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Break Up
New York City
Present Day
I feel like a spy spitting at the corner couch in Undergrounds, beneath the rain gray skylights, watching the hip young people of Williamsburg murmuring and drinking their conscientiously sourced coffees. The exposed brick and the Berlin-themed posters enhance the cold war feel. Where is my contact? The drop? Have I been burned? Do I have a country to return to? 
No, is the answer to that last one. I sink down into the vintage couch, sipping on my Americano. I absently play with the gold ring on my finger. I slip it off and place it on the table next to my coffee. 
Maybe I’ll just leave it there. Maybe it doesn’t mean anything anymore. 
“Drinking alone, Beth?” 
I sit up as a young brunette with a pixie haircut, pale green eyes, and a friendly smile approaches my table. She is dressed in tight dark pants and a dark shirt like one of the waitresses at Undergrounds and is tying her apron around her slender waist. I know her. I’ve flirted with her a dozen times. Wants to be an actress and is pretty enough for it. Lives with her boyfriend but is definitely bisexual. 
“Holly,” I say, smiling and palming my ring. I don’t feel like flirting right now, but I can’t help myself. “I heard you booked that TV
show.” 
“Oh, yeah?” She sits down next to me on the couch. God, her legs are skinny. They fold up so neatly under her firm little butt in her black jeans. “It’s just Law & Order. Second time though. I get to be the sister of the murderer.” 
“That’s an upgrade from Victim #2,” I say, remembering her first role on Law & Order. 
“Yeah, I have two lines this time,” she says. “And I get to be on camera in the courtroom scenes. So I’ll be shooting a lot. I’m excited. But where is…” 
Her words trail off as she sees the ring under my hand. 
“Yeah,” I say as it dawns on her. “Last night.” 
“Oh, Beth, I’m sorry,” she says, her hand on my shoulder, her perky breasts against me. “You two are such a cute couple. You can work things out.” 
“She made it pretty clear that this time there was no working things out,” I reply, sliding the ring back onto my finger. “But I guess anything is possible. I’m trying not to think about it. Just live my life. If she’s going to come back, well, she’ll come back.” 
Holly nods as if my words are sage. She leans away from me on the couch. Too bad. I liked the way she felt against my side. I know I’m too old for her, but it was reassuring to have the attention. 
“Well, my shift is starting,” she says, getting to her feet. “But if you need anything, even just a shoulder to cry on, give me a call.” 
“I don’t have your number,” I say. 
“Oh, I meant… yeah, sure.” She takes her phone out and thumbs through menus. She holds up the number screen. “I can never remember my own number. It used to be because the phone was new, but I don’t have an excuse after a year, do I?” 
“No excuse,” I agree, tapping her number into my phone. “I probably won’t call you. I don’t want to bother you.” 
“Bother me,” she says, touching her hand to mine. Our eyes meet again for the briefest moment. Then she’s getting called to the counter by her manager. I’m over twice her age. What’s the point? Maybe that is the point. I’ve been on the other end of that sort of thing before and it can be hot. 
Before my brush with Holly, I felt like I had been trapped in a tunnel that had collapsed on top of me. It was dark, crushing, and hopeless. 
Holly had moved just enough rubble out of the way for me to see daylight. 
I finish my coffee and my blueberry scone and get up to leave. I see Holly again on my way out. She’s by the door writing in the specials on the chalkboard. 
“See you later,” I call out. 
She holds up a finger to delay me for a moment and scribbles in the last few words of their sandwich offerings. She glances in the direction of her manager and then hurries over to me. 
“Hey, I remembered that my friend is having this party,” she says. 
“It’s this whole thing she does every Halloween, but it’s not like a costume party. She calls it the witches coven and she only invites women. Like a girl power sort of thing.” 
Am I being invited to a party by Holly? My heart beats a little faster, but my smile is sad. Holly is out of my league. 
“I’m too old and fat for parties,” I say. 
“You are not,” she says. “You’re beautiful. You’ve got style. 
Besides, some women like older women.” 
Who is doing the flirting now? I can’t keep the smile off my face. 
“Do you?” 
There’s a beat. She’s looking at me. That little bow of a mouth quirking into a smile. She’s going to say something more. 
“I’m taken,” she says. “But come. Please. I’ll be there.” 
My enthusiasm dims. But I’m not giving up all hope. I try not to betray my disappointment as I ask, “Tonight?” 
“Tonight,” she says. “Starts at nine and usually goes late. I’ll text you the address.” 
“Brooklyn?” 
“No, in the city,” she says. “She’s got this incredible apartment that overlooks central park. Chiara Lombardi. Have you heard of her?” 
“The purses?” 
Holly nods. “She’s like their main designer. Her bags are too expensive for me, but she likes actresses so she invites me to her parties. 
She’s nice.” 
She invites pretty young actresses to her parties. Not heartbroken old lesbians like me. 
“I’ll think about it,” I say. 
That day, I find that the two things I can think about are my relationship imploding or Chiara Lombardi’s party. It’s why I end up wearing Spanx and a cocktail dress that barely fits me in a cab headed to Central Park South. I feel stupid, but you lose everything and suddenly nothing matters anymore. You’re willing to take risks. You’re willing to humiliate yourself in a millionaire’s apartment full of actresses half your age. 
The truth is, as flattering as the attention is from Holly, as reassuring as it has been texting with her today, I don’t want any of it. I’d give it all up to have my wife back. To take back what we said. To undo what was done. 
I want to tell the cabbie to hold down the accelerator and somehow get up to 88 miles an hour on Columbus Circle. I want to go back to where I met my wife and do it all over. Fix the mistakes. Repair the damage. Do it all right. 
I want to go back to California. 
Arrival
Peach Valley, California
1983
Peach Valley looked annoyingly perfect from my window seat of the airliner. Boring and perfect and sunny and not at all like the rainy goddess of Manhattan. It was hate at first sight. 
As our airplane circled lower and my father snored beside me, I tried to picture how Peach Valley had come to blight the landscape with its manicured lawns and gleaming downtown. Some of it I knew from the brochure. Over millions of years, the Peach River had carved a verdant valley into the arid foothills. One settlement, called Valley Town, had grown from that valley over time, spreading west until it absorbed a fishing village on the Pacific Coast. I wasn’t sure where peaches entered into it. 
The valley below looked more like the cleavage between two sun-warmed butt cheeks. 
According to the brochure, Peach Valley had been officially born in 1916. Fishing became tourism and shipping and the piers became a boardwalk. I could see the Ferris wheel as we circled in for our landing approach. The space between the sunny beaches and the boulevards of downtown had been filled in with a lacework of suburban lanes, trails, and cul-de-sacs. To the north, in the untamed woodland, I spotted ranches and horse farms. Somewhere up there was my future school. The Artemis Academy. But more on that later. Let’s enjoy my arrival in Peach Valley. 
It was bumpy. The sort of teeth-rattling landing that managed to wake up my father despite his mid-flight sleeping pill. The landing was so bad that they made the plane stop on the tarmac while a fire truck parked next to us. 
“Get a look at that fire truck,” my dad said with excitement. “It’s huge.” 
“Yep,” I said, unable to muster fake excitement after a six-hour flight. 
“Do you think the plane is going to explode?” He asked, earning worried looks from several of the other passengers. 
The plane did not explode, but we were forced to disembark right there on the tarmac like half a mile from the terminal. 
“What a cool way to start our trip, huh?” My dad said. 
“I didn’t realize this was just a trip,” I deadpanned. “When are we going back to New York?” 
He grinned at me, refusing to take my bait. 
“How is it like 80 degrees in November?” I demanded as I lugged my carry-on down the stairs. Nobody else really seemed bothered by the warmth, but it seemed oppressive coming from New York City on the edge of winter. Also, I was carrying a lot of weight. 
No, not my big butt. 
The flight attendants had offered to put our carry-ons on a baggage truck to drive them to the terminal, but there was no way I was entrusting my carry-on to the airline. That one bag was my entire stash of contraband. 
Not drugs. I was a good girl. At least in that respect. I’d barely touched alcohol and the closest I had ever come to drugs was the time I got slightly high walking past CBGBs when people were lined up outside to see a band called the Misfits. 
No, my bag wasn’t filled with reefer. It was filled with, well, sex. 
Smut. Erotica if you’re fancy. A stack of dirty fiction I’d bought from a sex shop in Times Square. Next to my dirty library, wrapped in a towel and carefully disarmed, was my newly gifted sex toy. The small pearly white vibrating dildo had been given to me by Ms. Rossi as a parting gift to explore myself and my sexuality. I would have rather had Ms. Rossi, but she was my teacher and she was in a relationship and, oh, yeah, my dad was dragging me to live on the exact opposite side of the country. 
Yeah, minor inconvenience for crushing on my teacher. 
I held my luggage like a purse at an armed robbery. I tried my best not to imagine it tearing open as we crossed the tarmac, spilling out all my dirty lesbian secrets for everyone to see. Even though I had taken the vibrator’s’ batteries out, I could almost feel it buzzing in the towel like an X-rated Tell-Tale Heart. 
Fortunately, it didn’t happen during the nearly twenty minutes we had to wait for our bigger suitcases to show up on the conveyor at the baggage claim. We made our way to the glassed entrance of the airport, hauling our clothes and personal items that weren’t being shipped by truck from Manhattan. 
“They sent a limousine for us,” my dad said for the fifteenth time. 
“So look for a…there he is!” 
We found our chauffeur – a pleasant Latino man named Benicio -
and he helped us manhandle our bags into the huge trunk of the limousine. 
“Straight to Chesapeake Hotel, Mr. Turner?” asked Benicio as we settled into the seats behind him. 
“Actually, I’d like to swing by the house first, if you don’t mind. 
5289 Willow Court.” 
“You got it, sir,” he said, pulling away from the bustling passenger drop off. He looked back at me in the mirror. “Is this your first time in Peach Valley, miss?” 
“Yeah.” 
“I’ve reconnoitered,” said my dad. “Bought a house for us. She’s starting school on Monday to finish her senior year here.” 
“Then back to New York for college,” I said. 
“Oh yeah? Peach Valley High?” Benicio grinned, ignoring my crack about New York. “I was a wide receiver for the Spartans. Not bad, but not good enough to get a scholarship going anywhere. Graduated in 73 so you can guess where I ended up. Same place as both my brothers.” 
“Marine Corps,” said my dad. “You can always recognize a Marine.” 
“Did you serve, sir?” 
“Korea, actually,” said my dad and he started comparing notes from his memoir with Benicio. I smiled and nodded along, but I had long ago learned to bow out the vet talk. My dad only ever started in on it when he ran into another marine. But when he did, he loved it. I didn’t need to hear the stories again. 
Benicio didn’t really want to hear me tell him that I wasn’t going to Peach Valley High at all and my dad had decided to send me to some weird private prep school for girls where they taught archery and karate and presumably more normal subjects. I let them have their conversation and tuned them out while I took in the sights of Peach Valley from the highway. 
What I saw didn’t impress me much more than the view I had from the plane. There were patches of green lawn, picket fences, swimming pools, and the occasional gas station. Everything was sunny and perfectly manicured and so, so boring. There was the occasional sign along the highway for a gas station or a restaurant. Billboards advertised local businesses (“Muffler Queen does it best!”) and popular colas. I knew I was moving to California, I didn’t realize it was California from the 1950s. 
