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A Proud Papa and a Big Favor

They finished the last few steps of the father-daughter dance moves Claire choreographed for them, Jackson feeling like an oversized oaf compared to his daughter. She inherited her grace from her mother, definitely not him.

“Much better this time,” she said.

“Yeah. I only stumbled five times.”

Claire snickered. At twenty, she was a mirror of Paige at that age, achingly beautiful and unable to contain the intelligence and warmth bubbling inside her. He couldn’t help stepping in and hugging her tight, his throat clenching. Just a week before he had to give his firstborn away. Just a week before he would be a great big weepy mess in front of all their friends and family.

“Thank you to agreeing to this, Daddy,” she said.

God, it had been years since she called him that, since Christa’s bout with cancer, when Claire sat next to him the entire time she was in surgery, holding his hand and telling him it would all be okay. And it was. True, he didn’t believe the words, not until the doctor told them Christa was cancer-free at their follow-up appointments, but his daughter’s presence and steadfast refusal to leave his side had been the buoy he needed to make it through that hellish day.

Jack fought down his overwhelming bittersweet emotions, and kissed the top of her head. “I still think you’re crazy.”

Claire grinned and pushed back against him, her dark eyes sparkling. “For the dance, or the wedding?”

“The dance,” he said, and his tone grew serious. “The wedding is the sanest thing I think you’ve ever done. Andrew’s a good man. He tries for you, baby. I can’t tell you how important that is. Never let him forget it, either.”

“I won’t,” she said. “I’ll always try for him too.”

“I don’t doubt. Still think his taste in video games is suspect though.”

She laughed. “You don’t like that you can’t keep up. I’ll tell you something, though. He loves your game nights.”

“Really? He’s not just putting me on for the sake of being friends with his girlfriend’s dad?” He shook his head. “Sorry. Fiancee. I’m still having trouble remembering that and you’re almost married.”

“It’s all right. I still slip up too. So does he. Neither of us can believe it’s really here. And yes, I was serious. He likes you. Heck, Dad, I think he has a little hero worship.”

Jackson frowned at that. “Because of your moms?”

“Mm, kind of, I guess. Don’t get me wrong, he definitely wants to be monogamous. So do I. But I think any guy seeing you with eight girlfriends is going to feel a little in awe.”

“Now you’re just stroking my ego.”

“But it’s more than that.” Claire looked all around them at the empty studio. The place hadn’t changed much over twenty years, aside from a few new coats of paint and a small expansion for extra storage. “It’s Geek and Lace, it’s everything you built.”

“I wasn’t alone,” Jackson said gently. “Far from it. Without your mothers, I never would have made it this far.”

“I know. But every single one of them would agree you were at the heart of all this. And Andrew sees that. That’s what he’s a little in awe over. Even platonically, you’re still a walking magnet of a human being. He’s not immune.”

They headed for the reception area, and he started the electric kettle. He gave her a questioning look when he rested a hand on the coffee cups and she nodded. He’d been trying to cut back on the caffeine as of the last few years, and found that he liked tea quite a bit. Of course, nothing was better than that first slap coffee gave him in the morning, but it was nice to be drinking something hot with a flavor he actually enjoyed.

They kept some sealed biscotti from a local bakery near the coffee and tea station, and both father and daughter took a piece and unwrapped them. Mugs of tea and biscotti in hand, they sat together on a cozy loveseat that had gone from a set piece for his photoshoots to a full-time position in the area they called the relaxation corner. Claire dropped her head against her father’s shoulder, and he shifted his biscotti to the hand holding his tea so he could hug her tight.

“You okay, baby?” he asked.

She nodded and sniffed. “This is the least stressed out I’ve been in weeks. Thank you for that.”

“You’re welcome. But what’s going on? Why the stress?”

“Little things. His family, mostly. Don’t take this as an insult, but they still think our family situation is…”

“Weird.”

“Yeaaah.”

“Because it is.” He hugged her tighter and let go. “Are they not coming?”

“No, they are. I’m just worried they’ll say something and Derek or someone might get angry.”

“Want me to talk to him ahead of time?”

“Maybe just ask him to keep his temper in check if someone does talk about the family. It won’t help, I don’t think, but it’s worth a try.”

“I can do that,” Jackson said. His eighteen-year-old son by Jordan was a temperamental boy, inheriting some of his mother’s mental issues, but he was also fiercely loyal to his family, especially his siblings, and Jackson privately thought a reminder to him that this was the biggest day of Claire’s life might be just the thing to keep his anger at bay, at least for a little while. But Lord help them all though if the teenager managed to sneak in a couple drinks.

“There’s one other thing,” Claire said hesitantly. “And this might be too big an ask.”

“Name it. I can try. Wait, did you change your mind? Did you want me to be your photographer?”

She pushed away from him, eyes crinkling in a mirror of her mother. “No, Dad. I want your head and your heart in the wedding, not what the best angle is when Andrew and I kiss.”

“Fair enough,” he said.

“This really is asking a lot but Kenzie’s flight tomorrow is definitely canceled because of the storms, and it’s not looking good the rest of the week.”

“Oh crap,” Jackson said. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah, it’s not the best situation.”

“What can I do?”

“If the weather doesn’t look like it’s getting any better, do you think… um, do you think you could drive out there and pick her up?”

“Drive up to Indiana?” He wanted to add “right before your wedding?” but it was implied.

“I’m sorry. She doesn’t drive.” She shook her head. “It’s too much. She can get a ride to Louisville or Cincinnati or-”

“I’ll do it,” Jackson said. “A road trip sounds fun. Maybe I can rope one of your moms into going with me.”

“Really?” she asked, grinning. “But you can’t take Mom or Christa. I need them here for decoration duty.”

Always his little general, he thought, amused. “Okay. Rosie has a shoot in a couple days so I can’t ask her.”

“And Dove has to work.”

“Leaving Bambi, Jordan, or Mikayla. Unless you need one of them.” At her innocent look, he sighed. “Which one?”

“Well, it doesn’t really matter, but one or two of them around to drive Andrew’s family around would be helpful.”

“They can rent a car,” he said flatly. Again, she fixed him with the “oh, Dad” look, and he groaned.

“And there are the kids to think about. Someone will probably have to feed them and drive them around to baseball and stuff.” Her tone was odd, practiced, a little forced, and he was beginning to catch on. “Which reminds me, Derek can’t go, he has baseball, and Cody has his job, so…”

“You want me to go solo, don’t you?”

“No!” At his long, unblinking look, Claire squirmed. “Maybe?”

“Fine. You win. But this is still up in the air, right? We don’t know that the weather will stay bad.”

“Um.”

He rubbed his face with his palm. “Right. When do you want me to go?”


Hearts and Home

“Do you want me to come with you, Dad?” Cody asked.

Jackson looked up from the eggs he was whisking, surprised anyone younger than the age of forty was awake in the house. Dove and Mikayla, his two companions from the night before, were up so he thought the front door he heard opening and closing just a couple minutes ago was them, but no, across the kitchen counter was his oldest son, looking disheveled and still half-asleep in sweatpants and a loose tee shirt.

Of all his children, two took after him the most, Annarose, Paige’s youngest, and Cody, Bambi’s oldest. Both were studious dorks after his own heart, Annarose with her father’s love of fantasy novels even at her young age, and Cody with a love of all things geeky, from video games to books to movies. Like his father, he loved working out too, and had done well for himself in college thanks to it. Bambi loved to call him Clone Number One and Annarose Clone Number Two. Nicknames they both hated, which only made her love using them all the more.

“I appreciate it,” he said, “but you have work.”

Cody didn’t so much slide onto a stool across the island as shove himself up onto it, his exhaustion apparent in every gesture. He didn’t go to college locally, but came home for the summer break, ostensibly to work at a local gym, but really to be there for his sister and her wedding.

“Danni would give me the time off,” he mumbled, folding his arms in front of him and resting his head on them.

“I think if you asked her to put on a teddy bear outfit and pirouette like a ballerina in the middle of traffic, she’d do it for you,” Jackson said drily.

Cody gave a sleepy grin. “Yeah, she’s pretty great. I should make her the start of my own harem.”

“It is a lifestyle choice you know I approve of.”

Cody chuckled at that and lifted his head. “I mean it, Dad. You should have someone going with you.”

“I’ll be fine. You want some eggs?”

“Sure.”

“’Thanks, Dad.’”

“Thanks, Dad.”

“’Gee, Dad, you’re the best.’”

“Don’t press your luck.”

Truth was, Jackson was looking forward to the road trip. He didn’t often get time alone, not with as many lovers and children as he had. A day to himself was exactly the sort of calm he needed before his daughter’s wedding. And a road trip. A real, honest-to-God road trip, with no kids shouting at each other in the back seat, no stopping to pee eighty times, just him and some good music that he got to pick for a change. With every minute that passed, it started to sound more and more like heaven.

Parker and Derek wanted to go, but like Claire said, they had baseball practice. Annarose, the youngest of the bunch at ten, got carsick easily but cried about him going alone, which warmed his heart. He told her she needed to help her big sister out by being her personal assistant that week, which got him an “oh, Dad” to match Claire’s. She knew he was putting her on. Shy and quiet she might be, she was already one of his smartest kids. The other kids were too wrapped up in their little worlds to care much, and that was fine. Let them have their summer magic.

There was a pretty big reason Jackson wanted to go alone. He suspected he was being set up by both by his oldest daughter and his girlfriends. Kenzie always had a crush on her best friend’s dad, and from the first moment Jackson met her, she made him uncomfortably aware of how beautiful she was. Short, dark-haired, busty, a face that straddled a line between sexy doe-eyed appeal and fine-featured classical beauty, she was a complete package on the level of his girlfriends at that age, but being in his mid-forties and her in her early twenties, he didn’t look for long, or at least, he tried not to.

But it was hard considering how often Kenzie was a guest at their house in the year she was Claire’s resident advisor in her dorm. Claire loved to tell a story about how Kenzie charged into her dorm room after meeting Jackson and Paige and told her how they were going to be best friends because Claire’s dad was so hot. It always made Jackson red in the face, but Kenzie really had become Claire’s best friend, hot dad or not. She took on much the same role as Casey had for Jackson at that age, the parallels uncanny considering Casey had been an RA at the college too.

And with best friendhood came a lot of visits to their ranch, or what they called the ranch, anyway. Throughout the years, they raised a handful of cows and horses out there, Mikayla’s, but raising animals was never the purpose of the collective of houses they owned. Privacy and the space to be together as a group and raise their children in peace was the biggest reason they lived on the ranch.

At first, it was obvious Kenzie found Claire’s family more a curiosity than anything else. That was usually the case for any guests they had, and it led to a lot of issues with the parents of their children’s friends throughout the years, thinking they were some kind of cult or religious freaks out to corrupt their little ones. It led to a lot of hurt feelings and fights with the kids, all of whom at some point or another wanted their parents to just be normal. But that wasn’t who they were, and it led to a lot of broken friendships for their children.

But for Claire, and now Cody, adulthood brought with it friends who could make their own choices. Kenzie’s fascination with Claire’s parents developed into a healthy respect. She became a frequent visitor, popping by to use their home gym with Claire or eating dinner with them when she was craving a homecooked meal. That ended when she graduated and moved back to Indiana to be closer to her family, but her fondness for Claire or her family never diminished.

Jackson’s girlfriends teased him frequently about the looks Kenzie would give him, but he caught her looking at them too. With most the harem in their forties, Christa the exception in her sixties, they defined MILFs, all of them, save for Mikayla, who had yet to have children. Bambi was still a classy wisp, Paige now with a few extra pounds that only made her all the sexier, Jordan softer too but still with her dark stormy good looks, Dove still so mouthwateringly curvy, Rosie a new woman in her forties after losing a lot of weight she gained after giving birth to Michael and Seth, and Mikayla, forever ageless, forever one of the most gorgeous women in the world.

As for Christa, she aged gracefully into her sixties. She still dyed her hair blonde, a vanity brought about mostly because of the rest of the members of the harem, wanting to keep up with them in any way she could. Her face was still remarkably young, but the laugh lines and crow’s feet she began to develop in her fifties grew more pronounced and she was forever cursing her turkey arms, as she called them, but Jackson and his girlfriends saw her as gorgeous and always would.

That Kenzie wanted them was no secret but she never made a move on them and they wouldn’t have done anything with her, not when she was so central a figure in their daughter’s life. She wasn’t just a friend to Kenzie, but a mentor and a confidante. Distance hadn’t changed that one bit. Now she was set to be the maid of honor for the wedding, and Jackson was going to do everything in his power to make sure she made it to New Bainbridge with plenty of time to spare.

Dove and Mikayla came into the kitchen as he was just finishing up the scrambled eggs, both of them looking sleepy and sexy as hell. He wished he could sneak away with them for a little morning quickie, but they had their fun the night before along with Paige and Rosie, a pleasantly exhausting mini-orgy that saw Dove dripping Jackson’s come right into Paige’s mouth, the perfect send-off to keep his thoughts about Kenzie pure and innocent. Or as pure and innocent as was humanly possible for Jackson Corso.

His other girlfriends followed as he was whisking up more eggs for the newcomers, but Jordan pinched his ass and told him she’d take over cooking duties while he got ready to leave. He went upstairs to brush his teeth, check his overnight bag one more time, and grab his for-fun camera bag, a rugged outdoorsy backpack that could take a good fall when he needed it to. He wasn’t expecting to stop often on the way to Indiana, but he’d slow down with Kenzie on the trip home, maybe hit a trail or two if he saw something particularly beautiful. Besides, by that point in his life, a camera bag was as much a daily accessory to him as his wallet, keys, and phone.

The door opened one more time and in came the bride-to-be and her fiance. Andrew always looked a little bewildered, a little apprehensive. It had taken him a respectable amount of time to get over the jitters of meeting Jackson and Claire’s moms, especially whenever he was left alone with them, but when Claire was around, he fell into a natural mellowness and easy charm that Paige said reminded her of Jack at that age.

Andrew looked relieved now, and his grin, as always, transformed his face from doughy and contemplative into something truly handsome. “Hey, we’re not too late.”

Behind him, Claire looked as bleary-eyed as Cody, but when she saw her father coming down the stairs, she lit up with a glow that would stick with him for hundreds of miles.

“Thank you, Dad,” she said as he set his bags down at the bottom of the stairs.

She came to him and embraced him, and he kissed her forehead as her mothers flanked them. Andrew gave them quiet hellos, and Jordan invited them to join them for breakfast, but for Jackson and Claire, in that moment, it was just a father and his daughter.

“We bought you snacks,” Claire said, pulling away and dabbing at her eyes. She hadn’t done her makeup. It was still predawn. They must have driven in the dark to get there that early. Jack didn’t like that, the worry about them potentially hitting a deer always a concern, but he appreciated it deep in his soul.

“Can’t have a road trip without snacks,” Paige said, and Jackson took her hand and squeezed. One of their favorite memories was early in their relationship when they’d taken a road trip to see Paige’s mother Tanya. It would become a frequent drive for them, as routine as a trip to the grocery store, but that first time they treated it like a party, with plenty of snacks and a road trip playlist.

“Thanks, kids,” he said, and winced. “Uh. Thanks, you… new adults.” That got a chuckle out of Andrew.

Cody grabbed his bags for him and the group went out into the chilly morning to see him off. While they loaded his things up, he went with Christa to the Monkey House, what they called the main building where the kids all stayed. Only the porch light was on, the rest of the house dark. The front door opened and little Annarose stepped out in cotton shorts and a tee shirt. In her haste to see her father off, she put on someone else’s shoes, and they flopped on her tiny feet. Tanya followed her out, the only one who looked as wide awake as Jackson.

“I thought you already left,” Annarose said, her voice brittle and borderline angry. Though Paige’s by blood, she took most after Christa in the way she thought she needed to take care of everyone in the family, though the no-nonsense attitude when she was upset was all her own.

“Of course I was going to come give you all a kiss goodbye,” Jackson said.

“I know,” she said, making the word sound like she was talking to an imbecile, “but I thought you already had and I missed you.”

“Soooooorrr-ry,” he said, and stuck out his tongue at her. She was in no mood, though, and he dropped to pull her into a tight hug. She buried her head against his shoulder, tears wetting her cheeks.

“Someone should go with you,” she said crossly.

“What I said,” Cody mumbled, and let loose with a monster of a yawn.

Annarose wasn’t going to be assured, so Jackson didn’t try. Instead, he marched her back inside, and went room to room as quietly as he could, kissing each of the younger kids’ foreheads, and checking in on the older teenagers, who would have died if they knew their father did such a dorky thing as kiss them goodbye. He gave Tanya a hug, and she promised him she’d look after the kids. He knew she would. She was a mother to them too, in her own way, maybe the best mother they had. He was certain his girlfriends would agree with that sentiment. Tanya had been a blessing in his life since the first day he met her.

And like that, Jackson was ready. It was funny. He flew out of New Bainbridge often on shoots for Geek and Lace, sometimes as often as every other week, but this had the air of something different, something both festive and somber. It felt like some great change was on them again, a curious feeling he hadn’t experienced since Claire went to college, and then before that, when Mikayla joined them and completed the harem.

It felt good, as strange as that seemed. He hated to leave his family and always would, but he could feel his soul stretch and his heart speed up. He was going on an adventure, and how often did a man of his age get to say that?


Bad Weather

The edge of the storm that had locked down a huge swath of the Midwest hit Jackson and his SUV hundreds of miles away from Indianapolis. Up to that point, it had been smooth sailing. He stopped a couple times for gas and bathroom breaks, never staying anywhere longer than he had to, save to root through the snacks his daughter and her fiance sent along.

Armed with trail mix, a box of wheat crackers, and a thermos of coffee, he cruised along as fast as he dared, wanting to get home to his family and friends. The gray clouds on the horizon loomed closer and closer, but he paid them no mind until the rain started, a steady drizzle that wasn’t too bad this far out but had left most the states buried under the clouds with flooding and gridlock.

He slowed a few miles an hour, still believing this was all there was to the bad weather and he was being put on by Claire and his girlfriends as a means to set him up with Kenzie. He might have been right about that, but an hour later, he ran into the first major hiccup when the nav system announced that it was adjusting his route due to a washout ahead. He almost kept going anyways. It was the Interstate, after all. How bad could it be?

But he didn’t, and it was the right move. Ten minutes later, Cody called him up, and Jackson answered with a cheerful, “Heeeeeeyo.”

“Dad,” Cody said impatiently. “Where are you?”

“I’m just coming into a town named Tristan.”

“You’re not on the Interstate, are you?”

“No, I guess there was a road washout. My nav system had me go a different route, so I’m on a nice little highway out in the boonies somewhere.”

To someone else, Cody said, “He’s not on the Interstate.” To his father, he said, “Good. The whole side of a hill just collapsed under the road. I guess there were some pretty bad injuries. No fatalities, but they’re saying they might have to bring in medical helicopters to get them out of there. Traffic’s backed up for miles.”

“Crap. I thought about staying on the Interstate. Glad I didn’t.”

“Daddy?” Claire said, sounding frightened.

“Hey, baby.”

