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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        Nick Scipio

        August 1, 2020

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

      And when you get to the end of the series, the Epilogue will wrap up the whole saga and answer the two big questions from the very beginning—who’s the wife and who died?
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      Life returned to routine on Monday, and on Tuesday I met with Professor Joska to get his approval on my design proposal.

      “Didn’t Miss Carmichael live in Japan?” he asked as he leafed through my drawings.

      “Yes, sir. And our neighbor was born there. She has pictures from before the war, so I have plenty of primary source material to base my designs on.”

      “Mmm, just so,” he agreed. He quizzed me about some of my decisions, and we discussed them for several minutes. Finally he said, “Your work lately shows a new level of creativity and attention to detail. Is that Miss Carmichael’s doing?”

      “Yes and no,” I said after a moment. “She gives me a different artistic perspective, so I’m more creative as a result. The attention to detail is all mine.”

      He gazed at me calmly and waited for an explanation.

      “I’ve done a lot of growing up lately. In many ways I’m more confident, although I know I still have a lot to learn. So I pay attention to what I’m doing, and especially to what you’re teaching.” I smiled at a thought. “Sometimes I even talk like you.”

      “Oh?”

      “I gave a flying lesson recently and stole one of your lines: ‘Flying is a serious business for serious people.’”

      “I imagine it is.”

      “It is. And if you screw up or forget something, it could cost you. Architecture is like that. In the worst case you have the Hyatt Regency. But even if no one dies, failures like Tacoma Narrows or the John Hancock Tower cost a lot of money.”

      He nodded judiciously. “Those were failures of engineering more than design.”

      “Maybe,” I argued, “but bad design is difficult to engineer safely. Besides, we aren’t Apollodorus or Brunelleschi, where the architect is also the builder.”

      “How so?”

      “We work in a multidisciplinary field, Professor.” I realized that I was talking to a man who had more years of real-world experience than I’d been alive, but I still felt the need to explain. “We need civil and structural engineers, mechanical and electrical, landscape and lighting, interior designers and even artists. Our buildings are more than just designs. They’re complex systems, and every detail is important.”

      “Perhaps you are correct,” he said at last, “you have grown up.” Then he gave me a piercing look. “Your proposal is accepted, but you must still work hard if you wish to succeed with it.”

      I grinned. “Hard work never bothered me. I’d’ve quit long before now if it did.”

      “Very well,” he agreed. “I must also work hard. And I have other students besides you, Mr. Hughes. Please send in the next one. Good day.”

      “Good day, Professor.” I gathered my things and could’ve sworn the old tyrant was smiling at my back as I left.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, Glen surprised me at the end of judo practice.

      “I been thinkin’,” he said in his usual laconic way. “’Bout joinin’ the Army.”

      I stared at him. “For real?”

      “Yeah.”

      “When? After you graduate?”

      He shook his head. “Thursday.”

      “Hold on… this Thursday?”

      He nodded.

      “What about school?”

      “Droppin’ out. Before I flunk out.”

      “What’s T.J. think?”

      “Dunno. Haven’t told him.”

      “Why not? I thought he was your best friend.”

      “Maybe he used to be…” He shrugged. “He’s busy with the fraternity.”

      “What about you? Aren’t you busy with them too?”

      “Don’t really like most of them guys.”

      I felt my brow wrinkle in surprise.

      “Too many ‘Old South’ types.”

      “I think I understand.”

      “Thought you would.”

      Kappa Alpha was semi-notorious on campus. The Pikes were the rich pricks, the Fijis were the party animals, and the ΚΑs were the old-school racists. They didn’t wear sheets or burn crosses, but they were entirely too nostalgic about the Confederacy and its traditions. Not all ΚΑs—the same as there were nice Pikes and serious Fijis—but too many.

      Glen drew me back to the present. “So, I leave Thursday. Goin’ to visit my gram and then report for basic training. Wanted to tell you first.” He held out a pen and folded piece of notebook paper. “I was hopin’ to get your address so I can write you a letter when I get there.”

      “Sure, absolutely.” I unfolded the paper and felt my chest tighten. Glen had written “Friends” across the top in blue ink. The page was blank otherwise. I wrote my address and added my parents’ for good measure. “Where do you report to?” I asked as I handed it back.

      “Fort McClellan. Alabama. Recruiter said I could be an MP.”

      The reality of it finally hit me. “What’m I gonna do without you, Glen? I mean, you’re my friend, my sparring partner, my Zen mentor, my friend.”

      “You said that already.” He grinned bashfully. “What’re you gonna do? Stay in school. Marry that little girl you’re seein’. Build skyscrapers. Do great things. An’ remember, don’t rush to judgment. Be mindful. Live in harmony, mind and body.”

      That was a long speech for him.

      “I’ll try,” I said.

      “Do, or do not. There is no try.”

      “So now you’re Yoda?” I teased.

      “Always liked that line,” he said, back to taciturn.

      “Yeah, it’s a good one. Very Zen.” We shared a smile. “Are you having a going-away party?”

      “Don’t think so. Not my style.”

      “No,” I agreed.

      “So… this is probably goodbye.” He extended a hand.

      I pulled him into a hug. “I’ll miss you, buddy.” I had to blink back sudden tears, but he didn’t tease me when we pulled apart.

      “Yeah, me too,” he said instead.

      “C’mon,” I said. “I’ll walk to the frat house with you.”

      He shook his head. “You normally go the other way.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. Go on. I’ll be fine. But… thanks.”

      “Yeah. Okay. Then I guess this is goodbye.”

      He nodded.

      We walked out to the street and parted with a silent wave. He turned toward Fraternity Row. I jogged the other way, across the street and toward a different life.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said wearily as she closed the bedroom door, “you wouldn’t believe the day I’ve had.”

      She’d been working late in her studio on the Kanagawa series.

      “I finished with Wren’s part, but I have to do the whole thing again with Sayuri. And Siobhan thinks I really need a third piece, in between the young and the old. Whose dumb idea was it to do a series anyway?”

      She shed her clothes in a trail across the floor. I suppressed my annoyance and decided to enjoy the view instead. She stood in front of the mirror on the dresser and began her nightly lotions and potions ritual. I listened politely as she wondered aloud where she’d find a model who fit the general shape and size of a middle-aged Japanese woman.

      “Siobhan probably knows someone,” I said. “Or Sayuri herself. Or we can just put an ad in the newspaper.”

      “That’d take too long.”

      “I could ask random women if they’d like to pose nude.” That earned a glare. “Okay, maybe Sara can help. She knows plenty of models in town. And she probably knows some of the… um… local dancers.”

      I watched with amusement as Christy reacted predictably. At first she tensed to reject the idea outright. But then she thought about it and softened a bit. Finally she slumped and stared at her reflection in the mirror.

      “I don’t care where you find her,” she said.

      My lips twitched with amusement. “Oh? So it’s my job to find your model?”

      “It says so in the Handbook. Page ten.”

      I chuckled and went to stand behind her. I put my hands on her shoulders and looked at her in the mirror.

      “Please?” she said. “I don’t want to argue. I… need your help. I bit off more than I can chew.”

      “I’ll help,” I said calmly. “But you have to promise not to get upset if I end up talking to strippers for real.”

      “I promise. Although…” She gazed back at me with a suggestive little smile. “You have to take me with you if you actually go to a strip club.” Her brow furrowed. “Does Knoxville even have one?”

      “Several,” I laughed.

      “Of course you’d know.”

      “It’s in the Handbook,” I said blandly. “Page nine. Nude entertainment.”

      “Ha ha, very funny. A strip club…,” she mused. Then all of a sudden she blushed.

      “Oh? Another fantasy?”

      She glared. “Sometimes I really don’t like you.”

      “Mmm, except when you do.”

      “Except when I do,” she agreed. She put her hand over mine, closed her eyes, and leaned against my chest. We stood like that in quiet communion until she took a deep breath and opened her eyes. “You always make me feel better. About everything.”

      “Page one in the Handbook.”

      She smiled. “You do it really well, even when I’m tired and crabby.” She visibly adjusted her attitude. “I’m sorry, I didn’t even ask about you. I just came in and started complaining. How was your day?”

      I thought about it for a moment and tried to describe my feelings. “Opposite ends of the spectrum,” I said at last.

      “What happened?”

      I told her about the high end and my meeting with Joska. Then I swung to the low and my farewell with Glen.

      “Oh my gosh, Paul, I’m so sorry.” She turned and slipped her arms around me. “I know how much you like him.”

      “I do, but… I think he’ll do well in the military. He’ll be a great MP, too. He’s so levelheaded.” I chuckled at a memory. “One time I saw him stop a fight with a simple joint lock. He never hit the guy. He just locked him up and ended things peacefully. He isn’t afraid of violence, but it’s always a last resort with him.”

      “Like Rich,” Christy said.

      “Um… no. Rich is different. Sure, they have the same loyalty and devotion to duty, but Rich is prone to direct action. Glen’s… a peacemaker.”

      “Blessed are the peacemakers.”

      That drew another chuckle. “Glen’s the closest to an actual Buddhist I’ve ever met.”

      “Hey,” Christy protested, “I’m a Buddhist.”

      “Says the girl who goes to Mass and just quoted the Christian Bible.”

      “Fine, so sue me. I’m both.”

      “You are.” I kissed the top of her head and inhaled the scent of her. “You’re my little Catholic Buddhist sex kitten.”

      “I sound really mixed-up when you put it that way.”

      “We’re both mixed-up,” I said. “But lucky for us, we’re mixed-up the same way.”

      “You can say that again.”

      I kissed her hair again instead of repeating myself.

      She hugged me tight and said, “I love you. And I’m sorry about Glen.”

      “Me too. But… in a way, I’m happy. Happy for him, at least. I’ll miss him, especially his advice, but if you love someone, you have to be willing to set them free.”

      “You really mean that, don’t you?” She looked up at me. “You love him?”

      “I guess I never thought about it till now, but… yeah, I do. Not romantic love, but brotherly love, for sure.”

      “And that’s what I love about you,” she said. She kissed my chest and pressed her cheek to my skin. “You see the best in everyone and love them for it. You remind me of Laurie.” She hugged me even tighter.

      “Sad Birdy?”

      “Sad and happy. Numb and tingly. Empty and full.”

      “And you say I paint with words? You’re not so bad yourself.”

      “It’s your fault.”

      “I can live with that.”
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        * * *

      

      I called Sara the next evening, and she gave me several names and phone numbers to try. Sadly, none of them were actual strippers.

      “What’d you expect?” she laughed. “We picked Knoxville to get away from the clubs. I never set foot inside one the whole time I was there. It was tempting, especially when we were broke and living on bread sandwiches, but we always scraped by.”

      “What’d you do?” I asked. “I mean, I don’t know much about you before Daphne and I met.”

      “We had money saved, but not enough if we wanted to eat and go to school. So Daphne was a nanny for a while, until the husband tried to sleep with her and the wife found out. Then she worked at a daycare, but the hours sucked and the woman who ran the place was a judgmental Baptist type. After that we learned about financial aid, and she started getting Pell Grants and stuff.”

      “What’d you do?”

      “Worked at a grocery store for a while. Then for an insurance agent, until… well… until I didn’t. Drove an ice cream truck one summer. That was fun. Worked as a nude model for a while, for a really creepy old dude and his wife. He was an actual artist, though. Like, no shit, for real. Famous and everything. But then one of my professors got me a scholarship and hired me to work in her gallery. She has one of those places that sells Ansel Adams prints to idiot yuppies.”

      “I know the type,” I said with a chuckle. Then, “Sometimes I’m jealous of you.”

      “Me? What the hell for?”

      “You’ve had such an interesting life.”

      “Are you serious?” she flared. “I’ve been used, abused, robbed, raped, beaten up, and generally fucked over since I was five!”

      “Yeah, but think about where you are now! I mean, you live in a ‘shithole dump of an apartment’ in Haight-Ashbury. You’re not sure if your next paycheck will be a thousand dollars or ten. Your girlfriend just left you, and you have some asshole on the phone asking where to find strippers to pose nude for him.”

      “What’s your point?” she said flatly.

      “You’re happier now than you’ve ever been in your life!”

      That stopped her next comeback. Then she actually laughed. “Fuck you,” she said at last, still laughing. “Just… fuck you. How dare you make me feel good about my life!”

      “Eh, what can I say? I find the misery in everything.”

      “You’re an asshole. A real asshole. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Of course! But I’m your asshole.”

      “I already have an asshole. I don’t need another.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, whatever. Anyway, I hate to cheer you up and run, but—”

      “Hold on,” she said. “I just thought of another name for you. The professor I mentioned, the one who got me the scholarship. She matches the description of the model you need. And I know she wouldn’t mind posing nude. But… I need to warn you about her.”

      “Oh? What’s up?”

      “Well, she’s a female version of a certain type of guy.”

      “How so?”

      “You know how some guys are really hung up on tits? Like, the bigger, the better? Well, she’s like that, but about guys and dicks.”

      “You mean she’s a size queen?”

      “I should’ve known you’d know!” Sara laughed. “Yeah, she’s a size queen. She used to ask me about—”

      “Hold on!” I said as a memory clicked into place. “Did this professor look at those pictures you took of me? She wanted to do a photo shoot?”

      “Yeah. How’d you know?”

      “We talked about it. Daphne was teasing you, ’cause your professor was a little obsessed.”

      “Oh, yeah! Now I remember. Yeah, that’s her. She fits your description, but—”

      “Not interested. Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t like men who treat women like objects. How is this woman any different?”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      “Assholes are assholes, no matter what they have between their legs.”

      “No,” Sara said fondly, “you’re an asshole. Those other people are—”

      “Predators. Fucking predators who need to be purged from society.”

      “Wow,” she said in surprise.

      I shook off my dull fury with an effort.

      “Sorry I mentioned her,” Sara said quietly. “I… wasn’t thinking.”

      “Nah, it’s all right. I get a little worked up when I think about the bad people in the world, but especially the ones who treat others like a piece of meat.”

      “Well, you aren’t one of them.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered.

      “Okay,” she said after a moment, “I need to go. Give those women a call. Start with Delilah.” She chuckled at a private joke and didn’t explain. “She’s most likely to do it. Tell her I said hello.”

      “Will do,” I said. “Good talking to you, as always.”

      “You too. Take care. Bye.”
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        * * *

      

      Delilah wouldn’t work with male artists, period, end of discussion, thanks for calling. I told her no problem and asked her to hold on while I found Christy and put her on the line. They chatted for several minutes and arranged to meet after work the next day at Siobhan’s studio. Christy stayed until nine o’clock and came home in an effusive mood. She rushed upstairs, where she found me working in my studio on my own project.

      “She’s amazing, Paul,” she gushed. “Perfect! Exactly the right size and shape. That makes her sound like a dress or something, but you know what I mean. She also wanted me to apologize to you. She said no offense, but she has to be careful about who she meets. She works in an office during the day, but she models on the side. Her husband is her manager, so it kind of startled her to get a call at home.”

      “Tell her I’m sorry.”

      “She understands. It’s all right. I told her who you are and why you were calling. She remembered Sara and had heard of Siobhan, so that’s why she agreed to meet me. She’s expensive—this is the first time I’ve had to pay a model—but she’s beautiful. Lemme show you.”

      “Maybe you’d better not,” I said. “I mean, if she’s that protective of her privacy—”

      “No, it’s all right. She said I could.” Her cheeks turned rosy. “She said you had a sexy voice. I told her the rest of you is sexy too. I hope you don’t mind. I know you don’t even know her, but she’s really cool.

      “She reminds me of Marianne,” she continued, “only brunette and more open about her body and sex. We talked a lot while I was sketching her. It was a bit like Erin, now that I think about it. She was sort of interviewing me. Huh. That was weird. But… oh, well.”

      Christy was too excited to dwell on it. Instead, she opened her sketchbook and showed me several pages of a mid-thirties woman reclining fully nude on a couch. She was about Wren’s size and build, but obviously older around her eyes and mouth and in her hands.

      She didn’t look like she’d had children, though. Her breasts sagged a little, but that was mostly because of their size. Her medium-sized areolae were light and smooth and didn’t look like they’d ever nursed a baby. She also kept her pubic hair neat, which was a huge plus in my book.

      “She’s very pretty,” I said noncommittally.

      “She is. She’s totally perfect. Her face is nothing like Sayuri’s, but that’s easy enough to change. I have a bunch of pictures from when she lived in Wyoming and South Dakota. Sayuri, I mean. She’s about the right age in those. I did the same with Wren: put the younger Sayuri’s face on her body. I know that makes her sound like some sort of Frankenstein, but—”

      “Frankenstein’s monster,” I said before I could stop myself. “Frankenstein was the doctor.”

      “Oh. Okay. Whatever. Anyway, I think I need to…”

      I paged through the sketches again and silently admired the woman as I listened to Christy with half my attention. She chattered away about hairstyles and outfits, and how she wanted to make them appropriate for the different time periods. She had trouble describing them, so she grabbed her sketchbook, flipped to a blank page, and simply drew what she wanted.

      “See? That’s what I’m talking about,” she finished. “Unfortunately, Siobhan doesn’t think I can finish everything this quarter, especially since we added another piece.”

      “Are you casting them?”

      She nodded. “I don’t have the experience to sculpt actual marble. That’s what the MFA is for. And to cast bronze. I know how to do both, but I’ve only done small pieces. So we’re doing the Kanagawa pieces in Carrara marble dust. Half-scale again. I don’t need to show emotions like I did with you and the Replicant, but I want to put a lot of details into the faces and kimono and futon.”

      “Let me know when you’re ready to build the molds,” I said. “I’ll help—”

      “I knew you would,” she beamed.

      “—but I need to add it to my schedule. I have a pretty tricky model to build for my own project. Nothing like last time, but still…”

      “I don’t think we’ll cast them this quarter,” Christy said. “Siobhan wants me to concentrate on the maquettes and details and planning. We’ll cast in the spring for my final portfolio review. The Art Department is having another big show, and these’ll be the centerpieces of my exhibition.”

      I nodded.

      “I… hope you’ll be my date again.”

      “Of course.”

      “And this time I promise I won’t call you ‘my future husband.’”

      “Oh, I think it’d be all right if you did.”

      She searched my eyes. “Are you serious?”

      “I think so. We aren’t ready to make it official, but I think that’s the direction we’re headed. Why? Don’t you?”

      “Yes, of course! But…” She frowned. “I always thought it’d be more romantic than this. It’d be a surprise or something, like in books and movies.”

      I chuckled. “Well, think about it… Danny and Sabrina talked about getting married before he actually popped the question. Harry and Marianne too.”

      “I know, but still… I guess I have this storybook idea of what romance is like, and the reality is more… I dunno. What’s a good word?”

      “Prosaic.”

      “Exactly.”

      I gathered her in my arms and said, “I’ll try to add more poetry to our romance.”

      Her forehead wrinkled.

      “That’s what ‘prosaic’ means,” I explained. “Literally, ‘like prose.’ Figuratively it means ‘boring and unromantic.’ So its opposite is ‘poetic.’”

      “You and your words.” She rolled her eyes, cheerful again. “But I like poetry. Tell me some now. You know I love listening to you.”

      I concentrated for a moment and then thought of something. I cleared my throat and said,

      
        
        
        I have a small

        girlfriend called

        Christy, who is

        like a golden

        flower

        I wouldn’t

        take all Croesus’

        kingdom with love

        thrown in, for her.

      

        

      

      “Oh my gosh, that’s beautiful.”

      “You’re beautiful.”

      “Who—?” She swallowed a lump in her throat. “Who wrote it?”

      “Sappho. I changed it a bit, but it’s pretty close to the original.”

      “Is there more?”

      “A whole book, one of my favorites.”

      “Let’s take it with us next time we go to West Virginia.”

      I nodded.

      “In the meantime, do you think we could…?” She glanced through the door to the stairs. “You know… maybe…?”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you? I think you enjoy humiliating me.”

      “There’s nothing humiliating about telling me what you want.”

      “I know.” She pretended to glare anyway. “Okay, here goes.” She took a deep breath and looked me in the eye. “Will you please take me to bed and do naughty things? With your penis and fingers and tongue. And… anything else you want to do.”

      My eyebrows rose at the last. “Oh? You have something in mind?”

      “Maybe… tie me to the bed?”

      “You’re a kinky little thing, aren’t you?”

      “I am for you.”

      “In that case, I’d love to.”
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        * * *

      

      Several days later, Christy woke me in the middle of the night. It was still dark outside, hours before my internal alarm usually went off. I was lying on my back with her by my side. She had one leg over mine and was massaging my hard-on.

      “Tha’ feels nice,” I mumbled.

      “I couldn’t sleep, so I decided you shouldn’t either. Sorry. Except I’m not. I couldn’t stop thinking. About something you said.”

      “Uh-oh. Gonna be one of those conversations? All right, gimme a sec. I’ll try to wake up. In the meantime, you wanna—?”

      “Yes, please.” She pushed the covers out of the way and made a beeline for my cock. She started sucking without her usual foreplay.

      I chuckled. “Been thinkin’ ’bout that for a while?”

      She nodded and hummed, “Mmm hmm,” without releasing her lip-lock.

      I woke up slowly as she worked me over. She wasn’t in the mood for an extra-long blowjob, so I came after about ten minutes. She swallowed and then rested her head on my stomach as I caught my breath.

      “Ready to talk now?” I said at last.

      “I… I think so.”

      “Sounds serious.”

      “It isn’t,” she lied. “It’s just something I was wondering about.”

      I decided not to call her on it. “Oh? What?”

      “Nothing, really. Only, you said Erin was part of the swinger group.”

      “She is. What about it?”

      “So… she’s slept with Leah and Mark?”

      “Of course. You were there. Before Christmas. But lots of other times too.”

      “What about with Wren and Trip?”

      “Them too. Over the summer.”

      “But… you’ve never actually seen her do it.”

      I must’ve been still half-asleep, because I didn’t realize how much I was about to give away. “Having sex? Of course I’ve seen her. Plenty of times.” My eyes snapped open and I fought down a wave of panic. Then I waited. I felt a mixture of relief and dread when Christy laughed softly. She hadn’t run away, but she was still holding the Hughes Lie Detector.

      “He just got the message that you’re scared.”

      “He’s a treacherous organ,” I said with a touch of genuine resentment.

      “That’s what you said.” After a long pause she continued, “If I let him go, will you tell me anyway?”

      “To thine own girlfriend be true?” I said. “So now you’re using that against me?”

      She started to say something but then thought better of it. “I was going to,” she admitted, “but now I’m not so sure.”

      “I’ll tell you anything you want to know… if you think you’re ready for it.”

      “That isn’t going to work this time. I’m a lot more comfortable with who I am these days. I don’t know if I ‘found’ myself or you found me and showed me the truth, but either way, I’m not the same as I was back then.” She released my limp manhood and rolled to her back.

      I felt another spike of panic but realized she was just giving herself room to think.

      “I… want to know,” she said at last. “I think I need to.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you need to ask. Sorry, you can’t just hint about this one.”

      “Ugh! You’re so infuriating sometimes!” In spite of her tone, she scooted up and nestled alongside me. She rested her head on my chest and slid her leg over mine, exactly how we’d begun this little tête-à-tête. “I want to know,” she said slowly, deliberately, “about Erin… and you.”

      My heart immediately tried to leap out of my chest, but I controlled it and my breathing. Christy must have felt it, because she reassured me with a hand on my chest.

      “Before I tell you,” I said when I could speak without a tremor, “this is one of those things I’ve never told anyone. Leah probably suspects most of it, but we’ve never talked about it.”

      “Like me and most of my secrets,” Christy said.

      “Exactly. Up to now, I’ve told you things other people know. This is different. This is really private.”

      “Like me and most of my secrets,” she repeated. Pointedly.

      “Yeah, I kinda deserved that.”

      “You did.”

      I took a deep breath and found an island of calm. “I can do this,” I said, only half joking. “I’m fearless.”

      She knew I wasn’t mocking her, so she didn’t say anything.

      “Okay, here goes,” I said at last. “Yes, I’ve seen Erin have sex. And yes, I like it. She likes watching me too.”

      “What’s it like?” Christy said immediately. “Was it weird?”

      “Maybe the first time, but I don’t really remember. I mean, she used to be my bratty little sister, skinny and annoying, a kid. But—”

      “Not now.”

      “Not for several years,” I agreed. “Now she’s—”

      “A woman.”

      “Mmm hmm. And—”

      “Really sexy.”

      I glanced at Christy in the dark. She was reading my mind.

      “Do you ever think about… you know?” she asked.

      “What do you think?”

      “I… don’t know.”

      I moved her hand to my resurgent erection. She automatically wrapped her fingers around it. “Ask again,” I said.

      “Do you ever think about… doing it… with Erin?”

      I didn’t know how my dick would react for real, so I cheated a bit. I squeezed my buttocks and made it swell in her hand.

      “Oh my gosh, you do!”

      “Yes. Does that make me a pervert?”

      She thought about it for an excruciatingly long time. “I don’t know.” She fell silent again, but I could feel her gathering her thoughts. “I’m trying to do what you taught me,” she said at last. “You’ve never, ever made me feel dirty for something I’ve told you.”

      “No.”

      “And I guess I owe you the same.”

      “You don’t ‘owe’ me anything.”

      “Yes, I think I do. I’ve… told you some things that are really…” She thought about it. “‘Disgusting’ isn’t the right word. Neither is ‘perverted.’ But… you said ‘taboo.’ We were talking about fantasies.”

      “I remember.”

      “I didn’t catch it at the time, but I’ve been thinking about it these past few days. I even looked it up in your big dictionary to make sure I knew exactly what it meant.”

      “And what did it say?”

      “Prohibited or restricted by social custom. As in: incest is taboo.”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “I could’ve said ‘liking pain’ or ‘sex in public’ or any of the other things I like. They’re all taboo.”

      “Yes.”

      “But you never called them taboo. You said that about your own fantasies. You were being honest with me, but I didn’t realize it.”

      “I’ve always been honest with you.”

      “I know. And that’s what makes me trust you, even more than I did before. You won’t lie to me, even now, when I know you want to.”

      “I do. I’m scared to death you’re going to—”

      She released my hard-on and held me around the middle instead. “Does it feel like I’m going to run away? I told you, nothing you say will ever scare me. That isn’t entirely true,” she admitted, “but I’m trying to control it. And… I need to tell you the truth.” She thought about it and decided on a question: “What happened when you woke up?”

      “Tonight? You—” My eyes flew open.

      “Mmm hmm,” she said when she felt my reaction. “I’d been thinking about…” She paused to steady her own nerves. “About you and Erin.”

      “You pretty much attacked me.”

      “I was horny. I wanted to feel you in my mouth.” She shrugged. “What can I say? I like fellatio more than the next girl. A lot more. Well, maybe not Leah or Erin.” She raised her head and looked at my face. “That seems to be a theme with you.”

      “What can I say?” I echoed. “I like fellatio more than the next guy. A lot more.”

      She sighed with amusement and rested her face on my chest again. Then she stroked my cock, an idle gesture while she thought.

      “So,” I ventured, “thinking about me and Erin gets you worked up?”

      “You know it does.”

      Was I brave enough to ask if she felt the same about her and Laurence? Not yet, I decided. I wasn’t entirely sure, and a vague suspicion wasn’t enough.

      “Part of me thinks it’s perverted and disgusting,” she said softly, “but I think that’s my— What’s the thing that flies the plane while we talk?”

      “The autopilot.”

      “Yeah, that’s it. I think it’s my autopilot. Society says it’s taboo, so that’s what I automatically think. Like when I think I’m supposed to be jealous but I’m not.” She drew breath to say something else but fell silent. She spent a long time thinking before she said, “You said you’re comfortable with your kinky inner life. I can tell. And in a weird way, that’s really attractive.”

      “Weird how?”

      “Weird because I should be running away. You just told me you want to sleep with your sister! But… it makes me love you more. I mean, now I think I understand why you’ve never made me feel dirty for any of the things I like. You treat me how you’d like to be treated.”

      “The Golden Rule.”

      “But you’re serious about it. Most people aren’t. They follow ‘social custom’ and condemn people even though they have the same thoughts.”

      “They’re hypocrites,” I sneered.

      “No, they’re ashamed. Like Sister Prune. I think she was so mean and bitter because she secretly wanted to do the things she was telling us not to. But she was really telling herself that her desires were dirty and disgusting. It didn’t have anything to do with us at all.”

      “Probably not.”

      She turned thoughtful and eventually said, “I still have some really secret things I want to tell you, things I never thought I’d tell anyone. I’m not ready yet, but you convinced me I should. Sharing things with you makes me feel better about them. They’re out, in the light of day. Not for real, not for everyone to see, but for you and me. And… they aren’t so dark and dirty when we look at them together.”

      “That’s how it should be.”

      All of a sudden she laughed. “I still think you’re a total pervert. And I’m a total nympho.” She raised her head and turned serious. “But only for each other.”

      I brushed back her hair and pulled her up for a kiss. “Only for each other.”

      She kissed me again. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “And… now I really want to marry you.”

      “Are you asking me?” I teased.

      “No! That isn’t how this works. You’re the man. It’s your job to ask! It’s in the Handbook.”

      “I know,” I chuckled. “And I will, when we’re ready.”

      “Yeah, we still have a lot to figure out before then.” She nuzzled my neck and kissed my jaw. “I never thought I’d say that. I thought we’d just know. Then it would happen. But instead… it’s weird.”

      “What is?”

      “Having a grown-up relationship. That’s what Marianne says this is. She said you’re more mature than I am. For the record, you must’ve really impressed her. She’s known me since I was a girl, and she’s always given me advice about my boyfriends. But she’s never liked anyone as much as you. She says you’re good for me, exactly what I need.”

      “Oh? And what do you think?”

      “I think she’s right. She says I’m growing up. And… I say I’m getting comfortable with my kinky inner life. Like, how I don’t feel guilty when I get excited about you and Erin.”

      She kissed my neck again and squirmed closer. “One of my new fantasies is you and her and me at the same time.” She reached down and hummed with desire when she grasped my straining erection. “Her clit in my mouth,” she said softly, “and your cock sliding into me from behind.” She squawked in surprise when I sat up and reached over her. “What’re you doing?”

      “Calling Erin.” I fumbled on the nightstand for the phone. “It’s only… 4:08. She’ll be a little annoyed, but—”

      “No, you can’t!” Christy bawled. She lunged and banged the receiver into the base with a clang. Then she rolled to her back and looked up at me. “You’re the worst boyfriend ever,” she said fondly. “Except when you’re the best.”

      “And you’re the best girlfriend ever.”

      “Better than Gina and the others?”

      “Better than all of them,” I agreed, “put together.”

      “I actually believe you when you say that,” she laughed.

      “You should. The evidence is pressing against your hip.”

      “He thinks anyone who gives him attention is the best.”

      “You know him so well.”

      “I do. And I love him almost as much as I love you.”

      “Just ‘almost’?”

      “He’s a simple penis,” she explained faux-seriously. “He doesn’t have dark secrets and kinky fantasies. He doesn’t share them with me either.”

      “He shares other things.”

      “Mmm, semen. But that isn’t so special when you think about it. It’s just sperm and fructose and vitamins and minerals. I looked it up once. I can get all that from fruits and vegetables. Well, except the sperm.”

      “True.”

      “I can’t get love and patience and understanding from them. Or from your penis.”

      “No.”

      “Which is why I have you, my soulmate.”

      “So you think we’re soulmates?”

      “I know we are. Marianne, Sabrina, Wren, Brooke, my mother… they all say you’re good for me. Even God agrees.”

      “Oh He does, does He?”

      “He hasn’t told me directly—that isn’t how He works, duh—but He lets me know in other ways. He also gave me this metabolism and libido. They’re both very high, you know. And He sent you to take care of them. Speaking of which, I’m ready for another snack, the liquid diet kind.” She grinned up at me. “I think I’m going to need lots of attention, too.”

      “Oh? What kind of attention?”

      “The sixty-nine kind.”

      My eyebrows rose.

      She nodded and pushed me onto my back. Then she turned like a gymnast and mounted me.

      Can’t fault her enthusiasm, I thought with a chuckle.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked over her shoulder. “Never mind. Tell me later. No time to talk. Need to suck.” She captured my erection and began doing just that. Then she wiggled her hips.

      I got the message and thrust two fingers into her smooth pussy. I still felt mildly annoyed that we couldn’t sixty-nine for real—her body was too short—but she didn’t seem to care. Instead, she groaned and plunged her lips over my shaft.

      She’s right, the little head said, we are soulmates. Oh, God, I love her!

      I chuckled again and then fell silent as Christy swirled her tongue around my sensitive glans. She seemed determined to empty my balls in record time, and I was just as determined to keep feeding her until she was satisfied.

      Um, the little head said with the first signs of worry, that might never happen. She’s insatiable.

      I’m counting on it. Now shut up and do your part.

      You’re the boss.

      I’m sorry… what was that?

      Uh-uh, he said. Nice try. Shut up and do your part too. You need to keep her happy. She’s your future wife.

      Right you are, I agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Later that day I called home and wished my mother a happy birthday.

      “So,” I said, “how’s it feel to be 42?”

      “Good. About like 41.”

      “Well, now you know the answer to the Ultimate Question of Life, The Universe, and Everything.”

      She thought for a moment but then gave up. “Okay, I don’t get it.”

      “It’s 42!”

      “What is?”

      “The answer to the Ultimate Question of Life—”

      “Right,” she interrupted. “So, how’re you? How’s Christy?”

      “Good and good. Busy with school, projects, the usual. I’m working on…”

      I told her about my Japanese building and Christy’s Kanagawa series. Then we talked about her life for a while. She and Erin were still getting along, Dad was flying as much as he could (to pay for the new plane), and she was thinking about repotting her houseplants.

      “Maybe you can get Erin to help you,” I said.

      “Maybe. We’ll see.”

      “I’ll help if she won’t.”

      “No, you’re busy with school and your own life.”

      “I’m never too busy for you, Mom.”

      “Aren’t you sweet.”

      “I do need to get off the phone, though. Sorry. I have to finish my elevation drawings and start on my watercolors.”

      “I’m proud of you, honey.”

      “Thanks, Mom. That means a lot. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      We said goodbye and hung up. I bounced off the bed and headed up to my studio, where I settled on my comfortable new drafting stool and looked over my drawings. I was determined to beat Gracie for first in our class. Unfortunately, she was just as talented and worked just as hard. But she worked alone, while I had a secret weapon, a wellspring of talent named Christy.

      I smiled and picked up one of her sketches. She left them for me like little love notes. This one was of me sitting at my drafting table like I was at the moment. She’d signed it with her chop, a little stylized “CMC.” I crossed it out and redrew it as a “CMH” instead. Then I pinned it to the wall above my desk with the others. She’d see it eventually, and it would make her smile.
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        * * *

      

      Wren set out two crystal vases after dinner on Monday evening. She fussed over their placement on the dining room table, in case Trip or I had somehow forgotten that the next day was Valentine’s Day.

      I toyed with the idea of asking what the vases were for, but Christy read me perfectly. She set her hand on mine and gave me a stern little headshake. I returned it with my best “Who, me?” expression and kept my mouth shut. Household harmony prevailed.

      The next day Trip and I spent a small fortune on roses. We both thought it was a bit of a waste, especially since the bouquets were triple the regular price, but we knew better than to return home empty-handed. The girls acted suitably surprised.

      “Thank you,” Wren said to Trip as he bent for a kiss. “I have just the spot for them.”

      “Really?” I said under my breath. “I’d’ve never known.”

      “Be nice,” Christy whispered. Then she smiled as if I hadn’t said anything. “Thank you for the flowers. They’re beautiful. I have something special for you, but it’s for later.”

      “Trip, sweetheart,” Wren said, “will you fix drinks while I put the finishing touches on dinner?”

      “You got it, babe.”

      In usual Wren fashion, dinner was a sumptuous experience: quail stuffed with figs and prosciutto, mushroom risotto, and pan-roasted Brussels sprouts.

      “Don’t worry, my love,” she said as she set a quail on Christy’s plate, “I made a special stuffing for you. Sautéed shiitake mushrooms instead of prosciutto.”

      “Sorry for the trouble,” Christy said.

      “No trouble at all. I enjoy experimenting with you.”

      “I thought that was my job,” I quipped. “Oh, wait… I’m supposed to experiment on her. Never mind.”

      Christy rolled her eyes but then lowered them and smiled.

      “That isn’t all you’re supposed to do,” Wren said with a pointed look.

      Christy cleared her throat and pretended to straighten her silverware. “You promised,” she said, deceptively mild.

      Wren didn’t get chastised very often, and her reaction was so quick that I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing. Trip watched with his own well-hidden amusement. Then he shot me a grin and changed the subject by lifting his wineglass.

      “What should we toast to?”

      “To our future happiness,” I said, “with the most intelligent, talented, ambitious women we know.”

      “You forgot beautiful and sexy.”

      “Hear, hear!”

      Wren thanked me with a little nod, and Christy beamed. We clinked our glasses and drank.

      The food was delicious and the conversation steered clear of Christy’s and my sex life, much to her relief. Wren was on her best behavior until after we finished dessert and a bottle of rosé champagne. Then she and Trip said an early goodnight.

      She kissed my cheek and whispered, “Just do it already. This weekend.” She gave me another quick peck and pulled back with a guileless smile for Christy’s benefit.

      They headed upstairs, and I put my arm around Christy. She waited until they were out of earshot.

      “Did she—?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “Ugh!” She stomped her foot. “I’m going to wring her neck.”

      “Eh, she is the way she is, and we can’t change her. In many ways, she’s super-considerate, like your dinner tonight. In other ways…”

      “She’s a nosy, meddling, sex-crazed pain in the you-know-what. That’s what she is.”

      “She’s also your girlfriend,” I chuckled.

      “Sometimes I wonder why.”

      “Because you love her.”

      “Don’t use logic against me.”

      “Note to self…,” I teased. “Now, tell me about this surprise you have for me.”

      She smiled and stretched upward for a kiss. “Come upstairs in about ten minutes?” She thought about it and shook her head. “Better make it twenty.”

      “How about thirty?”

      “You know me so well.”

      “I do.”

      “Not till the wedding,” she said with a grin. Then, “Fix yourself a glass of whiskey and then bring one up for me. Better make it neat, though. Um… just because.”

      “Got it. Two neat whiskeys in thirty minutes.”

      “Yes, please.” She gave me another kiss and then shot me a sultry look over her shoulder when I swatted her behind.

      I cooled my heels and flipped through a couple of magazines as the muted sounds of Trip’s special Valentine’s mix tape filtered through the ceiling. The master bedroom was right above the living room and octagon room, and I smiled to myself at the thought of what was going on there. Then the water hammer announced that Christy was finished in the bathroom. I gave her another ten minutes before I poured the drinks and headed up.

      “I was beginning to wonder,” she said when I knocked softly and opened the door.

      Candles filled the room with a warm glow, and Christy had arranged herself on the bed. She wore a little red bra and panty set that was mostly straps, with satin bows to cover her nipples and bush (if she’d had one). She’d even painted her toenails to match.

      “Wow, you look beautiful,” I said as I set the glasses on the nightstand.

      “Thank you.”

      “Are you my surprise?”

      “Sort of, but not entirely.”

      I followed her glance to the corner of the bed and felt my eyebrows shoot up. She had set out Wren’s Polaroid camera, a fresh pack of film, and a tube of lipstick.

      “I’m feeling very naughty, Mr. Photographer,” she said playfully.

      I began pulling off my clothes. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Really?” She gave me a flat stare. “It’s obvious. But you’re still going to make me ask?”

      “Okay,” I chuckled, “you win.”

      “Ugh, this was so much sexier in my head.”

      “Fantasies usually are.”

      “In that case…” She bounced to her feet and towered over me as she stood on the bed.

      I tossed my boxers toward the hamper and put my hands on her waist.

      “I hope you don’t mind the Polaroid,” she said as she gazed down at me. “I know you have a nicer camera, but I’m a little scared that someone at the photo place might make copies.”

      “I know a discreet lab,” I said. “I’ve done this before.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Really? With who? Can I see?”

      “No. Just like I won’t show your pictures to anyone else.”

      “Oh. I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “Mmm hmm. Privacy is a two-way street. Sorry.”

      “That’s okay.” She grinned down at me and changed the subject. “I like being taller than you.”

      “I like it too.” I closed my teeth on one of the bows covering her nipple. Unfortunately, it was sewn instead of tied.

      “Hold on,” Christy laughed. She reached behind her back and released the bra. Then she tossed it aside and rested her arms on my shoulders. “Better?”

      “Much.” I sucked one nipple and then the other. Her sighs turned into insistent whimpers when I ran a hand up her thigh and discovered that her panties were crotchless. I teased her freshly shaved pussy as she continued to squirm.

      “Oh my gosh, you have to stop,” she panted at last. “You’re going to make me come.”

      “Isn’t that the point?”

      “No. You’re supposed to come first. After you take pictures.”

      “Ah, okay. Then you’d better get on your knees.”

      “Lipstick first! Don’t forget that.”

      I lifted her off the bed and set her on the floor. She brushed my erection on the way down.

      “Ooh, someone’s ready,” she said. “Now, you be patient, Mr. Big. I have to put my lipstick on first. Then I’ll put yours on. Are you excited? I am!”

      She uncapped the tube and made a show of turning the base until the red lipstick extended completely.

      “I wonder if I can sculpt it to look like a penis,” she said idly. “Then you can ‘call me madam.’”

      I chuckled. “I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      “You know what that means, right? ‘Madam’?”

      “It’s like ‘missus,’ isn’t it?”

      “Usually. But in this case it’s the woman who runs a brothel.”

      Her eyes flew comically wide.

      “Mmm hmm. Xaviera Hollander was a famous madam. That’s why she called her book The Happy Hooker.”

      “Oh my gosh! I read her column but never realized…,” Christy said. Then she paused for a moment, gave me a mysterious little grin, and deliberately applied a thick coat of lipstick. “I just thought of a new fantasy,” she said as she capped the tube, sank to her knees, and lined herself up with my erection.

      “Oh?”

      “I’ll be your happy hooker. I’ll wear a skimpy top, a really short skirt, and fishnet stockings. No underwear, of course. But later. Right now I need to suck. Mmm, penis and Polaroids. I can’t wait to see what we look like!” She glanced up and gestured impatiently. “Come on, Mr. Photographer, get with the program. We’re ready. Why aren’t you?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I chuckled as I grabbed the camera. “Excuse me. Yes, madam.”

      “Much better. Now, where were we? Oh, yes… penis!”
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        * * *

      

      On Friday we packed our things for a weekend in Snowshoe. I wasn’t entirely looking forward to it, but that was mostly because I was going to spend a pile of money on new skis and boots when the ones I had worked fine. I could afford it, easily, but that wasn’t the point. I was still brooding when we took off, but Christy was in her own little world. She finally said something around the time we crossed the West Virginia border, but it wasn’t even close to what I expected.

      “Okay, so how exactly does this girlfriend thing work? I mean, you said Wren’s my girlfriend, just like you’re my boyfriend, but how am I supposed to decide if I can do something or not? I don’t need Wren’s permission if I want to do anything with you. So why should I need your permission to do things with her? That hardly seems fair. You’re always preaching about a double standard for men and women. So, Mr. Equal Rights, how’s it work when I want to do something with Wren? And for the record, I’m talking about sex.”

      I blinked and completely forgot my funk. Then I spent a long moment simply replaying the question in my head and working through the Christy-logic.

      “Well?” she said when I still hadn’t answered. “Do I need your permission or not?”

      “To have sex with Wren?”

      “Yes.”

      “Um… no.”

      “You make it sound like a question,” she accused.

      “I just thought the answer was obvious.”

      “Well, it isn’t to me!”

      “Fair enough. But… is there a reason you’re looking for an argument?”

      “’Cause we’re going to have one if you tell me I need to ask you every time I want to fool around with Wren.”

      “Oh, okay. The answer’s still no.”

      Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “We aren’t going to have an argument because you don’t need my permission to have sex with Wren.”

      She narrowed her eyes and waited for the other shoe to drop.

      “Really,” I said. “That’s it.”

      “Just like that?” she said, still primed to argue.

      “Just like that.”

      “So… I can do anything I want with her? And you won’t say no?”

      “You don’t need my permission, remember?”

      “Oh, right! Sorry. Hold on, why’m I apologizing?”

      I shrugged and tried to look virtuous.

      “This isn’t funny.”

      “No. But it sort of is.”

      She answered with a glare that eventually turned uncertain. “I thought we were going to have a fight.”

      “I could tell.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Me too. We probably should’ve talked about it sooner, but… I guess I take my lifestyle for gran—”

      “Our lifestyle.”

      “Right, sorry. Our lifestyle.” I glanced at her sideways. “I need to remind myself that you’re still learning. What seems obvious to me might not be to you.”

      “Okay, now that you mention it… What if I find something I don’t like? About our lifestyle?”

      “Then we’ll do things differently.”

      “Ugh! You’re really messing with my head. You aren’t supposed to give me straight answers like that. Besides, you’re the man. We’re supposed to do things your way.”

      “Why? Because that’s the way your parents do it?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes! What my father says goes. Don’t give me that look, Mr. Skeptical Eyebrow! He’s in charge.”

      “Oh?” I said blandly.

      “Don’t ‘oh’ me! He is.”

      “Like when Rich had to take Home Ec… because your father made him?”

      “No, my mother did. You know—”

      “Or when you hung out at Lani and Peter’s house… because your father said it was okay?”

      “Fine! I get it. My mother runs things, but only behind the scenes.” She crossed her arms and scowled. “I suppose you expect me to stay behind the scenes too.”

      I gave her a long, calm look. “What’s gotten into you? Why’re you spoiling for a fight? Did I do something? Did Wren?”

      She started to snap a reply but swallowed it instead. Then she took a deep breath and visibly tried to calm down. “No,” she said at last. “I don’t know why— No, I do. I just don’t want to admit it.” She uncrossed her arms and smoothed imaginary wrinkles from her jeans. “I’m scared. And maybe a little guilty.”

      I waited for her to explain.

      “I never in a million years thought I’d have a relationship like ours. I didn’t even know they existed. I thought I’d meet a guy, get married, hide my past, and live like my parents. Like Harry and Marianne. Like James and Lynne. Like pretty much everyone else I’ve ever known. I’d stay home and raise kids while my husband went off and had a career. And that’s… just the way it would be.

      “In a weird way, that would’ve made sense. I grew up thinking that was normal. But then I met you, and my life hasn’t been the same since. I like the way it’s changed, but… what if you and I don’t…?”

      “Make it work?”

      She nodded glumly.

      “I think we will.”

      “Yeah, but you’re an optimist about everything.”

      “Not everything, but as far as you and I are concerned…? Yeah, pretty much.”

      She ventured a smile. “Thanks. But that’s part of the reason I feel guilty.”

      “Oh?”

      “I don’t want to go back to my old life. I like doing things with you. But it goes against everything I grew up believing.”

      I thought for a moment and automatically scanned the airspace and instruments. Christy didn’t fidget, but she visibly relaxed when I returned my attention to her.

      “You remember the other night?” I said. “With the lipstick and Polaroids?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “Remember how you said it was so much sexier in your head? Well, life’s like that too. It’s always simpler in your head.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “You and I have an unconventional relationship. It seems simple in your head, but it’s not. It’s also new, especially to you, but to me too. I grew up expecting to have a relationship like my parents’. That might not work for us.”

      “Then what’re we supposed to do? I love your parents. Mine too, don’t get me wrong, but… I don’t want to be like them either. Especially now that I know there’s something different.”

      “You might be surprised. I mean, you and your mother have the same metabolism, right? Maybe the same libido too?”

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      I did my best to suppress Mr. Skeptical Eyebrow, but she saw me holding back.

      “My mother is a good Catholic, not some… sex fiend.”

      “Who says she can’t be both? After all, she had six children. And you said it yourself, she makes little innuendos all the time.”

      “But… she can’t be like me. I’m a freak. The black sheep of the family. The weird one.”

      “Are you sure about that? The apple fell far from the tree?”

      “Stop messing with my head.”

      “I’m not messing with your head,” I said gently. “I’m just making you… question your assumptions.”

      “Well, I don’t like it,” she grumped.

      “Look,” I said after a moment, “all I’m saying is that you aren’t that different from your parents. You’re most like your mom, but sometimes you’re so much like your dad that I want to salute and call you ‘sir.’”

      She glared, but without any real anger.

      “And it’s okay to be like them. It’s okay to be your own woman, too. They raised you to use the brains God gave you.”

      “I know,” she said eventually. “I just feel guilty for how happy I am. And sometimes I think I shouldn’t be.”

      “Guilty or happy?”

      “Both?”

      I snorted a laugh.

      “I told you, I’m pretty mixed-up.”

      “We all are. Lucky for us—”

      “—we’re mixed-up the same way.”

      We shared a smile and then fell silent. I glanced at the navigation radios and took the plane off autopilot to begin our descent into Elkins.

      “Thank you for loving me,” Christy said. “And for being patient. And for putting up with my crazy doubts and fears.”

      “All part of the package. But they aren’t crazy. They’re pretty normal.” I waited a moment to let that sink in. Then I ventured, “Do you mind if I ask what started all this? I mean, something to do with you and Wren.”

      “You probably figured it out.”

      “You had sex with her and were feeling guilty?”

      “You know me so well.”

      “You wanna tell me about it? You don’t have to if you don’t want to, but… now I’m curious.”

      “It wasn’t anything special. Well, it was, but you know what I mean. It wasn’t special-special, like the Polaroids or the things we do at the inn. It was just… the usual.” She glanced at me sideways to judge my reaction.

      When I didn’t explode, she continued, “She’s been bugging me since we got back from Tahoe. At first I put her off because you and I had just moved in together. Then because we’ve all been so busy with school and stuff. Also… ’cause I sort of felt like I needed to ask your permission or something.”

      I shook my head.

      “Now it seems silly, but at the time…?”

      “Yeah, I understand.”

      “Anyway, we sort of celebrated after I finished the sketches and her maquette. You were at judo and Trip was in class, and… one thing led to another.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “And then I’ve been sketching Delilah for the past week. She’s so beautiful and open about her body that I kinda think about… you know. And oh my gosh, Paul! Some of my fantasies would make the letters in Penthouse seem tame. I get the sense that she’s like me, but I can’t come right out and ask her. So I get all worked up and…” She shot me a glance.

      “Wren and I’ve been meeting in Siobhan’s office after Delilah leaves,” she admitted. “There’s a couch there, and we… um… you know.” She jumped when I burst out laughing. “What’s so funny?”

      “Trip thought she was working late on her honors thesis.”

      “Yeah, that’s what she said. And I let you think I was sketching Delilah. I sort of was, but… not really. I guess that means I lied to you.”

      “A lie by omission, although not really. I never asked. I just assumed.”

      “So… you aren’t upset?”

      “No. Well, maybe a little, but only ’cause you felt guilty about it. I understand why you did, though. You’re still figuring out how this works.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever figure it out. It’s all so confusing. And I can’t talk to Marianne about it.”

      “Maybe you could talk to Erin. Or Leah.”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready for that. She’s… so intimidating.”

      “Who? Leah?” I shot her a glance. “Intimidating? She’s one of the nicest—”

      “No, not like that. It’s just that she’s so beautiful and exotic and—”

      I chuckled. “Ah, I understand. You have a crush on her.”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “Not really. I mean, I know you better than anyone but your family and maybe Wren—”

      “You know me way better than any of them.”

      “—but I just figured it out. So your secret’s probably safe.”

      Christy folded her hands in her lap and sat in thoughtful silence for several minutes while I scanned the airspace, spoke on the radio, and began the pre-landing checklist.

      “Sometimes I wish I could be normal,” she said when I finished.

      “I’m happy you aren’t.”

      “Do you really mean that? You aren’t just saying it to cheer me up?”

      “I’ve dated normal girls,” I said. “It didn’t work out.”

