “Mmm hmm. He always will be, as long as you’re around.”

      “There you go again, making me feel all tingly inside. And that’s a good thing, ’cause… I was really mad at you earlier. Lucky for you, I thought about it and calmed down.”

      “What’d I do?”

      “Believe it or not, nothing.”

      I couldn’t keep the shock out of my voice. “Really?”

      “No,” she laughed, “it was something I realized.”

      “What?”

      “Well, I figured out why your dad isn’t jealous of your mom and Susan.”

      “Ah, that.”

      “Mmm hmm. He’s… sleeping with both of them.”

      I forgave her the euphemism.

      “Well…? He is, isn’t he?”

      “It depends on what time it is,” I joked. “He might be talking instead. Or getting a handjob. Or trying to convince them to have sex.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny. But this is serious. He’s… doing it with both of them, isn’t he?”

      “Yep.”

      “Not… together?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Oh.”

      “But that isn’t what made you mad,” I said, “is it?”

      “Um… no.”

      “Then what was it?”

      “That you aren’t jealous of me and Wren.”

      And that was the other shoe. “Ah.”

      “Mmm, right. You want to have sex with both of us, don’t you? And before you say it, yes I want the truth.”

      I breathed a soft laugh. “You know me so well.”

      “And I’m learning more all the time.”

      “Well, you’re still here, so…”

      “And you’re still avoiding the question.”

      “Yep, you’re right.”

      “So you aren’t going to tell me?”

      “I just did.”

      “Wha—? Oh, I get it. So you admit it?”

      “To thine own girlfriend…,” I said.

      “I want to hear you say it.”

      “Using my own logic against me?”

      “Mmm hmm,” she said faux-sweetly.

      Part of me wasn’t ready to say it out loud—I knew where it might lead, even if she didn’t—but the grown-up part knew that saying it wouldn’t change anything. Unless it did. I almost jumped when she laughed. “What?”

      “You’re really nervous, aren’t you?” She laughed again, but with affection. “Mr. Big isn’t so big anymore.”

      “Ah. Got it. Right. Um… no. He tends to hide when I’m preoccupied.”

      “Like when Rich caught us together.”

      “Then I was pissed off,” I said. “Now I’m just scared. That I might lose you.”

      “You’d’ve lost me already if I hadn’t figured out the rest. I still wanna hear you say it, though.”

      “All right.” I took a deep breath. “Here goes… Yes, I want to have sex with you and Wren.”

      I might’ve imagined a dozen possible reactions, but none of them would’ve been what she actually did, which was breathe a sigh of relief.

      I did too. Then I stated the obvious, “Not what you were expecting?”

      “I… don’t know. You’re always preaching honesty, like the Church preaches chastity. I guess I didn’t expect…”

      “Didn’t expect me to practice what I preach?”

      “Honestly? No.”

      “Well, I wish I could say I’m a hundred percent honest all the time, but I’m not. I try to be, but I’m only human. I get scared too, and I make the wrong decision or say the wrong thing.”

      “But not about the really important things.”

      “No. Well… not really. I’ve told you all along that there are lots of things you don’t know about me. Sometimes I lie by omission. I don’t want to tell you more than you can handle.”

      “Like the nudist thing.”

      “And the shaving.”

      “And the fact that you want to sleep with my best friend.”

      “Right,” I said heavily. “There’s more to it than that, but… that’s the gist of it.”

      “Oh? More?”

      “Yeah. But I don’t know if you’re ready.”

      “How come you’re the only one who gets to make that decision?” she asked in a fit of pique.

      “Because I’m the one who knows what you don’t know.”

      “How’m I supposed to know if you won’t tell me?”

      “Fair enough. But… lemme see if I can explain it another way.”

      She nodded and fell silent as I thought about it.

      “Okay, try this,” I said eventually. “You’re an amazing sculptor, but it’s taken you years of study and practice to get to this point. Imagine if Siobhan had expected you to create The Dying Replicant when you first started studying with her. You weren’t ready, so you couldn’t’ve done it. And you’d’ve probably given up.”

      “Maybe,” she admitted. “But I don’t give up easily.”

      “True, but if you don’t have the ability, you simply don’t have it. You can learn, but that takes time.”

      “Right.”

      “Well, I’m a bit like Siobhan here. You trust her to teach you everything she knows, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “But she has to do it in manageable pieces and wait till you’re ready for the next step. I’m doing the same. I’ll tell you everything… but a little at a time, and only when you’re ready.”

      “I’m not an idiot. Or a child.”

      “No kidding. It scares me how fast you figure things out. But you aren’t me, either. A lot of this sex talk still makes you uncomfortable.”

      “You can say that again.”

      I deliberately kept my mouth shut.

      She took a deep breath and physically relaxed. “I still don’t like that you won’t tell me things, but I understand. I can’t learn everything at once.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Still… you’d be proud of me,” she said after a moment.

      “Probably. But what for?”

      “Well, I figured out what you wanted with Wren, and why you weren’t jealous, and…”

      “And…?”

      “Duh! I was really mad at you. But… now I’m not.”

      “What happened to change your mind?”

      “Something you said.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. We were talking about those girls you dated before me, the ones with the religious hangups.”

      I nodded that I remembered.

      “You said I have problems with how I think I should be and how I really am.”

      “Right…”

      “Well, when I realized you want to sleep with Wren too, I got upset and jealous. I wanted to hit you. The only thing that saved you was how innocent you looked while you were sleeping.”

      “Thank God for that.”

      “Yeah, I know, right? He works in mysterious ways. So when I didn’t hit you, I started thinking… was I really jealous, or did I just think I should be jealous?”

      “What did you decide?”

      “What do you think?” she said without heat. “I thought about it a lot. You know, like you said: I tried to be honest with myself.”

      I nodded.

      “I won’t say I’m not scared,” she admitted, “but I’m not jealous.” She fell silent and thought it through again. “Once I got over the initial shock, I started thinking about you and Wren together… with me.”

      My eyebrows flew up.

      “Mmm hmm. It was… pretty steamy.”

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      She shook her head. “Not yet. I’m not ready. But it was fun to think about. And then you—!” She laughed. “I was thinking about the three of us, getting more and more worked up, and your penis decided to say hello.”

      “Ha! Really?”

      “I told you, you get hard a lot. Well, you must’ve known what I was thinking, ’cause you sure reacted.”

      “That’s my boy.”

      “You’re so proud of yourself, aren’t you?”

      “Of course. But I’m proud of you too.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up,” she cautioned. “I just said I wasn’t jealous, not that I want you to hop into bed with Wren. Besides, I don’t think Trip would like it.”

      You have no idea, I thought with a silent chuckle, but kept it to myself.

      “So… maybe you’re right,” she said after a moment. “Maybe it is best if you tell me stuff slowly and let me get used to it. I… don’t think I’d’ve handled it well if you’d told me everything right after the Halloween party.”

      “Um… no.”

      She laughed softly. “How long’s it been since then? You know I stink at math.”

      “A month and a half,” I said with a grin. “A little more, actually. Seven weeks.”

      “It doesn’t seem like a long time when you put it that way. But…”

      “We’ve been through a lot since then.”

      “I know. I… feel closer to you than I’ve ever felt to anyone.”

      “I feel the same.”

      “You mean it? Closer than even Gina?”

      “Even Gina,” I assured her. I tried to put my thoughts into words. “Gina and I… started on the same page, I guess you could say. We already had a lot in common, so we didn’t have to explain things to each other. It’s different with you and me.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “You and I are growing into each other. That’s important.”

      “My mom thinks so too. That’s one of the things she said she noticed about me.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm. How much I’ve changed since I met you. Your mom said the same about you. We were talking about it in the car on the way to the grocery store. She said you’re ‘self-contained,’ whatever that means.” She laughed softly. “Oh, and she really wants me to feed you more. She thinks you’re too thin.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I… think she might be right.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. Your face especially. You remember how I noticed as soon as I saw you, back when school first started?” She quickly added, “The rest of you looks fine. Better than fine. Sometimes I still can’t believe how hot your body is.”

      I chuckled. “I know what you mean.”

      “You can’t believe how hot you are either?” she teased.

      “No, you,” I said. “I can’t believe what a perfect little package you are. I mean, I used to think you were too skinny and looked like a boy—”

      “I do!”

      “—but then I started paying attention and looking for real. Dawn looks like a boy. She’s pretty, but nothing like you. You actually have hips and breasts and a butt.”

      “But they’re all small!”

      “Small is fine. It’s the curves that count. Yours may be smaller and tighter, but you have ’em… in all the right places.”

      “Thank you,” she said demurely. “But… I know one thing I need to change.”

      “Oh? What?”

      “My bush.” She shivered with eagerness. “I don’t know why I get so excited thinking about it, but I do. Like you said, it’s a sexual thing, one that I want to do for us. It’s like all my fancy lingerie. I like how it feels when I wear it, but I also like thinking about you seeing me.” She laughed softly. “In and out of it.” She went from seductive to effusive in an instant. “Oh! And I can’t believe how much I like being a nudist.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! I had so much fun at dinner last night. No one stared at me or made me feel uncomfortable or anything. And…” She lowered her eyes, and I suspected she was blushing. “I like looking at everyone else.”

      “Yeah, that is fun. One of the fringe benefits.”

      “Your family and Susan’s are all so attractive.”

      “Some more than others,” I said facetiously.