The limousine took an exit off the highway and we descended into a half-finished suburban maze of streets. The houses were big, beautiful, and, yeah, boring. The people I saw walking dogs or getting their mail or working on their flower beds were all white. Every single one. 
“There it is,” my dad said, nudging me with his elbow. “Pull up in front.” 
The house was a baby blue two story done in a simple Greek Revival style with a porch, gables, and white shutters on the windows. I knew the style of architecture because dad had said it to me about a hundred times when explaining the house. It just looked like a normal house to me. 
Almost the same color as the cloudless sky. 
The lawn was tidy and green with elderberry bushes flanking the steps up to the porch. There was a sign for PEACH VALLEY REAL
ESTATE in the yard with a number and the agent’s name, Gretchen Regan, at the bottom. A big “SOLD” stick-on had been added over the sign’s text. 
“Can we go inside?” I asked. 
“Not now,” said my dad. “I don’t have the key. We close it on tomorrow and the agent will give us the keys. One for me and one for you. I just wanted to look at it. You know, I’ve never owned a house before?” 
“What about that beach house in New Jersey?” I asked. 
“Huh? Oh, no, that’s shared with the Yodders and Bergmans, remember?” He climbed out of the limousine and stood there on the sidewalk staring up at the house like those chimps staring at the monolith in 2001: A Space Odyssey. I joined him. Whatever he saw, I wasn’t getting it. 
The place was nice, I guess, but lacked the character and appeal of a walk-up apartment in Manhattan. 
“How far is it to the nearest restaurant? The nearest store?” I wondered. 
“Hello! You must be the new neighbors!” 
The voice came from a woman crossing the lawn from next door. 
She was a shapely woman in her thirties, with a big strawberry blonde fountain of hair, blue eyes, and a perfect tan to match her perfect lawn. Her outfit of pale pink capri pants, a white linen blouse, cat eye sunglasses, and a green silk scarf around her slender neck was like something my grandma would wear, but so tight on her voluptuous body that it looked so sexy that staring at her made me feel like I was seeing something I wasn’t supposed to see. I glimpsed her bra and her large breasts through her linen blouse and I felt a flush of heat in my face as she approached. 
“I guess I am the new neighbor,” said my dad. He smiled and shook hands with her. “Bill Turner. This is my daughter, Elizabeth.” 
“Beth,” I said shaking the woman’s hand and admiring her French manicure. She had a wedding ring on her finger with a big diamond. 
“Bill and Beth,” she said. “Should be easy to remember. I’m Jeanie Cobbler. The neighborhood busybody. Just kidding, nobody gossips around here. Most of the women work.” 
“You don’t work?” I said with surprise. 
“She doesn’t mean anything by that,” said my dad. 
“Oh, no! It’s no problem!“ If Jeanie’s feelings were hurt, she hid it so well that I’d never know. “I used to be a nurse, but my husband and I have been trying to start a family for the past two years and my doctor said it would be better if I stayed off my feet. So I sit around the pool most days unless I’m teaching piano to the kids in the neighborhood. I still have open classes. Ha.” 
“Ah, maybe,” I said, overwhelmed by her talkativeness. I felt like taking a step back from her even though she was quite beautiful. 
“So are you moving in now? Where’s your truck? Oooh, is that a limousine?” She walked past me, flitting over to the car and walking a slow circle around it. When she got to the front, she wiggled her fingers in a wave at Benicio. 
“Our stuff is being shipped here. The truck should arrive tomorrow afternoon,” said my dad. 
“Oh, well, when you’re all settled in you should come over for a barbecue. I’m sure Bill would love to meet you both.” 
“Thank you,” said my dad. “We might just take you up on that!” 
Gag me with a spoon. The idea of listening to this woman for hours while her husband grilled burgers was not appealing in the slightest. I was relieved when she said she had a roast in the oven and hurried back to her house. It looked suspiciously like a white version of our house. 
“She seemed nice,” said my dad. 
“Compared to what?” I asked. “Wolfman?” 
He chuckled, resting a hand on my shoulder. “Dracula maybe.” 
“Or a lagoon creature. Definitely lagoon creature.” 
“Oh, yeah, a blonde lagoon,” he laughed. “It’s in her backyard. She lures young girls back there and eats them up.” 
I pictured Jeanie’s blue eyes and plump red lips. The way her fingers stroked mine as she pulled her handshake away. The swell of her breasts in her slightly sheer blouse. The way her round bottom moved in her capri pants as she walked away. A perfect California housewife. Luring me to her lagoon. Eating me up. There were worse ways to die. 
I cleared my throat. “Ah, yeah. Ha ha.” 
Downtown Peach Valley was probably beautiful, with a scenic courthouse square, shopping, and office buildings straddling the Peach River. My immediate comparisons to Manhattan were unfavorable. The stores looked kitschy or touristy and the tallest building turned out to be our hotel. 
“The Chesapeake is a great place to stay,” said Benicio as he helped us with our bags. “All the celebrities stay here.” 
“Celebrities come here?” I asked dubiously. 
“Cher,” said Benicio. “And Goldie Hawn came here with Kurt Russell. And Lee Iacocca. I drove them here to the hotel. Richard Nixon also, but I did not drive him.” 
Benicio grinned and wheeled our luggage into the palatial lobby of Chesapeake with its red carpeting and marble fountain with an overly lush display of fake foliage. My dad tipped Benicio and then walked over to the white-jacketed woman at the concierge’s counter to check us in. 
I wandered around, still holding my bag, weaving between the brown couches and stuffed chairs. A plaque on one of the lobby’s marble columns informed me the Chesapeake Hotel dated back to before Peach Valley was incorporated. Built in 1909 and renovated in 1947 and 1975. I glanced around the lobby again. Yeah, 1975 seemed about right. It already looked dated. Especially the fake ivy on the walls. It was like Roman ruins met Victorian England and it was garish and gross. 
I tried to imagine Goldie Hawn walking in and saying, “Yeah, this place looks cool. Let’s stay here.” 
I bet she drove out to the Howard Johnson by the highway with Kurt before spending a single night at this weird dump. 
The worst part was the bellhop. It was this teenager named Burt according to his nametag. He was pudgy and somehow going bald already. 
Not that I’m one to judge someone based on appearances. That wasn’t the bad part. 
When we crowded into the elevator with all our luggage, this Burt guy pressed up against me and was breathing on the back of my neck. It was so gross. I wanted to sock him in the mouth. He was taller than me too, so he was looking down my blouse from over my shoulder and I swear I felt his boner poking against my butt. By the time we arrived at our room, I desperately needed to take a shower. 
The room was huge and the floor-to-ceiling windows in the suite offer an almost nice view of the downtown. But it was hot. Burt apologized and switched on the air conditioner. 
“I need to take a shower,” I said to my dad, earning a last lecherous glance from that disgusting bellhop. 
“We can go to the beach if you’re up for it,” my dad called out as I retreated into the bathroom. 
I took my carry-on bag with me in case my dad decided to unpack. 
I had an outfit stuffed in there I could wear. And my bathing suit. A blue one-piece that made my butt feel huge, but at least covered my disgustingly huge breasts. The last thing I wanted to do was go to the beach and be reminded that everyone in California was even skinnier and more perfect than people in New York. Plus they were all tan. I was as pale as a ghost. 
I tried to put it all out of my mind as I stepped into the shower. I closed my eyes as the water poured over me and I tried to picture Ms. 
Rossi. Blonde, incredibly long-legged, but it was her lips and eyes that drove me wild. The way she had kissed me in the cab outside my apartment building. The way her hand had held mine. 
“Yessss,” I hissed through my teeth. 
I touched my soft mound in the shower. My fingers belonged to Ms. Rossi. I kissed against my wet arm, remembering the way her tongue had felt in my mouth. Water coursed down over my arm and my breasts, down my soft tummy and the hot petals of my flower. My touch sought my straining clit. I felt the unmistakable ripple of pleasure as my fingertips made contact. 
Oh, god, I wanted to take out my vibrator and press it against that sensitive bud. I yearned to let the buzzing of the toy strum my pink pearl and send me to ecstasy. I had done it a dozen times in the days since Ms. 
Rossi had opened my eyes. Since she had given me the gift of pleasure. 
No. No, I couldn’t. No there and in that moment, with my dad waiting in the next room. I pulled my fingers away. I opened my eyes and Ms. Rossi was gone. I shuddered with unfulfilled yearning, my face momentarily contorting as if I might start sobbing. I was a raw nerve of emotion about leaving New York, but I held back the tears. I stepped out of the shower into the steamy bathroom, toweled off, and squeezed my gross body into my bathing suit. The material controlled my huge breasts, but my big nipples poked against the taut material and every few steps I knew I would be plucking wedgies out of my crack. 
“Can we just not do the beach?” I asked. 
“Aw, c’mon,” said my dad, showing off his red swim trunks and disturbingly hairy body. “I already changed. There’s a trolly from downtown to the beach. If it isn’t fun, we’ll come back to the hotel.” 
“Alright,” I sighed. There was no resisting my dad’s enthusiasm. 
But I could feel every jiggle in my bathing suit and the thought of wearing it on a trolly ride was grossing me out. “Let me put on some shorts and a t-shirt over this.” 
“Sure! I’ve got towels!” He said, holding up a pair of beach towels. 
I had to admit that the boardwalk and the beach were better than anything in New York. I’d only been to Coney Island once and it was a dump. The Peach Valley boardwalk was new and clean and just waking up for the afternoon. No tattoo parlors of freakshows, but they had skee-ball and ring toss. Dad was a whizz at skee-ball and won me a pair of pink-framed cheapo sunglasses. I wore them with pride. 
He bought us popsicles from a Miss Dairy Freeze stand and we walked down from the boardwalk to the beach. It wasn’t too crowded being a weekday afternoon and probably a bit chilly for locals, but for me and my dad, 80 degrees in November was late May in New York. We spread our towels on the golden sands and looked out on a gorgeous view of the Pacific. My dad insisted he was going for a swim even though only a few hardy surfers were braving the waters. 
While dad was freezing his balls off (as he put it) I stripped out of my shorts and t-shirt and felt like everyone was staring at me. It’s not like I had a terrible body, there was just too much of it and it always felt like I was going to pop out of the bathing sit or get it wedged up my butt. I tried not to look at all the tanned California girls on towels and folding chairs on the beach. Almost everyone was a blonde. Even the middle-aged moms were gorgeous. The girls my age practically looked like a different species. 
I resisted the urge to put my shirt and shorts back on, made myself get comfortable, and stretched out on the towel. 
I must have fallen asleep like that. I hadn’t slept well the night before, I had jet lag, and the sun in the cloudless sky felt good even as it slid towards the horizon. I woke up to my dad dripping cold water as he stood over me. 
“Beth? Are you okay?” He asked. “Did you put on sunscreen?” 
Realization struck me that I had not put on sunscreen the moment I sat up and felt the throbbing pain of the sunburn on my face, arms, legs, and shoulders. While my dad had been flopping around in the surf I had been roasting to a crisp. The beach was a bust. The one good thing I’d found so far in California had taken its revenge on me. 
Unless my sunburn went away in four days, I was going to be starting at a new school looking like a tourist lobster. 
“It’ll be fine,” my father reassured me on the trolly ride home. “You probably won’t even feel it by tomorrow.” 
The Realtor
I felt the sunburn the next day. I wore a long-sleeved dress with ridiculous puffy shoulders. It was out of fashion for New York, let alone California, and made me look like I was a grade schoolteacher. One with a sunburned face. 