“This was a mistake. Please, turn around. She can fly out somewhere else or later this week.”

Jackson smiled. “It’s okay. It’s really not bad where I am.”

“Roads are collapsing. There’s flooding in Indianapolis. Please, come home. I love Kenzie but I love you too. I want you both safe more than I want her here faster.”

“Claire, I promise you, if I feel unsafe, I’ll get off the road. I won’t be crazy. But I’m more than halfway there. And she’s not in Indianapolis, right? Columbus? That’s quite a ways away.”

“I’m looking them up right now,” Cody said absently. A moment later, he said, “I’m not seeing any bad flooding there. Just around Indianapolis itself.”

“Okay then,” Jackson said. He thought of something. “How far west does the storm go? Or east? If it’s not that bad in those directions, we can take a longer route home. I wouldn’t get her there until late the day after tomorrow, but that still leaves plenty of time before the wedding.”

“Dad,” Claire said, still upset.

But Cody cut in. “It doesn’t look bad west of there. I would shoot for Illinois, then drop into St. Louis. The storm is projected to crawl southeast.”

“Okay, that’s what I’ll do then.” He saw a peal of lightning in the distance and decided not to mention it to the overstressed bride-to-be. “This trail mix is good stuff.”

“Don’t try to be brave, Dad,” Claire said, and he could hear the tears in her voice. “This was a stupid idea. I was being selfish and I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Hey. Honey. I promise you, I’m enjoying myself. The drive has been peaceful. I’m looking forward to seeing Kenzie again. It’s okay, Claire. It’ll be okay.”

“Okay,” she said, and in her voice he could hear the child she once was not all that long ago, crying when he would get ready to leave them for a few days for a shoot on location.

“Love you two. Hug your mothers and your brothers and sisters for me tonight.”

“We will,” Claire said, sniffing. “I’m sorry, Dad. I thought it was a fun idea for… for…”

“Don’t,” Jackson said gently. “I want you to go get pictures of all the decorations you’re making for the wedding. And I want to see selfies with you and the family and your friends. Okay?”

“Y-yeah.”

“Love you.”

“Love you too.”

He hung up then just as another peal of lightning streaked from the heavens. Jackson winced, and said, “I’d better get a World’s Best Dad mug out of this.”

* * *

The deluge hit him two hours away from Columbus, and didn’t relent until he got there. Despite feeling like he was right on Kenzie’s doorstep, he fought the urge to keep up his steady speed and dropped to only doing fifty. He’d seen much worse weather in the twenty-five or so years he’d lived in New Bainbridge, mostly sub-zero snowstorms where Death tickled the back of his scalp, but there was something quietly menacing to the relentless rain. There were some ten or fifteen mile stretches where it lightened up, and even stopped here and there, but it always came back and would stay settled over the region for days yet.

Full dark came, and every once in a while a car would loom on the side of the road, the owners having slid off. Each time, it left him gripping the steering wheel a little tighter. Bambi called then, and it comforted him, though she could hear the tension in his voice and got off the phone quickly. Jackson wanted to tell her to stay on the line, that her calm kindness made him far less nervous, that she had always guided him home. Instead, he kept those things to himself, allowing the tendrils of a quarter-century’s memories with her to be his copilot the rest of the way.

She had never left his side, personally and professionally. Bambi was still the CEO of Geek and Lace, still there every weekday along with Jordan, the brains behind the business and the CFO, though their job titles were formalities at this point, the two of them splitting the work between them without any real difference in what they did. Rosie still photographed for them too, and had even won some major accolades for a series she did on a creative sabbatical photographing the disparate infrastructure inequalities of the haves and the have-nots after paying thousands for repairs to her car after a shoot in a Denver suburb. Jackson thought she equaled him decades ago but that set of photographs, which were featured in a half-dozen major galleries across the States, brought Rosie to heights he’d never achieved.

But when it came to Bambi, Jackson often wondered if Geek and Lace wasn’t holding her back. She could have been a corporate executive, he was sure of it. It was something he used to joke about until she got genuinely upset about it and told him her heart and soul was with him at Geek and Lace, and unless he wanted to be rid of her, that was where she’d always work if she had the choice. Jackson hadn’t realized the depth of her love of the place until then, and she told him through the tears that Jackson’s photography was what made her fall in love with him, and she thought him her. It was, perhaps, the single biggest fight of their relationship, if it could be called that. It was Bambi opening Jack’s eyes, and he needed it. Still, though, he wondered what she could have done with her life, who she could have become.

Then again, he did that with all of them, trying to imagine the trajectories their lives would have taken. He wondered it about himself, too. College in New Banbridge was a lock long before he and Bambi started up their relationship, but he wondered if he would have stuck with it without her encouragement his first semester. Almost certainly without Paige and his best friend Casey he would have been so miserable a transfer back to his home state might have been in the cards. And what would he have done there, with no photography major available to him? Become a teacher, like his mom, probably. He liked teaching Rosie but he couldn’t imagine doing what his mom still did, trying to manage a classroom full of kids. Not that his own herd was much smaller than a classroom size, he supposed.

Grinning about that, he finally heard the nav system tell him to prepare for his turn. “All right!” Jackson said, relief flooding through him. Half the trip was over.

And Kenzie waited.


Prisms Through the Rain

When Jack pulled up in front of Kenzie’s small rental, he didn’t expect her to be awake. It was late, and she worked an eight-to-five at an architecture firm. But to his surprise, the front door opened and a small figure stepped out in a jacket, raising an umbrella and opening it.

Kenzie jogged down the sidewalk to him as he grabbed his overnight bag from the back and opened the door. The rain wasn’t falling hard, but steadily, enough to give the air a serious chill to it. Kenzie came around the SUV, calling, “Mr. Corso! Can I help you bring anything in?”

“I just have the one bag,” he called back. “I’m not waking you up, am I? Really, Kenzie, I can get a hotel room.”

He couldn’t see much of her with the neck of her jacket drawn up nearly to her nose, but he could see her shake her head. “No, I was up. And you’re staying here! I insist.” He closed the door and they started up the sidewalk. “Thank you so much for coming. I’m so sorry for the trouble, but I don’t know if they’re going to run any flights at all this week.”

“I’m happy to help,” Jackson said.

“Did you call Claire? She’s been worried sick.”

“No, I wanted to wait until I stopped for the night.”

“Good thinking. I heard about the washout on the Interstate. Scary stuff.”

Kenzie graduated from New Bainbridge University the year before, and her rental shouted “new adult.” It made Jackson smile and remember the old house he rented from Christa when it was just him, Bambi, and Paige. They lived with scrounged furniture and belongings from some of Christa’s former tenants before they fell in love with their landlord. For a long time, that house had also served as Geek and Lace’s studio. Good memories.

The furniture in Kenzie’s place was comfortable. Not exactly threadbare, but showing signs of having been well-loved, no doubt plucked from garage sales or her family and friends from Indianapolis. She’d told him there was a bed there he could use, but the couch was made up with a sheet, quilt, throw, and a pillow.

Jackson gave her a questioning look as she settled the umbrella next to the door and took off her jacket. Decades of being a photographer for hundreds of models left him with the ability to avoid drooling outright at a woman’s figure when it was revealed, but even in his late forties, he still had to put some effort into it when it came to Kenzie and her tight sweater and jeans. Late though the hour might be, Kenzie had obviously recently touched up her makeup, emphasizing her playful eyes and pouty lips. Christ, she was gorgeous, a girl-next-door type with a fascinating blend of warmth and haughtiness to her looks, though her personality was anything but condescending. Her long, curly dark hair had been recently teased too, and he had no doubt it was for him.

“I thought you said there was a spare bedroom?” he asked.

“No, I said there was a bed you could use. Mine.”

“Kenzie, I’m not taking your bed.”

“Yes you are. You have to drive tomorrow. So you get the bed. Besides, the couch is comfy. I sleep out here two or three nights a week.”

Jackson slid off his loafers and unzipped his jacket. “I am not taking the bed and that’s final.”

She grinned at him, and he was embarrassed at how easily she made his body react, like he was nineteen or twenty again and Bambi, Paige, and Christa would get him hard with a brush of their fingers or a caress of their lips.

“The friend’s hot dad ordering me around gruffly is going to give me all sorts of wicked dreams, but it’s also not going to work. The couch is mine, old man.” She fixed him with a more serious gaze. “Can I make you something to eat? I used up most everything that would go bad, but I have some frozen meals or I could make you some mac and chee…” She frowned. “No, I’d need milk for that. Um.”

“A microwave dinner works perfect for me.”

He called Claire while Kenzie got the microwave dinner going. His oldest child was playing a word game with Andrew at their small rental. Claire told him thank you again a half-dozen times, and let him know Paige was still up and wanted him to call her too. He did that, and she picked up on the first ring, obviously tired herself. After assuring her he was okay and the drive was fine, if a little slow going the last couple hours, they said their goodbyes, and he returned his attention to Kenzie and the beeping microwave.

Her kitchen table was the nicest piece of furniture in the house, inherited from her grandmother when she passed. “Once or twice a month, we’d all sit around this and play pinochle or rummy or spades,” she said as she placed a piping hot Salisbury steak microwave meal in front of him. “Those were some of my best memories, and it made me so happy my family wanted me to have it. Get you something to drink? There’s beer or wine, but just white, sorry.”

Jackson smiled. “Beer would be perfect. Thanks. And don’t apologize. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I know, I’m just… you have to know you make me a little nervous.”

“I promise to be nothing but a perfect gentleman. Your honor shall remain unsullied.”

She grinned. “Damn. Here I was hoping for some good, filthy sullying.”

That made him blush, and he used the food as an excuse to look away. A lot had changed since his teenage years, but a Salisbury steak microwave meal was still a guilty pleasure and he enjoyed it.

They talked for a little while, and made plans to take off early, though not nearly so early as Jackson had. She looked tired, and he felt the same way, so when she left him to use the bathroom, he quickly deposited his garbage in the trashcan and hurried into the living room to stretch out on the couch before she reemerged.

“Mr. Corso?” she called.

“Call me Jackson,” he called back. “Or Jack. I don’t really mind either one.”

“You didn’t.”

“I did. It really is a comfy couch.”

“Get up from there. If I am the reason you wake up tomorrow with a stiff neck, I won’t forgive myself.”

He yawned. It was not faked, just a bit of perfect timing. “So sleepy. Sleepytime.”

“Ugh, you are impossible.” Kenzie sighed. “Fine. Good night, Mr. C-… good night, Jackson.”

“Night, Kenzie.”

She headed for her bedroom and called over her shoulder, “I wasn’t kidding about the sullying, by the way.”

“Good night, Kenzie,” he called again, grinning.

“I’m just saying, a big strong older man like you, an innocent young woman like me all alone, why, if you wanted to have your way with me…”

Don’t tempt me, he wanted to say, because he was already half-hard thinking about it. This was going to be some fun torture, he realized.

* * *

Jack did wake sore, but a short hot shower rid him of the worst of it. He dressed in the bathroom, fearing what might happen if he strode across the house in a towel. God, but Kenzie was beautiful, and young, and firm, and kissable, and ugh, he wished the house wasn’t so small so he could rid himself of his painful erection.

She was still asleep when he emerged, so he took the time to run and grab breakfast and coffee. By the time he got back, she was in the shower, her things on the couch and his bedding stowed away. Inwardly, Jack was glad he didn’t bring a couple companions. All his girlfriends packed like they were preparing for the apocalypse and it seemed like Kenzie subscribed to that notion too. Three suitcases for a week, plus a garment bag, which had to be her bridesmaid’s dress.

Claire had so much fun with her friends shopping for dresses. Kenzie came back for it over a long weekend, joining two more of Claire’s college friends to shop. Paige and Mikayla splurged on them for the trip, hiring a chauffeured car, renting rooms at an upscale hotel, and paying for a spa afternoon for the girls. Meanwhile, Jackson surprised Paige and the kids with a mother-of-the-bride mini-vacation to a bookstore in Portland, Oregon she always wanted to visit. It had been a good week for all of them, aside from the flight making Annarose sick.

While Kenzie got ready, Jackson loaded her things into the SUV. She was still doing her makeup when he came back in, and while he waited, he ate a spinach-and-egg breakfast burrito. He snacked so much the day before he wanted to try to eat healthier when he could, though his stomach insisted he was insane and he should have gone for the donuts that had been on display.

Kenzie came out looking pretty damn cute in brown pants tight enough to emphasize her trim waist and the nice swells of her hips and ass without being too tight for traveling comfortably. Her top left her belly bare and hugged her in a way that was going to have him very distracted while he drove. Over that was a long flannel shirt, a good choice given the weather. She decided to eat while they were on the road, wanting to get going before the rain came back in force later in the morning.

They made far better time than he had the night before, but a wall of water hit them in western Indiana, bad enough Kenzie white-knuckled the oh-shit bar. For about twenty miles, they made worse time than he had the night before, but Jackson tried to keep up a mostly one-sided conversation to ease her fear, telling her about how excited Claire was about the wedding.

“Annarose has been practicing being the flower girl,” Jackson said.

“Yeah?” Kenzie asked, her eyes locked on the highway.

“It’s been pretty cute. She shredded some paper and when she thought no one was around, she went out in the field and threw it like she was at the wedding. Mikayla saw her. Even better, we got it on the house’s security camera feeds. We figure we’re going to splice the footage into the wedding video tributes, although Paige had an idea that maybe we save the footage and embarrass her someday with it, at graduation or her own wedding.”

Kenzie grinned, and if it was a little forced, he pretended not to notice it. “She’s adorable.”

“She’s almost as excited to see you again as Claire.”

“Aw, I love her. If we see somewhere with souvenirs or something, I should get her something.”

“Oof. You just saved me some disappointed kids. I didn’t even think about bringing them home souvenirs.”

“Mr. Corso, how could you?”

“I know, I know. I’m a terrible dad.”

She was silent a moment. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

“Sure.”

“Is it hard, loving that many kids?”

“Huh,” he said, giving that some thought.

“If that’s too personal…”

“No, it’s all right. It’s a good question. Loving them is easy. Trying to share that love between them is really damn hard. There’s just no way to be at every event, you know? And trying to balance them is a losing game.”

“Do you have favorites?”

“I think every parent does, deep down. I think I can speak for all of us when I say we all have a unique connection with Claire. She was our first at a time in our lives when there was so much change.” He frowned. “No. That’s not quite right. A time when we were solidifying who we were and what we really wanted. Like we had most the puzzle pieces, we just needed to figure out where they went.”

“Most the puzzle pieces?”

“Mikayla came along a couple years after Claire and Cody were born. Right around the same time we found out Jordan was pregnant with Derek.”

“Gotcha. So… Claire’s your favorite?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Annarose then.”

“I didn’t say that either.”

“Okay, keep your secrets, old man. Do you ever think about having more?”

“No. I got a vasectomy after Annarose.”

“Regret it at all?”

“Not exactly. I’d have a hundred more kids if I could but I already don’t give them enough love. Why all the questions about kids?”

She smiled faintly at that. “Oh, just curious. I was always fascinated by your lifestyle. No judgement. It always worked so well for all of you, and the kids seemed happy enough.”

“I hope they are. But let’s talk about you. Enjoying being back and closer to your parents?”

“I’m not sure how to answer that without coming across as bitchy.”

“Try the truth. No judgement from me either.”

“All right. I thought this was what I wanted. Get a good architecture degree, move home, get a job at a good firm. I did all that and I love being able to see my family anytime I want. But I miss New Bainbridge. I knew I would, but that place… it feels like home to me.”

“Are you thinking about moving back?”

“I don’t know. I… yes. I am. I miss it so much I cry at night sometimes. But I have a dream job here, or it will be, in a few years. I’m basically an office gofer right now but I’m part of a team working on some really exciting projects in a great town. My future is so bright and throwing that away because I’m lonely… it would be insane. Literally insane.”

“You need to talk to Bambi and Dove sometime.”

“Why?”

He told her about how he and Bambi began their relationship over the summer after they graduated from high school, and about how they broke up before going to colleges hundreds of miles apart. That led into how he and Paige came to be in a relationship with Bambi’s blessing and long-distance friendship, and how she eventually set things up with Bambi for them to try a three-way relationship.

“Bambi’s been the CEO of Geek and Lace since Christa retired,” Jackson said. “But I have no doubt in my mind if she’d stuck it out in Fort Cloud, she would have gone on to huge things. A corporate executive, banking, investments, something like that. But she gave that up for love and she told me just a couple days ago she wouldn’t change a thing. Dove did much the same thing. It came down to a choice for her between family obligation or love, and she chose love. That’s not to say you should. That’s a decision you have to make based on what it is you really want out of life. I know how important your family is to you. Mine too. They are my number one, always. And it’s not like you have to make this decision right away. You have the rest of your life. You can always move back later.”

“Yeah,” Kenzie said glumly. She leaned forward and stared up at the sky. “The rain’s not so bad now. Thanks, Mr. C… Jackson. I was feeling pretty nervous. This helped.”

His hand went to hers and squeezed. It was an innocent gesture born only of a desire to comfort her, but he couldn’t help noticing the way her hips spread at the contact and the quick flick of her eyes towards him. He pulled his hand back, and focused on the road ahead.


A Nighttime Swim

“Now this is perfect,” Kenzie said.

Jackson looked over and started laughing so hard he nearly lost his balance. She had on a baseball cap with boobs imprinted on it. Underneath was written “Mellon County.”

“Yup, that’s it. Hang on, I need a picture.”

“Oooh, how shall I pose? Sexy, playful, or angry?”

“Why not all three?”

Jackson dug out his phone. In his quarter-century as a photographer, the most amazing advancements in both phone and camera technology had been bringing the simple phone up to the quality of a digital camera. Even to his keen professional eye he could see no difference, though he was a traditionalist and still shot on an old-school digital camera. Rosie called him a grandpa for it, and there were probably reasons why she was now courted more often professionally than him.

For his purposes now, though, his phone was perfect. Kenzie struck a pose in the mall gag store, giving him some smoldering looks while she pushed her breasts together with her elbows and made peace signs. Given that she had ditched her flannel shirt and was now only in the tummy-bearing top, it made him uncomfortably aware of just how goddamn sexy she was.

She’s twenty-four. Get ahold of yourself.

But he regularly photographed younger women than her in lingerie or nothing at all. Geek and Lace now had a strict policy about anyone under twenty-one being ineligible for their shoots, but Kenzie wasn’t that young, was she?

That was trying to justify his lust for his daughter’s best friend and he knew it. Jackson wasn’t naïve. He figured out this whole trip had been meant to put him and Kenzie in a room together almost from the get-go, but he still had to do battle with his conscience before he’d allow himself the pleasure of her body.

They stopped early that evening in a small city a little less than halfway home. They’d make better time the next day with the weather now beautiful, but Jackson wasn’t concerned with that. He was enjoying himself, and with five or so days until the wedding, they weren’t in a rush.

