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Chapter 9: Some Trouble at the Door

It was a beautiful Thursday in mid-June, close to 80 degrees, when Melanie Campion’s 21-seat passenger jet landed in Mesa Springs a little after 3 p.m., 10 days after her mother’s own trip to Mesa Heights.

The air was bright and alive, the sky a rich blue.

She saw her first nude human – a middle-aged man – by the luggage carousel as she exited the tiny airport terminal. All the passengers on her flight had been clothed, but this man had come nude to greet a woman his age, hugging her as she waited to retrieve her bag.

Melanie, planning to stay for two nights, had brought just a single carryon, and as she wheeled it behind her, she stared at the man, down at his penis, up at his face. As he hugged the woman, he made no effort not to press his organ against her hip, and they chatted happily, and his penis hardened slightly, and Melanie looked away, looked back, looked up to offer the ceiling a slightly dazed smile.

She passed two naked women on the way to a taxi stand, one with only a purse, the other one pulling a bag, having undressed as soon as she’d landed, so eager was she apparently to be free of clothing.

Melanie approached the single cab waiting at the curbside stand, light blue and electric, its engine making no noise, and noticed through the open passenger window that the driver was slightly overweight, probably in his late 20s, nude, and not erect.

“Hello, Miss, where you going?” he asked while Melanie was still taking in the scene before her.

“Oh, uh, the, the, Grand, uh . . .” Melanie stuttered.

“Grand View,” the driver announced, and he exited his vehicle, rounded it and reached for Melanie’s bag. As he loaded the case in his trunk, Melanie stared at the cab’s two doors, eventually reaching for the rear door and letting herself in, settling down and pulling her phone out of the back pocket of her jeans.

“In a cab, heading to hotel,” she texted her mother.

“How’s your driver?” Vicky texted back while the man was shutting the trunk.

“Naked,” she replied.

“Are you okay, Honey?” Vicky texted.

“I’m fine,” Melanie quickly texted back.

“Text me when you get to your room.”

“Okay.”

The driver settled into his seat, put the car in drive.

“First visit to Mesa Heights?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “My mom is going to start a job here in a few weeks, so she’s having me check it out.”

“What do you think so far?”

“The weather’s way better than Baton Rouge,” she said. “It’s over 90 there and super humid.”

“When are you moving here?”

“I’m not sure if I am,” she said. “Some people are going to show me around, and I’m going to visit the high school tomorrow, and see if it makes sense to transfer.”

“What year?” he asked, driving beside bare fields.

“I’ll be a senior,” she said. “Did you go to Burthen?”

“Yeah, loved it,” he replied.

“Okay, so,” Melanie began hesitantly, “everyone there’s . . . naked?”

“Not everyone,” he replied. “But mostly.”

“Were you?”

“Yeah.”

“Was it . . . weird?” Melanie asked tentatively.

The driver laughed out loud.

“Weird?” he repeated. “What do you mean?”

“Well, everyone was . . . naked.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “Wearing clothes seemed weird to me. It all depends on what you’re used to.”

“I wear clothes at my school,” Melanie said.

“Oh, sorry sorry, I didn’t mean I think it’s weird,” the driver said quickly. “Just weird to me.”

“That’s okay, I knew what you meant,” Melanie said, and for a time, she looked out the window, staring as they passed a woman dressed only in a sports bra and running shoes, jogging beside the road. The woman waved as a boy and girl approached her on bikes, high school age, both nude except for sneakers, and Melanie stared at them until they were out of view.

“I have a brother,” Melanie said.

“Oh yeah? How old is he?”

“He’s my age,” Melanie replied. “We’re twins.”

“Fraternal or identical?”

“Fraternal,” Melanie said.

“That was a joke,” the man said, chuckling to himself.

“Oh,” Melanie said without laughing. “Oh yeah. Funny.”

“Is he checking things out too?”