      “Yeah, but you dated others like me, and they—”

      “I’ve never dated anyone like you.” I spared some attention from the landing pattern and gave her a quick look. “This is going to sound like a cliché, but you’re one in a million.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Even I know you haven’t slept with that many women.”

      It was such a Danny comment that I almost laughed, but I kept it to myself and went on seriously, “I can’t describe it, especially since I have to concentrate on landing, but you’re the only one I’ve ever felt this way about. You’re the only one I want to spend the rest of my life with, for better or for worse, in sickness and in health, till death do us part.”

      “Now you’re going to make me cry.” She dug in her small purse and then scanned the cockpit. “Doesn’t this stupid thing have any tissues?”

      “’Fraid not,” I said with a grin. “Sorry.”

      She rolled her eyes and then wiped them with her sleeve. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “You always find a way to make me feel better.”

      “It’s my job. And I enjoy doing it.”

      “Well, you’re very good at it.” She clasped my hand between hers and raised it to her lips for a kiss. Then she gave me a teary grin. “I’ll let you fly now. But once we get to the inn, I’m going to attack you.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”
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        * * *

      

      Life didn’t quite work out the way we’d planned.

      Damon picked us up at the airport and took us directly to the ski shop in the village. He’d picked out several combinations of equipment, and the shop technician was waiting on my decisions to fit everything for me.

      I didn’t exactly choose by looks alone, but Damon and the tech quickly went over my head with details. In the end, I decided on Olin skis paired with Salomon boots, bindings, and poles. I thought they’d look cool with my outfit, but the experts said I’d made good choices.

      “We’ll have them ready for you in the morning,” the tech said.

      “Thanks. Do I need to pay for everything now?”

      “In the morning’s fine.”

      “My dad said to give him the employee discount,” Damon said.

      “You got it.” The man smiled and took everything to the workshop in the back.

      “My mom asked if you’d like to meet us for dinner,” Damon said on the short drive to the inn.

      I glanced at Christy but already knew the answer. “Sure, sounds great.”

      “My dad wants to meet you,” he explained. “He has a bunch of questions about flying.”

      Damon carried our luggage to the room—our third, although it was similar to the first two—and then politely told us that his family would meet us in an hour.

      “I know I promised to attack you…,” Christy said after he left.

      “Let’s do it after dinner.”

      She sighed in relief but immediately looked concerned.

      “You can wear underwear.”

      “Oh my gosh, thank you! I was worried…”

      “That’s okay. But I’m going to tease you mercilessly anyway.”

      Her eyes flashed with excitement, so I dug in the side pocket of our suitcase and pulled out several old neckties and a couple of taper candles. The ties were from the seventies, ones I’d inherited from my dad. They were completely out of fashion, but perfect for other uses. The candles had come from the dining room sideboard at home. Christy stared at them in confusion.

      “I don’t get it,” she said at last.

      I moved closer, until she had to look up at me. Then I said softly, “I’m going to tie you to the bed and drip hot wax on your nipples. Then I’m going to tease you until you beg me to let you come.”

      She actually squeaked, although more from excitement than fear. Her eyes darted to the candles and then back to my face.

      I nodded.

      “And you’re going to make me wait? Till after dinner?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “That’ll be, like, hours.”

      “Mmm, I know.”

      “Oh my gosh! I don’t know if I’ll make it.”

      I chuckled evilly. “That’s why I told you.”

      She implored me with wide, bright blue eyes.

      “Uh-uh. Now come on, Little Bit. Let’s unpack and get settled. And if you ask very nicely, I’ll give you a semen appetizer before dinner.”
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        * * *

      

      Damon’s father was nothing like I thought he’d be. I’d imagined a tall, handsome, broad-shouldered man, the perfect companion to Carolyn’s lush elegance. The reality was short, stout, and going bald. Still, Reed Bramwell was a powerful man, born into a wealthy family and married to an even wealthier one. And his intelligence was obvious from the moment we shook hands.

      He and Carolyn made an odd-looking couple, though. She was taller and ten years younger and looked more like a trophy than a wife, although she clearly loved him. They loved their children too, and had some decidedly middle-class ideas about how to raise them so they didn’t take their wealth for granted.

      They didn’t give Damon an allowance, for instance. He received a paycheck instead, because he worked at the inn. He was also saving money to buy his own car. Alexa didn’t work because she was too young, but she had to volunteer at least ten hours a week. She had to choose the causes as well, so she and her mother spent time at the local food bank and a nearby veterans’ hospital.

      On the subject of flying, Reed asked me about the cost of an instructor and plane rental. He asked about the cost of buying a plane instead, of fuel and hangar expenses. He even thought about the hidden costs, like insurance and maintenance. He picked my brain for nearly thirty minutes as we finished our meal and two very expensive bottles of wine. At the end of the inquiry, he sat back and looked at his son and then his wife.

      “What do you think?” he said.

      “I think he’ll have to choose between flying lessons and a car.”

      “The lessons,” Damon said immediately.

      His father’s eyebrows went up.

      “I… might be able to help,” I said into the silence. “I don’t have my instructor’s rating, but now’s a good time to get it.” I glanced at Christy, who nodded immediately. “I need to get a twin-engine rating as well. My father’s buying a new plane,” I explained. “I can do both at the same time. Damon will still need ground school and to spend time with an actual instructor, but I could get him started in the meantime.”

      Damon anxiously watched his parents.

      “He says you’re a good teacher,” Carolyn said.

      “And we’d pay for your time,” Reed insisted. “Your expenses, too, of course.”

      “Well, let’s talk about that,” I said.

      He sensed a deal in the making and sat forward. “What do you have in mind?”

      “You have an inn that my girlfriend and I—” I stopped abruptly and looked at Carolyn.

      “That’s okay. We knew you weren’t married.” She nodded at my left hand. “No rings. And… you don’t act like a married couple, even newlyweds.” She and her husband shared a smile. Then she winked at me. “So it’ll be our little secret.”

      “Thanks. Christy’s family…”

      “What they don’t know won’t hurt them,” Carolyn said. “Besides, Marianne said you’re more or less engaged.” She smiled deferentially. “I hope I’m not speaking out of turn…”

      “No. We’ve talked about it, though.” I glanced at my sunny little flower. “We haven’t made it official.”

      “Paul’s a bit old-fashioned,” Christy said with an entirely straight face. “He wants to talk to my father first.”

      “Old-fashioned, of course.” Carolyn suppressed a grin. She knew exactly what we were doing at the inn, even if some of the specifics might have shocked her.

      “Anyway,” I continued to the older couple, “you have an inn that my girlfriend and I like. Your son wants to learn to fly. I have the plane and the knowledge and the time to teach him.”

      Reed thought about it and looked at his wife. “Trade for flying lessons? Let him keep saving for a car?”

      “If he’s willing to work extra on the weekends,” she agreed.

      “I am!”

      “It’s high season,” she told him, “so you’ll probably have to help at the shop as well.”

      “I will!”

      “You can’t let your grades slip, either,” his father said.

      Alexa watched the whole exchange and spoke up, “I’ll help.”

      Five sets of eyes turned her way.

      She stuck out her chin, a diffident girl trying to appear grown-up. “If I can fly too.”

      Her parents were clearly flummoxed.

      “How old do I have to be to get my license?” the girl asked me.

      “You can start training any time, but sixteen for your student certificate.” Her face predictably fell, so I leaned toward her and said in a low voice, “It’s fourteen for gliders and balloons. And with the mountains around here, I bet there’s a thriving glider community.”

      Her eyes lit up and she looked at her father. He’d managed to turn his shock into amusement. He glanced at his wife, who took longer to recover. She gave an unsteady nod.

      “Well,” Reed said as he reached for his wineglass and sat back. “Looks like we’re going to have two pilots in the family.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy danced into our room when we finally returned to the inn. She spun and leapt for the pure joy of it. I hung up our coats and watched until a familiar look flashed in her eyes and she ran toward me. I caught her easily when she leapt into my arms. She wrapped hers around my neck, kicked up a heel, and kissed me.

      “You were wonderful! And I loved the look on Alexa’s face when you told her she could fly gliders. Are they easier than regular planes?”

      “I don’t think so. You really have to know how thermals and air currents work. You can’t just add power and climb if you get in trouble. But the FAA says you can fly ’em at fourteen, so…”

      “Well, you can fly me any time.”

      “Sounds like someone has sex on the brain.”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! I could hardly sit still through dinner.” She kicked her dangling feet to prove it. “All I could think about was what you’re going to do to me.”

      “What d’you mean?” I teased.

      “Ugh! You just like me to say it, don’t you? You don’t care whether I feel guilty or not—and for the record, I don’t.”

      “I do care how you feel, but you’re right, I like to hear you say it.”

      “I know. That’s why I do it.” Her cheeks turned rosy and she grinned. “I like it too. It makes me feel naughty.”

      “You like feeling naughty?”

      “I like feeling naughty with you.”

      “What about Wren? Don’t forget her.”

      “Oh my gosh, no! I mean, of course I won’t forget her, but we don’t do anything really naughty. Not like you and I do. And I definitely don’t tell her things.”

      “Why not? No, hold that thought. This is turning into a longer conversation.” I set her on her feet and led her around to one of the armchairs in front of the unlit fire.

      “Sorry,” she said, “I know I get heavy.”

      “No, it isn’t that.”

      “I’ve lost a few pounds, but still…”

      I sank into a chair and guided her onto my lap. She kicked off her shoes and tucked her legs under her.

      “Hold on,” I said, “you’ve lost weight?”

      She grimaced and studied her hands. “I don’t eat when I get busy on a project. I forget. And… I don’t eat as often when I’m with you. I don’t wanna miss a moment we’re together.”

      I ducked to meet her eyes. “We’re going to be together for a long time. You need to eat. Do I need to start carrying bunny food in my pocket or something?”

      “Carrots and celery, maybe. Only, they’d probably go limp in your pocket.” She grinned. “I can think of something else that goes limp in your pocket, but that’s okay. He gets hard whenever I take him out.”

      I ignored the hint and kept after her, “Bunny, you need to eat.”

      “Yes, sir. I liked the candy bars, but they’re too sweet for all the time. Maybe granola bars instead?”

      “Will do. Now, where were we?”

      “Talking about Wren.”

      “Right. So, why don’t you tell her things?”

      “I just… don’t,” she said, but then thought about it. “Part of it’s ’cause she can’t keep a secret. She told you pretty much everything she knows about me!”

      “Yeah, she did.”

      Christy’s eyes widened with panic. “You haven’t told her anything else, have you? About the things I like, what we do?”

      “No,” I chuckled.

      “Oh, thank goodness! Even if she didn’t tell anyone, there’re certain things I don’t want her to know.”

      “Why not?”

      She frowned and tried to put her thoughts into words. “She’s really open-minded, but not about some things. It’s weird. I used to think she was like you, but she’s not. She is about swinging and stuff— Oh my gosh! That’s all she talks about since I told her I know.”

      “Yeah, I kinda figured.”

      “But she isn’t like you in other ways. She’s really judgmental sometimes, especially about anyone who’s different. Like your friends, the gay guys. She thinks they’re disgusting. But she and I do the same thing! I mean, what’s the difference between them and us? Nothing!”

      “That’s how I feel. It’s a double standard, only in reverse. Two girls, hot. Two guys, disgusting.”

      “Yeah. Wren isn’t the worst—I mean, she’s nice to the guys to their face, even if she disapproves behind their back—but I still don’t want her to know about things we do. Even if she wouldn’t disapprove, I think she’d take advantage. Like, I’m a total submissive, and I— Oh, don’t look so surprised! Of course I know what I am. I knew the first time I read a letter in Variations about a slave and her master. Why do you think I call you ‘sir’?”

      “I thought it was ’cause your dad—”

      “Seriously? My mom’s had a rule as long as I can remember. I’ve never called him that. I only say it to you. And only because…” She lowered her eyes. “You’re like me. You understand. You’re… my master.”

      “I never realized,” I said. “You mean that literally.”

      “I do. And I think Wren would just use it to get what she wants. She isn’t a bad person, but she’s selfish about certain things. She’d totally take advantage of me. You won’t.”

      “No,” I agreed.

      “I also trust you not to hurt me. For real, I mean, not just emotionally. I don’t think Wren would either, but… she gets carried away sometimes. It’s only ’cause she gets excited and impatient, but still.” She studied her hands again. “I feel really bad for saying all this. I love Wren, but I also know how she is.”

      “I understand.”

      She looked into my eyes and silently told me she loved me. Then she rested her head on my chest and I wrapped my arms around her. We sat in silence for several minutes. She wasn’t restless, but she wasn’t exactly calm either. Still, I was a little surprised when I felt her make an attitude adjustment.

      She sat up and grinned. “We’ll have to tell Wren some things…”

      “Such as?”

      “If I ever want to try swinging for real.”

      “Right.”

      “And about our first time. She’ll want details.” She frowned. “I take that back. That’s just between you and me. I’ll tell her about the second time. And for the record, I mean after we take a break. The first time is probably going to be a bunch of times in a row.” Her eyes glinted as she imagined it. “Under you… on top of you… from behind… Mmm, someone approves.”

      “Someone likes when you talk about going all the way.”

      “He likes other things too.”

      “For now.”

      She thought about it and nodded. Then she studied her hands uncertainly. “I know we’ve been talking about more serious stuff, but I’m still in the mood… if you are.”

      “For what?” I teased.

      She shot me a sly, sideways grin. “I knew you were going to say that.”

      “You know me so well.”

      “Mmm, I do. I also know you’re going to do some very naughty things to me. I can’t wait! I came, like, six times when you tied me up before.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “I thought it was twice.”

      “Uh-uh. I… um… have little ones. Sometimes a lot. Pretty much any time you touch me. Not right away or anything, but…” She shrugged. “I can’t explain it. It’s like a tingle whenever we’re close. Like now. Just sitting with you has me all hot and slippery.”

      “Well, we’re also talking about sex.”

      “It isn’t that,” she insisted. “Sometimes it’s even when we aren’t. Like, when we’re drawing together at your desk or just sitting in my studio. I think of you and get all worked up. And I… um… sort of squeeze my legs together. I’ll touch myself if I can get away with it without someone noticing—even you, Mr. Eagle Eye.”

      “I’ll have to pay more attention.”

      “Why? So you’ll see that I can’t control myself?”

      “No, so I’ll see you give in to your desires.”

      “That’s all I ever seem to do where you’re concerned.”

      “I like it.” I chuckled at a memory. “I used to get annoyed when you hinted but wouldn’t ask for things.”

      “I could tell. And I was annoyed that you wouldn’t just do what we both wanted.”

      I nodded. “But now I think I understand.”

      “Me too.”

      “A lot of your pleasure is from being forced to do something. That, and the threat of humiliation.”

      “And you don’t want someone passive or guilt-ridden.”

      “No. I don’t mind taking charge and being the dominant one—it’s my personality anyway—but I don’t want to be the only one making decisions, especially about something as important as sex.”

      “I make decisions too!”

      “I’ve noticed.” I tilted her chin up for a kiss. “And I’m more comfortable doing things without you explicitly asking.”

      Her eyes suddenly brightened. “Does that mean you’ll—?”

      “No,” I chuckled. “You’re still going to have to ask, out loud, when you’re ready to go all the way.”

      “But I am ready,” she insisted. Then she immediately lowered her eyes. “I just… can’t say it.”

      “Then you aren’t ready. Not for real.”

      “I know. You’re right. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it. Why can’t you just hold me down and have your way with me? You know I won’t feel guilty. I promise! I— Don’t shake your head, I’m not finished.”

      “If you can’t ask, then you’d feel guilty. Maybe only a little, but that’s still too much.”

      “Sometimes I really don’t like you.” She fell silent and stared at her hands in her lap. “I’m sick of waiting. I mean, we’re getting closer every day, and not just physically. Emotionally and spiritually too. I know God approves. My whole family too. Well, except for Rich. He’s just… disagreeable. But even my dad likes you, although he made my mom promise not to tell me.”

      I chuckled. “He probably told her because he knew she’d tell you anyway. He’s too savvy, too much of a politician to think otherwise.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “Uh-huh. Your parents understand each other very well. The more I learn about them, the more I like them. They’re a very, very good team.” I lifted her chin and smiled. “Like you and I are becoming.”

      “You really think so?”

      “I do.”

      “Not until the wedding,” she said automatically. We shared a grin, and then she continued, “I think so too, which is why it’s so annoying that I can’t just ask for what I want. I know I want it. And my body really wants it. But… I can’t bring myself to say it.”

      “I’m not so worried. You’ve changed a lot just in the last several months. I mean, you’ve basically gone from the girl who said she’d never sleep with me—”

      “I still feel guilty about that.”

      “—to the one who wants me to tie her up and drip candle wax on her.”

      “Mmm, yes, please.”

      “Who cares if it’s another few weeks or even a month before you’re ready to go all the way?”

      “Ugh! I hope not. I want it to happen now. Like, tonight.”

      “When you’re ready,” I chuckled. “When you ask.”

      She nodded glumly but then adjusted her attitude again. “Something I can ask now…” She caressed my face and urged me down for a kiss. Then she said with quiet intensity, “Please, sir, tie me up and use me. Any way you like.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “No, not like that.” She rolled her eyes. “Duh. Not till I’m ready. Not till I ask. But you can do everything else. Spank me, choke me, drip wax on me. Come in my mouth, on my face, on my body. Do anything you want. I’m yours to use as you please.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy poured a generous amount of whiskey into her glass and immediately drank half of it. I’d filled the bath and climbed in first for a change, so I admired her body from the warmth of the tub. The skin around her nipples was pink from where I’d dripped wax on her, along with a trail of pink splotches that led down her stomach to her shaved pubic area.

      She drained the whiskey in her glass and then poured more. “I need something to settle my nerves or I’ll never get to sleep,” she said as she climbed over the edge of the tub and sank into the water. She scooted back and reclined against my chest. “Not nerves in a bad way,” she added. “But I’m so tingly right now I could go all night.”

      “Never thought I’d find a girl who’d wear me out,” I said with a grin. She flinched when I unconsciously teased her nipple. “Sorry.”

      “No, it’s okay,” she said. “Normally I don’t mind, but… maybe let them recover a bit.”

      “I will. And that reminds me: we need a safe word. We can’t keep doing this unless we have a way for you to tell me to stop, for real.”

      “Why not just use ‘stop’?”

      “You’re supposed to beg me to stop as part of the act. I won’t, because I’m ‘forcing’ you. But how’m I supposed to know the difference between stop-don’t-stop and stop-for-real? So it has to be a word you wouldn’t normally say, especially during sex. Like… I dunno…”

      She had a thought and laughed. “‘Bacon.’ Does that work? I mean, if I ever ask for bacon, you know something’s wrong.”

      “Okay, ‘bacon’ it is.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever say it, though. I know this is gonna sound weird, but the harder you spank me, the hotter I get. The more the wax stings, the more I get worked up.”

      “I could tell. And I think I’m getting a handle on your mini-orgasms. You tense up and hold your breath for a few seconds. Sometimes you squeak, like when you stretch in the morning. You get hotter and wetter, too, although your clit doesn’t get sensitive.”

      “No. That only happens with the big ones, when you really rock my world.” She had another thought and took a sip of whiskey to cover a soft laugh. “Back when school first started,” she mused, “I never imagined we’d be sitting nude in the bath talking about sex like this. You’re right, I really have changed since then.”

      “We both have.”

      She fingered her gold cross. “I know. Thank you.” She thought about it some more and said, “I… like the way I’ve changed. Marianne says we’re still in our honeymoon phase, but I can’t think of a thing I’d do different.”

      “That’s sort of the point of calling it a ‘honeymoon phase,’” I chuckled. “Everything’s perfect.”

      “Laugh all you like,” she said. “I’m serious, though. I love everything about you, even the really weird and kinky things.”

      “Like me and Erin?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well,” I said after a moment to work up my courage, “I’ve been thinking about that since we talked. I— Hold on.” I took a healthy swig of Dutch courage. It burned going down and made me think twice about what I was going to say. I decided to anyway. “There’s more to the story than just a fantasy.”

      Christy sat up when she felt my penis twitch. “Oh my gosh, there is!”

      “Treacherous organ,” I muttered.

      She laughed and turned to face me. Then she took a sip of whiskey and set her glass on the little table so she could use both hands. Her eyes danced as she reached between us and massaged my nascent erection.

      “I’ve also been thinking about the things you’ve told me,” I continued doggedly.

      “Oh? What about them?”

      “You trust me enough to share—”

      “I do. Totally.”

      “—but… it hasn’t exactly been a two-way street.”

      Her brow furrowed. “How d’you mean?”

      “Well, I admit things once you figure them out. I confirm your suspicions. But I haven’t volunteered anything new.”

      “So? I mean, I don’t feel like it’s one-sided.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. But I want to tell you something. And… this is really hard for me. Harder than I thought it’d be.”

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. Never mind. Forget I said that,” she added with a grin. “Now I’m curious.” Then her grin faded and she grew concerned. “You really are scared, aren’t you? I can tell.”

      “I don’t know why. No, I know why, but I’m pretty sure I know how you’ll react, so I shouldn’t be scared. But still… I am.”

      She released my flaccid manhood and leaned forward to look me in the eyes. “Nothing you say will ever scare me. Not now, not ever. I promise.”

      “Thank you.” I took a deep, slow breath. “Okay, here goes. Erin and I have done more than just watch each other.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said softly, and I couldn’t tell if it was disgust or disbelief. I shouldn’t have worried. “For real? Like, sex things? I knew it! I just had this feeling, but I didn’t want to ask. I mean, that isn’t the sort of thing you ever ask, except when you do. But you know what I mean. Oh my gosh!”

      “You said that already,” I said dryly.

      “Well, what’m I supposed to say? ‘Oh, that’s disgusting’? ‘I can’t believe I ever thought of marrying you’?” She scoffed derisive and dismissive. “Just how goody-goody do you think I am? Never mind, don’t answer that.”

      I grinned.

      “Seriously. You already told me you want to sleep with her. What’s the difference between wanting and doing?”

      “You tell me,” I said. “You want to have sex with me, but you can’t bring yourself to actually do it.”

      “That’s different,” she said with a flutter of fingers. “That’s just me and my mixed-up head. I’m Catholic. I’m supposed to be mixed-up. But you aren’t. You’re also a man. You’re supposed to sleep with every woman you can.”

      “I don’t know about that. But still, this is my sister we’re talking about.”

      “Have you actually slept with her?” she said all of a sudden. “Gone all the way? What was it like? More than once? How often? When? Not since you and I—?”

      “Whoa, there! Slow down. I’ll tell you, but I have to do it my way.”

      She practically buzzed with excitement.

      “No, we haven’t slept together. Although we have a pretty long history of fooling around. Mostly blowjobs.”

      “I never would’ve guessed,” Christy deadpanned. Then she grinned. “Sorry. Keep going.”

      “Yeah… um… okay. So, blowjobs. She likes them a lot. Almost as much as you.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “And I’ve returned the favor.”

      “Mmm, what’s that like? Is it weird? Or really sexy? Really sexy, I hope.”

      My cheeks heated. “Yeah, it is. And once…” I inhaled through my nose and let it out slowly. “Well, more than once, but I’m thinking about the last time…”

      “The last time what?” Christy said impatiently. “Sorry, keep going.”

      “The last time… I had a chance to fuck her.”

      “Why didn’t you? What happened? You have to tell me. Please, please!”

      “It was before you and I started getting serious. Leah’s birthday party. They planned a get-together, just the four of us.”

      “With Mark, right?”

      “Right. And Erin kept dropping hints. But… I knew what would happen if we went into the other room.”

      “Duh. Why didn’t you?”

      “I’m not sure. I mean, I knew it was a setup, but…” I shrugged and didn’t have a good answer. “I guess I wasn’t sure.”

      “Men,” she sighed in exasperation. “We have to do everything.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “Never mind,” she said, although I didn’t relent. “Okay, maybe I… um… do things,” she said. “Nothing bad! But… things I want to do. And by the time you figure it out, it’s too late and we’re doing it anyway.”

      “Such as?”

      “Coming here.”

      “Ah, true.”

      “And the first time we slept together, at Gunny’s funeral.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “You were a lot more stubborn than I thought you’d be,” she added with genuine irritation. “I never thought I’d have to work so hard to get your penis in my mouth.”

      I chuckled. “Was it worth it?”

      “What do you think? But you changed the subject! Why didn’t you go all the way? With Erin, I mean.”

      “Like I said, I’m not sure. I wish I had.” My cheeks warmed. “And… um… I’ve thought about it a lot since then.”

      Her eyes flashed with pleasure.

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “I think about what it would’ve been like. It’s sort of a recurring fantasy.”

      “Mmm, my favorite kind.” Her expression softened before she darted in for a kiss. “You’re cute when you aren’t sure about something.”

      “Then I must be really cute now.”

      “You are. And I’m sorry I interrupted. Please keep going. I promise I’ll behave.”

      “I don’t know how much more there is to tell. I mean, she wanted to go into the other room, but I didn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Honestly?”

      “To thine own girlfriend be true.”

      I shot her a rueful look. “Sometimes I wish I’d never said that.”

      “Well, you did. And now you’re stuck with it. With me too, as a matter of fact.”

      “I don’t know what I did to deserve you,” I said, “but it must’ve been good.”

      “You made me feel special. And loved. And… normal. I know that sounds weird, but…”

      “No, I get it. Just like you make me feel normal, especially about something like this. I mean, most girls would’ve run screaming at the first whiff of incest.”

      “I’m not most girls.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “I’m not most girls.”

      “Ha! I deserved that,” I chuckled.

      “You did. But you still didn’t tell me. Why didn’t you do anything?”

      “Honestly? I’m not sure. We’re both consenting adults. We understand the difference between sex and love. So… where’s the harm? I mean, she’s on the pill, so we wouldn’t have to worry about getting pregnant.” I gave Christy a sharp look. “Speaking of which, you and I need to have a discussion about that before we go all the way. I want to have kids with you, but not until we’re ready.”

      “No. But don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.” She saw right through my neutral expression. “I do,” she protested. “I’ll be ready when the time comes. But don’t change the subject. We’re talking about you and Erin.”

      “Right. If you say so…”

      “I say so. Now, you and Erin…?”

      “Yeah. So… I’m not sure. I mean, I wanted to… I wanted to fuck her. But I was drunk, and… it wasn’t right. In my head.”

      “I understand that.”

      “Wow, no kidding,” I said with a flash of insight. “This is exactly the same as you and me. I didn’t realize till just now. And now I understand you better. I mean, yeah, I’ve been patient, but there’s a small part of me that thinks you’re trying to drag things out, to get me to ask you to marry me before we do anything.”

      “No, nothing like that. It’ll happen before then. I’m just being silly, but I’m working on it. Only, be patient with me.”

      “I will.”

      She leaned forward and kissed me again, long and tender. Then her hands found my penis and massaged it gently. Blood rushed into it as her fingers worked their magic.

      “Do you think you’ll ever go all the way?” Christy asked. “With Erin, I mean.”

      “I want to, but when the time is right.”

      She nodded seriously but then grinned. “Remember my fantasy? About the three of us? Well, now I have a bunch more.”

      “I can’t wait to hear them.”

      “Sorry, you’re going to have to.”

      “Oh? Do you need some attention?”

      “Yes, please. But… can we go slow? I’m feeling very affectionate toward you right now.”

      “We can go slow. We have the rest of our lives.”

      She lasted all of three seconds before she pursed her lips to keep from laughing. Then she rose on her knees, braced her arms on my collarbone, and smiled down at me.

      “That was maybe the worst line ever,” she said. “Except it was the best.”

      “So… It was the best of lines, it was the worst of lines?”

      “Oh no, please don’t.”

      “What? You don’t like A Tale of Two Titties?”

      “Please, I’m begging you.”

      “For more Dick… -ens?”

      “Oh my gosh, stop!”

      I suddenly grew serious. “Only if you do something for me.”

      “Like what?” she asked warily.

      “Go to bed with me.”

      “Why, so you can keep making awful puns?”

      “No, so I can put my tongue to better use.”

      “Oh. Well. When you put it that way…”
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      For the second week in a row, Christy woke me long before dawn on Sunday. At least she was consistent and did it with a handjob. That was just common courtesy as far as I was concerned.

      “Sorry,” she said, “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “S’okay. What time is it?”

      She raised her head to look. “Almost three.”

      “You been awake the whole time?”

      “I slept a little but then woke up thinking.”

      “’Bout what?”

      “This and that,” she hedged.

      “Talk about it? Never mind. Dumb question. Gimme a sec, I’ll try to wake up. In the meantime, you wanna—?”

      “Yes and no. I always want to, especially when you’re hard like this, but do you mind if we talk first? Just this once?”

      “No problem.”

      “At least I know what I want to say. I’ve been thinking about it for hours.”

      “Another of those conversations?” I said. “Where you interrogate me with the Hughes Lie Detector?”

      “No,” she said indignantly. Then she softened her tone, “I mean, not exactly.” She drew a deep breath. “I have a confession… When I woke you up last week and asked about Erin, I wasn’t entirely honest about why I was so horny. I— Wait. I’m getting ahead of myself.”

      I was tempted to tease her and tell her to take her time—she was still holding my dick—but something about her tone made me think twice. I gave her a reassuring squeeze instead.

      “Okay, here goes,” she began hesitantly. “I’m gonna start from the beginning. Well, not the beginning-beginning, but when I first— Ugh! I’m getting ahead of myself again.” She paused and then said, “I’m just gonna start. You’ll figure it out.

      “So, after Vaughn moved away, things kind of fizzled out between Peter, Lani, and me. We all wanted to keep doing it, but none of us had the guts. Then Lani and I had a sleepover, about a month after Christmas. We stayed up late and talked, serious best-friend stuff. And we picked up where we’d left off. With… you know… making out and playing with each other.”

      “I kinda figured,” I chuckled.

      “Right. And then one day I was hanging out at their house after practice. She left Peter and me alone. He started hinting about what we’d done with Vaughn. Lani must’ve told him how much I liked it. Anyway, she came back and told us she had to run down the street and do something for her mother. She’d be gone about half an hour, she said.”

      “Sounds like a setup.”

      “Totally. I knew it at the time, but I only figured out later what she’d really done.”

      “Which was?”

      “You know. I can feel it.” She stroked my hard-on. “She snuck back and watched. Peter must’ve known too, ’cause he came really fast. He wanted me to keep going, so I did, and he came again. Lani ‘coincidentally’ returned after he put his penis away and we straightened up.”

      “Yep, a total setup.”

      “Mmm hmm. And a couple of days later, he said he had to go do something at the neighbor’s. Oh, Paul, I was so naïve back then. I had no idea. I just thought Lani wanted to fool around like usual. But we normally did it in her room or mine, never out where someone might see.”

      “But you did it in the living room, didn’t you?” I said. “Because Peter wanted to watch.”

      “Exactly. I wasn’t a total idiot, though, so I figured it out. Lani and I got in a big fight about it. But then we made up and did it again. It was… really exciting, especially knowing that Peter was probably watching. Lani wanted us to take all our clothes off—”

      “Hadn’t Peter seen you before? With Vaughn?”

      “Uh-uh. We always kept them on. Vaughn felt me up through my shirt and bra, and a couple of times under, but he never saw me naked. I was so skinny and flat-chested that he probably didn’t care. But… it was different with Peter. He asked me to take my shirt off. He was sweet about it. And he was kinda rough when he played with my nipples, which I liked.

      “I also felt really naughty when I realized he and Lani were watching each other as much as me,” she said. “It was kinda weird, though. We all pretended not to know what the others were doing. But sometimes she’d let things slip that she couldn’t know unless she’d seen.

      “Still,” Christy continued, “we did it any time their mom was at her volunteer job. I think that’s when my mom figured out what was going on, although she probably thought Lani and I were kissing and experimenting, or something silly like ‘playing doctor.’ I don’t think she had any idea what we were really doing.”

      “Probably not.”

      “Besides, she thought Peter’s part-time job started right after swim practice. I… um… might’ve let her think that even though I knew better.”

      “You’re a sneaky little thing.”

      “I had to be! Even without my brothers watching over me, I still had my dad’s stupid rules.”

      “I’m just teasing,” I said. “Although I’m going to have to pay more attention. You did the same thing with me when you and Wren started fooling around in Siobhan’s office.”

      “Yes, but I told you about that.”

      “Eventually.”

      “Like you ‘eventually’ told me you were talking to Gina instead of Sara?”

      “Ouch!”

      “See,” she said, still a bit testy, “I’m not the only one.”

      “Fair enough. Anyway, I’m sorry I interrupted. What happened next?”

      She shrugged. “We didn’t have as many excuses to see each other after swim season ended, but we did it every chance we could. And all through the spring and summer, any time we weren’t surfing or hanging out at the beach. But then school started again and I realized things were different. With them, I mean.”

      “They’d started fooling around with each other.”

      “How’d you know? Never mind. I forgot who I was talking to. Of course you’d know.” She kissed my chest and gave my stomach a friendly little caress. “I never saw them do it or anything,” she continued, “but Lani bragged about a secret guy she was ‘seeing.’ She told me she was giving him blowjobs. She was even thinking about going all the way.”

      “How’d Peter handle it?”

      “That’s how I figured out who it was. He stopped doing anything with me and became really weird. He worked more and avoided me or was angry whenever I saw him. I think he felt guilty.”

      “Incest isn’t something you do casually,” I said. “Society has a huge taboo about it. I mean, I used to feel guilty too, especially about my fantasies. I don’t anymore, but I’m an exception to the rule that incest is bad. Still, a lot of people think about it.”

      “You can say that again,” Christy said under her breath.

      I heard it but didn’t think anything about it till later. Instead, I continued, “My situation isn’t unique, but it’s pretty rare. I mean, Erin and I were kind of encouraged to experiment, although not necessarily with each other. We knew about sex and the consequences—not just physical, but emotional too—so I probably adjusted better because I was raised like I was.”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” Christy said softly. “Peter didn’t do so well. Lani didn’t really change, which was weird in its own way, but he turned into a jerk.”

      “He probably liked what they were doing but felt guilty about it. No clue what was going through her head.”

      “I… think I know. One of the things girls worry about most is ruining our reputation. Lani knew Peter couldn’t brag about what they did, so it was perfect for her. She could do things with him and no one would know. That’s a big part of why I do things with you. I love you, but I also know you won’t tell anyone.”

      “No, definitely not. But what happened with them? Did things ever go back to normal? Or did they get worse?”

      “Sort of worse. They eventually went all the way—I was up close and personal with Lani, if you know what I mean. I saw her before and after.”

      I chuckled. “So that was your introduction to the hymen?”

      “Yeah. I knew what it was—every girl does, a cherry—but not for real, not till Lani lost hers. And for the record, she didn’t ‘lose’ anything. It was just this little piece of skin that tore. I never even knew it was there or what it was. I just thought it was part of her, until it was different. And I probably wouldn’t’ve noticed if I hadn’t been suspicious already.”

      “Did she change in other ways? Emotionally?”

      “A little. She was more secretive, maybe, but I didn’t really notice at the time. Peter changed a lot, so that’s what I paid attention to.” She shrugged. “We didn’t hang out as much because of it. I was really upset. I mean, I had no idea what was going on. Not at the time. I’m pretty sure I do now, but…”

      I nodded and stroked her back as she fell silent. She’d stopped playing with my dick sometime during her story, and she simply held me as her emotions settled.

      “How’d things end?” I asked after a while.

      She drew a deep breath and plunged into the story again. “Peter quit the swim team. He got a new job and worked every day right after school, for real. In the spring he applied to go to school in Hilo instead of Honolulu. I think he wanted to get away. Duh.”

      “Not just from the guilt,” I said, “but from the temptation too.”

      “You’re probably right.” She sighed. “Lani and I were still friends, but things were never the same. We were real intense for a couple of weeks when my dad got a new command and we knew we were leaving for San Diego, but that was probably the one time I was happy to move.

      “I felt really guilty about it, though. I mean, Lani had been my best friend. And Peter wasn’t really my boyfriend, but he was the closest thing I’d ever had to one.” She fell silent and thought for a moment before she said, “I guess what I felt most guilty about—at the time, at least—was that I couldn’t stop thinking about them doing it. I mean, I never saw it, but I must’ve imagined it, like, a million times.”

      She slid her hand down my stomach and found my manhood. She sighed as she massaged it. “I thought you’d like that. I’ve had a lot of time to think about it. And this won’t surprise you, but Brooke helped. She didn’t know she was doing it, but still.”

      “No wonder you couldn’t sleep,” I said. “You had all this going through your head?”

      “Just wait. You only know half of it. I’m still really scared to tell you the rest, but I’m pretty sure I know how you’ll react. Like you were about Erin.” She laughed at herself. “Exactly like that, so you probably figured it out already.”

      “Maybe.”

      “I think you have, but I’ll tell you anyway. You like when I say naughty things.”

      “I like learning more about you. Besides, we usually have sex after—”

      “We do not! Well, not my kind of sex. Your kind, maybe.”

      “Oral sex is still sex.”

      “Fine,” she play-grumped. “We have sex afterward.” She stroked my erection. “It’s a good thing I love you.”

      “A very good thing,” I agreed. “Anyway, as I was saying… I like getting to know you—the real you.”

      “I’m glad,” she said softly. “Because I’ve never told anyone these things. Not even Brooke, and definitely not Wren. I’d never trust her with something like this. But I’m stalling. So, here goes.

      “My mom had a bunch of tricks for getting me out of the house to make new friends each time we moved. That’s how I started ballet, gymnastics, swimming, et cetera. She signed me up for stuff. When we moved to San Diego, it was summer diving camp, and that’s where I met Brooke. Her family had just moved from Dallas, so we were the new girls. She was kind of quiet at first, but we started talking and found out we were both going to Uni when school started.”

      “Hold on… going to what?”

      “Oh, sorry,” Christy said. “The University of San Diego High School—”

      “Ah, right!”

      “—but everyone called it Uni for short. Anyway, Brooke and I hit it off immediately. ‘Like a house on fire,’ she used to say. They lived near us and had a pool, so we hung out there after camp ended.”

      “Lemme guess,” I said, “one thing led to another?”

      “Paul, I swear! She had my swimsuit off and was between my legs before I knew it.”

      I chuckled.

      “She did!”

      “Little Bit,” I said gently, “I know you. You play at being innocent, but you aren’t. Wren’s pretty sure you seduced her.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she lied.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Ugh! I can feel your eyebrow doing that skeptical thing. It’s so annoying. Okay. Fine. I might’ve seduced Wren. But she started it! I didn’t seduce Brooke, though. I promise. I’ll swear on a Bible if you want.”

      “No, I wouldn’t want to put your soul in jeopardy.”

      “What?” she squawked. Then she sat up and stared me down. “Take that back! My soul wouldn’t be in jeopardy! I’m telling the truth!”

      “Okay, if you say so.”

      “Paul Dean Hughes, I did not seduce Brooke. She seduced me! I swear.”

      “Sorry, I’m mostly teasing you.” I stroked her back and waited.

      “Yeah, okay, but it’s the principle. Brooke seduced me.”

      “Brooke seduced you,” I agreed seriously.

      “You still sound like you don’t believe me.”

      “I believe you. But the important thing is that you ended up in bed together.”

      “For your information, Mr. Smarty-pants, we were in the pool.”

      “Right, you said swimsuit. Sounds like fun. Sex with Brooke in the water…”

      The covers had fallen back when Christy had sat up, so I pushed them out of the way and reached for my semi-hard shaft.

      “Darn it,” she complained, “why can’t I stay annoyed at you?”

      “Because you love me. And I love you.” I aimed my hard-on at her. “He loves you too.”

      “He loves anyone who’ll pay attention to him.”

      “These days, that’s you and only you.”

      She snorted a laugh but allowed me to guide her head down. She relaxed as she sucked, although she still had her mind on her story. She stopped after a couple of minutes and returned to her still-warm spot by my side. I pulled the covers over us.

      “Better?” I said.

      “Much. Thank you. I always feel better with something in my mouth. Usually it’s a pencil or my thumb or something, but a penis works too. Laugh all you like,” she said before I could, “but you benefit from it.”

      “I do.”

      “Not till the wedding. Now, where was I? Right, Brooke. Her family isn’t Catholic but her parents sent her to private schools, so that’s why she was going to Uni. She likes girls, duh, although she’s into guys too. And she’s the baby of the family, like me. Her sister’s a lot older, but she and her brother are five years apart.”

      “Just like you and Laurence.”

      “Mmm hmm. And she totally had a crush on Hunter, her brother.” Christy squeezed my dick. “You know where this is going.”

      “I think so.”

      “But you want me to say it.”

      “Yep.”

      “That’s okay. I knew you would. Why do you think I couldn’t sleep? Do I wanna tell you or not?”

      “You know you do. You wouldn’t’ve brought it up if you didn’t.”

      “I know, but I’m still scared. I’ve kept it hidden for so long.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay, I can do this. Like me and Laurence.” She let his name hang there for a moment before she worked up the courage to continue, “I had a crush on him. I wanted to… do things. You know… what I like.”

      “Mmm hmm, I do. And that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      “Something else is hard, but telling you wasn’t. And it feels like a huge weight’s been lifted.”

      “It has,” I chuckled. “Remember what you said about secrets? They aren’t so dark and dirty when they’re in the light.”

      “I know, but I didn’t think it’d be like this.”

      “Well, you know I’m not going to make you feel dirty. Besides, real incest is rare, but the fantasies are pretty common. Unless you and Laurence—?”

      “Oh my gosh, no! But… I really wanted to. Only, sometimes I’m glad nothing ever happened. I mean, I can’t help but think of Lani and Peter and feel sorry for them. They used to be so happy and normal. But they… I dunno how to describe it.”

      “They couldn’t resist their urges. And they couldn’t handle the guilt afterward.”

      “Urges,” Christy mused. “That’s a good word for it.”

      “Yeah. We both know what it’s like.”

      “You can say that again,” she said softly. Then, “It feels weird talking about this. Brooke and I did, sort of, but not really. She never knew how I felt.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” I said. “I mean, why did she tell you her fantasies?”

      “Just… because,” Christy said obstinately.

      “Did you get excited?”

      “You know I did.”

      “And maybe she noticed? Even if you didn’t say anything aloud?”

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      “Hmm.”

      “She didn’t!” She fell silent and sulked.

      “To thine own self be true,” I said after a moment.

      “Now I wish you’d never said that.”

      “Well, I did. Shakespeare said it first, but he isn’t here at the moment.”

      “Thank goodness! I’m still scared that you know how I felt.”

      I stroked her back and let her calm down.

      “No, I take that back,” she said eventually. “I’m scared that you know how I feel.”

      “Ah. Present tense.”

      “I knew you’d get it. And I think you’re probably right—Brooke knew.” Christy paused again to gather her thoughts. “She had a stash of her mother’s old Variations, and one issue had a whole section about family. Not family-family, but stepfathers and sisters-in-law and people like that. One letter was from a woman who did it with her stepbrother. They were going to a wedding and were supposed to have separate rooms. The hotel had a convention and a mix-up with the reservations, so they only had one room left.”

      “Yeah, I can imagine.”

      Christy sighed as she remembered. “Brooke gave me the magazine and told me to read that particular letter. She knew how excited I’d get. I guess it was sort of a test, ’cause then she told me about her and Hunter.”

      “What happened between them? Anything serious? Or just the usual fantasies?”

      “Nothing serious, but more than just fantasies. He lived at home for college, when her family was still in Texas. The bathroom connected their bedrooms, so she spied on him. He had a stash of magazines too—Playboy and regular Penthouse—and she watched as he looked at them and jerked off.

      “Sometimes she did the same thing. Not with magazines, but she played with herself on her bed with the bathroom door ajar. I never did anything like that with Laurence,” Christy added, “but I… um… tried to see him whenever he was home from school. And we had to share a bathroom in Japan. I was too young to be interested in boys, but I saw him. Nude, I mean. And once…”

      She thought about it for a long time before she cleared her throat and continued. “Once, he was home for Christmas. We’d been doing figure drawing in my art class at UCSD, so I asked him to pose for me.”

      “Did he do it nude?”

      “Oh my gosh, no! Never in a million years. I was his sister. But… he only wore a towel, one of the smaller ones we used for swimming. It covered him fine, so I guess he didn’t even think about it. He was sitting on the bed in the guest room. You know, the one where you stay.”

      I nodded and pictured it in my head.

      “He was leaning back with his legs crossed at the ankles. I guess he got comfortable, ’cause he couldn’t keep his eyes open. Then he fell asleep and moved his knee. His towel parted, and I… I could see his penis. He started dreaming and got really hard.” She paused and waited for me to react. “You don’t think I’m a horrible person?”

      “You know I don’t.”

      “Then why’m I still so nervous?” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I knew I shouldn’t look,” she continued, “but I couldn’t stop myself. I felt so guilty, especially when I realized how excited I was. I wanted to… you know.”

      “Go down on him.”

      “More,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “I wanted to go all the way.” She cleared her throat and said in a normal voice, “Are you shocked?”

      “Not really. Maybe a little,” I teased, “’cause you’re my goody-goody girlfriend—”

      “I’m not a goody-goody.”

      “—but I’ve had the same thoughts about Erin.”

      She nodded, reassured. Then she squeezed my erection. “I can tell.”

      Treacherous organ, I thought.

      “I know what you just called him,” she laughed. “In your head. That’s okay. I’m glad he’s treacherous. I mean, he tells me all sorts of things. And… he makes me feel better about my fantasies. It’s a huge relief to talk to someone who understands.”

      “Are we still talking about my penis?”

      “No, you.” She kissed my chest. “I’ll talk to him later. Right now you’re more important.” We fell silent as she thought about everything she’d told me. Then she sighed and said, “You’re very good for me.”

      “I’m glad. You’re good for me too.”

      “I can tell. I like telling you my fantasies. And I like hearing yours. I get so hot when I think about you and Erin.”

      “Are you ready to—?”

      “Yes, please.” She immediately disappeared under the covers.

      I moved them aside and let her fantasies kindle mine. I pictured Erin on her back, her legs spread as I fucked her slowly. Christy knelt over her and moaned as Erin licked her. My fantasy took off as Christy began sucking for real. I lasted about thirty seconds before I pushed her head down. She moaned in surprise when I erupted down her throat. After I finally stopped shooting, she rolled away and coughed.

      “Oh my gosh,” she panted, “that was fast. I thought I was going to choke.”

      “Sorry.” I closed my mouth to moisten it and realized I was breathing hard too. “I was thinking of you and Erin. Together.”

      “Warn a girl next time.” She cleared her throat. Then she massaged my balls and tentatively moved toward my cock. “Is it safe?”

      “I think so. Round two?”

      “Round one, as far as I’m concerned. I barely got to enjoy the first one.”

      “Sorry ’bout that,” I chuckled. “I couldn’t help it. We’ve been talking about sex, and then I started thinking about you and Erin, and… well… you know the rest.”

      “You tried to drown me in semen.”

      “I promise I’ll give you more warning next time.”

      “Yes, please,” she said as she began sucking again. “Mmm, tha’s more like it.”

      I rubbed her back as she slowly fellated me. I lasted longer the second time and she enjoyed herself. Afterward, I gently pushed her to her back and climbed over her.

      “My turn.” I kissed her and tasted myself on her lips. Then I spent a couple of minutes biting and sucking her nipples before I moved lower. I held her wrists at her sides as I settled between her thighs and nudged them apart with my shoulders.

      Her juices coated my cheeks, and she writhed as I licked her. She didn’t last long either. She stiffened after only a few minutes and thrust her pussy into my mouth. I rode out her orgasm and let her calm down. Then I crawled up her body and settled atop her. She hooked her legs over mine and languidly ran her hands up and down my back.

      “Happy Birdy?”

      “Very happy,” she agreed. “I like it when you call me that. Not all the time, but… sometimes.”

      “When you’re thinking about Laurence.”

      “Yes.” She fell silent for a moment. “Does Erin have a nickname for you?”

      “Dork. Dweeb. Doofus.”

      “That’s ’cause you are!” she laughed. Then she grew serious. “Do you mind if I ask you something?”

      “No, go ahead.”

      “Are you with me because I remind you of her?”

      “Erin? No. Not consciously, at least. Most of my girlfriends have been brunettes. Although…” I grinned down at her. “I don’t know if you realized, but all the ones last spring were blue-eyed blondes.”

      “Hmm, I wonder why,” she said archly.

      “Maybe I knew back then that I wanted you. I just didn’t realize it.” I shrugged and added, “In reality, I’m attracted to anyone with a healthy attitude about sex. I didn’t think that was you at first, but…”

      “You came to your senses.”

      “Yep.” I kissed the tip of her nose. “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “Same here. And I’m glad Wren and I were late to class that day. You might never’ve noticed us.”

      “Oh, I think I would’ve. You’re hard to miss. You’re a little piece of sunshine.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What about you?” I said. “Are you with me ’cause I remind you of Laurence?”

      “At first, no. You don’t look anything like him. Maybe your general shape and coloring, but he was smaller. Shorter, too. But now that I know you better? Yes, a little. Your personalities are similar. You’re always so positive. It drives me crazy sometimes, but… you make me smile like he did.”

      “I can live with that.”

      “I hope so,” she said.

      “I know so.” I lingered over a kiss and then looked at the clock. “Okay, it’s almost four thirty. Do you wanna try to go back to sleep, or…?”

      She grinned. “Or what?”

      “Trade bodily fluids for a couple of hours and then hit the slopes?”

      “Yes, please. Bodily fluids.”
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        * * *

      

      Damon and Alexa drove us to the airport in Elkins after lunch, and Carolyn rode along. She clearly hadn’t adjusted to the idea that her daughter wanted to fly. Christy sensed her reluctance and started chatting about how her brothers had learned and what they did in the military. The teens and I left them in the relative warmth of the FBO waiting area and headed out to the flight line.

      I didn’t know what to expect from Alexa when we reached the plane. I thought she might be nervous or shy or wouldn’t take it seriously, but she was just as focused and even quicker than Damon. I reminded myself that plenty of women had been pioneers in aviation, starting with the Wright brothers’ sister, Katharine. So, note to self: ditch the preconceptions about women and what they could or couldn’t do.

      I let Damon fly copilot first, since he was older and had more experience. We spent an hour in the air going over the axes of motion, control surfaces, and how to use them for basic flight maneuvers. Alexa watched from the back and absorbed everything.

      We returned to the airport so the teens could switch positions. I parked on the ramp and shut down the engine to give Alexa the same experience as her brother. She surprised me when she asked if she could go through the checklist by herself.

      “I don’t see why not,” I said. “It’s slightly different, though, since the engine’s hot.”

      “What’s different?” she asked.

      “You lock the primer instead of pumping it.” I hid my surprise when she mentally went through the list and slotted the new information into place.

      “Okay,” she said. “I think I have it.”

      I flipped to the Engine Start (Hot) checklist. Then I handed it to her and deliberately folded my hands in my lap. She went through the entire sequence without looking at the card once.

      “Showoff,” Damon muttered over the intercom. He knew as well as I did that she hadn’t missed anything.

      “That was good,” I told her, “but use the card next time. It’s a good habit to get into.”

      “Why? I know it already.”

      “If you’re ever in a real emergency, you might miss something in the confusion. A checklist forces you to slow down, pay attention, and do it right… which might save your life one day.”

      She nodded seriously.

      “And it makes your instructor happy.”

      That earned a shy grin.

      I was tempted to let her try her hand at takeoff, but I didn’t want to throw her into the deep end too soon. Besides, it was muscle memory more than the mental kind. I let her announce our intentions on the radio, though, and she repeated my tone and cadence almost exactly. She wasn’t quite as confident when she took the controls once we were in the air, but she learned quickly. And, like her brother, she was hooked from the start.

      We returned to the airport after another hour, and they helped me refuel the plane before we went inside. Carolyn seemed to wilt when she saw her daughter’s expression.

      “Oh, Alexandra,” she said, “seriously?”

      “Mom, it was amazing! I flew the plane and everything. We…”

      Christy slipped her arm through mine and beamed up at me. “If it’s okay with you,” she said quietly, “I asked Carolyn if we could come back in two weeks.”