The mall was close to their hotel, and since they both wanted to stretch their legs, they decided to walk there, get dinner, and do some souvenir shopping. Malls had come back into favor in a big way in the last ten years, as had pretty much everything socially-focused after the bad years of the 2010s and 2020s, when it seemed like everything family-focused was dying a slow death. This mall was thriving, people walking everywhere with bags dangling off fingers and the scents of cheap, good food drawing them ever so slowly towards the food courts. The arcade, bowling alley, and movie theater would have enticed Jackson and his friends Cole and Tyler from high school into making this place their second home. He missed them fiercely, though they had their own funny little relationship to live out with their great love Mary, Bambi’s best friend from Honeypot. Jackson’s group dynamics had rubbed off on them and they found joy in sharing Mary. He was proud of them for making it work all these years later.

“Perfect,” Jackson said when he got his pictures. He showed Kenzie and she nodded enthusiastically. “How many of those do they have? That’s the boys’ gifts sorted out.”

“The boys?” she said. “Uh uh. I’m getting these for the bridesmaids.”

Jack bought lava lamps for the boys instead, and the duo continued on to find something for the girls. The mall was largely populated by trendy little pop-up shops, including one that sold handmade jewelry. Here he found braided bracelets with charms, the perfect thing for the girls. Picking out individual ones to match their personalities took time, but they had it to spare.

While he did that, Kenzie took a lingering look at a display of necklaces. He moved to stand beside her, and looked them over too. “This one would match your eyes, I think,” he said, pointing to a necklace centered by soft sapphires. To the clerk, he said, “Can she try this one on?”

“Mr. Corso… Jack… that’s a lot of money,” Kenzie said softly, staring up at him. He didn’t think she’d even looked at the necklace.

“A gift for my daughter’s maid of honor,” he said. He took the necklace from the clerk when she pulled it out of the case, and Kenzie pulled back her long hair so he could clasp it around her neck. The move was intimate and he knew he shouldn’t have made it, but he was intoxicated by this young woman.

And the necklace did look beautiful on her, the jewels drawing the eye to the fine bones of her neck and collar, then lower still. All the while, Kenzie stared up at him, her lips parted.

“Something to remember this trip by,” he said, aware he was putting too much of a growl into his voice. Faintly, he thought he could hear Bambi and Paige twenty years younger teasing him about putting himself in situations where he accidentally hit on a woman, but this was no accident. He knew what he was doing. He wouldn’t sleep with Kenzie, not until he knew his girlfriends were truly okay with it, but this moment of flirting, he couldn’t resist.

“As if I could ever forget,” Kenzie said, her voice like velvet.

“You’re the father… of her friend?” the clerk asked, breaking the spell.

Kenzie looked at her, blushing, but it didn’t stop her from resting a hand on Jackson’s bicep. “Uh huh. Want to know a secret?” The clerk didn’t answer, but Kenzie took her silence as assent. “I promise you, no man that has ever come in this store has slept with more models or movie stars than him.”

It was Jackson’s turn to blush but there was no denying it. “We’ll take the necklace too.”

* * *

The hotel had a pool open until eleven. Jackson hadn’t brought shorts but he found a pair of swimming trunks at the mall. Kenzie, it seemed, had packed for every eventuality because she had a swimsuit, a red one-piece that showed off plenty of her curves.

They were the only ones in the pool nearly the entire night. Kenzie did lazy backstrokes while Jackson did ten serious laps before joining her for a more relaxed swim, neither of them talking much, edging towards something they both wanted so badly it threatened to boil the cool water around them.

They floated on their backs, Jackson trying hard not to stare at the points of her nipples when he’d look over at her. They promised to be large, and he longed to suck them into his mouth for long minutes on end before putting her on her back and fucking them until he came all over her pretty face.

“What is it you want out of life, Kenzie?” he asked. “I know you said you missed New Bainbridge.”

She thought about that. He liked the way her dark hair fanned out around her, the tendrils wavering like Medusa’s snakes. “Oh, just something fun.”

There was a note of false cheer to her voice, but Jackson didn’t call her out on it. “A fling, huh?”

She smiled up at the ceiling. “Yeah. No drama. No stakes. Just a good old-fashioned one- or two- or three-night-stand. Preferably with a hot older guy. Maaaaybe a hot older woman or eight or nine to go with. A snack for the main course.”

He wanted to ask her what she really wanted. He knew, of course. Once upon a time, Jackson was sort of naïve, but he developed a gift quickly for reading people and it had rarely failed him. Whatever Kenzie claimed to feel for him, it was more than a simple little crush.

“What is it you want, Jackson?” she asked.

“I have more happiness in my life than one man could ever deserve,” he said.

She kicked at the water, drifting closer to him, her head turning towards him. “But what is it you want?”

“Kenzie…”

“Your daughter’s best friend?”

“Don’t ask that.”

“Come on. You can’t tell me after the jewelry store you’re not feeling it too.”

She was close enough to touch. He stood upright, smiling at her gently. This was the moment, he realized, the one that defined who they were and what they would become. He liked Kenzie, but there were seven women back home he loved, and the words he spoke next needed to be said.

“I want you. You’re the most intriguing woman I’ve met in nearly twenty years. And you are so fucking sexy I’m surprised I haven’t put us in a ditch as distracted as I am by you. But I can’t. I love my girlfriends very much and I won’t do anything with you, not without them knowing. And then there’s Claire. I don’t want to hurt her either.”

“Is that final?” she asked, a cute little pout to her lips.

“It is. I’m sorry.”

She stood upright too, her smile delighted in a way that set his heart pounding. “That’s the answer I wanted to hear.”

With that, Kenzie started for the wall and her robe, towel, and phone. He watched, amused and hardening, as she picked up the phone and started a voicemail. Claire’s voice rang out across the room, as sweet as sugar.

“Hi Dad. I’m leaving Kenzie this voicemail because in case you haven’t figured it out, I’ve kind of orchestrated all this for a reason. I want you to know I’d be okay with you and Kenzie, if something happened. I love you and I love her. She’s crushed on you forever and she deserves the best guy in the world. That’s Andrew and you, and since Andrew is all mine, well…” An audible sniff. “I love you, Dad. Be good to her.”

He was behind Kenzie now. Something was happening, something he hadn’t felt in so long, not since Mikayla, that feeling of falling off a cliff only to land on downy pillows and foam, the best falling, the rightness singing to him again after he thought the harem was complete.

She dialed a number. Paige, his sweet Paige, answered. “Hello, Kenzie! How’s the trip?”

“Road trip of a lifetime,” Kenzie said, Jackson now just an inch or two behind her. “Are you with any of your other girlfriends?”

“I’m with Dove and Jordan. We’re just putting away dinner.”

“Good. Jackson is here. And he said exactly what you thought he would, that he wants me but he won’t do a thing until he knows you’re all okay with it.”

Paige laughed softly, and Jackson closed the distance, his hard cock pressing against the small of Kenzie’s back. She rubbed against him, smiling to herself.

“That’s our Jackson,” Paige said. “Are you on speaker?”

“Yes,” Kenzie said. He brushed her wet hair away from her neck to kiss her skin gently, and she shivered.

“You must have known, baby,” Paige said.

“I had an idea,” Jackson said, filling his hands with Kenzie’s ripe breasts. So big, so responsive to his touch. Her nipples were as thick as he’d imagined, and he tweaked them with his thumbs, making her moan softly. “But I’d never break our rules. You know that.”

“We do. And it’s sweet. But you have our permission to do anything and everything to Kenzie you want. And if she’s willing to play with the rest of us back here, all the better.”

“I want that very much. I was thinking I’d have my fun with him and get to know… mmm… get to know all of you throughout the week,” Kenzie said breathily. “Oh my God, is his dick really that big?”

“Find out for yourself. And Jackson?”

“Yes, baby?”

“Claire knows too.”

“I’m aware. She left us a voicemail giving us her blessing to hook up.”

“No. Not just hook up, baby. She wouldn’t mind Kenzie becoming one of us, if she wants it.”

Kenzie drew a deep breath. “Thank you, Paige. I’ll… I’ll consider it.”

There was something to her voice, something Jackson missed in the moment. He was too busy turning her around, wondering if he could still do this. He hadn’t tried it since his late twenties, but he was still in great shape and kept up his workouts with Casey and a small group of friends.

“Thank you, Paige. Love you. Love to everyone else,” he said, and gripped Kenzie by the waist. He planted his feet and lunged upwards with her, making her laugh a startled, delighted laugh as he set her on the edge of the pool.

“Oh my God, if you could see what he just did,” Kenzie said.

“Tell us every detail when you get here,” Paige said. “Love to you both.”

And she was gone.

Kenzie’s smile became much shyer as she set aside her phone. Jackson nudged apart her legs and stepped in between them, staring up at her as she nakedly drank in his pecs, the abs he had to work twice as hard for now that he was approaching fifty, the line of fine dark hair that split his chest down to nearly his groin.

“I’ve crushed on you since the minute I met you,” she whispered, her eyes huge and nervous.

Jackson smiled for her, and kissed both of her creamy thighs. Jordan would have been about her age when she came to be a part of the harem, but Kenzie seemed so much younger. He wondered if he was going to hurt her, if they did this. He wondered if she would hurt him. Neither thought stopped him from sliding her one-piece’s bottoms to the side, baring her pussy to him.

“So fucking beautiful,” he said again, and dipped his head to bring his tongue to her lips.

“Jackson…” she whimpered.

Her lips were thin and the palest shade of pink he’d ever seen on a woman, and her clit was delightfully big. This he kissed and licked unhurriedly, loving the shivers it teased out of Kenzie. In the moment, he didn’t even really care about the taste of chlorinated water on her skin. It was all pleasant. All everything he needed.

His daughter’s best friend, over twenty years younger than him. He smiled at the strangeness of it all. Of falling again for someone. It had been so long. He thought the harem was closed for new business, but no, it seemed his heart had plenty of room for one more.

At first, his tonguing was teasing and exploratory as he enjoyed the moment. But when her hands brushed his head, her fingers running through his hair and tugging at him, he understood the objective. No more teasing. Make her come.

Not even his skill behind the camera matched his talent with his tongue by that point, and Jackson wielded it like paintbrush, his strokes sure and precise. If Kenzie wasn’t his before, she was now, her head tilting back, her thighs pressing to his ears. Her pleasure escaped her in soft, breathy moans, wordless and as delicious to him as the slice of key lime pie they shared earlier that day.

“Mr. Corso… Jack…”

He didn’t need to ask how she wanted it, not with Kenzie. It was obvious in her tremors, her breathing. He brought her there, her cry creating echoes in the enclosed pool room. Her fingers tore at his hair, the pain sharp, but he didn’t care. He continued to eat her out, his thumbs spreading her wide for his tongue, for his play, for his greatest pleasure in life, making a woman come and come and come.

But the fun had to end sometime. Her eyes went to the door and she hissed, “Jack, people.” He pulled back and tugged her one-piece’s bottoms into place just in time for a couple to step inside the pool room, both old and on the pudgy side, looking exhausted. Kenzie smiled sweetly at them and said hello. Jackson turned to do the same, unaware his chin was soaking wet, but the couple didn’t seem to notice or care. Either way worked for him, and he returned his attention back to Kenzie.

She stroked his cheeks with her fingertips, her eyes so goddamn gorgeous. “I’m going to go ahead of you and take a shower. I need… mm… fifteen minutes. Then you come up, take a shower too, and I’ll be ready for you. Okay?”

He gripped the lip of the pool on either side of her and pushed up out of the water to kiss her. He wanted to tell her he was falling for her. But it could wait. He wanted to enjoy this moment more, to savor it. And so he let her go, and watched her every single step until she was at the door and waving to him shyly before stepping out.

The old man in the corner said mildly, “Beautiful young woman.”

“Isn’t she?” Jackson asked.


Final Girl

Jackson took his time in the shower and the bathroom, washing his hair and scrubbing himself down to get the smell of chlorine off him. The hotel suite was almost identical to the one where he’d photographed his friends and former lovers Aiko and Samantha for a boudoir shoot. That had been one of the best days of his life, helping the two realize the depth of their love for one another and capturing it on video.

He missed them fiercely, and his children by them too. Though he was the father only by blood, he always held paternal feelings for Saori, Kara, and Michelle, and called them every week without fail to let them know he was thinking about them. Saori and Kara went to college and Michelle would be a senior in high school in Minneapolis, where Samantha received an offer to join the executive team for a major big box store, the sort of offer she couldn’t refuse. Aiko, one of the most delightful people of Jackson’s life, decided to become a stay-at-home mom, and was now thinking about getting back into the workplace, or going to college. That horrified their youngest daughter, who would be going into college herself soon, and that only made Aiko all the more gleeful.

But Kenzie didn’t deserve him stuck in remembrance. She deserved him in the now, and that was how he came to her, a faint smile on his face as he looked at the young gorgeous brunette resting on her back wearing nothing but the necklace he bought her and a pair of black stockings.

“Fuck, you are gorgeous,” Jackson said, coming closer still.

“Confession time,” Kenzie said.

“What’s up?” he asked as he crawled onto the bed.

“There was supposed to be a whole outfit to go with these stockings. Garter belts, corset, the whole thing.”

“Yeah?” he asked, sliding up her body, admiring every inch of her, brushing her skin and making her tremble.

“I may have forgot to pack it.”

He laughed and looked pointedly in the direction of her suitcases against the wall. “You? Forgot to pack something?”

“Shut up! It was in a duffel bag in my bedroom. I meant to pick out heels and…” He kissed her then, a good kiss, a long kiss. His hand went to her side and when he started to pull back, she chased him, driving her tongue against his lips. He parted them and greeted her with his own, his cock hardening against her thigh.

“Mr. Corso… shit, Jackson… there’s something else. Something serious.”

“I have the vasectomy but I have condoms if you’re worried about STDs. We were all tested not too long ago and we’re clean, but I am here for your comfort and pleasure.”

“That’s good. I trust you and I definitely want to feel you inside me bare. But that’s not what I’m worried about telling you.”

“What is it?” Jackson asked, nuzzling her neck and making her part her thighs for his hand to explore.

“I… oh, that’s… that’s nice… I… I don’t know yet what I want this to be,” she whispered. He pulled his head back, and she must have misconstrued what his look meant “Please don’t hate me.”

“No. Never, Kenzie.” He smiled gently for her and kissed the corner of her mouth before resting on his side beside her. “Listen to me. I will never, ever get angry with you for the things you want or don’t want. And I don’t just mean tonight. This week, or when you come to visit, or if you decide to move back to New Bainbridge, this will always be true. We can have fun for a night, or if the harem all agrees, it can be something more. And I am sure they will, considering they already okayed this. It means they like you. I like you too. And for more than just this.” He patted her mound, making her twist towards him.

“I like you too. So much it scares me. I can’t believe this is happening. And now that it’s here… oh God, don’t turn this into innuendo, but it’s so big. The moment, I mean. I’ve wanted this for two years and I never really thought it would happen but here it is and I’m…” She couldn’t find the words, but she kissed him again. They spent a couple long, lazy moments like that, lost in each other’s lips as he calmed her with gentle brushes of his fingers. When they finally broke apart, she stared into his eyes. “And… you won’t be mad if I don’t want to be one of your models? I know that’s how most of the harem started, but…”

“No. Won’t be mad at all,” Jackson said, his hand running up and down her hip.

“Because I want to see where my career takes me and…”

“You don’t owe me any explanation at all. But I know my camera would love you if you ever change your mind.”

Kenzie nodded and bit her lip. Her hand went to his shoulder and she pushed him onto his back and straddled him. So beautiful. So young. She gripped his cock and held his tip against her pussy lips.

“Let me get you ready,” he said, reaching up to brush a lock of hair away from Kenzie’s eyes.

“I’m so wet already,” she whispered, and sank down onto him.

“Fuck, Kenzie.”

She closed her eyes and shivered as she slid down his length, taking inch after inch of him slowly. Her hands went to his chest and her knees splayed outward as she went, her expression rapturous. Then again, Jack was sure his own matched hers. She gripped him tight, but she really was wet for him and she could take it.

Her eyes opened and she looked down at him, lips parting, words trying to find their way to him. “I want this so much it scares me, Mr. Corso.”

Instinct took over. Jackson gripped her waist and before she finished her first plunge down onto him, he lifted her and put her on her back, gentle, caring. His lips brushed hers, and his hand went to her hip, roaming it again. “So warm, so firm, so fucking gorgeous.” He never knew it but he breathed those words aloud as he slid deeper into her until she had every inch of him inside her, his balls resting against her skin. With his free hand he cupped her face.

“Whatever you want this to be, it’ll be,” he said. “A fun one-night stand. Something for the week. Something much more. I am here for you, whatever you want. Whenever you want.”

“I’m going to want so much.”

He grinned. “Good. Me too.”

“Make love to me this first time. Then fuck me. Okay?”

“I can do that.”

“It’s what I wanted to begin with but I was afraid I’d be promising too much if I wanted it gentle and sweet.”

He caressed her cheek and kissed her again. “You have nothing to be afraid of.” He pulled back and offered her a pinky. She laughed. It was a startled sound, rich and full and beautiful, and she laughed and laughed until she snorted, which got him laughing. They stayed like that for a while, kissing gently as their laughing fits tapered off. And then he began to move inside her, drawing her legs up to hit her spot, and suddenly she was laughing no more, but looked shocked and dazedly happy.

“Right there. Just like that, Jack.”

He pulled back and plunged back in, keeping it slow and rhythmic for her – and for himself. He enjoyed this, the closeness of making love to a new woman, one he cared about. He and the harem slept with plenty of women throughout the years, but this kind of care was a rarity for him and he needed it just as much as Kenzie. Her eyes kept closing and reopening in a rhythm of their own as the pleasure took her for a long ride, and he thought it was one of the most beautiful things he’d ever seen.

“Mm, mmm, mmm, mm, Jack, oh, mm, mm, mmmmm,” Kenzie moaned, her eyes closing again and her head tilting back. He let go of her legs and cupped her chin, bringing her head up to kiss her again. She returned it with a slow feverish need, her breath coming faster, faster.

“Mmmmm, mmmm, oh, oh fuck, oh, J-Jack, mm, mmmm.”

“Come, Kenzie. Come for me.”

“Y-yes! Oh! Oh! Mmmmm, mmmm, mmmmm!”

Her back came up off the bed, her head tilting back. The only thing connecting her to the mattress was her ass and her hair, her back bowed, her feet kicking in midair. Her pussy quivered around him and she slammed back down, clutching at his face, kissing him.

“Fuck me, Jack, please, fuck me hard,” Kenzie begged, and he moved, pulling out of her and flipping her onto her stomach. She pushed up to her hands and knees eagerly, looking at him over her shoulder, eyes wild and a massive grin splitting her face. He took a moment to admire her ass and worship it by leaning down and running his tongue through her cleft and across her bud. She let out a cute little, “Ooh!” and gave him a fiery look over her shoulder.

“This is mine sometime,” he said, and gave her another lick.

“Fuck yes. I love anal. Just maaaaybe not this week. Don’t want to be walking funny at the wedding.”

“Oh, I’m going to make you walk funny, anal or no anal.”

Her eyes twinkled. “Prove it, old man.”