“Yeah, but starting on Sunday,” Melanie said. “I’ll be here until Saturday, and then he shows up Sunday and stays through Wednesday.”

“You couldn’t travel together?”

“No way,” Melanie said. “We did NOT want to see each other here.”

“Why not?” the driver asked. “Don’t get along?”

“That’s not it,” said Melanie. “He can be a pain at times, but we’re really close. But no, we just didn’t want to run into each other here.”

“Why not?”

“Well,” Melanie replied slowly. “Because we’re both . . . going to try it.”

“Try what?”

“Going naked,” Melanie said, and she issued a loud, tension-breaking laugh before she silenced herself.

“You’ve never done it before?” he asked, laughing as well.

“Uh, no. Not in public. In front of people.”

“You’ll be surprised how quickly you get used to it.”

“Can I ask a really, really personal question?” Melanie inquired.

“Shoot.”

“Okay,” Melanie said, her face going red as she stammered. “Well, my brother . . . he says . . . you know, things could . . . happen.”

“Like what?”

“You know . . . um . . . excited.”

“Oh, yeah,” he said. “Sure.”

“Well,” Melanie said, “does it . . . matter?”

“Not at all,” the driver replied simply.

They’d reached downtown, the sidewalks lined with nude shoppers, nude couples, nude pedestrians, nude families, and Melanie stared, and if she didn’t understand her driver’s answer, she had it now, more than one penis firm or semi-erect, and its owner and the people around him, whether male or female, exhibiting nothing but nonchalance in the face of what Melanie considered a shocking affront to decorum, decency, morality.

No, not just nonchalant. On the sidewalk in the shadow of a tree, no more than 10 feet away from Melanie as the taxi stopped for a red light, a boy no older than she stood there bearing the fruits of full arousal, his penis sticking straight out from a thatch of red hair. There were two naked girls with him, another naked boy. And all seemed to be focused on the penis, staring at it as they laughed and smiled.

One of the girls reached out and, still smiling, touched it. Wrapped her hand around it. Let it go, watching as it bobbed.

Melanie stared as well, eyes moving from the penis to the faces of the youth.

The girl who had touched the penis was now looking at her.

The girl smiled. Melanie offered a wan smile back. The other youth noticed where their friend was looking, and now all were staring at the girl in the taxi.

The light changed and the taxi moved. A hand appeared among the little group of penis kids, waving, so Melanie waved back before she leaned into her seat and stared straight ahead, laughing quietly to herself, giddily, eyes wide with a sort of tentative panic.

“Grand View,” said the driver.

“What?” Melanie said, startled.

“Grand View Hotel,” he said. “It’s where you wanted to be dropped off, right?”

“Oh, yeah,” Melanie said. “Yeah.”

The driver pulled up to the plaza before the hotel’s front entrance, a nude man pulled open Melanie’s door, and she got out, reached into her pocket for one of the twenties her mother had given her.

“Eight dollars,” the cabdriver said, lifting Melanie’s suitcase from his trunk and setting it next to her.

“Just . . . give me back a ten,” Melanie stammered, pocketing the change. “Thanks.”

“Thank you, Miss. Enjoy your stay!”

“Checking in?” asked the nude man who had opened her door.

“Yes,” she said.

“The reception desk is right inside,” he said, pointing.

Melanie entered, surveyed the lobby and its two naked men chatting on a couch, approached the reception desk with its naked man and woman, went to the woman.

“Melanie Campion,” she said.

“Melanie, welcome!” said the woman, typing on her keyboard, staring at the screen, typing some more. “We’ve got your mother’s credit card information. Can we use that for incidentals?”

“Incidentals?” Melanie repeated.

“Restaurant, snacks from the minibar, room service.”

“Oh, yeah, sure,” Melanie said.

“We’ve got you on the fourth floor, desert view.”

“That sounds great.”

“Touch the black pad there,” the woman directed. “Your right index finger will be your key.”