“Maybe I’ll just stay in the car,” I suggested as we parked at the curb outside the house. Dad had rented a big station wagon that felt as uncool as my outfit. I preferred sheltering in that ugly beast with the windows down to showing off my aching sunburn to some cool California realtor. 
“Come on, honey,” he said. “I want you to meet Gretchen. I think you’ll like her. She’s practically your age.” 
“That doesn’t really help,” I said. But he was right. Even though I was crabby and lobster red, I couldn’t sulk in the dark of the car while my dad bought the house where I would be living for the next several months of my life. 
Gretchen was waiting for us inside, standing at the kitchen island with its immaculate tiles and built-in cutting board. The paperwork my dad needed to finalize was spread out on the island. 
Gretchen looked at us with eyes as gray as a stormy sky, but there was nothing stormy about her personality. She flashed a huge, perfectly white smile and came around the island to greet us. When she moved, my attention was drawn to the glorious mane of her hair. It was feathered and blonde, just like Heather Locklear’s. Her locks bounced. It was like I was in a shampoo commercial. I felt my knees go week as she locked eyes with me. 
“You must be Beth!” She exclaimed, brushing past my dad and taking both my hands in hers. 
“Um? Yeah?” I said, hoping I wouldn’t get lightheaded. I finally managed, “Hi. You’re Gretchen, right?” 
“Yes! I helped your dad pick out this house. But I think you’ll really like it. Come with me.” 
“I’ll just blunder my way through this paperwork,” my dad called as Gretchen pulled me by my hand up the stairs to the second floor. 
I was entranced by her. By the way she moved and by the even golden brown of her tanned skin. She was a lot taller than me and wearing heels on carpet with ease. She might have been twenty or forty. I wasn’t sure. She felt much older than me because she carried herself with total confidence, but her face was unlined as if she were still a teenager. 
“This,” she said, dragging me from the upstairs loft and down the hallway, “is going to be your room.” 
The room was a corner room of the house and had windows on two sides. They were big and already curtained, looking out on our new swimming pool and expansive backyard in one direction and over at the Cobblers on the other side. It was a big room. At least twice the size of my little bedroom in our apartment. 
“I don’t think I have enough stuff for a room this big,” I said. 
“Maybe for my dad’s office.” 
“No,” said Gretchen. “Your dad will let you pick which room you want. I know him. And this is the room you want. You know why?” 
“Why?” I asked. 
She pointed across my backyard and to the backyard of the house behind ours. On the second floor, I had a view over their privacy fence and into their pool area. A man with dark hair, a perfect tan, and a perfectly sculpted body was floating on an inflatable raft in the neighbor’s pool. 
“Davis Brant lives right behind you.” 
“Who?” I asked. 
“Davis Brant,” she repeated. “He’s a male model. He did those Jordache ads. Remember those magazine ads with the American flag and the ‘All American Boy’ theme?” 
“Um, yeah, I think so,” I lied. 
“You don’t care?” She pressed her nose against the window. “Look at him, Beth. What a slab of USDA prime beefcake.” 
“Not really my type,” I confessed. 
“Oh,” she said, momentarily dimmed by my lack of enthusiasm. I felt guilty about not being interested in Gretchen’s hunk, so I quickly added, 
“I love the room though. It’s amazing. I feel like I can see all the way to the ocean.” 
“Yeah? Kind of smoggy this morning. But I’ll bet you can see the Ferris wheel on the boardwalk whenever it’s clear.” She walked over to the wall. “And check this out.” 
She pulled a Murphy bed out of a panel in the wall. She locked it down into place and dropped onto her butt on it, bouncing her legs apart and giving me a flash of pantyhose. I looked away. My cheeks reddened. 
“You can sleep on this until you get a bed of your own,” she said. 
“Come try it out. Sit next to me.” 
I sat down next to her, very conscious of how far away her leg was from mine. And the smell of her shampoo. And the way she kicked her legs a little bit to punctuate her words when she spoke. 
“This will be a primo hangout. When you have friends over to spend the night they can sleep on this bed.” She patted the spot between us, her fingers brushing my hip. “No sleeping on the floor at Beth Turner’s house.” 
“I’m just here until I graduate,” I said. 
“That’s right,” she snapped her fingers. “You’re going to the Artemis Academy. That place is so radical. They have horseback riding and a SCUBA class and…” 
Her gaze searched my face. Her lips parted. For a moment, I weirdly thought she was going to kiss me. She brushed a lock of hair from my face. 
“You really got a lot of sun, huh?” Her eyes crinkled sympathetically. 
I winced away from her touch. “Yeah. I was jet lagged and fell asleep on the beach. Now I have to start school looking like this on top of how I normally look.” 
“’Normally look?’” She took a moment to look me up and down. I felt judged and wanted to tell her to stop. “What are you talking about?” 
“Everybody here looks like, well, you,” I said. “Gorgeous. Blonde. 
Perfect body.” 
I didn’t mean to be nasty, but I spit the word “perfect” out like an insult. 
“Oh,” she said, her smile fading for a moment. It returned quickly and she said, “Blondes are everywhere. And I don’t know about ‘perfect body’. My boobs are too small. I have bony hips. And I used to be a tomboy, but it made me look younger, like a kid, so I grew my hair out for my job. It helps me sell houses.” 
“Your body is perfect,” I repeated, looking away from her. “You’re like a model. Like the woman version of… what was his name?” 
“Davis Brant,” she said, glancing towards the window like she might be able to see him without standing up. “My point is, you’re sexy, Beth. Your body is different from mine, but it’s beautiful. You’re a redhead. 
There aren’t many redheads in Peach Valley.” 
“It doesn’t seem like there are many black people either,” I said drily. 
“Right, that’s true,” she admitted. “There are some though. And things are changing. But you don’t get to change the subject, okay?” 
She took my hands and said, with all her perfect blonde California goddess seriousness, “You’ll find a cute guy in no time.” 
I thought of the disgusting bellhop at the Chesapeake and the way he looked at me. His heavy breathing. What I was sure was his boner poking against me. Men disgusted me. I almost burst out laughing at the suggestion that I would be interested in a guy. Even a Davis Brant. 
Gretchen must have noticed my amusement. 
“What’s so funny?” She demanded. 
“I don’t want a cute guy,” I said. Then I realized I was on a precipice. I’d never done this with anyone. Ms. Rossi had figured me out, but I was about to blurt out to the first person I found attractive that I was a lesbian. Did I want my life in California to be spent in the closet or did I want to throw open that door and start things out in the open? 
“What do you mean?” asked Gretchen, still not getting it. 
I knew what I wanted to do. But I was a coward. 
“Um, just, I haven’t had much luck dating,” I said. 
“Things are going to change for you,” she said, standing up and taking my hands. “You can leave your bad luck in New York. You’re in California now, baby. This is where dreams come true!” 
My time in California had left me unconvinced. 
I was hard on myself about my failure to be honest with Gretchen. 
After our conversation in my future bedroom, she went downstairs to finish the paperwork with my dad and I went out to the backyard. The pool seemed too big and too nice to be real, but then I noticed the Cobblers next door on the right and whoever lived on the left had similarly wonderful pools. The Cobblers had improved their patio area with brick borders to the patio, glass-topped tables, colorful umbrellas, lounge chairs, and a fancy grill. Ours was empty, except for a two-person swing that hung from a bracket mounted on the back of the house. 
I sat down on the swing as a cool breeze picked up and stirred my hair. It smelled like the Pacific and seagulls drifted overhead. I kicked my chubby legs to move the swing and remembered Gretchen’s legs next to mine. 
I tried to imagine myself with her the way I had briefly been with Ms. Rossi. I could picture Gretchen nude, with her willowy body and pert champagne coupe breasts. Her nipples were small and delicate, I somehow knew it. And I bet she trimmed her pubic hair with clippers so she could wear tiny bikinis. I could even picture a dew of water on the tan-lined peach of her bottom as she turned around in my fantasy. But for all the fidelity of my image of Gretchen, I couldn’t cast myself opposite her. She was so vivacious and beautiful it was like trying to put my arms around a cartoon character in my fantasy. 
My mopery was at maximum levels. I’d given up my life and my friends in New York for California. It was a trade I’d never wanted nor asked for. I was also a teenager. Not a species of animal given to rational behavior. In other words, it was going to take a while for the self-pity to wear off. 
The door opened and I craned my neck to see if my dad was done. 
Gretchen came out instead, her long skirt and ribbon necktie fluttering in the wind. Her honey blonde Locklear hair bouncing as she walked over and joined me on the swing. 
“Your dad is almost done,” she said. “So, I was thinking, it can be hard getting to know people in a new town. You’re probably missing your friends.” 
“I’m fine,” I said, forcing a smile. 
“But you seem like you would be up for fun,” she said. “You’re eighteen, right?” 
“Um, yeah,” I said, raising an eyebrow. 
“Good, because I wouldn’t want to invite a seventeen-year-old to a beach party with me.” 
“A what?” 
“Oh, don’t give me that look,” she giggled. “I’m only a few years older than you, Beth. I remember what it was like to be a teenager and to be lonely. My family came to California from Nebraska when I was fourteen. 
It took a year for me to adjust to living here. It would have helped me a lot if someone had invited me to meet people my age. So that’s what I’m doing for you. Inviting you to come to a party. Hello? Does that sound cool?” 
“Yes. It sounds super cool.” I grinned. My sunburned cheeks somehow grew redder. “You mean like together?” 
“Yeah,” said Gretchen. “I’ll pick you up on Saturday.” She leaned close enough that a windblown lock of her hair caressed my face. “I’ll buy you some Bartles and Jaymes Wine Coolers. Just kidding. Or am I?” 
Before she pulled away, that tickling lock of hair dragged across my lips for an instant. It was almost a kiss. Enough that I could picture myself in Gretchen’s arms. Her lips against mine. And her body so, so very naked as it pressed against me. 
The Artemis Academy
Headmistress Ballis was a timeworn woman with deep wrinkles set in her tanned face and dark hair gone almost completely to gray. She wore that hair up in an intricate braid that must have been done for her. She looked fragile but stood ramrod straight and had clear green eyes as sharp as a hawk’s eyes. She kept her arms folded, almost seeming to glide above the ground as she walked ahead of me. 
“The campus here is for the older girls,” she explained. “Women on the cusp of entering the world of higher education. Academics are our primary focus, but every student is treated as a huntress.” 
“A huntress?” My dad chuckled. 
“Artemis understood that all of life is a hunt, Mr. Turner,” said Ballis without looking back at him. “The mind and body are interconnected. 
To be an effective huntress every woman must hone every part of herself. 
You will be asked to select four academic courses and three athletic courses. 
Though we offer a wide variety of sports for all interests and levels of ability.” 
At that moment, we paused as a quartet of women rode past us on horseback. They wore brown boots, cream-colored breeches, and blue jackets, which differed from the uniforms worn by the other girls we had seen. They laughed with each other as if sharing some wonderful private joke. 
“It’s beautiful,” I said, admiring the chestnut and cream-colored horses and the young women riding atop them. 
“Beauty is derived from harmony of form, function, and interaction,” said Ballis. “You will find harmony here. Come along. I will show you the grounds and our various facilities.” 
Old world European grandeur had been transported to 1980s California. The gardens and open greens were immaculately kept and the main house had the look of a French palace. Each path, hedge, fountain, and staircase was wide and precisely arranged. Proud alabaster goddesses stood on every corner, many of them holding bows or spears, breasts thrusting proudly forward as the women wore nothing but the occasional ancient helmet. 