Jackson took that as the challenge it was, and drove inside her. It wasn’t as fast as he’d take one of his own girlfriends, but he knew Kenzie could take him now and trusted her to tell him if it was too much. From the way her smile only grew wider, he knew that wasn’t going to be an issue.

They fucked with a raw intensity he hadn’t felt in a while. Ten kids tended to do that to a relationship, even with eight girlfriends and Paige’s mom around to help take care of the kids. But he and Kenzie got to have this one moment together, this night out of time, and they took full advantage of it, Jackson hammering into her with the eagerness of his youth and the assuredness of a man of immense experience. Fully unleashed on Kenzie, he fucked her until she was face down in the blankets, ass up high. He loved the sight of her tight little body rocking back against him, the sounds of her moans, the wet droplets of her desire spattering the bed and leaving a damp spot the size of a salad plate.

He grabbed a fistful of her hair and tugged her head back, drilling her fast and deep and growling, “So fucking wet for me. Feel how messy your pussy is for me, Kenzie.”

“W-wet! So fucking wet!”

“This cunt is mine all week.”

“Oh fuck, oh fuck,” she said, and giggled helplessly. “Mr. Jackson Corso just t-told me… my… my…”

“Say it.”

“My c-cunt is yours!”

“That’s my good fucking girl.”

“Oh, oh shit, oh shit, oh fuck!”

She liked that. Really liked that. Coming around his cock was a pretty telltale sign.

They swapped it up, and Jackson was inspired by the light one of them left on in the living quarters of the suite. He meant to pull her to the edge of the bed and fuck her there, and he did, but he also lifted Kenzie up and bounced her on his cock all the way out into the living room-styled area, dropping her on the couch as she laughed and laughed.

“Oh my God, I thought it would be good, but I didn’t kn-know how good,” she said breathlessly and clutched his face to kiss her again as he started his mad tempo again.

He could have released at any moment, but Jackson was having fun showing off, and lifted her twice more, once to carry her to the hotel room’s door and fuck her up against it while she wailed like a demon possessed as he made her come again, then into the bathroom, where he pulled free of Kenzie, twisted her around, and fucked her while they both stared into the mirror. The sight was enough to finally make him lose control, but not until he’d brought her there one final time, her cries of ecstasy only slightly muffled when he turned her head and kissed her hard, stilling his hips long enough to let her come before he drove into her for a few final minutes more and burying his cock deep inside her, a torrent of come flooding her pussy.

There was no round two, not that night. As promised, he’d fucked Kenzie into walking funny, and even getting her into the shower required helping her stay upright. She clung to him in there as he cleaned her, their lips rarely apart. There were no words between them, but in her eyes, he saw a shift back from amazement and good humor to something like her earlier nervousness. Eighteen-year-old Jackson wouldn’t have understood, but the man he’d become did.

He’d just made Kenzie’s decision on what she wanted to do with her life a hell of a lot more complicated.


Please, Don’t Try This Chapter at Home. Or On the Road

Even with a late start the next morning after a bout of lazy lovemaking and a bland hotel breakfast, Jackson and Kenzie made much better time the next day. They were energized, and the miles felt shorter somehow. Kenzie was almost giddy, and it rubbed off on Jackson, the two of them singing along to pop songs they both knew and arguing good-naturedly about movies he liked and she abhorred.

Mikayla called before she made her daily drive into New Bainbridge. Her creative pride and joy as of late was a small studio where she filmed informal chats with people in the movie, modeling and music business in a video podcast form. Jackson especially liked that the studio was only blocks away from Geek and Lace’s headquarters, meaning they could frequently get lunch together.

Mkayla wanted to know all the details about the night before, and Kenzie filled her in with shockingly lurid detail. Jack had the feeling it surprised Mikayla as much as it did him, but she rolled with it fast, giving little playful moans at the high points. They told her they’d probably be back sometime that evening or the next morning, and Mikayla told them she was looking forward to seeing them soon.

“Dumb question, but Mikayla was the biggest star in the harem, right?” Kenzie asked when Mikayla ended the call.

“Yeah, that’s right. Christa had a lot of fans, millions of followers on Bottlegenie and she did really well for herself on Fantasy Gems before I met her. And it didn’t take long before Paige was crazy popular on Fantasy Gems. She was in the top twenty performers her second or third year. But Mikayla was the kind of mainstream famous where we couldn’t have her stay at the house longer than a night or else the paparazzi would show up and take pictures.”

“At the ranch?” she asked.

“No, sorry, I meant our old house. It was Christa’s originally. We rented two other houses, one for Rosie, Jordan, and Dove, because Dove worked odd hours and we were, ah, a pretty noisy bunch back at the harem house. And Paige, Tanya, and Bambi all lived in a rental with the babies, back when it was just Claire and Cody. Thankfully that didn’t have to last long. Mikayla came along, and when she realized she was in love with all of us, she bought the ranch for us so we could all be close.”

“That’s amazing.”

“It really is. I’m grateful I get to see my kids and all my girlfriends every day.”

“So what was it like having a super famous girlfriend after that?”

“It had its ups and downs,” Jackson admitted. “A lot of doors opened for us and suddenly we didn’t have to worry about the company. I mean, Christa and Paige were well off, and Jordan was making good money for her more traditional modeling contracts, but Mikayla was the kind of wealthy that meant we really didn’t have to worry about the day-to-day anymore. And that’s freeing but also kind of paralyzing.”

“Why is that?” Kenzie asked, shifting in her seat and reaching for a bag of sour cream and onion chips in the back.

“My parents weren’t exactly poor, but they fought for every dollar they had. I was ready to do the same thing. So was Paige, for that matter.”

She nodded. “Paige and Tanya have told me stories about their trailer park.”

“Yeah. Don’t get me wrong, that was a good home for Paige. Tanya’s a terrific mom and the best grandmother. Don’t tell my mom that but it’s true. She has always been there for us, never any hesitation about the group dynamic. But back to the point, we went from Geek and Lace being the equivalent of a garage rock band to a marquee name in what basically amounted to weeks. We weren’t bad off, but between paying off the studio and looking for a more permanent home for all of us so we could be together, we were feeling pretty scrappy. And Mikayla came along and suddenly everything was ours. It was hard for me to ask her for anything because I never wanted to take advantage of her.”

“I can respect that,” Kenzie said.

“Now it’s my turn to pry into your past. Why don’t you drive, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Oh! It’s no deep dark secret. I’m terrible at it. Failed my driver’s test four times, and I’m pretty sure I only passed the fifth because I had on a pretty tight tank that day and the old man giving the test was a pervert.”

“You can’t be that bad.”

“That’s sweet, but yeah, I definitely can be. My first car was a gift from my parents, a fifteen-year-old sedan. I got distracted by a couple squirrels playing and rearended an off-duty cop.”

“Oh shit.”

“Oh shit is right. My parents wouldn’t let me drive anywhere without them for a while after that but even then I put a ding in my mom’s trunk trying to back into the garage. I hit the frame instead. Then when I pulled forward, I panicked and hit the gas too hard and ran over our mailbox.”

“Jesus,” Jackson said, not sure whether to wince or be impressed at the Rosie levels of chaos. “I was going to offer to teach you to drive, but… uh…”

“My last boyfriend let me use his car until I went through a drive-through and really had to pee. The cars were so backed up that I thought I could just run in and out really fast. Totally forgot to put the car in park and it rolled forward and hit the woman in front of me. Then she panicked and jerked forward and hit the car in front of her. It got crazy. People yelling. No one got their food. Everyone was pissed.”

“Yeah, I’ll… uh… I’ll talk to the girls and we’ll drive you when you need it.”

“That’s the smart decision.”

The conversation spread to relationship stories. They shared their painful losing-their-virginity stories, Jackson to a high school girlfriend who gave him no signs whatsoever if she was enjoying herself or not, Kenzie to a fumbling boyfriend in his basement. It led inevitably to a conversation about the harem, and how Jack met each one of them. Kenzie admitted she had looked up Paige, Christa, Jordan, and Mikayla’s nude pictures and video online.

“The man in the videos when Paige or Christa would do porn, that was you, wasn’t it?”

He chuckled. “Yeah.”

“I’d recognize that donkey dick anywhere.”

That gave him an idea and he called Bambi. She picked up laughing. “Hey, Jack. Rosie was tilting back in her chair and the phone ringing made her fall backwards.”

“Oof. She okay?”

“I’m fine,” Rosie said in the background.

“Wait until you hear the reason Kenzie doesn’t drive. Sounds like she’s going to give you a run for your money in the klutz department.” Kenzie smacked him and he reached across and honked one of her boobs. “Hey, listen, I want to give Kenzie some entertainment on the road. I was thinking about giving her access to our file server. Would you ask around and see if anyone has any objections?”

“We already talked about that,” Bambi said. “Share away. We want her to be part of this. All of it. So we’re okay with everything.”

Kenzie opened her mouth and closed it again, looking troubled for a second. She recovered fast, grinning in a way that would have made Jackson think he was crazy for seeing what he saw, but he’d noticed the same thing the day before when talking about her joining the harem and knew not to push things.

After giving Kenzie the information she’d need to browse all their old photos and videos, he talked shop with Bambi, Rosie, and Jordan for a while. Rosie was finished with her shoot, which meant Geek and Lace had no further work to do until after Claire’s wedding. That upcoming shoot needed some details pinned down, and they went over those while Kenzie browsed on her phone, her eyes wide and her thighs parting.

“Hang on,” Jackson said to his girlfriends. “Kenzie’s found something she likes.”

“Oh yeah,” Kenzie said. “Jesus.”

“What video?” Bambi asked.

“Dove is, um, eating out Paige from the front and you’re licking her… her ass from behind and Jackson is, um… he’s fucking Dove’s butt.”

There was silence, and Jordan said, “Is it weird we’ve filmed so many sex tapes together I don’t actually remember that one?”

Kenzie gasped, “Oh my God, he really has his dick deep inside her.”

“There is almost nothing as hot as him fucking Dove in the ass,” Rosie said.

“Him fucking pregnant Dove up the ass,” Jordan said.

“Ooh, yeah. Wait until you get to the pregnancy kink sections,” Jordan said. “He’ll go rabid for you rewatching those.”

Kenzie glanced at Jackson, smirking. “Oh yeah?”

“It’s one of my favorite kinks,” he mumbled, already getting uncomfortably hard at both the memory of Dove nine months pregnant, his hands all over her big belly and swollen tits as he came deep inside her ass, as well as the idea that Kenzie, his daughter’s best friend, was watching their trove of home and professional movies.

Her eyes returned to the video. Her hand snaked down to her short skirt and she slowly brought it up over her pale thighs. While he thought her choice of a skirt for a road trip was odd that morning, now he suddenly understood why she’d picked it. She probably always intended on doing this at some point.  Jackson was glad there were only small towns for a hundred miles because surely Kenzie’s stories about her bad driving skills would have been prophetic. He almost certainly would have wrecked the SUV as he watched her slide her hand into her thong and play with her pussy.

“Jesus,” he muttered.

“What?” Jordan asked.

“She’s playing with herself.”

“In the SUV?” Bambi asked, sounding intrigued.

“Uh huh,” Kenzie said. “Is that okay?”

“More than okay,” Rosie said. “I wish we were there watching.”

“And joining in,” Bambi said. “Mmm, the things we’d like to do to you.”

“Like…” Kenzie said, and licked her lips as she sank lower in her chair without seeming to realize it. “Like this? Licking my ass and my… he had me call it my c-cunt.”

“Yes. Your cunt. Your sweet little cunt,” Bambi said.

“Oh fuck, are we really doing this on the phone?” Jordan asked, sounding more horny than incredulous.

“Fuck yes, we are,” Rosie said. “Get those slacks down. I want to eat your pussy while she’s watching us.”

“I can’t believe this is actually real,” Kenzie said. “I crushed, mm, so hard on all of you.”

“We’ve had a little crush on you too,” Bambi said. “Such a sexy young thing. We’re all going to love taking our turn with you this week. I’ve got my shorts undone and I’m playing with myself thinking about it. And watching Rosie lick Jordan’s pussy.”

“Num num num, yummy Jordan pussy,” Rosie said happily.

“Oh fuck,” Kenzie said. “You’re, you’ve got your face really in there, you’re really eating her ass… she’s coming, Paige is coming, oh, she’s so beautiful when she comes…”

“Get that little tongue on my clit, slut,” Jordan said, her voice husky. “Mm, she has her hands all over my tits too, Kenzie. And B-Bambi’s watching. She loves to watch.”

“And fantasize about our new young lover,” Bambi purred. “We would have had so much fun in that backseat together. Put you between two of us and finger you until you scream. I’m going to love bouncing on our Jackson’s cock while you lick us both. That pretty, playful face looking up at us while I’m grinding on him and he’s spreading my cunt so wide with his big fat cock.”

“Oh, oh God, oh fuck!” Kenzie gasped.

Jackson gripped the steering wheel so tight he was sure it was going to snap off the dashboard. His cock throbbed, demanding to be let loose, and he started looking for a turnoff, a rest stop, anywhere where he could get out of sight and take Kenzie as hard as he needed to.

“She was so fucking tight last night,” he growled. “Our daughter’s best friend, and she took every goddamn inch of me.”

“Every inch, yes, took him… fuck… fucked me so good,” Kenzie whimpered, her hand moving faster inside her panties, the phone still in her free hand even if her eyes were closed now. “He carried me… mm… carried me into every room. Fucked me on the little couch. Against the d-door. In the bathroom looking in the mirror. Oh God, that was so hot.”

“That’s our good little slut,” Bambi said. “You take care of our man and he will take care of you. Make you come over and over and over again. Fill you with his hot fucking come.”

“Yes! F-fill me! Make me p-p-pregnant! Oh, oh fuck, oh fuuuuck!” Kenzie cried out. It was so loud it was almost a scream, and there, Jackson saw it, a rest station with a hiking trail advertised. He slowed, nearly panting in his desire, and she opened her eyes, staring at him, working her fingers in and out of her wet pussy, the slick noises so fucking loud in the SUV.

There were two other cars in the lot but no people visible. Jackson grabbed a spot close to the trail, listening to Jordan cry out as Rosie brought her there, and they were moving, Jackson jumping out and Kenzie following close behind, still clutching the phone, still listening into his girlfriends’ lovemaking. He grabbed her free hand and they ran for the trail.

The rock-lined dirt path was lined with tall, thin trees too small for real cover but it crested a hill that blocked it from view of the rest stop and the highway. It would have to work. Jackson pulled Kenzie off the path and towards a trio of trees close to each other, the best he could manage as mindless and feral as he’d become. He bent her over and she gripped the trunk of one of the trees, babbling everything he was doing.

“He’s got me bent over, I’m grabbing the tree, oh, oh fuck, he’s lifting my skirt and yanking down my thong-”

“Fuck her, Jack,” Bambi panted, “fuck our Kenzie hard, take her, dominate her, own her.”

“Oh, FUCK!” Kenzie wailed when he buried his cock inside her, her tight little ass bouncing back against him. He reached around her and covered her mouth with his hand, muffling her cries as they fucked against each other hard and fast. There was no containing himself, no holding back. He was going to come so goddamn quick but she was just as ready, just as needy, and Kenzie came, her back rising like it had the night before, head dipping, her pussy convulsing around him, gripping him, begging for his come, and she was there again just a minute later, her whole body shaking, her cries against his hand still so fucking loud in the silence of this little forest, and he was coming, burying himself hard inside her. “Kenzie!” he roared, and he flooded her cunt, his heart and his body rarely so sated as in that moment as he stared at the come flowing out of her well-used pussy lips and dripping to the wet earth below.

* * *

They cleaned themselves up in the rest stop’s bathrooms and met back at the SUV, Jackson arriving first and drinking the last of an iced tea when she emerged, smiling shyly and moving as though she were drunk. He went to her, wrapped an arm around her, and kissed her hard before guiding her to the SUV.

She slept for a solid hour after that, his jacket tucked behind her head as she dropped her chair back. He pulled over just long enough to dig out a throw from the backseat and cover her, and kept the music off while she snored. It was cute.

They crossed into familiar territory at that point. Not exactly close to home, but Dove liked to take little weekend road trips when she wasn’t working and they’d come up here once for… something. The specifics of why escaped him until he stopped thinking about it for a minute, then it clicked into place. One of her fellow nurses told her the small town she came from did up a big garage sale weekend in the middle of summer. Dove thought it sounded like fun, but told Jack four hours from home was a long way to drive for it. He was between photoshoots and thought it sounded like fun too, so they ended up making a weekend of it, driving up the day before, staying in a little rented house, and waking up early to hit dozens of garage sales. They didn’t buy much but that wasn’t the point. They got to be together, doing something silly, and it was exactly what they needed in that moment.

The memory put him in a good mood right up until he noticed something out of the corner of his eye. Kenzie was awake, looking out her window, her cheeks stained with tears.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Shit. I didn’t want you to see me cry,” she said tonelessly. “I’m sorry. I just…”

“Kenzie, talk to me,” he said gently, resting a hand on her thigh. “Is it what’s been making you sad when I mention the idea of you joining the harem?”

“Yeah,” she said, and paused to collect her thoughts as she brought her chair upright. She took his hand and held it, the throw pooling around her waist. “You asked what I want out of life last night and there’s something that would be a dealbreaker for me about the harem. I… I’d like kids someday. Sooner rather than later. And if you have a vasectomy, that can’t happen. I love your kids, I really do, but someday I’d like to have my own. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

He almost laughed, but seven girlfriends and countless other women dropping in and out of his life gave him the experience to know that would be a very bad idea. She was hurting, and to laugh now at that would be cruel.

But he did want to, because her fear wasn’t really a concern. His vasectomy? It could be reversed.


Twilight

Pinks streaked the horizon when Jackson and Kenzie turned onto the highway leading to the ranch. It was still quite a drive, nearly half an hour, but it felt like home.

Jackson felt a certain twinge of sadness the road trip was coming to an end. He wished he’d slowed down and they could have another night together, but he also ached to see his girlfriends and his children again. And he didn’t have long to wait. A car waited at a neighbor’s turnoff, the soon-to-be bride and groom moving towards the road, both of them waving, Claire with her free hand to her mouth, crying.

Kenzie snatched at Jackson’s hand. “Thank you, Jack. These last two days… they’ve been the best of my life.”

“I’ve had a great time too,” he said. “I want to do it again. Take our time about it. Go anywhere we like, no schedule.”

She smiled fondly at him. “I’d like that too.”

He slowed and stopped, and Claire was there, tugging at the door handle until he unlocked it, and Kenzie shot out of the SUV and hugged her best friend, the two of them weepy messes. Then Kenzie embraced Andrew, and Jackson stepped out as Claire came around the car. His eldest was so damn beautiful, a woman now, but still and forever his little girl, and he fought a lump in his throat as he held her to his chest.

“Thank you, Dad. Thank you. I was so scared. I’m sorry.”

“Hush. We got through it just fine, and I had a hell of a lot of fun.”

“Did you treat my bestie right?”

“I hope so.”

“He did,” Kenzie said, smiling across the hood at them. “He’s such a good man, Claire.”

“I know. He had me to boss him around the last twenty years.”