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mr. Humble, you’re very attractive. But don’t let it go to your head.”

      “Which head?”

      “The big one.”

      “Which big one?”

      “You have a one-track mind, don’t you?”

      “Where you’re concerned? Absolutely. Now… since we’re talking about my dick, let’s discuss where you want your first load of semen.”

      “In my mouth?” she suggested helpfully.

      “Good answer. How ’bout the second?”

      “Hmm.” She pretended to think. “How about… oh, I dunno… in my mouth? And what about the third?”

      I acted shocked. “Who said anything about a third?”

      “You did. You promised!”

      “Okay, you talked me into it. Where would you like it?”

      “My favorite place,” she said.

      “In your mouth?”

      She feigned surprise. “How’d you know?”

      “Oh, a little birdy told me.”

      “Mmm, a hungry little birdy. Hungry for your semen.”

      “My bird seed?”

      “Oh… funny! Ha ha! I just got it. Yes, I wanna swallow your bird seed. All of it.”

      “Well, I’ll probably need to rest up after I feed you that much.”

      “Oh, for sure. And what would you like to do while you’re resting?”

      “You tell me,” I said.

      “Maybe… lick me? Down there?”

      “I’m sorry,” I teased, “you’re going to have to be more explicit.”

      “Fine.” She paused and let the anticipation build. “After you feed me your creamy… warm… yummy… seed, I want you to lick my… um… pussy. Till I can’t stand it.”

      I was happy to do just that.
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        * * *

      

      We went back to sleep once we’d exhausted ourselves. Christy was small enough to fit in the curve of my body as I spooned her from behind, and I was a little surprised at how well we slept together. All my previous girlfriends had taken some time to get used to—although Kendall and I had never really learned to sleep together—but Christy and I seemed made for each other. Fortunately or unfortunately, I fell asleep before I could ponder the implications of that little discovery.

      Dad woke us a couple of hours later with a sharp knock on the door. The room was still dark, so I fumbled on the nightstand for my watch. He rapped again, louder and more insistent.

      “Yeah,” I called. “We’re awake!”

      Christy complained and burrowed deeper into the pillow.

      “Sorry,” I told her softly. Then I kissed her hair and climbed over her. Dad knocked a third time before I yanked open the door. “We’re awake! For fuck’s sake, quit knocking!”

      His eyebrows rose.

      “Well, you asked for it,” I said defensively. “Didn’t you hear me shout?”

      “I heard.”

      “But you kept knocking anyway.”

      “I wanted to make sure you were up and moving.”

      “I’m not a kid, Dad.”

      “I can see that.”

      His calmness unnerved me, and my cheeks flushed when I realized how I’d talked to him. “Sorry I snapped at you.”

      “I’ve heard worse.”

      “Yeah, well… not from your son.”

      “I’m glad you realize that.”

      “I do. Sorry. Anyway, you probably didn’t bang on our door just for fun. Especially this early. So, what’s up?”

      “Ah, maybe you aren’t so slow on the uptake after all.” He grinned to take the sting out of it. “I just got off the phone with the weather service. Front’s moving in faster. Pressure’s falling and the winds’re picking up. Thunderstorms here by noon. And since we’re flying west…”

      I glanced at the lightening sky and actually paid attention to the air. I could feel the change myself, once he’d mentioned it.

      “I think we should leave before breakfast,” he added unnecessarily.

      “Roger that. We’ll get moving.”

      He nodded, satisfied, and went to knock on Erin’s door.

      I closed ours and found Christy standing behind me.

      “I heard.” She slipped into my arms and tilted her face up for a kiss. “I wish we could go back to bed.”

      “What?” I laughed. “You didn’t get enough earlier?”

      “I’ll never get enough of you.” She kissed me again, and the little head reacted oh-so-predictably. She laughed. “Someone agrees.”

      “Someone doesn’t have to fly home through thunderstorms if we don’t leave soon enough.”

      “Can we do that? Is it safe?”

      “Can we? Yes. Is it safe? Not as safe as I’d like. That’s why Dad woke us up and told us to get moving. Trust the guy with twenty years’ experience. If he says ‘go,’ we go.”

      “Roger that,” she mimicked. “Do we have time for a shower?”

      “If we make it quick,” I said. “No fooling around. For real. Okay?”

      “Yes, sir, captain, sir.”

      We grabbed our towels and toiletries and headed across the road. My parents arrived right behind us, followed by a very groggy Erin. I thought she’d complain about getting up earlier than she wanted, but she simply joined Christy and me and waited her turn under the water.

      “Why don’t you turn on another shower?” Mom suggested.

      “’Cause I want hot water.”

      “We have plenty. Susan replaced the hot water heaters last year.”

      I resisted the urge to correct her. (They’re just “water heaters.” They heat water that isn’t hot. You learn that when your Environmental Control professor rants about it for half an hour. I digress, but he did it first.)

      “You knew,” Erin accused me, “didn’t you?”

      “Yeah, but you were so cute when you thought you were maneuvering Christy and me into showering with you.”

      “Did you really know?” Christy asked.

      “Of course. But you wanted to check out Erin as much as she did you. So… I figured I might as well enjoy it.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “My sentiments exactly,” Erin said, although she didn’t move to another shower.

      We rushed through washing and rinsing and then everyone used a sink. Christy and I shared like we did at home, with me standing behind her. My dick “accidentally” touched her bare butt several times, and she grinned at me in the mirror.

      Back in the room, she dried her hair while I packed our dress clothes in the hanging bag and pulled the sheets off the bed. Then we put on traveling clothes and stuffed the rest of our things in our bags.

      “Next time let’s just share a suitcase,” I said.

      “You mean like a real couple?” Her smile was pure pleasure.

      “Unless you have a problem with your delicates traveling with my boxers.”

      “My delicates can travel with yours any time.”

      “We aren’t talking about underwear anymore, are we?”

      “You tell me.”

      I laughed and kissed her and then surveyed the room for anything we’d left. “Ready?” I said at last.

      “Yes, sir. Let’s go.”

      I opened the door just as Dad was getting ready to knock.

      “Aha!” I crowed.

      “Well done.”

      Susan was waiting for us in the station wagon. We loaded our things in the back and then climbed in. She handed us breakfast sandwiches wrapped in wax paper.

      “Dawn wasn’t sure what kind of vegetarian you are,” she told Christy as she gave her two specially wrapped sandwiches. “So we made one with egg and cheese and one with just cheese.”

      “I eat eggs,” Christy said. “But I’m starving, so I’ll definitely eat both. Thank you very much.”

      “My pleasure.” She put the car in gear and accelerated up the hill. “I also packed the rest of your fruit and vegetables for the flight. Just in case.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful,” Christy said. “Thank you again. I’ll probably eat them too.”

      “She burned a lot of calories this morning,” I said.

      “Be nice, Paul,” Susan chided.

      “Worst boyfriend ever,” Erin said.

      Susan eyeballed her in the rearview mirror. “The same goes for you.”

      “Yes, Mom,” Erin said with affectionate sarcasm.

      “I thought you said she was acting like a grown-up,” Susan said to Mom.

      “Only with me. You’re on your own.”

      “Gee, some friend you are.”

      “The best.”

      “You’re right about that,” Susan said fondly.

      Christy reached over and squeezed my hand. Then Susan glanced at us in the rearview mirror.

      “It was a pleasure to meet you, Christy,” she said. “You’ll have to visit in the summer when you can enjoy the lake and everything else we have to offer.”

      “I’d like that,” Christy said. “And it was a pleasure to meet you, too. I’m very sorry for your loss, though.”

      “Thank you. We’ll feel Jeremiah’s absence for a long time, I think.”

      “Do you have plans to find a replacement?” I asked. “Well, no one can replace Gunny, but you know what I mean.”

      She nodded. “We were talking about it last night. Doug thinks I should…”

      We spent several minutes on her plans for the camp and how to run it without Gunny to do the maintenance.

      “I’ll decide on something,” she said eventually. “I need to weigh all the options.”

      Christy cleared her throat and gave me a significant look.

      “Trip and I might be able to help,” I said to Susan.

      Christy nodded encouragement.

      “How?” Susan asked.

      “Well, we normally work on houses nonstop in the summer, but we can make some time to work here instead.” I looked down at Christy. “What do you think?”

      “I think it’s a great idea,” she said, as though it hadn’t been hers in the first place. “You’ll have to talk to Trip, but…” She grinned up at me. “I’m sure Wren can convince him.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Wren could convince Jerry Falwell to come to camp.”

      “Please don’t,” Susan said immediately. Then, “Let me think about it. I like the idea, but let’s talk more in a few months.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said.

      “The next generation of campers,” Mom said as she and Susan shared a look.

      “Seems only fitting,” Susan agreed.

      Christy beamed up at me.

      Susan and my parents chatted about the weather and mundane things for the rest of the drive, but my mind was already racing. Christy and I had just made our third major decision as a couple, and this one had serious implications, far beyond what she realized.
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        * * *

      

      The flight to Knoxville was bumpy and tense, and the winds at Island Home were so unpredictable that I wasn’t happy with my first approach and decided to go around. Better safe than sorry. I worried that Christy would be nervous or panicky, but she was a trooper.

      I ran through our options as we turned back into the pattern. We had more than enough fuel reserve to go around a second or third time, or to divert to another airport, but the weather was only going to get worse the longer we stayed airborne. A dark line of squalls already filled the sky to the west, and it was moving toward us at a steady clip. Even so, I didn’t want to force a landing.