“Cool.”

As soon as she reached her room, after she stood at the window and squinted out at 100 miles of glowing, golden desert, Melanie sent two texts. The first went to Jenna: “Hey, I’m here at the hotel. Still want to get together?”

The reply came back within a minute: “Yes! See you in about 20!”

The second text went to Vicky.

“Mom, I’m in my room. I can’t do this.”

“Keep your clothes on then,” Vicky replied, just as quickly as Jenna had.

“But will people think it’s weird?”

“There is no weird there, honey. Do what you want.”

“Okay. I might do it.”

“Whatever you want.”

“Please don’t tell dad.”

“Okay, but it doesn’t matter. We both love you, and we know you’ll do what is best for you.”

“Okay, bye.”

Melanie had dressed modestly for travel, in jeans, a t-shirt and a loose gray Louisiana State University sweatshirt, and she went to the room’s full length mirror, breathed in, breathed out, and pulled the sweatshirt over her head, tossing it onto the bed.

Next came the t-shirt, removed without pause, and here she stopped for a time, regarding herself, in jeans and a bra, breathing slowly.

Without removing her eyes from her face, she slid her bra straps down, angled each arm up and out of them, pushed down the cups and allowed her breasts to fall and bounce.

Staring at her chest now, the twin masses a little higher, a little firmer than Vicky’s, but the nipples as hard as her mother’s ever got, she reached up to open the clasp, and she threw the white garment onto the pile with the other discards.

She went to her bed to untie her sneakers, pushed them off and resumed her slow, deliberate striptease in front of the mirror, unsnapping her jeans and pushing down the zipper, revealing the bright gold triangle of her panties.

Down came the jeans, past her high, full rear and around her thick thighs, down to her ankles, kicked off by her feet, picked up and tossed on the bed.

Melanie had kept her genitals clean-shaven since a little after the hair first appeared, but two weeks ago, with the trip to Mesa Springs looming, she’d let it emerge, her muff quickly growing thick enough to hide her pink opening, her lips and the top of her vulva.

Last night, she’d carefully shaved and trimmed, leaving a neat strip of black thatch where a wide triangle had grown before, only the hair at the bottom of the rug left in its natural state, a meager protection for her modesty, but better than nothing.

Melanie looked down, pulled her panties forward and inspected her mound from above, lowered her panties until all of the strip could be inspected in the mirror, pushed down the sides of the garment until it was at mid-thigh, grimaced and kept pushing until she was bare to her ankles, and she stepped out of her panties altogether, picked them up and topped off her pile of abandoned clothes with them.

The minutes ticked by while she studied herself, turning to inspect her bottom, cupping her hands under her D-sized breasts and frowning, rubbing at the red mark made by her panties, as if a finger could erase the sign of just-liberated skin.

She put back on her sneakers and went into the bathroom, and she was running her hands through her hair when her phone chimed and she jumped.

“I’m in the lobby!” Jenna had texted.

Melanie tossed the phone onto the bed, strode to her door, put her hand on the knob, and froze.

She let it go, stepped back to her bed, picked up her panties, stared at them, set them back down with her other clothes and went back to the door, but as soon as she touched the knob, she froze again.

She went to the full-length mirror, stared at herself, rubbed her fading panty line, turned back toward the door, stopped this time before she’d even touched the knob, the image of uncertainty.

Her next action was resolute, however. She went not to her panties but to her phone, picked it up, and texted. “Hey, want to see the view from my room?”

“Sure!” came the quick response.

“I’m in 407,” she wrote.

After one more quick look at herself in the mirror, Melanie went to the window, staring through it with her hands on her hips, waiting for the knock.

The three gentle taps on her door barely startled her, and she turned and went to it, and this time, as soon as her hand touched the knob, she turned it and pulled, and there stood a girl, blonde and small-breasted, naked but for pink sneakers, an unkept triangle of black hair growing over her mound.