“She’s not wrong,” Jackson said.

Kenzie rode with Claire and Andrew, and Jackson drove ahead of them. Claire wasn’t the only product of his loins he ran into before he made it home. Walking on the edge of the road, all three shirtless, muddy messes, were Derek, Parker, and Michael. They were carrying paintball guns and looking awfully proud of themselves as they turned to wave at Jackson as he slowed and stopped again. He rolled down the passenger windows, and Derek, the oldest of the trio at eighteen, casually slung an arm on the windowsill. He and Parker were sports studs, while Michael, the youngest of the three at fifteen, was more reminiscent of Jackson at that age, a little soft but generally handsome.

“What’s up, Dad?” Derek asked, his tone casual and cool.

“Boys,” Jackson said, not bothering to contain a grin. “You been playing paintball?”

Parker and Michael smirked at each other. Derek said, “Sure, something like that.”

“Do I want to know?” Jackson asked.

“Not if you don’t want to ground us.”

“Fair enough,” Jackson said. “There’s a throw in the front seat and a hoodie and a coat in the back. Sit on those and I’ll give you a ride.”

The hoodie was Kenzie’s and he offered up a silent apology to her, but he’d make sure it got washed. As the boys laid down the clothes and blanket so they didn’t get the seats muddy, Andrew drove around him, honking cheerfully at the chaos.

It was good to be home.

“Where’s your car?” Jackson asked Derek as he climbed into the front seat.

“Home. In the garage.”

“How did you guys get to… wherever it was you went?”

“Uh… we walked? Like we were doing now?”

Jackson fought a tic at the corner of his mouth. “How far did you walk?”

From the backseat, Parker said, “Dad, that’s bordering on grounding us territory, so we would like to collectively plead the Fifth.”

“There is no Fifth to plead when it comes to family affairs,” Jackson said, but he let it go with a sigh.

And soon, he was home again, slowing to a stop outside the garage beside Andrew and Claire as Paige and Tanya hurried towards them. Tanya rested a hand on Claire’s car, grinning wide. Paige swooped in on Kenzie, hugging her tight as Jackson approached, with his other girlfriends and children slowly emerging into the twilight. Seth and Yvonne, the second and third youngest at eleven and thirteen respectively, saw Jackson’s SUV and rushed in his direction. Cody was just coming out of the main house, a biscuit in one hand. Annarose, alongside her big sister Monique, saw him and started crying before fleeing inside the Monkey House and slamming the door shut behind her. Jackson hurt for her, his fragile little girl.

“She’s been crying ever since you left,” Michael said, the three of them still in the car and looking over everyone. His tone was more conversational than disapproving, though he could be that sometimes. He used to wear glasses but had switched to contacts when he began high school, and still tended to squint. He did that now, looking towards the house where Annarose had disappeared.

“I’ll go in and talk to her,” Jackson said.

“Do we have a new mom joining us?” Parker asked, looking in Kenzie’s direction and Michael cracked up.

“Um. That’s not really appropriate,” Jackson said.

The three teenagers collected their paintball guns and stepped out. They drew sharp gazes from Jordan, who said something and Rosie and Dove looked over too, Dove’s eyes widening.

“You didn’t,” she said. “Parker!”

“Hi Mom,” Parker said, slinging his paintball gun over his shoulder like it was a real rifle.

“Oh Derek,” Jordan said with a sigh. “The three of you, go hose off then come back here.”

Monique rushed to join her brothers, giving Jackson a quick, “Hi Dad.” That stung, but Michael was her best friend, the two of them about the same age and as close as twins. Jack shook it off and grabbed Yvonne and Seth when they rushed him, wrapping his arms around them both.

“Hey, guys,” he said, and peppered the tops of their heads with kisses. Yvonne was right at the age when parents started to seem like the enemy, so he ate the moment up before she could decide he was Worst Father Ever material again.

Most his girlfriends went to Kenzie first, welcoming her to their home again. Paige broke free and came to Jackson. He pulled her in for a hug and a long kiss, making Seth retch before he ran to join his brothers as they hosed each other off. Yvonne went to say hello to Kenzie too, leaving just Jackson and Paige. He took her hand, and nodded towards the boys and the hose with a questioning look.

“Monique caught her boyfriend kissing another girl,” Paige said.

“Ohhhhh shit,” Jackson muttered. Monique’s boyfriend lived just miles down the road, a dorky fifteen- or sixteen-year-old who won her over with his dimples and his dirt bike.

“Yup. I think our boys just pulled a little vigilante justice.”

“I can’t punish them for that.”

“I think this is one of those times when we act like nothing happened unless it comes back to our doorstep.”

“Works for me.”

She tugged his arm and he turned back to her. Paige embraced him, burying her head against his chest. “Thanks for helping our girl like that,” she said softly. “You are the best dad.”

“It was my pleasure. Kenzie’s some kind of amazing.”

“And did you have fun?”

He chuckled. “Oh yeah. Did Jordan, Bambi, and Rosie tell you we had some fun with them on the phone?”

Her eyes sparkled. As if she heard them, Bambi looked over at them at that moment and gave them an impish grin. “Nope. They just got home a few minutes ahead of you.”

“I’ll fill you in later.”

“In more ways than one, I hope. This baby momma is feeling very, very grateful and would like to show you just how much.”

He kissed her again, and nodded towards the house. “I’d better go tend to our other daughter.”

“She missed you. We all did.”

They headed for the house. It smelled good inside, fried chicken with an undertone of biscuits and homemade bread having been recently baked. That would be Monique’s doing, along with Tanya and Paige. His daughter by Bambi, Monique was on a baking and cooking kick lately, something they all benefitted from, though the carbs were getting hard to work off. The smell left him realizing how hungry he was. Food later. First, he had a furious daughter to console.

Annarose used to share one with Yvonne, but when Claire and Cody flew the coop, it freed the youngest kids up to have a room of their own. Her bedroom door was closed, and Jackson heard nothing from inside but her fan blowing. He knocked, and Annarose asked faintly, “What?”

“It’s me, honey. I’m going to come in. I don’t care if it makes you mad, I need a hug from my girl.”

She huffed, but didn’t protest. He opened the door and stepped into what they all took to calling the library. Annarose had a half-dozen bookshelves, most of which were filled with children’s adventures and the books of her early childhood, though she’d started to phase these out as she discovered a love for young adult fantasy novels. Her other shelves were consumed with her ever-shifting hobbies. As of late, she’d taken to rock collecting, an interest he enjoyed watching her explore. They’d even found some old fossils up in the mountains, mostly shark teeth and marine life whose names Jackson would never know but his daughter could identify with her breezy and, at times, condescending intellect.

Annarose was facedown on her bed, her hair ruffled by the fan blowing gently on her. She sniffled, and turned her head away from her father as he sat down beside her.

“I am beat,” he admitted. “Three days of hard driving. I bought you and the other girls a bracelet. I hope you like it. Kenzie helped me pick them out.” Silence. “It has charms. Books and fish and the moon. I thought it was cool.” More silence. He twisted and contorted himself until he could crawl around the other side of her, his back against the wall, an arm out and across his daughter. She finally looked at him, her face drawn up in hurt anger.

“I was scared. I heard Cody and Claire talk about the road falling,” she said.

“I’m sorry, Ann. But I was very careful.”

“You shouldn’t have gone alone.”

“You’re probably right,” he said.

Paige came in without a word and sat on the other side of the bed, rubbing Annarose’s back. They were all silent for a long while. The miles caught up to Jackson and he had a hard time keeping his eyes open. He might have fallen asleep if it wasn’t for Annarose’s words.

“That’s not… really why I’m sad.”

“What’s up?” Jackson asked, his voice barely louder than a mumble.

“I know it’s mean but… I don’t want Claire to get married.”

His eyes opened. “You don’t like Andrew?”

“No. I mean… I do. He’s really nice and he loves Claire a lot. But I don’t want her to go, Daddy. I don’t want any of us to go. I know she has that apartment and she’s not all that far but I feel like she’s going away. And I… I don’t like it. I don’t want her to go.”

“Oh, baby,” Paige whispered.

Jackson pushed himself up so his head was resting on his hand. He was dimly aware of more sound, more people coming into the house, but he ignored them for the moment. “I agree. I don’t want her to go either.”

“Can we kidnap her?” Annarose asked.

“Ehhhh, probably not.” He paused, smiling. “Let me tell you a story, Ann. A long, long time ago, even before we knew Claire was going to be ours, this was what we wanted. This place. Or somewhere like it. Somewhere all your mommies and me could be together and happy. And Grandma Tanya too. So when Claire and Cody went to college, I felt about like how you’re feeling now. Especially when Cody decided to go to college in Zanzibar.”

Annarose chuffed a little laugh and twisted onto her back. Paige took her hand and squeezed. Jackson brushed the hair away from her eyes and pecked her tiny nose with a kiss before continuing.

“Life is… a lot of goodbyes,” he said gently. “We don’t want to always make them. I nearly said goodbye to Jordan, once upon a time. Christa and Dove too. I got to keep them close but I was lucky. But here’s the thing, honey. Life is a lot of hellos too. I’ve had the distinct and amazing pleasure to say hello to ten of the most wonderful children in the world. To seven very special mommies. To friends all over the world. Claire and Andrew, they’re going to have those chances too, to meet their own friends, their own kids. They get to have adventures. And that’s not something to be sad about. That’s something to be excited about, because you know Claire’s going to want to share everything with you. You’ll get to say hello to a little niece or a nephew someday. You’ll get to show them all your books and your fossils and how to braid your hair like your mom does it. Don’t be upset she’s getting married. Be happy she’s going on a journey. She’s going to find her own home in the world like this. She and Andrew both. They get to say so many helloes too.”

“Awww,” Claire said from the doorway, and he thought she was the one who sniffed. But Derek and Parker were there too, looking in and still soaking wet.

Parker looked at Derek. “Are you crying?”

“Little bit,” Derek muttered. “Shut up.”

From the hallway, Monique said quietly, “I’m gonna miss her too, Ann.”

“You guys, we’re not going anywhere,” Claire said. “I promise. We both want to stay here in New Bainbridge. And even if we don’t, you know I’m inviting all of you wherever we go. Come here, Annarose.”

Paige stood up, and Annarose slipped out of bed. She trudged across the bedroom to her big sister, and the two of them held each other and cried. Paige settled back into the bed with Jackson, and he roped his arm around her.

“The best kids,” she whispered, and he had to agree.


A Geek and His Beauties

With so many mouths to feed, dinner was usually cooked at two different homes with a “menu” sent out by Paige every day with the two options. Small tweak requests were welcome and usually made, bigger tweaks considered, and requests for something different were unilaterally thrown out or put into rotation in the week ahead, depending on Paige’s mood. There simply was no way to accommodate every child’s tastes or fussiness, the lone exception being Monique, who preferred vegetarian meals. If the options weren’t to a child’s satisfaction, there were always good old peanut butter and jelly or tuna fish sandwiches they would then have to make themselves.

Three or four days of the week, they would try to get everyone together in the main house, and with so many of them, that meant spilling from the formal dining room to the kitchen table and island with its bar seating to the living room. During the summer, this became much easier to coordinate. They brought out folding tables and chairs onto the communal lawn between the three main buildings and ate picnic-style, Jackson usually sitting at the head, though a lot of times he liked to be among the children too.

That was the case that night. He craved his kids’ company that evening, sitting between Monique and Yvonne, who he sometimes felt he didn’t pay enough attention to. Monique was not shy in telling him the story about her now ex-boyfriend, and he listened like a good dad, angry for her and hoping the pining phase passed for her quickly. Like her mother Bambi, she could be fire incarnate, but she also tended not to hold onto things and he was confident this would pass.

Yvonne, who tended to exist in her own little bubble of thirteen-year-old drama, told him how excited she was to go to summer camp with Seth the next week, and how she and her best friend were ready to finally try the rope swing into the lake. This was not the first year he heard that, her fear of both the murky lake and heights, meager they might be with the rope swing, constricting her each year she’d gone to summer camp. Jackson agreed with her this would be the year, squeezing her hand.

All the while, at the head of the table, Kenzie couldn’t stop giving him glances out of the corner of her eye, even with Claire talking excitedly about the wedding. She couldn’t hear what he was saying to the kids, not over the din of twenty people and kids at the tables, but she smiled like she could hear every word. Claire finally took notice and said something that made Kenzie’s cheeks burn bright red. His daughter looked down the table at her dad and gave him a sly grin. He decided to focus on what was left on his plate.

When the meal was done and the kids cleared the plates, Cody drove Derek, Parker, and Michael into the city to watch a movie at a theater. The rest of the kids split up, the youngest watching a movie with Bambi, the others to play games or retreat to their rooms. Jackson rejoined the adults, settling at a corner between Tanya and Christa, giving the latter a kiss since he hadn’t yet had a chance to talk to her since he came home.

“Tonight I promised Paige we’d get together,” he said, “but you and me tomorrow night?”

“I’d like that,” she said.

“And will Kenzie be joining you?” Claire asked. Beside her, Andrew grinned wide.

Tanya, who had nearly fallen asleep by that point, sat upright and said, “Oh! You… and them… oh!”

“We don’t want to take anything away from your week,” Jackson said to Claire as Paige leaned in to whisper in her mother’s ear.

“I do,” Rosie said. “Have you seen Kenzie’s butt?”

“Mom!” Claire said.

“Ohhhh, you can dish it but you can’t take it, huh?” Rosie asked.

“Fair,” Claire admitted. “But Dad, no. I want her during the day, but at night, she’s all of yours.”

“I like that arrangement,” Kenzie said.

They talked for a while about wedding plans. Some of Kenzie’s bridesmaids would be flying in the next day, and Andrew’s family was already beginning to trickle in. The real festivities wouldn’t start until the night before the wedding with a rehearsal and a special dinner for the closest family and friends, but they had some fun things lined up like a spa afternoon and a round of golf for Andrew and his groomsmen, a sport that still baffled Jackson.

“Just promise me, all the sunscreen,” Claire told Andrew. “I don’t want to stand up at the altar with a cooked lobster.”

He grinned. “It’s already loaded in my bag. Jackson, you want to come along?”

“Everyone involved would be happier if I didn’t,” Jackson said. “Especially me. You remember.”

“I do,” Andrew said. “But I wanted to invite you anyways.”

“Thanks, Andrew.”

“And on that note,” Claire said, taking Andrew’s hand.

“Should we leave these crazy kids to it?” he asked.

“We should. Oh, the tables and chairs.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jackson said. “It’ll be a good excuse to get up and stretch. My butt is still sore from the drive.”

“Mine too,” Kenzie said.

“Mm, maybe you’d like to join Jordan and I for a workout?” Dove asked.

Kenzie blushed. “That sounds perfect.”

“A workout,” Andrew said, nudging Claire. She giggled. Everyone stood, and Claire came around to hug Jack and thank him again. When they’d done the same to everyone else present, she and Andrew took off, honking on their way down the lane.

Jackson, Mikayla, and Paige took care of the tables and chairs while the rest of the group disbursed. Tanya and Christa went to go look in on the kids and Bambi while the rest went to change and get in a workout, though if they actually made it to their home gym, Jackson would be shocked. Already, Kenzie was exchanging fuck-me eyes with Jordan and Dove, and the three of them were nearly running by the time they hit the house.

Jackson watched them fondly, then returned his attention to Mikayla and Paige. “There’s something I haven’t mentioned yet. I offered up the idea of Kenzie joining us here.”

“Good. That’s what we were all hoping for,” Mikayla said, and Paige nodded enthusiastically.

“She’s always felt like she belonged,” she said.

“Agreed,” Jackson said. “But I wasn’t finished. There’s just one tiny little thing holding her back. She wants kids. And I had a vasectomy.”

Paige frowned at that, two chairs dangling off each hand as they started walking towards the storage shed where they kept them. “So you’re thinking about getting your vasectomy reversed?”

“I am. But I wanted to check with everyone before I call the doctor’s office and schedule something.”

“I’m totally fine with it,” Mikayla said.

“Do it, Jack. You don’t need our permission. But you have my blessing too,” Paige said. “The rest of us can go on the pill.”

“Great,” Jackson said. “Assuming everyone else says yes, there’s one other thing. I don’t think Kenzie knows vasectomies can be reversed. I almost told her on the drive, but I had another idea.” He told them what he was thinking, and Paige clutched her heart.

“Baby, you have to do that,” she said. “We’ll tell the others not to say a word to her about it.”

“Agreed,” Mikayla said. “I love it. It’s perfect.”

* * *

It was full dark by the time Jackson came back from saying goodnight to the kids, Bambi, and Tanya. He got both the adults away from the kids and quietly told them about Kenzie’s desire to have children of her own, his desire to have his vasectomy reversed, and the plan he had to tell Kenzie about it. Tanya clapped, her joy so pure and beautiful it made him laugh and hug her tight. Bambi only had one reservation, and it was a good one.

“This is going to be an emotional week for her. Not just Claire,” she said. “And she is very obviously in love with you, Jack. If her stress seems too much or she needs it, you tell her early. Don’t let her suffer needlessly.”

It was smart advice, and he kissed her for it before returning to raid the kids’ movie snacks, making them groan.

He returned to Paige and Mikayla, listening to fainter cries from a closed bedroom and smiling to himself. Kenzie was settling right in with Dove and Jordan.

Paige and Mikayla were face-to-face in bed, naked and caught in a moment of tenderness, their lips pressed together, hands joined at Paige’s hip. Paige glanced at him as he entered, pulling his shirt off.

“Our baby girl is getting married, Jack,” she said, her voice both joyful and terribly sad.

“She is,” he said gently, and finished undressing.

That night, and really, most every connection he made with his girlfriends that week that didn’t involve Kenzie, was slow and sweet. He got both his dark-haired beauties on their back, hands at their pussies as he kissed them in turn, eventually giving that job over to the pair of them. Paige, always so wonderfully curvy, and Mikayla, forever the supermodel, who would fly through the next few decades with far more grace than any of the rest of them.

He ached for them, his need not just a physical thing but spiritual, his desire not sated the first time he came, or the second. They lasted even beyond their new young lover and her two bedmates, Jackson alternating between Mikayla and Paige in the hot summer night until they finally took him together, lips on his cock, his hands on the backs of their heads. When he finished that third time, he fell between them, exhausted and fulfilled. They cuddled in tight to him, and though he meant to get up and help them clean themselves up, the miles, the long drive, the wedding, the everything caught up to him, and he very nearly fell asleep.

But in the darkness, there were eyes, and a smiling face. With Mikayla and Paige both sleeping soundly, he slid down the middle of the bed and sat on its edge. Kenzie came to him, and sat on his lap. He kissed her gently, and she kissed him back before nestling her head into his chest. She nearly fell asleep like that, making him chuckle softly before he helped her up. He went to Paige and lifted her until she was in the middle of the bed, grumbling under her breath. But when Kenzie slid in beside her, she opened her eyes, smiled, and kissed their young lover before falling back asleep again.