      I counted forward. “First weekend in March? Yeah, that should work. But only if we get our projects done on time. They’re due the following week, and exams start the tenth.”

      “I know, but… I want one more weekend alone before the end of the quarter and spring break. Wren wants us to go to Florida with them.”

      My eyebrows rose. “Oh? And when were you going to tell me?”

      “I said she wants us to go, not that I’d agreed. I told her I’d have to talk to you first. So there!”

      “Oh. Okay. Then I’m sorry. I guess I’m just a little suspicious when it comes to Wren.”

      “Me too. So don’t worry. I won’t make the same mistake twice, of committing us to anything without talking to you first. Which is why I asked about coming here in two weeks. What should I tell Carolyn?”

      “We’ll be here.”

      Christy beamed with excitement and waited for a break in Alexa’s conversation with her mother. We thanked them, said goodbye, and told them we’d see them in two weeks. Alexa watched longingly as we headed out to the plane.

      “That girl isn’t boy-crazy,” I said to Christy as I helped her onto the wing. “She’s plane-crazy.”

      “I wasn’t boy-crazy at her age either. That happened later, when I met you.”

      I grinned and climbed up after her.

      “Now I’m sex-crazy.”

      I lowered myself into the cockpit. “Didn’t you get enough this morning?”

      “You know me.” She sank into the seat and closed the door. “My metabolism and libido. Speaking of which…” She triumphantly pulled a baggie of grapes and cheese from her jacket pocket. “Now, if only someone could satisfy my carnal desires.”

      “If only,” I muttered as I reached over her head to secure the door.

      “You keep me very satisfied,” she said with a laugh. “Mmm, very, very satisfied.”

      “I might not survive, though. You’re like a sexual vampire.”

      “I vant to suck your cock.” She grinned and popped a grape into her mouth.

      “I’ve created a monster.”

      “Mmm, but a cute monster. Will you take me to your lab? Strap me to a table? Do naughty experiments on me?” Her eyes flashed. “Ooh, ooh! I know! Throw me in the dungeon and use me in perverted sex rituals. Over and over, till I succumb to your dark desires.”

      “Ha!”

      “I was on a roll. So sue me.” She batted her eyes and nibbled a cube of cheese. “Or use me, Dr. Penis-stein.” She collapsed in a fit of giggles.

      I shook my head in amusement—with her and at her—and started the engine.

      “Oh, I love you,” Christy sighed through the intercom when she recovered enough breath to speak.

      “I love you too, but… you make me a little nervous.”

      “Why?”

      “You like sex as much as I do.”

      “Maybe more. I’m an overachiever, you know.”

      “Help,” I said plaintively, to no one in particular.

      Christy ate her cheese and quietly radiated happiness.
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        * * *

      

      Life continued back in the real world, which was how I’d begun to think of Knoxville. Christy focused on her Kanagawa series with new energy. In a single day she created a clay maquette of thirty-something Delilah’s body with middle-aged Sayuri’s features. I was on schedule with my own project, but I needed to pick up the pace if I wanted to finish early so we could spend one more weekend in Snowshoe.

      Trip and Wren were just as busy, although dinner with Christy and me had become a semi-sacred ritual, even if we had to run out for pizza at nine o’clock. Our first order of business was to make plans for spring break. Wren wanted the four of us to spend a week at her family’s condo on the beach in Florida. Her parents rarely used it anymore, she said. Her father was busy with his new mistress, a woman only a few years older than her, while her mother and special friend hardly ever traveled.

      Wren tried to act blasé about her parents’ relationship, but it bothered her that they’d grown so far apart and now led mostly separate lives. I thought theirs was a practical arrangement, a lot better than a divorce and court battle over money and business interests, but Christy disagreed.

      “I don’t ever want to be like that,” she said later, in the privacy of our bedroom. “I love Wren, but I’d never choose her over you.”

      “Well, lucky for us, you don’t have to,” I said.

      “Thank you. But just so you know, you’d win.” She finished with her lotions and potions and gave herself a critical look in the mirror. I hid a smile when she lifted her breasts and released them to see how much they sagged. (Answer: not much.) She looked at them in profile and frowned. Then she turned the other way to get a different perspective. She was far more critical of her body than I was.

      “You’re beautiful,” I reminded her. “And not just on the outside; on the inside too.”

      She blushed when she realized I’d been watching. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, come to bed.” I set my book on the nightstand and scooted over to give her room.

      She turned off the light and slid under the covers. “Mmm, I love doing this. I feel all tingly and warm when I take my clothes off and climb into bed with you every night. I still can’t believe I don’t feel guilty. Part of me thinks I should, but…” She shrugged. “I haven’t told Marianne we’re living together. She thinks I still have my own room and we only spend the night together once in a while.”

      “It’s none of her business,” I said mildly.

      “I know, although I’ll tell her eventually. Speaking of which… I don’t want to be like her and Harry either. They only have sex two or three times a week. I haven’t had the guts to tell her you and I do it that many times a day.” Her hand found my dick. “What can I say? A girl has needs.”

      “Some more than others,” I chuckled.

      “I still prefer when you take charge,” she said as she began massaging my cock, “but I know you like it when I make the first move.” She concentrated on making me as hard as possible, which didn’t take long. “And… I’ve been thinking. I’m ready. To go all the way, I mean.”

      “You’re ready?” I said, half in shock.

      “Yes.” She blocked my grab with a playful laugh. “Not tonight, Mr. Eager Beaver.”

      “More like Eager for Beaver.”

      She squeezed my rock-hard shaft. “Be patient. I’m talking about spring break. I started a new calendar just for this, and the timing should work.”

      “Hold on, what timing?”

      “With my period. I need to be ready.”

      “Um… by ‘ready,’” I said, deliberately neutral, “you mean ‘on the pill.’”

      “Oh my gosh, no!”

      All of a sudden I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Calendar,” “timing,” and “not on the pill” all pointed to one thing, and not one that set my mind at ease.

      “It’s against my beliefs,” Christy explained.

      “So is sex outside of wedlock,” I snapped. Then I shook my head in irritation. “You know what they call people who practice the rhythm method? Mommies and daddies.”

      “No, it really works. Marianne’s been telling me. She—”

      “Has four kids! And a husband!” I closed my eyes and tried to find an island of calm. It sank. “You need to be on the pill,” I said tersely, “or I need to use condoms.”

      “Paul, I… I don’t believe in artificial birth control.”

      “And I don’t believe—” Anything I said would’ve made things worse, so I shut up.

      “Don’t believe what?” she said at last.

      I took another breath and exhaled slowly. Don’t rush to judgment, I told myself. Always be mindful. “Easy for you to say,” I muttered to Glen, wherever he was.

      “What is?”

      “Nothing,” I said at last. “I’m just—” I tried to ignore my frustration and think in positive terms. I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

      “I’m sorry I brought it up,” Christy said in a small voice. “I didn’t mean to start an argument.”

      And I can’t believe we’re even having an argument, I grumbled to myself, much less about this. “It’s okay,” I said aloud. “Baby steps.”

      “I thought you’d be excited.”

      “I am. But I’ll be honest… I really don’t like the idea of having sex without protection, without the pill or condoms.”

      “And I don’t want a pill to come between us. I don’t want some rubber… thing… either. I want to feel you.”

      I didn’t need much imagination to hear “as God intended” in her tone.

      “That’s why I started a new calendar for my cycle,” she insisted. “That’s how Catholic birth control works.”

      Ah, yes, I thought with acid sarcasm, and it’s forced on women by celibate old men who’re afraid of progress and, more importantly, don’t bear a shred of responsibility when their so-called “birth control” doesn’t work because of basic human nature!

      Christy felt my silent tirade, although she was remarkably calm about it. “I know you think it’s stupid,” she said, “but it really works. I promise. And… it’s the only thing I can do. If you don’t want to—”

      “You know I do,” I snapped. Then I took a firmer grip on my temper and pictured my frustration level as a big thermometer. I counted down from ten and imagined the temperature falling. When I reached zero and could think clearly, I tried to see things from her perspective. I tried to be mindful. And I tried not to rush to judgment.

      I didn’t like the situation any better, but my temper had cooled.

      “Do you want to…?” Christy asked. She didn’t wait for an answer before she reached for my penis, which had gone soft in protest.

      “Not really.” I grimaced at my tone and added, “I’m not angry. Not anymore. I’m…” Brooding? Sulking? Moping? “Feeling thoughtful.”

      “Oh. Okay. I wasn’t sure. I thought…”

      “I know. Do you mind if we’re just friends tonight?”

      “Are we? Still friends, I mean.”

      “We are,” I said, “but I’m not in the mood to fool around. Sorry.”

      “Okay. But…”

      “But…?”

      “I might have to wake you up in the middle of the night.”

      “Sure,” I said with a smile that only took a little effort.

      “I have needs too, you know. And I’m very determined.”

      “You are, which is one of the things I love about you. It’s also one of the things that drives me crazy. Yin and yang, I guess.”

      “I’m sorry I’m so difficult.”

      “Nothing worthwhile is easy.”

      “Thank you. For thinking I’m worthwhile.”

      “I know you’re worthwhile. And we’ll find a compromise that works. In the meantime…” I gently urged her to roll over. “I love you,” I said as she turned and scooted her hips toward me. She fit neatly in the curve of my body. “We’ll make it work. Together.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I know so.”

      “You’re always so confident and positive.” She gave my thigh an experimental caress. “I can’t wait for spring break.”

      “We don’t have to wait,” I suggested hopefully. I pressed my soft cock into her pussy from behind.

      “Oh my gosh, no!” She shot forward and blocked me with her hand. “This is danger week. I’m right in the middle. Of my cycle, I mean.”

      “What about this weekend?”

      “Better, but still dangerous. You’d have to pull out, and I don’t want that.”

      “Okay, next week sometime.”

      “No, we both have class and projects and everything else going on. I hate that we’re so busy, but…” She shrugged.

      “Next weekend, in West Virginia.”

      “No. I… can’t explain it. I love the inn, but I don’t want our first time to be there.”

      I was running out of options and patience. “Why not?” I said as evenly as I could. “The bed there is ‘ours,’ more or less.”

      “I know, but…”

      I closed my eyes, exhaled slowly, and tried to calm down. Again. I told myself I couldn’t force her. Still, I was tired of waiting, tired of arbitrary excuses. She must have read my mind.

      “I know I’m being silly,” she said, meek but undeterred. “If it makes you feel any better, I thought about this before I said anything. A lot. I even double-checked the calendar, just to make sure I hadn’t messed things up. The first time that really works is next month.”

      The little head wasn’t having it, and he prodded me into another attempt.

      “You think waiting till spring break will be better?” I said. “We’ll be with Wren! We won’t have any privacy at all.”

      “That’s the last part of my plan. You wouldn’t let me tell you before.”

      “Then tell me now.”

      “We’ll have privacy if we stay here. Let Wren and Trip go to Florida before us. Then we can join them later. I know you think I’m bad at planning, but— Hold on.”

      She stretched toward the nightstand, turned on the light, and rolled to face me.

      “Look,” she continued, “I’ve really thought about it. This weekend doesn’t work because of the timing. Next weekend we’ll be in West Virginia. The weekend after that is bad because I’ll probably be on my period. Besides, it’s the end of the quarter and we’ll have exams, so we won’t have time to enjoy it.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly. Her Christy-logic was frustratingly sound.

      “Wren and Trip want to leave for Florida on the fourteenth,” she continued. “You and I can fly down on the sixteenth. That’ll give us two whole days. Alone. In our own bed. I have my little calendar. I can show you.” She started to get up, but I held her down.

      “No, you’re right. I’m just… tired of waiting.”

      She stroked my face. “So am I. That’s why I went to all the trouble to plan it. I know it’s even more waiting, but… you said I’m worth it.”

      “You are,” I said immediately.

      “Thank you.”

      “Still,” I added, “what happened to ‘you’re the man, it’s your job to decide’?”

      Her brow furrowed. “But… you said we’re partners. Equal partners, remember?”

      “I didn’t think it’d come back to bite me!”

      “Are you upset?”

      “No, not really,” I lied. “Besides, we waited this long. What’s another…?” I paused to count, but Christy’s sudden grin stopped me. “What’s so funny?”

      “Twenty-three,” she said. “Days. I don’t know how many hours or seconds, but I’d probably mess up the math anyway.” She reached between us and massaged my libido back to life. “I know it seems like a long time, but in exactly three weeks and two days, you can do whatever you like, as many times as you like. Six, ten, whatever!”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “I think you have an exaggerated notion of my stamina.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t mind if it’s only five times.”

      “Only!” I scoffed.

      “Don’t worry,” she added with a grin, “I’ll probably lose count anyway.”

      “Yeah, well… in the meantime, you can forget about just being friends tonight.”

      She tried to look innocent. “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm. You need to suck me off. Now. But don’t worry, I’ll probably lose count after five.”

      Her eyes flashed. “I won’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Judo wasn’t the same without Glen. I had plenty of friends in the club, and any of the sensei would have sparred with me, but none of them had his temperament. My morning run was all about peaceful contemplation; judo was the exact opposite, a pressure release for frustration and pent-up aggression. I had more than I could handle at the moment, and I didn’t want to explode and hit someone random.

      D’you hear that, Rich? I thought. I chuckled dryly and wondered how he’d deal with my current dilemma. He couldn’t force Christy to use modern birth control any more than I could. Worse, I couldn’t say anything to her without making an ass of myself. It was her body, after all, and her faith. If she didn’t want to compromise them, it was her decision.

      So I had to decide whether or not I was willing to live with the consequences of unprotected sex. As usual, the big and little heads were on opposite sides of the issue. Fortunately—or unfortunately, depending on whose perspective I listened to—I had a few weeks to think about it. Twenty-two days, to be exact.

      I wasn’t in the mood to work on my design project, so I decided to do something else. I left a note at home for Christy, grabbed my sunglasses and a windbreaker, and headed to the airport. Earl and his cronies were hanging out in the FBO lounge, as usual.

      “Well,” he boomed genially, “what brings you here?”

      “Time to get serious about my multi-engine rating,” I said. “And I want to become an instructor. So, let’s get started on that as well.”

      His grizzled eyebrows went up. “You tryin’ to put me out of a job?”

      “I’ve been teaching some kids. Basic stuff, but I want to keep doing it. I need the instructor certificate if I want to sign their logbooks.”

      “You’ll need your commercial license first. And more ground school. Pass a couple of FAA tests and you’re an instructor.”

      “Sounds good,” I said. “Get started on the multi-engine first? Then go over what I need for the rest?” He nodded and still didn’t move, so I gestured impatiently.

      “What, you mean now?”

      “Is that chair gonna fly away without you?”

      His cronies hooted. Earl glared, but they were immune, so he stood and hitched up his pants.

      “All right, hotshot, let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      A few days later I returned home to find Christy at the kitchen table with her arms folded and her head down. She heard me come in but didn’t look up.

      “You okay?” I said as I opened the fridge for a drink.

      “No,” she grumped.

      I closed the fridge, grabbed two apples instead, and took down the peanut butter. I quietly fixed a snack while she sulked in silence. Then I set the plate next to her, slid into a chair, and peeked under her curtain of hair.

      “Leave me alone.”

      “Sorry, no can do. Now c’mere.” I waited her out and then snapped my fingers. She sat up with a jerk. I moved her onto my lap, where she curled up with her head on my chest. “Eat first,” I said gently, “then talk.”

      She shook her head.

      “Eat.” I held up an apple.

      She obediently took a bite and chewed quietly. Then she took another bite. Her energy gradually returned as she ate the first apple.

      “More?” I said.

      “Yes, please.”

      So I fed her the second one. Afterward she dabbed her lips with a paper napkin. She grinned when I used my finger to wipe up stray peanut butter from the plate. I held it to her lips and she sucked it clean.

      “Better?”

      “Much. Thank you.”

      “Good. I need my sunshine girl.”

      She smiled up at me and then nuzzled my chest.

      “So, tell me what’s going on,” I said, soft but firm.

      “School. Project. Brooke.”

      I knew about the first two—we all did—so I focused on the last. “What’s up? She okay?”

      “No. She’s having guy problems.”

      “Ah.”

      “She told me about them today. And now I feel guilty for telling her how good things are with you and me.”

      “I see.”

      “She’s been dating this guy, Fletcher, for about a year. But now she thinks he’s cheating on her.”

      “Does she have reason to? Or just vague suspicions?”

      “No, she has reason. He’s been acting weird and won’t tell her where he’s been sometimes. Last week she found an earring in his bedroom. Today, a pair of panties.”

      “And they weren’t hers.”

      “No.”

      “She going to break up with him?”

      Christy shrugged. “She wants to work it out. She says she loves him. And I didn’t know what to tell her. I mean, you and I have such a weird relationship. I didn’t feel like I could give her advice.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know if I can explain it.” She thought for a moment. “Before I met you, I’d’ve said break up with him. But now… I was thinking about how I’d feel if you had sex with someone else. Without telling me, I mean.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “Exactly,” she said when she felt my surprise. “I know you’re going to do it with Wren, but that doesn’t really bother me. Not anymore. I know it’s just sex with her.” She laughed, in surprise as much as a release of tension. “It feels weird to say it like that, but that’s how I feel.” She swatted my chest, light and playful, which was at odds with her mood otherwise. “You’re a bad influence.”

      “Or a good one.”

      “Very good,” she agreed. “But yeah… I know you’re going to have sex with other women, especially if I work up the nerve to become a swinger.”

      “Probably, yeah.”

      “But what if you do it without telling me? I mean, I did the same thing with Wren, although that was different.”

      “Right.”

      “I think I’d be upset, but I’m not sure. Is that my autopilot or for real? I don’t know anymore. So that’s why I didn’t know what to tell Brooke. She’s a lot like me, but she doesn’t have someone like you to explain it.”

      “Her boyfriend probably isn’t like me either. I know the difference between love and sex.”

      “Exactly. You love me, but it’s just sex with the others. Except for Leah. But I think I understand the difference between her and me.”

      “I’m committed to you.”

      “You always know how to say what I’m thinking,” she said with a smile. “Anyway, I didn’t know what to tell Brooke. Still don’t. I feel bad for her, but worse that I can’t help.”

      She fell silent, so I simply held her. Then we heard the front door open. Trip and Wren came in together and immediately headed upstairs. He and I hadn’t been to the gym together all week. He had a study group for his accounting final, and I used the extra time to get ahead on Joska’s project. Wren was working on her honors thesis (for real), so she and Christy hadn’t spent as much time together either.

      “Do you know if they’re going out tonight?” I asked her.

      “Yeah. Date night. Wren was talking about it this morning at the pool. They’re going to that steak restaurant he likes.” She shivered in revulsion. “And then he wants to see a band for his dad. He’s getting pretty good at picking them. Wren said the record label signed two of them. Trip gets paid for those. It’s pretty good money. He’s gonna need it if he wants to keep her happy.”

      “You aren’t so cheap yourself,” I teased.

      “Ugh. Don’t remind me. My dad keeps lecturing me.”

      “Maybe you should listen?”

      “Please don’t start,” she said. “I’m feeling bad enough as it is.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      We listened to muted thumps from the ceiling in the living room. Then the water hammer rattled when one of them started the shower.

      “I wish the timing didn’t stink for this weekend,” Christy said. “I looked at my calendar again and called Marianne and everything. But she said absolutely not. Too bad. I could use a good distraction.”

      “So,” I ventured, “she knows about…?”

      “Us? Going all the way? Of course. I had to ask her for help with birth control—”

      I compressed my lips so hard that it hurt, but Christy didn’t notice.

      “—but she’s your biggest fan these days. Bigger than Wren, even. She thinks you’ll start looking elsewhere if we don’t.” Christy laughed softly, but with irony rather than amusement. “She doesn’t know. About you being a swinger, I mean, or that I’m thinking about it. She thinks I need to sleep with you before you ‘get away.’ That’s what she did with Harry,” she added. “I know she loves him, but sometimes she talks like she had to trap him.”

      “That’s one of the major problems I had with religious girls,” I said. “Back before you and I started dating.”

      “I know. That’s how most of us were brought up, though. Sex is something you only do because you have to, with your husband. It’s dirty otherwise.”

      “But you know different now?”

      “You know I do. You can feel it. And that’s why I wish we could do it this weekend. You know I want to make love to you. Have sex and fuck too.” She looked up at me and ventured a smile. “All of it, everything.”

      “We can use condoms,” I said, but she immediately shook her head.

      “I want to feel you. The real you. Inside me. And I don’t want you to have to pull out when you come. Not the first time. Not ever, really, but Marianne said that’s one of the things we need to do sometimes.”

      “Then how about next week?”

      “We’re too busy. I told you.”

      “Okay, next—?”

      “We already talked about this.”

      “We did, but—” I growled in frustration. “I’m ready now.”

      “I know. And I’m really sorry. I know you think West Virginia would be perfect, but I don’t. Besides, I want to do other things there. Things we can’t do here.”

      “We can do anything we want here!”

      “No. I want to go out in public. And I want you to tie me up. Maybe blindfold me too. We can’t do any of that here.”

      “Why not? Hold on. Never mind. What’s to stop me from just tying you up and fucking you next weekend? I know you want it. Besides—”

      “Please don’t,” she said immediately. “What’s that dumb word? Bacon! Right, bacon. Please promise me you won’t do anything next weekend. I’m serious, Paul. Bacon serious.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. I was still frustrated and not likely to get what I wanted any time soon, but the absurdity of “bacon serious” was just too much.

      Christy grinned too, which was exactly what we both needed.

      “Okay,” I said at last, “I promise. I won’t do anything.”

      “Thank you.” She smoothed my shirt against my chest. “I know you’re upset, but… I’ve thought about this a lot. I want our first time to be perfect.”

      “You know it won’t be. Life isn’t like that. It’s always sexier in your head.”

      “I know, but I really want to try for this. I already talked to Wren and told her we’ll be staying here a few days and will join them in Florida later.”

      “How’d she take it?”

      “She was annoyed. They’ll have to drive down instead. Or pay for plane tickets.”

      “Did you tell her why?”

      “No! It’s none of her business. But… I think she figured it out.”

      “She isn’t stupid.”

      “No. Unfortunately. So she knows, but we’re pretending she doesn’t.”

      I laughed at the things we were all willing to believe when it suited us.

      “I know, right?” Christy said as she read my mind. “It’s silly, but…” She shrugged.

      Rattling pipes reminded us that we still had company upstairs.

      “I still feel kinda bad about Brooke,” Christy said. “Do you mind if we have a quiet night tonight?”

      “Not at all. Life’s full of ups and downs.”

      “Well, I really wish the ups and downs could be on your cock, but— Oh, please! Don’t look so surprised. I have naughty thoughts too.”

      “Yeah, but it’s still a shock to hear you say them aloud. And so explicitly.”

      “Well, get used to it, mister. You’ll be hearing them a lot, especially if you’re going to be my future husband.”

      I smiled, kissed her, and then simply held her.

      “Maybe you can read to me tonight?” she said after a while. “Poetry? The one about the girl like a golden flower?”

      “Cleïs.”

      “You said her name was Sappho.”

      “She’s the poet. Her little blonde daughter is Cleïs.”

      “Well, whatever her name is, I like her.”

      “She has a way with words, all right.”

      “And you have a way with me.” She glanced up and ventured a smile. “Thank you for being patient with me and putting up with my nonsense. You’re right, I’m probably being silly trying to plan our first time and make it perfect, but… I don’t want it to be in the back of your car or a quickie because Wren and Trip’ll be home soon.”

      “I know. Neither do I.”

      “And I don’t want it to be in West Virginia. I can’t really explain that either. I want it to be ours, someplace permanent. Not some… hotel room… no matter how much we like it.”

      “I understand.”

      “But that doesn’t mean we can’t do other things until then. Like, soak in the bath while you read to me? Then suck you until we fall asleep?”

      “I thought you wanted a quiet night.”

      “I said ‘quiet,’ not ‘dead.’”
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        * * *

      

      The next week passed in a blur, and I privately admitted that Christy had been right: we were both too busy to enjoy anything more than passing encounters. Oh, we could’ve had sex any time, but it would’ve been an hour at best, interrupted at worst.

      So we enjoyed each other’s company as much as we could and spent several evenings working together in my studio. She’d already finished the maquettes for the first two Kanagawa sculptures, but she still needed to create a series of detail studies for her portfolio review in the spring. So she sat in her favorite chair with a big sketch board on her lap and hummed quietly as she drew.

      One evening I startled her with a laugh. I’d just noticed her reply on the little love-note drawing, the one where I’d replaced her “CMC” with “CMH.” She’d written, You have to ask. Out loud. I stretched over my desk and unpinned it from the wall. I replied with, I will. When I’m ready, and returned it to its spot. She watched the whole thing and then stood to see what I’d written. She added a smiley face with hearts for eyes and then sank into her chair with a happy little grin.

      We were usually pretty worn out when we finally went to bed, but we managed to have some fun anyway. She offered to model some of her lingerie for me, and I jumped at the chance. I knew she had a decent collection, but I wasn’t quite prepared for the reality of it.

      In addition to her special occasion drawer in our room, she had another full drawer in her old bedroom. She had fancy bra and panty sets, garter belts, stockings, bustiers, camisoles, babydoll nighties, a couple of peignoirs, and even a sheer crotchless bodystocking.

      Part of me simply goggled at how much it all must have cost, much less where she’d found a few things in her size. I couldn’t imagine a Girls & Young Misses department with a selection of crotchless bodystockings, for example. But mostly I enjoyed the show and had fun picking out which sexy little nothing she’d wear to bed. And, of course, I enjoyed them again in the morning when I had to step over them on the floor where they’d ended up.
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        * * *

      

      On top of everything else, we also had to plan our spring class schedules and submit them for advance registration. So dinner one evening involved two large pizzas, several bottles of wine, a couple of dog-eared UT General Catalogs, and at least seven copies of the Spring Timetable.

      Three of us had an easy time of it, but Wren had a real challenge to build a schedule around two classes she needed to graduate. She made it work, but her Tuesday-Thursday schedule would be brutal. She had four classes without a break and then an honors seminar on Thursday evenings.

      “My brain’s gonna be mush by the time I’m done,” she said.

      “It’s kinda mushy now,” Christy teased.

      Wren was so exhausted that she didn’t even fire back.

      “That’s okay,” Trip said as he put an arm around her, “we’ll take care of you.”

      “Yeah, we will,” Christy said. “I’ll help organize your notes and type your thesis and anything else you need.”

      “Thanks,” Wren said.

      “That’s what friends’re for.”

      “I dunno what you’re lookin’ at me for,” I joked. “I still want a four-course meal every night.”

      Wren smiled tiredly.

      “Be nice,” Christy said.

      “Yeah, all right, I’ll help. Sheesh! You’d think a guy could be a selfish jerk once in a while.”

      “Don’t worry,” Christy said to Wren. “I’ll set him straight.”

      “Thanks,” Wren said as she leaned into Trip’s embrace, “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day I called my parents and talked to Mom. When I complained about our workload in general and mine in particular, she reminded me that she’d been pregnant with me her final semester of college.

      “I was the size of a Studebaker! But I still went to class, did my own work, and typed all your dad’s papers.”

      That put my problems in perspective, so I changed the subject and told her about our spring break plans—the Florida part, at least.

      “Erin’s break starts a couple of days before yours,” she said, “but she’ll be home.”

      “Really? I thought she’d go to the beach with friends or something,” I said. “I mean, it’s her senior year, time to cut loose and have fun.”

      “She’s trying to save money for Europe this summer. Grandma and Grandpa said they’d help, but this is the grown-up Erin.”

      I laughed.

      “She’s always been tight with money,” Mom said. “Unlike you.”

      “I’m not a spendthrift!”

      “You are compared to her. But you also earn your own money these days, so it isn’t the same.”

      “True,” I agreed. Then I looked at my watch. “I should probably go. Christy’ll be home soon, and it’s our night to fix dinner.”

      “What’re you having?”

      “I dunno. I haven’t decided yet.”

      “Doesn’t she cook?”

      “She does, but I’m a little more organized than she is, so I usually plan things.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      “Don’t sound so disappointed, Mom,” I said. “She’s great in other ways.”

      “I’m not disappointed. I just think—”

      “That a woman should cook for her man.”

      “Well, I do,” she said defensively. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “I love you, Mom, but you’re a bit old-fashioned sometimes. It’s the eighties. Christy and I have a different relationship.”

      “As long as you’re happy.”

      “I am. Very. Now, I’d better get going.”

      “Okay. I love you, honey.”

      “I love you too, Mom. Bye.”

      I hung up and grinned to myself. Sometimes Christy couldn’t be bothered to eat, much less cook. She’d have wasted away to nothing if Wren and I didn’t take care of her. As it was, she was hovering at ninety-six pounds, and Wren usually had to remind her to take the baggies of fruit and veggies she made for her.

      But what Christy lacked in size and common sense, she made up for in energy and creativity. She was constantly looking over my shoulder and making little suggestions for my building. I’d already had to go back a half-dozen times to add things to my drawings or the model. I’d also had to admit that I was too logical and a little too predictable on my own, while Christy added something special to everything she touched, including yours truly.

      So I didn’t really care that she didn’t cook, left her clothes on the floor, never balanced her checkbook, and only had a vague sense of time. Those things didn’t matter in the big picture. She made me happy in other ways, and that was fine by me.
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        * * *

      

      Damon and Alexa were both waiting for us on Friday when we landed at the airport in Elkins. They’d just finished a flying lesson themselves, and they introduced us to their instructor, a thin, sour man in his sixties with a full head of snow-white hair and piercing blue eyes. He was an Air Force vet who’d flown cargo planes in China and India during World War II. We made small talk for a few minutes, and I told him I was working on my instructor’s rating.

      “Well, you kindly taught ’em the basics,” he admitted, “but don’t interfere with my training otherwise.”

      “I won’t,” I said as politely as I could. “For now I’ll give them time at the controls and let them build their confidence.”

      He gave me a look that said I might not be capable of even that, so I forced a smile and told him we’d better get going. I asked the teens about him on the ride to the inn. Damon shrugged and kept his opinion to himself. Alexa wasn’t as reserved.

      “I think he’s mean,” she said. “And he stares at me.”

      She had her mother’s beauty and the promise of a figure to match, but without the maturity to deal with men who ogled her.

      “Do you want me to say something to your parents?” I asked.

      “It won’t do any good,” she said. “He’s the best instructor around. Everyone says so.”

      “Well, ‘everyone’ isn’t a teenage girl who looks like you. Does he stare at your mother too?”

      “No,” she said sullenly.

      “Okay, so he only does it to someone who can’t do anything about it. Right. He sounds like a first class lech.”

      “She’s just overreacting,” Damon said. “It’s fine.”

      “No, it isn’t,” I said firmly. “She has a right to feel comfortable around someone.”

      “I don’t see what the big deal is. So he stares? It isn’t like he touches her.”

      “How would you feel if I stared at your crotch?” I shot back. “What if I did it all the time? So what? It isn’t like I’m touching you.”

      He squirmed as he imagined it.

      “See what I mean?” I said. “It makes you uncomfortable, doesn’t it? That’s how Alexa feels, but she has to live with it every day, and not just from guys like your instructor.”

      Alexa nodded silently from the back seat.

      “She shouldn’t have to put up with that crap,” I said to Damon. “And you shouldn’t make her feel like it’s her problem. It isn’t. It’s yours and mine, dude.”

      He was too polite to come right out and disagree with me.

      “You don’t think so? You think she wants guys to stare at her?”

      “No. But so what? It’s flattering.”

      “Oh, really? So it’s flattering when I stare at your crotch?”

      “No. It’s gross. And rude.”

      “Ah, I get it,” I said sarcastically. “Alexa doesn’t deserve the same respect you and I take for granted. So it’s all right to stare at her but not you. I see.”

      “I didn’t say that,” he protested.

      “Yeah, you did, dude, when you said she’s overreacting.” I paused to let that sink in. “Fair is fair. Alexa has a right to feel comfortable, to not be stared at. The same as you do.”

      In the back seat, Alexa was fighting back tears.

      Christy touched her hand and squeezed. “I’ll say something to your mother and tell her he was staring at me.”

      “No,” Alexa said. “I’ll do it.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind.”

      Alexa shook her head and wiped her eyes. “I’ll tell her.”

      I gave Damon a pointed, expectant look.

      He hunched his shoulders and kept his eyes on the road.

      I stared harder.

      “Yeah, all right,” he said eventually. “I’ll back her up.”

      “Good. That’s how a real man treats women.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy had brought a special outfit for dinner: a matching blue plaid skirt and jacket with a white blouse. I didn’t realize what was special about it until she unbuttoned the jacket. The blouse was transparent, meant to be worn over a camisole. Her breasts were clearly visible until she grinned and re-buttoned the jacket, which turned her into a proper young lady again.

      “Oh, that’s clever,” I said appreciatively.

      “Thank you. I thought you’d like it. I know you’re still upset about this weekend—”

      “I’m not upset,” I said. “I’m just… eager. Very, very eager.”

      Her eyes flashed with a smile. “I know. I can tell, Mr. Trouser Tent.”

      “What can I say? He’s eager too.”

      “Maybe after dinner he can take me to that little side street?” she suggested. “You know, the one where—”

      “Oh, I know the one.” I chuckled. “We both do.”

      “I was hoping you would.”

      “What about later?”

      “I brought some scarves and a blindfold, and… um… Wren’s Polaroid. With extra film this time.”

      “Oh?”

      Her eyes flashed with eagerness. “I wanna see what I look like tied up.”

      “You are a kinky little thing.”

      “But only for you.” She slipped into my arms and looked up at me. “Do you need a little attention now?”

      “What do you think?”

      She sank to her knees and unconsciously moistened her lips as I unzipped my fly and carefully extracted my hard-on.

      “Hello, Mr. Big,” she said earnestly. “I know you want to meet Miss Kitty, but you have to wait. Are you okay with that?” She pretended to listen. “What’s that? ‘Only if I suck you a million-billion times?’” She laughed playfully. “I dunno about a million-billion, but I think I can manage five or six.” She listened again. “Stop talking and start sucking? Mmm, okay!”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “He can be very insistent,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “Then you should do what he wants.”

      “My pleasure, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning we hit the slopes when the lifts opened and skied until they closed. Then we returned to the inn, where we soaked up warmth in the big claw-foot tub until I was too waterlogged to stand it any longer. We went out for a quiet dinner at a nearby bar and grill. No one could really tell that Christy was braless under her sweater and turtleneck, but we knew, which was enough to keep her at a simmer through the whole meal.

      Back in our room I used her long silk scarves to tie her spread-eagle to the four-poster bed. She’d brought a black satin blindfold as well, and I slid it over her head to cover her eyes. Then I spent nearly an hour teasing, tormenting, and taking pictures. She came quickly the first time, mostly from pent-up desire and anticipation. I let her calm down and then slowly worked her up to a second major orgasm.

      I still hadn’t come myself, and the little head was in rare form. He wanted to fuck her senseless, to hell with what she wanted. The big head knew better, but I could almost feel his resolve crumbling.

      I wasn’t entirely sure what I was planning to do when I knelt between Christy’s spread thighs and teased her pussy with the head of my cock. She gasped and squirmed but didn’t say anything to stop me. I lubricated my glans in her channel and then slapped her clit.

      I spent several minutes teasing her with my hard-on and rubbing it through her folds without ever going too far. Still, I thought of excuses in case I “accidentally” entered her for real. I waited for her to use her safe word, but she never did.

      Do it! the little head shouted. She’s practically begging us to.

      Christy strained against her bonds and whimpered when the head of my cock nudged her clit again.

      See? She wants it. Give it to her. Now!

      I finally shook off the fog of lust and came to my senses. I slid my rod along the top of her slit. My balls touched her pussy itself, and the base of my cock pressed down on her clit. Her stiff nipples strained toward the ceiling as she arched her back.

      I began to dry-hump her. Her juices and my own pre-come lubricated the underside of my shaft as it slid along her clit. I held her hips and thrust like I was fucking her, until the friction finally overwhelmed me. My dick twitched and spurted hot semen onto her stomach and breasts.

      She squeaked with a mini-orgasm and her chest heaved as she caught her breath. Pearly white drops covered her from neck to navel, and my cock was still very stiff where it rested on her smooth mons. A trickle of semen oozed from the tip. I groped for the camera, and she listened to it click and whir as I took a picture.

      I still wasn’t done with her, so I climbed up to her head and aimed my dick at her mouth. She sucked eagerly, especially when she heard me take another picture. After ten minutes or so, I pulled out and started stroking myself with my left hand. I aimed the camera with my right. Christy moaned and tried to recapture my cock, but I held it just out of reach.

      The pressure built until I came with a grunt. The first spurt left a white trail along the black satin mask and into her golden hair. I adjusted my aim and took a picture as the next one hit her mouth and cheek. The camera whirred and spat out a fresh print. I finished spurting and let her suck the head and swallow the final gushes.

      I pressed the camera button again but it was out of film. The final Polaroid was still in the slot, so I turned the whole thing and watched it develop slowly. It was a little out of focus but clear enough to see what was going on. Christy’s mouth was open like a baby bird. Semen and saliva glistened on her lips. A string of white droplets arced toward her from the tip of my cock.

      “You’re gonna like this one,” I said as I sat back on my heels. My dick swayed and started to droop.

      “Unh! Where’d he go? Come back!”

      “Greedy little thing,” I chuckled, “aren’t you?”

      She sucked the remaining come from my shaft and then spent several minutes trying to keep me from going soft. She eventually released me, and my cock flopped limply as I sat back again.

      “You give up?” I said.

      “No. Never. And for the record, I like sucking you, even when you’re soft.”

      “Oh? Then why’d you quit?”

      She grimaced. “I love your come on my face, but I can feel it cracking and drying out my skin. It… really bugs me. Sorry.” She tugged at her bonds. “Do you mind untying me so I can clean up?”

      “What’s the magic word?” I teased.

      “Please? I’ll suck you all night, I promise. Just let me wash my face.” I freed her wrists, and she took off the mask. “Oh, what’s this? Mmm, a little snack!” She wiped off the satin and grinned as she licked her finger. “Not as good as fresh, but still yummy.”

      I began untying her ankles. “You’re insatiable.”

      “And don’t you forget it.”

      “Come on, Little Bit, let’s get you cleaned up.”

      “Can we look at the pictures after?”

      “Sure.”

      “And then I owe you a bunch of kisses. Oh, and another blowjob or ten.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “And… um…” She blushed and looked down. “Thank you for not going all the way. I thought I might have to bacon you.”

      “So that’s a verb now?” I laughed. “Bacon?”

      “Of course! It’s from the Latin baconare, to pork. As in: ‘No, no! Bacon! Please don’t pork me!’”

      I blinked and then collapsed in a fit of laughter. After a moment Christy threw herself on top of me and grinned from six inches away.

      “I love you,” she said when I could breathe again. Her eyes flashed and she kissed me.

      I tasted semen but didn’t care. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her against me.

      “I can’t wait for you to pork me for real,” she said when the kiss ended. “Ten more days. I counted this morning. I mark them off on my calendar. Ten more days,” she repeated wistfully.

      “We don’t have to wait.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, we do. We’ve talked about this. Like, a million times.”

      “A million?”

      “A million-billion.” She sighed and said, “I know I’m being silly, but—”

      “Ten days?”

      “Ten days,” she agreed. “And we’ll be so busy you won’t even notice. Then we can take all the time in the world. You can use me for real, any way you like.”

      “Any way I like?”

      “Any way you like.”
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        * * *

      

      Back in Knoxville we began the last week of the quarter. Christy didn’t have anything major to turn in, but I did have a project due. Fortunately, I’d put in plenty of extra hours and finished most of the work the week before.

      On the day of my presentation, I took my model to the A&A building along with thirty or forty other students, including some from Professor Joska’s fourth-year design class. Their models were much larger and more elaborate than ours. They also worked in teams, which explained how they could produce skyscrapers and shopping malls and even a multi-structure office complex.

      Their class was before ours, and their presentations must have run long, because Joska arrived late and out of breath for ours.

      “We will begin,” he said without preamble. “Mr. Boyle, to the front. Quickly, quickly.”

      Melvin tripped, and his model hung in the air for a sickening moment. He scrambled and caught it but then stumbled into Rosemary Finkle’s desk. She barely saved her own model before it slid out of reach. Freddie leapt up and ran to her. Her design write-up had gone flying in the chaos, and he gathered the sheets from the floor.

      “What are you doing?” Joska snapped, as if he hadn’t started the whole mess. “Sit down, Mr. DeFeo!”

      Freddie ignored him and finished arranging Rosemary’s papers. She gave him a look of pure affection. He returned to his own desk next to mine. Rosemary blushed when she realized I’d seen her expression.

      “Yes, yes,” Professor Joska said to the room, “we must begin. Now. Mr. Boyle, if you please.”

      Melvin rushed his presentation and flubbed his answers to Joska’s questions, but I couldn’t blame him. Joska was in a foul mood and had asked some doozies. Freddie made it through his own presentation, but not without some acid commentary as well.

      Then Rosemary took her model to the front of the class. Freddie’s eyes never left her, and she nervously glanced his way several times. Joska clearly wasn’t impressed with her design and said so. Freddie looked murderous but kept his mouth shut. His expression softened when Rosemary looked at him and smiled, and I silently wished them all the happiness in the world.

      Gracie was up next. Her model was fine, but her design was atrocious. It was a Russian Revival-style office building with multicolored onion domes and everything. For once I thought she should’ve done something Brutalist instead. She stumbled awkwardly through her presentation and then Joska tore into her.

      He finished with a scathing critique, “Not your best work, Miss Fisher,” and even I felt sorry for her.

      He’s known for weeks what she’s been working on, I thought angrily. Why didn’t he give her some guidance before?

      I pulled out a piece of paper and scrawled a note. Joska called my name as I was still writing, so I held up my left hand to forestall him.

      “Mr. Hughes,” he said again, more insistent.

      “I heard you the first time.” I finished writing, grabbed my model and write-up, and placed them on the table in front of the class. Then I deliberately walked to Gracie’s desk and set the note on top of her model.

      Joska frowned. “What is this, Mr. Hughes? Passing notes? Please share with the entire class.”

      “You asked for it,” I muttered. Then I spun on my heel, grabbed the paper, and defiantly read aloud, “Forget Joska. He’s just in a pissy mood. I thought it was a great design. Very Revolutionary. Ha ha! Get it?” I ignored Joska and held Gracie’s eyes instead. I set the note on her model once again.

      She blinked back tears and looked away to hide them.

      I met Joska’s arctic stare and returned it as calmly as I could, even though my heart was racing. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d kicked me out of class then and there. Instead, he looked around and sensed the mood of the room. I was a popular and talented student. At the moment he was a very unpopular professor. Still, he had to reassert his authority.

      “We will talk after class, Mr. Hughes.”

      “Of course.” I gestured at my model. “May I begin?”

      He nodded to say that the floor was mine.

      A small part of me wondered if it would be my last presentation for him, but something about impending doom gave me confidence. I nailed it. Even Gracie was nodding along by the time I finished and asked if anyone had questions.

      Joska read the room again. They were all on my side and he knew it. He asked a couple of softball questions and then we were done.

      “Mr. Ivey,” he said next. “Please share your project with us.”

      “Damn,” Freddie said under his breath as I slid into my chair. “That was a blaze of glory.”

      “Fuggedaboutit,” I whispered back.

      His grin could’ve spanned the Hudson.
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        * * *

      

      I waited after Joska dismissed the class. Freddie and Rosemary were the last to leave, and they walked out together. He gave me a thumbs-up in solidarity before he pulled the door closed.

      “What, exactly, do you think you were doing?” Joska said after a moment.

      “Standing up for a friend.”

      “Miss Fisher? Your loyalty is admirable but hardly appropriate.”

      “Your comments were asinine and hardly constructive.”

      “I will not be made light of in my own class!”

      “I wasn’t ‘making light’ of you. Besides, you were the one who wanted me to read my note in front of the class.” I had him there and he knew it, although it didn’t matter. He was the professor and I was the student; he could do whatever he wanted. But still, I’d scored the point.

      “Mr. Hughes, do you think you deserve special treatment because you show promise?”

      “Absolutely not. I deserve the same as anyone else. But praise in public, Professor, criticize in private. You broke that rule and you know it.”

      “And you did not?”

      “I did. So we both need to do better.”

      His eyes narrowed at the familiar phrase.

      “I’m sorry I criticized you in public,” I said. “I won’t do it again.”

      He gave me a hard stare and weighed my future.

      I was still feeling surly and defiant, but I didn’t let it show. I’d learned from the best, after all, so I kept my emotions in check as I waited for the proverbial ax to fall.

      “See that you don’t,” he said at last. “Good day, Mr. Hughes.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy was on the phone in her old bedroom when I came home. I knew something was wrong as soon as I heard her tone. I eavesdropped for a moment. She was talking to Brooke, so I poked my head in.

      “Everything okay?” I asked softly.

      She looked startled but shook her head and turned her attention back to the conversation. I pulled the door closed and headed upstairs to my studio. She came looking for me about twenty minutes later and surprised me by simply climbing into my lap and curling up.

      “Oh, Paul,” she said miserably, “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Tell me what’s the matter and we’ll figure it out.”

      “Fletcher broke up with Brooke. They had a big fight yesterday and he ended it today. He said some really nasty things.”

      “Was he cheating on her?”

      She nodded glumly. “Almost the entire time they were dating. He got tired of hiding it, he said. He didn’t care anymore, had never loved her. He was only with her for the sex, he said, and even that wasn’t worth it anymore.”

      “Ouch. He sounds like a jerk.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “What’s she going to do?” I asked.

      “She doesn’t know. Neither do I,” Christy said, despondent again. She avoided my eyes and said hesitantly, “She wants me to fly home. To San Diego, I mean.”

      “I knew what you meant,” I said neutrally. Then I took a deep breath to get my frustration under control. “Doesn’t she have friends there?”

      “She does, but…”

      “None like you,” I said heavily.

      “No.”

      I could only think of one way to avoid being the bad guy. “Go see her.”

      “I can’t. I have exams. I won’t graduate if I miss them.”

      “Then after your last exam. Go. Brooke needs you.”

      She looked up in surprise. “But… next week? It’s only six days. I promised…”

      “I’ll survive until you get back.”

      “You could come with me.”

      “I… think I’d be a distraction,” I said diplomatically. It was the last thing I wanted, but I knew how bad Christy would feel if she completely abandoned her friend.

      “No you wouldn’t,” she argued. “You’d—”

      “Just get in the way. You need to spend time with Brooke.”

      “But I don’t want you to think I’m choosing her over you. I said I’d never do that.”

      “I’m choosing her over me,” I said softly. Then I realized that I actually meant it. “Go. Take care of Brooke. You and I can spend time together when you get back.”

      “What’ll you do? Will you stay here?”

      “I’m not sure.” I thought about it. “I don’t want to go to Florida with Trip and Wren. I’d be a third wheel there too. And… I don’t really want to stay here by myself. I guess I’ll go to Atlanta.”

      “I could meet you there, after I see Brooke.”

      I shook my head. “A breakup like that doesn’t suddenly get better after a day or two. What if she needs you?”

      “I’ll tell her that you come first.”

      “Why don’t we compromise?” I said. “You spend a few days with Brooke while I visit my family in Atlanta. Then I’ll fly out to San Diego and spend the rest of spring break with you and your family. I can meet Brooke—if she isn’t sick of guys, that is—and it’ll be a good distraction.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just that you and I can distract her from her ex-boyfriend. We can hang out at the beach or pool or whatever.”

      “You really wouldn’t mind?”

      “Of course not. She’s one of your best friends. In a way, she’s still your girlfriend—”

      Christy nodded.

      “—so it’s important that you’re there for her. I know you don’t want to choose her over me, but it’s okay if I make the choice.”

      “I still want to… you know… what we planned.”

      “Go all the way?” I grinned. “We have the rest of our lives.”

      “That’s still the worst line ever.”

      “What can I say? It’s true, though. Besides, who says we won’t find time while we’re in San Diego?”

      “Oh my gosh, no! We’ll be staying with my parents. We can’t!”

      I chuckled and kissed her. “Little Bit,” I said, “I guarantee I can fuck you five or six times a day and your parents’d never know.”

      Her eyes widened in shock.

      “Seriously. Your dad’ll be at work, and your mom can’t watch us all the time. It’s a big house. Heck, it’s a big town. We’ll find someplace if we’re determined enough.”

      “But… I don’t want to ‘find someplace.’ I want someplace that’s ours.”

      “Christy, my love, anywhere we are is ‘ours.’ We don’t need a consecrated bed. A kitchen table will do nicely.”

      “Not for our first time!”

      “No,” I agreed, “but it’ll work for the second or third. Or pretty much any time, now that I think about it.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Guys’ll do anything to get lucky.”

      “Yeah, we will. And I’m willing to wait a bit longer to get lucky with you. Well, luckier. I’m already lucky. But you know what I mean.”

      “I do.”

      “Not till the wedding,” I said automatically, and we shared a grin.

      She reached up and caressed my face. “What did I do to deserve you?”

      “You were a naughty girl, and I’m your punishment.”

      “I’m looking forward to being naughty for real. Very, very naughty.”

      “Me too,” I said. “Now let’s figure out how to make spring break work for you, me, and Brooke.”

      “Later. Right now I need you to hold me.”
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        * * *

      

      I called my mom the next day to ask if I could visit for a couple of days.

      “Of course,” she said. “What’s going on? I thought you were going to Florida.”

      “Plans changed.” I told her about Brooke’s breakup and Christy’s decision to spend a few days with her. “Then I’m going to fly out to visit her in San Diego. I can fly standby since it isn’t a holiday.”

      “Why not just fly out with her in the first place? Never mind. I think I understand.”

      “Yeah. I don’t want Christy to feel bad for spending all her time with Brooke. This way, they get a few days together without any hurt feelings. Then I’ll join them, and Christy and I can distract Brooke from her troubles.” I chuckled. “It isn’t quite a soap opera, but pretty close.”

      “It sounds like Christy’s a good friend.”

      “Well, they were more than friends in high school, if you know what I mean.”

      “Ah. I understand. But…”

      “But…?”

      “It also sounds like Christy’s more like us than you thought.”

      “She is. She hides it well, but she’s pretty open-minded. About… lots of things.” I tried to keep the surprise out of my voice, but Mom could read between the lines. “She still has a few hangups,” I finished, “but she’s coming around.”

      “So you think she’ll be…?”

      I glanced into the hall and then shut the bedroom door, just in case. “A swinger? Too soon to tell. But if I play my cards right… yeah.”

      “Wow. That’s a surprise. You’re right, she hides it well. I never got a hint that she was anything other than a Catholic schoolgirl, albeit a semi-adventurous one.”

      I chuckled. “She hates it when I call her that. She actually liked Catholic school.”

      “Your dad didn’t.”

      “Well, Christy’s a quiet rebel. Dad doesn’t have her… um… ‘restraint.’”

      “No,” she laughed. “He’s never been one to hold back.”

      “Exactly. Anyway, Christy and Brooke need some girl-time. So, she’s gonna fly out as soon as she finishes her exams. I’ll come to Atlanta for a few days and then head out next weekend. Will that work?”

      “Of course. You don’t even have to ask.”

      “I sorta do,” I laughed. “I mean, I don’t have a bedroom at home anymore. Heck, I don’t even think of it as ‘home’ these days. Anyway, thanks for letting me crash for a couple of days. I know it’s short notice, but… thanks. I figure I’ll drive down next Wednesday. Sound good?”

      “Sounds good. And you’re always welcome.”

      “Thanks. In the meantime, I need to study for exams, so I’d better let you go.”

      “Okay, honey. See you next week. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Mom. See you next week.”

      I hung up and stared at the ceiling. Things were becoming more complicated with Christy, and a niggling part of me wondered why I put up with it.

      Because she’s worth it, you idiot.

      What do you know? You’re just a penis.