“Oh my god, you look just like your mom!” Jenna gushed, stepping in and spreading her arms, and the two girls hugged, small breasts against a much larger pair, hips against hips, arms around backs.

Jenna stepped back, laughed at herself.

“I hope you know that’s a compliment,” she said. “Your mom is beautiful.”

“I’ll take it that way,” Melanie said, her voice even, her pulse and breathing almost normal. “Wanna see my window?”

“Of course,” assured Jenna, and she walked past the bed and the discarded clothes and stopped at the window. “I love this view.”

Melanie joined her, and Jenna wrapped her arm around her new friend’s shoulder and pointed. “That’s Mount Halley, the tall one in the middle. And on the left are Two Sisters, and on the right is the Bighorn Range. It’s supposedly got 15 peaks but you can only see five or six.”

“Have you ever been out there?”

“On the slopes when it snowed one time when I was 15,” Jenna said, “but we usually go to a closer place you can’t see from here. It’s up in a range 20 miles from here, Smokey Springs.”

“I found some pictures of it,” Melanie said. “I didn’t know it was that far away, though.”

Jenna dropped her arm and headed for the hotel room door.

“We go all the time until late fall,” she said, “and sometimes in the winter when it’s not too cold.”

Jenna stepped into the hall, and Melanie followed, pausing only briefly before she crossed her threshold.

“Thanks for coming to get me,” Melanie said quietly as she walked together toward the elevators.

“Is that what I was doing?” Jenna laughed.

“Yes,” Melanie said. “The window thing was just an excuse to get you up here.”

“Are you nervous?” she asked, looking down briefly at Melanie’s nipples.

“A little less so,” Melanie replied. “I literally could not turn my hotel room door after you texted me.”

“You can let me know if you get nervous again, okay?” Jenna said, hitting the elevator’s down button. “If you need to come back here, or just sit in the car for awhile, that’ll be fine.”

“Okay,” Melanie said. “I wanted to be brave, though.”

“It’s really easy to forget how different this is for new people,” she said. “It helps to get reminded sometimes.”

“Where are you taking me?” Melanie asked, following Jenna onto the elevator.

“For starters, to the park where a lot of us hang out,” Jenna said. “Are you up to meeting some of my friends?”

“Boys too?”

“Yup. And then to my house, and we can have dinner there. My parents really want to meet you.”

“They do?”

“Oh yeah, you’re already famous.”

“I am?” Melanie said, pausing when the elevator stopped on the ground floor, its doors opening.

“Well, maybe a slight exaggeration,” Jenna said. “But you know what a big deal your mom is, right?”

“She’s just my mom,” Melanie said, following Jenna through the hotel lobby, eyes darting toward each person there as she spoke haltingly. “I know she’s got a huge job here . . . but in Baton Rouge . . . most of our neighbors don’t even know what she does.”

“Mesa Heights is the biggest company in town, by far,” Jenna said. “So everyone knows the top people, as soon as they get hired. Your mom is already known, and we know she has kids who are moving here with her, so people already know about you.”

The girls left the hotel, both squinting into the afternoon sun.

“Let’s walk downtown first,” Jenna proposed. “We might find some people I know.”

“Okay,” Melanie agreed, following as Jenna led the way past the parking lot and down the sidewalk toward the town’s bustling center, toward people she had already driven past, most of them naked.

They stopped at the intersection between the hotel property and the rest of downtown. The penis kids were still there, on the other side of the street, chatting under a tree.

“Karl, Filly!” Jenna shouted. “I have someone you have to meet!”




Chapter 10: On the Bridge of Kisses

All four of the people across the street – two naked boys, two naked girls – turned and waved.

“I sort of met them already,” Melanie said. “They noticed me driving by in my cab, and waved.”

“That’s Karl, Stewart, Filly and Anisa,” Jenna said.

The light changed and the girls crossed over, Jenna leading the way to the little group.