Jackson left them there like that, slipping into one of the guest bathrooms and taking a long shower. Though he’d been exhausted minutes before, he wasn’t now, and collected his clothes from that day from the bedroom. He dressed in the hallway so as to not wake his girlfriends or Kenzie, and headed downstairs and outside, shivering a little at the late night or early hour chill. The houses were lit up with mellow exterior lighting, with more discreet lighting along the paths between. He walked beyond the Monkey House and off the path into the field of tall wheatgrass beyond, no real direction in mind.

The grass was wet from early morning dew and Jackson only then realized he’d forgotten shoes, but he didn’t go far. A hundred yards or so to his left would be the cairn they made for Bartleby, Rosie’s long-gone but no less loved dog. He’d been a part of this too, there when they first pulled up to the ranch Mikayla bought for the harem. An escape artist, he would run and run and run around the property, but always came home until one day he didn’t. After hours of searching, Jackson and Casey found him near a culvert, whining softly, no sign of injuries, but old age had finally caught up to him. He clung to life, sleeping through his last few hours, save once, when he opened an eye when Rosie said his name. Not too long after, he slipped away from them one last time. They had dogs since, and were talking about another one soon, maybe a pair, but there would never be another Bartleby as far as Jack was concerned.

Out here he could see the sky unobstructed by any lights, a sight that always left him a little bit in awe. It did that night, and he stared a long while up at the countless stars.

“I don’t pray to you often enough,” he whispered. “But I’m begging you tonight. Let them have a tenth the happiness I’ve had. That’s all I want.” He looked around, turning in a full circle to take it all in. Then he looked up again. “Thank you. Thank you for all of it.”

And with that, he headed for the Monkey House, where he snuck in to watch each of his children sleep for a few minutes. Bambi joined him, wordless, kissing the fresh tear tracks on his cheeks, and eventually guided him to bed.


A Queen and the Silver Screen

Jackson fell away from Christa, his heart thudding hard. She had a big dopey grin on her face, one he couldn’t help but match as he kissed her gently.

“God, that was… unexpected,” she said. “Kenzie has you worked up.”

“A little,” he admitted. “But it was also you, beautiful lady.”

She smiled and stroked his softening cock. “I love you, Jack. I’m glad you’re home.”

“Me too.” He pulled her in tighter, and she rested her head against his chest. Her hair had always been fine like silk, and it seemed even more so now as he stroked it. “Any regrets, Christa?”

“Feeling sentimental?”

“It’s a week for it.”

“True that.”

He chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve heard anyone say ‘true that’ in twenty years.”

“I’m bringing it back.” She kissed his chest. “You know it’s always hurt that I couldn’t have kids. I love all your children like my own but I still would have liked to give birth to a couple myself.” He kissed the top of her head and she let out a long, soft breath. “There is… one other thing.”

“Tell me.”

“When I came to you and Paige and Bambi… well, I wasn’t entirely over Harry.” He tensed, thinking she meant she cheated on him, and she let out a soft chuckle. “Relax, baby. I never went back to him. But for a while, a year or so maybe, I was still… I don’t know what the word is. Not in love with him, exactly, but my heart was still tethered to him. I knew it wasn’t healthy, but I couldn’t let him go. Not the way I needed to. Because I didn’t believe in your love. Yours or Bambi’s or Paige’s. I thought there was another shoe that would drop. I thought you’d move on or something would break us up or that this crazy thing couldn’t work, and I always had him in the back of my head.” She looked up at him. “That’s my greatest regret. Not believing in you sooner.”

“I love you,” he whispered, and kissed her gently.

“I love you too. What about you? Regrets?”

“Yuna,” he said softly.

She sighed. “Yeah. But she wasn’t your fault.”

Yuna was the lost member of their harem. Ten years prior, Paige hired on a personal assistant to help her with the parts of her writing career that weren’t writing – advertising, social media, keeping track of her book conventions, and other little mundanities. Yuna was that assistant, a bright, beautiful woman in her twenties who sparked with Jackson hard enough that they agreed to give sleeping with her a go. She seemed great at first, wild and energetic and down for anything, but a few months in, she came to Jack and told him she loved him and only him, only doing things with the other women because she thought that was what he wanted. They broke it off with her, and he figured the door on new entries to the harem was closed.

“I still hurt her. And I regret letting it get to that point.”

“Tell me something you regret that’s genuinely your fault.”

“You loving Harry wasn’t your fault.”

“You’re deflecting and you know it.”

“All right.” He thought. “I hate that I can’t spend more time with all the kids one on one. Same with you and the rest of the harem. I love what we have but I wish we had more time.”

“No one knows that better than me,” she said.

He kissed her forehead. “I wish I could have found a way to relate to Parker and Derek. I’m starting to feel that way with Michael too. And even if it’s selfish, I wish we could have kept Aiko and Samantha here. I thought about them a lot on the trip.”

“I miss them too. Tell me something, and be honest. It’s been on my mind lately.”

“Sure.”

“Do you ever regret it not just being you and one of us?”

He immediately started to say no, then stopped, thinking about it. “I hate that Bambi and I had to break up. That pain… it’s the worst thing I’ve ever felt. If we hadn’t, I wouldn’t have met Paige or the rest of you, but that’s my great what-if. So… no, I don’t regret it, but I have been spending a lot of time lately thinking about how different things could have been.”

“Good answer. Now, this is supposed to be a week of celebration. So right off the top of your head, tell me something little that makes you happy.”

“Being home.”

“I said little,” Christa said, nipping his chest.

He thought about that. “I took a walk the other night out into the grass. I didn’t have my shoes on, and it felt nice. Cold, but dewy grass like that, I don’t think I’ve felt that since I was a kid.”

“Ooh, that’s lovely. I’m going to have to do that too.”

“We’ll go together. What about you?”

“Time with my man. And I got to sample some of the candy Claire will have set out at the reception. I forgot how much I like those little silly butter mints.”

“You know, I got to thinking about those. It’s weird you only see those in weddings, right?”

“Yes!” Christa said. “Like when did we decide weddings were the only time we could snack on those? I’m buying some for the house and hiding some away. Then next time you and I are together, we’re finding some creative ways to eat them. And speaking of, I’m starving.”

“Me too,” Jackson said.

“Let’s get cleaned up, then breakfast in bed?”

“Sounds good to me. Claire doesn’t need you for anything today?”

She stretched and yawned. A breast reduction surgery in her fifties left her with smaller curves but a much happier back. There was cellulite, sag, and lines she didn’t like, but she was and would always be beautiful.

“Not for hours yet.”

“Good.”

They showered together, Jackson tending to her gently, then taking his own turn under the spray as Christa dried her hair. He sent her back to bed with a swat of her ass, then donned a pair of basketball shorts and a tee shirt and headed downstairs to fix fruit and oatmeal for her and a bagel with cream cheese for himself. Back upstairs, they watched the news and ate in bed, and he was just rousing for a second round with her when his phone rang. Mikayla.

“Hey, baby, what’s going on?” he asked.

“Hey Jack. What are you doing right now?”

“Cuddling up with Christa still. Lazy morning before the chaos. What about you? I thought you had a podcast to record?”

“Florence canceled on me. She had a little cough this morning and thinks it’s just congestion, but she didn’t want to risk being the reason a hundred wedding guess get sick. I was calling to see if you wanted to get in a bike ride but if you’re with Christa, I’ll just hit the gym instead.”

“Go,” Christa said. “I love you, but a nap right now sounds like heaven.”

He chuckled, and said to Mikayla, “I’m yours. Meet you by the garage.”

* * *

When they could, Jackson and Mikayla loved nothing more than riding their mountain bikes together. After the paparazzi finally stopped waiting by the ranch’s gated entrances, they took up the hobby in part thanks to Jackson’s best friend Casey. He was upgrading his own bike and told Jackson about it. Jackson, having never really ridden bikes much since he was a kid, thought it would be a fun purchase for Cody, Derek, or Parker. None of them seemed interested in the bike, and annoyed, he took it out. Mikayla had always liked biking and joined him, and he discovered a new great pleasure in life. Having nothing but the road ahead to focus on simultaneously relaxed him and helped him think, and the physical nature of it made for a great alternative to his usual workouts and jogging.

They lived in a beautiful area, the Harpy Mountains standing stark in the distance with nothing to obscure them. They raced in that direction now, Jackson forever chasing Mikayla, loving the sight of her still fantastically tight ass in her bike shorts as she leaned over her handlebars, their speed breakneck, the two of them wild and untamed that day as the joy of the upcoming wedding filled them to bursting.

How far they went, he wasn’t sure, twenty miles, maybe. They stuck to the unused highways and a bike path between two of the biggest pieces of property, paid for by the wealthy owners for just such a purpose. The plains were deceptive in that they appeared flat, but were really defined by gently curving hills and dips that could hide away trees and the countless lakes surrounding New Bainbridge. They stopped by one, little more than a pond, both of them sweaty and breathless and grinning. No one was around and they hadn’t seen anyone for miles, so Jack came to her, his Mikayla, and he wasted no time taking her to the ground, his hand at the small of her back as he leaned over her, kissing her good and hard, loving her, this life.

They made love by the nameless lake, the grass springy beneath them, the birds in a copse of aspens startled into flight by Mikayla’s unbound cries of pleasure. With the fun he had with Christa that morning, he could last a while, and did, showing off for Mikayla, taking her on her back, her hands and knees, then finally beneath her as she rode him, hands on the back of her head, her small breasts keeping him as hypnotized as ever.

And when it was over, when he’d spilled into the earth so as to not embarrass her if the kids happened to bump into them when they got home, they sat together, sipping from their water bottles.

“God, Jack. That was exactly what I needed,” she said.

“Me too.”

“I heard Christa about shouting in Tongues last night and this morning. It got me pretty worked up.”

“You could have joined in if you wanted,” Jackson said.

“No. I think you need time with all your girls alone this week. She got hers. Now I got mine. Besides, Rosie was sitting on Kenzie’s face while Bambi was fucking Kenzie with a strap-on. Kinda hard to look away.”

He laughed. “Yeah, I imagine.”

She stood up, taking a rock with her. “You doing okay with all this?”

“I am.”

“You sure? You took off the other night on us. Not that waking up to Kenzie in bed wasn’t nice, but…”

“I just needed to clear my head. Got in a little walk outside.”

“It had to be two or three in the morning.”

“It was,” he allowed. “I was thinking about the kids. I just… want them to be happy. They all deserve that. And now we’re thinking about adding another one to the brood.”

“You excited about that?”

“You know, I am. I thought I was good and done with diapers and three a.m. fussing, but I’m excited for it again.”

“Then… would you maybe consider being the baby daddy to two little ones?” Mikayla asked, uncharacteristically quiet and maybe even a little apprehensive. She threw the rock in her hand, skipping it four times before it sank.

Jackson stood up and joined her, a hand on her ass. “I’d love that,” he murmured. “What made you change your mind?”

“Downcreek. Do you remember that?”

He did. Downcreek was not a place name or a reference to any body of water, but a TV show where she had a three-episode guest appearance two years ago. The show was a cozy mystery series, and her character was an obvious red herring for the real murderer of that story arc, and she had a lot of fun playing up a seemingly ice-cold small-town politician’s wife protecting the culprit.

“There was this young mother, her name was Brianna. She was part of the sound crew and I hadn’t interacted much with her until that point. But she was a single mom with a tiny one, no more than two or three. She had no one to help babysit that day and the dad wasn’t in the picture anymore. So she had to bring the kid to work.” Mikayla stooped to pick up another rock, and Jackson did the same. “The little girl’s name was Lena, and she was a sweetheart, but she was afraid of all the people and noise and it was a very shouty scene. She started to cry, and poor Brianna, she tried to quiet her and take her outside, but nothing worked. I had another scene to shoot but I had a half hour so I went to Brianna and told her we could take a break in my trailer. She thought I was mad at her at first, but I wasn’t. Not at all. I’ve been there so many times now.”

Jackson chuckled at that, and skipped his own rock six times. She threw hers, and made a face when it sank after two.

“I told the director I’d be back, and I went with them to my trailer. At first, I meant to just let them in and go have a word with her boss to help ease things, because he looked like he was about to fire her. But I ended up sitting with them a while. I still had dozens of digital kids’ books on my phone from when our kids were young, and I brought one up and read one to Lena. She climbed on my lap and I read her a second one. About three times I called her Annarose. I kept thinking about her and Seth at that age, sitting on my lap and listening to me or you read to them.” She smiled and sniffed. “Ever since, I’ve known I wanted to.”

“Why not say something sooner?” Jackson asked. “You know I would have gotten it reversed for you.”

“Because it felt hypocritical, I guess. I don’t really know. I told you for years I didn’t want kids and I didn’t want my tubes tied, and now, all of a sudden, I’m baby crazy.”

“I wouldn’t have been upset. Not one bit.”

“I know. But there were other things too. Life got crazy for a while and I put it in the back of my mind. Then Kenzie comes along and all of a sudden, I’m staring at my late forties and thinking I need to do this now or never.”

“How many are you thinking?”

“One or two,” she said. “We’ll see how I feel. And how much the rest of you can tolerate.”

He found one more rock, knowing they needed to be getting back soon but enjoying the moment anyways. “I’m in for however many you want.”

“Look at it this way. You get to be the man to hear Mikayla Chassen wail, ‘Breed me!’”

He groaned. “If I hadn’t come twice already this morning, that’s exactly the sort of talk that’d make me drag you back down to the ground again.”

“Mmm. I wish. But I suppose we should get back and do wedding-ish things.”

“I suppose.” They each threw their last rocks, both skipping twice. A portent of sorts, because in two and a half years, they would have two daughters together, bright, vivacious, and mischievous. Mikayla wouldn’t be able to have any more after that, but the two they had would always and forever be loved.

Before they got on their bikes, Jackson said, “Hey, Mikayla?”

“Mm?”

“Thanks. For all this. For a home for all of us, for Claire’s wedding, for everything you’ve faced being with us. Thank you.”

She gave him her sweetest smile. “Everything I’ve faced? Jack, nothing compares to the happiness I get to feel coming home to you.” She held his eyes a moment before adding, “To all of you.”


The Day Before

Months before, when Claire and Andrew made the announcement that not only had they found the perfect venue for the wedding, but it wouldn’t cost their parents a thing because they wanted to be married at the ranch under the seemingly endless blue sky with the mountains and her childhood home as a backdrop, it choked up most of Jackson’s girlfriends. Mikayla in particular had been stunned and delighted. She had offered to pay for them to have their wedding anywhere in the world they wanted, and they’d picked the home she chose for their family.

Now, the day before the wedding, Jack and Casey helped the wedding planner’s crew offload and set up over a hundred white wooden folding chairs on a patch of freshly trimmed grass near the houses at the ranch.

“The frame tents we’re using for the reception are the most expensive part of the wedding, except maybe for flying her family in,” Jackson said as he unfolded another trio of chairs lackadaisically. “We were going to just rent the things, but Mikayla thought it would be nice to have them on hand.”

“Can’t imagine this’ll be the only wedding you host out here,” Casey said agreeably. “Might even make some good money renting out some of the land for it.”

“That’s an idea,” Jackson said, and took a moment to raise the camera hanging from his neck up and snapped a picture of his friend. The lighting was too perfect not to.

His deal with Claire had been simple. He wouldn’t complain – much – about her going with another professional photographer in order to keep him involved in the moment of the wedding, but in return, he got to take some pictures during the setup and aftermath. His daughter negotiated with him until he agreed to let someone else film and photograph the reception too, a loophole he thought smugly he’d figured out. But Claire was a crafty one and saw right through him.

They had originally planned to set up the wedding the morning of, but with the weather clear and the winds predicted to be minimal, Claire and the wedding planner decided to go ahead and set up everything early. Jackson was pleased because it meant he got the evening and morning light to photograph the beautiful setup as well as some of the well wishes videos he planned to weave together for Claire and Andrew when they came back from the cruise Jackson and Paige were sending them on in a month, their wedding present to the couple. Cody heard this and asked if he roped his college girlfriend Aracely into marrying him if he could go on a cruise too. Jack’s kids were awfully good at the loophole thing.

“Hey, is it a good time to get your well wishes video?” Jackson asked.

“Sue,” Casey said. “Claire’s words to me were ‘keep him happy and busy,’ so I am yours to command.”

Jackson chuckled. He guided Casey to one of the chairs on the fringe and had him sit on it sideways, an arm over the back. He knelt and switched the camera to video mode. When he had the right position with the lighting blinding neither camera nor his friend, he gave Casey a thumbs-up.

“Hey, kiddos, listen up. Marriage takes guts. It’s hell. It’s boredom. It’s a lot of late nights worrying about your kids or the bills or trying not to murder each other over the small things.” Casey grinned. Like Jackson, he’d aged well, one of the most popular male professors on campus at New Bainbridge University for the way his naturally angry looks could transform into boyish charm. “But it’s also really amazing. Getting to love someone, and having them love you back unconditionally… there’s nothing like it. And at the end of the day, that’s all you have to do. And I know, Claire and Andrew, you love each other so much. So keep doing that, and nothing else matters. Love you both. Be incredible together.”

Jackson gave it a couple seconds more, then ended the film. “Well, shit,” he said.

“Aw, man, don’t tell me I need to record it again.”

“No, you’re good. Just going to be hard to match that.”

“Come on. Sit down.” When Jackson looked towards the wedding planner and her crew offloading the last of the chairs, Casey patted the chair next to him. “Come on, old timer. Take a break. That’s what you’re paying them the big bucks for.”

“You’re not wrong,” Jackson said, and sat. He showed Casey the video he’d just taken. Casey nodded, still smiling, and Jackson brought the camera up to photograph Casey’s wife Niara, Claire, Andrew, Kenzie, and some of Andrew’s family walking towards them down the lane leading to the houses, getting in a stretch and putting up signs at the entrance to the property for the extended family coming for the rehearsal. Jackson took a few pictures of them, then turned the camera back off and relaxed.

“How’s it going with her?” Casey asked.

“Kenzie? Great. She’s been spending a lot of time one-on-one and in small groups with the girlfriends. Everyone’s kind of feeling everything out, but she already fit before we hooked up with her. And the kids already loved her too, so that makes it a lot easier to welcome her in.”

“So it’s official?” Casey asked. “She’s joining the harem?”

Jackson thought about the envelope upstairs in his suit’s pocket, with the card written in calligraphy. Paige helped him pen the simple words. “Not yet. I don’t know for certain that she will, but I’m hopeful.”

“She will. I don’t think any woman on Earth could turn you down.”

“Thanks, man.” They were silent for a while, both of them raising a hand when Niara waved at them cheerfully. Claire said something and Niara and Kenzie laughed.

Jackson said, “What a long, strange road. My daughter’s getting married.”

“Finally sinking in?” Casey asked.

“No. And I’ll tell you when it will. Tomorrow night, at about one or two in the morning, when I’m finally in bed and it’s all over. And then it’ll hit me.”

“When it does, and if you need it, I’m a call away. Of course, it’s an open bar, so I might not be coherent or even able to answer the phone, but…”

“Thanks,” Jackson said drily.

“Oh, Melody and Maria want me to tell you to save a dance for them.”