      I lined up my second approach and dipped the upwind wing. Then I corrected with the rudder and sideslipped toward the runway. A gust caught us over the threshold, but I rode it out with a Zen-like focus on the controls. I felt the plane more than flew it, and our touchdown was smoother than I had any right to expect under the conditions.

      I taxied to the Comanche’s regular parking spot and shut down the engine. My skin prickled and I felt vaguely edgy without the engine’s vibration, but we were down safe. I sat there for a moment and let the adrenaline wear off before I removed my headset and hung it on the hook. Christy did the same beside me. Then she unbuckled her seatbelt, climbed to her knees, and kissed me.

      “Not that I’m complaining,” I said after, “but what was that for?”

      “For being the most awesome boyfriend ever. That was amazing. It was kinda scary at the end, but you were incredible!”

      “Thanks. I thought we might have to go around again when that gust caught us.”

      “My stomach still hasn’t settled down.”

      “No kidding,” I said. “I’m really glad we left South Carolina when we did.”

      “I know. But it was still cool watching you fly. That was awesome. You were awesome.” She kissed me again to prove it.

      “Hold that thought,” I said at last. The squall line was even closer, and I could see the rain slanting along its leading edge. “We’d better get a move on if we don’t wanna get soaked.”

      She nodded and leaned out of the way so I could unlatch the door. She pulled the handle, and the door blew open in a strong gust. She climbed onto the wing, and her blonde hair immediately whipped around her face. The wind felt heavy with moisture when I followed her out. I closed and latched the door and jumped to the ground.

      “Grab our stuff from the baggage compartment,” I told her. “I need to tie the plane down.”

      We made it to the FBO just as the rain hit. Earl Walker and a couple of his cronies were there.

      “Nice landing,” he said. “We were taking bets on how many times you’d bounce.”

      “Who won?”

      “Me, of course.” He turned to his buddies. “Taught him everything he knows.”

      “And did a fine job, too,” I said. “Good to see you, Earl.”

      “And you. Who’s your little friend?”

      “Earl, this is my girlfriend, Christy, the cutest copilot ever. Christy, this is Earl Walker, Air Force vet and flight instructor extraordinaire.”

      They shook hands and exchanged pleasantries. We chatted for a few minutes about where we were coming from and why. Earl and friends offered their condolences and then he changed the subject.

      “When’re you gonna start your multi-engine rating?”

      “Funny you should mention that,” I said. “My dad’s talking about buying a Beech Baron, so I might need it after all.”

      “Nice plane. We have one here if you’d like to get your rating in it.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said. “Let me get through the holidays and then I’ll give you a call once my schedule settles down.”

      “All right.” He glanced through the windows. “In the meantime, looks like you’re gonna get a break in the weather. Dunno how long it’ll last.”

      “Then we’d better make a run for it,” I said.

      He and the others said goodbye, and Christy and I headed out. We still got wet as we ran to the Land Cruiser, but not soaked to the skin like we would’ve been earlier. Unfortunately, the downpour had strengthened by the time we pulled into the driveway at home, so we sat and waited while the storm spent its fury.

      “I had fun this weekend,” Christy said.

      “Me too. I didn’t think you’d take to being a nudist quite so quickly, though.”

      “You make everything easy,” she said, “which kinda worries me.”

      “Does it bother you? What we did?”

      “Yes and no. It’s doesn’t bother me when we’re doing it. But… I still feel guilty sometimes, especially when I think about what I want to do.”

      “Fantasies getting ahead of your morals?” I said.

      “I’m wondering if I still have any morals.”

      “You do,” I assured her. “Besides, morals are about more than sex. Be a good person. Help others. Tell the truth. Eat your vegetables.”

      She grinned at the last.

      “But… what about me? Do you think I have morals?”

      “Of course you do,” she said. “You’re a very good person.”

      “But I have sex out of wedlock. And I’m slowly trying to convince you to do the same.”

      “I know. And that’s what worries me.”

      “Well, the key is ‘slowly.’ I’m not trying to rush things.”

      “What if I am?”

      I shot her a sideways look.

      She nodded. “Mmm hmm. What I want and what I think I should want are having a major fight in my head.”

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “No. Just be patient with me.”

      “I will.”

      “And…”

      I waited.

      “Maybe give me Sara’s number? She was raised Catholic, right?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “And I think I’ll ask Marianne. She’s always given me good advice.” She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. “She might’ve let it slip that she wasn’t exactly a virgin on her wedding night.”

      “Oh?”

      “No. She and Harry had been… um… ‘making sure they were compatible.’ While they were still engaged.”

      I pulled the key out of the ignition and glanced through the windshield at the rain, which was still coming down pretty hard.

      “What’re you doing?”

      “Need to get you inside. You have calls to make!”

      She rolled her eyes but grinned. “Is that all you think about?”

      “Yes, ma’am! Now, if we’re not going to go inside and make some calls, then get your ass over here and kiss me.”

      “My pleasure, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Wren and Trip had left us a note saying they’d gone to his parents’ for the weekend, so Christy and I had the house to ourselves. I was in the mood to fool around after we unpacked, but she was hungry. We compromised—I felt her up and then she fixed a snack from the veggies and fruit Susan had packed for her.

      While she ate, I called my parents to let them know we’d made it home safe. I also made sure it was okay for Christy to spend the night in Atlanta before she flew home to San Diego.

      “Of course,” my mom said. “We’d love to see her again.”

      “That’s what I thought,” I said, “but the new policy is more communication with the parental units.”

      Christy rolled her eyes.

      “We’ll be there Friday, probably early afternoon. She flies out on Saturday.”

      “Sounds good,” Mom said.

      We talked a bit longer and then said goodbye.

      “Do you need to call your parents?” I asked Christy. “To tell them you’re home safe?”

      “I… um… didn’t tell them I was going.”

      I smirked.

      “Leave me alone. I didn’t know how to tell them. I still don’t,” she muttered.

      “You don’t have to tell them anything. You’re an adult. You’re allowed to have a private life. I mean, you weren’t going to tell them we slept together, were you?”

      “Oh my gosh, no!”

      “Exactly. So you don’t have to tell them we went to a nudist camp either.”

      “I know, but I still feel guilty.”

      “Well, get over it.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “Mmm. Now, I don’t know about you, but I’m kinda worn out. Someone—no names mentioned, but she’s small, blonde, and very sexy—woke me at three o’clock this morning. Can I interest you in a little groping on the couch and then a nap?”

      “What kind of groping?” she asked with a suspicious grin.

      “Second base, no more. Maybe third, but only if you ask.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      I stood and extended a hand. “Come on.”
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        * * *

      

      We were still dozing on the couch in the living room when the front door banged open. Trip and Wren blew in with a gust of rain and leaves. They were distracted by their suitcase and a couple of shopping bags, so they didn’t notice me pull my hand from under Christy’s sweater or her adjust her bra.

      “Damn sky opened up as soon as I popped the trunk,” Trip said when he saw us.

      Wren’s eyebrows shot up. “Don’t you two look nice and cozy.”

      “We are,” I said unapologetically. “Or were, until you woke us up.”

      “Long night?” she teased.

      “No, long flight. And rough weather.”

      “No kidding,” Trip said as he raked fingers through wet hair. “Took us almost five hours to get home. Bad accident near Crossville. I-40 was a parking lot.”

      “You all wanna change into something dry and then come back down?” I suggested. “I have a sort of business proposal for next summer.”

      “Can it wait?” Wren said. “Never mind. Christy and I can talk upstairs while you guys talk down here.”

      “Is that okay?” Christy asked me.

      “Sure. But if you’re going to tell her everything, don’t forget the thing with the handcuffs. Oh, and the orgy in the hot tub.”

      Her eyes widened with shock.

      “Handcuffs?” Wren said with relish. “Orgy?”

      “He’s kidding,” Christy said hastily.

      “I was afraid of that. Still, I wanna know all the details. Come on, let’s go upstairs so I can get out of these wet clothes.”

      Christy sat up and shot me an exasperated look. I wasn’t the least bit repentant, and she conceded defeat with an indulgent smile.

      “Thanks, man,” Trip complained as the girls headed upstairs. “Now I’m gonna be shut out of my own bedroom in wet clothes.”

      “Sorry, dude. Grab a towel from the linen closet. You have anything dry in your suitcase?”

      “Yeah, but… it’s the principle.”

      “Relax. Pretty sure you’re gonna have a wild night after Christy and Wren finish talking.”

      His eyebrows shot up.

      “Yeah. Go dry off. Then we’ll talk.”

      He returned ten minutes later wearing a sweatsuit with a towel draped around his neck. He tossed his wet clothes in the laundry room and then called to me from the kitchen.

      “I’m gonna fix a drink. Jack and Coke. Want one?”

      “Sure.” I joined him in the dining room and told him about the weekend in broad strokes, guy-fashion. He didn’t expect details and didn’t ask. Besides, we both knew he’d hear them later from Wren.

      “But I really wanna talk about this summer,” I said. “So… Gunny was the camp maintenance man, right? He did okay with day-to-day repairs, but he wasn’t Mr. Fixit. On top of that, I don’t think the camp’s ever had a renovation. A professional one, at least. It’s had little updates here and there, but nothing major. I mean, you’ve seen the place. ‘Rustic’ is the polite way to put it.”