The students standing in formation on the greens were my age or slightly younger, all girls, dressed in white pleated skirts, white knee socks, and red sweater vests. They all seemed too beautiful, which was becoming a common problem with California. No acne. No chubby girls, although there were a few chubby teachers among the otherwise statuesque Greek goddesses instructing young ladies in archery, sword fighting, and karate on the greens. 
I noticed a particularly large woman overseeing girls running on a track. She was taller than anyone, practically a giantess, with muscular legs bared in her tiny shorts, broad shoulders visible under her tight tank top, and a powerful neck. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail that swung behind her when she turned her head to watch the girls running on the track. 
A stopwatch hung against her ample breasts. She reached for it, lifted it to look at it, and yelled something to the girl running past her. 
Her eyes met mine. They flashed with hunger. A hot throb went through me. I was shaken. I had never felt such intense and sudden lust for a woman before. She smiled at me as if she knew what I had felt, then her attention returned to the girls on the track and I was left with a quivering thigh. 
“W-who is that?” I asked Ballis as we walked past the running track. 
“Ah. That is Rhonda Patterson,” said Ballis. “Ms. Patterson is our archery and soccer instructor as well as our track and field and wrestling coach. If you elect to take her courses, she will push you to your limit, Elizabeth. But every girl learns something about herself from Ms. 
Patterson.” 
I made an involuntary sound as another tremor ran up my thigh and into my core. I glanced at Ms. Patterson again, but her back was to us as she shouted encouragement and criticism at her students. 
Across the sprawling grounds we visited the stables, with stalls for thirty horses and equipment for polo, jumping, and cross-country riding. 
There was an indoor and an outdoor swimming pool, both fully Olympic-sized, with high dives that terrified me. Girls were practicing SCUBA diving at the outdoor pool. We saw the archery range, the rifle range, and a Redwood forest with hiking paths. 
If anything, the inside of the main building was even more impressive than the outside or the sprawling grounds. It continued the gilded feel of a French palace. The walls were dark wood and decorated with photographs of students, faculty, and paintings of warrior women. 
Chandeliers and skylights and gilded trim were everywhere. The academy taught computer science with networked microcomputers, microbiology with scanning electron microscopes, and physiology with actual cadavers. 
It was the sort of thing that you only expected to see at a premier university. 
The writing teacher was an elderly black woman named Mona Cooke. I had heard of her. She was a poetess from the south and her friendly smile and kind eyes concealed a sharp wit and piercingly vulgar style that had seen her banned from publication in some states in the 1950s. 
I was overjoyed. 
“The Witches Burn,” I said, naming the title of her most famous collection of poetry. 
“Well, well,” she said, looking to Headmistress Ballis, “not everyone you bring me is an insulated little princess.” 
“She is an exceptional writer,” said Ballis. 
“I’ll be the judge of that,” said Ms. Cooke. “If you are interested in my class, bring me a portfolio of your work on Monday, young lady. I’ll decide whether I can teach you or not.” 
“Y-yes! Oh, yes, I will,” I said, nearly jumping for joy. 
Our tour continued. The cafeteria smelled like a bistro and looked like a library and the library was like something out of my fantasies of a library, with huge windows letting in light, high-backed chairs, movable ladders on rails and shelves of books reaching to the ceiling. The smell of old books excited me almost as much as that look from Ms. Patterson. I felt like all the secrets and answers of the world could be found in the library. 
Headmistress Ballis gave us a brief tour of the dormitory. She explained, “Many of our students do not live in the surrounding area and so board with us during the school year. You will not have reason to visit the dormitories unless you are invited to pay a visit to a student you befriend. 
Our visiting hours are very strict on weekdays.” 
The girls dressed casually in the lounge of the dorm, playing Atari and ping pong, and watching TV. A surprising number of girls were curled up on couches and beanbags reading books. I felt the sudden urge to demand my dad let me stay in the dorms. I noticed that the girls in the dormitory seemed much more diverse than the girls I had encountered in Peach Valley. I saw several black girls, Asian girls, and Latina girls. Maybe not as diverse as New York, but it was an improvement. 
It was a good sign that I might feel at home at the Artemis Academy. Although my visit ended on a sour note. I was led away from my dad and shown into a small windowless room with three full-length mirrors and told to undress to my underwear. A bony-fingered old woman entered the room with a younger plump woman at her side. They proceeded to poke me and measure me and even hefted my breasts. The woman didn’t even speak English but muttered constantly in what I assume was Greek. 
A couple days later, I learned that the woman poking me with fingers had been a master tailor. The discomfort of having my measurements taken in such complete and intimate detail was worth it when I tried on my various Artemis Academy uniforms and found them all to fit perfectly. But that day, it left a bad taste in my mouth and sent me home feeling slightly violated. 
“Want to stop and get an ice cream?” My dad asked, driving our new rental car and perhaps sensing my fitting had left me in a bad mood. Of course, I was feeling especially fat and ice cream was the last thing I wanted. He tried to change the subject. “Hey, the Cobblers invited us over for a barbecue. That should be fun, right?” 
“Oh, um, actually dad…” 
“You are not sitting in our hotel room,” he said. “The movers will have finished unloading the truck by now. If you don’t want to go to the barbecue then you can stay at the house and start unpacking.” 
“No, that’s not it,” I said. “I’m not being antisocial. I want… I was invited to a party.” 
“Just now? Today?” He glanced over in surprise and almost swerved off the road. 
“Actually, I’m going with Gretchen,” I said. 
“Who? The realtor? I didn’t know you were a party sort of girl, Beth.” His continued confusion was starting to hurt my feelings. 
“She’s not much older than me,” I said. “She said she thought I should meet people my own age. Look, dad, you said you wanted me to get a fresh start here, right? So, yeah, maybe now I’m a party girl. Maybe that’s what California Beth does.” 
“Well alright,” he said. “You’re an adult now. Just promise me you will be smart. Just say ‘no’ if anyone offers you drugs. And don’t get in any cars with someone that has been drinking.” 
“I’ll be good,” I promised. 
But not too good. 
Soothing
While my dad was barbecuing with the Cobblers, I tried on ten different outfits and left messy piles of clothes scattered around my barely unpacked bedroom. All my skirts and dresses either showed off too much of my sunburned skin or were too tight on my curvy body. I grew frustrated and finally decided on a pair of jeans that didn’t make my butt look too big and a long sleeve Yankees baseball shirt my father had bought me. It was more casual than what I usually preferred, but it covered up most of my sunburn and felt almost right for a party in California. 
I tried to braid my hair but didn’t like the look of it and decided to leave my ginger locks hanging loosely past my shoulders. I went a little overboard with the makeup with glossy red lipstick, eyeshadow and eyeliner, a layer of concealer to hide the red and then blush on my cheeks. It was ridiculous. I scrubbed it all off, which hurt my sunburned face. My skin was throbbing and raw as I realized I didn’t have enough time to put my makeup back on. 
Sure enough, Gretchen’s car horn honked a moment later. Her blue Mazda RX-7 convertible was the coolest thing I had ever seen. Like a Corvette by way of Japan. 
“Hey there,” she said as I climbed in beside her. “Ready for the grand tour?” 
“Ready for anything,” I said, impossibly relieved that she was wearing jean shorts and a t-shirt. 
The setting sun had ignited the sky. It burned in shades of red and gold above us as we drove with the top down, the wind in our hair, both of us singing along together to “Get Physical” and “Tainted Love.” Best of all was singing along to “Jesse’s Girl” with her as we cruised through downtown Peach Valley. I watched her lips as she sang, “Where can I find a woman like that?” She tossed her hair, laughing, as we repeated the line together. 
The song ended and she dialed the volume down on the radio. 
“How’s the sunburn treating you?” 
That took the smile off my face. She had noticed the redness and maybe how I winced when my shirt or jeans rubbed against my skin. 
“It’s fine,” I said. 
“Really?” 
“No,” I admitted. “It hurts like heck.” 
“At least the sun’s down, right?” She flashed that big beautiful smile of hers. I practically saw her teeth sparkle. “I haven’t had a bad burn in a couple years, but I had some doozies when I was your age. My brother dragged me out on a sailboat with his friends when I was sixteen and I got so burned I thought I was going to melt. Blisters and everything. I still have a couple of scars on my back if you look closely.” 
“Yikes,” I said. 
“Yeah, yours isn’t that bad,” she said. “You know what works great? Aloe vera plants. You can get it at a drugstore, but the plants are just full of this gel you can rub on your burns and it really works.” 
“I think my mom had some of that in the bathroom. Isn’t it like Vaseline?” 
“Sort of,” she said. “The stuff you buy at the drugstore is okay, but if you really want to heal quickly you need fresh aloe vera. There are actually aloe vera plants outside my apartment building. Do you trust me?” 
“Yes,” I said. 
“You shouldn’t,” she laughed. “No, just kidding. I’ll get you some fresh aloe vera and then we can pick up some drinks for the party.” 
Just like that, I was going to Gretchen’s apartment. It was in a neighborhood that seemed more like a commercial area, with a muffler place, a Mexican grocery, a hardware store, a liquor store, and a Chinese restaurant. Her apartment had a cheesy Mission style of architecture, but it didn’t matter. I was enthralled by her energy and her sense of adventure. 
She could have lived in a tin-roofed shack and I would have followed. 
“Here we go,” she said. “Keep watch for me. These were planted by the super.” 
“Um, okay,” I said. 
She crouched down beside a plant that looked like a giant clawed green hand with too many fingers. She used a pocketknife to cut a few fat cactus-like “fingers” from the aloe plant. She sliced off the needles from the edges of each finger-like leaf while I checked to be sure nobody was watching us. 
“Three should be enough,” she said. “Unless you were at a nude beach.” 
“Um, no,” I said. “It was a one-piece suit.” 
“Oh, lucky you,” she said. “I was topless when I got my worst sunburn. On my stomach though so my back got the worst of it. Come on, we can go up to my apartment and I’ll get this gel out.” 
“Sure. Anything that will help.” I managed a smile even though my thigh had started quivering like when I was at the Artemis Academy. If Gretchen knew the way she was affecting me she didn’t let on. 
I followed her up to her apartment on the second floor of the building, trying not to stare at her firm little bottom like I had back at my house. It was even more apparent now in her small denim shorts, the slightest edge of her pink panties visible each time she took another step. 
Looking at her, thinking about peeling off her shorts and her underwear, made me feel like one of those gross guys that used to whistle at me on the way to school. 
The inside of her apartment was much nicer than I expected, with lots of plants, framed photographs, and a high-end stereo that looked Japanese. I fiddled with it to try to regain my composure while Gretchen was “getting the gel out” of the aloe vera. Whatever that meant. 
She returned and caught me as I was trying to adjust the equalizer on the stereo. “Oh, um, cool stereo.” 
“Yeah, I don’t mess with it much. My boyfriend gets mad when I touch the settings.” Her words drove a knife into my heart. 
“Ah, sorry,” I muttered, feeling my guts twist. 
“It’s fine,” she shrugged. She was holding a cutting board with three planks of translucent gelatinous aloe vera. I hadn’t expected it to look so solid. “Do you want to go back to the bedroom or do it right here?” 
I was still reeling from the realization that Gretchen wasn’t a lesbian and I had no chance with her and I failed to understand what she was asking me. I staggered back a step and looked at her stupidly. “Huh?” 