Melody was Jack’s goddaughter, and Maria just as close to his heart. Same with their younger brother Nicolas.

“Tell them I dance like a moose.”

“The lessons with Claire and Mikayla aren’t taking?”

“Not even a little.”

“Then I look forward to not being the most awkward guy out there. Thanks for that.”

“You boys need sunscreen,” a voice called from behind them. Jordan. Jackson turned, grinning, and there she and Rosie were, Rosie with her own camera at hand.

“Great minds,” she said. “I was taking pictures of the bouquets and the balloons.”

“Good call,” Jackson said.

“Hang on, stay like that. I want to get a picture of the two of you,” Rosie said. She brought her camera up, and Casey and Jack smiled at her over their shoulders. She took a few pictures and showed Jordan.

“Those might be the best pictures yet of the two of you,” she said. “But seriously, let’s get you out of the sun. The only thing I’ve heard Claire go beastly about is Andrew getting a sunburn, so let’s not have the father of the bride get too red in the face.”

They allowed themselves to be led inside, where they grabbed glasses of iced tea and crashed out. Jordan and Rosie bookended Jack, Rosie’s hand on the back of his neck, playing idly with the beginnings of stubble there. Her teasing fingers sent thrills of electricity straight to his dick. He leaned in and murmured into her ear, “If you keep that up, you’re going to make me one embarrassed man.”

Rosie grinned naughtily at him. “Oops.”

“Should I give you three a few minutes alone?” Casey asked.

“It’d take more than a few minutes,” Jordan said.

As Jackson pondered how he might sneak the pair away for an afternoon quickie, they were joined by Claire and the others. Jackson rose to his feet to greet them, more to save himself from a hardon from Rosie’s teasing than out of politeness. The wedding planner came in too, and they praised her for the work she was doing.

All the while, Kenzie kept side-eyeing Jackson. Despite plenty of flirting and discreet groping when the kids weren’t around, they hadn’t hooked up since their road trip, though he’d been hearing plenty of nighttime noises from other bedrooms in the harem’s house. Jack wanted to make sure she understood the harem wasn’t just about him. They were all equals and partners, and for her to be a part of this, she had to love all of them, not just him.

Claire’s bridesmaids started to show up soon after that for the rehearsal and the family and friends dinner. Like Kenzie, they were all friends of hers from college, most of whom lived around the area, and they were all familiar faces around the ranch. Andrew’s groomsmen were a lesser-known bunch, and Jackson had a hard time keeping their names straight. They reminded him of his old high school friends Cole and Tyler, all of them the sort of geeks he would have been friends with at that age. He fought the urge to try and fit in with them for Claire’s sake, but Andrew had other ideas, drawing him into a conversation with them about the best fantasy trilogy. When Jackson asked if they meant books, movies, or video games, that really got them going, and he caught some of his girlfriends giving each other their “that’s our Jack” look, though Paige was right there in the guts of the conversation too, now a very well-regarded fantasy writer herself.

It was a wonderful afternoon with a party atmosphere. The drinks flowed easily after Jackson made the college-aged adults hand over their keys. Even Andrew’s family loosened up, his mother Cathryn pulling Jackson and Paige aside to ask them a dozen questions about the harem. Jack had a feeling, and Paige later told him the same, that she was working herself up to the idea of maybe bringing a friend home to her husband for some extramarital fun of their own. Good for them, he thought.

He got a call from Tanya and his parents. Along with some extended relatives, they’d taken Cody, Yvonne, Seth, and Monique to a newly opened amusement park, Cody going along “to help babysit,” although everyone knew the truth. The exceptions were Annarose, who took her duty as flower girl with the seriousness of studying for a test, and Derek, Parker, and Michael, ushers for the wedding along with Andrew’s younger brother. The four huddled together most the afternoon, playing video games and planning out some chaos for Claire and Andrew’s car during the ceremony. Jackson just hoped paintballs weren’t involved.

With everybody present who would take a role in the wedding, Claire made the call to begin the rehearsal. The ushers were rounded up and Claire demonstrated what she wanted from them while lining everyone else up for the mock wedding with the deftness of a general ordering her troops around. Though she’d been chill about the wedding up to that point, Jackson feared for the person who stepped a foot out of line that night – or God help them, during the actual wedding. Even Parker and Derek fell into line without so much as a joke, which was as close to a miracle as Jackson had ever witnessed. They too must have sensed death and destruction on the horizon if they tested their older sister.

Things went pretty smoothly. The only exceptions came from Jackson. When the bridesmaids and groomsmen lined up, he couldn’t stop staring at Kenzie. In tight tan shorts and a tank top, there was so much of her skin on display, but he barely noticed. It was her smile he couldn’t stop devouring, her sparkling eyes fixed on him just as much as his were.

Rosie captured the image as perfectly as she’d captured anything in their long years of photography, a wide-angled shot taken at a distance, the father of the bride and the maid of honor across a divide of chairs. Kenzie looked amused, while Jackson looked almost forlorn, lost, needing.

“Dad?” Claire asked. “Care to quit ogling my maid of honor and line up with me?”

“Um, right,” Jackson said, to the laughter of everyone who overheard. Little Annarose gave him an exasperated look that told him he was screwing everything up. He took Claire’s arm, and the wedding planner started the music they had selected for the processional.

He was wrong when he told Casey it wouldn’t feel real until the next night after wedding. Because when he walked his firstborn daughter down the aisle that night, even if it was just a rehearsal, it hit him. He was giving her away. Giving away his protection, his care for her, to another man. A good man, the best she could have chosen, but Claire was no longer the little girl with the wildflowers in her hair running down the lane to greet him when he came back from a long shoot away from home.

She was getting married.

The realization stopped him cold halfway down the aisle with her on his arm. “Sorry, I… sorry,” he said, his words choked. He hard Rosie whisper, “Awww,” and Bambi murmur, “My heart.” Claire turned to her father and embraced him without a word. He held her tight, crying as hard as he’d ever cried, knowing he’d failed the wedding rehearsal but unable to care.

“Claire, my God, you’re getting married tomorrow,” he whispered.

“I am, Daddy,” she whispered back, grinning up at him.


The Night Of

The family and friends dinner was held in a restaurant with a big enough banquet room to accommodate everyone, and still, they practically spilled out of it. Over brisket and fried chicken, those closest to Claire and Andrew laughed and told stories and came together, even in their differences. It was a good night, and Jackson busied himself capturing as much of it as he could, telling himself it was for his daughter and Andrew, but really to give himself some emotional breathing room.

It was late into the night when the group began to break up, Andrew’s family back to their hotel suites, Andrew and Claire to their apartment, Jackson’s family to one of Christa’s rental properties.

And the harem and their children home.

Jackson sat with each of his kids that night, even the older ones. They grumbled, especially Parker and Monique, but he went to them anyways, needing their presence, their small hands in his. Or in the case of Parker and Derek, not so small. He told them sanitized stories about their mothers, about good memories of them, about their little hobbies and interests. He vowed to himself to cut back on work at Geek and Lace to spend more time with his family while he could. More and more he’d been thinking about early retirement at fifty-five, still a ways to go but giving him plenty of time to enjoy life and traveling with the harem, and that night, he later thought, solidified that plan. He had nothing left to prove professionally. It was time to train up some new blood and spend time doing what mattered to him.

Tanya waited for him in the hallway after he finished with Annarose. She had come so far since he first met her. Back then, he wasn’t sure she was going to live out a year or two, but with her daughter Paige’s joy came her own determination to be a part of her life as long as she could, and Tanya had not only endured, but thrived. In her late sixties, she was a vision of what Paige would become in twenty years, her laugh lines plentiful, her sweet cherubic face still so youthful.

Jackson embraced her too. “Thank you,” he said.

“For what?” Tanya asked, patting his back.

He held her at arm’s length. “For having always been there for us, without question.”

“Oh, I’ve had plenty of questions,” she said, and laughed her wonderful, full-bodied laugh. “But I love my Paige, and I love you and everyone else. It’s been an adventure.”

“Hasn’t it?” Jackson asked.

He gave her another hug, and left the Monkey House to join his harem, all seated around the massive dining room table, drinks in close reach. He fetched a beer, and sat at the head of the table next to Rosie and Dove. He took their hands and squeezed, and asked, “What’s going on?”

“Kenzie’s upstairs taking a shower,” Bambi said. “We were just taking a vote.”

“We’re not letting her go,” Paige said, and Rosie nodded enthusiastically.

“She’s one of us now,” she said with mad delight. “I love all you bitches, but she eats ass like it’s candy.”

“Jesus,” Jackson said and laughed. “Well… what are we all doing tonight? Because I’m sure as hell not sleeping.”

“Board games?” Rosie asked.

“We haven’t had a full group game night in forever,” Paige said.

“I was hoping someone would say orgy,” Jackson said.

“We need to be able to function tomorrow,” Jordan said.

“Fair point,” he said agreeably. “And I like the idea of us just sitting around and being close tonight.”

“Me too,” Bambi said. “I’m not in an orgy mood anyways. I keep drifting off to memories about the kids and I get weepy all over again. Were they doing okay?”

“Doing great,” Jackson said. To Mikayla, he raised an eyebrow. They knew each other so well by that point she didn’t need to be asked the question out loud.

“Not yet,” she said, “but now’s as good a time as any.” Every eye fell on her. “I told Jack the other day if he’s going to get his vasectomy reversed, I’d like to try to get pregnant.”

“Oh my God, that’s awesome!” Rosie said, jumping to her feet and coming around the table to hug her.

“You are already the best mom,” Paige said. “Now you get to have all the pregnancy fun with Jack too.”

“You are going to be so beautiful pregnant,” Dove agreed.

Rosie went to fetch some board games from the Monkey House. Jackson figured she probably wanted to look in on Michael and Seth too, their two kids. While she did that, he and Dove retreated to the kitchen for snacks, wine, and beer. Most the women were already pleasantly buzzed, and Dove grabbed him by the hands to dance with him, making him laugh.

“Save us all a dance tomorrow,” she said.

“Absolutely,” Jackson said, and gripped her ass before giving it a good spank.

“Save me one too.”

Kenzie.

He turned around. Out of decorum in case the kids came over, she was in sweats and a pair of slippers she’d borrowed from someone, but regardless, the sweet, hopeful look to her face sent his heart racing. Dove pushed him towards her, and he gladly went. His hand went to Kenzie’s shoulder, her cheek, her neck, and he leaned down to kiss her gently. She melted, her knees going weak. He gripped her back with his other hand and deepened the kiss, making her moan.

When he pulled back, Dove said, “Wow. Wooooow.”

Kenzie blushed hard. Jackson dropped a hand to her ass and nudged her towards the dining room. “We’re getting ready to start up some board games.”

“Ohhh, I love that,” she said. “Some normalcy tonight sounds perfect before things get wild tomorrow.”

You have no idea, Jackson thought.

The night was a mellow, happy one. With that many people, they got two games going at once, alternating players all night. The women dropped in and out of the games, most everyone going over to the Monkey House at one point or another to check on the kids. Everyone was sentimental that night, but there were few tears. It was a night spent remembering the best of times, the stories about Claire in particular flowing easily.

“She was a monster when it came to us reading to her at night,” Paige said. “Remember that? We’d read her a story and she learned if she cried, we’d read her a half-dozen more.”

“I blame you for that,” Christa said, eyeing Jack.

“Me?” he asked.

“Yes!” at least three voices rang out, making Kenzie nearly choke on her ginger ale and bourbon. Jordan said, “You couldn’t say no to her.”

“Still can’t,” Bambi said. “To any of the girls.”

“They certainly seem to be my Achilles heel,” Jackson said drily, looking around at all of them for emphasis.

Later, around a mouthful of honey mustard pretzels, Rosie said, “Do you all remember Emmanuel?”

“Oh God,” Paige said.

“Wait wait wait,” Kenzie said. By that point, she was well past buzzed and into happily drunk territory. “I know that name. I know that name. Her first boyfriend, right?”

“Yes!” Rosie said, and cackled.

“He was such a little shit,” Bambi said. “He’d show up here for a date and wait out in his mom’s car. Not his car, mind you. His mom’s car. With his mom in it. Just out there thumping music like he’s some kind of slick bad boy and he’s got his mom two feet from him.”

“We had a party when they broke up,” Christa said.

“It was so hard not to dance when she told us,” Bambi agreed.

And so it went, late into the night. Jackson used the opportunity to get their well wishes to Claire and Andrew on video and do a little necking with each of his girlfriends in the kitchen or the living room. At one point, Tanya texted and let Dove and Jack know Yvonne had a nightmare about Claire going missing before the wedding. They went over to the Monkey House, and brought her back to play a game with them. The thirteen-year-old was nearly asleep again in minutes, her eyes closing several times as she fought not to slump in her chair. Jackson finally guided her to the bedroom Dove, Jordan, and Rosie occupied, and sat with her until her breathing evened out and she was fast asleep again.

That signaled the beginning of the end of the night. Bambi and Mikayla, the group’s two lightweights, staggered to bed together, their giggling fading away fast. The rest scattered to the bedrooms, with Jack left behind to clean up with Jordan and Rosie, just the two he’d been hoping to find in his bed that night after Rosie’s earlier teasing.

They took care of him that night, both of them on their knees in front of him, giving him a joint blowjob, fast and nearly silent since Yvonne was asleep a couple doors down. He finished on their faces, the two of them beaming up at him.

Once he got them cleaned up, they rested in bed together, Jackson in the middle, Rosie falling asleep fast. Jordan clung tight to him, and stayed awake with him late into the morning hours, the two saying little but not really needing to. Once upon a time, she’d been so deeply in love with him it nearly broke her, but time, therapy, and medication had mellowed her storms. Not to mention Dove and Rosie, her great loves, Dove her wife by law, Rosie her other wife in heart and spirit.

Of all his girlfriends, she was the one he turned to the most often when his mind was beset by its own storms, and she was there for him that night, comforting him, keeping him company through the long, sweet night.


Husband and Wife

Without any official job to do, Jackson found himself feeling an emotion he didn’t expect on the day of his daughter’s wedding – boredom. Recording more well wishes videos took up a few minutes of his time here and there, and meeting the guests from both sides of the family to the property helped keep him hopping, but he couldn’t help feeling an itch of needing to do something constructive with his time, born from shooting sixty or seventy weddings.

Nathalie, the official wedding photographer, was happy to bullshit with him for a while until he began to slip in guarded questions about the angles she’d be using with her cameras, at which point she reminded him with amused exasperation she’d been doing this as long as he had and her specialty was weddings both indoor and outdoor. He left her alone then, but reluctantly, certain she could get a better focus on Claire’s face if she just moved one camera two feet left.

The kids didn’t want him around, not really. They roamed the property with distant relatives and new acquaintances from Andrew’s side of the family. Monique and Yvonne were already best of friends with Andrew’s youngest sibling Bethany, and peals of their laughter erupted all morning, making him smile each time. Similarly, Seth had a bit of hero worship for a nephew of Mikayla’s, who wrote and drew his own comic books, and the two of them huddled together over notebooks and pens all morning. If they moved from that spot, Jackson never saw it.

His harem was cooped up with Claire and the bridesmaids, Rosie the sole exception, running errands for Claire. Jackson asked if Rosie maybe wanted to sneak away for twenty minutes, only half-kidding, and she stared at him like he was crazy. “We have so much to do. Don’t you?”

“Um. No?”

“You haven’t been bothering Nathalie all morning, have you?”

“Um. No?”

She pecked him on the cheek. “I’ll call Casey and ask him to come out early.”

“I don’t need a babysitter.”

“You kiiiiinda do.”

Casey came half an hour later, his suit in a garment bag in the backseat. Melody came with him too, already wearing her dress but carrying an overnight bag with her makeup and “go gear,” as she called it. “I should have come out first thing this morning,” Casey said. “Sorry, man.”

“I don’t need a babysitter!” Jackson again protested. Casey and Melody looked at each other, and his goddaughter shrugged.

“Yeah, you do,” she said.

They found work in the form of sandwiches. Michael wandered in complaining he was hungry, and when Jackson started to tell him there would be tons of food in just a few hours, he remembered the best advice he ever heard to a wedding couple – eat a little something before everything gets going. Nothing heavy, but something to stave off hunger later if they needed it.

Jackson, Casey, and Melody set up shop on the patio, grilling ham and cheese sandwiches on an outdoor griddle for anyone who wanted one, which was pretty much everyone who smelled the food cooking. Somewhere in the midst of his parents, extended family, and Andrew’s clan, two familiar voices called to him and asked if he had extra. Aiko. Samantha. He knew they were going to come but it still managed to be the best surprise, seeing their smiling faces alongside their daughters. His daughters too, in a way. He was not the one who raised them but he was a big part of their lives for a long time and his paternal love matched what he felt towards his own children.

Rosie even rushed over at one point to ask if they had extra for the bridal party. “Claire smelled them cooking and realized how hungry she was,” she said after hugging Aiko and Samantha tight. “She hasn’t eaten a thing all day. But you guys had better knock off soon. Wedding photos in an hour.”

She was right. Jackson was shocked to discover the slow-moving morning had suddenly become a rush.

* * *

When Claire stepped out of the house, Jackson became two men, the father holding his baby daughter for the first time next to an exhausted and very doped-up Paige, and the forty-something man about to walk down the aisle with his daughter.

“Claire,” he said, and that was all he could say. She was beautiful, but then again, she always was. His daughter beamed up at him. She opted not for a veil, but a crown of flowers, baby’s breath, daisies, and wildflowers from the ranch intermingling in the most Claire-esque accessory of her ensemble. The classy white mermaid dress seemed like it had been created just for her, emphasizing her figure but with a modicum of chasteness that suited her shy personality well. Her dark hair fell halfway down her back in waves, her makeup done to make her face as warm as the sun.

He’d always thought she could be Paige’s sister, but not today. Today his Claire was her own beauty, and he embraced her.

“So I look all right then?” she asked as Paige stepped out of the house too, followed by two of the bridesmaids.

“Never more beautiful,” Jackson said.

“You look very handsome too, Dad,” Claire said. “I like the gray suit.”

“It’s not too boring?”

“No. I think it suits you perfect.” She grinned. “Get it? Suits you?”

“She definitely got your sense of humor,” Paige said.  She looked beautiful too, in a summery sleeveless blue dress, with sprigs of flowers of her own in her hair. It was a beautiful touch.

As the bridesmaids filtered around them and headed for the waiting photographer, Jack looked back at the house, and his daughter’s eyes twinkled. “She’ll be along in a minute.”

“Oh, uh…”

“Dad, it’s okay. I arranged this whole thing, remember? I love that you like her so much.”

“It wouldn’t be too weird if she became a more permanent part of your mothers and my relationship?”

“No,” she said softly. “I love her, and I love all of you. She deserves the best in life and that’s with all of you. It would be the best wedding gift you could give me.”

“Ah, so we’re off the hook for the cruise, then?”

“Oh hell no.”

Jackson hugged her then, and he wasn’t alone. All his girlfriends got in on it, the lot of them clustered together. He hadn’t seen them come out, but they had, each with their own flowers in their hair. Beautiful, all of them, but that wasn’t a big enough word. There wasn’t one in the English language, he was sure of it. They were his everything.