      He nodded. “A realtor would say, ‘Great fixer-upper.’”

      “Exactly. So, I was thinking… maybe instead of doing two or three houses this summer, we can do one house and the camp.”

      “It’d be a big hit to our bottom line,” he said.

      “Maybe, maybe not. Susan would pay for the work, I’m sure. Maybe not as much as we made last year, but…”

      “Dude, we got lucky on the rancher. It put us so far in the black it isn’t funny. Don’t expect profits like that again unless you pull another bidding war out of your bag of tricks.”

      “Yeah, true.”

      “But lemme think about the camp thing. Is there another reason you wanna do it? Besides just helping Susan?”

      “Guilty as charged. It’d be a great place to introduce—” I double-checked to make sure the girls hadn’t come downstairs. They hadn’t, but I still leaned forward and lowered my voice, “It’d be a great place to introduce Christy to the joys of swinging.”

      “Thought you might say that.”

      “I’m getting way ahead of myself,” I admitted. “We haven’t really done more than heavy petting.” I made a show of wincing. “And it pains me to say this, but… Wren may’ve been right. I think Christy’s a lot wilder than she lets on.”

      He chuckled.

      “I’ll deny it if you tell Wren I said that.”

      “Never,” he swore. “But… you really think…? I mean, Christy… a swinger? For real?”

      “It’s possible. No guarantees.”

      “Of course.”

      “But yeah. Maybe. Besides, the camp thing was her idea.”

      “You’re kidding!”

      “No. She doesn’t know a thing about the swinging, but she really enjoyed being a nudist. Surprised the hell outta me.”

      “Wow, yeah.”

      “So… that’s just another reason to do it.”

      “Right,” he said thoughtfully. “To be honest, I have a pretty big reason too.” He quickly held up a hand. “And not just ’cause I wanna nail your girlfriend, although I do.”

      We shared a grin.

      “It’ll make Wren happy,” he continued, “and that’s worth a dozen ranchers by itself.”

      “Christy had no idea what she was doing, what she was really suggesting. But as soon as I started thinking about it…”

      “It’s perfect,” he finished. He swirled the last of his drink and then finished it. “Well, I guess our plans for the summer just changed. Big time.”

      “No kidding.”

      He raised his empty glass. “Ready for another?”

      “Sure.”

      We had just returned from the kitchen when the girls appeared from upstairs. Wren was grinning from ear to ear, while Christy couldn’t decide between smug or embarrassed.

      “Have you guys been drinking without us?” Wren asked.

      Trip stood and grinned. “Yes, we have, my beautiful little matchmaker. But allow me to fix you drinks so you can catch up.” He cleared his throat. “Are we celebrating?”

      Christy turned pink.

      “Just a fun weekend,” Wren said. She smiled at Christy and then included me with the same warmth. “It’s a perfect night to stay in, listen to music, and relax with friends.”

      “Sounds good to me,” he said.

      “We brought home dinner from Puckett’s,” she added for our benefit. “Barbecue for us and chicken and dumplings for you,” she told Christy. “Let’s heat it up while the guys fix drinks and pick out music.”

      “Your wish,” I told her with a glint of mischief, “is our command.”

      “You know, I’m in such a good mood that I’m going to forget you said that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We ate and drank and talked and drank and listened to music and drank some more, until well after midnight. We were finally winding down when Wren drained her glass.

      “Trip Whitman,” she said with elaborate care, “I would like to request the presence of your pleasure upstairs.”

      Christy snickered.

      “Wha’?” Wren said.

      “I think you meant—” I began.

      “Don’t c’rect me,” she said drunk-imperiously. “Trip knows wha’ I meant, even if I did mix it up.”

      “Probably,” I said with a grin. “Your wish is his command.”

      “As it should be. An’ in the spirit of bein’ more p’lite—”

      “Good for you!”

      “Thank you,” she allowed. “Now, where was I? Oh yeah! I was tryin’ t’ ask my sweetie t’ come u’stairs an’ screw my brains out.”

      “And they say romance is dead,” I quipped.

      “Be nice,” Christy whispered.

      “You’re jus’ jealous,” Wren said.

      “Come on, sweetheart.” Trip extended a hand. “I have plans for you. Upstairs.”

      He and I were a lot less drunk than the girls, who’d insisted on opening a bottle of champagne after we finished the Jack Daniel’s. Wren had drunk most of the bubbly, but Christy had polished off two glasses herself.

      “You okay?” Trip said to me.

      “Fine.” I brandished my Coke.

      “All right. Glad you made it home safe. See you in the morning.” Wren swayed a bit unsteadily and he revised his estimate, “Maybe the afternoon.”

      “Right. Have fun. See you tomorrow.”

      Christy and I watched them go through the living room and then up the stairs.

      “You ready for bed too?” I asked her. “You wanna spend th— Oh, okay.” She’d climbed into my lap. “That works too.”

      “Mmm.” She pulled my head down for a kiss. “I’m really drunk.”

      “I can tell.”

      “And really horny.”

      “You don’t say?”

      “Mmm. I do say.” She kissed me again.

      “So,” I said after she released her lip-lock, “what do you wanna do about it?”

      “Wren thinks you should just have your way with me.”

      “Oh, she does, does she? What do you think?”

      “You’re the man. You could do anything you want.”

      My eyebrows shot up. The alcohol was talking, but the little head didn’t care.

      Christy reached between us and squeezed the bulge in my pants. “Mmm, he knows what I want.”

      And he wouldn’t feel a bit guilty about taking advantage of you, drunk or not.

      “Or you could make me suck your cock. You like it when I say that. Cock. I can tell.” She nuzzled my neck and said between kisses, “Mmm, your big, hard cock.”

      A little booze—okay, a lot of booze—and she shed her inhibitions like a Baptist outside of church.

      “He would love that,” I said cautiously.

      “Mmm, so would I.”

      “But the rest of me would feel guilty.”

      She stopped kissing and pulled back. “What do you mean?”

      “Just that maybe we should slow down a little.”

      “Slow down?” Her eyes flashed with irritation. “But I thought—? You said— All I had to do was ask!”

      “Yeah, but I meant when you’re sober.” Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit! Seven little words and the situation had gone from bad to worse. See what happens when you don’t think before you speak? “That’s not what I meant,” I said aloud, but it was too late.

      “No, I know what you meant.” She shoved my hands away and stood. “I think I should sleep by myself,” she added frostily. “Goodnight!”

      “G’night,” I said to her back, but it was halfhearted.

      She stomped up the stairs, a hundred pounds of cold, rejected fury.

      I hadn’t meant to reject her, but that hardly mattered. I’d only meant that I didn’t want to take advantage of her while she was drunk, but that didn’t matter either. I sat there and replayed the short, disastrous conversation in my head. I wondered what I could’ve done differently, although the answer was obvious: a lot.

      Still, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I’d have felt guilty if I’d gone along with her. Sure, the little head would’ve had fun, but what then? What happened when she sobered up and realized what she’d done? She still hadn’t shed her inhibitions for real. She needed alcohol to do it, and that wasn’t the same.

      I was still sitting there an hour later. My Coke was long gone, I was stiff from not moving, and I hadn’t thought of a way I could’ve handled things better. Differently? Yes. Better? Not much.

      I turned off the lights and stereo and went up to bed, where I spent another miserable hour lying awake and brooding. I was on the verge of sulking when someone knocked on my door, just a soft tap-tap, but unmistakable in the quiet of the night.

      I looked at the bedside clock and debated whether to answer. But then I thought about Christy standing outside my door, waiting, hoping, and eventually walking away dejected.

      My stupid imagination will be the death of me, I thought irritably. Then I heard a soft scuffing as she turned to go. “I’m awake,” I called hastily.

      The scuffing stopped.

      I rolled out of bed and opened the door.

      Christy stood in the hall in her plaid pajamas and bunny slippers. She looked as miserable as I felt.

      My throat was suddenly dry, and I had to swallow to moisten it. “You wanna come in?” I said at last. “We could talk.”

      “I’d… like that.”

      I stepped aside and gestured for her to enter.

      She walked past me and offered a wan smile. “Don’t you ever wear clothes?”

      “I’m a nudist, remember?” I closed the door behind us. It was a symbolic gesture more than a physical one.

      “I suppose I am too… if you’ll still have me.”

      “Sure. You wanna start over?”

      “Do you mind?”

      “Not at all.” I paused and silently rewound. “So, would you like to spend the night with me?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “I should warn you, I sleep in the nude.”

      She laughed and looked me up and down. “I never would’ve noticed. But I kinda like it.”

      “Good. Then maybe you could join me.”

      “Would you like me to undress for you?” She smiled shyly.

      “I’d love it. Just a sec.” I threw back the covers and crawled to the far side of the bed, where I lay on my side. Then I propped my head on one hand and used the other to shamelessly stroke myself.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said. “You have no idea how sexy that is.”

      “That’s why I’m doing it. Well, also ’cause it feels good, but I could do it under the covers and it’d feel just as good.” I shrugged. “I guess I like putting on a show.”

      She smiled hesitantly and put on a show for me. She wasn’t confident or experienced enough to make it a real striptease, but I wasn’t going to complain. Besides, she kept glancing at my dick as I slowly stroked it, so it was completely hard by the time she took off her panties and dropped them to the floor. She climbed in beside me, and I pulled the covers over us. My erection pressed into her hip as I rolled toward her.