“The aloe vera,” she said. “I can put a towel down on the carpet and I’ll put it on you here or we can go back in my bedroom if you’d rather. I promise, I’m not trying to molest you.” 
“Oh, um, whatever is fine,” I said. “Wait, you’re going to put it on me?” 
“Yeah, why don’t we go back to the bedroom. You’ll be more comfortable. Follow me.” 
I was in a daze as I followed Gretchen from the living room of her apartment back to the bedroom. 
I was torn between despair, excitement, and fear. You might think this sounds a little overwrought, but do you remember how it felt being eighteen? It wasn’t easy. I had a crush on this woman and in the span of ten seconds she had managed to stomp on my crush, then tell me she was going to massage my body, which also meant I was probably going to need to strip out of most my clothes. The thought of being almost naked in front of Gretchen had me in knots. 
“You can lie down on the bed. Take off as much as you feel comfortable taking off.” She blushed a little and laughed. “I promise I’m not trying to cop a feel.” 
“That’s the second time you have said that,” I replied, my heart pounding in my ears as I sat down on the edge of her bed. I forced a smile and added, “I might start to get suspicious.” 
Gretchen’s bedroom was small and made smaller by the overabundance of decorations. There was a cork board covered in dozens of Polaroids of her with friends, family, and presumably boyfriends. There was an overstuffed bookshelf, an overflowing vanity, and a dresser topped with some sort of realtor trophy and one drawer hanging open. On the wall next to the unmade bed was a poster for An Officer and a Gentleman, a big hunky picture of Richard Gere, which did not bode very well for her interest in me sexually. 
“You’ll feel better after this, I promise,” she said. 
I didn’t feel good taking off my shirt and exposing the puffy, heavy duty bra I was wearing to holster and support my breasts. The visible tops of my beasts were throbbing red as they strained against the cups of the bra. 
Gretchen made a soft sound. I wasn’t sure what it meant. Was she laughing at me? Concerned about my sunburn? I couldn’t bring myself to look at her. I kicked off my shoes and stretched back on the bed to work the buttons of my jeans over the pale softness of my tummy. I winced and hissed as I worked the denim down from my sunburned legs. 
She stood over me, holding the cutting board of aloe vera gel like she intended to give me breakfast in bed. I turned my head to look away. 
“Are you burned under the bra?” She asked softly. 
“A little bit,” I admitted, feeling my sensitive breasts rubbing against the inside of the cups each time I took a breath. 
“Are you okay taking that off as well? It’s nothing I haven’t seen.” 
“You’ve seen my boobs?” I said. 
“Ha, no,” she chuckled. “But I remember high school gym. It wasn’t that long ago. There were girls of every shape and size in the showers.” 
I saw her point, even if I somehow doubted there had been any girls like me at a California high school. I imagined nothing but women looking like Gretchen. 
“Alright,” I whispered. I sat up and reach back, feeling for the triple clasp of my bra. It took an embarrassing almost maternity level bra to keep me under control. I managed to work one clasp open, but it was causing me considerable pain rubbing the sunburned tops of my breasts against the inner seams of the bra. 
“Let me help,” said Gretchen. 
She lay the cutting board on the bed and knelt beside me. I held back a gasp as her fingers touched my shoulder. My back. She tugged once, gently, on the elastic of the bra. The clasps opened and the pressure eased. I shrugged out of the bra, sucking in a breath as I caught the cups and the cool airconditioned air caressed the sunburned valley of my cleavage. 
“Thanks,” I said and lay back, propped slightly on her pillows. 
She began softening the aloe vera in her hands, rubbing back and forth as the paste like translucent gel took on the consistency of a thick shampoo. 
“You ready?” She asked, holding up her glistening hands. 
“Y-yeah,” I said. 
She began with my shoulders. Her touch was gentle, her fingers and hands skimmed the surface of my skin and spread the ale vera over my sunburn. The effect was almost instant. Cool relief. The throbbing subsided. 
“Oh, wow,” I grinned. “That feels so good.” 
“Right? It’s even better if it’s refrigerated. Really cools you off.” 
She spread the aloe vera over the tops of my breasts, around the side, her hands avoiding the pale outline of my bathing suit. My puffy pink nipples stiffened. Had she noticed? They were so thick, so erect, I was sure she was going to say something. She just kept spreading the aloe vera, moving to my arms and then to my legs. 
I parted my legs, mindful of the throbbing between my thighs. The gusset of my ruched panties taut against my mound. Her nimble fingers came so close to touching me there. I sucked in a shuddering breath. She stroked down from my hips to my feet, pausing every so often to refresh the gel in her hands. 
“Better already, right?” She said. “That’s just the first coat of paint. 
I’m going to go over it a couple times and work it into your skin. It’s going to feel a little sticky when it dries, but it’s worth it.” 
“Thank you,” I said, hoping she didn’t notice I was trembling with my eagerness to be touched more. 
There was a certain unreal quality to what was happening, there in the half-light through the curtains, this beautiful woman moving over me and touching my almost naked body. I was so tense I couldn’t fully enjoy it, but I was aware of how exciting it was and thought in the moment that it would become a focal point of my sexual fantasies for weeks to come. 
“So if Davis Brant isn’t your type,” she said, beginning to massage the aloe into the redness on my arms, “what sort of guy is your type?” 
“Hmmm?” I was lost in the sensation of her caress. It took me a moment to process what she had said. “Oh, I don’t know. I haven’t really had any boyfriends.” 
“None?” She met my gaze as her hands moved up my arms over my shoulders. “I find that hard to believe. You’re beautiful. There is no way you weren’t turning heads in New York.” 
“There were guys interested. Mostly they just made comments about me. Gross comments.” 
“Yeah, men can be pigs,” she said, gathering up more aloe and continuing to work down from my shoulders. Into my cleavage. To the edges of my sunburn. 
“I don’t think I want to date a guy,” I said and forced myself to lock eyes with her. 
The fingers of her left hand slipped past the sunburned portion of my chest. Followed the creamy swell of my right breast. Slide over my areola. My straining nipple. Cool aloe smeared against my sensitive bud and I let out a soft gasp of pleasure. 
“Oh!” She jerked her hand back. “Ha. Sorry. Accident.” 
“It’s okay,” I said, almost panting. Almost asking her to do it again. 
“I’ll be more careful,” she said and kept to her word, tracing the sunburn and nothing else as she moved lower. “Not all guys are gross. My brother, Lyle, is going to be at the party. He’s a pig. But his friend, Clark, is a total sweetheart. You’ll like him.” 
“Are you trying to set me up with your brother’s friend?” I asked. 
“Maybe a little,” she said. “But don’t worry. No pressure. If you don’t like him, you don’t have to hang out with him.” She lifted her hands from my ankles. “And there. Just enough left to do your face. Are you ready?” 
“Yeah, sure,” I said, closing my eyes as she began to massage the soothing gel into my sunburned face. I tried to picture Clark, but all I could see was Richard Gere. It didn’t matter that he was the world’s sexiest man. I wanted Gretchen. 
I felt crusty and smelled a little weird after all the aloe. Gretchen added a few dabs of sunscreen with a strong coconut smell over the gel to give me, “The full beach experience for the beach party.” 
“I’ll meet this guy,” I said. “But no promises. I’m really not looking to date.” 
The Beach
Clark Castellano turned out to be like every other boy that had come onto me, but more handsome. He had sandy brown hair and friendly brown eyes and an easy smile. His tan was California perfect and his body was lean and muscular. He drank Budweiser and put his arm around me and sang along to the radio stuck into the sand next to the bonfire. When he slipped a hand under my t-shirt and made a move to kiss me, I pulled away. 
“Sorry,” I said, getting up from the driftwood we were using as a bench. “I’m not really feeling too good.” 
As excuses go, it was lame, but he let me go. I left the bonfire and Gretchen and her friends behind me and wandered into the darkness along the beach. The moon was almost full and it was a clear night. I was wearing Clark’s jacket to keep me warm against the chilly air. I was so lame. The fat girl from New York, wearing jeans to the beach and refusing to take off her shirt. 
I didn’t like Clark, but I hated Steve. That was Gretchen’s boyfriend. Just as handsome as Clark or Davis Brant or any of these California hunks. He was worse than all of them. He stood between me and Gretchen. 
I seethed at the way he handled Gretchen possessively and kissed her and caressed her and she so obviously liked it. I hated when she left me by the fire with Clark and went skinny dipping. Even my glimpses of Gretchen didn’t make up for my jealousy. I saw her pert breasts and tiny nipples stiff against the breeze, her firm butt flashing pale against the moon as she dove into the surf. Laughing, kicking her long legs as Steve picked her up like a groom carrying his bride. 
The night had turned so bitterly. I fought back tears and kept walking along the beach, towards the distant lights of the beach house where our night had begun. Nobody was home. They were all out playing and laughing in the surf. Being cool. Being California cool. 
I sunk onto a chair on the porch, the light of the bonfire in the distance, and I began to cry. I was doing it to myself. Why couldn’t I just have fun? Drink a little more and make out with Clark? 
Duh! Because that wasn’t what I wanted. Wasn’t who I was. I couldn’t pretend to like guys. I didn’t want to start a new life here having boyfriends and holding hands with them. Letting them slobber on me and grope me. 
I shuddered at the memory of Clark’s hand sliding under my shirt. 
It repulsed me. But then I remembered Gretchen’s fingers, brushing against my nipple. Bending my plump bud and sending pleasure crackling to my core. 
“I wondered where you went!” Gretchen called as she ran up to the porch. She was wearing her bikini bottoms and a t-shirt for a surf shop called Petey’s that clung to her damp breasts. I remembered Steve wearing that shirt when we had arrived at the beach. 
“Just had to get away,” I said, forcing a smile and wiping my tears. 
Gretchen joined me on the porch, sitting down in the chair next to mine. I shrugged out of Clark’s jacket and held it out to her. “Can you give Clark back his jacket?” 
“He said he might have been a little fresh with you,” she said. “He feels terrible about it. Can you come back over to the fire and let him apologize?” 
“I tried to say it earlier, but it won’t matter. I’m not interested in Clark. Or any guys.” 
“Any guys?” Her brow furrowed with confusion. Her stormy gray eyes searched my face. Then her expression changed, her brows lifted, and her eyes widened. “You’re a lesbian.” 
It felt strange to watch her lips and tongue form that word. I wanted to throw my arms around her and admit it all, everything I had known for years but kept secret from almost everyone. 
But I suddenly felt such a powerful swell of emotion that I found I couldn’t form any words. I made a sound sort of like a dog having a bad dream and I nodded my head. 
“Oh, Beth,” she said, her brow knitting with sympathy and her lips curling into a sad smile. She took my hand and squeezed. “Why didn’t you tell me? I wouldn’t have set you up with Clark if I’d known that.” 
“Didn’t want to ruin,” I said, unable to form a complete sentence. 
She continued to hold my hand but looked off at the moonlit surf crashing into the shore. 
“I thought there was something at my apartment,” she said. “I put it down to you being nervous.” 
“I was!” I said. 
“But why were you nervous?” She asked. “That’s the question. You going to fess up?” 
I twisted my hand out of her grasp, pulled my feet up on the chair, and hugged my knees. 
“Nope,” I said, hiding a blushing smile. 
“Come on,” she prodded me with an elbow. 
“Ah!” I winced, feeling a real burst of pain from the pressure on my sunburn. 