      I’m you, dumbass. Now quit dithering and find a way to fuck that girl!
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        * * *

      

      Christy’s period arrived right on schedule. She climbed into bed wearing everyday cotton panties, which I’d noticed the month before, although I hadn’t paid attention to the timing.

      I’d better start paying attention, I told myself, especially if our “birth control” is the rhythm method.

      “I’m pretty regular,” she said. “Unless I lose weight. Then they stop altogether and I stress out, which only makes things worse.”

      “No kidding.” I put my arm around her and adjusted my attitude as she snuggled close. “You forget to eat when you’re preoccupied.”

      “That’s why you and Wren have been lifesavers the past few weeks. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. It’s what we do. We’re nurturers.”

      Christy laughed. “Maybe you are. I think Wren is secretly a Jewish mother. ‘What do you want to eat?’ ‘You need to eat more.’ ‘Here, eat this.’”

      “I’m surprised she doesn’t weigh a ton.”

      “Why do you think she swims and does aerobics? She’s completely insane about keeping her figure. I thought I was bad? No way, Paul. I do it ’cause it’s fun and I like dancing. Speaking of which… I’d like us to start taking lessons. Oh, please! Don’t act so surprised. I’ve never had a boyfriend I could really dance with.”

      “You still don’t.”

      “You aren’t a bad dancer. You aren’t Harry, but you haven’t had lessons. UT has a ballroom dance team. Did you know that?”

      “Oddly enough, I didn’t,” I said with gentle sarcasm.

      “It’ll be fun. Besides, I’ll get to wear my fancy dresses and nice shoes.”

      “This is one of those things where I should just let you have your way, isn’t it?”

      “I could do like my mother and manipulate things behind the scenes.”

      “No, no,” I said immediately. “I prefer this way, where you come right out and ask.”

      “I thought you’d see it my way.”

      I chuckled. “Did I have a choice?”

      “Not really. But I’ll make it worth your while. Hey, where’re you going?”

      “To join the dance team. It’s only midnight. I’m sure they can sign me up tonight.”

      She rolled her eyes but then gave me a suggestive look. “Come back to bed. I… um… need you.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “I’m a lot more affectionate when I’m on my period. And I mean, like, a lot.”

      I chuckled and stepped up to the bed. Then I hopped over her and slid under the covers. She rolled to face me and reached for my cock.

      “Mmm, I still love that you shave. You’re always so smooth and soft. Perfect for fellatio.”

      “Perfect for other things too,” I hinted.

      “I know. I promised. I really want to, but I don’t know how it’ll work at my parents’ house.”

      “Maybe we can come home early, before Trip and Wren get back from Florida.”

      “That might work. In the meantime, I… um… need to tell you something about me and Brooke.”

      “Oh? Something I don’t know already?”

      “Yes. And no. I was talking to her today.”

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. She has papers due and stuff like that, so she’s been pretty distracted. But that’s not what I need to tell you. Hold on, let me start at the beginning. She knows about you and me—that you’re my boyfriend, I mean—but that’s never been a big deal with us.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “When we were in high school. We both had boyfriends, but that never stopped us from… you know.”

      “Having sex.”

      “Ugh! Why is everything so easy for you? I really hate that I still can’t talk about this stuff without feeling guilty.”

      “Well, get over it.”

      “Easy for you to say. You weren’t raised in a strict Catholic family.”

      “Neither were you.”

      “I was too!”

      “Catholic, yes, but not strict. Sure, your father had rules, but that’s just how he is. Your mother helped you get around them. And she knew about your girlfriends.”

      “She didn’t know, but… yeah, she sorta did.”

      “Exactly. So it wasn’t that strict.”

      “Okay. Fine. I get it. Now. But at the time I thought it was pretty strict.”

      “I understand. Anyway… you and Brooke?”

      “Yeah. So, you have to understand that I still don’t think of what girls do as sex. Not sex-sex, like you and I are gonna do.”

      “It is,” I chuckled, “but I know how you are. Penis in vagina—”

      “Exactly.”

      “—that’s sex. Everything else is fooling around.”

      “Right. So you understand. And before you start, I know you’re different. You probably think my fantasies are ‘mental sex’ or something silly like that.”

      “How about ‘anything that involves an orgasm’ is sex?”

      “Yeah, okay, whatever. So… Brooke probably wants to have sex. Um… actually… I know she does. She told me. I know she isn’t my girlfriend-girlfriend—not like Wren—but I was kinda hoping the same rules might apply.” She cringed and looked at me through one cracked eyelid, like she expected me to explode.

      I laughed instead. “So you’re asking permission to have sex with Brooke?”

      “No! But… yes. You said I don’t need to ask permission, but that was for Wren. Do I need to for Brooke?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I don’t think I should, but I don’t really know how this works.”

      I changed the subject slightly. “You said you had boyfriends in high school, but that didn’t stop you from having sex with her.”

      “Right. That wasn’t cheating, ’cause it was another girl.”

      “Cheating is emotional more than physical,” I said.

      Her forehead wrinkled.

      “That’s a longer conversation than I want to have right now. Although,” I mused, “some of our best discussions happen when you wake me in the middle of the night.” I thought about it and decided against it. I had an exam at eight o’clock the next morning. “Okay, so you want to have sex with Brooke. You don’t think it’s cheating, but you still thought you should ask.”

      She nodded.

      “I don’t have a problem with it. But…” I paused to let her think about it. “What about me?”

      “What d’you mean? What about you?”

      “Well, you get to have sex with your girlfriend. Do I?”

      “Get to have sex with Brooke?”

      “No,” I laughed. “With one of my old girlfriends.”

      Her eyes flew wide at that. “Oh my gosh! I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “Mmm hmm. What’s good for the goose…”

      “…is good for the gander,” she finished.

      “Right. So, you’re going to San Diego for a few days to visit an old girlfriend. What about me? I’m going to Atlanta for a few days…”

      “Hold on,” she said, suddenly suspicious, “are we bargaining for sex here? You said you didn’t like that.”

      “Ha! All right, you got me. We are bargaining for sex. Sort of. But I’m not going to say you can’t have sex with Brooke if I can’t have sex with, say, Leah.”

      “Oh.” She thought about it. Then she frowned.

      “What?”

      “Do you want to?”

      “Of course. You know I do.”

      “Yeah, but…” She paused and tried to decide how to put her thoughts into words. “I guess I don’t like the idea of you doing it with someone else. Before we do, I mean.” She thought about it some more. “But if I want to have sex with Brooke, shouldn’t you have the same rights? Isn’t that what you were talking about last week? With Alexa?”

      “Yeah, more or less.”

      “And if I don’t think it’s cheating with Brooke,” she continued, “then I can’t really say it’s cheating for you and Leah.”

      “Exactly. So… you and Brooke? Me and Leah?”

      She had a sudden thought and frowned.

      “What?”

      “This’d be a whole lot easier if I’d gotten it through my stupid head a month ago that I was ready to go all the way with you.”

      I chuckled and kissed her forehead. “I don’t have to do anything with Leah.”

      “I wasn’t saying that. Besides, I… um… thought of someone else.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “What if you do it—go all the way—with a certain… um… family member?”

      I burst out laughing.

      “I’m serious! I wouldn’t mind if you did it with Erin.” Her eyes flashed with excitement. “Then you can tell me about it!”

      “Oh, boy. Little Bit, I never in a million years thought you’d be as kinky as you are.”

      “I know, right? I’ve had to hide it from pretty much everyone.”

      “And now I’m kicking myself for not realizing it sooner.”

      “You should be. Think of all the things we could’ve been doing!”

      “I know! Bondage. Sex in public. Wild orgies.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I used to think you were kidding when you talked about your ‘nefarious plan.’ But you make it so easy. To be naughty, I mean. One minute I’m pure and innocent, the next I’m part of an orgy with a half-dozen people. You said that to me once. D’you remember?”

      “No, but it sounds like me,” I chuckled.

      “How was I s’posed to know you were telling the truth?”

      “I’ve always told you the truth.”

      “Even when I didn’t realize it,” she agreed. Then she kissed my chest and sighed with affection. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “So it’s settled? I can… um… have sex with Brooke—”

      I nodded at her deliberate wording.

      “—and you can have sex with Leah?”

      “Or a certain family member?” I added with a grin.

      “Oh my gosh, yes! You’ll have to tell me if you do. And now I’m all worked up thinking about it.” She raised her head and looked at me. “See? I told you I’m more affectionate when I’m on my period. And by ‘more affectionate,’ I mean horny. There, I said it!”

      I chuckled and started to say something, but she cut me off.

      “Sorry, can’t talk now.” She pushed the covers down. “Need to suck.”
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      Christy finished her last exam on Tuesday, and I drove her to the airport for her flight to San Diego. I finished my own exams the next day and headed to Atlanta. I was a bit surprised when I arrived and discovered that my mom was the only one home. I’d been expecting to see my whole family, but my dad had accepted a reverse seniority trip (sort of like overtime) and Erin had gone to Florida for spring break after all.

      So Mom and I spent a quiet evening in front of the television. The next morning we worked on the flower beds in the front yard. After lunch we moved to the back yard, where we took advantage of the privacy fence to work on our tans and do some nude gardening. I didn’t think twice about teasing and flirting, since we had rules about how far it could go.

      But Mom had changed the rules without telling me, although I figured it out pretty quickly when she seduced me. We had sex again after she explained, and my quiet little vacation turned into a taboo fuck-fest. A crazy part of me even thought about writing an anonymous letter to Penthouse, with the names and details changed to protect the not-so-innocent, like yours truly. I talked myself out of it pretty quickly, but my imagination was still in overdrive when I left for the airport on Saturday morning.

      The rest of the day brought me back to reality. Rain and wind battered the Northeast, while snow blanketed the Rockies. Atlanta felt the effects from both directions. I was bumped from my first flight and couldn’t get on several others, so I spent nearly six hours waiting in the departure lounge before the ticket agent finally found a seat for me. On the plus side, she upgraded me to first class because I’d been polite and easy to deal with. So, score one for a good attitude.

      I spent the last of my pocket change on a quick call to Christy and then raced to my gate. I made it with plenty of time to spare and even had to wait for the last of the paying passengers to board. But eventually I settled into my comfy seat and let out a sigh as the adrenaline started to wear off. I was finally headed to San Diego.

      One of the flight attendants gave me a couple of curious looks after takeoff, but that wasn’t too unusual. Someone on the crew usually knew my father, and she’d probably made the connection when she saw my name on the manifest as a standby passenger. She was several years older than me, a pretty brunette with a willowy dancer’s body. She was busy with the drinks cart and meal service for the first half of the flight, but I made my way back to the galley once the cabin settled down after dinner.

      “Hey, I’m Paul,” I said, “up in 4E. I think you know my dad. He’s a pilot. David Hughes.”

      “I thought so! You look just like him.”

      “Yeah, ’fraid so.”

      “No, that’s a good thing.” She smiled and extended her hand. “I’m Pam. Nice to meet you.”

      We chatted for a few minutes, until the plane shook and rattled through heavy turbulence. The captain turned on the Fasten Seatbelts sign, and the first officer came over the intercom to make the announcement. Pam looked up as the flight attendant call chimed immediately after.

      “I’d better get back to my seat,” I said.

      “Yeah, sorry,” she agreed. “And I’d better get back to work.”

      The flight was bumpy for a while but then it settled down. Pam and I didn’t have a chance to talk again, but we traded several smiles before we began our descent into San Diego.

      We landed a little before eleven o’clock my time, nearly fourteen hours after I’d left my parents’ house that morning. I was worn out but felt a surge of energy at the thought of seeing Christy. I’d missed her more than I’d realized, and the promise of sex had little to do with it. Still, I let the paying passengers disembark before I shouldered my backpack and headed up to the cockpit.

      The first officer and flight engineer both knew my dad, and we chatted as we made our way down the aisle to the galley and the main door there. Pam and the other flight attendants were ready to leave as well. She caught my eye, so I lingered when the rest of the crew pulled their suitcases up the jetway.

      After a bit of friendly chitchat, she gave me an appraising look. Then her body language changed, and I realized she was thinking about asking me to dinner and a drink. Her hotel room afterward was a distinct possibility. She didn’t bat an eye when she saw that I’d read her perfectly.

      “You’re David’s son, all right,” she said with a laugh.

      “Guilty as charged. And I’d love to get to know you better, but… I’m meeting someone.”

      She didn’t bother to deny what she’d been thinking. “Girlfriend?” she said instead.

      “Yeah.”

      “Does she live out here?”

      “No, we’re visiting her family. Spring break.”

      We started up the jetway together.

      “So you’re in college?” she said.

      “Yeah. Why? You thought I might’ve been in high school?”

      She looked at me sideways and shrugged.

      “What would you have done if I were?”

      “I wouldn’t’ve had a drink with you, that’s for sure!”

      “And left me heartbroken?”

      “Oh, my.” She glanced at me again. “How old are you anyway?”

      “Twenty-one. Well, in a few months.”

      “At least you aren’t a teenager.”

      “Only in my head.”

      She laughed.

      “And in bed,” I added with a smirk.

      “Aren’t you cocky!”

      “Yeah. One of many flaws.”

      “Your girlfriend must be very happy.”

      “I think so,” I boasted. I followed up more seriously with, “But in reality, I’m lucky to have her.”

      Pam’s expression went from amused to interested again, and she gave me one of her sideways appraisals.

      We reached the gate before I could reply, and I spotted a very anxious Christy. She was standing in the middle of the walkway and looking back toward the main terminal. Brooke stood next to her and looked just as confused. I couldn’t blame them, since most of the plane’s crew had left several minutes before.

      I called out and waved, and Christy visibly relaxed when she saw me. She touched Brooke’s arm and pointed.

      “Wow,” Pam said when she realized that both of them were waiting for me. “Which one’s your girlfriend? The blonde?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “And the redhead?”

      “Her too,” I said on a whim.

      “Oh, my!” Pam laughed. “You are like your dad.”

      I shrugged, not the least bit sheepish. “What can I say?”

      “Nothing! But I can’t compete with them, so I’ll just have to find some other way to pass the time. The first officer was cute. He’s married, though, and he didn’t seem like the type. Oh, well. Have fun while you’re in town. Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      “Yeah, maybe. You have fun too.”

      “Oh, I always do.” She grinned, said goodbye, and headed after the rest of the crew.

      Christy watched uncertainly as Pam walked away, although her expression cleared when she saw that I was looking at her instead. I smiled. She dithered a moment longer before she made one of her mental adjustments.

      She ran toward me, and I used her momentum to lift her into the air. Her bright blue eyes flashed in anticipation as I lowered her to my level for a kiss. She crossed her arms behind my neck, and I supported her with mine around her waist.

      “I missed you, Sunshine.”

      “I missed you too. I was so worried when you didn’t get off the plane. I thought you might’ve missed your flight. And then…” Her eyes darted toward Pam.

      “She knows my dad,” I said.

      “Oh. Okay. I thought— Never mind. I’m just being silly.”

      “Not entirely. She knows my dad,” I repeated.

      She thought about it a moment and then blinked in surprise.

      “Mmm hmm,” I said evenly. “She thought I might be like him.”

      “Oh my gosh! Are you serious?”

      “Yes, but I’ll tell you about it later.” I pointedly didn’t look at Brooke, who was waiting a few feet away.

      “Oh. Right. Okay,” Christy said. “And… um… you should probably set me down. Not that I mind you holding me, but it’s kinda hard to walk. Besides— Oh my gosh, why’m I nervous? I’m chattering!”

      I grinned, kissed her again, and set her on her feet. Then I casually took possession of her with an arm around her shoulders. I turned to Brooke and smiled. I hadn’t really been paying attention before—she was simply a pretty redhead next to Christy—but my pulse quickened as I looked at her for the first time.

      She was one of those impossibly good-looking people, like Leah or Danny. She had copper-red hair, blue eyes, and a dusting of freckles over finely sculpted features. She was a half-foot taller than Christy, with the graceful curves of a swimmer. I did my best to stay cool, but Christy knew me too well. She grinned her approval.

      “Nice to meet you, Brooke,” I said as I shook her hand. “I’m Paul.”

      “Nice to meet you too.” Years in California hadn’t entirely erased her Texas accent. “Chris’s told me a ton about you.”

      “She’s told me a lot about you, too.”

      “All my dirty little secrets, I’m sure,” she said.

      Christy squawked in protest, but I agreed with a laugh.

      “Sorry for all the delays today,” I added as we started toward the terminal. “The weather was nasty in the Northeast, so they had to cancel a bunch of flights. The pilots were telling me that the Rockies had snow all the way down to New Mexico. We flew through the edge of it to get here.”

      “It’s been sunny here,” Christy said.

      “Yeah, well… the rest of the country needs to dig or dry out. Anyway, thanks for coming to pick me up.”

      “Chris would’ve pestered me to death if I hadn’t,” Brooke said. “Besides, I wanted to see for myself what all the fuss was about. You’re all she talks about.”

      Christy herself beamed up at me.

      “I feel the same.”

      “Must be nice,” Brooke said with a touch of bitterness.

      I released Christy at the same time as she ducked from under my arm.

      “Forget Fletcher,” Christy said as she hugged her friend. “He’s a jerk.”

      “A loser,” I agreed.

      “You’re better off without him,” Christy added.

      Brooke nodded but still looked glum.

      “Let’s talk about something happier,” I said. “Tell me what you two’ve been up to. I can guess about some of it—”

      “Oh my gosh, please don’t.”

      “—but I wanna hear the rest. Lots of giggling and girl time.”

      Brooke reluctantly smiled and nodded.

      “Working on your tans,” I added. “Nude, from what I hear.”

      “No, just her,” Brooke said with cheeks gone suddenly pink. “I had class and things to do for school.”

      “She doesn’t start her break till next week,” Christy said.

      “Ah, okay. So one of you was working while the other was lounging around the pool?”

      “That’s what I said!” Brooke laughed.

      We reached the main terminal and headed down to the exits, although Brooke started to veer toward the baggage claim carousels.

      “I have everything in my backpack,” I said. “I try not to check a bag when I fly standby.”

      “Why not?”

      “It usually ends up on the flight even if I get bumped. That’s a problem if I don’t get where I’m going. Or I have to track it down once I do, which is usually more of a pain than getting bumped in the first place.”

      “Oh, okay,” she said. “That makes sense.”

      “Yeah, one time the airline lost our bags for a week, back when my dad first started flying for them. He’d been with a charter airline before, so we didn’t know any better. Anyway, we…”

      I told them the story as we walked out to Brooke’s car, a green two-door BMW, which fit her looks if not her personality. I’d expected someone racy and aggressive, a bit like Wren, but Brooke was more reserved.

      That’s because she’s complicated, you idiot.

      My eyebrows flew up and I automatically glanced at my crotch. Excuse me?

      She’s complicated… like everyone.

      Sage advice? I shot back. From you?

      Hey, I have my moments.

      “Are you okay?” Brooke asked as we climbed into the car.

      “Huh? What? Sorry. I was just thinking.”

      “He was probably talking to himself,” Christy said from the back seat. “He does that.”

      Brooke shot me a quick glance. “For real?”

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “It’s one of my charming little quirks. But I gave myself some good advice this time.”

      She clearly wanted to ask but was too polite. Instead, she said, “Oh. Okay. Well, thanks for letting Chris come out here. I know you had plans for spring break.”

      “I have her the rest of the time. Right now you’re more important.”

      “You are,” Christy agreed.

      “I don’t feel like it, but thanks.”

      Christy changed the subject and asked me, “Have you eaten dinner? Do we need to go someplace?”

      “No, but thanks. I ate on the plane. Right now, I just wanna get to your parents’ and relax.”

      Brooke pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward the interstate and La Jolla. We passed a sign for the beach, which reminded me of something Christy and I had talked about while I’d been in Atlanta. I turned in the seat to look at her.

      “Do you still wanna go to a nude beach?”

      “Of course,” she said, although Brooke seemed less certain. “Is tomorrow okay? Only, we can’t stay all day. We have to be home early.”

      “Oh?” I teased. “Why?”

      “You know. The clock’s ticking.”

      Brooke glanced in the rearview mirror and then at me. “I probably shouldn’t say anything, but you might be able to talk some sense into her.”

      “About what?”

      “Doing things her way. You know, without protection.”

      “It isn’t my way,” Christy said. “It’s the Catholic way. And my calendar is protection enough, thank you very much.”

      “Ah,” I said heavily. “The rhythm method. Russian roulette.”

      “Mmm,” Brooke agreed as she looked at Christy in the mirror again. “She’s stubborn as all get out, but this is just ridiculous. I mean, c’mon, Chris! It’s science, for God’s sake!”

      “You have your way and I have mine.”

      Brooke rolled her eyes, and I silently agreed.

      “Besides, it’s my soul,” Christy added.

      “It’s not your soul we’re worried about. It’s your—” Brooke glanced at me.

      “It’s okay,” I said into the silence. “I’m cool with it.”

      “With what?” Christy asked from the back.

      “Your relationship.”

      “I know you are,” Brooke said to me, “but it feels strange to talk about it. Besides…”

      “Most guys are clueless,” I finished.

      She laughed. “How’d you know I was going to say that?”

      “I told you,” Christy said, “Paul gets us.”

      “I’m more open-minded than most guys,” I said.

      “And a lot less jealous,” Christy added.

      “Must be nice,” Brooke said without the self-pity from before. She kept her eyes on the road and said, “Chris’s told me about you, but she left out a lot.”

      “I did not!” the little blonde squawked from the back seat.

      “Did too,” Brooke said without heat.

      “That’s because we have a lot to hide,” I said.

      “Hide? Huh? Like what?”

      “Too soon to tell,” I said with Magic 8-Ball vagueness. “Ask again tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow? Why tomorrow?”

      “At the beach.”

      “The beach? What about it?”

      “The nude beach,” Christy said.

      “It’s easier to talk without clothes,” I added.

      “Easier? How? Hold on…,” Brooke said suspiciously.

      “Right,” I agreed with a grin. “I just wanna get you naked before I tell you all my secrets.” I turned serious and added, “I’m a private person, but I’m sure we’ll tell you. You’re Christy’s girlfriend, after all.”

      “It’s so strange to hear you say that.”

      “Why? It’s true.”

      “Well, yeah, but… we never talk about it.”

      “I’m not going to get upset or make you feel guilty or anything.”

      “I told you,” Christy said from between the seats.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Brooke admitted.

      “We’ll tell you eventually,” I said. “Just give me time to get to know you better. And you to get to know me.”

      Brooke glanced in the mirror. “You were right…”

      “He’s pretty cool,” Christy finished.

      “I dunno about cool,” I said, “but I’m definitely not like other guys.”

      “Right now,” Brooke said with feeling, “that’s pretty cool.” She looked at Christy again. “Yeah, yeah, I know. Don’t even bother. You told me so.”
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        * * *

      

      Brooke came inside when she dropped us off at Christy’s house, but she didn’t stay long. She said hello to Anne and then hugged Christy goodbye. She dithered when it was my turn. I nodded politely and let her off the hook.

      “It was nice to meet you,” I said.

      “Nice to meet you too,” she said. “What time do you want me to pick you up tomorrow?”

      I glanced at Christy. “I’ll be up early, but no sense everyone doing the same. Say, ten o’clock?”

      “All right,” Brooke said. “See you at ten. G’night, Mrs. C.”

      Christy saw her to the door, while I helped myself at the drinks trolley. Anne declined when I offered to pour one for her, but then I realized who was missing.

      “Hold on, where’s Harold?”

      “He had an inspection tour,” she said smoothly. “He’s sorry he missed you.”

      “Ah, okay. Sorry I missed him too. But I’ll see him next time.”

      She smiled at the confidence in my voice.

      “Or the time after that,” I added.

      “Of course.”

      Christy returned and accepted a glass of whiskey, and we moved to the couch. Anne took that as her cue to leave. She stood and smoothed her skirt in a gesture I’d seen countless times in her daughter.

      “I have a big day tomorrow,” she said, “and have to get up early for Mass. I’m glad you made it safely, Paul. Sleep well. See you in the morning.” She looked at her daughter. “And you, young lady… Remember the rules.”

      “I will,” Christy said immediately.

      “I know you won’t, dear, but let me keep my illusions a little while longer.” She gave me a “you too” look. I knew better than to promise something I couldn’t control—Christy had come to me the last time—which Anne seemed to understand. She let me off the hook with a bland, “Goodnight, dear.”

      Christy waited until her mother had gone before she leaned in and pulled my arm around her. She hugged my chest and sighed.

      “I missed you.”

      “I missed you too.”

      “But that was a mean thing you did,” she said. “With the stewardess.”

      “Flight attendant,” I said automatically. “And her name was Pam.”

      “Whatever. That woman. She looked like she wanted to jump you right there in the airport.”

      “She sorta did,” I laughed. “Probably back at her hotel, but still…”

      “Wait… you were serious?”

      “Mmm hmm.” I told her about our conversation in the plane’s galley after the rest of the crew had left.

      Christy sat up and looked incredulous. “She actually invited you back to her hotel?”

      “Not in so many words,” I admitted, “but she was going to.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I know. Trust me. But I told her I was meeting you. That was the end of it.”

      “Would you have gone with her if you weren’t meeting me?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. It depends.”

      “On what?” she squawked.

      “On our relationship. Yours and mine, I mean.”

      “How?”

      “Well, like with you and Brooke,” I said calmly. “We talked about it before spring break, so I knew you wanted to fool around with her. I—”

      “So? What’s that have to do with you and that woman?”

      “Everything.”

      “You’d better explain,” she said in a near-perfect imitation of her father. She even scowled like he did.

      I tried not to laugh, but I couldn’t stop a smile.

      Christy’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “What?”

      “You. You’re just like your father.”

      “And don’t you forget it, mister!”

      “Oh, I won’t.” My grin disarmed her but didn’t pacify her completely. “Okay,” I said calmly, “Brooke isn’t some random person. You have a relationship with her.”

      “And…?”

      “The flight attendant was a random person. I’d’ve been happy to spend more time with her—”

      “Mmm hmm,” Christy said darkly, “I’m sure you would.”

      “—but not unless you and I had talked about it. And since we hadn’t…” I gave her a significant look.

      “You told her no.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Were you really interested? Never mind. Of course you were. You’re a guy. I get it. But… she was, like, thirty.”

      “So? Besides, you know me. Yeah, I’m attracted to looks, but also to a healthy attitude about sex.”

      “So you keep telling me.”

      “Mmm hmm… for a reason.” I let my words hang in the air.

      “I know,” she relented. “And I’m trying. I really am. It’s just… I guess it’s my autopilot. I see you with another woman and sometimes I get… I dunno… ‘jealous’ isn’t the right word. Maybe ‘scared.’”

      “You don’t have anything to be scared about.”

      “Tell that to the butterflies in my stomach.”

      “Come here.” She hesitated but then scooted to my side. I put my arm around her and said, “You and I still have a long way to go. Yeah, we’ve come a long way already, but we’re not there yet.”

      “Where’s there?” she asked softly.

      “I’m not sure. Ask me in ten years.” I squeezed her possessively. “I’m sorry I scared you. I didn’t mean to. I was flirting with— the flight attendant, but then things turned serious. She realized I was like my dad, and…” I shrugged and left the rest unspoken.

      “Would he have gone with her? Back to her hotel?”

      “Probably. As a matter of fact, I’m pretty sure he has before.”

      “What about your mother? I didn’t think they had that kind relationship. You know, open.”

      “It’s a lot more open than I realized,” I admitted. “And that’s something you and I need to talk about. Before we go all the way. I…” I thought the words—I need to tell you something—but couldn’t bring myself to say them.

      Christy misread me and sat up in alarm. “Do you still want to?”

      “What? Go all the way? Of course.”

      “Oh my gosh! Don’t scare me like that.” She took a deep breath and composed herself. “I guess we should talk about that.” She folded her hands in her lap and stared at them. “We… um… sort of need to hurry.”

      My eyebrows rose with amusement more than surprise.

      “I know you think I’m being silly,” she continued, “but I really want to do things my way.”

      “What about being submissive?” I teased, although she took me seriously.

      “I’ll be submissive about anything else, but not this. It’s important. To me, I mean.”

      I rested a hand on her knee until she looked up at me. “It’s important to me too.”

      “Thank you. I know you think it’s Russian roulette, but it isn’t really. I’ve thought about it a lot. And I’ve looked at my calendar, like, a million times.”

      “A million?”

      She rolled her eyes at my tone but then looked chagrined. “We don’t have much time.”

      “I kinda figured.” I hadn’t counted the days, but we were getting toward the middle of her cycle.

      “Tomorrow’s our last day.”

      “Then we’d better get started. Take off your clothes. Get on your back. Spread your legs.”

      She knew I was teasing that time. “Oh, no. You’re supposed to seduce me. Sweep me off my feet. Woo me.”

      “No time. Brace yourself.” I reached for her but she leaned away.

      After a moment she returned and pulled my arm around her again. “It’s a little weird to talk about this so matter-of-factly.”

      “That’s what couples do.”

      “I know, but… I want our first time to be special. Now it feels like we’re making an appointment or something. I really wanna do it tonight, but…” She glanced toward the back of the house, and I understood.

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “But you wouldn’t be telling me if you hadn’t worked out a plan.”

      “You know me so well.”

      “Mmm hmm. So, what’re you thinking?”

      She sat up again, her eyes bright with eagerness. “Okay, my mom’s going to early Mass tomorrow. She asked if I wanted to go, but I sort of lied and told her I need to get ready to go to the beach. Oh, she doesn’t know we’re going to Black’s Beach, so—”

      “No, really?”

      “Funny, ha ha, Mr. Sarcasm. No, she doesn’t know.”

      “Okay. What do I say if she asks?”

      “I don’t know! Um…”

      I felt a mixture of fondness and annoyance that she hadn’t planned ahead.

      “Oh, I know! Say we’re going to La Jolla Shores. Okay? La Jolla Shores. Got it? Anyway, I told her I need to get ready. So we’ll have some time to ourselves—”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “No, not for that,” she said immediately. “Just… um… fellatio time. I’ve missed you, especially in the mornings. I… um… sort of need you.”

      “I need you too.”

      She brightened immediately but then glanced toward the master bedroom.

      All quiet on the maternal front, I thought wryly.

      “Maybe we can have some time tonight?” Christy said.

      “I’d like that.” I gently tugged my slacks to give my nascent erection room to expand.

      Christy shook herself. “Don’t distract me. I can barely think straight when he’s like that.”

      “You hear that, Mr. Big?” I said. “Down, boy.”

      She laughed. “I’ve missed your dumb sense of humor almost as much as the rest of you. But I’ll never get through this if you keep it up.”

      “Keep what up?”

      “Ugh! Stop. Just… stop.”

      “Sorry.”

      “You are not. Anyway, where was I? Right. So, my mom’s going to early Mass. You and I will have some time, but not enough for… you know.”

      “Sex. Making love. Fucking.”

      “Oh my gosh, Paul! I’m so horny right now I think we’ll have to skip the first two.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “Uh-huh,” she said seriously, “I think you’d better just fuck me to start.”

      “I’ll do whatever you want.”

      “Do whatever you want. Tie me up, hold me down, bend me over— Oh my gosh! Now I have to stop! And I can’t concentrate with—” She turned and grabbed a throw pillow, which she unceremoniously thrust into my lap to cover the bulge. “There! Now, let me finish. Please. We’ll have time tomorrow. And… um…” She glanced at the pillow. “We definitely need a not-date tonight, once I’m sure my mom is good and asleep.”

      I nodded enthusiastically.

      “But I have to get through this first. So… my mom has a charity auction tomorrow night. It’s a dinner and everything. She’s on the committee, so she’ll be there till it’s over. We’ll have the house to ourselves.”

      “And you’ve decided that your bedroom is ‘ours’?”

      “The bedroom, the living room, the kitchen table… wherever!”

      She inhaled and let her breath out slowly. Then she suddenly remembered her whiskey. She drank half of it, swirled the ice, and drained the rest. She rose on her knees and leaned in to kiss me. Her lips were cold, but they warmed as we lingered over the kiss.

      “Be right back,” she said at last. She stood and took my glass.

      I watched with a mixture of amusement and anticipation as she set them on the drinks trolley.

      She shot me a sultry look over her shoulder before she disappeared toward the back of the house and her mother’s bedroom. She returned half a minute later and said, “I think she’s asleep.”

      While she refreshed our drinks, I tried to decide whether or not to throw a wet blanket over her mood. The little head wanted to get straight to the fellatio, but the big head knew better. Christy returned and handed me a glass as she settled on the couch next to me.

      “Um… I have to tell you something,” I said. My mouth had suddenly gone dry, so I gulped the whiskey and felt it burn its way down my throat.

      “You’re scaring me again,” she said shakily. She took a long sip of her own drink and then another. The alcohol calmed her, but not completely.

      “Sorry,” I said. “It’s just… I’m scared, so… um… yeah.” I felt guilty as ominous thoughts flitted across her expression. “It isn’t bad,” I said. “Nothing we can’t deal with.”

      “Just tell me,” she said quietly. “You’re making it worse by dragging it out.”

      “Sorry, this isn’t easy. It’s something I’ve hidden for a long time. Worse, I haven’t had time to rehearse what I want to say, so I don’t really know where to begin.” I made a snap decision. “You know about Susan and me, right?”

      “‘Know’? No. But I suspected. I mean, it’s kinda obvious. So… yeah.”

      “How come you never said anything?”

      She rolled her eyes impatiently. “’Cause I knew you’d tell me when you were ready. But you’re stalling.”

      “Yeah, okay. Just… gimme a minute.”

      “I’m going to need more alcohol for this, aren’t I?”

      “Probably. Me too.” I drained my glass and offered it to her when she stood. “Less ice this time, please.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. Liquid courage.”

      The ritual of pouring fresh drinks seemed to calm her nerves, and I felt a warm glow spread through me as the alcohol I’d drunk already worked its way into my system. Christy returned a moment later and extended a nearly full glass. Two lonely ice cubes floated in the amber liquid.

      “You don’t mess around,” I joked nervously. Then I took a long sip and felt the heat going down. I cleared my throat. “Part of the reason I’m so nervous is that I’ve never told anyone this. Not Gina, not Kendall, not even Leah. Erin knows some of it, but not all. And… I’m scared about how you’ll react.”

      Christy nodded silently and fixed me with a cool, slightly annoyed stare. Liquid courage worked both ways.

      “All right, so you knew about Susan and me,” I said at last. “She was my first. You probably figured that out too.”

      “Mmm hmm.” She gestured at my whiskey glass. “Keep going. Drink up.”

      “Hold on, are you trying to get me drunk?”

      “No, I’m trying to get you to talk. You’re still stalling.”

      “Right.” I drained half the glass in one long pull and wheezed as the alcohol took my breath away. “God, I don’t know how you do that.”

      “Practice,” she said dryly.

      I wiped my lips and set the tumbler on the floor. I was buzzed already, and the last drink and a half had gone down far too quickly. “Okay,” I continued, “the R-rated version is that Susan and I started when I was fifteen.”

      Christy clearly wanted to ask questions, but she knew better than to interrupt and give me yet another excuse to get sidetracked.

      “I learned a lot. Not just sex, but about women in general. I learned about swinging, too, and that my parents were involved. I told you that story, about Gina and me, right? So, I learned about swinging and sex with Susan. At the time I didn’t realize how much she shared with my mom. And I mean details.”

      Christy’s eyebrows shot up and she couldn’t hold back any longer. “With your mother?”

      “Mmm hmm. Susan teased her and… um… told her what it was like. With me. So I guess she started to see me as a man instead of a boy. For my part, I started teasing her too, although I didn’t really know what I was doing or why. Not consciously, at least. I’d always thought she was sexy, and I’d had fantasies, so…”

      Christy made the connection, and her expression slowly morphed from disbelief to shock.

      “Right,” I said heavily. “My mom and I… um… did things.”

      “What kind of things?” She cleared her throat and took a drink of whiskey to steady her nerves. She looked annoyed when she emptied the glass, but she didn’t move to get more. Instead, she set it on the floor and warmed her hand on her jeans.

      “She gave me a blowjob,” I said. “It was dark, so I didn’t know it was her, but I figured it out. And then later… we went all the way. Well, almost.”

      “When you say ‘all the way’…?”

      “Yeah. I had sex with my mom. She stopped it before we went too far, but… my dick was inside her.”

      “Okay,” Christy said shakily. “That… wasn’t what I expected.”

      “There’s more.”

      She swallowed hard but didn’t look away.

      “A few days ago, at home… we… um… kind of… picked up… where we left off.” I bit the bullet and said in a rush, “We had sex. For real. All the way.”

      The words hung in the air for an eternity. Part of me wanted to make excuses, but I knew how they’d sound. Instead, I kept my mouth shut and mustered as much dignity as I could.

      “What—?” Christy cleared her throat and tried again. “What happened?”

      “D’you want details?”

      “I… I think so.”

      My skin prickled as even more adrenaline flooded my system. It struggled against the alcohol already there, and I felt a wave of vertigo as the two fought it out. I waited for things to settle before I continued.

      “My mom and I have always had this… thing,” I said at last. “I can’t really explain it. Not in a single word, at least. But she’s basically the first woman I ever noticed, sexually. Even before Susan. Besides, you know what she’s like. She’s…”

      “Very pretty,” Christy agreed. “But she’s your mother.”

      “And Erin’s my sister. You think that’s hot. How’s this any different?”

      “I don’t know!” she snapped. “It just is.”

      “Not really. They’re both taboo.”

      “But… she’s your mother. She’s supposed to protect you, not—!” She gestured vaguely.

      “She did, back when we first fooled around. She stopped things. She knew I wasn’t old enough to deal with it, with the consequences.”

      She scoffed. “So she waited a few years until you were?”

      “Yes. I’m old enough now to know the difference between love and sex, between something serious and… ‘an itch’ I need to scratch.”

      “Oh? And what happens the next time you need to ‘scratch an itch’?”

      “Well, you and I should talk about it.” I paused and felt a leaden weight on my chest. “That is, if we’re still together.”

      She looked annoyed but then visibly tried to calm down. “What? Now? Of course we are. I worked too hard to get what I want to give it up.” She cast about for something appropriate to say and settled on, “Dammit!” She glared at me defiantly, as if daring me to laugh. “Dammit, dammit, dammit! Why’d you have to tell me now, of all times, when we’re about to go all the way!”

      “Hey,” I snapped, “you’re the one who wanted to wait!”

      She glared.

      I glared back.

      She slowly backed down.

      I did too. “Sorry, I guess I’m feeling guilty—”

      “You should.”

      “—and defensive.” I scowled as her words registered. “Don’t do that.”

      “What?”

      “Pile on with the guilt. I don’t do it to you, and I’d appreciate the same courtesy.”

      She bit back a heated reply and then thought about it. Liquid courage only went so far, and she eventually said, “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “Me too. And I wish we’d talked about this beforehand, but we didn’t. Besides, I had no idea it was gonna happen. The whole thing was a setup. Spring break, I mean, with my mother.” I paused to get my thoughts in order.

      Christy waited for a moment and then pointed at my half-full glass of whiskey on the floor. “D’you mind?” She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she picked it up, drained it, and closed her eyes as the alcohol went down.

      “Better?”

      “Yes. But keep going.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay. So, I’ve always had fantasies about my mom. And she’s had them about me. We didn’t go all the way that first time, but neither of us really stopped thinking about it.”

      “But… she should know better. She’s your mother.”

      “She’s still a person,” I said calmly. “With all the same desires and fantasies. And weaknesses.”

      Christy sighed and stared at her lap. She unconsciously raised one hand to her mouth and sucked the tip of her thumb. I couldn’t help but smile, although I managed to hide it before she caught me. She realized what she was doing and said, “I suppose you think that’s funny.”

      “No. But it’s something I want in my life. Not the oral part,” I added hastily, “but the thoughtful part. You’re really trying to understand, and I get it. This isn’t easy for you.”

      She shook her head.

      “I grew up in a family that was much more open about sex. In this case, it means sex with each other. Not on a regular basis, but still…”

      She gazed at me steadily and then nodded.

      “Do you still want to hear what happened?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. She’d been thinking about it for a while. But our family has— had rules about kids and parents. No touching, more or less. Not sexually. But she and Erin had a big talk over New Year’s, and Erin convinced her that the rules didn’t really make sense anymore, especially now that we’re all adults.”

      “And lemme guess,” Christy said with a touch of sarcasm, “Erin has fantasies about your dad.”

      “Yes.”

      “I should’ve known.”

      “You wanted the truth,” I said evenly. “This is it, kinky fantasies and dark secrets and all.”

      “Yeah, I get it. Keep going. Erin talked to your mom, and…”

      “Convinced her that the rules didn’t make sense anymore. My mom talked to my dad—he knew what had happened between us, back when I was a teenager—and they decided to change the rules. She wasn’t sure anything would happen at all, but then I called and told her our plans had changed and I’d be coming to Atlanta for a few days.

      “She didn’t really make the final decision until she talked to me, about us and our relationship. I told her you knew we were swingers. She was… ‘feeling us out,’ I guess you’d say. She didn’t want to throw a bomb into our relationship. Yours and mine, I mean.”

      “I knew who you meant. But if this isn’t a bomb, I’d hate to see what she thinks is.”

      “No, it isn’t a bomb. You’d’ve run screaming if it were.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Right, so… She had a plan and put it into action.” I gave Christy a pointed look. “Sound familiar?”

      “Hold on, is that why you’re with me? ’Cause I’m like your mother?”

      “No,” I said quickly. “Maybe a little, looks-wise, but you’re totally different in the personality department. You’re… you. And I guess it really boils down to ‘you excite me,’ although not like she does. That was an itch, a fantasy. You’re reality.”

      “I don’t know if I really understand,” Christy admitted, “but thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, do you want me to keep going?”

      “Sort of. I want to know, but I don’t… if that makes sense.”

      “It does. So I’ll give you the big details but not the little ones.” I drew a deep breath and plunged ahead. “My parents offered to pay for Erin’s spring break. Then my dad traded trips so he’d be gone too.”

      “Leaving just you and your mom. Ah, now I get it. I thought you’d be bored and lonely, but…”

      “No. That was her plan. She… um… didn’t want any distractions.” Or awkwardness, I added to myself, in case things hadn’t worked out. “The weather was sunny the day after I came home, so we decided to work in the yard.”

      “That part was true? What you told me on the phone?”

      “It was all true, but I left out a lot.”

      “You can say that again,” she said, but without heat.

      “Anyway, we did some nude gardening. You’ve seen our back yard—it’s private. We were flirting and joking around. Then we finished and went to clean up, but my shower was full of houseplants.”

      “Part of her plan, I’m sure.”

      “Mmm hmm. She wanted me to shower in the master bathroom. One thing led to another, and… we had sex. It was fun, but…” I fell silent until I had her full attention. “It was just sex. It wasn’t like you and me.”

      “How d’you mean?”

      “Sex with you is more emotional.”

      “How do you know? We haven’t had sex. Not for real.”

      “You know what I mean. It’s emotional for you too.”

      She thought about it for a long moment. She knew I was changing the subject slightly, but she decided to go along with it. “Yeah,” she said at last. “If I didn’t know before, I’d’ve realized it with Brooke. I love her, don’t get me wrong, but… she isn’t you.”

      “And my mom isn’t you,” I agreed. “Neither was that flight attendant today. That’s why I turned her down.”

      “I still can’t believe how many women throw themselves at you. It’s enough to make me paranoid.”

      “I don’t even notice most of the time.”

      “Sure you don’t.”

      “Okay, I notice. But I have you, so I don’t do anything with them.”

      “Except you did. With your mother.” She rolled her eyes and looked skyward. “I can’t believe I just said that!”

      “It was different with her. Like with you and Brooke. They weren’t random people. We each had a relationship with them before.”

      “Yes, but I told you about Brooke before I did anything.”

      “Mmm hmm. And that’s why I felt guilty… for not telling you. But I was scared too. I wasn’t sure you’d understand.”

      “I still don’t. Yeah, I get it—it’s a fantasy—but… wasn’t it weird?”

      “Weird? Weird how?”

      “I dunno. Your mom’s so much older. She’s pretty, but…” She sighed. “Maybe it’s just me. I mean, my dad’s handsome and all, but I never thought about him like that. I’m sure my brothers never thought about our mom like that either. So I guess I just don’t understand.”

      “It’s like you and pain. I don’t understand, but you like it.”

      “I knew you were going to mention that. I don’t understand it either.” She sighed. “I don’t understand half the things I like. I mean, pain is the least-weird one. Like you said, it’s so normal that they have a name for it. But the other things? They all seem so perverted.”

      “I think that’s why you like them. For me, the taboo is the thrill.”

      “Yeah, I get it. And if I’m being honest with myself, I think it’s hot too. The taboo, I mean, you and your mom.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “What? I’m not a total prude,” she protested. “I’m not like you, but I’m a lot more open-minded than you give me credit for.”

      “True. But this is a quick adjustment, even for you. I mean, I halfway expected you to break up with me. At the very least, I thought we’d argue and sulk for a couple of days. But you seem fine with it.”

      “That’s easier to explain,” she said. “I know how lucky I am. To have you, I mean. Brooke and I talked a lot the past few days. About her and Fletcher, but also about you and me. I know I’ll probably never find another guy like you, who doesn’t make me feel dirty for the things I like. I guess I’ve known all along, although I never really thought about it. Not like that. But then Brooke said it and I knew she was right.”

      “So, she knows about you? Your kinky side?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes. She knew a lot from before, but I told her about our ski trips and some of the things you’ve done to me. She’ll probably give me a hard time for telling you this, but it gets her worked up too.”

      My eyebrows rose with a question.

      “Yeah, she’s pretty kinky too. She never told Fletcher, though. She never told any guy. That isn’t as many as you’d think, though. I’ve had more boyfriends than she has.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, it’s weird. She’s so beautiful, but guys never ask her out. I guess they’re afraid of getting shot down or something. That’s why she’s always been into girls.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Anyway,” Christy continued, “talking to Brooke made me realize how lucky I am to have you. So that’s probably why I adjusted so quickly. I don’t want to lose you. I never in a million years expected you and your mom, but I guess it makes sense. I should’ve figured it out when you told me about you and Erin. Your mom had to’ve known.”

      I nodded and thought about what Erin had told me about Mom and her brother.

      “And it doesn’t take much to go from brother and sister to mother and son,” Christy went on. “Or father and daughter, if Erin has fantasies about your dad.” She scrunched her nose and shuddered theatrically. “I just can’t imagine doing anything like that with my dad. I thought it was bad enough when I wanted to do things with Laurence.”

      “Well, fantasies are one thing…,” I said.

      “Yeah, I know. You told me. More people have ’em than will admit to them. I get it. But still…” She shrugged. “Most people don’t have parents like yours.”

      “No.”

      “And I suppose I can get used to you and your mom. Like you said, I get hot thinking about you and Erin, so…” She stared into space and laughed to herself. “I get hot thinking about me and Erin.”

      “You can say that again,” I agreed.

      She was too preoccupied to take the bait. “And I really, really wanna do it with both of you. But I don’t want to do anything with your mom.” She gave another deliberate shudder. “No. Just… no.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “Besides, I don’t know if I’ll do anything with her. Again, I mean.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, you and I need to talk about it—”

      “Don’t be silly. Of course you can do it with her. Oh, please! Don’t look so surprised. You know I like to watch. And besides, I’ve already been thinking about you and other women. Most of them are our age—Brooke, Leah, Wren—but your mom wouldn’t be that different. Or Susan. She’s pretty too. Maybe the two of them together? With you?”

      My eyebrows flew up again.

      “Seriously?” she said in exasperation. “You know me. I’m as perverted as you are, even if I don’t like to admit it.”

      “You are,” I said softly. “And I’m glad.”

      “I am a little mad at you, though.”

      “Oh? Why?”

      “You totally ruined my plans for tonight. For the whole day!”

      “Hold on,” I said, “the weather was responsible for earlier.”

      “So? You still picked tonight, of all nights, to tell me about you and your mom.”

      “I didn’t want to hide it from you, although I didn’t want to tell you either. I was scared you’d break up with me—or worse—but I thought you should know. Especially if we’re going to… you know.”

      “Have sex?” She sighed. “You were right. To tell me, I mean. I’m still sort of in shock, but I’d’ve been really upset if I found out later and you hadn’t told me. And I would’ve figured it out.” She gave me a pointed look.

      “No kidding. Sometimes I forget how observant you are.”

      “More than sometimes.”

      “Well, you don’t say anything,” I said defensively, “so I think you don’t know.”

      “But I do.”

      “Note to self…”

      She rolled her eyes. “Erin’s right, you really are clueless sometimes.”

      “More than sometimes.”

      She nodded and turned thoughtful. After a moment she leaned against me, pulled my arm around her, and sighed. We sat in silence for several minutes as we each worked through our emotions. She eventually relaxed completely.

      “I love you,” she said. “You still drive me crazy sometimes, but I guess that’s a small price to pay for a guy who gets me.”

      “Same here. You get me, so it’s a match made in heaven.”

      “Not yet,” she said tiredly. “We still have one more thing to do.”

      “Take vows in front of a priest?”

      “Now you sound like my mother. No, the other thing is going to happen long before we’re married. Just… not tonight.”

      “That’s okay. We waited this long.”

      “We can wait a little longer.”

      “Right.”

      We fell silent again and simply enjoyed holding each other. My eyes began to droop as the whiskey in my system finally overwhelmed the fading adrenaline. Christy must’ve felt the same, because she yawned too.

      “You’re hard on a girl,” she said.

      “Just wait till tomorrow. I’ll show you hard.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”
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        * * *

      

      We abided by the house rules and went to bed separately. All the alcohol I’d drunk would have been enough to put me out like a light, but I also felt a huge sense of relief, like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders.

      I was still sleeping soundly when Christy climbed into bed with me sometime later. I woke up enough to scoot over, but that was all I did. She hugged me and breathed a deep sigh. Then she ran her fingers under the waistband of my boxers.

      “I thought you always slept nude.”

      I knew a hint when I heard one, even half-asleep, so I lifted my hips and thrust the shorts under my butt.

      Christy helped slide them down my legs and then tossed them to the floor. “Much better.” She slid her leg over mine and kissed my chest. “Go back to sleep.”

      I sighed and did exactly that.
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        * * *

      

      A dull headache and full bladder woke me in the morning. Christy was still beside me, a little furnace of temptation, so I rolled toward her and nudged her with my hard-on. She sighed in her sleep and pushed back against me.

      Unfortunately, my bladder wasn’t going to empty itself, so I climbed out of bed and found my discarded boxers. My erection was still painfully obvious, but it was the best I could do. At least the hall was deserted when I emerged from the bedroom, although a sliver of light glowed under the master bedroom door.

      In the bathroom I stood over the toilet and waited for my dick to sort out its priorities. My hard-on wasn’t going away without a fight, so I checked my watch. It was almost six o’clock, early by California standards, but late as far as my body was concerned. I knew I wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep, so I decided to go for a run instead.

      Christy was still asleep when I eventually returned to the bedroom. I thought about waking her so she could return to her own room, but we weren’t really in danger of getting caught. I quietly pulled on my running clothes instead. Then I slipped into the hallway and came face to face with her mother. My heart leapt into my throat, although I controlled my expression and pulled the door closed behind me. Anne noticed but didn’t say anything.

      “Morning,” I said, deliberately casual.

      “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

      “Just okay,” I admitted. “Up early and a little hungover, but I’ll survive. You?”

      “The same. Only, I don’t get hangovers.”

      “Neither does Christy,” I said as we headed toward the kitchen. “You’re lucky.”

      “I suppose. We also have to eat twice as often as most people.”

      “So it’s a trade-off.”

      “Mmm hmm. Would you like breakfast? Toast and juice?”

      “No, but thanks. Just some water before I head out.”

      “All right, dear.”

      I had the sense that she wanted to say something else, but she merely smiled and started making breakfast for herself. I filled a glass with water and leaned against the counter to drink it.