“Hello, everyone,” she said as soon as she reached the curb, “this is Melanie Campion, daughter of the new CFO! Melanie, this is Filly and Anisa. And Karl and Stewart.”

Melanie stepped up, her smile a little awkward, her cheeks a little flushed, her nipples more than a little perky.

“Didn’t we just see you go by in the cab?” Anisa asked.

“That was me,” Melanie confirmed.

“What year are you?” asked Stewart, the red-haired boy, whose penis had been erect but was now relaxed.

“I’ll be a senior,” Melanie said.

“Senior year is the best year!” announced Filly, the girl who had held Stewart’s penis.

“I hope so,” Melanie said.

“My dad met your mom,” Anisa said.

“Does he work at Mesa Heights?” Melanie asked.

“Yeah, but he met her at a bar.”

“Huh?” Melanie grunted.

“At the hotel, a few weeks ago. He was there with friends, and she showed up, and she talked to him.”

“Oh, probably on Sunday night,” Melanie said.

“I guess,” agreed Anisa. “A couple of weeks ago.”

“Yeah.”

“Has anyone seen Freddy?” Jenna asked. “He said he might be around this afternoon.”

“Is he your lover today?” asked Karl.

“No, we’re not doing that, I just want Melanie to meet him.”

“So she can have him?” Anisa asked.

Jenna looked at Melanie, looked at Anisa.

“Melanie’s from Baton Rouge,” Jenna said sharply.

“Oh, sorry,” Anisa said. “Although I’m not sure what I’m apologizing for.”

“Melanie, have you ever been in a town like this before?” Jenna asked.

“Never,” Melanie said.

“So we’re introducing her slowly,” Jenna said. “She’s not sure she’s moving here yet.”

“Oh, oh,” Anisa said, clapping both hands over her mouth. “Okay, forget I said anything.”

“I’m taking her to the park, to see if anyone’s there,” Jenna said.

“All the cool kids are here,” Karl said.

“Stay awhile,” said Stewart, his penis rising. “We’re just getting to know Melanie.”

“That keeps happening,” Anisa said, pointing to the reborn erection.

“Why don’t you do something about it?” Jenna asked.

“I’m supposed to meet Sasha in an hour,” he said.

“Okay, we’re going,” Jenna announced.

“Bye, Melanie, it was great meeting you!”

“See ya, Melanie!”

“I hope you move here!”

Once they were settled into Jenna’s car and headed back through downtown, the girl turned to Melanie.

“Think you could live here?” she asked.

“I think so, yeah,” Melanie said. “Based on what I’ve seen so far.”

“It seems like you’re already used to it,” Jenna observed. “You did great with my friends.”

“Thanks,” Melanie said. “What was Anisa talking about, though. With Freddy?”

“Oh,” Jenna laughed. “Well, Freddy is really smart, and we hang out a lot. I like talking to him. So I wanted you to meet him.”

“Is he your boyfriend?” Melanie asked.

“No,” Jenna said.

“Your lover?” Melanie persisted. “Anisa used that word.”

“There are a bunch of words that you could use, but none of them would mean the same thing as they do in Baton Rouge.”

“Tell me,” Melanie urged. “I really want to understand. And it seems like you’re . . . hiding stuff from me.”

Jenna laughed.

“You know I pick people up from the airport at night, right?” she said.

“Yeah, Mom says you picked her up there.”

“So I get to meet people all the time who aren’t from around here, and we always talk, and they’re already somewhere between surprised, like your mom was, and completely, well . . . get me the fuck out of here on the next train.”

Jenna laughed again.

“So I’m a little more aware of how outsiders can react to Mesa Springs than a lot of people my age.”

“Okay,” Melanie said.

“And I’m not sure which you are yet. Are you going to suddenly lose it and stay at the airport until your flight leaves? Or keep acting like you think this is all normal.”

“You think I’m acting?”