“Ooh, sorry,” she winced sympathetically. “I forgot. I can’t see the sunburn in the moonlight.” 
“Really?” I studied my arms. She was right. It almost looked like I had a tan. I met her gaze again and felt that same fluttering in my tummy that I had felt when she told me she was going to rub me down. “I mean, okay, I might have a crush on you. A slight one.” 
I held up finger and thumb to show the size of my crush. It was not an accurate measurement. 
She leaned across the arm of my chair. Her damp hair tickled against the back of my hand. Her eyes held me, like a snake staring down a mouse, and she moved closer. Closer. So close it felt like her face, her smell and warm breath, were swallowing me up. She reached a hand up to my cheek, caressed the warm sunburned skin as she smiled, her lips almost against mine. 
“A slight one?” She asked, her lips brushing against mine. 
“Tiny,” I whispered. “Miniscule.” 
“I’m very flattered,” she whispered, moving her lips from side to side against mine. “But I’m afraid I have a boyfriend.” 
“I understand,” I replied and kissed her. 
It wasn’t a dream. No trick I was playing on myself. Our lips met in a searing hot kiss and I thrust my tongue aggressively against hers. She moaned, caught by surprise by my eagerness, but no less eager to return the heat of the kiss. The world receded from my view. The chairs, the beach house, the silvery moonlit sands, and the soft crash of the Pacific were all distant and insignificant. 
The world was in our kiss. Everything that mattered, right there, where our tongues met and twisted for the torrid eternity of that first embrace. I emerged from it gasping, almost laughing, giddy with excitement and desire. She smiled back at me, her fingers slipping into my hair as she pulled me back against her, moaning simply, “More.” 
The radiating heat of our bodies seemed to swirl and meld around that kiss, moaning and breathing together, tongues intertwined and soft lips colliding again and again. When we finally pulled back from the kiss, we were both panting and straining with need. Gretchen stood up, took my hand, and led me into her friend’s beach house. 
It was small and dark and smelled like the sea. We moved onto a couch that had seen better days, the springs creaking beneath us as we pressed our bodies together and resumed kissing. The moonlight through the blinds painted bands of light and dark across us. The one wine cooler I had drunk gave me courage. I pulled my shirt over my head and straddled Gretchen’s lap. The heat of my sunburn soothed by her lips as she kissed my shoulder and my arm. 
I will never forget how I could feel her thigh muscle through my shorts as I pressed my aching body down against her. The pressure against her leg rubbed my panties against my cove and sent hot peals of pleasure through me. I remembered the bold way Clark had touched me by the fire. 
My hand slipped under Gretchen’s borrowed t-shirt. Her tummy was firm. 
Her left breast soft and yielding. She gasped against my lips as I caressed and cupped her pert mound. Just slightly bigger than my hand. Nipple stiff against my palm. Moaning against my lips as I kissed her again. She was reaching around to unbuckle my bra. 
I was ready to give her everything. Aching to do it. This was it. 
And then it was over. Sounds of laughter and voices approached the beach house. Like a wave crashing over our sandcastle. I separated from her. Pulled on my shirt. Feet scuffed on the sandy porch. Gretchen stood up and went to the kitchen, searching in the fridge, the back of Steve’s shirt pulled up from her firm bikini-covered butt. 
The door opened and my hopes of going further with Gretchen were washed away completely. Steve and Clark and a few of Gretchen’s other friends walked in. I was dizzy with lust. Barely aware of what they were saying. Clark sat down on the couch, apologizing. He had the jacket I had left on the porch. I smiled and nodded. 
There was a moment of eye contact with Gretchen as she talked to Steve in the kitchen. Her smile was for me. Her gray eyes twinkled. 
This wasn’t over between us. 
First Day
The first student I met at the Artemis Academy was Margaret Ziggler. She was a slender, brown-haired girl with braces and oversized glasses. She didn’t fit the mold of California perfection. She was my lab partner for microbiology, and I sat beside her at one of the small lab tables that divided the class into pairs. 
“You’re not from here,” she said. “I can tell by how you talk.” 
“New York,” I said. 
“I’ve been to New York,” she said. “It smelled like pee.” 
Telling me my hometown smelled like urine wasn’t the best introduction to Margaret, but her overly frank talk had grown on me by lunch, when she said, “Sit with us, those other girls suck” and led me over to her table in the library-like lunchroom. I carried my tray of kebabs, yogurt dip, and fresh melon to the table and sat down. Margaret introduced me to the two other girls sitting with us. 
“This is Hilda Gonzalez,” she said, indicating a handsome Latina girl with a prominent jaw and her dark hair worn in braids. Hilda waved with her fingers. Margaret hooked her thumb at the pudgy blonde next to her, “And this is Wendy Kirkman.” 
“Elizabeth Turner,” I said. “Beth.” 
“She’s from New York,” said Margaret. 
“Cajamarca,” said Hilda. “In Peru.” 
“I’m from here,” said Wendy. “Are you staying in the dorms?” 
“No, we moved here,” I said. “At least until I graduate. Then I’m going back east for college. Harvard hopefully.” 
“Everyone wants to go to Harvard or Yale,” said Hilda. “I’m going to MIT after I graduate. I already applied. But I’ll totally get in. My mom is an alumnus.” 
“Yeah, you better apply soon,” said Wendy. She brought a portable inhaler to her lips and pressed down on the can of medicine. There was a CRACK-HISS and she took a deep breath. She saw me staring at her and added, “I’m okay, just get a little wheezy. So what classes are you taking?” 
“She’s my lab partner for microbiology,” said Margaret. “And we have horseback riding together too.” 
It turned out I had computer class with Hilda in the early afternoon and track and field with Hilda and poor asthmatic Wendy in the late afternoon. Although it was clear I had been welcomed in by the nerds of the Artemis Academy, I had been welcomed and that meant something. 
They weren’t the only girls I met, of course. I probably met a hundred on that first day. Too many to name or remember. Then there was Rebecca Beaumont. With her silky black hair and big eyebrows over her soulful eyes she seemed sweet. Her skin was flawless alabaster and she had the body of a track athlete. There were lots of girls with great bodies, but Rebecca – Becca as I heard her called by her friends – was uniquely, annoyingly perfect. Because she was in every single class I had. 
Judging by the group of friends that circled around her, she was also extremely popular. At lunch she sat with a gorgeous platinum blonde named Ashley Wolf and a shapely, cooing bimbo in an Artemis uniform named Cassie Tiergarten. These were the most popular senior girls. It was obvious in the body language as girls passed by their table. And that was fine. I was never on the top of the pecking order in New York. But how did Becca end up choosing the exact same classes as me? 
More importantly, how was she better than me at everything? I was particularly annoyed when it came to computer class, when she went to the front of the class and presented a mini-course on interactive programming. 
She booted up her game and stood beside the computer. I will admit, Suffragette had good graphics. She showed off the female character moving across the screen with arrow keys and demonstrated how you could interact with objects by pressing the spacebar and typing LOOK or TOUCH
and then entering an object by name. She made the character examine and touch various objects at an outdoor market. When she reached a male shopkeeper and typed TOUCH SHOPKEEPER the character responded, 
“Ew! Why would I want to touch him!?” earning a round of laughter from the class. 
She ended her demonstration with a broader point about interactive software. 
“There will always be limits on the degree of interactivity in your software,” she said. “Whether it’s the size of the diskette or the amount of time you have to devote to programming. The goal should be to present your interactive environment in a way that convinces the user that it is limitless. That anything could happen. If you achieve that illusion, you will immerse them in your game. Freedom, in a word, is what I intend to accomplish with Suffragette.” 
I rolled my eyes. There was a point to what she was saying, but I wasn’t convincing anyone of limitless possibility on an Apple II text adventure game. The text parser was confused by nine out of ten things my dad tried typing whenever I had him demo my game. 
Ms. Duncan, the computer teacher, called on me next. 
“Elizabeth,” she said. “I heard you have been working on a game yourself. Why don’t you come up and demonstrate it for us?” 
“Um, it’s not really a video game,” I said, taking out the diskette containing Across Time. I walked to the front of the room and turned to the class as my game began to load. I considered it a game, but I didn’t want to give Ms. Duncan or the class the idea I would be competing with miss perfect and her game. “It’s sort of like a novel where you make choices and talk to people. Interactive fiction.” 
“Like a Choose Your Own Adventure book,” said Rebecca. “I remember reading one of those when I was a little girl.” 
“Uh, yeah,” I said, trying not to let her distract me. “They haven’t been around that long. It’s a similar idea, but it uses a parser like your game. But, um, not like yours. Hang on.” 
I loaded the intro to my game and read it aloud. It was overly long and one of the first things I had written for the game. As I talked about a husband dying and becoming a ghost and the woman yearning to invent a time machine to save her husband’s life, I realized I had been writing another one of my lesbian stories and casting the male as a fantasy character again. My face grew hotter. I saw the boredom in the eyes of the girls watching as I stumbled over the text. Only Rebecca Beaumont was smiling and watching intently. 
My demonstration ended with the program crashing. I muttered something about working out the bugs and stepped back to my seat. 
“I thought it was cool,” Margaret whispered as I sat back down. 
I nodded, too embarrassed to be grateful for her show of support. 
“Very creative,” said Rebecca, looking back at me over her shoulder. “You should consider using graphics. You would be surprised what even simple visuals can do and it would cut back on all that writing.” 
There was no fooling me. She wasn’t giving me advice, she was pointing out how I had no graphics and my game was too wordy. My face burned hotter. 
“Thanks,” I said. 
I hated her. 
Archery provided another opportunity to embarrass myself. I had all the equipment, including the bow, quiver, arrows, gloves, and archery vest provided by the school that helped press my breasts flat. But I had no skill. I took aim at the large target covering the stacked bales of hay across the green. The five other girls in my class nailed at least one bullseye on each of their first three arrows. I only managed to hit anywhere on the target with one of mine. My other two arrows stuck up from the ground well short of the target. 
Rhonda Patterson was my archery instructor. 
The Amazonian beauty stepped behind me, looming over me. A giantess. She smelled like the sun in her dark hair. My heart beat faster as she reached around me and held repositioned my hands. It was like she was squeezing me against her body. The power of that woman was incredible. 
She could crush me like a walnut and I sort of wanted her to do it. 
“Let the bow rest in your hand,” she said in her deep voice. “Don’t grip it. Keep the elbow sideways. Like that. Good. Now push your other arm towards the target like you want to shove it away. Good. Hold it. Draw. 
Use both eyes open.” 
She stepped back. The bow softly creaked with tension. 
“Loose!” She commanded. 
The arrow launched from the blow, whistling slightly through the air and landing dead-center on the target. 
“Good,” she said. “Go through that whole quiver. I’ll watch you. 
Then we’ll switch to human targets.” 
Human targets did not mean we were going to be firing at live humans. Instead, Rhonda walked us over to targets made of foam shaped like the bodies of men from the thighs up and suspended by hooks in the heads from poles. The foam targets jostled in the breeze, making them much more difficult to hit. They were painted with different colored regions and point values for those regions, with the groin being the smallest and most difficult to hit, the torso the easiest, and the head between the two. 
“Kali,” said Rhonda. “Why don’t you demonstrate.” 
A svelte tawny-skinned girl with a long, intricate braid down her back stepped up to the firing line, nocked an arrow, and drew back her bowstring. Her form was elegant. Every muscle in her body seemed tuned to the act of drawing back and aiming her bow. 