      “I’ll probably be gone when you return,” Anne said. “But I’ll be home by the time Brooke gets here to pick you up. I’ll be gone again when you return from the beach. I have a function this evening. I’ll be home late, around ten.”

      I nodded slowly and wondered if she knew what we were planning. Probably, I decided. After all, she’d just given us fair warning not to get caught. Then I wondered how much she’d orchestrated things so Christy and I would have some time to ourselves. Was she going to early Mass because of us? Had she let Harold go on his inspection tour for the same reason?

      She looked at me out of the corner of her eye, and I knew the answers: yes and yes.

      “Christy gets her insight from you,” I said after a moment, “doesn’t she.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “She sees and understands a lot more than she lets on. That’s what you do.”

      Anne thought for a moment before she said, “I’m surprised you noticed. It took Harold years.”

      “He’s more traditional than I am. Besides, he didn’t have my advantages.”

      “No, I suppose he didn’t.”

      I surprised us both and said, “I’m going to marry her, you know.”

      “Shouldn’t you ask her first?”

      “I will. When I’m ready. But I wanted you to know.”

      “Why me? Why not her father?”

      I chuckled. “He doesn’t need to know. Not about this.”

      “Oh? Why not?”

      “You know.”

      She searched for an appropriate reply. In the end, she decided on the truth. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “And I think you approve.”

      She stopped what she was doing and turned to face me. She looked at me for a long time without speaking.

      “I love her,” I said at last. “And she loves me.” I left the rest unspoken, but she knew exactly what I meant. We gazed at each other in silence for a long time, and I eventually realized that she had more patience than I did, probably by an order of magnitude. I conceded and said, “I bet you never thought you’d have this conversation.”

      “No,” she said primly, but with good grace.

      “If it makes you feel any better, neither did I.”

      “I know, dear. Just… be good to her.”

      “I will.”
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        * * *

      

      I returned from my run and felt almost normal. My headache was mostly gone and my appetite had returned. Even better, Anne had left me a couple of pieces of toast and a glass of orange juice, along with a note. I made the mistake of taking a drink as I picked up the note, which read,

      
        
        You’ll need your strength.

        

      

      I spewed orange juice through my nose.

      “Holy crap,” I gasped when I finally stopped coughing, “she’s trying to kill me.”

      I blew my nose into a paper towel, and the sting of the juice was enough to make my eyes water. I gave up on breakfast at that point and cleaned up the mess instead. Then I spent several minutes pondering what I wanted to do. I reminded myself that Anne wanted me to sleep with her daughter, although perhaps “wanted” wasn’t the right word. She was simply a realist. Still, she’d given us her tacit approval.

      I half-expected to find my bed empty, but Christy was right where I’d left her. She stirred and made an effort to wake up as I pulled off my clothes. I slid into bed behind her. She arched her back and stretched with her usual squeak.

      “Your mom left while I was gone,” I said quietly. “We have the house to ourselves.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Are you in the mood to fool around?”

      “I was in the mood last night,” she mumbled.

      “Fair enough. I’m sorry I surprised you like that.”

      “I’ll be okay. Besides, I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “So you’re feeling better about… um… ‘things’?”

      “For the record,” she said as she rolled toward me, “the word ‘things’ is a major understatement. But yes, I’m feeling much better about… ‘things.’” She reached for my flaccid manhood and caressed it to life. “Starting with this ‘thing.’”

      “I was afraid you wouldn’t be.”

      “Then why’d you come back to bed? And without your clothes?”

      “I was hoping… Well, you know what I was hoping.”

      She snorted a soft laugh but continued fondling me. “Hoping to get lucky.”

      “I don’t think you understand just how scared I was,” I said after a moment. “I—”

      “I told you, I worked too hard to give it all up now. You’re mine, and I’m not going to let a little ‘thing’ like your mother come between us.”

      My eyebrows flew up all by themselves.

      “Mmm hmm. Besides, I told you, it’s kind of exciting. I’ve read letters about ‘stepmothers’ and ‘stepsons,’ and I know what they’re really about. So I’m not totally innocent. Oh, and speaking of which, you owe Brooke for introducing me to those magazines.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “You owe Brooke—”

      “Uh-uh. I owe you.”

      “Mmm, I like hearing you say that. So, how do you plan to repay me?”

      I grinned. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Probably, since we both have a one-track mind as far as your penis is concerned. I might surprise you, though.”

      “Oh?”

      She ignored the question and gently pushed me to my back. I guided her mouth to my cock, and she spent several agonizing minutes getting reacquainted without actually sucking. Then she captured the tip and swirled her tongue around it. I groaned deep in my throat and pushed her down. She obediently swallowed more and began bobbing, although she released me after only a minute or two.

      I felt her move, so I opened my eyes. “What—?”

      “Shh.” She straddled my hips. After a moment she slid forward and reached between us. Her hand found my erection and steadied it.

      “Are you sure?”

      She didn’t answer with words. Instead, she set my cock at her opening and eased back. The head parted her labia and slid inside. Her pussy was hot, slippery, and very tight, and the walls caressed my shaft as she slid lower. The sensation nearly overwhelmed me, and I had to close my eyes to fight off the urge to come.

      Finally she stopped moving and held her breath. Then she shuddered with one of her mini-orgasms. Her pussy felt even tighter, and my cock swelled with irresistible pressure. I grabbed her ass and thrust into her. The muscles in my back and legs contracted. The dam burst and we held each other as I emptied my balls deep inside her. The spurts eventually slowed and stopped altogether, and I found that I could think again, although not very clearly.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said softly.

      “No kidding.” I closed my mouth and swallowed to moisten it.

      We fell silent as our breathing slowly returned to normal. I ran my fingertips lightly over her back, while she kissed my chest and sighed with pleasure.

      “Not that I mind,” I said eventually, “but I thought we were gonna wait till tonight.”

      “I couldn’t wait that long. So sue me. Or use me instead.”

      I chuckled. “I came so fast that I’m still hard. Are you ready for round two?”

      She raised her face and grinned with excitement. “And three and four and five and six!”

      “I knew you were gonna say that.”

      “You created a monster. A penis monster! Please, sir, can I have another?”

      “Another penis?” I teased.

      She rolled her eyes. “No, yours. Over and over.”

      “Mmm, good idea.” She squeaked with surprise when I grabbed her and rolled us over. I pushed up and looked between our bodies, to where my hips pinned hers to the bed. “Much better.”

      She caressed my cheek and drew my attention upward. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “And I love Mr. Good Thing.”

      “Yeah, he comes in small packages. Speaking of which…”

      I began moving my hips, and we both fell silent. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the feeling of my cock moving inside her. I thrust deep, and she immediately tensed up, although she relaxed as soon as I pulled back.

      “I can take it,” she said. “Just… not so deep. Not till I get used to it.”

      I nodded and thrust gently instead of using my cock like a battering ram. After a while she began to enjoy it, and a flush crept up her chest and neck. Her nostrils flared as her breathing quickened. When the flush reached her cheeks as well, I slowly buried myself inside her and began rocking my hips. The base of my shaft pressed her clit and made her gasp.

      Her eyelids drooped as her climax approached. She arched her back, and the tendons in her neck stood out as she clenched her jaw to stifle a scream. She gripped my arms in silent ecstasy as a wave of heat washed over my cock.

      I rode it out and waited for her orgasm to subside. She eventually sagged to the bed and relaxed, although her breathing was still quick and shallow. A vein in her neck fluttered with her pulse, and I smiled to myself as I watched her slowly come to her senses. At last she opened her eyes and gazed up at me with the preternatural calmness that came over her after an orgasm.

      “Happy Birdy?”

      “Mmm.”

      “As good as you thought it’d be?”

      “Better,” she said languidly. “Much, much better.” She drew me down for a kiss. Then she looked at me curiously. “You didn’t come. At least, I don’t think you did.”

      “No. I wanted you to.”

      “I knew you were going to say that.” She smiled again and caressed my cheek. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “But now I’m hungry.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “Mmm, I’m a hungry little Birdy. Do you know someone with seed for me?”

      “As a matter of fact…,” I said with a grin.

      “And you have a special ‘bird feeder.’ I can feel it!”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re as bad as I am.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she lied glibly. “But, if you’d like to scoot up here…”

      “You’ll what?”

      “Be a good little Birdy and swallow your seed.”
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        * * *

      

      We eventually moved from the bedroom to the bathroom. We told ourselves we were going to shower, but our resolve lasted all of ten seconds, if that. We never even turned on the water. We started kissing instead, and one thing led to another, until I turned her around and bent her over the counter. She gasped as I set my cock at her opening and slid into her.

      I held her hips and began thrusting. She tried to brace herself, but she knocked over a ceramic vase instead. It bounced into a dish, which flipped and launched soap balls into the air. Nothing broke, so I ignored them and kept thrusting. Christy moaned as I slammed into her, and the jarring impacts bounced the soap balls toward the edge of the counter. They dropped to the floor with random little thuds that punctuated the rhythmic slapping of flesh on flesh.

      The big head knew I should slow down, but the little one was in charge. He even told me to slap her ass. I spanked her again and watched her expression shift from pain to pleasure.

      I eventually paused to catch my breath, and Christy’s head sagged between her outstretched arms. Her shoulders rose and fell with her breathing. All of a sudden I grabbed a handful of blonde hair. I pulled her head up, and her breasts flattened against her chest as she arched toward me. I pinched her nipple and felt her tense with an impending orgasm.

      “You like it rough, don’t you?”

      “Unh!”

      “Answer me.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You like it when I fuck you hard.”

      She moaned and nodded.

      “Say it.”

      “I like it— when you fuck— me hard— sir.”

      She was close, so I gave her hair a little tug. Then I reached between her legs and touched her hooded clit. That pushed her over the edge, and she shuddered and cried out.

      When it was over she sagged in my arms. I lowered her to the counter and bent over her back as she recovered. After a moment I brushed her hair aside and kissed her earlobe. Our breathing synced as it slowed to normal, and I closed my eyes to savor the scent of her: jasmine, honey, and sex.

      “Are you okay?” I said at last. “Did I hurt you? For real?”

      “No. You always know what I like.”

      “That’s easy. You like sex.”

      “Mmm, I do.”

      We relaxed in silence until my hamstrings started to protest and I had to move. I gingerly pushed myself upright before I straightened my legs and stepped back. Christy groaned when my cock slipped free, although she immediately turned and sank to her knees. She sighed with pleasure when she tasted her own juices and my leaking pre-come.

      She began bobbing slowly. I was already close and didn’t last long once she put her mind to it. She tightened her lips around my shaft and held my hips as I shot what felt like a gallon of come down her throat. Then she released me and sat back.

      “I’m afraid to ask,” she said after a moment, “but… what time is it?”

      “A little after nine. We’d better hurry.”

      “Oh my gosh, yes!”

      I was tempted to say that her mother knew exactly what we were doing, but knowing something and catching us were entirely different. So we rushed through a shower, although we teased and groped as much as we scrubbed. Then we toweled off and kissed our way to her bedroom.

      “We have to stop!” She pushed me away and grabbed her watch from the nightstand. “She’ll be home any minute! Go get dressed. Quick. And pretend like nothing happened.”

      “Duh.” I grinned and moved to kiss her again.

      She started to surrender before her better judgment kicked in.

      “Sorry,” I said without meaning it. “I can’t resist you.”

      “Try harder.”

      “Speaking of harder…” I brandished my erection.

      “I’ll take care of him later. Please, go get dressed. You know I can’t think straight when he’s like that.”

      “All right,” I said at last, “but you owe me.”

      “I owe you a million times. And I swear I’ll do anything you want. Tonight!”

      “I know. I’m just kidding.”

      “You are not. Now go. Please. Before I— Ugh!” She shoved me toward the door and reminded me once again that she was a lot stronger than she looked. She didn’t stop until I backed into the hallway. Then she unceremoniously slammed the door in my face. She opened it again, but only a crack. “I love you and I’ll do naughty things, but later. Now go! Put some clothes on. Please!”
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        * * *

      

      We managed to make ourselves presentable by the time Anne came home, although we couldn’t hide that we’d been up to something. Christy filled the entire kitchen with a sunshine smile, while I was more restrained but just as happy on the inside. Anne pretended not to notice, although she smiled when Christy danced and twirled around the room.

      “You’re in a good mood,” she said to her.

      “It’s a beautiful day!”

      “Every day’s beautiful,” I said, “if you have someone to share it with.”

      “I know, right!” Christy gave me a quick kiss before she danced toward the counter and a bowl of fruit. “Hello, Mr. Apples. How’re you today, Mr. Grapes?” She spun and opened the refrigerator door. “Where are you, Mr. Cheese? Oh, there you are!”

      I grinned at her antics.

      “Oh my gosh,” she said all of a sudden, “I’m starving.”

      “Have you eaten?” her mother asked.

      “Um… no. I overslept and then couldn’t find my sunglasses.”

      It was such a bad lie that Anne actually looked at me. Her expression made it clear that alibis were now my responsibility. I tried not to look as chagrined as I felt.

      She took out the frying pan as a polite way to change the subject. “I’ll make omelets,” she said to Christy. “Get the eggs while you’re in there, dear. At least six.” She looked at her watch. “Better make it nine.”

      “Ooh, good idea!” Christy said, oblivious.

      I caught Anne’s eye. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, dear. You can start on lunch. There’s a picnic basket in the garage. On the top shelf next to the storage room.”

      “Right. I’m on it.”

      Anne had left the garage door up, and Brooke’s little green BMW turned into the driveway as I watched. I retrieved the basket and walked out to greet her. She smiled and waved and then took off her sunglasses.

      I paused to admire her through the windshield. She wore her coppery hair pulled back in a ponytail, along with a white headband that matched her ruffled blouse. She opened the door and swung her legs out, and for a moment I thought she looked like a fashion model. Then she closed the door and caught her skirt.

      “Oh, damn!”

      I laughed and offered to help.

      “No, I got it. Damn skirt.” She freed herself and turned toward me. “Wow, you look nice.”

      I was wearing a short-sleeved Polo, cotton pants, and a pair of docksides. In other words, nothing special. “This? Just something I threw on for the beach.”

      “Chris said you have good taste.”

      “She’s the one with good taste. In clothes… shoes… purses… people.” I grinned.

      Brooke turned pink, so I gestured toward the door to the house and then followed her inside.

      “Found it,” I said to Anne as I set the picnic basket on the table.

      “Ah, perfect. Hello, Brooke, dear.”

      “Hey, Mrs. C.”

      “Would you like an omelet?”

      She hesitated but then saw that we were eating too. “Yeah, sure,” she said. “I mean, yes, please. Sorry.”

      “It’s all right, dear. You’re practically family.”

      Christy and Brooke exchanged a couple of meaningful looks. They covered them quickly when Anne turned and asked Brooke if she wanted peppers.

      “No, thanks. They give me gas. Just ham and cheese, please.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said out of the blue, “I have to show you something. Um… my sunglasses. In my room.”

      The two girls disappeared, leaving Anne and me to an awkward silence. She returned her attention to the stove, and I picked up where Christy had left off with the sandwiches.

      “Birdy can be… flighty… at times,” Anne said at last.

      I wondered why she’d used her nickname but didn’t ask. Instead, I apologized and said, “It’s my fault. I… um… shouldn’t’ve let her sleep so late.”

      “Oh? Is that what they call it these days?” She smiled blandly and folded the omelet.

      “Thank you,” I said after a moment. “For everything.” I could’ve been talking about the omelet, but we both knew better.

      “You’re welcome, dear.”

      Christy and Brooke returned with barely suppressed giggles. They both smirked at me and then composed themselves to accept plates from Anne.

      “Sit down and eat, girls.” She finished cooking the last omelet, which she slid onto a plate and handed to me. “Eat up, dear. You’ll need your stamina too.”

      I didn’t choke that time, but only because I wasn’t drinking anything. My eyebrows still rose with surprise. “You have a strange sense of humor.”

      She smiled, artfully innocent. “Harold says the same thing.”
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      Brooke grew quieter as we neared the beach, and she had a death grip on the steering wheel by the time we turned into the parking lot and found a spot.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “Yeah, sure. It’s just…” She swallowed and tried to fake a confident smile.

      “We don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”

      Christy sat forward and looked at her friend. “Oh my gosh, Brooke! He’s right, we don’t have to go.” She turned to me. “She’s totally like me. I get all confident when I’ve had a few drinks—”

      “And then reality hits,” I finished, “and you lose your nerve.”

      “Exactly, we chicken out.” She stroked Brooke’s arm in reassurance. “Really, we don’t have to go. Besides, it looks windy, and you know what that means.”

      She nodded through the windshield, and we watched two older women hold their floppy sun hats in place as they made their way back to their car. I rolled down the BMW’s window and a gust of chilly air filled the car. The temperature in the sun earlier had been cool but tolerable, but the wind sucked the heat right out of it. I rolled up the window.

      “Definitely too cold for a nude beach,” I said.

      Christy agreed with an exaggerated shiver, which was a total lie. She was so hot-natured that she probably would’ve been fine, but she was giving her friend an excuse.

      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Brooke said.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said. “I’m not going out there, and I’m the one who’s actually a nudist.”

      “Hey,” Christy bleated, “I’m a nudist too. A new one, but still a nudist.”

      “You are, but do you wanna take off your clothes on a cold beach?”

      “I hate it when you use logic against me.”

      “Thanks,” Brooke said, “but it isn’t the weather. I don’t know why I’m nervous all of a sudden.”

      “It’s okay,” Christy said.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I added. “I mean, this isn’t the same as skinny-dipping in your own back yard.”

      “I know. I said I wanted to go, but…” She shrugged helplessly.

      “Is it okay if we hang out at your pool instead?” I asked. “We can have a private picnic instead of a public one. We don’t even have to take off our clothes.”

      “You aren’t upset?” Brooke asked. “I know you wanted—”

      “A relaxing day at the beach. But not if we’re all freezing.”

      “Everyone but Li’l Miss Exothermal.” She hooked a thumb in Christy’s direction. “You’re sure you aren’t upset?”

      “Absolutely. It’s no fun if you aren’t comfortable, physically and mentally. Besides, your house is probably better anyway.”

      “Are you sure…?”

      “We’re sure,” Christy said.

      “Let’s go home,” I added with a nod.

      Brooke sighed in relief and started the car. She was quiet during most of the drive back to her house, but she spoke up as she turned into the neighborhood.

      “You probably think I’m a prude,” she said.

      “Not really. As a matter of fact,” I said, “I know you’re not. Christy’s told me all your dirty little secrets. Remember?”

      “She has,” she said with a faux-glare. “But thanks for being cool about it. Not just today, but… everything.” She glanced at Christy in the rearview mirror. “Yeah, I know… you told me.”

      Christy had the good grace not to rub it in.

      Brooke smiled at her and then pulled into the driveway of a largish Spanish-style house with a tall privacy fence. She turned off the engine, and we all sat in silence for a moment.

      “I feel like such a loser,” she said at last.

      “You aren’t. You’re pretty normal. And,” I added after a suitable pause, “I think we all just wanna hang out. It doesn’t matter where. The beach, the pool, wherever.”

      So we hauled the picnic basket and the girls’ beach bags through the gate and into the back yard. It was a lot larger than it looked from the street, with a pool and huge expanse of well-groomed lawn.

      “Wow, this is nice,” I said. “No wonder Christy wanted to stay here instead of her parents’ house.”

      “Mmm hmm,” Brooke agreed. “While I’ve been studying or finishing research papers.”

      “Well, now, hold on…,” I said gently. “To be fair, you also did a lot of partying. I mean, you were both drinking every time I talked to you on the phone.”

      “It was all her fault,” Brooke said.

      “Mine?” Christy squawked. “You drink like a fish. An Irish fish!”

      “I drink like a fish? You do!”

      It was a friendly argument, one they’d clearly had often, and it was just what Brooke needed to lift her out of her funk.

      “Do you think it’s too early to start drinking?” she asked.

      I looked at my watch. It wasn’t even noon, but I said, “It’s five o’clock somewhere.”

      “Do we have any whiskey left?” Christy asked.

      “No, we drank it all. Remember?”

      “Even the Seagram’s?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “What about the wine?”

      “Gone.”

      Christy rolled her eyes. “Okay, then what do we have?”

      “Everything else. How about rum?”

      “Do we have any fruit juice?”

      “How should I know?” Brooke shot back. “You’re the one who’s been here all week. You really don’t pay attention, do you? Come on, let’s look.” She stopped and glanced uncertainly at me.

      “I’ll make myself comfortable. You all go make something alcoholic. Sounds like you both need it.”

      Christy smiled gratefully and then came over for a kiss. “Thank you,” she said softly. “For being the most awesome boyfriend in the world.”

      “My pleasure. Now, run along.”

      They disappeared inside, and I surveyed the house. It had been built sometime in the sixties, but its design was from an earlier era, Spanish Colonial Revival. The pool had been added later, probably in the mid-seventies. Whoever had done it had also added a pergola over the patio. The two styles didn’t quite match, but that was the appeal of American architecture sometimes.

      I kicked off my shoes and scrunched my toes in the grass, which was warm from the sun. We were far enough inland that the sea breeze didn’t reach us, although the house and fence would’ve blocked most of it if it had. The temperature was balmy in the sun and mild in the shade, and a lot less humid than I was used to in either case.

      The girls returned about ten minutes later with a pitcher and three large plastic cups with ice.

      “We made mai tais,” Christy said. “Sort of.”

      “She drank all the juice, so we had to use Hawaiian Punch,” Brooke explained.

      “That stuff has nothing to do with Hawaii.”

      “At least we had the right kinds of rum.”

      I kept my mouth shut and smiled politely when Christy handed me a cup. She poured one for Brooke and then herself, and we settled into chairs around the table. The pergola did little to shade us from the midday sun, but I wasn’t about to complain, since the weather was a far cry from the cold and wet that I’d left in Atlanta.

      We made small talk for a few minutes and then the conversation shifted to school. I asked about Brooke’s major and made a fool of myself when she told me.

      “I’m sorry, did you say engineering?”

      “Yes, bioengineering,” she repeated. “Why?”

      “Nothing,” I said hastily, and tried to cover my faux pas. “I just thought you’d be more like Christy.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Christy herself asked.

      “That she’d be artistic or something.”

      “Mmm hmm,” she said, unconvinced.

      Note to self, I thought, women can do anything men can, which includes being an engineer.

      Christy read my expression and must have realized what I’d just said to myself. She let me off the hook, but I was clearly on probation.

      I silently thanked her and returned my attention to Brooke.

      “We’re alike in lots of other ways,” she was saying, “but I’m good at math and science. Besides, it’s sort of the family business.”

      Her parents were scientists, she explained. Her father was a Faculty Chair at the Salk Institute, and her mother was a molecular biologist at a pharmaceutical company.

      “That’s why they’ve been gone all week,” she added. “They’re not exactly in the same fields, but close enough, and they had a big conference in Toronto.”

      “That makes sense. Not why they’re gone,” I added, “but why you’re so smart. Good genes.” I was flattering her, but I was also being honest. “Sorry about before. I was being a male chauvinist. I should’ve known better.”

      “You should’ve,” Christy agreed.

      “Let me make up for it,” I said. “I’ll fix another pitcher of drinks.”

      “That’d be nice. Thank you, dear.”

      “Is there a special recipe?”

      “No.”

      Brooke rolled her eyes and said to me, “Yes. It’s four parts punch, one part coconut rum, one part spiced rum. Got it?”

      “I deserved that,” I said mildly. “I may not be an engineer, but I can do ratios. Be right back.”

      In the kitchen I took a page from Wren’s playbook and added more rum than the recipe called for. I topped off the pitcher with the rest of a can of Hawaiian Punch. Then I realized I might’ve overdone it a bit, so I grabbed the can opener and another can of punch before I headed outside.

      I half-filled our cups from the pitcher. Then I punched holes in the top of the can and filled them the rest of the way. “Way too much rum,” I explained. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “Probably trying to get us drunk and take advantage of us,” Christy teased.

      “No, that comes later, once Brooke knows me better. For now, I’m on my best behavior.” I slid into my seat. “Okay, where were we… before I so rudely turned into a sexist jerk?”

      Christy’s eyes crinkled with a smile that let me off the hook for real. Then she raised her cup and tasted the alcohol. “Oh my gosh, you weren’t kidding.” She added more punch and offered the can to Brooke, who declined. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m still… you know.” She tried not to glance at me, but Christy saw anyway.

      “Seriously? He’s just a guy. I told you, he’s totally cool. Besides,” she added, “you’re beautiful, fun, and super-smart. You just need to relax and be yourself.”

      I nodded.

      “Easy in theory,” Brooke said. “And… I guess I’m still hung up about Fletcher. I mean, there must be something wrong with me.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said. “Stop right there. I don’t know Fletcher, but I know the type. Some guys are just jerks. All they care about is notches on a bedpost.” I sent a meaningful look at Christy. She’d accused me of the same thing. “You weren’t the problem,” I added to Brooke, “he was.”

      “I know, but—”

      “No buts,” I said. “Christy’s right—you’re beautiful and smart. I’m sure you’re fun too, just… not when you’re feeling sorry for yourself.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It takes a while to get over a serious relationship. I sort of lost my mind for a whole year—”

      “More like two,” Christy said under her breath.

      I shot her a grin and continued, “So don’t rush yourself. Fletcher was a jerk. You’re better off without him.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. From both of us.” I covered Christy’s hand with my own and squeezed. “Okay,” I said after a moment, “let’s change the subject and talk about something fun.” As an afterthought I added, “I almost said ‘something worthwhile,’ but you’re totally worthwhile, Brooke. Fletcher? Not so much. So… next subject.”

      Brooke reluctantly nodded and then picked up her cup. “Maybe I’ll find a cure for nerdiness instead of cancer.” She drank deeply but had to stop before she emptied the cup. “Damn, you weren’t kidding.”

      “I told you!” I laughed. I leaned forward and added punch to her cup. Then I emptied the rest of the can into the pitcher. “There. Tipsy is fine; drunk isn’t. Maybe I’m crazy, but I’d like to talk to you when you’re sober and with your clothes on—”

      “One out of two isn’t bad,” she said under her breath.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, “we’ll get to the nudist part. But for now—”

      “Hey, I know,” Christy said all of a sudden, “if you really wanna apologize for being a chauvinist earlier, why don’t you take your clothes off.”

      I blinked in surprise. “Are you serious?”

      “You’re the one who’s always talking about equal rights. Shouldn’t we have the right to look at you? Besides, I’ve been telling Brooke how cute you are all week.”

      Brooke herself nodded.

      “So, Mr. Playgirl,” Christy added, “are you gonna show us your cute butt?”

      “You’re gonna see more than that.”

      “Oh, goody!”

      “That okay with you?” I asked Brooke.

      She blushed but nodded, so I stood and pulled off my shirt.

      “Not that I mind,” I said to Christy as I unbuttoned my pants, “but what’s gotten into you? You’re Miss Sex Kitten again, all confident and demanding.”

      “Maybe it’s ’cause she’s finally getting laid,” Brooke said.

      “Just for that,” Christy said airily, “I’m not going to tell you what it was like. So there!”

      I grinned at the two of them and folded my pants over the empty chair. My boxers followed a moment later. Brooke tried not to stare at my shaved pubic area, but she couldn’t help herself.

      “I thought you were exaggerating,” she said to Christy.

      “Nope. He really did it, just for me. And now for you. Ta-da!”

      I smiled at Brooke and said, “You can show me yours later.”
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      Unfortunately, I didn’t get to see Brooke’s pussy. I knew she’d shaved it—she’d told me in one of her tipsy moments when I’d called to talk to Christy—but she wasn’t ready to show it off. She wasn’t ready to show off the rest of her body either. Not with a guy she’d just met, at least.

      In all fairness, I’d have been surprised if she’d suddenly turned into a nudist (much less a swinger) after only a few drinks. So we spent a couple of hours getting to know each other instead of fooling around.

      We also had the obligatory conversation about how I could just sit there, completely nude, like it was nothing. And once she worked up enough courage, she asked if I ever had to cover up.

      “Sometimes,” I admitted, “especially times like this, where it’s just three of us and we’re all thinking about sex.”

      She swallowed hard when she realized that I’d partially read her mind.

      “Don’t worry, I know the difference between ‘thinking about it’ and ‘let’s do it.’ Besides, you’d know if I were really in the mood. It’s pretty obvious.”

      “For sure,” she said, more to herself than me.

      “Although… I would like to see more of you,” I said. “I mean, if your body’s half as sexy as your brain…” I let that sink in and then turned to Christy. “Did you bring a bikini?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then why don’t you girls go change? I’ll make another pitcher of drinks. Sound good?”

      Christy looked a question at Brooke, who thought about it and then nodded.

      They disappeared into the back of the house while I headed for the kitchen. We’d finished the Hawaiian Punch, so I found a packet of Kool-Aid instead. It was Sunshine Punch, which looked sort of like orange juice. I mixed it in the pitcher and then raided the liquor cabinet for vodka instead of rum.

      The girls joined me outside about ten minutes later, and I got my first good look at Brooke’s body. She wore a green bikini under a light wrap, but neither could hide her lithe swimmer’s body and full breasts. Christy wore a modest white two-piece that accentuated her tan. She looked positively boyish next to Brooke, but I wasn’t about to complain.

      “Wow,” I said, “you both look awesome.”

      Brooke deliberately kept her eyes above my waist.

      “He thinks you look nice too,” I deadpanned, “but he’s on his best behavior.”

      “I’ll take care of him later,” Christy said.

      “He knows. He’s patient. And… he’s in the mood for a swim instead.”

      Brooke smiled at the banter. The alcohol did a lot to lower her inhibitions, and she relaxed even more over the next hour. She even flirted a bit as we lounged in and around the pool. Still, I knew better than to push things, so I played it cool.

      “Thank you,” Christy said quietly, while Brooke was out of earshot. “She needs confidence more than anything. She’s always been like this, kinda dorky around guys. She really likes you, though.”

      “And I like her.”

      “Mmm, I can tell.”

      “It doesn’t bother you?”

      “No. I… kind of like it. I know you want to sleep with her, but it isn’t like yesterday, with that stewardess— flight attendant— whatever. Besides, you won’t do anything with Brooke until I say so. Right?”

      “Right.”

      “That’s what I figured.”

      I raised an eyebrow with a question.

      “Erin and Leah dropped a lot of hints.”

      “You really do notice everything, don’t you?”

      “And don’t you forget it, mister,” she said, playful instead of petulant.

      “Oh, I won’t.”

      Brooke swam back toward us. “I’d better get out of the sun,” she said. “I didn’t put on sunscreen, and I don’t wanna burn.”

      “Same here,” I agreed. “Sucks to be fair-skinned, doesn’t it?”

      “I know. I’m totally jealous of Christy and how she tans so easily.”

      “Yep, me too.”

      “And now I’m jealous for other reasons.”

      “Thanks,” I chuckled. “I’m pretty jealous too. Of her, I mean.”

      “She’s always been lucky. With guys especially—”

      “And with girls.”

      She stammered but continued, “With everything else too.”

      “Fine, Mr. and Miss Tag Team,” Christy said as we climbed out of the pool and grabbed our towels, “I get it. I’m lucky. It’s not my fault, though. Good things just happen to me. Now, can we change the subject? Please?”

      “Sure,” I said. “We can talk about all the naughty things I’m going to do to you later.”

      Brooke grinned, and Christy was comfortable enough that she didn’t squawk in surprise.

      “Oh?” she said instead. “And what if I say no?”

      “Then I’ll hold you down and do them anyway.”

      “Sounds like someone knows what you like,” Brooke said.

      “Oh my gosh, you can say that again.”

      “And speaking of which…” I glanced at my watch. “Your mom should’ve left by now.”

      The girls exchanged an excited look.

      “It feels so weird to be talking about it,” Christy said.

      “But you like doing it,” Brooke said.

      “Oh, yes!”

      “Okay, then… Bye.”

      I laughed.

      “Hey,” Christy said, faux-plaintively, “you’re kicking us out?”

      “Yeah, but only ’cause you have better things to do.” Her grin turned into a look of resignation. “Besides, I really need to study for exams.”

      They packed up Christy’s beach bag and the picnic basket while I pulled on my clothes. We said our goodbyes, and I extended my hand to Brooke. She decided she knew me well enough for a hug instead. I slid a hand inside her wrap and touched her lightly on the small of the back, but I was a perfect gentleman otherwise. She stepped back and self-consciously pulled the wrap around herself, although the thin fabric did little to hide her stiff nipples underneath her bikini top.

      “Oh, what the hell…” She let her arms drop.

      “Yeah,” I said nonchalantly, “I have the same problem when I like someone.”

      She blushed furiously but didn’t cover up. Instead, she shook it off and said to Christy, “See you tomorrow?”

      “Of course.”

      We said our final goodbyes, and I slung the beach bag over my shoulder. Then I grabbed the empty picnic basket and opened the gate with my free hand. Christy gave Brooke one last hug and followed me out.

      “Your parents’ house is…?” I turned to get my bearings. “That way? Two streets?”

      “Yeah. We can cut through the neighbors’ yards.”

      We walked in silence for a little way before she slipped an arm through mine.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly. “For everything.”

      I nodded.

      “I know you were probably expecting more, but…”

      “Not really. That’s how it usually works. You get to know someone before you just hop in bed with them. I told you… I want some kind of connection before I sleep with someone.”

      “Is that why you waited so long with me?”

      “Ha! No. I was ready after Halloween.”

      “I know. I was too, but I was scared.”

      “You aren’t scared now?”

      She thought about it before she answered, “A little, but only ’cause it seems more real somehow. You aren’t just my boyfriend anymore.”

      “No.”

      “But you aren’t my fiancé either.”

      “Not officially,” I agreed.

      “So it feels like we’re doing something naughty. Only… good. Exciting. And… I understand better about you and your mom. Thinking about her made me think about me and Laurence, and what I wanted to do. It isn’t really that different. Like you said, it’s the taboo.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      We walked through a yard between two houses, where we startled a neighbor. She was a doughty woman in her mid-sixties who relaxed when she recognized Christy.

      “Hello, Mrs. McFadden. Just passing through.”

      “Did you see my husband in the front yard?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      The woman huffed and pulled off her gardening gloves. “George!”

      “Poor Mr. McFadden,” Christy said as the woman went to find him. “He has terrible allergies, so he hates to work in the yard. He’s always tinkering with something in the garage instead. She won’t leave him alone.” We entered her parents’ back yard, and she looked over her shoulder. “I hope we never get like that.”

      “I don’t think we will.”

      She sighed. “Do you ever feel like everyone else is normal and you’re the only person who’s weird?”

      “All the time.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I used to think no one would ever understand, but you do.” She sighed again. “That’s why I know how lucky I am. To have you, I mean. You get me.”

      We reached the screen porch and stopped at the door.

      “In more ways than one,” I said with a significant look at the house.

      “Mmm, I know. That’s all I’ve been thinking about. Well, until we saw Mrs. McFadden. See? I can be a philosopher too. It’s weird how your mind goes from one thing to another. But where were we? Oh, right! I was thinking about what you’re going to do to me.”

      “Do you have something special in mind?”

      “Uh-huh, but more than just what you’re thinking. That too, but…”

      “Yes?”

      “Maybe when we get home-home—to Knoxville, I mean—we can borrow Wren’s Polaroid. You can take pictures…” She rolled her eyes. “You’re going to make me say it anyway, so here goes. Pictures of your penis. Inside me. I want to see what we look like.”

      “We can do that.”

      “And… I want to keep going to West Virginia, even though the ski season’s over.”

      “We can do that too,” I said.

      “I like the bed there. We can do things we can’t do at home.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “Tie me up things.” She glanced at the house. “But in the meantime, we need to do kitchen table things.”

      “Oh, of course. Anything else?”

      “Guest bedroom things.”

      “Didn’t we do those already?”

      “Not the things I’m thinking about.” She screwed up her courage. “Maybe you can wear a towel, and I can sketch you. If you happen to ‘fall asleep’ and get hard…”

      “Ha! Okay, sounds fun.”

      “Yeah, you get me all right. And you don’t think I’m weird.”

      “No.” I opened the screen door and held it for her.

      “Even when I want to do naughty things, taboo things.”

      I followed her inside. “Especially then.”

      “I know. And that’s why I love you, why I’ll do anything you want.” I closed the kitchen door behind us, and Christy cocked an ear to listen. “Don’t go anywhere,” she said. “I wanna make sure.” She checked the garage—empty—and then headed toward the bedrooms. She returned after a moment. “The coast is clear. Now, where were we?”

      She sank to her knees and unzipped my pants. I hadn’t worn my boxers home, and my dick was already growing. Christy gently pulled him out.

      “Hello, Mr. Big,” she said. “You were such a good penis today. Of course, you’re a good penis every day, but you were especially good today. So I have a reward for you. What’s that? Suck first? Okay, but only for a minute. Then Mr. Good Thing has a date with Miss Kitty. Yes, on the kitchen table. Is that okay? Awesome!”
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      Christy and I decided to fly home a day early. We called the airline first and then Brooke.

      “She’s fine with it,” Christy said as she hung up. “She has finals the rest of the week anyway. She’s still depressed about Fletcher, but…”

      “It takes time,” I finished.

      “Yeah.” Christy turned thoughtful and then said, “I was over Simon long before I broke off the engagement. It still feels weird to say that, though. ‘Engagement.’ I mean, I was barely eighteen when I met him. I thought I loved him, and maybe I did, but…” She shrugged. “To thine own self be true, right?”

      “Easier said than done.”

      “You can say that again. No, don’t. Anyway, I was over him, duh. But Brooke was still in love. At least, she thought she was. I’m not so sure, but who knows? She’s always been weird about her feelings. Even weirder about guys. She really came out of her shell with you, though. And now I think I understand why women throw themselves at you, like that flight attendant.”

      “Women don’t throw themselves at me,” I said, “but… yeah, I know what you mean. I treat them like equals. I try to, at least. I still have stupid chauvinist moments, but I’m doing better.”

      “At least you realize it. Most guys don’t.”

      “No. I’ve been like that since Susan set me straight. Well, Susan and several other women. I’ve been lucky.”

      “Mmm hmm. But only with the major ones, the ones who weren’t just notches on your bedpost. Oh, and for the record, I noticed that little comment. You slipped it in when we were talking to Brooke yesterday.”

      “You notice everything,” I parroted, “especially where I’m concerned.”

      “And don’t you forget it, mister. But some of the others,” she continued without a pause, “the ones who were just notches…? Ugh! I don’t even know about half of them, but you have some real mistakes in your past.”

      “Maybe. I let the little head make too many decisions. But I’m not the only one with mistakes in my past.”

      “I had one! Vaughn. The others were nice guys. Not husband material, but still nice guys.”

      “So I’m ‘husband material’?” I teased.

      “You know you are. All my friends say so. Even my dad agrees. Rich is still on the fence, but he’s always been stubborn. Mom and I’ll bring him around, don’t worry.”

      “Speaking of which,” I said, “we need to let your mom know we’re leaving early.”

      “I think she’ll be fine with it. She’s been… weird… all weekend.” Christy blushed and lowered her eyes. “I think she knows. What we were up to, I mean.”

      I barked a laugh.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Oh, she knows. We… um… ‘talked’ about it.”

      Christy’s eyebrows hit the stratosphere.

      “Not in so many words,” I added quickly, “but… we talked around it.”

      “I should’ve known,” she said once she recovered. “She’s like me. Or I’m like her. Whichever. She sees everything and figures stuff out.”

      “Mmm hmm. Which is why she went to early Mass yesterday and stayed late at her charity dinner. She could’ve come home earlier, I’m sure.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Christy admitted. “Still, it feels weird to know she knows.”

      “Oh, I know. I flip out whenever my mom mentions things I didn’t think she knew.”

      “Yeah, but your mom’s different. Ha! I can say that again!” After a moment she shook her head and mused, “Never in a million years…”

      “And you’re okay with… um… ‘things’?”

      “That’s still a major understatement, but yes, I am. I told you, I won’t let anyone come between us. Not Rich, not that flight attendant, not even your mother.”

      We shared a smile before I looked at my watch.

      “Time to go?” she said.

      “Yeah. We need to tell your mom and then start packing. I know how long you take. And remember, I have to check in at the gate an hour early.”

      “Oh, that’s right! I forgot. Can’t we just buy you a regular ticket? Then we can get there whenever.”

      “No,” I said firmly. “Last-minute tickets cost a fortune. Remember Thanksgiving?”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me.”

      “Right. So come on, Little Bit, we have a plane to catch. And then two whole days…”

      “Two whole days,” she echoed dreamily.

      “We can do anything we want and not have to worry about getting caught.” I let that sink in before I added, “But not if we miss our flight. Our schedule’s tight enough as it is. So, chop-chop.”

      “Yes, sir, captain, sir!”
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        * * *

      

      We made it to Atlanta without a problem, which was nice for a change. But our flight landed a little before midnight, and I wasn’t looking forward to a three-hour drive to Knoxville. I’d done it before, but I had a better idea instead.

      “Hey,” I said as we walked out to the car, “I’ve been thinking…”

      “Should I be nervous?” Christy joked.

      “No. Although… maybe, yeah.”

      “Then I think it’s a great idea!”

      “You haven’t even heard it yet.”

      “Whither thou goest, I will go.”

      “I was thinking of spending the night here instead of driving home. Besides, I… um… I’m pretty sure you have a kidnap or rape fantasy in that sexy imagination of yours.”

      She stopped in her tracks and simply stared at me.

      “Uh-huh, thought so.” I gestured for her to keep walking. “It’s more common than you’d think.”

      “Still,” she muttered, “I didn’t expect you to just… guess.”

      “I wasn’t guessing. Besides, that was an easy one.” I unlocked the Cruiser and tossed our bags in the back. I opened the front passenger door and stood in the opening after Christy climbed into the seat. “I thought we’d check into a hotel— No, a motel, someplace a real kidnapper would choose. I’ll abduct you from the parking lot and take you back to the room. Then I’ll have my way with you. Repeatedly.”

      She swallowed hard.

      “But that’s the kind of thing we need to talk about before we do it. So, I wanted to make sure you’re okay with it.”

      “I… I think so. You have to promise me something, though.”

      “Oh? What?”

      “You won’t come inside me. We can’t mess around with that. Yesterday was our last safe day. Today’s danger week.” She sensed my reluctance and continued, “We can still do it, but you have to pull out. Come in my mouth or on my stomach or… anywhere but inside me.”

      “I can stop and get some condoms—”

      “No! I want to feel you, the real you.”

      I felt my frustration building, so I clamped down on my emotions.

      Christy noticed anyway. “I know you think I’m being silly. Brooke gave me a lecture too. So please don’t start. This is my way, the Catholic way. And it’s the only way I can do it if we want to… have sex.” She folded her hands in her lap and stared at them. “We don’t have to if you don’t want to. We can go back to before, to just blowjobs.”

      “Do you want that?”

      “No. I want to feel you inside me. But you can’t come. You have to promise.”

      I inhaled through my nose and exhaled slowly.

      “We can still do it, as often as we like!” She lowered her eyes again. “Only… we have to be careful.”

      “You realize that ‘careful sex’ is difficult at best, impossible at worst?”

      “It doesn’t have to be,” she said in a small voice. When I didn’t respond after a moment, she continued in a rush, “Please, Paul, I’m really trying to make it work.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I said at last. “I’m just frustrated.”

      “I can tell.”

      “I’m not good at hiding it, am I?”

      “No. But I’d still know.”

      “Probably,” I admitted. I took another deep breath and tried to find an island of calm.

      “I love you,” she said after a moment.

      “I love you too.”

      “And you know I’ll do anything for you. Anything. Just… not this.”

      “I know. I’m not ready for kids yet either.”

      “Oh my gosh, no!”

      “So, I guess we’ll have to be… careful.” I even managed to say the word without a sneer.

      “Thank you. I wish I would just take the pill or use a diaphragm or even get an IUD.” She gave me a sheepish look. “Brooke and I had a long discussion last week, before you got there.”

      “Brooke’s smart. You should listen to her.”

      “She is. But she isn’t Catholic.”

      “No.”

      “So we have to do this the Catholic way. And that means you have to pull out.” She ducked her head to look up at me hopefully. “You can come in my mouth. I’ll be your own personal sperm bank.”

      “You already are.” I took another deep breath and forced an attitude adjustment.

      “Only, do you think we can have a normal night?” she asked. “Stay at a regular hotel, maybe even a nice one, and you can make love to me? I swear, you can kidnap me some other time. Tonight I just want to feel you inside me and know you still love me.”

      “I do love you. Sometimes you drive me crazy—”

      “Sometimes I drive myself crazy.”

      “—but I’ll survive. So, yeah, we can have a normal night.”

      “I’ll make it worth your while. I promise.” She ventured a smile. “And since we didn’t get to fool around this morning, I know you have plenty of pressure built up. I’d better relieve you before we do anything else.”

      “Oh? You have something in mind?”

      “Maybe a repeat of the last time we were here? And I should probably take my dress off. I don’t want semen stains on it. Not that I plan to let any escape, mind you.”

      “My own personal sperm bank, huh? And then next week all of you will be, ahem, ‘open for deposits’?”

      “Oh, yes, sir! Open for deposits, bent over for deposits, tied up for deposits, whatever you like. Morning, noon, and night. Five, six, seven deposits a day! And the best interest rate in town.” She grinned coyly. “I’m always interested.”

      “Ha! Good one.”

      “Are you ready to make your first deposit, Mr. Sperm Donor?” She leaned forward and kissed me. “You know you can’t stay mad at me.”

      “I can’t.”

      “I thought you’d see it my way.”

      “Did I have a choice?”

      “Of course! But not anymore. Now you’re stuck with me.”

      “I can think of worse things.”

      “Worse than a girlfriend who insists on Catholic birth control?”

      “Much worse. Besides, it’s only one week a month.”

      “I know. I don’t like it either, but…”

      “It beats the alternative.”

      “It does. Now, if you’ll please get in the car. You owe me a deposit.”
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        * * *

      

      We made it to Knoxville with a minimum of fuss. The weather was beautiful, so we drove with the windows down and the radio blasting. We stopped at the grocery store on the way into town and then opened all the windows in the house to let in the fresh spring air.

      We had the place to ourselves for at least another day and a half, so we didn’t have to worry about sneaking around or getting caught. We had sex whenever and wherever we wanted, and my only complaint was that I couldn’t come inside her. Even so, it was more of a challenge than it should’ve been. Christy enjoyed sex almost as much as giving head, and her pussy felt so good that pulling out was usually the last thing I wanted to do.

      I was tempted to give her an ultimatum—take the pill or we stop having sex—but that would only start an argument. Her mother was right, she was the most stubborn one in the family. Her father had a pragmatic streak that she clearly hadn’t inherited. I suspected that Rich was the same, but he wasn’t in bed with me at the moment.

      Christy looked up in alarm when I shuddered. “What?”

      “Nothing,” I lied. “Random thought.”

      I silently cursed my imagination and focused on the birth control dilemma. Some part of me wanted to start an argument, to try one more time to get her to see reason. Unfortunately, reason had nothing to do with it, so I couldn’t change her mind with logic. I directed my energy at something positive instead.

      “Are you ready for a snack? And then maybe a long soak in the tub with a glass of whiskey?”

      “Oh my gosh, you read my mind,” she said, although she wasn’t completely oblivious to my frustration. “But first… thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Putting up with me and my nonsense.”

      “All part of the package,” I said lightly.

      She wasn’t ready to let herself off the hook that easily. “Brooke says I’m being selfish. Wren will too, probably. Not that it’s any of her business either.”

      “No. It’s yours and mine. And—”

      The phone rang.

      “We can talk later,” she said. “Better see who it is.”

      I stretched toward the nightstand and snatched the receiver. “Hello?”

      “Hey!” Trip said. “Dude, you’re a hard guy to find.”

      I mouthed his name to Christy and then said aloud, “Oh?”

      “Yeah. I tried calling Christy’s house and left a message. Then I called your parents’, but your mom said you’d left on Saturday. So I tried this number, just in case.”

      “Well, you found us,” I said. “We got home yesterday afternoon.”

      “Ah, cool. Anyway, why I’m calling… Wren and I are back in Atlanta, at her house. We’re gonna spend the night here. We’ll be home tomorrow night. Not sure when, but probably late. Wanted to let you know, so you don’t wait up for us.”

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m just not sure if I’m s’posed to tell you or not. Wren’s in one of her ‘prove she can do it without you’ moods.”

      My eyebrows rose with amusement.

      “So,” he said into the silence, “we’re gonna hang out with Mark and Leah tonight, and probably Erin.”

      “Ah, one of those parties.”

      “Right. But you didn’t hear it from me.” In a louder voice he said, “We’re going to stay here and then come home tomorrow night. Just wanted to let you know.”

      I grinned. “Wren just walked in, didn’t she?”

      “Yeah. We had a great time, very relaxing,” he added for her benefit. Then, “Hold on, Wren wants to talk to you.”

      “Hey,” she said. “I don’t believe for a minute that he didn’t tell you what’s going on. I have a bone to pick with you, though.”

      “Me? What’d I do?”

      “Why didn’t you tell us Erin and Leah were in Destin? They were a mile down the beach from us the whole time. We only found out tonight.”

      “Sorry,” I said and meant it. “It didn’t even occur to me. I… um… was busy with my mom in Atlanta.”

      Christy rolled her eyes. It was a whopper, all right.

      “Then I was a little preoccupied once I got to San Diego,” I continued.

      “Well, did you do it?” Wren asked bluntly.

      “You’re such a romantic.”

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with you. She wants you to—”

      “Wren! Stop. Think about it. Where are we? Right now, I mean.”

      “Who? You and Christy? At home. Why?”

      “Well, we’re all alone, without family or roommates or anyone else to distract us.”

      “Distract you from what, though?”

      “Playing Scrabble. Duh.”

      Wren huffed in frustration. “I don’t know why I put up with you.”

      “Be nice,” Christy said, quiet but intense. “Go ahead and tell her. She’ll find out anyway.”

      “Sorry,” I said to Wren. “I couldn’t resist. We haven’t been playing Scrabble.”

      “Oh? Monopoly, then?”

      “Ha! No, Horizontal Hula.” I grinned at the silence from the other end of the line. “Hello?”

      “I’m sorry. Did you say—?”

      “Horizontal Hula,” I repeated, “the latest dance craze sweeping the nation.”

      “Why did I ever like you?” she asked dryly. “Let me talk to Christy.”

      “Chill out, Wren. I’m just messing with you.”

      “I know. That’s—”

      “And I’d let you talk to Christy, but she’s a little preoccupied at the moment. We’re in bed, and she wants to have sex again.”

      “Now I know you’re messing with me,” Wren said after a pause. “Let me talk to her.”

      “No, I’m serious.”

      She hesitated. “For real?”

      Christy rolled her eyes. She gestured for the phone, so I handed it to her.

      “Hello? Hi! Yes, he’s serious. Uh-huh.” She listened and grinned. “Sunday morning. And then again, like, four times Sunday night.” She held the phone away from her ear as Wren screamed.

      “I know, right?” she said when she could talk again. “We stayed at a hotel Monday night. You can imagine. Then yesterday afternoon and all day today. Uh-huh.” She listened. “No. I’m a little sore, but that’s all.” She shot me a guilty look and said, “Yeah, I know. But I’ll tell you everything when you get home. Uh-huh. I swear. Thanks, me too. Okay. I love you too. Bye.”

      She pushed the button to hang up, and I replaced the phone in its cradle.

      “Sorry about that,” she said. “She wanted details. Duh. I told her I’d tell her later.”

      “I heard. But… are you really sore?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t want to tell you, though.”

      “You should’ve.”

      “But it’s a good sore, like after a long day skiing.”

      “This is different. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “But what if I want you to?”

      “Then we’ll compromise.”

      She shook her head. “This is one of those times you just have to trust me. Okay? I’m still getting used to you, your size. But it feels good. I swear. I wouldn’t keep doing it if it didn’t.”

      “Are you sure? I’ve been trying to go easy, but… sometimes I get carried away.”