But there was still one more to join them. The door opened and closed again, Kenzie laughing as she came through with a relative of Andrew’s. Jackson sucked in his gut and straightened, all his girlfriends and his daughter giving each other mischievous looks. But Jack and Kenzie never noticed. She had her dark hair pulled back in a complicated braid, her dark eyes and shy smile outshining the sun. The bridesmaids wore thin-strapped dresses similar to Kenzie’s, sea green with more fringe at the neckline, and he simultaneously wanted to hang the dress on the wall like art or tear it from her body. He went to her, and she stared up at him, her nervous smile making him smile in response.

“You are… incredible,” he said, his voice so soft only she could hear.

“And you… you could make a girl fall in love, Mr. Corso,” she said just as softly.

“I hope so.”

* * *

Somehow, Jackson managed to restrain himself from offering criticism or tips throughout Nathalie’s wedding photographs, a feat he and everyone who knew him was very proud of. Andrew looked adorably awkward in his tuxedo, a young man caught between the teenager he’d just been a year ago and the man he needed to be now for his wife-to-be. Jackson understood that transition with his very heart and soul, and he told the young man he was both proud of him and loved him as a son, because that was what he was now. Andrew looked both relieved and touched, and hugged him tight for that.

“Does that mean I get to call you Dad now?” Andrew asked. It was mostly a joke, but Jackson nodded.

“Yeah. It does. If you want.”

There was only one moment of awkwardness, and that was when Nathalie told Jackson the card in his pocket was visible and he needed to get rid of it. But he couldn’t do that. His future – and Kenzie’s – rode on it. Instead, with every eye on him, he took it out and stuffed it in his back pocket, only there was no back pocket, not in those dress pants, and the card fell to the ground. There was a K on it in calligraphy, and Kenzie must have seen, because she looked quizzical. But Bambi secreted it away, holding it behind Jackson’s back in the next photograph, and Kenzie didn’t question him about it, at least not for a few minutes, not until they were standing on the sidelines, watching Andrew’s family line up.

“What was the card about?” Kenzie asked. Jackson only grinned at her.

“Save me a dance later,” he said.

She opened her mouth, looking confused, but let it go.

* * *

It was over so fast. That was the strange part about it. No wedding Jackson had ever photographed or filmed seemed to happen with the speed of Claire’s, and yet when he got the raw video footage later, he was stunned to realize it was right in the middle of the pack in terms of length, neither a short wedding nor a particularly long one.

But in that moment, it seemed like they had only just lined up before Claire walked him to the flower-covered archway they were using to mark the start of the aisle. He only then realized the wedding party had already taken their turn, the groom, the groomsmen, the bridesmaids, even little Annarose and her flowers and her basket, her movements so precise and practiced it made Jackson laugh and cry a little when he watched the film.

He missed all of that buildup, but when Claire looked up at him, his daughter, his beloved firstborn, he was back in the present, staring down at her, and strangely feeling no hesitation. No sorrow. Only joy.

“I’m so proud of you both,” he said. Her smile was the culmination of everything good in his life. Everything he’d worked for. Everyone he loved. Everything led to this moment.

His mind seized on everything Claire had gone over carefully with him a dozen times. The right foot to start forward. The pace. Everything. He so badly didn’t want to screw this up for her. And to his shock, he did everything right. But Claire, being the son of one Jackson Corso, did not. She started on the wrong foot, corrected herself, then just two steps later stumbled on her heels. Jackson caught her and held her upright as she laughed so hard she nearly cried. He laughed too, and the crowd broke out into cheers when they got it right the next time, Claire grinning the whole way down the aisle for the wrong reasons, but oh God, it was such a perfectly imperfect moment.

To his surprise, Jackson didn’t cry as he passed off Claire to Andrew, whose hand he clasped firmly in his before giving his son-in-law a squeeze of the shoulder too. Andrew gave him a nod and a reassuring smile, and Jackson turned to his loves, who took up two whole pews, save for a space at the front next to Paige, who stood and whose cheek he kissed before sitting down with her, her hand in his.

They stayed like that the entire ceremony. Paige’s head came to rest against his shoulder when they spoke their vows, and he kissed the side of it, her smile up at him caught on video in one of the most tender side moments of the wedding. There was another great shot too of Bambi on the other side of Paige looking fondly at them both.

On rewatch, though, the most adorable person in the room wasn’t Claire, or Paige, or Bambi. It was Kenzie, standing behind Claire but barely watching the wedding. Her eyes were almost exclusively on Jackson and his girlfriends, her smile pensive and achingly beautiful. All the bridesmaids were, but Kenzie was the standout in his mind, heart, and soul.

Soon, rings were exchanged, and the pastor, a friend of Christa’s and a wonderfully accepting soul, welcomed the world to the happily married couple, and they were kissing, and the entirety of the audience was on their feet, clapping and cheering on the bride and groom as they walked down the aisle together towards whatever good things awaited them in life.

“Well,” Cody said somewhere behind Jackson, “only nine more of these to go, huh, Dad?”

Jackson couldn’t help but burst out laughing.


Family and Forever

Beneath the pavilion, Claire and Andrew danced. Jackson’s son-in-law moved with a grace Jackson wouldn’t have attributed to the young man, but they flowed together, lost in each other’s eyes and smiles.

Throughout the entire song, Paige held Jackson’s hand. He thought of the young college girl in the cafeteria with him, the bright-minded intellectual telling him relationships were what they defined them as, the one who had created the mold for what the harem would be, and he brought her hand to his lips, thanking her silently for their daughter, for this wild life, for so much love he felt he might burst from it.

When the DJ started the second song, they danced together, all his loves pairing off. Aiko and Samantha, Jordan and Dove, Bambi and Christa, Rosie and Mikayla. Kenzie danced with the best man, but her attention was solely on Jackson and his group, as it would be as the songs changed and Jackson switched partners, dancing with each of his girlfriends in turn. An upbeat silly song with Bambi, reminding him of a party a long time ago when two eighteen-year-old dorks madly in love with each other danced together, him sure at any moment the beautiful blonde with him would come to her senses and be with any other guy at the party. The thought made him laugh, and Bambi’s smile widened as she stared up into his eyes.

Christa was next, the definition of elegance that night. She moved with a grace he could only hope to imitate. Again he was split between the past and the present, remembering the night they spent together at a cabin in the woods with Paige and Bambi, Jackson and Christa fucking until nearly dawn. But more than the physical, he remembered too wanting to be the man she deserved. She taught him that, how to stand up, how to protect the beauty and love in his life.

And Jordan, gorgeous Jordan, still so lithe and elegant. She was full of big emotions that night, and rested her head against his chest, crying, smiling. Jackson comforted her as best he could, as he’d always tried to do, remembering the night she came to them with the idea that would become Geek and Lace. But he remembered too the crying girl at the airport, the one who was ready to sacrifice her own happiness because she believed it was what Jackson and his girlfriends needed. Both women were still front and center, and he loved both terribly.

Five songs in, and it was time for the daddy-daughter dance Jackson and Claire rehearsed so often. It was a beautiful song, and he had the most beautiful partner at the dance, his daughter beaming up at him, tears shimmering in her eyes but not falling, not that night. That night was for joy, and they radiated it, Jackson trying not to embarrass her and surprising himself by actually managing not to trip over his own feet. When the song finished, the place erupted, and Jackson kissed his daughter’s forehead before turning and gesturing to her with a bow to their audience. Then he called for Andrew, and the young groom came to him. Unprompted, Andrew grabbed him in a madcap dance that lasted only seconds, but the laughter lasted much longer. Jackson, laughing himself, guided his daughter and the man he’d forever consider a son together for another dance.

Monique tugged at Jack’s arm, and he turned to his second oldest daughter and gave her a formal bow and a flourish of his arms. She rolled her eyes but danced with him anyways, a silly upbeat song, a silly upbeat dance. Monique was beautiful that evening, as were all his daughters, in a summery pastel yellow dress. She would be the biggest heartbreaker of his daughters, he figured with a smile. She returned it, and spun him off to Yvonne, sweet Yvonne, forever lost to her imagination and her creativity, not that he’d have it any other way. She took less after her mother Dove than Paige or Mikayla in that regard, and he figured she would someday follow in their footsteps, writing or acting or something lovely and creative.

And when that song ended, he went to little Annarose, who was sitting with Tanya. Jackson offered her his hand, and she looked around, mortified. “One dance!” he called, and she shook her head frantically, though he knew she’d been practicing just as hard at dancing with her big sisters and Mikayla as he had with Claire. He fake-pouted, and instead offered a hand to Tanya, who took it with a full-bodied laugh and let herself be whirled onto the dance floor. Paige, dancing with Rosie, whooped, and Tanya laughed even harder. Once upon a time that laughter would have left her nearly sick from breathlessness, but now she danced as happily and as free as anyone else on the floor, at least until little Annarose moved in beside them, looking up between the two of them, apprehensive but hopeful too. Tanya passed Jackson’s hand to her, and he danced with her – for all of twenty seconds. The song changed again, and she started to back away, looking disappointed, but Jackson wasn’t going to let her go that easily, not for a long time yet. This one was a slow song, and his youngest daughter stared up at him with adoring eyes, melting his heart for about the thousandth time that week. Though she loved books, Jackson would have bet everything he had that Annarose would become a teacher or a professor someday. She was a born intellectual, as smart as Paige. When the song ended, he kissed her forehead, wishing silently that he remembered every moment of this perfect night.

Annarose ran off to a group of her cousins and older relatives, ready to dance the night away now that she worked up the courage for the first dance. Dove was free of a partner for the moment, so Jack sidled over and took her in his arms. She was a little tipsy and giggly, and he loved it, necking with her freely in the middle of the dance floor, their arms roped around each other. She didn’t let her hair down often, but when she did, it was always a special occasion, his Dove, and he was so grateful she chose to love them and come home to them.

He expected his dance with Rosie to end in disaster, maybe the two of them faceplanting into the food being set up by the caterers, maybe somehow lighting the tent on fire, maybe setting off a mad stampede of screaming guests, but no, she came in for a slow dance and he held her tight, his protégé and his greatest professional accomplishment. He was proud of her, and loved her fiercely. “My favorite nemesis,” he whispered in her ear at the end of their dance, making her giggle and pinch his ass.

She sent him to Aiko, with Samantha cutting in and joining them, his lost loves he missed so much, but was so grateful to see again. They danced like they were young again, Aiko still and probably forever the most graceful woman on the dance floor, Samantha forever a warm fire in the hearth. They passed him off to Mikayla, and she swayed with him to a fun, sexy beat, a pop song from their youth, and Jackson thought back to a day on the ranch when he came home to her walking out of the wheatgrass in jean shorts and a tummy-baring top, only the two of them around, a perfect moment of unity they took advantage of, making love on the porch and talking for an hour afterward, the two of them cuddled together on the best kind of lazy summer day. He willed his gratitude to her, his love, and in her eyes he saw much the same, their hearts’ tendrils entwining.

And so it went, the love filling the ranch. Claire and her brothers and sisters formed a ring and danced a song they’d rehearsed in secrecy, a silly wild thing that had them all take turns in the middle and acting goofy. That got a roar of approval from the crowd too, and even Andrew’s generally shellshocked parents and siblings got into the spirit, doing their own jig together for a precious few moments on camera.

They took a break from the dancing to announce that the catering tables were now open and people should grab a plate. This also signified the speeches by the best man and maid of honor, and the music took a backseat while the married couple sat atop a dais, bookended by their closest friends.

The best man’s speech was full of in-jokes and references nobody really got, but he was earnest, and that counted for everything. When he finished, Andrew and Claire rose to their feet to give him a pair of hugs before it was Kenzie’s turn. She was red-cheeked from dancing and a couple flutes of champagne punch, though she was steady on her feet and her voice boomed over the speakers without a hint of a slur.

“I am not going to get through this without crying,” she said, and there were cheers and applause and calls of “you got this!” She smiled at that, and already had tears forming at the corners of her eyes. Beside Jackson, Dove said, “Awww,” and Jackson took her hand and brought it to his lips.

“I’ve known Claire for about two or three years now,” Kenzie said. “I thought her dad and mom were hot, and I was determined to be best friends with her so I could get close to them.” Claire gasped and laughed, and swatted her best friend. “But it became so much more than that. Claire, everyone who’s met you can attest to your kindness, your brains, and how genuine you are. You are one of the best people I know, but that’s easy to say and harder to express. This friendship is my compass. My guiding light. It’s the lighthouse bringing me home.” She looked not at Claire, but at Jackson when she said that. It was just for a moment, but he heard the emphasis on home, and he straightened, his breath catching in his throat. Bambi stepped up to his other side and he took her hand too, hoping. Beside them were Tanya and Paige, Tanya looking between all the members of the harem and Kenzie, hand to her heart, and Paige with her sweet smile, drinking it all in.

Kenzie continued. “For you to have met  a guy that loves you and who you love, I’m happy. But for you to have met Andrew, a man who makes me feel the same way as you make me feel, a kindhearted, good man, a patient man, a man who will walk with you in the rain and the sunshine, your soulmate… that makes me want to believe in fate, because the universe got it so right with the two of you.” Her tears were falling fast and hard now, and she turned towards the bride and groom completely. “Fight together. Be bored together. Love together. You don’t need to be told those things but do them anyways. I love you both.”

The room erupted. Claire shot to her feet, her own tears falling as hard as her friend’s, and they embraced. Andrew joined them too, hugging Kenzie in turn, but when he let her go, Claire leaned in again and whispered something in Kenzie’s ear. Kenzie looked at her with a shake of her head, and said something Jackson thought he could lip-read. This is your moment. But Claire shook her head, smiling, and whispered something more to Kenzie. Then she looked towards her dad and her mothers, and her smile widened even further as she pushed Kenzie gently towards the podium again.

Jackson felt for the envelope in his pocket. He thought he had this all figured out, how it was going to go. But Kenzie surprised him. She would give him a lifetime of surprises.

Into the mic, she said softly, “The answer is yes.”

* * *

He came to her outside the tent, the music playing again, everyone on the dance floor or eating or talking and laughing. Kenzie smiled faintly into the darkness surrounding the party, and when he wrapped an arm around her, she leaned into him, sighing happily.

“So…” Jackson said. “Wanna maybe kinda sorta be my newest girlfriend?”

She laughed softly. “Yes. Hell yes.”

“We’re a package deal,” Bambi said as she stepped up on the other side of Kenzie and took her hand.

Kenzie turned to her, eyes sparkling as they always did, and kissed her gently. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Paige moved to Jackson’s other side, and he wrapped an arm around her too.

“I think Claire knew I belonged here before I did,” Kenzie said. “I’m not talking when she planned this all out six or seven months ago. I mean… like the first week she knew me. I think this was always her plan.”

“That does sound like our Claire,” Paige said. “She’d have made a great spymistress.”

“Fuel for your next book,” Jackson said.

“I really should write it down,” Paige agreed.

“Jack?” Kenzie asked. “The envelope from earlier. Is that for me?”

“Yeah,” he said, and let go of Paige to dig it out. “With an assist from Paige.”

“Just the calligraphy,” she said.

Kenzie took it and tore it open. She read the card inside, blinked, and looked up at Jack. “Really?”

“Really. There’s not a one hundred percent guarantee it’ll work but I go in to see my doctor in a few days for a preliminary appointment, and then we’ll schedule something to get the vasectomy reversed.”

She flung her arms around him, crying, laughing. He kissed her good and hard, aware the rest of his girlfriends were surrounding them now, and Aiko, and Samantha, and Cody and Claire and Andrew and Casey and Niara and so many people Jackson Corso loved, as they would he for so many years. A man blessed by love, and in turn loving with all his heart and soul.

He kissed the newest member of the harem, and then Claire was urging them all back inside for another dance, a dozen more, and they went, and they danced, their eternity just beginning.

* * *

“Hey, Cody! Welcome back!” Jenny said, feeling stupid the moment the words left her mouth. She always did, talking to the handsome, sleepy-eyed guy she crushed on so hard.

“Thanks, Jen. How was your summer?” Cody asked, dropping his bag on the table. He wore a terrifically tight tee shirt, his muscles rippling underneath. He was a geek, but he loved working out too, the best possible combination. Jen loved sexy geeks.

“It was really great! Well… I mean, I was here, doing summer courses, but still, the campus was quiet and… it was really great,” she said lamely. “You went home, right? Your sister got married?”

“Yeah!” Cody said, grinning. “Fun as hell. But my idiot brothers got her car paintballed by the neighbors during the reception.”

“What?” Jenny asked.

“It was a wild night,” Cody said. “My dad picked up a new girlfriend too. The maid of honor. During her speech.”

“What?” Jenny asked again, grinning and sure she was being put on.

His girlfriend Aracely, or Ara to her friends, came through the door and headed straight for them. “You forgot your keys,” she called as she approached, jingling them in her hand.

Jenny knew there was no way she could compete with the tall, busty Argentinian. Hell, she kind of had a crush on her too, her bisexual feelings relatively new to her and something she hadn’t explored yet. She wanted to, but she hadn’t found the right woman yet. If only Ara was up for it, Jenny thought glumly. But that would be crazy. Right?

At the table, Ara dropped the keys next to his bag and leaned down to give him a kiss. “Hi, Jenny! How was your summer?”

“Oh, good. Quiet. I stayed here, did some summer courses. I’m double majoring and… you don’t want to know the details.”

Ara laughed. It was a good laugh, throaty and full-bodied. “Of course I do. We’ll get coffee sometime.”

“Oh, yeah, that’d be great,” Jenny said. “How was your summer?”

“Ugh. Hot and boring until Cody came back.”

“I’ll bet he made it more fun,” Jenny said, then blanched. “I mean… I don’t… I…”

Ara laughed. Even that was sexy. “I got you. And he really, really did.” She tapped something out on her phone, then showed it to Cody. Oddly enough, when he read it, he glanced in Jenny’s direction. Were they making fun of her? She didn’t get the vibe that they were the type to do that, but she wasn’t sure and they were making her feel awfully self-conscious, especially when Cody tapped out a short message in response on Ara’s phone and handed it back.

“Jenny, about that coffee…”

“Oh, it’s fine, I know you both must have super crazy schedules, and I probably just made things awkward. That’s me, queen of awkward.”

Ara gave her a quizzical smile. “What? No, we’re not canceling.”

Cody reached out and covered Jenny’s hand with his own. It was so big and warm, and a little calloused. She parted her lips, nearly moaning at the unexpected contact. No. No way. “We were wondering… instead of coffee, maybe you’d like to do dinner with us?”

* * * * *

Thank you so much for reading. This is the end of Beauties and the Geek, and I can’t tell you how much it means to me that you’ve stuck with this story to completion. I hope you loved reading about these characters a tenth as much as I loved writing them. I will seriously miss Jackson and his companions.

If you enjoyed this series and you want to try something similar, at least in regards to the new adult harem aspect, try Hudwell Heat (starting with Summertime Craving, listed below). My Tuck Morris moniker is also worth checking out for some plot-rich harem stories.
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