      “D’you wanna talk about earlier,” I asked neutrally, “or just forget it, like it didn’t happen?”

      “I… think we should talk. I should, at least.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly.

      “I’m sorry. I— Don’t look so surprised! I know when I’m wrong, and I’m not afraid to admit it. Well, I am afraid, but you know what I mean.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “I’ve been thinking about what you said, and… you were right.” She huffed in exasperation. “You’re gonna make me self-conscious if you keep looking surprised.”

      “Sorry. It’s just…” I couldn’t come up with anything, so I shrugged instead. “I guess I didn’t expect you to realize it. I’m sorry for what I said, though. I could’ve— no, should’ve been more diplomatic, but…” I shrugged again. “My choices were basically go along or say no.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t,” she said. “Go along, I mean. I…” She paused to find the right words. “I know I get flirty sometimes, especially when I’ve been drinking.”

      “You can say that again. No, really… say it again.”

      “Fine. I know I get flirty sometimes, especially when I’ve been drinking. And I say things I don’t mean, except I do mean them, just not… you know, like… all the way.”

      “Alcohol lowers your inhibitions,” I said, and she nodded. “But they return when you’re sober, and you end up feeling guilty.”

      “Like now. Only, I don’t feel guilty about anything we did, just how I acted. I was really mad at first, but then I couldn’t sleep, and the champagne started to wear off—my stupid metabolism—and I felt really bad. You were just trying to… um… protect me. From myself, I guess.”

      I nodded.

      “I want you to know, though… I really wanna do those things, the ones I said. You can have your way with me, and you can make me… you know.”

      “Suck my dick?” I offered.

      She nodded. “Just… when I’m ready.”

      “I know,” I said softly. “And I’m willing to wait.”

      “Thank you. If it makes you feel any better, I really, really wanna do the second one.”

      “All you have to do is ask.”

      “When I haven’t been drinking.”

      “Right,” I said.

      “Only… do you want me to stop altogether? Drinking, I mean. I will if you want. I swear. I’ll never—”

      “No. Alcohol isn’t the problem. Right now, it just means you don’t worry about trying to be a good girl. You can say what you want, ask for what you want. The real ‘problem’ is when you haven’t been drinking.”

      She heard the quotes and didn’t object.

      “Then you have a fight between what you want here…” I touched her forehead for a moment before I gently traced my finger down her nose, between her breasts, and finally to the warmth between her legs. “And what you want… here.”

      She gasped and squirmed as I teased her opening. Then she moaned when I gently pushed my finger into her.

      “Oh, wow. You’re wet and ready, aren’t you?”

      “Well, what’d you expect? You were playing with your penis. And we’ve been talking about sex while Mr. Big is pressing into my stomach. So, yes, I’m a little hot and slippery.”

      I grinned down at her. “You’re a feisty little thing, aren’t you?”

      “Especially when I think you’re making fun of me. And don’t you forget it!”

      “I wasn’t making fun of you. I was just surprised.”

      “Well, why shouldn’t I be a little worked up? You are! We’re partners, you said. Equals. So why shouldn’t I be equally… um… aroused?”

      “No argument from me.”

      “Thank you!” She took a deep breath and relaxed. Then she closed her eyes and very firmly pulled my finger out of her pussy. “Thank you,” she said again. “I can’t concentrate when you do that. I can barely think straight when Mr. Big is— No! Don’t take him away.”

      I chuckled and rolled toward her again. Mr. Big returned to his warm little spot on her hip.

      “Better. He was fine where he was. As a matter of fact, I should probably hold on to him, just in case he tries to get away again. Now… where were we? Before you so rudely interrupted by sticking your finger where it didn’t belong?” She thought about what she’d just said. “Okay, it does belong there, but you know what I mean.”

      “I do. And we were talking about you and guilt.”

      “I thought we were talking about me and drinking.”

      “We were, but that’s only a symptom of the problem. And I shouldn’t even call it a problem. It isn’t. It’s just part of who you are.”

      “Only… you want me to change.”

      “I think you do too. I mean, you must be really unhappy sometimes. You’re torn between what you want and feeling guilty about it.”

      “You can say that again,” she muttered.

      “And that’s why I want you to ask for things, or to just do them.”

      “But… why? Why is that so important to you? You know what I want. Why can’t you just do it?”

      “Because I don’t want you to feel guilty about it.”

      “What makes you think I will?”

      “My past. With Kendall.”

      “Ugh! You keep throwing her in my face.”

      “Sorry. I’m not trying to compare you to her, but I’ve been through some of this before. And I didn’t do anything about it the first time. I don’t want to make that mistake with you. So I’m telling you about something that bothers me.”

      “I know. I get that part. But I don’t like being compared to someone in your past.”

      “I can’t help it. I really grew to resent Kendall, to resent the fact that she wouldn’t just do what she wanted. I see you doing the same thing. You want something, but instead of asking or doing it yourself, you hint real hard for me to do it, to make the decision for you.”

      “But I asked! Okay, so I was a little drunk at the time, but I still asked.”

      “Yes, but… even then, you were still putting the burden on me.”

      “Burden! What burden? How?”

      “Through your words.”

      “What about them?”

      “Okay, you know how words are important to me, right? I… paint with them, like you said. Well, when you paint with oils or acrylics, brushstrokes matter. You paint up and to the left, the light reflects one way. Side to side, another. You follow me?”

      “Duh. I’m a better painter than you.”

      I grinned in spite of her tart reply.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing, really. Well, nothing that has to do with what we’re talking about. I’ll tell you later, but the short version is that I really like how feisty and competitive you are.”

      “I can’t tell if you’re teasing me or—?”

      “No, I really like it. But where were we? Yeah, words. So, they’re like brushstrokes. Say them one way and they mean one thing. Say them another and they mean something different.”

      “No they don’t.”

      “Yeah, they do. Listen: what’s the difference between ‘I want to…’ and ‘I want you to…’?”

      “Nothing. Well, no. Duh, I hear the difference. It’s ‘you.’ But what’s the big deal?”

      “Responsibility. Who’s responsible for the actions? You or me?”

      “Well… you. And me.” She shook her head in irritation. “Who cares?”

      “I care. Obviously. ‘I want to…’ means you’re taking responsibility for your own actions. ‘I want you to…’ is putting the burden on me.”

      “Oh, and it’s such a burden,” she said sarcastically.

      I stared at her until she backed down. “It is a burden,” I said. “Maybe not much, but it adds up. It was one of the reasons I broke up with Kendall.”

      “Lucky for me,” she said. Then she thought it through. “Um… maybe not. The same thing might happen with us.”

      “Right,” I said heavily. “Kendall never took responsibility. She did in lots of other ways, but never about sex. She put the burden on me instead. And it bugged the hell out of me toward the end. It was more complicated than that, but it made me furious, like I was in charge of her happiness.”

      “So… all I have to do is say things differently?” Christy said. “No, it can’t be that simple.” She frowned in concentration. “I… think I understand. I say things the way I do because I feel guilty about what I want.”

      “Bingo.”

      “The problem is, I don’t even realize what I’m doing. I mean… it’s just the way I am.”

      “I know. And you can’t change overnight. But I notice little things like how you ask. And just so you know, I don’t mind taking charge and ‘making’ you do things. I have a dominant personality—”

      “You can say that again.”

      “—but I don’t want you to feel guilty about anything I ‘make’ you do.”

      “Neither do I. But…”

      “It’s just the way you are.”

      She nodded.

      “For now,” I continued. “I get it. But a mindset is like anything else—you can learn it.”

      “Like discipline and determination.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “So you want me to learn… what? How to be like you?”

      “Oh, God no! I’m a huge mess of doubts and insecurities.”

      “Coulda fooled me,” she said with a grin.

      “Well, not about sex. I know what I want and I’m going to get it.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “You… on your back… legs spread… crying out as I fuck you.”

      “Oh my gosh!”

      “Or, even better! On your knees… sucking my cock… begging for more.”

      “My mother taught me not to speak with my mouth full.”

      “Ha! Okay. Then we’ll have to find a way for you to beg with your mouth full.”

      “Maybe with my eyes?” She showed me.

      “Works for me.”

      “Awesome! I’ll practice.”

      “Perfect. How about now? Are you ready to ask?”

      Her face fell.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “One step at a time. You have to understand the problem before you can fix it.”

      “Speaking of problems,” she said. “Would you stop calling it a ‘problem’? It’s the way I am, and I can’t help it. Where I come from, it’s called being a proper young lady.”

      “Sorry. You’re right. How’s this… You have to understand your goal before you can work toward it.”

      “Much better.”

      “Good. Now…” I did my best to stifle a yawn. “Our current goal should probably be sleep. It’s after four.”

      She nodded.

      “I’m glad you came to my room,” I said. “I know better than to go to bed angry, but I didn’t know what to say to you.”

      “I didn’t know either, and I felt so bad about how I behaved.”

      “Me too. I should’ve handled it better.”

      “No, you handled it just fine.” She caressed my face. “I had to come to my senses.”

      “We both did.”

      We fell silent and I decided to kiss her.

      She smiled up at me after. “Mmm… this is the first time we’re sleeping together at home.”

      “The first of many, I hope.”

      “Me too.”

      “So, are you ready for sleep?”

      “I think so.”

      “Sounds good. Roll on your side.” She did, and I scooted close. My semi-hard cock nestled her ass as I cradled her body with mine.