“Loose!” commanded Ms. Patterson. 
Kali loosed her arrow and flew and struck the human target directly in the center of its groin. I giggled along with several of the others. Ms. 
Patterson walked forward and gave Kail an affectionate pat on her back. 
“Well done,” she said and turned to the rest of us. “Kali is the best among you, but that doesn’t mean the rest of you can’t be just as deadly with your bow. The key is to understand your ability and aim accordingly. 
For most of you, the target should be the torso. Elizabeth. Come here.” 
I stepped up to the spot where Kali had been standing. I felt particularly fat and clumsy after Kali’s graceful performance. 
“No one is expecting you to make this,” said Ms. Patterson. “This is your first day. It’s up to me to give you to the tools to become an archer like Kali. Now, stand here. Put your left foot forward. Your back straight. 
Good, good.” 
She guided me with her hands, her body once more pressed against my back. It was hard to concentrate with my thigh quivering with desire. 
She was so warm. So strong. I want to do a good job. Impress her. She was almost holding me in her arms. The sun beating down on us. Holding me…
The world spun as I passed out. 
I awoke in a bed in the infirmary with Ms. Patterson and the archery class gathered around. Miss Patterson held a cool washcloth to my forehead. 
“You got overheated,” she said. “It’s alright.” 
“We’re just glad you’re okay,” said Kali. 
“Miss Patterson caught you and carried you back to the school,” 
said Megan, another one of the girls from the archery class. 
“I think… it’s my sunburn,” I said. 
“Could be,” said Ms. Patterson. “Girls, why don’t you go wait out in the hall while I talk to Elizabeth?” 
She waited for them to leave the room. I sat up in the bed and Ms. 
Patterson lifted the washcloth from my forehead. 
“Are you really alright?” She asked, her deep voice tender in a way that tickled inside my body. 
“Yes, I think so,” I said. “I think it’s just, um, overstimulation.” 
That was one way to put it. I blushed after I said it and quickly added, “And my sunburn. Like I said.” 
Ms. Patterson smiled. It was the first time I saw her really smile. 
“It’s your first day, Elizabeth,” she said, pushing the hair back from my forehead with her big, strong hand. “It’s not unusual for girls to be overwhelmed their first week here. Most are.” 
“Do most of them pass out and need to be carried back to he nurse?” I asked, picturing my limp body held in Ms. Patterson’s muscular arms. Against the soft swell of her breasts. 
“No,” she admitted. 
“Right,” I sighed. “Well, I’m afraid I haven’t made the best impression in all of my classes today.” 
“Fortunately, you have the rest of the semester to impress us all,” 
she said. “I don’t doubt you’ll come to be one of my favorite students.” 
Just the idea of me making her smile again sent another tremor up my thigh. I smiled sweetly at her. I wanted Ms. Patterson to carry me everywhere. To sling me over her shoulder and take me back to her village. 
To press a cool washcloth against my sunburned forehead as her big, strong hand slid between my creamy thighs. 
I was still thinking about Ms. Patterson carrying me to the nurse the whole shuttle bus ride to my new house. Dad was in the room he had claimed as his study. He interrupted his work to interrogate me how my day had gone. I tried to paint a realistic, but generally positive picture. It was hard, I didn’t fit in with everyone, but I made a few friends and I enjoyed my classes. It was clear that it was going to challenge me academically and physically more than my experience at public high school in Manhattan. 
I didn’t tell him about fainting at archery and I definitely didn’t mention that I had spent most of the bus ride home imagining Ms. Patterson dressed in a fur bikini carrying me back to her hut to make me her wife. 
Despite my lustful feelings for Ms. Patterson, Gretchen Regan was foremost in my mind once I was back in my room. I changed out of my uniform and into some shorts and a more comfortable button-down blouse. 
“Are you making dinner tonight?” I called down to my dad. 
“I thought you were,” he shouted back up. “Maybe we could go next door and get the Cobblers to grill us some porkchops.” 
He had been rubbing his leftover porkchops in my face since I bailed on the neighbor’s barbecue. I grimaced. 
“Maybe it’s time to find out how bad pizza is in California,” I said, walking out to the loft. “Margaret said there’s a place called Papa Cazzo’s Pizzeria that is good.” 
“Sure,” said my dad. “Can you order some if I give you money?” 
“Of course,” I replied. “What did you—” 
I was interrupted by the phone ringing in my bedroom. I ran to answer it before my dad could pick up. 
“Hello?” I asked. 
“Hiya!” It was Gretchen. “How is the sunburn?” 
“Better. Still throbbing.” 
“And how was your first day?” 
“Oh, it was awesome,” I said. “I got humiliated by this girl named Rebecca Beaumont and then I passed out in archery class.” 
“You what?” 
“Forget it,” I said. “What are you doing?” 
“Calling you, duh. I was thinking about getting you a real California bikini.” 
“What? You were thinking about my bathing suit.” 
“Your sunburn told me the tale,” she said. “We don’t do one-pieces in California. You need a bikini. There’s a surf shop by the beach house. I could help you pick out the right bikini, we could get some coconut ices and walk down the beach to Carol’s beach house. Want to hang out there tonight?” 
“Yes,” I said immediately. “Is it just going to be me and you?” 
“Are you asking if Steve is going to be there?” She chuckled. “No. 
He has to work at Plaza Video tonight. Just me. Even my friends aren’t going to be there.” 
“So we could…” I couldn’t finish the sentence with all the things I wanted to do with Gretchen. 
“We could,” she agreed. “If you’re up for it.” 
I was so up for it. 
One Pacific Night
“Polka dot?” I asked, turning over the seemingly enormous string bikini top in my hands. “I’m going to feel like a cow.” 
“Red with white polka dots is classic. But if you want to go modern, let’s go modern.” She lifted another set from the rack. This one had high-cut black bottoms with a bright neon green top accented with a tiny bit of black. It was incredibly garish, but the cut of the bikini was a little more generous with the fabric. 
“Okay,” I said. “I’ll try these on.” 
A pair of hunky surfers in the shop looked in our direction. 
Gretchen said, “Move along, boys. She’s taken.” 
“What about you?” Said the older of the two boys. 
“Doubly taken,” she said. “Go on. Get your sex wax and get out of here.” 
I giggled at that and escaped the awkward moment into the tiny changing room. I felt weird undressing with Gretchen just on the other side of the tatami-covered door. I could see her feet underneath it and she could presumably see my shorts and panties as they dropped down to my ankles. I stepped out of them and tied on the polka dot bikini first. The frilly accent on the bottoms wasn’t too bad, but my breasts were almost hanging out of the top. One tug on the front was all it would take to pull the top beneath my plump mounds. 
“I don’t like this one,” I said. 
“Show me,” demanded Gretchen. 
Reluctantly, I opened the door to the changing room just enough for Gretchen to see inside. I withered as she looked me over, her stormy gray eyes slowly roaming from my hips to my breasts and back down again. 
“Bounce up and down on your feet,” she said. 
“Please don’t make me,” I moaned. 
“I’m making you,” she said sternly. 
I rocked on my heels and bounced up on the balls of my feet. I felt my big, unruly breasts lifting upward and slapping back down against my ribcage with the motion. Worse, the rubbing fabric aroused my nipples and they poked lewdly out from my bouncing breasts. Gretchen laughed. 
“Okay, you can stop,” she said. 
“You’re mean,” I pouted at her. 
“I wanted to see if anything popped out,” she said. “And nothing did. You’re safe to go running on a beach in this one. Now turn around for me. Don’t stand like that. Come on, put your butt out. There you go. Wow. 
You look phenomenal.” 
“Really?” I glanced back over my shoulder. It was hard to tell what she saw. My butt just looked too big, as usual, only now it was covered in red material and white polka dots. 
“Really,” said Gretchen, goosing me on the butt. 
I squealed and slammed the changing room door on her. I stripped out of the polka dots and slid into the other bikini. The green top did a much better job of pinning my breasts down, but I immediately had a different problem. The high cut of the bottoms practically caused my big butt to eat up the whole seat of the bathing suit. It was way worse than my one-piece. 
Like going around with the worse wedgie of my entire life. 
I groaned with dismay. Gretchen had won the argument. She tried to get me to show her this one, but I adamantly refused. 
“You win, okay?” I said, changing hurriedly back into my shorts and blouse. Not bothering with my bra. “I’ll get the polka dots.” 
Gretchen bought me the red polka dot bikini, saying it was the least she could do after the commission she earned selling us the house. She wanted me to wear it out of the store as we walked along the beach. I agreed to wear the top if she let me keep my shorts on over the bottoms. 
“It’s a waste of a perfectly great bikini butt,” she said. “But I suppose I’ll allow it.” 
I could feel the boys staring at me and my jiggling breasts as I walked along beside her. We bought coconut ices from the Miss Dairy Freeze and went down to the beach. It was almost dark, but there were still plenty of people on the beach walking their dogs and playing frisbee. 
“Men keep staring,” I said. 
“Yeah,” agreed Gretchen. “We’re hot. They want to ask us out. But we’re not interested, are we?” 
“No,” I said vehemently. 
“So as long as they aren’t being rude pigs, think of it as the most basic form of flattery. They’re telling you that you look good by staring at you and you get to receive that flattery and know that they don’t stand a chance. You’re with me tonight.” 
She reached out and took my hand. I started to say something, to agree with her, I think, but then she kissed me. Right there on the beach with several guys watching. One of them dropped his beer. Another let out a wordless shout of surprise. It was not a long kiss nor a deep kiss, but it was on the lips and Gretchen knew that everyone was watching. She stroked my face as she pulled away. I couldn’t help grinning at her. 
“You taste like coconut ice,” she said. 
“I’ll have to taste you again to be sure,” I replied, kissing her a second time. Longer and deeper. Hotter, our tongues colliding and twisting together for a moment. She did taste like coconut. 
“Dykes!” Shouted one of the guys on the beach. 
“Fuck you, Arnold Trout!” Gretchen shouted. “I know your older brother. I’ll get him to kick your ass!” 
The boys scattered. Only the one that had dropped his beer remained, staring at us with mouth agape, too stunned to flee. 
We continued down the beach, my hand in hers, the evening air and ocean wind just cool enough to give me goosebumps. The lights were off and Carol’s beach house was locked, but Gretchen had the key. My thigh quivered and my heart drummed wildly as she fumbled the key in the lock. 
I knew what was going to happen once we were in that house. Something powerful and irrevocable. Something I would remember for my entire life. 
Given the almost surreal gravity of the moment, I had little doubt. 
My body and mind were united in their purpose and I don’t think either could have fought back against my boiling hormones. 
“There we go,” said Gretchen and the lock clicked a moment later. 
She swung the door open and we stepped inside, the faint smell of old beer in the air. She slid open a window next to the couch. Said something to me. 
Something I probably should have listened to, but all I could think about was her lips. Her tongue. The taste of her mouth. The warmth of her body. 
I was even more aggressive than Saturday night. I practically pushed her onto the couch and fell beside her on my knees, the couch creaking as I leaned in and kissed her in the silvery bands of light. I was like we had put the needle back onto the record at the same spot. Our kiss was instantly hot, our bodies pressed together. Her hair was back in a ponytail and I stroke the back of her neck, her shoulder, the string of her bikini worn under her t-shirt. 
“Oh, Beth,” she moaned against my lips. “You’re something else.” 