      “I like it when you do.” She grinned. “When you ram your big cock into me. Oh, oh, please give it to me!”

      “You’ve been watching too much porn.”

      “I have not!” she squawked. “Well, not since last week.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Of course. Brooke’s parents have a bunch of movies. Some really good ones, too. Speaking of which, do you think we can get a VCR and TV here? Brooke knows how to copy tapes. And I’d like to watch them with you.” She shifted gears and said, “In the meantime, you promised me another round.”

      “Huh? What?”

      “When you were talking to Wren. You said I wanted to have sex again. Well, I do.”

      “You’re going to kill me. You know that, right? You’re insatiable.”

      “Mmm, I am. And this time I’ll try to do better about paying attention.” She reached between us and began massaging my dick back to life. “I want to suck you anyway. I’ve missed having you in my mouth.”

      “Yeah,” I said, more to myself than anything, “why did I ever think you were a goody-goody?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m glad you came to your senses.”

      “Me too.”

      “Now, if you’ll roll over, I’ll suck you properly. Then I can ride you until you’re ready to come in my mouth.”

      “Who could possibly refuse an offer like that?”

      “Who indeed? Now, on your back, mister!”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren returned late the next evening. They were tired from their trip but happy to be home and happy to see us. Wren clearly wanted to talk to Christy and hear details about spring break, but Trip was ready for bed. I thought she’d argue or tell him to go up by himself, but she said goodnight to Christy and promised to talk to her later. Then she gave me a friendly hug and kiss on the cheek.

      “About time,” she whispered. “Good job.”

      “You are so single-minded,” I chuckled.

      “I am when I want something. What’s wrong with that? Especially when it’s your happiness?”

      “Fair enough,” I agreed. “Glad you’re home safe. We’ll see you in the morning.”

      They said goodnight and headed upstairs.

      “She drives me crazy sometimes,” Christy said once they’d gone, “but other times she’s the nicest, most considerate person I know.”

      “Peel an onion,” I said. “There’s lots of layers.”

      “You can say that again. But now you made me think of food.”

      “Midnight snack?”

      “You know me so well.”

      “And then afterward, maybe a bedtime story?”

      “Oh? What do you have in mind?”

      “The Princess and the Penis?”

      “Oh, boy.”

      “Goldilocks and the Three Boners?”

      “Here we go.”

      “Snow White and the Seven Dicks?”

      “Oh my gosh, stop!” She rolled her eyes. “And for the record, I only need one dick, yours.”

      “Yeah, but seven times.”

      “Of course. But feed me first. Then you can dick me as many times as you like.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning we left the house after breakfast and headed to campus. We’d missed the upperclass-only registration, so we had to contend with everyone. We split into couples and headed off to our separate ordeals. Christy and I finished a little after lunchtime, but Trip and Wren didn’t return to the house until much later. She was too frazzled to cook, so Christy and I made a pizza run.

      Over dinner, Wren told us about her day. She’d tried to submit her application to graduate only to learn that she didn’t qualify. She needed three more credit-hours. And since she already had a full course load for the quarter, she had to get both her advisor’s and the dean’s permission to add another class. Any general elective would do, as long as it met for three hours a week. She’d spent the entire afternoon filling out forms and chasing down signatures.

      “What did you end up with?” I asked.

      “Don’t laugh,” she said. “Dance Appreciation.”

      “Why would I laugh? It sounds like a no-brainer.”

      “Yeah, well… my brain’s already gonna be mush, so I wanted something I don’t have to think about. I tried to take Swimming, but it’s only a two-hour class. All the sports classes are. Two hours! That’s it!”

      “The Big Orange Screw,” Trip said.

      Wren huffed in disgust. “I’m sick of it. I don’t care anymore. I just wanna graduate.”

      “Dance Appreciation will be fun,” Christy said. “When does it meet?”

      Something about her tone made me worry about my own schedule.

      “Monday-Wednesday-Friday,” Wren said. “Late afternoon. That’s one of the reasons I picked it. It works with the rest of my schedule. I won’t have time for anything else, but I’ll be able to graduate in June.”

      “We could take it too,” Christy said to me.

      “Oh, no!” I said immediately. “I’m already taking seventeen hours, and six of those are Joska’s design class. You have a full load yourself.”

      “Siobhan would approve the extra hours for me. And you’re Professor Joska’s favorite. I’m sure he’ll approve. We could do it together, all four of us.”

      “Are you kidding?” Trip blurted. “I’m taking twenty hours already, and I had to argue with Joska to get him to approve it.”

      “So? Drop a class and take dance with us instead.”

      “Is she serious?” he asked me.

      “Sounds like it,” I said. “And it’s no use fighting, dude.”

      “Says you! She isn’t my girlfriend.”

      “Yeah, but your girlfriend has to take the class, and since misery loves company…”

      “When’re we gonna have time?” he snapped. “On top of school and everything else, we have to keep an eye on the boarding house. Yeah, it’ll be finished soon, but then we have to do the planning and prep for Susan’s renovation. That’s a lot of extra work. Besides—”

      “Dude, chill out,” I said calmly. “Extra work’s never bothered you. Aren’t you the one who wanted to work through the Fourth of July last year.”

      “That was different!”

      “How?” Wren asked.

      Her voice was deceptively mild, but Trip wasn’t so upset that he missed it. He surveyed us and realized he was going to lose, one way or another. To his credit, he decided to do it gracefully.

      “Yeah, all right,” he said. “I’ll talk to Joska on Monday.” He shot me a glare. “But you’re coming with me. Christy’s right, you’re his favorite.”

      “Coulda fooled me,” I snorted.

      “You are,” Christy insisted. “And if he won’t approve it, I’ll ask him. No one can resist me. I’m too cute.”

      “Yeah, you are,” Wren said. She smiled at Trip and wearily rested her head on his shoulder. His glare didn’t soften, but he automatically put his arm around her.

      Sorry, I told him with a look. I owe you.

      He nodded and eventually relaxed his jaw.

      “So it’s settled?” Christy said. “We’re all taking Dance.”
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        * * *

      

      “That was a really mean thing you did to Trip.”

      Christy and I were in the privacy of our bedroom, but I still kept my voice down. She looked up from her nightly routine.

      “So? He deserved it,” she said. “He expects Wren to make all the sacrifices, while he gets to do whatever he wants.”

      “He makes sacrifices. Trust me. You know what she’s like, how she has to be in charge. Besides, it’s their relationship, not yours.”

      “But she’s my girlfriend. Everyone said so.”

      I decided to change tacks. “Choose your battles. I was easy to convince. Besides, I already knew you wanted to start taking dance lessons.”

      “I wasn’t sure you remembered,” she said.

      “I remember everything where you’re concerned.”

      “What is it you say? Touché?”

      “Mmm hmm. So I don’t mind taking the class with you, especially if we can do it with Wren. But Trip’s different. He’s pretty focused—”

      “And the rest of us aren’t? Why’s he so special?”

      “He isn’t,” I conceded. “But he’s trying to get an Architecture degree and a Business minor. That’s a pretty big deal, and he has to argue with Joska every quarter to get permission.”

      “So Wren’s just supposed to give up what she wants because Trip has a plan? What about her plans? She’s trying to graduate and get a job. That’s more than the rest of us.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” I said. “So… why’re we fighting?”

      “How should I know? You started it.”

      “I felt guilty for making Trip change his schedule.”

      “And… um… maybe I was annoyed,” she admitted. “At Trip, I mean. Now that you and I’ve gone all the way, he acts like he gets to sleep with me, no questions asked.”

      My eyes widened in surprise.

      “Yeah. You probably can’t tell, but I can.”

      “Ah, now I get it,” I said. “Wren wants us to become swingers—”

      “And Trip thinks we will—”

      “But you aren’t sure—”

      “No,” she said, almost too soft to hear. “And I don’t like it when—”

      “He treats you like a sure thing, an easy lay.”

      “For the record, I’m not an easy lay, thank you very much!”

      “Ha! You can say that again.”

      “I’m not an easy lay.”

      “I deserved that.” I gathered her in my arms and kissed her forehead. “Now I understand what you were doing tonight. You were pushing back, showing Trip you’re still in control.”

      “I don’t know what I was doing,” she admitted. “I just know that he annoyed me.”

      “Note to self, don’t annoy Birdy.” I pulled back and looked down at her. “Your mother called you that. This weekend. When I was talking to her after you and Brooke went off to talk about us.”

      “She does that sometimes,” Christy said. “She’s normally very proper, like my nana. She calls us by our full names too.”

      “Your Boston nana? Your mom’s mom?”

      “Uh-huh. But every once in a while Mom or Nana will call me Birdy, usually when I’ve done something really silly.”

      “I don’t know what made me think of it,” I mused. “Just… sometimes you seem like Birdy. Or Bunny or Little Bit or Sunshine.” I chuckled. “I have more nicknames for you than all my other girlfriends combined.”

      “All your past girlfriends,” she corrected.

      “Ha! And I’m supposed to be good with words?”

      “You’re good with them most of the time.” She hugged me tight and pressed her face to my chest. “Thank you for understanding about Trip. I never gave him permission to control me.”

      “Can anyone control you? I mean, for real?”

      “You can.” She looked up and met my eyes. “I’m serious. You can do anything you want.”

      “So… if I told you to have sex with Trip?”

      “I’d do it. But I know you won’t. You respect me. That’s why I let you control me.”

      “A relationship is like a building,” I said. “If you lay the foundation right, it’ll last forever.”

      “Well, you certainly laid me right. And I’m hoping you’ll do it again. Over and over.”

      “I plan to. So let’s talk about that…” I thought for a moment. “Why don’t you wear your bodystocking tonight?”

      “Ooh, I like that one. It makes me feel all sleek and sexy. And you like it ’cause it’s crotchless.”

      “I like it ’cause you’re in it. Now, finish your lotions and potions. I’ll be waiting in bed.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m ready,” Christy said from behind the half-open closet door. She’d gone in there so I wouldn’t see her wriggle into the bodystocking.

      I set my book aside and scooted to the center of the bed. “Me too.”

      She stepped into view and turned off the closet light. The bodystocking was a second skin, so she didn’t need the backlight to show off her figure. Instead, she wanted the light from the bedside lamp, which highlighted her nipples through the sheer black fabric and cast a shadow along her bare slit. A distracted part of me marveled at how she used light and shadow without even thinking about it.

      “Wow,” I said, “that’s sexy.”

      “Thank you. You’re pretty sexy yourself, especially in your birthday suit.” She climbed onto the bed and crawled toward me. Then she nudged my legs apart and settled on her stomach between them. “Hello, Mr. Penis. I missed you today, but we had to do our school stuff. You understand. I’ll make it up to you, though.”

      “He was hoping you would. As a matter of fact,” I added, “he wants to talk about something.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. He’s hoping you’ll learn how to deep throat.”

      “Ooh, that’ll be fun!” She shifted her attention from him to me. “Only, I don’t know how. I mean, duh, the ‘deep’ part is obvious. The ‘throat’ part gets a little scary, though. Don’t get me wrong, I’m willing to try, but… please don’t be upset if I can’t do it.”

      “I think you can. It just takes practice.”

      “Do you know anyone who gives lessons?” she asked flippantly. “Maybe I can join a team or something?”

      “Sure, Team Hughes.”

      “Team Hughes? Like—?” Her eyes flew wide. “Oh my gosh! Do you mean what I think you do?”

      “That depends,” I said coyly. “What do you think I mean?”

      “That Erin— and your mother! Oh— my— gosh! Paul, are you serious?”

      “Mmm hmm. I’m sure they’d be happy to give you some pointers.”

      “No. Absolutely not. Never in a million years. I can’t ask your mother for advice on how to deep throat her own son.”

      “Then ask Erin. She’s pretty good at it.”

      Christy buried her face in her hands. “Why do you do this to me?”

      “Do what?”

      “Feed my imagination. I don’t need help, you know! And I shouldn’t get this worked up about asking Erin for advice. But she’ll ask why, and I’ll tell her. She’ll offer to demonstrate, and I’ll want to watch. I’m serious, Paul. I think of a new fantasy every time you mention her. It’s starting to drive me crazy!”

      I chuckled.

      She lifted her head and faux-glared. “Laugh all you like. This is easy for you. But I wasn’t raised like you.”

      “I know. But you aren’t the same innocent girl you were six months ago, either.”

      “I wasn’t so innocent,” she said darkly, “even back then. I was still thinking about this stuff. I just didn’t realize you were too.” She exhaled slowly and stared into space. “Sometimes it feels weird to share my fantasies. It isn’t real if it stays in my head. You know? Like my art. And, like my art,” she continued, “I feel like people are going to judge me if I make things real, if I talk about my fantasies. Does that make sense?”

      I didn’t even have to work through the Christy-logic that time. “Yeah, it does. But you actually share your art with the world. Our sex life and fantasies are private, just between us.”

      “Not really. We sort of have a private collection. With certain people, I mean.”

      “True. Not of art,” I said, “but sex.”

      “Mmm hmm. Brooke knows. Erin will know. Wren knows. Some of it, at least. The vanilla stuff like swinging. Trip, Leah, Mark… the list goes on!”

      “Okay, so we have a small circle of friends who know more than the general public. But they won’t judge us ’cause they’re like us.”

      “I don’t think anyone’s like us,” she said. “Not like you and me, I mean.”

      “No, probably not. That’s why we fit so well together.”

      “Yeah, we do. Even with things that aren’t sex, like our real art. I’m drawing more since we started dating. Did you know that? Mostly sketches of you, but still. I started a new book. It’s full of ideas for things I want to sculpt.

      “The same in bed,” she added. “I have all these fantasies and kinky things I want to try with you. I’ve never felt that way before. I’ve always had to keep things inside, to hide who I really was. But I don’t have to do that with you. And I guess it kind of scares me. Where do we draw the line? Is anything too weird?”

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “Before we started dating, I’d’ve said incest was. Yeah, I fooled around with Mom and Erin, but I never did anything—”

      Christy laughed and shook her head. “You’re so frustrating sometimes. You tell me that blowjobs are sex too, but then you say things like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “That you never ‘did’ anything with your mom or Erin. What do you think blowjobs are? Duh!”

      “Yeah, all right, you got me. But you know what I mean. I never went all the way with them.”

      “I know. I’m just teasing. Only, I’m not.”

      “I guess I have my own double standards.”

      “You do. But you’re really cute when you realize it.”

      “Thanks. I think.”

      She smiled at me fondly and then sighed with contentment.

      “Come up here,” I said.

      “Hmm?”

      “Yeah, we can get to the deep throat practice later. Right now I just want to feel you next to me.”

      She crawled up and settled along my side, a tight little package in her bodystocking.

      “I like this,” I said as I put my arm around her. “And I was wondering… where’d you get it? I mean, I can’t imagine a Girls & Young Misses department with crotchless lingerie.”

      “Funny, ha ha. Go ahead, make fun of me for being small. Everyone else does. But if you must know—”

      “I must, I must.”

      “—Brooke and I got them from a store down by the zoo. In San Diego. Duh. They sell lingerie and vibrators and movies and all kinds of stuff.”

      “So Brooke has one of these too?”

      “Of course. You didn’t think I’d go into the store alone? Oh my gosh, no!”

      I chuckled.

      “Besides, we have similar taste.” She glanced up to judge my reaction. “In guys, too. She thought you were really cute. I was kind of hoping she’d get to meet Mr. Big, but… oh, well. She knows what he looks like. In all his glory, I mean.”

      “All his glory? You mean hard? Hold on—?”

      “I showed her sketches.”

      “Of Mr. Big?”

      “No! The whole you. I hope you don’t mind. I didn’t think you would, but I didn’t ask, so I’m sorry if you’re upset. She wanted to know what you looked like. I have pictures in my wallet, but I showed her my sketchbook too. And… um… I might have a few drawings where you’re playing with him. Mr. Big, I mean.”

      “For real?”

      “I don’t show those to just anyone,” she said quickly. “Only Brooke. I wouldn’t even show Wren. Not that it matters with her; she already knows what you look like. But I was telling Brooke how hot you are—your body, I mean—and she was curious. So… I showed her. Are you upset?”

      “No, not really. More amused than anything.”

      “Oh, thank goodness. And if it makes you feel any better, she said I could show you sketches of her. She likes posing for me, so I have some really good ones.”

      “Nudes?”

      “Of course. But regular ones too, little sketches where she didn’t know I was watching. She’s so beautiful, Paul, so natural. But she doesn’t realize it.”

      I’d noticed that about her too—she didn’t primp or preen like some attractive people did.

      “She liked looking at you, though,” Christy continued. “That’s why she was so flirty that time you called when we’d been drinking.”

      “Which time was that?” I teased. “You’d been drinking pretty much every time I called.”

      “So sue me. Or us. Whatever. You didn’t seem to mind when we were there in person.”

      “What? You drinking? No.”

      “Brooke’s like me, a lot more flirty when she’s had a few. But more than that, she just needed to relax. And for a guy to be nice to her. Fletcher really screwed her over. Not only because he cheated, but also the way he made her feel about herself. I mean, I’m not exactly a model of self-confidence, but I’m practically you compared to her these days.”

      “I have plenty of doubts and fears—”

      “Coulda fooled me.”

      “—but you’re right, I’m pretty confident in general.”

      “I wish Brooke was. She used to be. Well, more than she is now. She’s always been a little insecure about some things. She thinks her boobs are too big—”

      “They aren’t.”

      “—and she doesn’t like her freckles—”

      “They’re beautiful.”

      “—but you know what I mean. Everyone’s a little self-conscious about something. I see it all the time when I sketch people, the little things they try to hide. It’s funny. Those’re usually their most interesting features, the things that set them apart from others. Like me and my size, or you and yours.”

      I waved my semi-hard penis at her. “You mean this?”

      “No, your weight. You’re really self-conscious about it.”

      “Oh. Yeah. That.” I sighed and said, “I don’t ever wanna be pudgy again.”

      “Well, I don’t care how much you weigh. Neither does anyone else. But where was I? Oh, right, Brooke. I wish she’d get some confidence back. That’s one of the reasons I wanted you to meet her. You’re really good at making people feel special without sounding fake. Laurence did that. I know I told you.

      “But listen to me,” she finished, “I’m chattering again. I don’t know why. I’m not nervous or anything. I’m really happy.” She squeezed me tight and then breathed a deep sigh. “So happy I could burst.” After a moment she began stroking my cock back to life. “Mmm, speaking of bursting…”

      “Wow, you’re all over the place tonight.”

      “I can’t help it. Sometimes I have a million thoughts when I’m with you. You don’t expect me to keep them to myself, do you?”

      “No,” I chuckled. “It’s just… sometimes your mind is like your metabolism. They’re both going twice as fast as normal people’s.”

      “What if they are? My libido is too, and you don’t complain about that.”

      “I’m not complaining about the other. I think it’s cute. You’re cute.”

      “Oh. Okay. When you put it that way… thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, about your libido…”

      “It’s very high. And I’ve been thinking about what you asked me.” She squeezed my dick and stroked it back to life. “About learning to deep throat. Are you looking for my clitoris or something?”

      I frowned in confusion. “In your throat? Not unless it’s moved.”

      “It hasn’t,” Christy said brightly. “I just— Hold on! You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?”

      “Of course, deep throat.”

      “No, the part about my clitoris being in my throat.”

      “Okay, you got me,” I said after a moment. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She sat up and looked at me in amazement. “Seriously? I know something you don’t? About sex?”

      “Probably lots of things.”

      “But this particular thing…”

      “Your clit being in your throat? Yeah… no.”

      “So you haven’t actually seen the movie?”

      “What movie?”

      “Oh my gosh! I thought you had. I thought everyone—”

      “What movie?” I repeated testily.

      Christy immediately calmed down. “Sorry, Deep Throat. I thought you’d seen it. You’re a guy. That’s what guys do, watch porn. It’s in the Handbook.”

      “Ah, right. So… now’s probably a good time to admit that I haven’t actually seen many pornos.”

      “Seriously? You talk like you have. I just thought… you know.”

      I shook my head.

      “Wow. I know more about something than you do. I’m in shock. Good shock, but still… Now I can teach you something. Okay, so… Deep Throat. It’s about this woman who can’t have an orgasm. Then her doctor discovers that her clitoris is actually in her throat. That’s why she has to deep throat.”

      “Ah, okay. I get it,” I said. “Except the part about her clit. That can’t really happen.”

      Christy gave me a flat stare. “You read books about hobbits and elves.”

      “Don’t use logic against me.”

      She grinned and continued, “Anyway, the woman in the movie has to deep throat guys until she finds one she wants to marry. I already found mine, but I still want to deep throat him. If I can, I mean. And now I wanna watch the movie with you.”

      “Does Brooke have it?”

      “Of course. Now we definitely need a TV and VCR here.”

      I felt a surge of annoyance at Christy’s cavalier attitude about money, but the little head pointed out that watching porn was basically foreplay.

      Besides, he added, it’s only money. It doesn’t do me any good. So the least you can do is make her happy with it. She’ll take care of the rest. And by “the rest,” of course, I mean me.

      The world doesn’t revolve around you, I thought back at him.

      Now you’re just talking nonsense.

      Christy grinned. “What’d he say?”

      “That we need to watch porn together. But in the meantime, let’s talk about this clitoris you have in your throat.”

      “You’re so weird sometimes. My clitoris is right where it’s supposed to be, Sir Licks-a-Lot.”

      “Good one,” I chuckled. “But maybe you have an extra one in your throat. We should probably check, just to be sure.”

      “Oh we should, should we?” She grinned. “You’ll say anything to get lucky.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      “No, not really. Now, if you don’t mind…” She lowered her head and hummed a tune as she kissed and licked my hard-on. She stopped humming when she started sucking for real, but I wasn’t about to complain. I didn’t know the song anyway. And besides, I had better things to think about, like the back of her throat.
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        * * *

      

      I called my parents’ house on Sunday morning while Christy went to Mass. No one answered, so I left a message. Then I dialed Sara’s number. It was a bit early in San Francisco, but I crossed my fingers. She answered on the fifth ring.

      “Yello?”

      “Hey, it’s Paul,” I said. “Is it too early?”

      “Whaddyou think, jagoff?” Crash!

      I stared at the phone and chuckled. Her Pittsburgh accent came out when she wasn’t paying attention. I hung up and hoped she could get back to sleep, but the phone rang less than a minute later.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey,” Sara’s sleepy voice said. “’S everything all right?”

      “Yeah, sorry. I know it’s early there. I should’ve waited.”

      “You’re a real asshole. I was sound asleep until you scared the shit out of me. I thought someone was in the hospital or something. Are you sure you’re all right? Is Christy?”

      “We’re all fine. You wanna go back to sleep and call me later?”

      “I’m already awake. Fuck. What time is it?”

      I glanced at my watch and subtracted. “A little before seven, your time.”

      “D’you know what day it is?”

      “Do you?” I laughed.

      “Sunday. Asshole.”

      “Okay,” I said evenly.

      “So, whaddya want? Hold on. I’m’a start coffee.” She set the phone down and returned about a minute later. “D’you know what time it is?”

      “Yeah, okay, I get it,” I said. “It’s too early.”

      “Especially for a Sunday. And I’ll cut your balls off if you scare me like that again. Now, what’s so urgent that it couldn’t wait till a decent hour?”

      “Eh, not much. I just wanted to hear your voice.”

      “Aren’t you a saint. But I don’t believe you.”

      “Okay, you’re right. I really wanted to call and complain.”

      “’Bout what? Princess problems?”

      “Sort of,” I said. “Although… more like Catholic birth control problems.”

      Sara chuckled, dark and completely devoid of sympathy. “I’m glad I don’t have to worry about that anymore.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what’d you do when you did? The pill?”

      “Jesus, no. I got an IUD. No muss, no fuss. And no daily reminder that I was gonna get fucked, by life or just some random asshole.”

      “Yeah, right. Sorry.”

      “Why? You never fucked me. You never fucked me over, either, which is a minor miracle. Anyway,” she continued, “if you don’t mind me asking, did you and the little princess finally get down to business? Sounds like you did, if you’re worried about birth control.”

      “We did,” I agreed. “And her idea of ‘birth control’ is the rhythm method.”

      “Natural Family Planning,” Sara said. “That’s what they call it in the Church. It’s more than just the rhythm method, but I don’t know how, exactly. The priests gave these pamphlets to couples who were getting married. I was too young to care and had bigger problems anyway.” Her pause was as good as a shrug. “Is that what you wanna complain about?”

      “Yeah. I’m not happy with it, whatever it’s called.”

      “Don’t like schedules and having to pull out?” she chuckled.

      “No, but it’s more than that. It’s mental as much as physical. I mean, I worry about what happens if I ‘forget’ to pull out. And what if she gets her dates wrong? She has a little calendar she uses, but I don’t know if her math is right in the first place. What if she added wrong or forgot to subtract or something? I worry about this crap every time we have sex. Okay, not every time, but before and after. The rest of the time, too. It’s exhausting!”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Sara said after a long pause. “Have you talked to her about it?”

      “Till I’m blue in the face. Her girlfriend did too, and she’s an actual scientist.”

      “Hold on… Wren? I thought she was some kind of PR person.”

      “Her other girlfriend, in San Diego.”

      Sara laughed. “How many girlfriends does she have?”

      “As many as she wants.”

      “My kind of woman. And… it sounds like she’s a swinger already.”

      “She sort of is. More about that later. Right now I’m complaining about her birth control.”

      “Sorry.” Her sarcasm came through loud and clear. “I almost forgot.”

      “I’m sure you think this is funny,” I griped, “but it’s really starting to bug me. It’s all I think about sometimes, and we’ve only been sleeping together a week. She doesn’t want kids yet—”

      “And you believe her?”

      “Yeah, I do. She can’t lie to me. But still… if she doesn’t want kids yet, why won’t she get on the pill?”

      “Catholic guilt.”

      “Seriously? It can’t be that bad.”

      “I don’t think you understand what it’s like. For girls, especially. They tell you to obey the Church. Obey your parents. Don’t ask questions. Do what you’re told. And they make you feel like it’s your fault if you aren’t pure and innocent. Everything’s a sin and you should feel guilty about it. Nothing you do is good enough.

      “But they don’t really care. It’s all about appearances,” she added bitterly. “They ignore cuts and bruises as long as you’re wearing a pretty dress. And they blame you for all the bad shit that happens to you. Never mind that your father’s a piece-of-shit drunk. But hey, he’s a man, the head of the house. You’re supposed to honor and obey, and feel guilty if you don’t.

      “The priests are the worst, though. They do some awful shit, while the Church covers it up and pretends nothing ever happened. No one does a thing, about any of it, even when it’s staring them in the face. They’re all fucking hypocrites!”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      Sara drew a ragged breath and slowly composed herself. “Sorry,” she said into the awkward silence. “I didn’t mean to go off like that. It’s just… I hate those people.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “No, you can’t. So fuck you!”

      I knew she wasn’t angry at me, so I bore it in silence.

      “Sorry,” she repeated after a moment. She sniffed and cleared her throat. “Maybe I should call you back.”

      “No! I mean… no. Take your time.”

      “Okay, then hold on.” She set the phone down and blew her nose. She returned after nearly a minute. “Coffee. Should help,” she said. “Anyway, yeah, Catholic guilt. It fucks you up. It’s worse when you think that maybe you actually did something to deserve all that shit.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “You think I don’t know that, asshole?” She took a breath and tried to calm down. “Aw, fuck it. I don’t know why I’m yelling at you.”

      “Sometimes it helps to vent. Like now. Besides, I know you aren’t angry at me.”

      “I am for scaring me earlier.”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. “Sorry ’bout that.”

      “It’s okay. Just don’t do it again. And don’t get annoyed at Christy because she won’t do things your way. She’s probably a lot more fucked-up in the head than you are.”

      “I… hadn’t thought of that.”

      “Well, you should’ve.”

      “You’re right. Still—”

      “Look, I know this isn’t what you want to hear,” Sara said, “but she’s sleeping with you, right? And you aren’t married. So she’s already disobeying the Church. Her parents, too. And she isn’t like me—she still believes this shit. Hell, she’s probably convinced herself that you’re married, at least in her head. And the birth control is her way to do it and still obey the Church. It might not seem like a big thing to you, but it’s important to her.”

      I struggled to process what she’d just said. Oh, I understood it. I just didn’t like it. “Yeah, you’re right,” I said eventually, “that isn’t what I want to hear.”

      “Too bad.”

      “I know. Sex is a big deal for her, and sometimes I forget how much it goes against her upbringing.” Not to mention all the other things she does that aren’t on the list of Church-approved marital activities.

      “Mmm hmm,” Sara said, faux-sweet. “Now, was there anything else you wanted to talk about?”

      “Tempting, but… I think I’ve had enough fun for one day.” After a suitable pause I said, “So, how’re you? I know that sounds glib, but I really mean it.”

      “I’m fucked-up in the head,” she laughed. “Worse now that you got me thinking about the past and shit I can’t control.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “I know. It isn’t your fault. But I’m not really in the mood to talk anymore. No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      “What time is it? Jesus, it isn’t even seven thirty! Okay, I’m’a get dressed and take my camera out for a while. I need to be alone.”

      “I understand.”

      “Call me sometime this week. I’m working till Wednesday, but catch me any time after that.”

      “Will do. And, Sara…?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m glad you survived. The world’s a better place with you in it.”

      “Thanks,” she said softly. “You too.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy flew up the stairs and into the bedroom, where I was sitting on the bed with my sketchbook. I wasn’t actually drawing anything, though. Instead, it was an excuse to tell myself I was doing something when I was really just brooding about what Sara had said.

      “Hello, Mr. Wonderful,” Christy chirped. “It’s a beautiful day. Come see!” She threw open the curtains and bent to open the window.

      I stayed right where I was and admired the view of her slim backside. She was wearing a knee-length floral-print dress, frilly white ankle socks, and pink low-top Chuck Taylors. Her legs were toned and tan, and I didn’t need much imagination to picture her without the dress. She struggled with the window, so I set my sketchbook aside and went to help.

      “It sticks unless you do it just right.” I wiggled the sash until it opened.

      Christy nibbled the tip of her thumb and gave me a suggestive look. “You can do the same to me if you’d like.” She tugged my hand. “Come away from the window.” She glanced back as she neared the closet door. “I was thinking about you all the way home.”

      “Good thoughts, I hope.”

      “Very good. Very naughty.” She tilted her face up for a kiss and then ran her fingers through my hair as our lips met.

      I picked her up. She squeaked but didn’t stop kissing me, so I pinned her against the closet door. She automatically wrapped her legs around my waist. We kissed with growing heat for a couple of minutes before I set her on her feet again.

      “Take off your panties.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I untied the drawstring on my shorts and kicked them off. I wasn’t wearing boxers, and my erection sprang up. Christy reached under her dress and lowered pink cotton panties. She watched as I took off my shirt and tossed it aside as well. I picked her up again and she crossed her ankles behind me.

      “So, you were thinking naughty thoughts on the way home? About what?”

      “This and that,” she said coyly. “You know, me and my imagination.”

      “Was I fucking you against the wall in your imagination?”

      “No, but you were doing other things.”

      “Like what?”

      “Are you really going to make me say it?”

      “What do you think?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re such a pervert. And I’m such a nympho.”

      “Mmm hmm.” I reached under her and slid her dress out of the way. Her smooth pussy was hot and slippery, and she moaned as my fingers teased her open. “Tell me,” I said, “what were you thinking?”

      “About sucking your cock. And riding you.”

      “Those’re vanilla fantasies. They don’t get you this worked up. So… what were you really thinking?”

      “About being kidnapped.” She panted as I fingered her clit. “Brooke— likes— the same— thing. Unh!”

      “And…?” I prompted. “She wants…?”

      “To be forced. Held down. Fucked hard.”

      “You told her I was into that?”

      “Unh, yes! I told her… everything.” She buried her face in my chest and begged, “Oh my gosh, Paul. Please, please put it in.”

      I grinned. “Put what in?”

      “Your cock… in my pussy… please. You’re teasing me.”

      “Hold on.” I shifted her weight and steadied her against the closet door. Then I moved my hands to the insides of her thighs and spread them all the way. She gasped when she felt the tip of my cock at her opening. “Beg for it.”

      “Put it in. Oh, please, please, Paul. Put your cock in me.”

      I lowered her onto my erection, and she groaned as it spread her open. She clung to my neck and gasped when I began thrusting. The closet door thumped against the frame each time my hips met hers.

      After several minutes I shifted her weight and began bouncing her up and down. Her pussy felt even tighter than before, and I had to concentrate hard not to come too soon.

      “I wanna taste you,” she begged. “Come in my mouth.”

      I bounced her a few more times and then lifted her off my cock. She immediately sank to her knees.

      “I love the taste of me on you.” She swirled her tongue around the tip and then planted open-mouthed kisses down the shaft.

      I put a hand on the back of her head. She took the hint and started sucking. I didn’t last long, and she moaned as spurts of salty come gushed over her tongue. Once I finished shooting, she swallowed and sucked me deeper.

      “Oh my gosh,” she said at last, “that was a lot. More than usual.”

      “You got me worked up, talking about Brooke.”

      “I told her I’m willing to share.” She laughed and squeezed my cock. “Someone approves.”

      “Someone always approves. Hold on, stand up.” I helped her to her feet.

      She grinned and gripped my cock underhand. Then she stretched upward and offered her lips. She stroked me gently as we kissed.

      “I love talking to you when you’re hard,” she said. “And not just because of the Hughes Lie Detector. I love knowing that I do this to you.” She smiled. “You’re very good for my self-confidence.”

      “I’m glad. But you changed the subject.”

      “Sorry. Where were we? Oh, right! Brooke. So, I told her I’m willing to share, but only if I can watch.”

      My eyebrows did their thing.

      “We’ve… um… talked about it,” she admitted. “Sharing, I mean. It was only girl-talk before. But now…?” She grew serious and stroked me as she thought about what she wanted to say next. “And I’ve been thinking… I don’t want our first time to be with Wren. Your first time, I mean, when I watch you with another woman.”

      “Oh? Seriously? Why not?”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I trust Wren, but… not entirely. She gets carried away sometimes. I don’t know if I can handle it, watching you with someone like her. Brooke’s… I dunno… less aggressive. And I know she won’t take things too far.”

      “Makes sense,” I said.

      “Also, Brooke’s sort of submissive—nothing like me—but a lot more than Wren.”

      “No kidding. Wren’s as dominant as a man sometimes.” I silently cringed at my unconscious bias, that only men could be dominant.

      Christy didn’t catch it. She agreed about Wren instead. “You can say that again. So, I was thinking… maybe you and I can get together with Brooke sometime. I don’t know when, but…” She shrugged and left the rest up to me.

      “You sure don’t believe in free time, do you?” I joked. “Dance class, weekends in West Virginia, a trip to see Brooke…”

      “Sorry. Only, I’m not. Besides, this is what you want, isn’t it? A swinger girlfriend, I mean. A swinger wife, eventually.”

      “I do.”

      She smiled at my deliberate wording. “I like hearing you say that.”

      “That’s why I do it.”

      “Mmm, I know. And… d’you mind if we go back to bed? I’m feeling very affectionate right now.”

      “Fine by me.” I squeezed her nipple through her dress and bra. “You’re a little overdressed for it, though.”

      She rolled her eyes and gently shoved me toward the bed. “Go. Watch. I like when you do. You get this look in your eye…”

      “What can I say?”

      “I can’t do a striptease or anything, but you don’t really care, do you?”

      “Nope.” I propped pillows against the headboard and leaned against them. Christy unzipped her dress, stepped out of it, and carefully replaced it on a hangar in the closet. Then she unhooked her bra and tossed it after her panties.

      “Very nice,” I said. “The perfect little package.”

      “Mmm, and she wants to say hello to Mr. Big. Maybe we can—?”

      The phone rang.

      “Oh, crap,” I said. “It’s probably my mom. I called and left a message earlier.”

      “Go ahead and answer,” Christy said.

      “Sorry. Hold on.” I grabbed the phone. “Hello?”

      “Hi,” Mom said. “You called?”

      “Yeah. I was just checking in.” I waited for Christy to take off her shoes. Then I gestured for her to join me on the bed. She hesitated but clearly felt awkward where she was. I gestured again, and she crawled up and settled beside me.

      “Ah, okay,” Mom said. “Sorry I missed you earlier. I was out working in the yard.”

      “Nude gardening?”

      “No, the regular kind. I’m the only one here.”

      I moved Christy’s hand to my cock. She reacted predictably—I was talking to my mother, after all—but then she relented and started playing with me.

      “Your dad went to the airport to work on the new plane,” Mom continued, “and Erin spent the night at Leah’s.”

      “Ah, so no one’s there to enjoy the view.”

      “The view? Of what?”

      “You. Nude gardening.”

      “No, I told you—” She hesitated and then said, “Is there a reason you brought that up? Twice?”

      “Sort of. But I can’t tell you.”

      “Right,” she said flatly. “That’s okay. I think I know. So, you’re okay with… ‘things’? Between us?”

      I laughed. “That’s a major understatement.”

      Christy looked up in surprise. She couldn’t hear the other side of the conversation, but she probably had a good idea.

      “What is?” Mom asked.

      “Calling it ‘things,’” I said, for her benefit as well as Christy’s. “But yes, I’m okay with it.”

      “And I can read between the lines, so Christy must be okay with it too.”

      “Yeah. I told her. I don’t want to keep things from her.”

      “I see. And… she’s with you now? That’s why you’re speaking in code?”

      “Right again,” I said. Then I grinned. “I get my intuition from you.”

      “No, you’re a lot like your father. And, like him, you aren’t as clever as you think you are. I know exactly what you’re up to. And if Christy’s there with you, she probably does too.”

      “Probably,” I agreed. “She’s a lot more observant than I give her credit for. I shouldn’t have to remind myself, though.”

      “No, you shouldn’t,” Mom said.

      Christy agreed with a sigh.

      “So,” Mom said after a moment, “is there a reason you brought this up? With both of us?”

      I chuckled at her matter-of-fact delivery, but it also gave me time to think. I didn’t know what I was doing or why.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I said eventually. “I’m not as clever as I think I am.”

      Christy searched my expression for a clue to what I meant.

      “Mmm hmm. Good that you realize it,” Mom said. “Sooner rather than later, although Christy probably figured it out a while ago. And if you told her about us and she’s fine with it, you’d better hold on to her. She sounds like a keeper.”

      “She is.” I looked into her eyes and said, “I think she’s The One.”

      “I’m glad to hear. And I’m very happy for you,” Mom said. Then she turned businesslike and added, “But you made your point: Christy and I can coexist in your life.”

      “To be honest,” I said, “I don’t know what point I was trying to make.”

      “Maybe not consciously, but you’re a bit like me after all. You have a feel for these things. Now, if that’s all you wanted to talk about…?” She paused just long enough to make me think she was waiting for an answer. “I’ll let you get back to Christy. I need to finish in the yard and then repot some houseplants. For real this time.”

      “Oh. Okay. Then I’ll let you go. I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too. Tell Christy the same.”

      “I will. Bye.”

      “Goodbye.”

      I replaced the phone in its cradle and then stared out the window. After a moment I said, “That was the weirdest phone call I think I’ve ever had.”

      “You can say that again,” Christy said softly. Then she looked up. “What did she say?”

      “That she loves us.”

      “Us?” she repeated.

      “Yeah. And… I don’t know how to describe the rest. It was like she was passing the torch.”

      “Passing the—? What’re you talking about?”

      I thought about it for a long time before I answered. When I did, it wasn’t what Christy was expecting.

      “I’ve had a lot of women in my life…,” I began hesitantly. I felt her start to react, but she controlled it and waited for me to continue. “And I’m not talking about notches on the bedpost,” I added, “but you realized that. I’m talking about important women, ones who’ve shaped who I am. You know most of them.”

      She nodded.

      “But my mom’s the most important. Duh. She’s my mom, right? Well, she just passed the torch.”

      “To me,” Christy said, a statement instead of a question.

      “Yeah. That’s why I’m sort of in shock.”

      “Does it bother you?” she asked quietly.

      “No. Only, I didn’t think it would happen in a phone call. I thought it’d be on our wedding day or something.” I snorted a soft laugh, more to myself than anything. “Life isn’t how we imagine it.”

      “No.”

      I took a deep breath and replayed the conversation in my head. Eventually I said, “I guess she was telling me what I already knew.”

      “That I’m the most important woman in your life now?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, it’s only fair. You’re the most important man in my life.”

      “Kinda scary, isn’t it?”

      “You read my mind.”

      “Did you ever think this would happen?” I asked. “I mean, back on…?”

      “September 3rd, 1981.”

      “Right. But… that was a long time ago. Did you ever think we’d get to this point? Where we’re seriously talking about getting married and spending the rest of our lives together?”

      “Honestly?”

      I nodded.

      “On that day? Yes.”

      “For real?”

      “Mmm hmm. I never believed in love at first sight till then.” She chuckled, low and rueful. “But don’t ask me about all the days after that.”

      “What?” I teased. “You weren’t in love with me every day since then?”

      “You were there. What do you think?”

      “I think… I’m glad I came to my senses. And I’m glad you came to my bed.”

      “Our bed.”

      “Right. Our bed. But you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Mmm, me too. And not just for the obvious reasons.”

      “Oh?”

      “It’s a nice enough bed,” she said, “and I love the man in it, but… it’s more than that.”

      “More?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! All that extra closet space.”

      My eyes flew open with disbelief.

      “Hey, a girl has needs.” She laughed. “You’re so cute when you’re speechless.”

      “I’ll show you speechless!” I threw her onto her back and rolled on top of her. Then I spread her legs with my own and pinned her arms above her head.

      “I can still talk,” she taunted.

      “Not for long.” I kissed her.

      She pretended to squirm and fight, but her lips never left mine. My dick swelled with arousal until it nudged her thigh. She moved her hips, and the tip slid into her channel. I eased forward and slowly buried my shaft. When my hips finally met hers, I released her hands and pushed myself up.

      “Well? Anything to say?”

      She considered it but then shook her head.

      “Are you sure?” I waited, and she eventually nodded. “In that case, I’ll give you what you want.”

      She nodded again, emphatically. Then she ran her hands along my triceps. I began thrusting, and she gazed up at me with a steady intensity that slowly changed to unfocused pleasure. After several minutes a flush crept up her chest and neck. Her cheeks turned pink as well, and her nostrils flared with her ragged breathing. I kept going until she arched her back and dug her fingers into my arms.

      She came with a silent scream that left her holding her breath. I held still above her, although a certain part of me wanted to keep thrusting until I came inside her. She eventually went limp and started breathing again. Her skin shone with perspiration as her chest rose and fell. She opened her eyes and looked up at me calmly.

      “I don’t know how you do that,” she said.

      “Do what?”

      “Make me come so hard.”

      “Practice.”

      “Mmm, I like your practice.” She smiled languidly. “Your penis too.”

      “He likes you. A lot.”

      “I can tell. He feels good inside me.” Her eyelids drooped but then snapped open. “You didn’t—?”

      “No.”

      “Oh, thank goodness.” She winced guiltily and added, “Sometimes I can’t tell.”

      “That’s okay.”

      She caressed my face. “One more day. Then you can come inside me all you want. Till then, I’ll swallow everything you give me. Only… I need a few minutes to recover. I’m still all tingly and weak.”

      “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Mmm, I know. You’re mine now.”
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        * * *

      

      I rose early the next morning and went for a run. Christy was awake when I returned, and I knew exactly what she’d been doing from her semi-guilty expression.

      “Couldn’t wait?” I teased as I stripped off my shirt and shorts.

      “I only came once, and it was just a little one.”

      “I don’t know who’s hornier, you or me.”

      “I am. But I hide it better. You get all hard and insistent.” Her eyes flashed. “Like now.”

      “So you like?”

      “Mmm, penis. Yes, please.”

      Unfortunately, we both had early classes, so we had to keep an eye on the clock. Still, a quickie was better than nothing at all. Afterward, we took a shower together and then grabbed breakfast on the way out the door. She beamed up at me and bounced happily as we joined the flow of other students heading to campus.

      We chatted about everyday things until we reached the A&A building, where we parted with a kiss and a wave. She headed down to Siobhan’s studio, while I made my way up to the third floor. I found my classroom and almost ran into Gracie, who was coming from the other direction. She apologized and then looked up.

      “Oh, it’s you.”

      “Yeah. Hi.”

      “Hi,” she said cautiously.

      We stood in awkward silence until I decided to break the ice.

      “Did you have a good break?”

      She shrugged. “Not bad. You?”

      “Pretty good.”

      “That’s nice.” She hesitated and then said, “Thanks. For what you said. Before. About my building. And to Joska.”

      “You’re welcome. I stick up for my friends.”

      Hope flickered in her eyes and then slowly faded when I didn’t return it. I didn’t mean to be cruel, but rejection was a bitter pill, no matter how I tried to sugarcoat it. She closed down and fled into the classroom, where she took a seat and stared straight ahead.

      I heaved a sigh and stood outside the door. A couple of friends slid past me and into the room. Freddie DeFeo eventually snapped me out of it.

      “Ay, paisan!” he called from the stairs. He and Rosemary waved. They joined me, and Freddie gave me a back-slapping hug. “So, Joska let you stay?”

      “Had to. I’m like a bad penny. I keep coming back.”

      “Fuggedaboutit. Are you in this class? Structural and Mechanical?”

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Both of us,” he said.

      Rosemary blushed and smiled shyly.

      “Good for you,” I said.

      He thought I was talking about the class, but she understood.

      “Come on,” I added. “Let’s find seats in the front before they fill up.” I glanced at Gracie as we walked past. She ignored me and looked the other way.

      Freddie and Rosemary slid into desks and started chatting with friends behind us. I leaned forward and looked down the row to where Gracie sat. Part of me wanted to be done with her, to say that I’d tried. But the better part of me wouldn’t let it go. We’d never be close again—and definitely not with Christy in my life—but I owed her more than a halfhearted attempt at friendship.
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        * * *

      

      I had another class immediately afterward and then I met up with Trip. We went to Joska’s office to get his permission to add the dance class. He wasn’t in the mood to be persuaded.

      “This will take time away from your regular work, your important work.”

      I felt a surge of annoyance. “But, Professor, it’s all important.”

      “Business classes I could understand,” he said with a gesture at Trip. “But not this… dance.”

      “We want to be well-rounded.”

      “At the expense of competence in your chosen field?”

      “Life is our ‘chosen field,’” I said tersely.

      He did a better job holding his temper. “I fail to see your point.”

      “Then let me make it clear: we’re taking this dance class. One way or another. We’re only talking to you because we don’t want to drop an architecture class to do it.”

      He puffed up with outrage, so I reined in my screw-you attitude.

      “Our girlfriends are taking the class,” I said in a calmer tone. “They asked us to join them. And instead of dropping a class, we’re giving up our free time, to keep everyone happy.”

      That gave him the opening he needed to back down. “Is this correct?” he asked Trip.

      “Yes, sir.”

      He gave me a piercing look. “Very well,” he said after a moment, “your request is approved.” He uncapped his fountain pen and signed the Course Overload forms. But he cautioned us as he handed them back. “You must not let your avocation interfere with your vocation, Mr. Hughes. Nor you, Mr. Whitman.”

      “We won’t.” “No, sir.”

      “Now, if there is nothing else…? I will see you tomorrow, Mr. Hughes.”

      “Yes, sir. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Just so.”

      Trip lasted until we were out of earshot. “Dude! One day you’re going to push him too far.”

      “Maybe,” I said with more confidence than I felt, “but today isn’t that day.”

      “Yeah, but… man!” He shook it off and shot me a grudging grin. “Warn me next time.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t know I was going to do it. He annoyed me, so I pushed back.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” he said. “Let’s get out of here. The dean’s secretary knows me. She can sign for him.”
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        * * *

      

      Dance Appreciation wasn’t exactly what I was expecting. We arrived early, since three of us needed the professor’s signature to add the class. The building itself was an engineering hall built before the turn of the century, complete with wrought-iron balconies and railings. We made an entire circuit of both floors before we realized that the “room” we were looking for was actually the old basketball gym in the center of the building.

      Our professor wasn’t what I was expecting either. I’d imagined a grande dame in an old-fashioned dress who spoke like Miss Havisham from Great Expectations. Instead, she was a petite twenty-something graduate student in a wraparound dress. She shattered the rest of my preconceptions when she spoke in a plain California accent.

      “Hi, come on in,” she said. “I’m Terri.”

      She was a brown-eyed brunette, part-Asian and about Christy’s size. She had a dancer’s body from the waist down, but her chest belonged to a Playmate. Christy faltered as soon as she saw her, so I suppressed a chuckle and took the lead.

      “Hi, I’m Paul,” I said. “Nice to meet you. We’re hoping to add the class. I know it’s full, but…” I gave her my best encouraging smile.

      “I can handle a few more,” Terri said brightly. She found a ballpoint pen. “Do I need to sign your slips?”

      I gave her my own small form and gently prodded Christy. “This is my girlfriend, Christy.”

      “I think I know you,” Terri said as she signed. “From aerobics in the Bubble, right?” She smiled. “You don’t see many women our size, do you?”

      “Um… no.”

      “Wren’s already enrolled,” I added, “but her boyfriend, Trip, needs your signature too.”

      He stepped forward and nodded politely as he extended his paper.

      “I’ve seen you at the Bubble too,” Terri said.

      I heaved a sigh. Trip was taller, handsomer, and more noticeable than me in practically every way. Not for the first time, I wondered why I hung around better-looking people.

      “Probably,” he said noncommittally.

      “He and I work out together,” I said, “usually while the girls are doing aerobics.”

      “Ah, of course!” Terri grinned and asked me, “Do you do everything together?”

      “Some things. We live together too, so…,” I finished with a shrug and left the rest up to her imagination. “We’re taking the class together for the fun of it,” I continued. “And for moral support. Wren needs it to graduate this quarter.”

      Terri’s brow creased. “You need this specific class?” she asked her. “Are you a Phys Ed major? I haven’t seen you…”

      “No, Public Relations,” Wren said. “I just need another elective. This fit my schedule and seemed like the least stress, so here I am.” She glanced at the rest of us. “Well, here we are.”

      “Oh, okay,” Terri said, although she seemed disappointed.

      “We’re going to sign up for the ballroom dance team too,” Christy said out of the blue.

      “For real? Awesome! We always need more people.”

      “So you teach it?” I said.

      “I’m one of the coaches. There are several of us. Have you done it before?”

      “No, I have two left feet. But Christy’s been dancing since she was four.”

      “Mostly ballet,” she said.

      Terri brightened immediately. “Ballet? Me too!”

      Christy swallowed hard, and I had to bite my lip to keep from smiling.

      “What about you?” Terri asked Trip and Wren. “Are you going to join the team?”

      “Not us,” he said. “Sorry. We’re both slammed with work and other classes.”

      “Aw, too bad. Are you sure you won’t give it a try?”

      “No, sorry. Paul and Christy can represent us.”

      Other students had started filtering into the room, so Terri gave us another warm smile. “Take a seat wherever and we’ll get started in a few minutes. I’ll talk to you after class about the ballroom team.”

      “Sounds good,” I said. “We can’t wait.”

      The “classroom,” such as it was, occupied one end of the court. A movie projector sat on a small table, with a portable screen behind it. The desks were arranged in a semicircle around the table. We chose a block of four and slid into them. Wren looked resigned and Trip slightly annoyed, but Christy’s eyes never left Terri.

      I leaned close and whispered, “Relax.”

      Christy glanced at me in surprise but then nodded and inhaled slowly.

      “She’s cute,” I added with a grin. “And very… exotic.”

      “Oh my gosh, is it that obvious?”

      “Probably not to anyone else. But still… chill out.”

      She nodded and smoothed imaginary wrinkles from her jeans. “I knew I should’ve worn a skirt,” she said in a low voice. “Or a dress! And heels. Remind me next time.”

      “No problem. Your legs look awesome in a skirt and heels. Your cute little butt too.”