      “Mmm, I like this. I like you. And I especially like him.” She wiggled her butt to prove it.

      “This is perfect for late-night sex.”

      “Mmm, I’d like that. But! Only when I’m ready.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      “In the meantime…”

      “Sweet dreams,” I said.

      “Of your penis. And the rest of you.” She pulled my hand to her bare breast.

      “I’m glad you like being a nudist.”

      “I like being with you. The rest is just a bonus.”

      “Keep thinking that,” I said softly.

      “I will.”
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        * * *

      

      Wren was miserable the next day. Well, the next afternoon, as Trip had predicted.

      “I should know better than to try to keep up with her when we drink,” she said with a friendly-baleful look at Christy. “Catholic and a crazy metabolism.”

      “It’s not crazy,” Christy muttered. She glanced at me. “Why does everyone think I’m a freak or something?”

      “We don’t. You’re just special. And we’re jealous.”

      “Yeah, what he said,” Wren agreed. “Listen to him.”

      I grinned and changed the subject. “Christy and I are gonna do some Christmas shopping today. Give us a list and we’ll hit the grocery store too.”

      “Would you?” Wren said. “That’d be awesome!” She winced at her own enthusiasm.

      “You mind stopping by the liquor store?” Trip asked.

      “Gimme a list and we’ll take care of it.”

      “I’ll call it in,” Trip said. “But lemme get you some cash for the groceries.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks.”

      Christy and I spent the rest of the afternoon out and about. I mostly bought presents for Trip, Wren, and my family. I had a couple of ideas about what I wanted to get Christy, but I didn’t want to shop for her while she was with me. She must have felt the same, because all of her purchases were for people besides me.

      “Think I’ll go shopping with Trip tomorrow,” I ventured.

      “Yeah, I was thinking that Wren and I really need to shop for you guys by ourselves.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      We stopped at the liquor store after the mall and gave the clerk Trip’s name. That didn’t work, so we gave him Wren’s. He nodded, went to the back, and returned with a dolly. We loaded two cases of wine and two of liquor in the back of the Cruiser. He stopped me before I could close the tailgate.

      “One more load.” He returned a few minutes later with another four cases of wine.

      I was a bit worried about how I’d pay for it all, but he simply handed me an invoice to sign. It was made out to “Hilliard’s Steakhouse,” and I almost laughed when I realized that Wren had opened a wholesale account under the name of one of her father’s restaurants. No wonder she and Trip made our monthly budget go so far!

      We hit the grocery store next, and it was more of a regular shopping trip. On the way home we picked up Chinese takeout, since we weren’t in the mood to cook and were pretty sure Wren wouldn’t be either.

      She was feeling better but not a hundred percent, so dinner was more subdued than the night before. She and Trip called it an early night and went up to bed shortly after. Christy and I opened a bottle of wine and spent a couple of hours on the couch, just reading and occasionally chatting. I finally closed my book and looked at my watch.

      “Think I’m going to head up,” I said. “I don’t want to take you for granted, and I don’t want to assume, but…”

      “Of course I’ll sleep with you.” She smiled and replayed it in her head. “I like saying that.”

      “And I like hearing it.”

      We turned out the lights and headed upstairs, where we semi-awkwardly moved around each other in my bedroom. We each had a different nighttime routine and were a bit afraid of disrupting the other’s. I had to stifle a comment when she simply tossed her clothes on the floor. I didn’t quite make a show of putting my own in the hamper, but it wouldn’t have mattered—she was too busy to notice.

      She stood in front of the mirror on my dresser and spread out tubes and jars of creams and moisturizers. She spent fifteen minutes systematically covering almost every inch of skin with something. I hid my amusement at the sheer complexity of it all.

      “It feels kinda weird standing here without clothes,” she said as she dabbed white cream under her eyes, “but it makes things a lot simpler. I don’t have to avoid my lingerie or wait for my skin to dry before I put on pajamas.”

      “I know what you mean,” I teased. “I have the same problem.”

      “Funny, ha ha.” She gestured at the array of cosmetics. “I’m doing all this for you, you know. I want to look nice and feel nice and smell nice for you.”

      “I’m not complaining,” I said. “I’m just… amazed.”

      “Well, you can blame Sabrina. I really didn’t understand proper skincare until I met her.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever understand it.”

      “Laugh all you like,” she said, “but you’ll thank me in ten years.”

      “So… you think we’ll still be together in ten years?”

      She blushed but then looked uncertain. “Don’t you?”

      I moved behind her and put my hands on her shoulders. They were soft, I had to admit. I looked at her in the mirror. Then I looked at the two of us.

      “I still have a lot to tell you,” I said. “About myself.”

      “Well, I haven’t run away so far.”

      “That’s true. But some of the things might be… pretty hard to get used to.”

      “You won’t know till you try me.”

      “I have tried you,” I said with a smile. “And I want more.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “You still aren’t going to tell me?”

      “All in good time.”

      She met my eyes in the mirror and nodded. Then she borrowed from her father’s playbook: she visibly adjusted her attitude and smiled.

      “At least you haven’t run away either,” she said. “Especially after comments like that last one.”

      “What? The ten years thing?”

      She nodded.

      “No. I… I’ve been thinking the same thing. Not tonight, but in the back of my mind. It’s natural. ‘Is she The One?’”

      “I’ve been wondering the same.”

      “Have you decided?”

      “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “It depends on what you have to tell me, I guess.”

      “No kidding.”

      “And… if I can work up the nerve to do what you want.”

      “True. But we don’t have to rush. I mean, we’ve only been a couple for… what? A month?”

      “Yeah, but like you said, we’ve been dancing around it since we first met.”

      “True.” I tried to remember when it was, exactly, and she read me perfectly.

      “September 3rd,” she said, “1981.”

      My eyebrows tried to do a backflip. “Holy crap! You remember the date?”

      “Of course. I’m bad with math, but I remember dates.” She beamed. “Wren and I were late to Art History and you couldn’t stop staring at us. We thought you were cute. I drew you in my sketchbook that night. I even wrote the date so I’d remember.”

      “For real?”

      “Mmm hmm. I’ll show you sometime.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “I drew you a lot between then and now. Well, except for… you know.”

      “When I was a jerk?”

      “Right.”

      “How about now?”

      “What do you think? My sketchbook is full of you. And not just for the Replicant.”

      “I wish I could draw people like you do.”

      “You don’t have to. You drew me as a building.”

      “I did, didn’t I?” I had a sudden, whimsical thought. “You should sculpt Mr. Big sometime.”

      “Maybe I already have,” she said coyly.

      My eyebrows did their acrobat thing.

      “I’m kidding. But I’ve thought about it.”

      “You have?”

      “Of course.” She turned from the dresser and faced me. “I always draw or sculpt the things I like.”

      “Good to know.”

      “But you’re more than just a penis.” She caressed my chest. “I really like Mr. Big,” she said distractedly, “but he isn’t you. That’s why I wanted to do the Replicant first.”

      I brushed her cheek and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Ten years might not be enough.”

      “I know.” She stretched upward for a kiss.

      “Are you ready for bed?”

      “Bed or sleep?” she asked with a grin.

      “Uh-oh. What have I gotten myself into?”

      “Come to bed and find out.”
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        * * *

      

      Wren and Christy went shopping the next day. Trip and I had to move our cars to let Wren back hers out. She used it so rarely that I sometimes forgot she had it.

      He and I left a little later. He’d already done most of his Christmas shopping, but he wanted to buy some lingerie for Wren. I knew of a specialized boutique—I’d found it during the hunt for Christy’s Halloween dress—so we went there first. We probably shouldn’t have been surprised to run into the girls, or that they were carrying bags filled with purchases.

      “See, I told you,” Christy said to Wren.

      “Told her what?” I asked.

      “That you’d come here. You have excellent taste, if I do say so myself.”

      “I do indeed.” I bent and kissed her.

      We chatted for a few minutes and tried to peek at their purchases, but they fended us off easily.

      “The saleslady knows what we like,” Christy said. “Just ask her what we were looking at.”

      Trip gestured at all their bags. “Looks like you already bought half the store.”

      “For your information, Mr. Penny-pincher, we left you plenty to choose from.”

      “Hey, someone has to watch the budget around here,” he said. “It sure isn’t going to be you all.”

      “And to think,” Christy said sweetly to Wren, “we bought these pretty things for their enjoyment.”

      “Yeah, we should probably take ’em back.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said, ever the peacemaker. “Let’s not do anything crazy. Everyone’s right in this case. Trip does a great job with the budget. I think we all agree.”

      “We do,” Wren said as she slipped her arm around his waist and smiled up at him.

      “And Trip, dude, the girls have their own money. Besides, Christy’s right… they’re buying all this stuff for us. Yeah, they like it too, but really… comfortable bras and plain cotton underwear aren’t the least bit sexy. Well, they are,” I added, “but only on the bedroom floor.”

      Christy rolled her eyes but grinned at me from under her lashes.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Trip said. “Sorry, sweetheart,” he added to Wren. “I go a little nuts around Christmas.”

      “I know,” she said. “You’re forgiven.”

      “So,” I said once the mood had lightened, “where’re you off to next?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know, Mr. Nosy Parker,” Christy said with an impudent grin.

      “Ah well, it was worth a try.” I kissed her. “Have fun. Don’t spend too much. You don’t want your dad to have a heart attack when he sees your bank account.”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me. He already gave me a lecture about the plane ticket.” She looked chagrined. “I didn’t have enough money in my account or something.”