“Yes,” Jenna said, smiling and hitting the gas now that they had cleared downtown and were driving through a neighborhood of mostly small houses, a little grocery here, a small office building there.

“Why do you think I’m acting?” Melanie said.

“Well, partly, guilt by association,” Jenna said. “Your mom was acting. She did a great job, and I know she seemed right at home the next day, but I could sort of look in her eyes when I pulled up at the park and tell this was all very new to her.”

“What happened at the park?” Melanie asked. “She really hasn’t told us much about her time here, other than that she got the job.”

“After I picked her up at the airport, we stopped so I could talk to some friends, and a boy walked up and he was totally hard, and his penis was inches from your mom’s face, and she just got this look.”

“Oh my god!” Melanie said, bringing her hands up to her mouth and laughing. “Oh my god, what was her face?”

“Kind of like yours right now,” Melanie said, taking her eyes briefly off the road.

Melanie blushed and dropped her hands to her lap.

“Your mom was very cool, okay?” Jenna added hastily. “One of the coolest. I’m not making fun, okay?”

“Okay,” Melanie said. “So why was a guy’s penis in my mom’s face?”

“She was sitting there, and her window was open, and he and some other people walked up and stood at her window, and – he didn’t know any better – he was just standing there, and it just sort of happened.”

“I’m really having trouble picturing that,” Melanie said after a moment of silence.

“It happens all the time here,” Jenna said. “So that’s why I would expect you to be sort of, um, outside your comfort zone.”

“Okay,” Melanie said, and she crossed her arms under her breasts. “I am, then. But I don’t want to go home. I want to experience it. Like you go to a freaky movie, and you—”

“Freaky movie?”

“You know,” Melanie said. “Freaky’s not the right word. But different. A movie about a different place. And it sort of, like, broadens your horizons. I like movies like that. So that’s what this is sort of, to me.”

“It’s only a movie,” Jenna said. “That could be our new town motto. ‘Welcome to Mesa Springs. Don’t worry, it’s only a movie!’”

Melanie exploded with another tension-breaking outburst of laughter, and this time, Jenna joined in, and the girls were still laughing as Jenna pulled off the road and down a short, tree-lined drive to a small parking lot.

“Welcome to the Park of the Elders,” she said, stopping and turning off her car.

“Park of the Elders?”

“It’s sort of a fancy name, but this is where they first came when they were looking for a place to start a new town.”

“Who?” Melanie asked.

“Well, just some people, I guess.”

“When?”

“Maybe 40 or 50 years ago, I don’t know.”

Jenna pushed her door open and slid out of her seat, and Melanie did the same, standing and looking first at a minivan parked three spaces away, and then at the naked family on the playground, a man and woman and three small children, one digging in sand, two whooping as they ran in circles.

“Do you want to be initiated?” Jenna asked.

“Into what?”

“Into being, like, an adolescent here,” Jenna said.

“What does it involve?” Melanie asked.

“You have to kiss someone on the Bridge of Kisses.”

Melanie laughed. “That sounds made up.”

“No, it’s an actual tradition. You go and kiss someone when you’re ready, and then you’re in.”

“You did this?”

“Yes, a few months after I had my first period,” Jenna said. “I was almost 14.”

“You have to have your period first?”

“No, you don’t have to.”

“Who did you kiss?”

“A boy named Mike, but it could have been anyone.”

Jenna walked past the playground, waving to the parents, who waved back at her, and at Melanie, and Melanie waved and smiled and looked, briefly, at the bodies of the adults, her eyes lingering longest on the man.

They passed through a small woods and into a clearing with benches, abstract sculpture, and a small dry creek bed traversed by, unnecessarily, an arched stone footbridge.

“The Bridge of Kisses,” Jenna announced, leading Melanie to it, climbing it with her friend in tow.

“In the winter, when the leaves are gone, you can see the town that way,” Jenna said, pointing. “And the creek fills up then, and drains some of the hills that way, which you can also see only in the winter.”