      The start of class returned to familiar territory as Terri handed out the syllabus, schedule, and a list of viewing assignments. She mentioned the ballroom dance team and invited everyone to an informal practice after class. She also added a plug for a modern dance group. Christy looked hopeful, but I shook my head. Our schedule was already full.

      Please, she begged with her eyes.

      We’ll see.

      I’ll make it worth your while. Please, please, please!

      We’ll. See.

      Her expression fell. Yes, sir.

      The rest of the class was a fairly straightforward introduction to dance and a review of our assignments and exam schedule. Wren slowly lost the will to go on as the work piled up.

      Trip put a hand on her arm. “We’ll get through this, okay? We’ll do whatever it takes.”

      She gave him a grateful smile and nodded. Terri wrapped up a few minutes later, and Trip shouldered Wren’s backpack in addition to his own.

      “I don’t know how long we’ll be,” I told them, “so go ahead and eat dinner without us.”

      Wren nodded. “I’ll keep something warm for you. It probably won’t be anything special, though.”

      “I kinda figured. You’re going to be super-busy this quarter, so gourmet meals aren’t a priority.”

      “Thanks. I knew you’d understand.”

      “We do,” Christy said. She impulsively kissed her cheek. “We love you,” she said quietly. “We’ll help as much as we can.”

      “Thanks. I love you too.” She included me with a tired smile. Then she added, “I had great plans for us. Now I think I’ll be lucky to survive.”

      “You will,” I assured her. “We’ll make sure of it.”

      “We will, babe. Now c’mon,” Trip said. “Let’s get home. I have the perfect mix tape to help you relax.”

      “Don’t forget the wine,” Christy added.

      “Thanks, y’all,” Wren said.

      “I hope she’ll be okay,” Christy said as she watched them leave the gym. “And I know this sounds horrible, but I’m sorta glad she’s going to be so busy for the next few months.”

      “I know what you mean,” I said. “It’ll give us time to figure out if you’re ready for you-know-what.”

      “I am in my head. Although… not really. Ugh! Why am I like this? It’s all so easy when I think about it, but then I get scared. What is it you say? ‘Life isn’t how we imagine it’?”

      “No,” I chuckled.

      She slid into my arms. “Thanks for doing this. Dance class, I mean. And the ballroom dance team and modern dance and everything else.”

      “Who said I’d agreed to modern dance?”

      “You will. You just don’t know it yet.” She propped her chin on my sternum as she gazed up at me. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “Oh? Bargaining for sex?”

      “Bargaining with sex.”

      “Who’s the word expert now?” I teased.

      “You are. I just know what I want. And… what I’m willing to do to get it.” Her bright blue eyes twinkled. “You’ll see.”

      “Come on,” I said noncommittally. “Let’s go see about this ballroom dance team.”

      “And the modern dance group?”

      I sighed and surrendered to the inevitable. Then I adjusted my attitude and told myself that it was only free time. Why have it if I couldn’t spend it with someone I loved?

      “And the modern dance group,” I agreed.
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        * * *

      

      We spent the next two hours whirling around the basketball court with about twenty other couples, mostly students and grad students. The team had a pair of faculty advisors who’d both been professional dancers. They also had two spry emeritus coaches, husband and wife professors who’d retired about the time I’d been in kindergarten.

      All the other students had been part of the team for months or years, so Christy and I had a lot of ground to make up. Terri and another graduate student named Roberto taught us the basic waltz. Christy picked up the steps and timing right away. I was a bit surprised when he asked her to dance, since I thought we’d dance together, but then Terri drew me onto the dance floor.

      “You don’t have two left feet,” she said. “You’re good, especially for a beginner.” We started dancing, and she glanced over her shoulder at Christy and her partner. “You don’t mind…?”

      “No. We have a pretty solid relationship. Besides, I’m not the jealous type.”

      “Is she?”

      I decided to flirt a little, so I grinned. “Why’re you asking?”

      “No reason,” she said, but her eyes betrayed her interest. “Just curious. So, how long’ve you been together?”

      “Friends for years, but only four months as a couple. How about you? Are you and Roberto…?”

      “No. He’s married and has a baby. Besides, he isn’t my type.”

      He was tall and tan and sported a mustache, like a younger Tom Selleck. In other words, nothing like yours truly.

      “Ah, okay,” I said. “So, anyone special in your life? Boyfriend?” Or girlfriend? I silently added, for Christy’s benefit.

      Terri pursed her lips with a grin of her own. “Why’re you asking?”

      “Just being polite.” I smiled to show my own interest. “And getting to know my dance partner.”

      She studied me. “No one special,” she said eventually. “I’m too busy for a relationship.”

      “Translation: I haven’t found a man who can keep up with me.”

      “Maybe,” she laughed. Her eyes lit up when the next song began. “Ooh, a tango. Here, I’ll teach you.” She showed me how to hold my arms and then guided me through the steps. “Ready to give it a try?”

      “Sure. Let’s do it.”

      She arched an eyebrow at my choice of words.

      I played it cool and nodded toward the dance floor. “Walk, walk, tango close? Right?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Ready when you are,” I said, and we joined the swirl of dancers.

      The basic tango was fairly simple, and Terri made it seem effortless. She felt good in my arms, too, a petite package of sex appeal. I chuckled to myself when I realized that the tango was basically foreplay if both dancers were interested, and we definitely were.

      She must’ve been thinking the same thing, because she glanced up at me with a question. I took a cue from some of the other dancers and started into a cross-step dip. Terri followed my lead.

      “Oh, you’re good,” she laughed when I pulled it off. “You learn quickly.”

      “Thanks. You should meet my teacher. She’s amazing.”

      We finished the first tango and started another. Then we danced through two waltzes. Christy was having fun with Roberto, and Terri didn’t seem inclined to switch partners either. She taught me the basic foxtrot and we danced through several songs. We kept our flirting to a minimum, but I still felt a spark of attraction between us.

      At that point we had to sit out several dances, Viennese waltzes, because they were a bit beyond my level. Terri’s leg touched mine as we sat, although neither of us said anything about it. We watched the dancers instead. The steps were simple enough, she explained, but the tempo was twice the speed of a normal waltz.

      Christy had changed partners to one of the other students, a guy our age who’d clearly been dancing for most of his life. She followed his lead and waltzed around the room like she’d been born to Austrian nobility.

      “She’s good,” Terri said as we watched. “Why didn’t she continue ballet?”

      “Other interests. She was a competitive diver, although her real talent is as an artist.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. She’s officially a sculptor, but she’s an amazing painter too.”

      “What about you?”

      “An artist, but with buildings.”

      Her brows knitted.

      “I’m studying to be an architect.”

      “Ah, okay. I’m getting my PhD in Physical Education. I don’t know what I’m going to do with it, though. Teach, I guess.”

      I nodded, and we made small talk until the professor at the record player started a regular waltz. Terri and I danced through it and one more song before the evening finished with a couple of foxtrots.

      “Well,” she said when the last song ended, “what do you think?”

      I studied her for a moment and decided how to answer. Her explicit question was easy. “I like it,” I said. “And I know what I’ll be doing every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday evening for the next ten weeks.”

      Her implicit question was trickier, so I let my eyes linger on hers. I like you, too, but… it’s complicated.

      I’d need more than a single look to explain that my girlfriend was also attracted to her, much less that we might be interested in a threesome. And I certainly didn’t know her well enough to come right out and tell her. She caught the gist of my second reply, though. She wanted to say something else but didn’t know how, so she fell back on formality.

      “It was nice to meet you,” she said. “And you’re a really good dancer. I think you’ll enjoy the team.”

      “Me too, thanks. You’re a good teacher.”

      “I didn’t do anything special. Besides, I…” She fell silent as Christy joined us.

      “Oh my gosh, that was amazing!” She slid under my arm and beamed up at me. “Thank you. And thank you,” she added to Terri. “I felt so bad when I abandoned him, but then I saw he was with you and knew he’d be all right.” She looked up at me. “Did you have fun?”

      “Of course. Terri’s an amazing dancer. So good that she made me look good.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Christy said. “I knew you’d be good at it.”

      “She’s right,” Terri said. “You’re a natural.”

      “See? I told you,” Christy said.

      I wondered if she consciously realized what she was doing, which was staking her claim and making sure Terri understood whose boyfriend I was. It might’ve been instinctual, but I couldn’t tell with her sometimes. Whatever the case, all three of us knew who I was going home with.

      We talked for a few more minutes, about dance competitions and the modern dance group. It was much smaller than the ballroom group, and it practiced on Thursday evenings. Then Terri said she needed to talk to the other coaches before she left, so we said goodbye and gathered our things.
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        * * *

      

      Christy was full of energy as we walked across campus. She waltzed ahead, did a couple of turns, and then settled down to walk backward in front of me.

      “Thank you,” she said again. “I know you think our schedule’s full already, but… I’ve wanted to do this for a while. I told you, I’ve never had a boyfriend I could dance with.”

      “I’m glad you’re happy.”

      “Oh my gosh! I’m happier than I’ve ever been.” She danced back to my side and fell into step. After a moment she grinned up at me. “And for the record, you were totally cute tonight.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm. Don’t think I didn’t notice.”

      “Notice what?”

      “You. Flirting with Terri.”

      I glanced at her sideways. “So… it didn’t bother you.”

      “No. Not like it did with that flight attendant, whatever her name was.”

      I pursed my lips and suppressed a grin. Christy’s memory was better than mine for many things, and I was pretty sure she remembered Pam’s name, even though she pretended not to.

      “I’m glad,” I said. “Besides, you weren’t interested in her, the flight attendant.”

      She scrunched her nose and shook her head.

      “You’re definitely interested in Terri, though.”

      “Sometimes I hate that you can read me so easily. But sometimes I really like it.”

      “Like now?”

      “Like now,” she agreed. “I’d love to sleep with her. She’s so exotic and beautiful. She’s even my size. Except… wow! What an amazing body. Nothing like mine.”

      “It’s exactly like yours. Well, except up top.”

      “That’s what I’m talking about. Hers are huge!”

      “They aren’t huge,” I chuckled. “They’re Cs, maybe Ds.”

      “On someone our size, that’s huge. But you have a warped perspective, Mr. Hugh G. Rection.”

      I snorted a laugh and drew her close.

      “And speaking of huge erections…,” she added. “I believe I promised yours some attention.” She grinned up at me. “No more danger week.”

      “Oh? I thought it was tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow, tonight, close enough.”

      I wanted to scream but clenched my jaw instead.

      She completely missed it in her excitement, and I slowly calmed down as she chattered the rest of the way home. She talked about Terri and Brooke and West Virginia and Penthouse and anything else that flitted through her imagination.

      “Oh my gosh, listen to me,” she said as we climbed the steps to the house. “I’ve been chattering the whole way home.”

      “You’re excited.”

      “I’m also starving. But I think I need a creamy snack before dinner. What do you say, Mr. Big?” She glanced at my crotch and the bulge there. “Are you in the mood?”

      “He’s always in the mood as far as you’re concerned.”

      “Mmm, I know. And then maybe after dinner, we can…?” She waited and then rolled her eyes. “Seriously? You’re going to make me say it? Fine. Whatever,” she said without heat. “After dinner, will you please take me upstairs, hold me down, and fill me with semen?”

      “I’d love to.”

      She bounced insistently. “You created a monster. Now you have to vanquish me. Over and over and over.”
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        * * *

      

      Tuesday was Wren’s day from hell. Trip’s schedule was fairly full as well, and they both left the house before eight o’clock. Christy and I didn’t have class until later, so we spent the morning in bed and celebrated the end of danger week.

      “Oh my gosh,” she gasped when we finally rolled apart. “I’m going to be tingly all day.”

      “Are you bragging or complaining?”

      “Funny, ha ha. But I’m serious. I don’t know if I’ll be able to concentrate.” She massaged her breast. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to wear a bra, either. Don’t get me wrong, I love it when you abuse my nipples, but they’re always tender for a while after.”

      “I know what you mean,” I chuckled. “I’m seriously thinking about fur-lined boxers or something. My poor dick isn’t raw, but he’s definitely worn out.”

      “Whose fault is that?” Christy shot back. “You’re the one who kept getting hard.”

      “I can’t help it. You’re such a sexy little thing that I get all these wild ideas.”

      “Mmm, I know.” She propped her chin on her fist and studied me.

      “You’re sketching me in your head, aren’t you?”

      “Of course. I’ll put it in my book later, but I want to remember you like this.” She closed her eyes and flopped to her back. “And on top of me, spreading my legs. Under me, pinching my nipples. From behind, holding me down.” She paused and then rolled toward me. Her hand found my limp manhood. “That was my favorite, by the way, when I was on my stomach. I must’ve had a million little orgasms.”

      “A million?” I teased.

      “At least. Maybe two million.” She kissed her way down my chest and began sucking me back to life.

      “Seriously?” I said. “The first three weren’t enough?”

      “Muh-uh,” she said without taking her mouth off me. “I meed more.”

      I snuck a glance at the clock as my dick reacted. We had an hour before we needed to shower and leave. A distracted part of me wondered if I could actually buy a pair of fur-lined boxers. I was going to need them, evidently.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of my day was just as draining but a lot less enjoyable. My first class was Joska’s design lecture. Gracie was still giving me the cold shoulder, but Freddie and Rosemary made up for it with genuine warmth.

      Joska began the class with handouts and a short lecture about how “God is in the details,” a phrase I hadn’t heard him use in a while. The quote made sense when he outlined our project for the quarter.

      We had to develop one of our previous designs in detail, including structural, mechanical, and electrical drawings. In a real architecture and engineering company, those would’ve been done by specialists in each field, but we had to do the work ourselves. We also had to create scale models of structural elements and their relationship to the overall building design.

      It was a mountain of work, and the entire class sat in stunned silence when he finished. Freddie found his voice first and spoke for all of us.

      “Get da fuck outta here.”

      We all waited for Joska to explode, but he simply nodded. “Yes, Mr. DeFeo, I believe that’s the professional expression.”

      The room erupted with a chorus of questions and complaints.

      “Enough,” Joska said forcefully. He waited for the hubbub to die down. “Architecture is a serious business for serious people. You know this. And serious people must work hard. You know this too. You would not be here otherwise.”

      “But some of us have lives,” I said. “Outside of class, I mean.”

      “Do you expect to waltz into a degree, Mr. Hughes?”

      I chuckled ruefully and inclined my head to acknowledge his point. For everyone else’s benefit, I added a respectful, “No, sir.”

      “I thought not. Now, everyone, please turn to chapter nine of your textbook, where you will find…”

      He finished an hour later and dismissed us. I caught Gracie’s eye before she could leave.

      “I know you probably don’t care,” I said, “but I hope you do your Brutalist castle design. That was really clever, what you did with the metal sheets and the façade.”

      She didn’t know what to say, so she gave me her default frown.

      “Anyway,” I added, “think about it. And… I hope you get to build it for real one day. I’d like to see it.”

      She blinked in surprise but responded with an automatic, “Thank you.”

      I nodded and joined Freddie and Rosemary in the hall.

      “We’re going to lunch,” he said. “Wanna come with?”

      “Sure.”

      “After that we have Research Methods with Lauer.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “Cool,” he said. “I thought you might. And then Rose was sayin’ maybe I could ask you for some pointers. You know, since you have a knack for knowin’ what Joska wants.”

      “Sure, Freddie. I’ll be happy to help.”

      Gracie passed us and turned the other direction. I watched her silently and felt sorry for her. She wasn’t comfortable in social situations. She was smart and talented and worked hard, but she just didn’t understand people. She couldn’t put them into neat little boxes like she did with buildings.

      Freddie interrupted my musing. “I been meanin’ to ask,” he said. “Somethin’ happen with you an’ her? She’s been a real ice queen bitch to you all year.”

      Rosemary bristled. “Freddie!”

      “What?” he protested. “You don’t like her either!”

      “But that doesn’t mean you can say hateful things about her.”

      “She’s right, Freddie,” I said. “Gracie’s still a person. Do unto others… you know?”

      “Whatever,” he said. “Fuggedaboutit.”

      Rosemary and I shared a resigned look.

      “Keep working on him,” I told her.

      “Who, me?” he said.

      “Yes, you, Freddie. You’d better listen to Rosemary.”

      “Ay, you don’t have to tell me.”
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        * * *

      

      On Thursday Christy and I showed up for the modern dance group. We brought the total to sixteen students, plus a couple of faculty advisors, although not the same ones as the ballroom team. The coach-advisors helped with music and choreography but didn’t perform with the team. I felt like a fish out of water, since everyone had at least some background in dance.

      Roberto offered to show Christy their main routine, while Terri took me aside to work on basics. Part of me wondered if he was putting the moves on Christy or if Terri was doing the same to me. I was more curious than worried, though.

      “It was my idea,” Terri said when I asked. “I hope you don’t mind. Christy’s a lot more advanced, and we thought she could join the main group right away. No offense, but you still have a lot to learn before you’re ready to perform. You’re really athletic, though. And you know how to move.”

      “I took up boxing last summer. I was surprised by how much of it was footwork.”

      “Yeah, it is. I’ve worked with boxers.”

      “And I wrestled in high school, before I started doing judo.”

      “So you’re a fighter, not a lover?” she joked.

      “Well, I’m a pretty good lover too.”

      She blinked as if she hadn’t heard me clearly.

      I let her off the hook with a polite lie. “I’m kidding,” I said. “But I am ready to learn the Electric Slide. So, where do we start?”
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        * * *

      

      Wren and Trip were both so busy with school that neither of them had time to plan anything for his birthday. Christy and I weren’t about to let it pass without doing something, so on Saturday we organized a last-minute surprise party. We bought a cake and hung streamers in the living room and invited over a small group of friends for food and drinks.

      Trip was speechless, and Wren had to blink back tears, but everyone had a good time and we didn’t make too much of a mess. At the end of the evening, Trip gave me a long hug and told me a dozen times how much he loved me (he was pretty drunk by that point). I said I loved him too and sent him upstairs to bed.

      The next day I waited till well after noon before I called Sara. We chatted for a few minutes before she had to leave to meet Tasha. In a nutshell, her life was good, my life was good, the world was good.

      “I really like her,” Christy said when I hung up. “She doesn’t let you get away with anything.”

      “Neither do you.”

      “What?” she squawked. “I let you get away with everything. You know I can’t say no to you.”

      “Yeah? Then take off your clothes.”

      She rolled her eyes but unfolded her legs and stood. She closed the bedroom door, kicked off her shoes, and reached back to unzip her dress. I waited to see how far she’d go and soon had my answer: all the way. She crossed her arms under her breasts and shot me a challenging look.

      “Well, Mr. Nudist?”

      I hastily slid my shorts under my butt. My T-shirt joined them on the floor a moment later.

      “Come sit on my lap,” I said. “We’ll talk about the first thing that comes up.”

      “I still don’t know why I fall for that line,” she said as she straddled my hips.

      She began massaging my cock, which was already semi-hard. I squeezed and twisted her nipples. Her eyelids drooped shut and her nostrils flared with her quickened breathing.

      The phone interrupted us.

      Christy straightened in annoyance at first. Then she had an idea. She took a firmer grip on my hard-on and silently dared me to answer.

      I grabbed the receiver. “Hello?”

      “Oh, hey, Paul. It’s Brooke.”

      “Brooke? Hi! How’re you?”

      “I’m good. You?”

      “Fine. Just enjoying a lazy Sunday afternoon with Christy. Her hands’re full at the moment, though.”

      Christy herself rolled her eyes.

      “So, I hope you don’t mind talking to me instead.”

      “Uh, no, I guess not.”

      We chatted about her exams and the start of classes for us. I told her about the dance groups and then touched on the weather before I asked what she was up to at the moment.

      “Nothing much,” she said. “I was just laying out and started thinking about Chris, so I decided to call.”

      I pictured her in a bikini and then immediately imagined her without it. Christy’s eyebrows rose as my cock swelled in her hands. She reached for the phone but I waved her away.

      “I’ve been a bit lonely without her,” Brooke added. “I don’t really have anyone here who… you know.”

      “Yeah, I understand. She’s your girlfriend.”

      “It still sounds strange to hear you say that.”

      “Eh, you’ll get used to it. Besides, I don’t say it to just anyone.”

      “I know, but still…” She sighed and changed the subject. “So, what’re you up to?”

      “Honestly?”

      “I guess.”

      “We’re in bed. Christy’s playing with me. That’s why her hands’re full.”

      I could’ve heard a pin drop on the other end of the line before Christy snatched the phone away.

      “Hello?” she said into it. “Hello? Brooke? It’s me!” After a moment she relaxed and said, “Oh thank goodness! I thought you’d hung up.” She glared at me. “No. He was just kidding.”

      I raised my voice. “I was not! She was playing with my dick.”

      Christy immediately covered the phone and glared. “Be nice.” After a moment she cautiously returned it to her ear.

      I toyed with her nipples. She tried to shove me away but I persisted. Then I switched to her pussy and began rubbing her slit. She surrendered to it and closed her eyes. She did her best to hold up her end of the conversation, but her answers grew shorter and more distracted. Finally she put her hand on mine and opened her eyes.

      “Hey, hold on,” she said to Brooke. Then she held the phone to her shoulder to cover the mouthpiece. “We’re almost done,” she told me. “I promise I’ll do anything you want if you just let me finish.”

      “Anything?”

      She rolled her eyes. “When have I not done anything you wanted?”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Two minutes. Okay? I promise. Then you can have your way with me.” I nodded, and she gently extracted my finger from her pussy. “I can barely think straight as it is.” She inhaled a deep, steadying breath. Then she returned the phone to her ear.

      “Sorry about that,” she said to Brooke. “Paul was making it impossible to talk.” She listened for a moment. “I know, but I can’t do it all the time.” She laughed. “I know, right? Anyway, where were we? Oh, right. Easter. Uh-huh.” She listened intently and nodded several times. “I think so, but I’ll have to ask Paul.” She glanced at me and her eyebrows rose at something Brooke said. “For real? Are you sure? Yes, of course. I’m sure he’d love to.”

      My own eyebrows went up.

      “I still need to ask him,” she continued. “And I’ll have to check my calendar, if you know what I mean.” She shot me a quick glance to see if I understood. “It doesn’t make sense if one of us is… um… indisposed. But… you’re sure?”

      Brooke said something else.

      “Okay, I’ll check and talk to Paul and let you know,” Christy said. “I know, I miss you too. Yeah, I hope so. Uh-huh. And even if we don’t, it’ll be nice to see you.” She smiled affectionately. “I love you too. Talk to you soon. Bye.”

      “Was that what I think it was?” I asked when she pushed the button to hang up.

      “That depends,” she teased. She replaced the phone in its cradle and then used both hands to stroke my erection. “Brooke’s father has a conference in Paris. Her mother’s taking vacation to go with him. It’s the week before Easter, but they’re going to stay and do some sightseeing.”

      “And you want us to fly to San Diego?”

      “No,” she said with a sly little grin, “Brooke wants us to.”

      “Us? As in you and me?”

      “Mmm hmm, especially you… and someone special.” She glanced at my straining hard-on, just in case I was particularly slow on the uptake.

      “For real?”

      “That’s what she said. She’s been lonely. She wants a guy. And she’s been thinking about what we talked about. You know, sharing.” Christy lowered her eyes. “I… um… might’ve told her you’re a swinger. I hope that’s all right.”

      I burst out laughing.

      “What?”

      “You,” I said fondly. “Six months ago I never would’ve imagined we’d be having this conversation.”

      “Why? It’s what you want, isn’t it?” She stuck out her chin. “It’s what I want too! What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing.” I drew her in for a kiss, and she relaxed as we lingered over it.

      “Oh, okay,” she said quietly. “Only, I thought you were upset.”

      “Does it feel like I’m upset?”

      “No. It feels like you’re ready to… you know… do it.”

      “Is that what you want?” I teased.

      She rolled her eyes but then turned serious. “You just want to hear me say it, don’t you?”

      “Of course.”

      “Fine. Are you ready?”

      I nodded.

      “Please, sir, will you fuck me till I can’t stand it?” To my surprise, she sat up and positioned herself over my erection. Then she sank onto it with a soft groan. After a moment she opened her eyes and gave me a smoldering look. “And the same for Brooke? Fuck her till she begs you to stop? Please, sir, will you do that for us?”

      Her eyes widened with alarm as my own registered surprise. I groaned and shot a geyser of come inside her. Then I closed my eyes and held her hips as the eruption continued. She rode it out with her hands braced on my arms.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” she said at last.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Parts of my life settled into a routine—the parts that I controlled, at least, like homework and studying and my project for Joska. Other parts were less predictable—anything that involved Christy, for instance. I privately called her Little Miss Chaos, although her disruptions were usually more creative than destructive, and certainly a lot more fun than my life would’ve been otherwise.

      Along those lines, I realized that I enjoyed ballroom dancing. I even decided to give up judo, since I didn’t have time for both. Besides, sparring had never been the same after Glen had left for the Army. So I channeled my aggression into dance instead. Much to my surprise, I discovered that mental focus and physical exertion were just as relaxing on a dance floor as a judo mat.

      A small part of me missed the thrill of scoring points on a better opponent or winning a tough match, but not enough to trade Christy’s happiness for my own. Besides, my dance partner was more attractive than any of my sparring partners had been, and no one freaked out if we had good chemistry.

      Christy enjoyed the dancing itself, but playing dress-up was a big part of it too. All the female dancers wore high heels and skirts or dresses, even for practice. She also enjoyed the snacks, since I had to feed her before and after practice. She burned a lot of energy twirling around the dance floor, and my duffel bag was usually full of granola bars, fresh fruit, and baggies of nuts, raisins, and the usual assortment of bunny-type veggies.

      She always had more energy after dance practice (as long as I fed her on the way home), and that translated directly to her sex drive. At first I thought she was rewarding me for joining the dance team, but then I realized she needed the release of an orgasm—hers or mine, it didn’t seem to matter. I jokingly told myself that if we ever broke up, I’d suffer blue balls within hours.

      I also started paying more attention to her body and the calendar. I worried that we might’ve messed up danger week or that pre-come had gotten her pregnant, but her period arrived exactly when it was supposed to, and it made her even hornier than usual.

      “Mmm, deep throat practice,” she said the first night. She climbed into bed and threw back the covers. “I need to call Erin,” she mused as she stroked my cock to life. “Can she take you all the way?”

      “Not quite.”

      “Can your mom?”

      I silently marveled at how easily she’d adjusted to the new reality.

      “I bet she can,” she said before I could answer. “Your dad’s bigger than you are. His penis. It’s longer, I mean. I know you’re self-conscious about your size. I don’t know why. You’re bigger than most guys, and I think you’re perfect. Obviously. But where was I? Oh, right. Your mom. Can she deep throat you? All the way?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought so. Susan too, right?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      She frowned in thought. “I think it’s the thickness. That causes me problems, I mean. I’m so small, even my mouth. I’m not afraid of holding my breath or anything like that, but I can’t seem to get it into my throat.” She made another dizzying leap. “Hold on, can Leah?”

      “No. She has a pretty strong gag reflex. I guess that’s why she enjoys the taste more than the delivery.”

      “It’s a good thing I love both,” Christy said. “And it’s a good thing I don’t have a strong gag reflex. I was talking to Brooke about it—her mother has a couple of sex books, and I asked her to look it up for me. Brooke, not her mother.”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I kinda figured.”

      “Right. So, I asked her about it. She read me what it said in the book, but it’s all generic stuff like ‘relax your throat’ and ‘don’t force it.’ What good is that? I need examples! Step by step! Diagrams!” She screwed up her face in concentration. “I think we’ll have to watch the movie, too. Like, a thousand times. It doesn’t really give any instructions, though.”

      She gripped my hard-on and looked up at me with manic eagerness. “Do you think we can put an ad in the back of one of those magazines? You know, something like, ‘Enterprising young lady seeks instruction in the art of sword swallowing. Female instructors only, please. Send application and references to Box 69, Knoxville, Tennessee, um…’ Hold on, what’s our zip code again?”

      I chuckled and told her.

      “Right! Thanks. ‘Send application and references to Box—’ Hey, why’re you laughing? I’m serious about this. I’m an enterprising young lady!”

      “And you have a sword to swallow,” I added as seriously as I could.

      “Darn right I do. I wanna be the best little cocksucker ever. At least where you’re concerned. What? Don’t look so surprised. I know the word. ‘Cocksucker.’ See? I said it again. Besides,” she continued before I could even laugh, “this is all new and exciting. No one’s ever asked me to deep throat before.” She had a sudden thought and shuddered theatrically. “Thank goodness, too! Can you imagine if Tom had wanted me to?

      “No, of course you can’t,” she said. “You don’t know who he is. But if you must know, he was my boyfriend before Blake, who was my first official boyfriend. You don’t know him either, but he was before Simon. So there. Now you know all my boyfriends. Anyway, where was I? Oh, right, Tom! He was huge. And I don’t mean like Terri’s boobs, but huge-huge. Like, the size of my forearm. It was enormous, Paul! I could barely fit the head in my mouth.”

      She stopped and finally drew a breath. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. I guess it’s ’cause I know you like hearing about it. Mr. Big gets bigger every time I mention fellatio, even if it’s with another guy. I don’t know why I’m chattering, either. Maybe I have too much energy or something. Hold on, leakage.” She licked the tip of my cock and then savored the taste. “There, much better. You always know what to say to get me to relax.”

      I hadn’t said a thing for over a minute, but I wasn’t about to point that out.

      “Mmm, yummy pre-come. Now I’m hungry again. Are you ready, Mr. Big? I’m not very good at deep throat yet, but I’m very determined. Thank you for being patient. What’s that? I talk too much? I should be sucking? Mmm, okay!”
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        * * *

      

      I went to the airport on Saturday and flew the Baron for a couple of hours with Earl. I’d combined the training for my multi-engine rating and commercial certificate, but it was still going to cost a small fortune. Earl read my expression as I handed him a check for the day’s lesson and plane rental.

      “Not that I’m trying to lose your business,” he said, “but have you thought about this?”

      “Obviously not. And I just did the math.”

      “Uh-huh.” He brandished the check. “You’ll have to write several more just like it. Feel free to tell me to mind my own business, but… can you afford it? You don’t seem like the trust fund type.”

      “I’m not, but I can afford it.”

      “You mind if I ask how? Are your parents paying?”

      “No, I am. I got a huge bonus last summer.” I gave him the broad strokes of the bidding war over the rancher. “So I have plenty of savings, and scholarships pay for school, but… everything else is starting to add up.”

      He chuckled. “Welcome to the real world.”

      “No kidding.”

      “That little girlfriend of yours sounds expensive too. I’m sure she’s worth it,” he added quickly, “but I dunno if flying is. You seem to have your priorities straight, though. Still, I thought I’d ask. I could use the money, but not at the expense of a friend.”

      “Thanks, Earl. You’re definitely a friend.” I thought about the lessons and the dent they’d make in my savings. “I can afford it,” I said at last. “And it’s worth it.”

      “If you’re sure…”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Okay, then. See you next Saturday.”

      “Not next Saturday,” I said. “We’re taking the Comanche to West Virginia on Friday.”

      “Oh, that’s right! I saw it on the sheet.”

      “But the Saturday after that for sure.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy left for Mass the next morning but came running back after only a few minutes.

      “Oh my gosh, I forgot to tell you,” she said breathlessly. “Sayuri. Today. Gifts.”

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “Gifts! You’re inspecting the boarding house today, aren’t you?”

      The crew had finished work the week before, and the building inspector was scheduled to visit later in the week.

      “Yeah,” I said. “We’re headed over in a few minutes. Why?”

      “Sayuri’s going to give you gifts after you finish. I meant to tell you sooner, but I forgot. Sorry. Hold on.” She disappeared through the door and I heard her in her old bedroom. She returned after a moment. “Here, this is for her. From you and Trip.” She handed over a long present wrapped in thick blue paper and tied with a maroon ribbon.

      My eyebrows rose with curiosity.

      “Okay,” Christy explained, “she’s going to give you gifts. Act surprised, but you have to refuse. Tell her you can’t possibly accept anything.”

      “Hold on, I thought—”

      “Don’t argue, please! This is serious. She’ll offer again, but you need to refuse the second time too. Tell her something polite, like you did the work because you value her friendship. Got it?”

      “Seriously?”

      “This is how they do it in Japan.”

      “But we aren’t in Japan.”

      “So? What’s that have to do with anything? Sayuri’s Japanese, and she’s very traditional about some things. This is important to her, so it’s important to you. Now, pay attention.”

      Her tone made my eyebrows climb even higher.

      “She’ll offer a third time, and she’ll probably say something like—” Christy muttered something to herself in Japanese. After a moment she translated it as, “It’s a boring little thing, but please accept it.”

      “Gee, can I?” I immediately regretted my sarcasm. She was only trying to help, after all. Lucky for me, she ignored it.

      “Yes, but use both hands. And bow. Not low or anything, just from the waist. Like this.” She demonstrated and made it look easy. “Oh, and don’t open the gift. Not until you get home. Okay? That’s very important.”

      “Why give us a gift if we aren’t supposed to open it?”

      “Because the gift isn’t important!” she snapped. “Ugh! Just trust me, okay? I know what I’m doing. Once you accept the gifts— Remember to use both hands. Oh, and tell Trip, so he knows.” She waited until I nodded. “Okay, once you accept the gifts, give her this.” She gestured at the wrapped package in my hands. “Tell her it’s nothing.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “An ukiyo-e painting of Mount Fuji. I did it last summer while I was in Japan.”

      “That isn’t ‘nothing,’” I said.

      “No, of course not. It’s very special.”

      “Then why say it’s nothing?”

      “Because the giving is the important part. You say the gifts are nothing because you care more about the relationship. It’s a ceremony! And for the record, this is one of those times when you drive me crazy. Just shut up and listen, will you?”

      “Yes, dear,” I said as contritely as I could.

      “Better. And thank you. Anyway, give her the gift. With both hands. Tell her it’s nothing. She’ll refuse, but probably only once. You insist. If she refuses again, you insist again. Got it?”

      “Got it,” I said.

      “Okay. Let’s go over it again—”

      “No. I said I got it.” I repeated the entire process and finished with, “Then we all bow and say goodbye.”

      Christy had been nodding along. When I finished, she bounced up, kissed me, and said with a grin, “Daisuki da.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Oh. In that case, I love you too.”

      “Mmm, I know. But now I really need to go. I’m going to be late as it is, and I don’t want to miss Communion.” She gave me another kiss and ran out with a flash of legs.

      I listened to the patter of her shoes as she ran down the stairs and out the front door. Sometimes she drove me crazy as well, but usually in a good way.

      Trip stuck his head through the door. “Ready in five minutes?”

      “Yep. Be right with you.”

      He nodded and headed downstairs. I put on my shoes and picked up the present.

      “What’s that?” he asked as we headed out.

      “A present.”

      “No shit, Sherlock. Who’s it for?”

      “Long story.” I said. “I’ll tell you when we’re done.”

      We spent the next three hours going over the boarding house, top to bottom, every closet, cupboard, nook, and cranny. We even checked the crawlspace and roof. The crew had done a good job, and we only found a handful of things they needed to fix or redo.

      I explained the present and the gift-giving ritual as we walked to Sayuri’s house to deliver our final report.

      “Seriously?” Trip said. “We have to refuse? How many times? Never mind. You handle it.”

      “Your wish is my command.”

      “Don’t start that shit with me.” He glared, but it was more friendly than angry. “But since you brought it up… What’s going on with Christy? She ready to join the party? Although,” he mused, “I don’t know when we’ll have time. I mean, we couldn’t even be bothered to plan anything for my birthday. Wren’s been totally slammed with school, and I don’t know if she’ll hold it together till graduation. She was ready to crack after she found out how much work we’d have to do for that stupid dance class.”

      “I thought you liked dancing,” I said.

      “I do, but not all that formal nonsense. It’s just an excuse for the girls to play dress-up and pretend to be princesses.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Dude, I’m trying to break Wren of her princess habits. I don’t need some silly dance class giving her ideas.”

      I shrugged noncommittally. “Different strokes, I guess.”

      “What’s that s’posed to mean? Never mind. I get it. I guess I’m just cranky. Wren’s been so busy lately that she’s been too tired to do anything.”

      “Sorry about that.” I paused and tried to decide what I wanted to say next. I had to be diplomatic. “Um… you know that Christy isn’t the answer, right?”

      “I know.” He laughed ruefully. “I guess it’s my turn to be impatient. Usually it’s Wren. But… you know.”

      “Yeah, I do. Maybe you can get away for the weekend? Or… not.”

      “What d’you mean?”

      “Christy and I are planning to go to West Virginia next weekend. So you and Wren’ll have the house to yourselves. It might be a good time to plan something, if you know what I mean.”

      He nodded and lowered his head in thought. “That isn’t a bad idea. I could really pamper her. Run a hot bath, give her a massage, champagne, roses.”

      “Mmm hmm. I think it’d do you both some good.”

      “Yeah, good idea. Thanks.”

      Sayuri was expecting us. She ushered us inside and to the dining room table. She and Trip went over the problems we’d found. Then they spent some time reviewing the final invoice and pay request.

      “Your contractor did good work,” Trip said at last. “You made an excellent choice when you hired him.”

      “After my first one was such a bad choice,” she said.

      Trip shrugged. “It could happen to anyone. Crooked contractors are good at ripping people off. It’s even happened to me, and I knew better at the time.” He glanced at me and added, “Before your time.”

      Sayuri nodded and smiled politely. Then she lifted two small, beautifully wrapped gifts from the chair next to her. Trip glanced at me sideways, so I sat forward.

      The exchange followed Christy’s script almost to the letter, and Trip let me negotiate the whole thing. Sayuri didn’t seem a bit surprised that I knew what to do. She didn’t come right out and say it, either, but I got the impression that she strongly approved of Christy’s relationship with me.

      Christy herself was waiting for us back home. She looked up nervously when we came through the front door, but she relaxed when she saw the gifts in our hands.

      “What do we do with these?” Trip asked me. “I mean, should I even bother opening it?”

      “What do you mean?” Christy asked.

      “Well, Sayuri kept going on about how it was nothing.”

      Christy rolled her eyes and shot me a perturbed look.

      “It’s the thought that counts,” I told Trip. “Besides, I’m sure it’s nicer’n you think.”

      He shrugged. “I guess.”

      Christy did her best to hide her annoyance.

      “Just open it,” I said.

      He tore into the package and then looked slightly unimpressed at the contents of a small wooden box.

      I thought they were pretty—cut-glass cups, one red and one blue—but Christy’s reaction didn’t match mine.

      She leaned in and her eyes widened. “Ooh, kiriko.”

      “What’s that mean?” Trip said.

      “It’s a kind of glass,” she explained. “Handmade. They’re antiques.”

      “Handmade? Antique?”

      “Mmm.” She took one of the delicate glasses out of the box. She held it up to the light, and even Trip was impressed by the bold color and gentle gradations.

      “So… not ‘nothing’?” he said.

      “Not nothing,” she agreed.

      “Wow. Okay,” he said. “Color me impressed. Get it… ‘color’?”

      She gave him a flat look.

      “Better leave the puns to me,” I said.

      “Whatever,” he said. “Open yours.”

      My own gift was a little larger than a deck of playing cards. I opened it and didn’t understand what I was looking at. It was a metal disk with a notch in the center and a pattern of three fan-like leaves engraved in gold. It was interesting, whatever it was, but a total mystery.

      “It’s a tsuba,” Christy explained. “A guard for a katana.”

      “Like… the sword?”

      “Exactly. They’re handed down in samurai families.”

      Trip’s eyes widened at the familiar Japanese word. We’d all seen Shōgun on TV, after all.

      “It looks like a real one,” Christy added unnecessarily. “This must’ve been in Sayuri’s family for a long time.”

      “Hold on,” I said as realization dawned, “d’you mean she just gave me a family heirloom?”

      “That’s exactly what I mean.”

      “Uh…,” Trip said all of a sudden, “I hate to ask, but… what did we give her?”

      “Don’t worry,” Christy said, “you gave her something special.”

      “Yeah, but what?”

      “A piece of art.”

      “That’s it?” he said.

      She clenched her fists and did her level best not to stomp her foot. Then, in a very calm voice, she said, “Yes, a piece of art. I painted it last year in the prefecture where Sayuri grew up. It took me three days.”

      I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing as Trip tried to backtrack.

      “Oh, wow! Okay. That sounds special, all right.”

      “I thought so, yes.”

      At that point, he decided that discretion was the better part of valor. He mumbled something about showing his gift to Wren and beat a hasty retreat upstairs.

      I waited until he’d gone before I gathered Christy to me.

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I don’t know why I let him get to me.”

      “Eh, it’s okay. He gets on my nerves sometimes too. Like Wren does to you.”

      “And now you know why I’m not in a hurry to… you know.”

      “That’s okay too. Neither am I.”

      “But… I thought…?”

      “That’s the beauty of being in a relationship.” I kissed the top of her head. “We make decisions together. If one of us isn’t happy, we do things differently.”

      “Easy for you to say,” she muttered.

      “Don’t worry, we won’t do anything till you’re ready.”

      “And what if I’m never ready?”

      “We’ll burn that bridge when we get to it.”

      She sighed and hugged me tighter. “You and your words.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I came home from dance practice on Monday and had barely walked through the front door when Trip stuck his head out of his office.

      “Hold on,” he said into the phone, “Paul just got home.” He muffled the receiver against his shoulder and said to me, “Let’s chat when you get a chance. It’s important.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Christy gave me a half-annoyed, half-curious look. I sent her into the kitchen with a kiss and a silent promise to tell her later.

      “Okay, what’s up?” I asked Trip as I joined him in his office.

      He was still on the phone, so he gestured for me to have a seat.

      “Yeah, I think I have everything,” he said to the person on the other end of the line. “I’ll talk to Paul and go over my notes and do some revised estimates.” He nodded as the other person said something. “Probably the end of the week. I have a full schedule tomorrow, but I’ll work on it Wednesday. It’ll only get us in the ballpark, though. We won’t know more until we take a look in person. Will that do? Uh-huh. Okay. Sounds good. We’ll be in touch.”

      He hung up, slid down in his chair, and blew out a long breath.

      “Susan?” I guessed.

      “Yeah. And you’d better sit down.” He realized that I already was. Then he scrubbed his hands over his face and let out another sigh. “God, that was intense.”

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, fine.” He inhaled sharply and sat up. “But you and I need to have a serious discussion.”

      “’Bout what?”

      “What do you think? The job this summer. Except, ‘this summer’ might be just the start of it.” He moved a plate with the remains of his dinner and then straightened papers as a way to organize his thoughts. “Okay, here’s the situation. Susan got our estimate back in… what?” He found a piece of paper and read the date. “February. Damn. Was it really only two months ago? Seems like forever. Anyway, she got our estimate and had three local contractors submit bids too. They all came back higher than ours. Like, ten times higher.”

      My eyes bugged.

      “Right,” he agreed. “Which tells me two things. One, we underestimated the work. And two, Susan expanded the scope. So, here’s what I found out. Our original estimate was based on your notes and her guesses. Nothing wrong with those, but once she had the local guys look at the job, she realized things were a lot worse than she’d thought. She called it ‘benign neglect,’ but she basically means your friend Jeremiah fixed the surface issues and didn’t address a lot of the underlying problems.”

      “Paint over the water stains,” I said with a nod, “but ignore the leak itself.”

      “Exactly. So the local contractors found a lot more problems than you or Susan suspected. Your dad sort of told her the same thing. He mentioned all the work you guys did on the electrical service for the clubhouse and said what a mess it was. The whole camp is like that, evidently.”

      “Oh, boy.”

      “‘Oh, boy’ is right. So, we underestimated the work. Not our fault, but it happened. The other thing we have to deal with is that Susan expanded the scope of the project based on the local guys’ initial comments. According to them, several of the larger cabins aren’t worth renovating. They have dry rot, water damage, foundation issues, you name it. They’re used less often than the smaller cabins, so they didn’t receive as much maintenance. They’ve just been rotting away for thirty years.

      “We agreed it might make more sense to demolish them and rebuild, but she needs to look at her visitor numbers for the past few years to make sure it’s justified. Jeremiah mostly took care of that, and she realized she’s let things slide. But wait, there’s more,” he said before I could reply. “She also wants us to take a look at the new Retreat. The clubhouse and pool are finished, but the bungalows themselves still need work. She was going to have Jeremiah—”

      “Gunny,” I interrupted. “Everyone called him Gunny. Only Susan called him Jeremiah.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Trip said, “but she kept saying ‘Jeremiah,’ so I wasn’t sure. Anyway, he was going to oversee the rest of the construction on the bungalows at the Retreat. They’re all in the dry and have finished exteriors, but the interiors still need work. So we’d need to trim them out and install the fixtures. But that’s only the first part of that project.” He took a deep breath before he continued.

      “She’s talking about adding six more bungalows if the demand is there. And she thinks it will be, at least until we can remodel the motel buildings at the main camp. A cinder-block room without a bathroom was fine back when the camp was built,” he explained unnecessarily, “but people expect a few more amenities these days.” He grimaced when he realized who he was talking to. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m just repeating a lot of what we discussed.”

      “No problem,” I said. “Sounds like you had a lot to talk about.”

      He gestured at the pile of paperwork and his copious notes. “Two solid hours. Wren even brought me dinner in here.” He scrubbed a hand over his face again. “Anyway, the bungalows. She wants to add more. We’ll have to finish the existing ones first, though. I told her that you and I can do that ourselves, over the summer. She said that’s fine. She wasn’t ready to open the Retreat for visitors anyway. So we’ll probably have the place to ourselves.

      “But that brings us back to the main camp,” he continued. “She wants to update all the motel rooms with modern amenities. That’s a bigger job because of the plumbing issues.”

      I nodded. The motel-style buildings had concrete foundations, which we’d have to jackhammer through if we wanted to add proper sewer lines. We could simply add raised floors for the bathrooms and run the lines that way, but the buildings didn’t have a wet wall for the water supply lines. So each solution posed a challenge.

      “And that gets us to an even bigger part of the expanded scope,” Trip continued. “If she updates the motel rooms, she’ll need to update the clubhouse as well. It’s a patchwork of buildings, she said, that her parents expanded over the years. And if the electrical panel your dad mentioned is any example, the whole thing is probably one big code violation.”

      “Not to mention a fire hazard,” I added.

      “Right. So she’s talking about a total renovation. Maybe use the existing structure, maybe demo and rebuild. We’ll have to decide.”

      I whistled softly.

      “Mmm hmm,” Trip said. “She also has several vacant houses from residents who’ve died or moved to nursing homes over the years, people who had long-term leases from her parents’ days. She doesn’t know what she wants to do with them, but we’re already talking about a major camp-wide renovation, so she wants us to take a look at ’em and give her some advice.

      “Last but not least, we’ll have to upgrade a lot of camp infrastructure. All this new construction will need power, water, and sewer mains. That’s a long run from the main road. And speaking of roads, we discussed beefing up the camp’s main roads and parking so they can handle heavier RVs. Oh, and she wants to replace the main gate and add some kind of fence around the inside perimeter.” He finally leaned back in his chair and cast a critical eye over his notes.

      “She doesn’t think small, does she?” I said rhetorically.

      “No. Which is why you and I need to have a serious discussion.” He sat forward, found a note pad, and wrote a dollar figure. Then he circled it and turned the pad so I could see. “That’s what we’re talking about.”

      I took one look and immediately furrowed my brow. “Hold on, that’s less than we spent last summer. Well, when you include the cost of the houses themselves. Susan’s job should be ten times that. Probably more.”

      Trip shook his head and pursed his lips in a grin.

      “Okay,” I said, “what’m I missing?”

      He tapped the notepad. “That’s our fee for the job, seven percent of the total budget. It’s what we’ll charge for construction management and doing our part of the work. And now that I think about it, I’ll want to add bonuses if we come in on time and under budget. We’ll have some expenses like travel and a ton of long-distance phone calls, but most of that will be profit.”

      I blinked and felt lightheaded.

      “Uh-huh. That’s both our shares. And it’s at least a year’s work, maybe more, but still… it’s a lot of money.” He sat back and ran his fingers through his hair. “Although… I’ll be honest, it scares the shit out of me. It’s larger than any job I’ve done before, by a huge margin. And it’s more construction management than hands-on work. Yeah, we’ll still get our hands dirty, but for the major jobs we’ll be acting as contractors more than foremen. Hell, we’ll be managers.

      “And you’ll get a chance to do what you do best,” he added with a significant look, “especially if we decide to rebuild the larger cabins instead of just demolishing them. Throw in the clubhouse and the vacant houses and you have even more work. Actual design work.” He paused to let it all sink in. “So, what do you think?”

      “I… don’t know,” I said honestly. “It scares me too.”

      “No shit. For the first time in my life, I have serious doubts if I have what it takes to accomplish something. That scares me more than anything. But… I’m not sure I can walk away from that kind of money.” He gestured at the notepad again, in case I’d somehow forgotten how much we were talking about.

      “Susan said she wouldn’t even consider hiring us if I weren’t scared. And she’s right. I’m scared because I understand what a huge job this is, and how easily we could screw it up. I don’t wanna cost her tens of thousands of dollars—maybe hundreds of thousands—and leave her in the same position Sayuri’s first contractor left her. You know?”

      “No kidding. I’d never forgive myself if I did to camp what that idiot did to Sayuri.”

      “Exactly,” Trip agreed. “So we need to think long and hard before we make a serious offer. I’ll have to run the numbers and do some preliminary planning, but I think we can make it work. I definitely wanna talk to Blackie and Mike Senior and some other guys I know. If nothing else, I wanna confirm my initial thinking. And we need to see for ourselves before we do anything.”

      I nodded and automatically started designing things in my head.

      Trip interrupted and said, “I thought about flying over this weekend, but you have your West Virginia thing. Wren and I have plans here. I may be crazy to think about taking this job, but I’m not crazy enough to cancel our weekend plans. We both need the time to, ahem, relieve some pressure. The girls too.”

      “Yeah, for sure.”

      “So I was thinking…,” Trip said. “The weekend after next is Easter, an—”

      “Uh-uh, sorry. Christy and I are flying to San Diego to visit her family.”

      “Okay, then… when?” He pulled out a calendar. “How ’bout the last weekend in April.”

      I closed my eyes and imagined my own schedule. “That should work. But… is it soon enough?”

      “It should be,” he said. “We’ll have to do the job in phases anyway. The first one is to finish the Retreat. While we’re doing that, we can plan the other phases.” He ticked them off with his fingers. “Cabin renovations and demolition on the larger ones. Maybe new construction, depending on the numbers from Susan. Then we have the new bungalows, the motel rooms, the clubhouse, and finally the vacant houses. Oh, and infrastructure. We’ll spend most of the summer just figuring out what to do and then planning and scheduling it.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “That’s a lot of work.”

      “I know. And we’ll have to do it in addition to school and everything else. That’s why it scares me. But I’m serious, I don’t know if I can walk away from that much money. And that’s just my ballpark estimate. I ran it past Susan, though, and she said it’s in line with her budget and the estimates she got from the local guys. So, what do you think? Can we handle it?”

      “I… don’t know.”

      “Neither do I. But I’m willing to agree to the first part, the Retreat. Then we can spend the summer looking at the other parts of the project. If it’s too big for us, we’ll tell Susan, and she can get a real construction company to handle it. Well, our little company’s real enough, but you know what I mean—a bigger company, one with the resources to do the job right.”

      He studied me intently for a moment, and I hoped my expression didn’t show how nervous I felt. Unfortunately, he saw right through me.

      “Yeah, me too,” he admitted. “I have butterflies the size of 747s in my stomach. I’m literally terrified. But part of me thinks we can do this!”

      I laughed. “I know what you mean. Yeah, I’m scared, but I’m excited too.”

      “Let’s talk to the girls about it. We can’t make a decision like this without their input.”

      “No.”

      “’Cause it affects them. Besides, I think they’ll enjoy part of it. Susan’s talking about doing some marketing to attract more visitors. That’s Wren’s wheelhouse. And all the new buildings will need art and decorations. That’s Christy’s department. So…,” he said after a moment, “are you up for it?”