      “Uh-oh. Birdy’s in the doghouse?”

      “No,” she muttered. “But I’m on a short leash, he says.”

      “Extra reason to watch what you spend,” I said. “Just pay attention.”

      “I will.”

      I hugged her and kissed the top of her head. Wren couldn’t help grinning at us.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I told her. “You were right.”

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      “Uh-uh. Not falling for it. Don’t you have more shopping to do?”

      We kissed them goodbye and sent them on their way.

      “I love Wren,” Trip said as we watched them go, “but her spending habits are gonna change once we’re married. Big time.”

      “Um… careful with that,” I said. “Compromise, remember?”

      “You’re gonna have problems of your own,” he said. “Christy’s even worse. At least Wren actually listens when we talk about money. Christy doesn’t seem to have a clue.”

      “Yeah, I’m starting to realize that.”

      “Aw, hell,” he said, “I don’t know what we’re complaining about. It’s just money. We can make more. Women like Wren and Christy don’t come along every day.”

      “You got that right!”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren went on a date that evening, “to a real steakhouse, for meat from a cow,” as he put it. The door had barely closed behind them when Christy bounced and grinned at me.

      “I have a surprise for you,” she said, “an early Christmas present.”

      “Oh? Something you bought today?”

      “Sort of, but not really.”

      “Okay.”

      “You have to promise to wait here, though. You’ll spoil it if you come upstairs.”

      I arched an eyebrow, but she didn’t give in.

      “Promise me. Okay? You have to stay down here until I call you.”

      “I promise.”

      She grinned and kissed me before she scampered upstairs. I thought I knew what she was up to, and the water hammer confirmed it about five minutes later. It rattled every time someone turned on the water upstairs, which meant that Christy probably wanted a hot bath. Still, I cooled my heels with my book for nearly an hour before she called down from the top of the stairs.

      “Give me two minutes and then come up, okay?”

      “Will do,” I called back. I knew her sense of time, so I gave her ten. “Ready or not,” I yelled up, “here I come!”

      I peeked in the bathroom (a small mess) and then her bedroom (a larger one) before I reached my own bedroom door. I wasn’t entirely prepared for what I saw.

      The lights were off, but Christy had lit a dozen candles around the room. She half-reclined on my bed, like Canova’s Pauline on her divan. She’d done her hair and makeup, although I couldn’t be sure in the candlelight.

      My eyes traveled lower, to where her dark nipples showed through the openings in a peekaboo bra. Her panties were crotchless, although I couldn’t really see anything more because of her position. She was wearing a dark garter belt, light-colored stockings, and high heels the same shade as the garters. I smiled and wondered how long she’d had the shoes before she’d found the outfit to match.

      “Don’t laugh,” she said nervously.

      “D’you hear that?” I said to my jeans-covered penis. “Laugh and you’ll be in solitary confinement. Got it?” I nodded and imagined his reply. “He says ‘got it.’”

      Christy rolled her eyes.

      “He also says he likes your outfit.”

      “This was so much sexier in my head,” she said.

      “Sorry,” I said quickly. I sat on the bed and rested my hand on her thigh. “You look amazing! Very sexy. I was speechless. Then I realized you were nervous, so I thought I’d make you laugh. I probably should’ve—”

      “No, it’s okay. I am nervous. I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      “You’re doing fine. To be honest, I’m a little nervous too. That’s why I tried to make a joke.”

      “I thought—? I mean—? Didn’t you—?” She took a deep breath and composed herself. “I should stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Worrying about your ex-girlfriends. You chose me over them.”

      “I did. I do.”

      She caught the emphasis and smiled. “You’re going to make me all tingly inside.”

      “I was hoping to make you hot and slippery.”

      “That too.” All of a sudden she screwed up her face in annoyance. “Why do you talk so much? You’re supposed to be ravishing me, not chatting!”

      I stood.

      She sat forward anxiously. “I’m sorry! I didn’t—”

      “It’s okay. I’m not upset. But you want me to ravish you, right?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “And you like it when I tell you what to do.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So… lie back and spread your legs.”

      She did, although she hesitated and had to work up her courage before she uncrossed her ankles and very deliberately planted her heels about two feet apart.

      “Wider.”

      Three feet.

      I felt a flare of arousal as I realized she’d shaved her pussy. Her crotchless panties made it obvious. “All the way,” I said, my voice slightly hoarse with emotion.

      She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and slowly pulled up her knees until her thighs were wide open.

      “Much better. Now touch your pussy.” I started taking off my own clothes. “Spread it open. Use your fingers. Show me.”

      My hard-on sprang up as I pushed my jeans and boxers down. The movement immediately drew her eyes.

      “You like my cock, don’t you?”

      She nodded.

      “Say it.”

      “I like it… your cock.”

      “You aren’t ready for it, though.”

      Her eyes hinted.

      “Uh-uh. Not tonight. Not unless you ask. Out loud,” I added. “But don’t worry. You’re going to swallow plenty of semen.”

      She moistened her lips and her expression brightened.

      “Tell me about your surprise.”

      “The lingerie. And…”

      “And…?”

      “I shaved.”

      “Did you like it?”

      “Mmm, I couldn’t stop thinking of you.”

      “Doing what?”

      “A-anything you want.”

      “Show me what you want,” I said. “Play with yourself.”

      She hesitated.

      “Do it,” I said sternly.

      She jumped as if I’d pinched her, although her expression showed excitement. She lubricated a finger along her channel, and I caught a glimmer of moisture as she began rubbing her hidden clit.

      “That’s it,” I told her. “That’s a good girl.”

      She glanced up.

      “Mmm hmm, good girls like sex too.”

      She compressed her lips and nodded.

      I sat next to her on the bed so I could see better. “You like me watching, don’t you?”

      She nodded again, a little jerkily, as if she didn’t want to admit it.

      Her smooth pussy showed through the opening in her panties. Her labia were small, like the rest of her, and pink with arousal. I reached between her legs and touched her. She was hot and slippery all right.

      “Don’t stop playing with yourself.” I slowly pushed a finger inside. She gasped and closed her eyes as I began moving it within her. She whimpered when I pulled it out, but started sucking as soon as I touched it to her lips.

      “You like the taste of yourself, don’t you?”

      She nodded and pulled my finger deeper into her mouth.

      “And you like sucking. Anything.”

      Another nod.

      “Nipples…? Clits…?”

      “Mmm.”

      “And best of all…?”

      She released my finger and panted.

      “Tell me. Say it.”

      “Penis.”

      “Uh-uh. Use the naughty word.”

      “Cock.”

      “What about it?

      “I like sucking them— it… sucking cock. Oh my gosh!”

      Her nostrils flared as she arched her back. She was getting close, so I returned my finger to her pussy.

      “You want to suck mine, don’t you?”

      She nodded.

      “All you have to do is say it.”

      “I— unh!”

      She arched her back again, and her pussy gripped my finger. Her face and chest were flushed with arousal and exertion. She let out a long squeak of pleasure when I crooked my finger and pressed her G-spot. Her own fingers bore down on her clit and vibrated frantically.

      Fifteen seconds later she tensed and froze as the climax crashed over her. She silently rode the wave of pleasure until it receded. Then she collapsed against the pillows, and her chest rose and fell as she caught her breath. I watched her for a moment before I withdrew my finger.

      “You’re beautiful,” I said softly, “especially when you come. And you’re a very good girl.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I like your surprise, too. Both of them.”

      “One more,” she said through an aftershock.

      My eyebrows shot up. “Again? My pleasure. Let’s take these off first.” She’d worn her panties over her garters this time, and I chuckled to myself at her foresight.

      “No,” she panted. “I mean…”

      “I know what you mean,” I said softly. I spread her legs and moved between them. She lay back and relaxed, so I took my time and admired her smooth pussy. Her outer labia were dusky rose and not very prominent, especially with her legs spread wide. Her inner lips tapered to a point over her clit, which had gone into hiding after her orgasm. They were fleshier around her opening and spread like little wings.

      I pressed my face into the soft, smooth flesh. Then I flicked my tongue into her opening and tasted the tang of her arousal. She was still sensitive from her first orgasm, so I took my time and teased her until she began rocking her hips and moaning softly. When her clit poked its little pink head out, I teased it with my tongue and then sucked gently.

      She sighed and ran her fingers through my hair. She didn’t quite pull me toward her, but I took the hint and focused my attention. I licked, sucked, and teased her pussy until I felt her getting close to orgasm. Then I pulled my face away and slid two fingers into her. I balanced her right on the brink of release and kissed the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. She began to quiver with pent-up desire.

      “Please!” she said at last. “I can’t stand it.”

      “Tell me what you want.”

      “To come. Please!”

      I circled her clit with my tongue and then sucked it, and she tried to pull me even closer to her pussy.

      “Yes,” she gasped, “that’s it. Do that again.”

      I did that again, and added pressure from inside against her G-spot. She clutched the sheets and went rigid with a silent scream of ecstasy. Her orgasm swelled for a dozen heartbeats before it finally released her. She went limp and panted from the force of it.

      I gave the hood of her clit an experimental kiss. Her thighs clamped my head and her hips jerked away, so I carefully avoided the sensitive little bundle of nerves as I planted kisses on the smooth skin around it.