“It’s pretty,” Melanie said, and she looked in both directions, turned back to Jenna.

“Ready to kiss?” Jenna asked.

“You mean, you and me?” Melanie said. “Here?”

“Yes, if you want to be initiated.”

“So we just . . . kiss?”

Melanie stood facing Jenna, and Jenna closed the gap between the two girls, Melanie’s heavy breasts smothering Jenna’s smaller pair, and Jenna looked down and laughed, looked up, raising her mouth up to the mouth of Melanie, who was at least three inches taller, and Jenna wrapped her arms around Melanie’s waist and their mouths touched, Jenna’s and Melanie’s, Jenna pressing in with her lips parted, body bending against Melanie’s, which remained upright, almost stiff.

Their mouths were together no more than five seconds before Jenna pulled back, let go and looked into Melanie’s eyes.

“Congratulations,” she said.

“So now I’m in?” Melanie asked.

“All the way,” Jenna said. “With me. You never forget the person you kissed here.”

“That’s an interesting tradition,” Melanie said in the ensuing silence, looking over the side of the bridge, blushing. “There’s not anything like that in Baton Rouge.”

“Have you ever kissed a girl?” Jenna asked.

“No, not like that,” Melanie replied.

“I love kissing,” Jenna said. “Can you tell?”

“Did you just make up the Bridge of Kisses?”

“No, it’s for real,” Jenna said, a wounded look in her eyes. “And I consider it my job to initiate as many people as possible.”

“How many have you initiated?”

“Eleven, with you,” she said. “I’m a hero of this.”

Melanie stopped blushing and laughed.

“You should have that on your resume,” she said.

“I haven’t used that yet. But I brag about it all the time.”

“Do you kiss boys and girls both?” Melanie asked.

“Yes, five boys, now six girls,” Jenna said. “For initiation. More than that of course for fun.”

“I’ve kissed a boy,” Melanie said. “Seriously.”

“How was it?”

“I liked it,” Melanie said. “I sort of . . . wanted . . . you know.”

“Wanted what?” Jenna asked, turning to descend from the bridge.

“The thing,” Melanie said.

“The thing?”

“Yeah,” Melanie said. “Where he, you know, puts his, his, you know, inside your . . .”

“Where he puts his penis inside your vagina?”

“Yeah, okay, that.”

“Did you let him?” Jenna asked.

“Well . . . it didn’t work out,” Melanie said. “I was having my period one time when his house was free, and I didn’t want to another time, ‘cuz of cold feet I guess.”

“But you want to?”

“I think so,” Melanie said. “I even have birth control.”

“You have to meet Freddy, then,” Jenna said.

“What about him?”

“He’d do it for you, and he’s really sweet, and gentle, and patient, and—”

“You’re talking about sex?” Melanie said, following Jenna through the trees and back to her car.

“Well, penis up your vagina,” Jenna said.

“You’re actually suggesting this for me?”

“Yeah, if we can find him. He’s probably off on some nature study or something.”

“So you’re saying he and me should . . . have sex?”

“We don’t really use that word,” Jenna said.

“You don’t have sex?” Melanie said, laughing. “I mean, people have sex here, don’t they?”

Jenna slowed so Melanie could walk beside her, and she looked at her new friend.

“People talk, people kiss, people touch each other, lick each other, boys put their penises in other people’s bodies, girls let things into their bodies. We don’t really say sex because there’s so many things it could be.”

“So people talking is sex?”

“When we were talking to my friends downtown, how did that feel?”

“Well, interesting,” Melanie said.

“How did you feel when Stewart got his erection?” Jenna asked. “Was that sex?”

“No,” Melanie laughed, and she and Jenna both waved to the naked family of five, seated around a picnic table now, the children drinking juice while the dad read to them from a book. “It wasn’t sex to me, because he wasn’t inside anyone.”