      “Honestly? No, I wanna run screaming. But… yeah. Let’s go for it.”

      “I was hopin’ you’d say that. Sure, it’s a lot of work, but you’re the one who asked if extra work bothered me.”

      “Crap! I did, didn’t I?”

      “Uh-huh. But it’s also a lot of money, and I mean a lot. We’ll double our income from last year, and that’s accounting for it being a longer project.” He sat back and grinned at me. Then he opened the bottom desk drawer and took out two glasses and a fancy decanter of Jack Daniel’s. “I keep some of the good stuff in here. Seems appropriate to toast our new venture.”

      He unstoppered the decanter and poured two fingers’ worth into each glass.

      “Holy crap,” I said as the enormity of what we were talking about finally hit me.

      “‘Holy crap’ is right.” He raised his glass and touched it to mine. “To success… and a fat bank account.”
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        * * *

      

      We discussed the entire plan with Wren and Christy, although we didn’t go into detail like we had with each other. Still, we made sure they understood it would be an ongoing project, probably for the next year at least. Wren wasn’t uninterested, but she didn’t ask many questions. She clearly had a lot on her mind and wasn’t thinking beyond graduation. Christy was more involved but mostly deferred to me. She saved her real questions for later, as we were getting ready for bed.

      “Do you think he can do it?” she asked.

      “Trip? Yeah, I’m sure he can. I’m more worried about me. That’s a lot of responsibility, and I’m just a college student. I’m not even a real architect.”

      She immediately set aside her lotion and sat on the bed, where she took my hand and ducked to look me in the eye. “You’re a real architect,” she said. “And you can do this. I know you can. I’ve seen you work, remember?”

      “Yeah, but that’s designing things. It’s just pretty pictures in my head. It isn’t real construction or real deadlines or real money.”

      “But you act like it is. I used to think you were a little silly for how serious you were, but now I see why.”

      “Architecture’s a serious business for serious people.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But this is a bit more serious than I’m ready for.”

      “You’re ready. Besides, no one loves the camp more than you do. You’re the only one who can do this. None of the others care. It’s just a job to them, another project in a whole bunch of projects.”

      “You’re right about that.”

      “Of course I am,” she said. “And I’m right about this.”

      I nodded slowly.

      “Besides, this is one of those things you’ll regret the rest of your life if you don’t at least try. So it’s settled? We’re going to do it?”

      “We?”

      “Of course, ‘we’! We’re partners, remember? You said so.”

      “It’ll mean a lot of work,” I said. “And maybe a lot of time apart. This summer won’t be so bad, but next year’ll be pretty busy. Trip and I talked about it before we told you and Wren. He’ll probably do all the scheduling and management, which means I’ll be doing the site visits.”

      “You can do it,” she insisted. “Besides, I’ll go with you.”

      “You wouldn’t mind?”

      “I told you, I won’t let anything come between us. Not even a huge construction project. Now, let me finish my routine. Then I’ll convince you properly.”

      “Sounds good. But… I might need a lot of convincing. It’s a very big job.”

      “Of course it is. And you’re just the man to do it. But… are we still talking about the construction project?”

      I grinned. “You tell me.”

      “You’re such a pervert. And I love you so much.”

      “I love you too.”

      “Mmm, I know.” She leaned in and kissed me. “Now, let me finish. And… um…?”

      “Yes?”

      “Maybe you can play with your own big project while you’re waiting?”

      I chuckled. “You just wanna watch me jerk off, don’t you?”

      “So sue me.”

      “I’d rather use you instead.”

      “Mmm, yes, please. But in a minute! I need to finish. I wanna look nice for you in ten years.”

      “Better plan on twenty,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      On Friday, Christy and I packed for our trip to West Virginia and then drove to campus for dance class. My original plan was to leave for the airport immediately after ballroom practice, but I didn’t account for Little Miss Chaos.

      “I’ve been thinking,” she said before practice even started. “Do you mind if we give Terri a ride home? She usually walks by herself, and it’s a little scary to be a woman alone at night.”

      “No problem. Where’s she live?”

      “I don’t know. Not exactly, I mean. Somewhere in the Fort.”

      “Sure.”

      “Thank you, thank you! I’ll tell her.” She grabbed her duffel bag and ran toward the locker room to change into her dress and heels.

      I chatted with a couple of the other guys until everyone was ready and the coaches started practice.

      “Thank you,” Terri said as she joined me. “I hope it doesn’t mess up your plans.”

      “Not at all,” I fibbed. “Where d’you live?”

      She told me.

      “Seriously? That’s around the block from us. We’re on Highland. I pass by your place every morning.”

      She frowned. “Really? Why? It’s the opposite direction from campus.”

      “I run in the morning, before school.”

      “Ah, okay. No wonder you’re in such good shape.”

      “I used to be pudgy,” I admitted. “I lost a lot of baby fat when I started working out. I don’t ever wanna get it back.”

      “I don’t think you will. You’re lean and muscular now.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Besides, dance is a good workout.”

      “No kidding. And more fun than judo.”

      “What?” she teased. “You don’t like being thrown around by a sweaty guy?”

      “When the alternative is you? Ha! No, I’ll take dance any day.”

      She rolled her eyes at the obvious come-on, and I reminded myself to tone down the flirting.

      “Speaking of which,” I said, “what’re we working on today?”

      She was still teaching me the basics, while the main group practiced more complicated moves.

      “The tango,” Terri said. “Turns and close embrace.”

      “Sounds good. Let’s do it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Let me talk to the other coaches and get my things,” Terri said when practice ended. “Then I’ll be ready. Five minutes?”

      “No problem,” I said.

      Christy grabbed her own duffel bag and headed my way as most of the other women disappeared into the locker room or sat on benches to take off their high heels. Christy usually changed into walking shoes as well, but she didn’t need to bother, since we were driving straight to the airport. She clicked to a stop in front of me and grinned.

      “What?” I said, a little self-consciously.

      “You’re cute when you’re feeling guilty.”

      “Guilty? About what?”

      “Flirting with Terri.”

      “Oh, that.”

      “Yeah, I noticed. She has a major crush. Oh, don’t act so surprised! You know she does. Maybe she isn’t the only one?”

      I grinned and shrugged.

      “I just wish she felt the same about me,” Christy sighed.

      “Can you really tell? I mean… just like that?”

      “Usually. I just… know. I can’t explain it. And I don’t get a single thing from Terri.”

      “Nothing? Not even a flicker of interest that maybe she’s trying to hide?”

      “Nope. Nothing. I get one from Marianne, and she’s really good at hiding it. I told you about when I tried to get her to admit it.”

      I nodded.

      “But I don’t get anything from Terri. She’s a blank wall. At least toward me. Most women are like that.”

      “I don’t think you realize how rare it is to find women like you and Wren and Brooke.”

      “Oh, I realize it,” she said. “That’s why I’ve always been attracted to them. I know they’re like me. But it really stinks when someone I like doesn’t like me back.”

      “No kidding.”

      She snorted softly. “Like you’d know.”

      “Hey, I’ve liked plenty of girls who didn’t like me back.”

      “Name one.”

      I fell silent.

      “Mmm hmm,” she said after a pointed pause. “I didn’t think so.”

      “Just because I can’t name them doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

      “I don’t think you realize how rare you are. You have women falling all over you. It’s infuriating how easy it is for you. The rest of us have to worry about what other people think, while you—”

      “Hey, I worry what other people think.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure.”

      “I do,” I insisted.

      “Hey!” Terri said as she joined us. “Sorry to keep you waiting. Ready when you are.” She stopped when she sensed our mood. “Uh… is everything all right?”

      “Yeah, fine,” I lied.

      “Do you want me to give you a minute?”

      “No, we were just talking about our trip.”

      She chose to believe me. “Sounds romantic. Christy was telling me about it in the locker room earlier. Are you sure you have time to give me a ride home? I don’t mind walking. I can—”

      “We have plenty of time,” I said. “But we’d better get going. We’re meeting someone at the airport in West Virginia—”

      “—and you don’t want to keep them waiting,” she finished. “So, let’s get going.”

      She and Christy chatted about dancing on the way out to the car and then during the short drive to Fort Sanders. Terri lived on the second floor of an actual apartment building. It’d been a hotel at one time, until some slumlord had bought it and turned into cheap student apartments, which was pretty common for the area.

      “Thanks for the lift,” Terri said as I pulled to a stop in front of the building. “Have a nice weekend. See you Monday.”

      “You too,” I said.

      She hopped to the ground and closed the car door.

      “Nope, not a thing,” Christy said as we watched her go.

      Terri climbed the stairs, gave us a friendly wave, and disappeared into her apartment.

      “Nothing?” I asked.

      “Not a darn thing. She likes me fine, but only as a friend.” She sighed. “She definitely has a crush on you, though. She even asked about you earlier.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “For real?”

      “Well, she asked about us, but she really wanted to know about you.”

      I pulled out of the small parking lot. “How so?”

      “She wanted to know if we had any problems with our size difference.”

      “Size difference?”

      “You know, in bed.”

      “She came right out and asked?”

      “Of course. Not in front of a group or anything, but in private. We were sort of comparing.”

      “Sort of comparing?”

      She grinned. “You’re cute when you don’t know what to say. You just repeat what I said and make it a question. But yes, we were comparing. Our bodies, I mean. Women do it all the time. And you were right, she’s almost exactly like me. Maybe a little curvier, and her chest is way bigger than mine, but the rest is close enough. That’s why she asked about your size.”

      “Hold on,” I said, “how’s she even know about ‘my size’?”

      “Oh, Paul… seriously? She’s your dance partner. You think she can’t feel you?”

      “Not my dick,” I protested.

      “Of course she can. It moves around. And we can feel it when we brush against you, especially if you’re hard.”

      “I don’t get hard.”

      “Okay, semi-hard, but you know what I mean.”

      “Can you feel your partners’?”

      “Of course. Roberto’s is about average. I don’t think he’s circumcised, though. Oh, please! Don’t look so shocked. I’m an expert on penises, remember? Anyway, Roberto. He’s nothing special. Besides, he isn’t interested in me. He’s a great dancer and we have good chemistry, but he’s happily married.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, “but what about the other guys?”

      “Edward— He’s the big guy. His’s about average but really thick. Like, wide-thick.”

      “Hold on, can you really tell how thick it is?”

      “Paul, dear, can you tell the difference between my chest and Terri’s?”

      “I dunno,” I fibbed, “I haven’t felt her up.”

      “You’ve felt them against you.”

      “So?”

      “If we pressed them against you, you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference?”

      “Don’t use logic against me,” I grumped.

      “You’re really cute when I beat you at your own game. But yes, I can tell the difference between you and Edward. The other guys I’ve danced with are all about the same. I can’t tell exactly how big or small they are. Just general size and shape. Except Jody. He’s really well-endowed, but he’s more interested in you than me.”

      “Wait… Jody? Isn’t he the one who’s dating…?” I snapped my fingers and tried to remember her name. “Linda!”

      “They are, but she’s just a beard. I don’t think she knows, though. Like me and Simon.”

      I blew right past the entrance to the airport.

      “Oh,” Christy laughed, “you should see your face!”

      I suppressed a grimace and made a three-point turn.

      “Yes, I figured out that Simon’s gay,” she said, almost to herself. “I suppose I knew all along, but I guess… No, I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “Wait, what?” I said at last. “Simon was gay?”

      “Is, dear. I don’t think he’s changed in the past year.”

      “Simon? Simon, your fiancé?”

      “Ex-fiancé.”

      “But… he had sex with you!”

      “Mmm hmm,” she said matter-of-factly. “Although neither of us really enjoyed it. That’s why I was worried I wouldn’t enjoy it with you. And for the record, I’m glad I was wrong. I can’t get enough of you.”

      “Hold on, did you just change the subject?”

      “Uh-oh, you caught me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t really want to talk about Simon. I’ve been thinking about him a lot lately, especially since I figured out what’s going on with Jody and Linda. Some weird part of me will always love him, but I want to put him behind me. I’m with you now, and that’s all I care about.”

      “Oh,” I said abruptly. “Well… when you put it that way.”

      “Mmm, when I put it that way…,” she agreed. “You’re the most important man in my life, and the only man in my bed.”

      “I thought it was ‘our’ bed.”

      She waited for me to park the car. Then she unbuckled her seatbelt, rose on her knees, and cupped my face. “Do you really care whose bed it is? As long as I’m in it?”

      “No.”

      “And do you really care about the guys in my past? As long as you’re the one in my present?”

      “You know I don’t.”

      “Then don’t worry about Simon.” She looked into my eyes and for a moment I thought she was going to kiss me. Then she grinned and said, “You should probably worry about Jody, though. He might try to put the moves on you. And I know how you are about the size of your penis—”

      “Ha!”

      “But for the record, I’m glad he isn’t interested in me.” She pretended to shudder. “Way too big. Oh my gosh, no. Just… no.” She scrunched her nose but then smiled. “Yours is perfect, thank you very much.”

      “I’m glad you think so.”

      “Mmm, I do.”

      “Not till the wedding.”

      “Unh, no fair!” she squawked. “We already did it! You can’t stop now. I have needs, you know.”

      I grinned and kissed her. “Yes, you do. So let’s get a move on. I have plans for you tonight.”

      “Nefarious plans?”

      “Of course.”

      “Mmm, those’re my favorite!”
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        * * *

      

      Christy chattered happily for the first hour of the flight to Elkins, and I split my attention between her and the flight itself. But then she said something that disconnected my personal autopilot.

      “Hold on,” I said as I checked the real autopilot, the one flying the plane, “say again.”

      “What?” Christy said.

      “Something about Marianne and your mom.”

      “Oh, right. I said I think they’re working together. And now I’m sure you were right—my mom knew what we were up to over spring break. She must’ve told Marianne, too, ’cause she wasn’t surprised when I told her we went all the way. She tried to act like it, but I could tell.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly.

      “She’s known all along that we were eventually going to do it, but I never told her when. I never told anyone. I mean, why would I? Well, except for you and Brooke, but you know what I mean.”

      I nodded.

      “Anyway, she wasn’t surprised. And now she’s sort of fishing for information. She’s being subtle, but it’s obvious when you think about it. She asked about my ‘old room’ and how I liked having a grown-up relationship ‘all the time.’ I tried to act innocent, but I don’t think she bought it. So now my mom knows we’re living together.”

      “Is that a problem?” I asked.

      “I… I don’t think so. I guess I’m just starting to figure out what’s going on behind the scenes. I’ve always known that’s how my mom does things, although it’s kinda weird to think she’s doing it to you and me. But… now I’m wondering how much of what I tell Marianne goes straight to her.”

      “Does it bother you?”

      “Yes? No? Maybe? I don’t know. I mean, she’s a woman too, so I’m not worried about her telling my dad, but it’s weird to think that she knows specifics. Like, I asked Marianne if she knew how to deep throat. Does that mean my mom knows too? So it’s weird. And you know how I am when I don’t know what’s going on.”

      “Yeah,” I laughed, “I do.”

      “This isn’t funny.”

      “It sort of is.”

      “I don’t mind sharing what we do in private with Brooke or Erin or even Wren sometimes, but I don’t want Marianne and my mom to know. Not about all of it. I don’t think they’d understand.”

      “They understand that you’re happy, don’t they?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “Yeah, it is. Sorry.”

      “Erin told me the same thing,” she said with a sigh. “I suppose I should listen.”

      I shot her a sideways glance, but her expression was impossible to read in the dim glow from the instrument panel. “When did you talk to Erin?”

      “A couple of days ago. You were in Joska’s lab, and I had some time before dance class.”

      “What did you talk about?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” Christy said with a grin in her voice. “But you can probably guess.”

      “Me?”

      “Of course. She’s really funny, though. She doesn’t know how much I know, so she was like you, just now. What’s the word—?”

      “Cagey,” I said.

      “Right, exactly! She was totally cagey. She sort of relaxed when we started talking about our favorite subject, though.”

      “Which is?”

      “Oh, please. Fellatio. I wanted to ask her about deep throat. That’s why I called. It’s all I’ve been thinking about lately. Brooke even looked through the rest of her mom’s books to see if she could find anything for me. No luck, but she tried. Anyway, where was I? Oh, right, Erin. She had a bunch of good tips, so I’m going to try them this weekend.

      “She said to try different positions, like sixty-nine or on my side or even on my back. Speaking of which, one of my favorite movies has a scene like that. It isn’t deep throat, but it’s the first thing I thought of. The woman’s on this pool table, and she hangs her head over so the guy can… um… fuck her mouth. Then he comes all over her face.”

      Christy sensed my reaction and grinned over at me. “Yeah, it’s pretty hot. We can try it this weekend. I’m a bit worried about gagging, but I’m very determined.”

      “Believe me, I know. And I’m thinking you might need a little practice now.”

      “Ooh, this is one of your fantasies, isn’t it?”

      “Uh-huh.” I unzipped my pants and reached inside for my rapidly expanding manhood.

      “We’ll have to be careful, though,” she said. “I don’t want you to crash.”

      “Trust me, I don’t wanna crash either.” I scanned the instruments and airspace. All clear. “We should be fine, though. We have about thirty minutes before I need to start our descent into Elkins.”

      “Can the autopilot land the plane?”

      “No,” I laughed.

      “So I need to stop talking and start sucking? Mmm, my pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      Damon and Alexa were waiting for us at the airport in Elkins. They were happy to see us, but they’d been sniping at each other before we arrived. I suppressed a grin and thought about how Erin and I had been at their age. I decided to distract them as we pulled out of the parking lot and turned toward Snowshoe.

      I asked about their flying lessons, and they said they’d both soloed. I was a bit surprised, but then I did the math and realized we hadn’t seen them in six weeks. They’d also started flying twice a week after the ski resort had closed for the season.

      “We have a new instructor, too,” Alexa said. She gave her brother a pointed look and said, “She’s awesome. Though Damon doesn’t like her ’cause she wouldn’t let him solo until a week after I did.”

      “But I did it in a real plane,” Damon objected. “You only did it in a glider.”

      “A solo’s a solo,” I said. “Congratulations, Alexa.” I shrugged philosophically and said to Damon, “Christy’s better’n me at lots of things.”

      “Yeah, but she’s a girl,” he muttered.

      “They both are. And that’s okay.”

      “Maybe for you,” he snapped, which wasn’t like him. “Sorry,” he said immediately.

      “Eh, it’s okay. I get it, you wanna be better than your sister. But just because you’re a guy doesn’t mean you’ll automatically be better at things. That isn’t how the world works. I mean, I met a woman a couple of weeks ago who’s way better at math and science than I am, and I’m no slouch.

      “She’s studying to be an engineer, but I was a complete jerk when she told me,” I added. “Even worse, she was used to it, ’cause most guys react like I did. But women can be pilots or engineers or astronauts or anything else they wanna be. And it’s up to guys like you and me to be cool when we find out. We can’t get upset when they’re better’n us, either.”

      He hunched his shoulders and gripped the steering wheel even tighter.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said into the silence. “Life’s pretty confusing as a teenage guy. I remember. Trust me. It’s still confusing, and I’m a few years older’n you. So I dunno if it gets any easier.” I glanced over the seat at Christy. “What do you think, honey?”

      “I think you’re both doing fine.”

      Alexa gave me a teary smile and nodded emphatically.

      “Don’t worry about it, dude,” I said to Damon. “Being the best at something doesn’t make you a man. It’s how you handle things when you aren’t the best. That’s the true test. Do you pick yourself up and try harder? Or do you quit and sulk about it?” I watched him out of the corner of my eye. “I dunno ’bout you, but I know which one I’d choose.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the weekend was a blur. A good blur, but still a blur. It was the last weekend before danger week, so Christy and I wanted to make the most of it. We had sex on every flat surface in the room, plus a few of the vertical ones as well. We had sex in the bathtub and with her tied to the bed and blindfolded. We even did it once outside, standing on the patio outside our door at midnight. She clung to my neck and buried her face in my chest to keep from crying out as she climaxed.

      She also tried her best to deep throat me. She almost managed it a couple of times when I was only semi-hard, but she still couldn’t force me into her throat when I was fully erect. Her eyes were watering with tears when she finally gave up in frustration.

      “I just can’t do it.” She sniffed grumpily and sat back. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      “Nothing,” I chuckled. “But this really annoys you, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes, dammit!”

      “Relax,” I said. “I don’t think this is something you can learn in a couple of weeks.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      I slid onto the floor and pulled her into my lap. “Damon isn’t the only one who’s super-competitive.”

      “So?” she asked sullenly.

      “Well, what did I tell him? Either pick yourself up and try harder, or quit and sulk about it.”

      She glared.

      “Listen, I know you think it’s a cheesy line, but we have the rest of our lives.”

      “But I wanna do it now, not ten years from now.”

      “Now, ten years from now, who cares? It isn’t worth it if you don’t enjoy it.”

      “But I do enjoy it. Well, not the part where I keep gagging, but you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I do. And I’m patient. You know that, especially where you’re concerned.”

      “That’s nice. I’m not.”

      “You’re a stubborn little thing, aren’t you?”

      “And don’t you forget it, mister.”

      “Not much chance of that,” I chuckled. Then I kissed her forehead and simply held her until she eventually relaxed. “Better?” I said at last.

      She nodded and let out a deep sigh. “I guess this is like learning to do splits. I need to give my muscles time to stretch and get used to it.”

      “Exactly. You’ll get there.”

      “I know. I’m just more like Wren than I want to admit.”

      “Like me and Rich,” I said. “But that isn’t necessarily a bad thing.”

      “No.”

      I looked at my watch. “Okay, Miss Sex Kitten, it’s four in the morning. I’d like to get some sleep before we have to get up and check out. But first, I’d like to make love to you. In the bed, missionary position, and with the lights out. Would you like that?”

      “Yes, please.”
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        * * *

      

      A couple of days later, I called Susan and wished her a happy birthday.

      “Thank you very much,” she said.

      “You’re welcome. Have you had a good day?”

      “A great one. We just got home from dinner. We’re about to get in the hot tub.”

      “We?”

      “My friend and I.”

      “You still aren’t going to tell me who he is, are you?”

      “Not unless you can think of a reason I should.” She muffled the phone, and I heard what sounded like, “You go on out. I’ll be right with you.”

      “Want me to let you go?” I asked.

      “No, we’re a little full from dinner. I’ll join him in a bit. In the meantime, how’re you? How’s Christy? Have you and Trip had a chance to look at the numbers?”

      “I’m good, she’s good, and we have. I’ll save the longer answers for when you don’t have someone waiting on you.”

      “Let me worry about him. We’ve been friends a long time. He understands.”

      “Well,” I admitted, “I have my own distraction here. Christy just came upstairs. She has a snack, and that’ll keep her busy for a few minutes, but then we’re supposed to look at her project sketches.”

      “I won’t keep you long,” Susan said. “But I do want to hear your thoughts on my project.”

      “My thoughts? In a word, scared.”

      She chuckled, a sound rich with amusement and irony. “That’s a good thing. You’ll take it seriously if you’re scared. I wouldn’t even think about hiring you if you weren’t.”

      “Yeah, that’s what Trip said.”

      “But I am thinking about hiring you, so let’s talk. I spoke with Trip a couple of days ago, but now it’s your turn in the hot seat.”

      “It’s a lot of work,” I said, “but we think we can do it. Trip will do the management, and I’ll handle the design and site visits.”

      “He said you’re also thinking about bringing in a consultant, someone with more experience to give you the benefit of their wisdom.”

      “Yeah, we talked about it,” I said. “I don’t know the guy, but I trust Trip’s judgment.”

      “That’s good enough for me. I know someone local who can consult too. He was part of the Works Progress Administration. He’s in his eighties now, but his mind’s as sharp as ever.”

      “We’ll take all the help we can get.”

      “Good to know. That’s a sign of maturity, knowing what you don’t know.”

      “I really worry about the things we don’t know we don’t know, if that makes sense.”

      “It does, and it gives me even more confidence to hear it. So I’ll watch the mail for a new ballpark estimate. And you’re coming for a visit at the end of the month?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you then. In the meantime, give Christy a hug and kiss for me. I’m glad you’re doing well. See you soon.”

      “Will do,” I said. “See you soon.”

      We said goodbye and hung up, and Christy grinned at me from the end of the bed.

      “I really like her too,” she said. “Susan, right?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “She’s good for you. Like Sara. They’re both smart and no-nonsense.” She nibbled a carrot stick and gave me a speculative look.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Only… No, never mind.”

      “What?” I insisted.

      “Just something I thought of. Only, I need to think about it some more. In the meantime, Mr. Nosy Parker, can we look at my sketches now? I really want your opinion before I finalize the maquettes. I know you think I’m bad at telling time, but I have a deadline I can’t miss.”

      “Sure. Let’s take a look.”

      She hopped up and grabbed her sketchbook and an even larger sketchpad. We spread everything in front of us on the bed and looked at the series in order, from Wren’s body to Delilah’s and finally to Sayuri’s.

      “Are her breasts real?” I asked about the modern Sayuri. “I mean, not that I think they’re fake, but… did you perk them up in the sketches?”

      “I know, right?” Christy said. “She’s a hundred percent real, and she’s beautiful. I hope I look half as good as she does at her age.”

      “She isn’t that old,” I said. “About your mother’s age, right?”

      Christy gave me a quizzical look. “Are you serious?”

      “Um… yes?”

      “Oh my gosh, sometimes I think Erin’s right about you, you really are a dork. Sayuri’s sixty-four. She was a teenager before the war, Paul. I stink at math, but even I know how old she is.”

      “I guess I never thought about it.”

      “How old did you think she was?”

      “Like, in her fifties.”

      “She was fourteen in 1934. That’s why I named the series 1934-1984. And it’s why Delilah was perfect. She’s thirty-four in real life. Get it? Fourteen, thirty-four, sixty-four?”

      “Um… is it too late to admit that I’m a little slow on the uptake sometimes?”

      She laughed brightly. “Way too late. But you’re still cute.”

      “I’m glad someone thinks so,” I muttered. “I don’t feel like it. I feel like an idiot.”

      “Well, you aren’t. So get over it. And tell me what you think of my sketches.”

      I stopped beating myself up and focused on the drawings instead.

      “I think they’re amazing,” I said. “I love how you’ve captured the shy girl, the confident woman, and the radiant older woman. Did you intend to do that?”

      “Oh my goodness! Paul, dear… yes! I said I wanted to show time and beauty. The modern Sayuri isn’t perky and slim like the girl—and don’t tell Wren this, but I had to fudge her body a bit to make it look younger—but the older Sayuri has… I dunno… an inner beauty. It shines through everything, even time.”

      “Well, you nailed it,” I said. “And I think I just figured out why.”

      “Oh?” she teased. “Two in one night?”

      “Be nice,” I shot back, friendly rather than petulant. “No, I just realized that you love your subjects. Not romantic love, but you clearly love them. That comes through in your art. And you make your viewers love them too.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” she said after a moment. “I never really thought about it. I just sculpt them how I see them in my head.”

      “It’s why the Replicant works as well as it does. Yeah, you see the guy’s pain and heartbreak, but you really feel for him. He makes you think about hope, what might’ve been… if only he weren’t dying.”

      “If you say so. You know this stuff better than I do. I’m just an artist.”

      “I don’t think you’re ‘just’ anything. You’re amazing. And seeing these sketches makes me love you even more.”

      “Really? Why? Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining, but… why? What’s so special about these?”

      “It isn’t the sketches. It’s the way you see the world. I think you’re a lot more like Laurence than you realize. You’re pretty positive. At least, you are in your art.”

      “If you say so,” she repeated, unconvinced.

      “I say so.” I leaned in to kiss her, and we both lingered over it.

      “Mmm, nice,” she said when we finally pulled apart. “And I just thought of something. Wait here. I’ll be right back.” She hopped up and scampered upstairs. She returned a minute later and tossed a sketchbook on the bed in front of me. “Oh, one more thing.” She dashed off but then stuck her head back in. “No peeking.” She shot a glance at the sketchbook, in case I hadn’t understood. Then she ran downstairs and returned with a bottle of wine and two glasses. “Ugh! I always do that, forget the corkscrew.”

      I did my best not to chuckle as she set the bottle and glasses on the nightstand and disappeared again.

      “Maybe I can’t plan things!” she called back as she ran down the stairs a second time. She gave me a breathless grin when she returned. “Wren and Trip looked at me like I’m crazy.”

      “You sort of are.”

      “Maybe, but I’m your crazy. I also have a corkscrew, so you’d better watch out!”

      I held out my hand and she gave it to me. “What’s the occasion?” I asked as I carefully cut the foil from the top of the bottle.

      “You’ll see.” She closed the bedroom door and untied the belt on her dress.

      “Oh?”

      She grinned. “I like being a nudist with you. Now it doesn’t seem weird to take my clothes off. Besides, you get this look in your eye…”

      “It’s called ‘lust.’”

      She ignored me and made an effort to toss her dress at the hamper. She missed, but at least she’d tried. She distracted me by changing the subject.

      “Oh my gosh, I don’t know what I’d do without push-up bras.” She reached back and unclasped hers. “Even Terri makes me feel inadequate, and she’s my size. Sometimes I hate being so small. At least I’m bigger than some. Like Linda, Jody’s girlfriend. I don’t think hers even qualify as mosquito bites.”

      “Yours aren’t small,” I said. “And you know how I feel—”

      “I know. ‘Can you touch ’em?’ I get it.”

      “Besides, I like you for more than your perky boobs.”

      “You really think they’re perky?”

      “Oh, please. You know they are. I see you check ’em every week to see if they sag. And for the record, they don’t. Now, are you going to take off your panties too?”

      “I was planning on it. But what about you, Mr. Nudist?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.” I stood and unbuttoned my khakis. I made a point to toss them in front of the hamper, where they landed on her dress.

      She noticed and grinned. She added her panties to the growing pile and waited for me to finish undressing.

      “You’re probably wondering what I’m up to…,” she ventured.

      “Yes and no. I’m curious, but I don’t really care as long as you’re nude.”

      “Have a seat and I’ll show you.” She waited for me to scoot to the center of the bed. She sat next to me seiza-style before she changed her mind and sat cross-legged instead. “I know you like to look,” she said as she drew my eyes to where her shaved labia parted slightly. “And I like to show you. I still feel a little weird about this, but only ’cause it makes me feel vulnerable. But… I like feeling vulnerable around you. It makes me all warm and tingly. Well, even more warm and tingly than usual. Oh my gosh, I’m chattering, aren’t I?

      “I don’t know why,” she continued. “I’m not nervous. Never mind, you don’t really care. You think I’m cute no matter what.”

      “Guilty as charged,” I said.

      “Okay, so… what I want to show you. Hey, don’t we need wine or something? I went back for the corkscrew and everything.”

      I grinned and poured two glasses. I handed one to her and then clinked mine against it. “What’re we drinking to?”

      “Us. And… um… Brooke?”

      My eyebrows rose with an amused question.

      “I told you, she said I could show you my sketches of her. Well, here they are.” She flipped through the book until she found what she was looking for. Then she set it on the bed and angled it toward me.

      Brooke lay on her stomach with her eyes closed. Her hair curved over her head and back, and she had her arms tucked under her chest. I couldn’t see anything other than her shoulders and back, but she was clearly nude.

      “She was still recovering,” Christy said. “She doesn’t like this one, ’cause I drew her freckles, but I think she’s beautiful.”

      “She is.”

      “Here’s another,” she said as she turned the page. “She posed for this one, and she tried to make me promise not to add her freckles, but I ignored her and did it anyway. She’s really self-conscious about them. I told you, didn’t I?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      Brooke was sitting on the couch with her hands thrust between her thighs. Her arms pushed her breasts together and made them look a little bigger than I’d imagined them. They were firm and full, capped with pale nipples. Her coppery hair swept to one side and cascaded over her shoulder. Christy had done a good job with the shading and highlights, and how the shadows played across Brooke’s face. She was looking directly at us with an amused half-smile.

      “I think she secretly likes her breasts,” Christy said. “She complains they’re too big, but I think that’s ’cause guys pay attention to them instead of the rest of her. It really annoys her that she’s so smart but everyone tells her how pretty she is.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” I said. “Lots of women have that problem. It’s like guys think women can be one or the other, smart or pretty, but not both.”

      “Well, Brooke’s both. She may be one of the smartest people I know, and that includes you and my father and even her parents.” She flipped the page without waiting for me to reply. “She didn’t want me to sketch her this time, but I made her do it anyway.”

      Brooke was reclining with her legs spread, one knee up, one to the side. She cupped her breast and pinched her nipple with one hand. Her other hand was playing with her pussy. She was shaved, and Christy had drawn her so realistically that my mouth actually watered at the thought of going down on her.

      “I know what you mean,” Christy said. “I just thought the same thing.”

      “Are you sure it’s okay to show me these?” I said after a moment. “I know she said you could, but… they seem pretty intimate.”

      “It’s okay. She wanted me to. She really likes you. She just gets scared in person. Besides, I… um… sort of have a plan.”

      “Oh?”

      “I thought we could call her and tell her we’re looking at her sketches. She should be home from school, and she usually has a glass of wine to relax.” Christy glanced at the clock and worked out the time in San Diego. “Yeah, she’s definitely home by now. And for the record,” she added, “a glass of wine seemed like a good idea for us too. I’m not feeling scared or anything, but I always feel a bit naughtier when I’ve been drinking.”

      “Fine by me. Are you ready to call her?”

      “In a minute. Just a few more sketches.”

      We leafed through several pages. Most had smaller sketches of Brooke in different everyday poses, nude or semi-nude. The last one was a full page of just her face. She was looking directly at us, and Christy had captured the intelligence behind her eyes and smile.

      “This is how I think of her,” Christy said. “I know you probably want to see more of her body, but this is the real Brooke, the one I love.” She looked at me out of the corner of her eye to study my reaction.

      “She’s very pretty,” I said after a moment. “But she looks… I dunno… lonely.”

      “This was the day before you got there. She knew you were coming, that you’d take me away. She wasn’t upset, but—”

      “She knew she was losing you. Only temporarily, but still…”

      “I knew you’d understand. She was worried you’d be jealous, but then she met you. She really likes you. And… if anything ever happens to me, I’d want you to be with her.”

      “Seriously? Never mind. Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

      “I know, but I want you to know how I feel. Don’t get me wrong, I love Wren, but she doesn’t need someone to take care of her. Besides, she has Trip. Brooke needs someone. Right now that’s you and me.”

      “I understand.”

      “I knew you would. She also needs you for another reason, Mr. Good Thing.” She grinned sidelong but then her expression fell. “Fletcher’s been calling her. His other ‘girlfriends’ found out about each other and now they won’t have anything to do with him.”

      “Good for them!”

      “Yeah, you can say that again. But he’s been calling Brooke and trying to get back together. She really likes the attention, but she knows he’s bad for her. Unfortunately, her resolve’s starting to weaken. That’s where we come in. She needs a good, hard you-know-what, if you ask me.”

      “Fucking,” I supplied.

      “Exactly. She has a couple of vibrators, but it isn’t the same. I used to think it would be, but it isn’t. I… I don’t know if I can explain it. There’s just something about feeling the real thing inside you. That’s why I don’t want to use rubbers or anything else. I want to feel you.”

      I leaned over and kissed her.

      “I’m sorry it’s danger week for us,” she said quietly.

      “Eh, we’ll survive. It’s a good thing you like swallowing, though.”

      “Mmm, I love it.” She pulled back a little and studied me. “Brooke does too. Maybe not as much as me, but she does it. And… she’s on the pill. She wants you to come inside her. She’s still a little shy in person, though, so you’ll have to go slow with her. I sort of want you to go slow too. I’m pretty sure I can watch and not feel jealous, but I won’t know till we try. I didn’t have a problem that time with Wren, but you didn’t have sex with her.”

      “No.”

      “And I know you think I’m silly, but blowjobs aren’t sex. Not for real. Penis in vagina, that’s sex. It’s… a lot different for me. It isn’t just body parts. It’s spiritual. Okay?”

      “I understand.”

      “But you know how much I like to watch. I get all hot and slippery just thinking about it.” She chuckled darkly. “If I can do it for real and not just in my head, it might be worth watching you and Terri, even though I know she doesn’t want anything to do with me. Oh, don’t look so surprised! I know how you are. If you weren’t with me, you’d already have another notch on your bedpost.”

      “I dunno about that,” I protested, “but yeah, I’d probably have slept with her by now. I’d like to think she’s girlfriend material, but you’ve ruined me.”

      “Ruined you?”

      “Yeah, for every other woman. Now that I’ve found you, all the others are just… I dunno… diversions.”

      “Mmm, you can say that again.” She waited expectantly. “Go on, say it again.”

      I laughed and said, “You ruined me. Every other woman is just a diversion. There. Happy?”

      “Yes, thank you.” She leaned in for a kiss.

      I pulled her hand to my semi-hard shaft, and she began stroking it.

      “Someone approves.”

      “Someone also thinks you need a good, hard you-know-what.”

      “Fucking,” she said with a grin.

      “I thought you’d never ask.”
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        * * *

      

      We called Brooke about forty-five minutes later. She was reading an assignment and already on her second glass of wine.

      “I just wanted to give you a call and see how you’re doing,” Christy said. They spent a few minutes catching up. Then Christy said, “Paul’s here with me. Do you want to say hello?” She listened and then handed the phone to me with whispered instructions, “Tell her about the sketches.”

      “Hey,” I said to Brooke, “how’re you?”

      “Good. Suffering from senioritis and ready to graduate. You?”

      “I’m one of those disgustingly optimistic people—”

      “He is!” Christy said.

      “—so I generally find a silver lining. But yeah, I get it. One of our other friends is s’posed to graduate this quarter. She’s swamped and sick of it.”

      “The worst part is,” Brooke said, “I won’t even be done when I graduate. I start my Master’s in the fall.”

      “What’re you doing over the summer?”

      “I have a six-week internship, but as little as possible the rest of the time.”

      “Maybe you can come visit us,” I suggested.

      “Sure, I’d like that.”

      “Tell her about the sketches,” Christy urged in a low voice.

      “I have an insistent little birdy here,” I said to Brooke. “She wants me to tell you I like the sketches.”

      “What sk—?”

      I actually heard her gulp. “Yeah, those,” I chuckled.

      “Y-you like them?”

      “I think you’re very pretty, but I also think you’re a little insecure about it.”

      “Wh—?” She cleared her throat. “Why do you say that?”

      “Christy mentioned a few things, but… I mean… everyone is, me included.” I shrugged. “Christy doesn’t think so, but she’s wrong.”

      Christy herself frowned at the direction the conversation had taken.

      “I dunno,” Brooke said, “you seem pretty confident to me.”

      “I am, in general. But I have plenty of little insecurities.”

      “Coulda fooled me,” Christy muttered.

      I ignored her and continued, “She was giving me a hard time about it last week. I’ve been thinking about it ever since. I’m kind of obsessive about my weight. I work out and run all the time, and I really try to watch what I eat, which isn’t easy with Miss Metabolism.”

      “I know what you mean. She used to drive me crazy with her snacks all the time. At least they were healthy. But… why’re you worried about your weight? You look fine.”

      “I used to be pudgy. I don’t ever want to be like that again.” I laughed softly, more at myself than anything. “I didn’t really have a girlfriend until I lost weight and got in shape. And… I know this is gonna sound dumb, but I guess I equate having a nice body with getting laid.”

      Brooke scoffed, and Christy realized I was serious. Her brow furrowed with concern.

      “I’m weird about my hair and clothes, too. I wanna look nice, but I also worry about what other people think. ‘Is he too poor to afford better clothes?’ ‘Does he even care what he looks like?’ So… yeah.”

      Neither girl knew what to say.

      “And I’m a bit of a neat freak. I want people to think I’m smart and organized. Yeah, I know, ‘disorganized’ has nothing to do with intelligence—Christy’s a prime example—but still, I don’t want someone to think I’m an idiot because my room’s messy.”

      “I know what you mean,” Brooke said in a quiet voice. “I’m not a neat freak or anything, but I hate when people look at me and think I must be an airhead because I’m pretty.”

      I nodded and tried to shake off my introspection.

      “I have a brain too, you know,” Brooke was saying. “I’m not just a pretty smile or nice pair of tits. Besides, what’s so special about tits anyway?”

      “Well, yours are pretty special, but… yeah, I get it. You’re sexy and smart, and you want people to notice both.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Anyway,” I said after a moment, “sorry I turned the conversation into a downer. I guess I needed to get that off my chest.”

      “At least you’re honest about it,” Brooke said. “And… that’s really cool. Hold on a sec.”

      I grinned at the sounds in the background. “Time for another glass of wine?”

      “Yes. I hate that I’m so shy without it. But… I like talking to you, and I don’t want you to think I’m a nerd.”

      “I don’t think you’re a nerd. You’re pretty normal. Well, you’re messed-up in the head, but we all are.”

      “You can say that again,” she said in a tone so close to Christy’s that I smiled.

      “So, now that we’ve bared our souls,” I said in a lighter voice, “let’s talk about something more interesting.”

      “Like what,” she laughed.

      “Christy’s sketches?”

      Christy herself rolled her eyes in a “Finally!” gesture.

      “So… you liked them?” Brooke asked.

      “Duh. You’re smokin’ hot. But I think my favorite is the last one. It’s just your face, and she did a great job with your eyes.”

      “My eyes? Seriously? Out of all those sketches, you were looking at my eyes?”

      “Well, eventually,” I admitted with a grin. “But I like them. They’re intelligent and curious. Kind, too. You’ll make a great scientist.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What did you think about mine?”

      “What? Your eyes?”

      “No,” I laughed. “Her sketches of me. She said she showed ’em to you.”

      “Uh… smokin’ hot?” she teased.

      “You really think so? I think I’m pretty average.”

      “I’d say above average. And I really like that you shave. That’s so cool.”

      “Thanks. What about you? Are you still shaved?”

      “Yeah. I started to let it grow back, but it itched like all get out, so I just kept doing it. Besides…” She hesitated but then decided to say what she was thinking. “I like the way it makes me feel.”

      “It’s sexy.”

      Christy perked up.

      “Yeah,” Brooke agreed. “And Chris likes it. We’re both perverts, I guess. Isn’t that what this sharing thing is about?”

      “Sort of. So… you still think you want to go through with it?”

      “I do. But I’ll be honest, I’m a little skeptical.”

      “Of what?”

      “I guess I’m wondering why you’re any different than Fletcher.”

      “Ah,” I said slowly. “I was wondering when he’d come up.”

      Christy scowled.

      “Well?” Brooke said. “Why’re you different? You’re still a guy. Isn’t this what all guys want? To sleep with multiple women?”

      “Hold on,” I said gently. “That’s a bit like me saying, ‘You’re still a pretty girl. Aren’t all pretty girls bimbos?’ You can’t put me in the same category as Fletcher just because we’re both guys.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” she admitted. “But I still wanna know what’s different about you. Damn, hold on. I said that wrong. I sound like I’m arguing, and maybe I was. But I’m not now. I really wanna know. I accept that you aren’t like Fletcher. I’ve seen the evidence firsthand. So… what makes you different?”

      “Ah, okay,” I said with more than a little relief. “What makes me different? I guess I’m more mature. And I was raised differently. I respect women.”

      “Must be nice,” she muttered. She realized how bitter she sounded, so she changed the subject. “Chris says you’re good in bed. Do you know more about sex or something?”

      “The physical part? Probably not. I mean, it’s basically the same for everyone. But the mental and emotional parts? Sure, absolutely.”

      “You’re more exciting? And maybe more stable? Less of a jerk?”

      “Something like that,” I laughed. “The ‘more exciting’ part is purely personal. What gets you worked up isn’t the same as what gets Christy excited.”

      “We’re pretty similar,” she said.

      “And you’re tired of your vibrators?” I made it sound like a question, but we both knew it wasn’t. “You need a good, hard fucking?”

      “Damn her,” she muttered. “She told you all my dirty little secrets, didn’t she? Well, we’ll see how she likes it when I tell you hers!”

      “She hasn’t told me all your dirty little secrets,” I chuckled.

      Christy herself rolled her eyes and shook her head very deliberately.

      “Enough of them,” Brooke said. She filled her wineglass in the background. Then she changed the subject again. “You ever get the feeling that Christy wanted this to happen?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Not Fletcher and me breaking up or anything like that,” she said quickly. “But you and me, this sharing thing. She’s been telling me about you since you started dating, but lately it’s been a lot of little hints.”

      “That’s how she works,” I chuckled.

      “Yeah. She used to complain about her mom, but she’s just like her.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “I was a little upset when I figured it out,” Brooke said quietly, “but then I started thinking about it. What’s she get out of it? I mean, she already has you. She has me too, if I’m being honest. So… why do it? Why encourage us to… you know?”

      “To make you happy.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. You too, obviously. But… is that a bad thing? To make people happy?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Yeah, me neither.” She sighed and fell silent, and I let her think. After a moment she said, very softly, “I love her.”

      “Me too.”

      “That’s really cool.” She fortified herself with another drink of wine. “You know, I thought she was just messing with me when she started hinting about this weekend.”

      “What do you think now?”

      “I’m starting to think it might actually happen.”

      “Does it still make you nervous?”

      “A little,” she admitted. “No, a lot.” She took another swig of wine. “And I’m worried I’ll lose my nerve again.”

      “Eh, if you do, you do. No problem.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Besides, this is mostly for Christy. I mean, I definitely wanna have sex with you, don’t get me wrong. But really, this weekend is for her. She wants to see if she’s cut out to be a… um… sharer.”

      Brooke laughed at my sudden awkwardness. “What did you mean to say?”

      “Um… when?”

      “Just now. You said ‘sharer.’ But you meant to say something else.”

      “Swinger.”

      I could’ve heard a pin drop on the other end of the line, and Christy actually held her breath.

      “Are… are you serious?” Brooke finally asked.

      “What do you think?”

      She actually surprised me with her reply. “I knew it!” she trumpeted. “I knew it, I knew it, I knew it!”

      I grinned and nodded to Christy, who relaxed.

      “I thought that’s what you were,” Brooke explained. “She told me about you and dropped a lot of hints, but I didn’t want to come right out and ask.”

      “Yeah, I’m a swinger. My parents too.”

      “And now Christy is?”

      “She’s getting there,” I agreed. “That’s one of the reasons she wants to have a threesome with you.”

      “It sounds so strange to hear you say that. It’s even stranger to think it might happen.”

      “You aren’t really shocked, though, are you?”

      “About you? God no! I’m not Sister Prune.”

      I laughed and told Christy, who leaned in and cried, “Oh no! Not Sister Prune! Ahhhhh!”

      “Let me talk to her,” Brooke said.

      I passed the phone to Christy.

      “Oh my gosh! So, what do you think? I know, right!”

      I had an idea, so I scooted out of the way and gently urged Christy to lie back. She frowned uncertainly but did it. I straddled her body and kissed her forehead. Then I slowly worked my way down to the sensitive skin below her ear.

      She squirmed and tried to push me away, but I ignored her and nuzzled her neck. I kissed lower, and she gasped and arched her back when I sucked her nipple and bit it gently. She kept up her side of the conversation with Brooke, but her replies were becoming more distracted.

      I kissed down her stomach and spread her legs with my body. Then I settled between them and teased her clit with my nose. She smelled tangy and feminine, and she shivered as I kissed her smooth labia.

      “Oh my gosh, Brooke,” she said at last, “I need to let you go.”

      I raised my head. “No. Keep talking.”

      She swallowed hard but nodded. Then she closed her eyes and lay back on the pillows.

      I kissed her again and parted her lips with my tongue. She tasted fresh, with a salty hint of sweat from dance practice. I licked along the length of her slit and then teased the growing bead of her clit.

      “Oh my gosh,” she panted, and for a moment I thought she was talking to me. But then she said, “He’s between my legs, kissing me.” Her breathing grew heavier. “You have no idea. Oh my gosh, Brooke, you have to let him go down on you.”

      I grinned to myself and concentrated on what I was doing. Christy was already wet and ready, so I slid a finger into her and crooked the tip against her G-spot. She lurched upright and steadied herself with a hand on my shoulder. I circled her clit with my tongue and then sucked gently. She relaxed and slowly lay back. Her breathing grew heavier, and she began to whimper with pleasure.

      Part of me paid attention to her side of the conversation—it sounded like Brooke was playing with herself too—but mostly I concentrated on her pussy and making her come. She had a mini-orgasm that made her stop talking altogether, although Brooke probably had a good idea what was going on.

      I stopped teasing her and worked her up to a major climax. She cried out softly and tried to curl around me. She eventually relaxed and started breathing again. Then she lay back, and her stomach fluttered as a couple of aftershocks made her gasp. I rose on my hands and knees and kissed my way up her body. She moaned when she tasted herself on my lips. Then she remembered the phone.

      She raised it to her ear and said, “Hello? Brooke? Are you still there?” She relaxed and smiled. “Mmm, you too? Oh my gosh, that was a big one.” She nodded. “Yeah, I know. I wish I could see you. You’re always so beautiful after.”

      My hard-on nudged Christy’s thigh, so she reached between us and wrapped her fingers around it.

      “Oh my gosh, Brooke, now he’s between my legs. For real. Do you wanna listen…?” She smiled at Brooke’s reply. “You’re sure? You don’t mind?” She nodded once and then drew me forward with her grip on my shaft. She set the tip at her opening and closed her eyes as I eased into her. “Oh, that’s nice. Yeah. He’s inside me. He’s so big. Oh, Brooke… you have to let him do this. It feels amazing.”

      I began thrusting, slowly at first. Christy’s tight breasts bounced each time my hips met hers, so I bent and sucked her nipples. She gasped and ran her fingers through my hair. She described what I was doing, although I stopped paying attention at some point.

      The pressure eventually built in my balls until I couldn’t ignore it any longer. I had to consciously remind myself not to come inside her. The little head wasn’t in the mood to cooperate, so I pulled out before he decided to ignore me and do what we both wanted. I hopped over Christy’s leg and steadied myself against the headboard. She automatically opened her mouth.

      After a moment she rolled toward me and let the phone slide to the pillow. She concentrated on sucking my balls. I grunted and spewed a thick line of semen across her cheek. She captured the tip and caught the next spurt in her mouth. Then she moaned and pulled my hips toward her as I emptied my balls down her throat.

      I finally sat back and breathed hard through my nose. Christy wiped the errant white streak from her face and licked her fingers clean. She belatedly groped for the phone.

      “Brooke? Hello? Oh my gosh! Sorry about that. He was ready to come.” She listened a moment and then rolled her eyes. “Of course I did. But a little escaped and I had to chase it down. I should probably warn you, he shoots a lot when he comes.”

      She shifted gears in an instant. “Did you come too? For real? Oh my gosh, that’s awesome. I know!” She listened and then glanced at my hard-on. “He is. So I might… you know. Yeah, you know how I am.” She glanced up at me. “He’s as horny as we are! And he’s gonna rock your world.”

      She nodded and listened for a moment. “I can’t wait either. Yeah, okay. I understand. I love you too. Okay. See you Friday. Bye.”

      She sighed and pressed her thumb to the button to hang up. Then her eyes lit up. “Ooh, leakage.” She sucked gently and then fell back to the pillows. “That was fun.”

      “Mmm.”

      “But… um… I might need another snack. You know how I am. My metabolism. It’s really high, you know.”

      I chuckled and flopped next to her on the bed. She rolled away from me and hung up the phone. Then she turned back, draped her leg over mine, and rested her head on my chest.

      “I love you,” she sighed.

      “I love you too.”

      Her hand found my penis and began stroking him back to life.

      “Hold on… you were serious?”

      “I’m always serious about fellatio. You created a monster.”

      “I think you were like this before I met you.”

      “So what if I was? Besides, I have to keep you interested. Do you think that’s what Scheherazade did? That she was an insatiable nympho? Maybe I’m a nympho too. And insatiable. Is that okay?”

      “It’s more than okay. Now, about that snack…”

      
        
        To be continued…
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        Sign up for the Summer Camp Gazette,

        the official newsletter of Summer Camp Swingers.
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