      After a moment I rose to my hands and knees and kissed my way up her body till I reached her bra. It closed in the back, so I licked and sucked her nipples through the peekaboo openings instead. Unfortunately, the little bows at the top tickled my nose.

      I moved to her lips, and she wrapped her arms around my neck and drew me down. My hard-on bumped her pussy when I moved closer. She didn’t try to pull away, and I had to fight the urge to slide into her.

      “Mmm, that was nice,” she said at last.

      “The kiss?” I said whimsically. “The orgasm? The one before it?”

      “All of it.” She kissed me again before she looked at me seriously. Her eyes sparkled in the candlelight. “I have another surprise for you. That’s what I meant before. Not ‘do it again.’ I’m not complaining,” she added hastily, “but you have to let a girl recover before you do that to her twice in a row.”

      “I’ll try to remember that. No promises, though. Besides, I wanted to spend some quality time with your pussy. I love it shaved. It’s beautiful.”

      “Thank you. I like it too.” She kissed me again and sighed. “Mmm, you taste like me.”

      “Better than cake?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far!” She laughed. “It’s a different kind of dessert.”

      “It is,” I agreed. “So, what’s this third surprise? Do I need to unwrap it?”

      She grinned and shook her head. “It’s a word.”

      “A word?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Just… a word?”

      “Not just any word,” she said mysteriously. “It’s a special word.”

      “All right, what is it?”

      “Not yet. Let me up. I need to be sitting when I tell you.” She laughed when I practically leapt from between her legs. She closed them and rolled to her knees. Then she tucked her feet under her and sat back, Japanese-style. “Let me take this off first.” She reached behind herself and unfastened her bra.

      “Sorry about the bows.” She tossed the flimsy garment to the floor. Then she followed my glance and rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, sorry. I’m a neat freak.”

      “Well, get over it.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And lie down. I need you here.” She patted the bed beside her. “On your back.”

      I did as requested, and she immediately reached for my erection. She stroked it gently and moistened her lips. I watched her in silence and then rubbed her stocking-clad thigh in encouragement. The touch seemed to snap her out of her trance.

      “You have a beautiful penis,” she said.

      “Thanks. He likes you too.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Is that the third surprise?”

      “Sort of,” she said distractedly.

      “Is the word ‘handjob’?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No.”

      “Another kind of ‘-job’?”

      “I know what you’re trying to get me to say, and it won’t work.”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “Proper young ladies do not use the word ‘blowjob,’” she said. Then she laughed. “Except when we do.”

      We shared a grin.

      “No, I have a better word,” she said after a moment.

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm. It feels very good in my mouth. I think about it all the time, especially with you. I used your big dictionary to look it up, so I’d know exactly what it means.”

      “Which is…?”

      “Fellatio,” she said with a sly grin, “oral stimulation of a man’s penis. From the Latin fellare, to suck. As in: I would like to fellate your penis.” She leaned forward to kiss me and sighed as I pulled her close. Then she sat back, and her eyes danced with eagerness. “That’s how a proper young lady would say it, at least.”

      “And how would you say it?”

      “The way you want me to, the naughty way.” She looked into my eyes. “I want to suck your cock. Very much. Right away. Chop-chop, please and thank you.”

      I laughed. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      She moaned softly in anticipation as I guided her head toward my lap. I thought she’d start sucking immediately, but she kissed my glans instead. Then she teased it with her open lips. She kissed the shaft next, and I felt her hot breath on my sensitive skin. She stroked gently and aimed my cock at her mouth.

      I held my breath in anticipation, but she flicked her tongue and circled the crown. She gave it another open-mouthed kiss before she switched hands and planted a line of kisses down the sensitive underside. Then she licked my balls and moaned softly as she sucked one into her mouth.

      I felt the pressure building and thought I might explode if she didn’t start sucking soon. Still, she took her time and teased my balls before she moved back up the shaft. She circled the tip again and stroked me. She was having fun, but I felt a tingling sense of urgency. She must have sensed it, because she finally wrapped her lips around the head of my cock.

      That was all it took. She’d primed me to the point where I had a hair trigger, and I groaned as a geyser of semen erupted from my shaft. She moaned in surprise but stroked me and swallowed as I filled her mouth with salty liquid.

      “Oh my gosh,” she panted when the spurts finally stopped. “That was a lot.”

      I started to tell her to keep sucking, but she was one step ahead of me. She took a breath and plunged her lips over my shaft. Her mouth was warm and soft, and I groaned at the sensation as her tongue caressed me. She pulled back and rubbed her lips over the head before she opened them and took me into her mouth again.

      I rested a hand on her head as she bobbed a couple of times. Then she pulled off and swirled her tongue around my crown. She sucked it gently before she took me deep again. Her lips hugged my shaft as she pulled back.

      She spent the next fifteen minutes sucking, kissing, licking, teasing, and stroking every inch of my manhood. She moaned with pleasure whenever she took me deep, or she sighed as she kissed and licked my saliva-coated shaft. She didn’t give me a blowjob as much as she worshiped my cock, and she clearly enjoyed every minute of it.

      I didn’t want it to end, and neither did she, but I finally reached the point where I couldn’t hold back any longer. Christy sensed it too, and she began bobbing and stroking me at the same time. My cock looked enormous in her small hand and with her mouth stretched around it.

      I looked away and tried to hold back, but her lips and tongue and hands caressed me and drove me higher. I finally tensed as a volcano of pleasure erupted from deep in my balls. A molten wave of ecstasy flowed outward from my cock, and I had to close my eyes as the sensations overwhelmed me.

      I don’t know how long I lay there afterward, but my breathing had almost returned to normal by the time I mustered the energy to open my eyes and look down. Christy lay on her side with her head in my lap. She was playing with my flaccid penis, kissing and stroking it gently. She felt my gaze and looked up.

      “Three, please,” she said.

      “Oh my God, I’ve created a monster.”

      “I’m too little to be a monster,” she pouted.

      “Too cute, too. But I can’t get it up again. Not until I rest a while.”

      “I know,” she said. “I was just hoping…”

      “Aren’t you ready for a break?” I laughed.

      She grinned and shook her head. “More fellatio. Now, please!”

      “How ’bout some food instead. I just realized we skipped dinner.”

      “We had better things to do,” she said. “Besides, I don’t need food when I have you.”

      My eyebrows rose.

      “Mmm hmm. My tummy is full of semen. Two loads. Very yummy, too.”

      I laughed.

      “Mmm. You can feed me like that all day. All night, too!”

      “I have created a monster.”

      “A penis monster,” she teased. “Rawr!”

      “Well, penis monster needs food. So does penis owner. Now come on.”

      “Okay,” she said grudgingly. “But then more fellatio, right?”

      “Then more fellatio,” I promised.

      “Oh, goody!”

      
        
        To be continued…
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        Read the next book in the series,

        Three Little Words.
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        Sign up for the Summer Camp Gazette,

        the official newsletter of Summer Camp Swingers.
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      Hi, I’m Nick Scipio, the creator of the Summer Camp Swingers universe.

      I started writing sex stories when I was a teenager, before I was legally old enough to read them. I wrote regular stories too, ones I could share with teachers, family, and friends, but I never stopped thinking about sex and all the “what if…?” scenarios.

      Fortunately, I led a fairly adventurous life through my teens and early twenties, so I have plenty of personal experience to draw from. Many of the things in my books actually happened to me, although plenty of them are pure fantasy, the product of my overactive imagination.

      I stopped writing in my twenties and into my thirties, especially while I was working nonstop at a small software company. The small company grew into a medium-sized one, which was bought by an even larger company. By then I was managing development teams and directing entire projects.

      I eventually reached a point where I was happy with my software career, and I found that I wanted to start writing again. It wasn’t really a conscious decision—it was just something I did. It was an easy transition, because I’ve always been a storyteller. These days I simply have a larger audience than my friends or a group of people at a party.

      In any event, that’s probably enough about me. You can join me on Patreon if you want to read more Summer Camp Swingers and be part of a fantastic group of people who love the story as much as I do. And if you want my free stories, you’ll find everything on my website.

      In the meantime, thanks for buying my books, and thanks for reading.
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        NickScipio.com
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        California Dreamin’, by Nick Scipio

        It’s all fun and games until you’re playing for keeps.

        Brooke is every man’s wet dream, a brainy beauty who’s fun in bed. She’s also Paul’s date for a long weekend in LA. But he quickly realizes that she wants him for more than just the weekend. He needs to walk a fine line between keeping her as a friend and losing her forever.

      

      

      
        
        Get It Now

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Nereids, a prequel by Nick Scipio

        War is hell. Seducing your friends shouldn’t be.

        Jack and Susan want to find another couple for extramarital fun. It’s the Swinging Sixties, after all. Beth and her husband might be the ones, but they’ll have to wait to find out. While the men risk their lives in the air war over Vietnam, the women bond on the home front. When they get together again, they set sail on a journey that will change their lives.
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        Dealing with the Devil, by Big Ed Magusson

        What the Devil is Hayley up to?

        All Jessica knows is she has to stop her.

        As their sorority heads to Vermont for a week of skiing, Jessica knows Hayley wants to make the new pledges serve her every sexual whim. But that may not be all…

        She’s got to figure it out and stop it. If she can.

        If you like erotica with a touch of mystery, you’ll enjoy Dealing with the Devil, a novella in Nick Scipio’s Summer Camp Swingers Universe.
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