“Should I stop?” I asked, barely able to get the words out before kissing her again. Stroking her breast through her shirt. Pressing her legs apart with my thigh and my knee. 
“Absolutely,” she kissed me, “not.” 
Gretchen’s fingers worked at the strings of my new polka dot bikini. She was undressing me. Releasing the lift of the bikini and allowing my breasts to settle a little lower. She pulled the bikini away, her hands warm against my creamy, unburned body. She cupped and caressed my breasts. She pressed them together, apart, and together again, teasing my sensitive nipples and speaking with her tongue buried in my mouth. 
There was no stopping us. 
“Here, hmmmm, let me…” She shifted beneath me, twisting her body and spreading her legs. She repositioned herself so that my breasts were almost directly above her face. The she used her hands to guide me back down and smothered herself beneath the weight of my mounds. 
“Ahhh! Gretchen! You’re… ooooohhh…” 
She was kissing my breasts. Kissing them and licking them. Oh! 
And sucking them. Her mouth hot around my right nipple, sucking and drawing on my bud, sending pleasure jolting through my body. Her lips popped free and she went straight to my other nipple. Sucking me. Licking me at the same time. 
She was driving me wild. I bucked my hips and ground against her thigh even as I pressed my knee down into the soft fabric-covered mound of her womanhood. I knew she was getting as worked up as me. I could feel it in the heat radiating against my leg. 
I wanted more of her. I moaned and slid down her body, splashing my breasts against her perky mounds. The tiny beads of her nipples poked against my tits through her bikini top. I kissed her lips. Her neck. Her shoulder. I peeled her bikini out of the way and for the first time I pressed kisses to a woman’s breasts. 
My body was buzzing with need, but I lingered there at Gretchen’s perfect wineglass mounds. I ran my tongue around her little areolas and sucked on each of her nipples in turn. As I did, I thrust my hand down her toned abdomen and into her bikini bottoms. She sucked in a breath and thrust against my fingers as they found her steamy furrow. Her folds were so hot and so slick with her nectar. I touched her like I would touch myself, focusing my cares on the shy bud of her clit. 
“I knew this would happen the moment I saw you in your room upstairs,” gasped Gretchen. “I knew… oohhhhh... I knew you were something special.” 
“Just a regular girl,” I laughed, pressing more kisses to her breasts. 
“Nah,” she giggled. “You’re the sexiest girl I’ve ever kissed.” 
Her flattery was so extreme that I began to question her judgement. 
But I wasn’t complaining as Gretchen rolled me off her and resumed kissing me on the lips. I ceded control to her hungry mouth, sampling my heaving breasts again before returning to my mouth. Our tongues danced in that molten sweetness. I caressed her absently, focused on the pleasurer of her fingers moving between my legs. Pushing my thighs apart and drawing aside my shorts and the bikini. Touching me there. For the first time. Oh, god, it felt so amazing. My hot folds yielding to he fingers. My clit aching with need and throbbing with her slightest touch. 
“Touch me,” she whispered against my lips. “Like I’m touching you.” 
“Y-yes,” I hissed, my fingers clumsy compared to hers. She pulled at the strings of her bikini and it fell away, baring her body to me. Her folds bare, almost hairless against my fingers. She parted my petals and I opened hers. With gasped together. Her fingers gently delved into the hot channel of my sex, teasing just inside me, stroking at my clit. I tried to the same, trembling with pleasure as I felt the hot, slick channel of her cove open to my touch. 
Then we were kissing again and moving our bodies greedily to seek pleasure. I thrust against her fingers and she thrust against mine. One moment two or even three of my fingers were deep inside her hot channel and the next she was twisting her hips and rubbing her seam against my touch. Her clit a pebble even tinier than her nipples. She was so lean and golden skinned against my soft, pale body, but that half-lit contrast only excited me more. 
“Ohhhh, Gretchen,” I cried, thrusting desperately, scissoring my legs and jerking my hips, my body chasing the quivering edge of my climax. 
“Yes? Oh, yes, Beth,” moaned Gretchen. “Can you feel it? Don’t be afraid of it. Let it happen.” 
Let it? Another moment and I couldn’t have stopped it. I cried out, thrusting hard against her fingers. I felt her touch inside me, seeming deep, but also against my clit. How was she using her hand so deftly? Then nothing mattered but the pleasure, like cannon shots from my core, burst up from the depths and causing my slick walls to clutch against her fingers. 
“MMMMMM!” I pinched my lips together to keep from screaming. 
Gretchen laughed softly, watching me cum for a moment and then falling upon me, thrusting boldly into me with her fingers, nibbling at my ear and whispering, “Yes! Oh, Beth!” 
I’m not sure if I made her cum in those moment. My pleasure was so exquisite and intense that I lost track of almost everything. I think she did cum though, pushing her hips and using my hand almost like I sometimes used the vibrator that Ms. Rossi had bought for me. She held my shoulder with one hand and my hip with the other and thrust again and again. She sucked at my neck. She bit my shoulder. 
Gasping, she finally rolled off me, our bodies quivering with our pleasure and a ceiling fan inadequate to dispel the heat of our passion in that small, stuffy bedroom. 
“Is this always what it’s like?” I asked, still slightly out of breath. 
“Was that… was that your first time?” She asked. 
I was quiet for a while before answering, “Not exactly. There was a woman – a teacher – in New York, but it never got quite like this.” 
Gretchen seemed relieved that she wasn’t the first. She rolled onto her side. Kissed my shoulder again. My ear. My lips when I turned my face to hers. Soft and slow, our tongues caressed. Her hand gently fondled my breast. I felt the firm curve of her hip. The muscular swell of her ass and the warm seam of her crack. 
“It gets even better from there,” she chuckled against my lips. “Do you want to try something else?” 
“Yes,” I said, my body already reawakening to hers. 
“Alright,” she said. “Relax. Prop your head up on the pillows a little.” 
“What are you going to do?” I asked. 
She only smiled as she gathered up her loose hair and pulled it into a ponytail. Her gray eyes glittered in the moonlight through the blinds. I looked so pale as she moved down my body, kissing me teasingly, from hot sunburned to creamy white. From my breasts to my tummy. Her hands spread my thighs. I realized where she was going and let out a soft moan. 
Then Gretchen was between my plush thighs, her hands spreading them. She lifted my legs to take off my shorts and bikini bottoms. For a moment I was self-conscious about everything. I even thought about telling her to stop. The scent of my arousal was in the air. I could only imagine how strong I smelled down there. 
But Gretchen, perfect and beautiful and tanned, seemed to relish that scent. That closeness to my most intimate and secret body. She kissed my inner thighs as she teased me with her fingers, opening me, spreading my heat and gently touching my clit. She nuzzled against my ginger-tufted mound. Her breath tickled me. I felt it on my womanhood, my thighs, and even down my ass. 
“Oh my god,” I moaned. She looked up at me as she gave me that first kiss directly on my womanhood. Then a lick. Another and another. 
Slow and purposeful. She massaged my vulva with her fingers on both sides, her thumb straying close to my anus, her tongue, god – her tongue! –
on my clit. Near it. Flicking and swirling as deftly as it had in my mouth. 
Then sucking. Then licking again. I was driven mad in an instant. 
How could this be happening? This beautiful woman pleasuring me in this strange, intimate way. But it was a way I had imagined so many times before. I cried out, my hand cradling her head. My other hand on my breast, crushing that flesh as if I needed to squeeze something to be sure this was real. 
Twice. She made me cum twice in the span of a minute or so. The ecstasy throttled me nearly to death, but if it had killed me, it would have all been worth it. My body suffered spasms from my curling toes to my rolling eyes. I jerked and bucked against her face. I held her there and she, bless her, was relentless. She licked me until I couldn’t stand it. Until I was exhausted from cumming so much and so hard. 
“Oh, please, Beth,” I moaned. “No more! Please!” 
She kissed me then, laughing, her body atop mine, and I tasted myself on he lips. It was in that spent kiss, with her in my arms, that I knew with absolute certainty that I would never even touch a man. What could they possibly offer me? This woman had unlocked the gates to heaven. 
We cuddled for a long time after, intermittently kissing and speaking about nothing and everything in hot whispering stanzas. If she had told me that she loved me I might have replied the same to her. Thankfully, she didn’t, and I had the sense not to say it without being prompted. 
I fell asleep in Gretchen’s arms. I dreamed of her and Ms. Rossi. 
They became almost interchangeable in my dreams. I awoke and for a moment I was sure it had all been a dream. Then I saw the half-familiar room in light for the first time. The sheets that had tangled around and between us. Our discarded bikinis. 
I lifted my head and saw her in the kitchen, wearing nothing at all as she made toast with jam and cups of coffee. I had never liked coffee much before that morning, but as she brought it into the room on a tray, I had never wanted anything more. 
“Sleep well?” She asked, sitting the tray between us on the bed. She sat with her legs folded under her and her perfect peach bottom resting against her feet. I tried not to stare at her naked body and resisted the urge to cover up. The latter of those was easier. She had seen everything up close. 
“My dad is going to murder me for staying out all night,” I said, choosing one of the mismatched cups. I sipped at the bitter liquid and made a face. I accepted a packet of diner sugar and the splash of creamer she offered. 
“There’s a phone in the kitchen if you want to call him,” she suggested. 
“No, then I’ll just get yelled at twice,” I said. “He knows I’m a good girl. He won’t be too upset.” 
“You’re not a good girl,” laughed Gretchen. “Not too good.” 
I blushed and met her gaze. I thought about kissing her. 
“Maybe we could just stay here all day,” I suggested. “In bed.” 
“Tempting,” she laughed. “But I have plans. Going to the Peach Valley Galleria with Steve. You can come if you want. He likes you, you know.” 
Steve. Handsome, friendly, and a man. How could I explain to her how badly bringing him up hurt me? How cold what had happened last night be just a moment that segued back into her normal life? Was it that unimportant to her? 
“So, um, you and Steve are…” 
“Oh, Beth,” said Gretchen, reaching out for my hand. “What did you think? That I was breaking up with him?” 
“I thought you were a lesbian,” I admitted. 
“I like guys and girls,” she said and shrugged her slender shoulders. 
“It’s always been like that with me. Steve knows I go with girls sometimes. 
He says that as long as it’s just girls and there are no guys there, it’s fine. He even sort of likes it.” 
“So he knew about us? Last Saturday? Last night?” I felt humiliated to think Steve knew what we had been doing. 
“Not exactly,” she said. “He knew I went out with you, but it’s not automatically about sex. I go out with friends and stuff too. We’re friends, right?” 
“Yeah,” I said, feeling sick. Even used. “Yeah, we’re friends.” 
The coffee had become too bitter to drink. I hated her for the car ride home. Jesse’s Girl came on the radio, but we didn’t sing along together. 
She could see that something had come between us. She probably knew its name was Steve. 
Later, after being yelled at and grounded by my father, I did get a call from her. She apologized and the hard edge came off my anger towards her. I cried a lot. She cried a little. We ended the conversation as friends. 
In the coming weeks and months, I would come to be grateful for that magical night at the beach house that had ended so poorly. Most of all, I was glad I hadn’t blurted out that I loved her. Because of her, I was excited and sad all at once by my first real time with a woman. I wanted to love someone. I wanted to give myself completely and unselfishly in passion. Katherine Rossi had not been the right woman for me and for various reasons, neither was Gretchen Regan. 
But the right woman was there, in Peach Valley, and it wouldn’t be long before I found her. 
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