“Yeah, but it’s part of everything,” Jenna said. “We interact. We hug. We kiss. Boys get hard, girls get wet. And everything else. And it’s all part of one thing. A philosophy. Why should one thing we do be called this magical thing, sex, and, I don’t know, having a really intense conversation with someone, or looking at their erection, be nothing at all?”

“This is an intense conversation,” Melanie observed.

“I agree,” Jenna said. “We’re talking, we kissed before, we’re going to have dinner with my family. If I was a boy and I put my penis up your vagina, that’s how we would describe it. With those words.”

“You don’t have euphemisms,” Melanie said.

“No, not for that, anyway. It is what it is.”

“You’ve done it, then?” Melanie asked.

“Done what?” Jenna asked, opening her car door.

Melanie got in and buckled before she spoke.

“Had, um . . . okay, okay . . . let a boy . . . put his penis up your vagina?”

“Yeah,” Jenna said, starting her car.

“Do you parents know?” Melanie asked.

“They watched.”




Chapter 11: A Different Culture, Altogether

“What?” Melanie said.

“They watched us, the first time,” Jenna said. “And they’ve seen it a few times since.”

“Why?” Melanie demanded, almost shouting the word.

Jenna backed up her car and headed down the lane that led to the road.

“Why not?” she asked.

“Wasn’t it embarrassing?” Melanie asked.

“What?”

“Well, doing . . . it . . . in front of them.”

“Okay,” Jenna said. “What part of it would be embarrassing?”

“Oh god, every part,” Melanie replied. “Just being naked, and—”

“We’re always naked,” Jenna said.

“Well, I won’t be, not at home,” Melanie said.

“You’ll dress when you get home?” Jenna said with a slight giggle.

“I’m not going to let my family see me,” Melanie said defensively. “Not my dad and brother, anyway.”

“And you won’t look at them?”

“Ugh, god no.”

“My dad will be at dinner tonight, and possibly both my brothers,” Jenna said.

“Naked?”

“Yes.”

“And you’ll be naked too?” Melanie said.

“Yes.”

“Okay, that’s fine,” Melanie said. “Since they’re your family, and that’s what you’re used to.”

“You sure you don’t think I’m weird?” Jenna asked.

Melanie breathed in, looked out the window at the neighborhood, stared at a chubby, naked woman walking her dog.

“What was it like?” she asked.

“What?”

“Having sex. I mean, I mean . . . the boy’s penis . . . inside you . . . while your parents . . .”

“It was really weird at first, because I’d never felt anything like that before. So I was saying, you know, ‘Wow,’ and ‘Um,’ I guess, I don’t remember all my reactions. But then it started to feel good, so I—“

“Where were you?”

“In my bed.”

“Where were your parents?”

“In my bedroom. By the door.”

“Why were they there?”

“I asked them to be.”

“Why?”

“Because it was important,” Jenna said. “One of them was always there for, you know, my vaccinations, my first gyno visits, my sports physical. When I got fitted for shoes.”

“Those are all very different from having sex,” Melanie said. “Or, I mean, having that . . . put up you.”

“They’re all different from each other,” Jenna agreed. “Other than that my parents were there for them all.”

“Okay,” Melanie said. “So, you were talking while it . . . happened?”

“Yes, mainly talking to him. Giving instructions.”

“Instructions?”

“I needed him to go slower,” Jenna explained. “When we kissed, he would start really humping, so I was like, hey, slow down, slower.”

“That wasn’t embarrassing?”

“No, I was just telling him what to do.”

“But your parents were there.”

“Yeah, they stayed until we were done.”

“Done?”

“Until we both climaxed.”

“Your parents saw you . . . have an orgasm?”

“Well, yeah. That was the objective.”

“But didn’t you, like, scream or something?”

“No, do you?” Jenna asked.

“Well, I sort of want to sometimes,” Melanie said.

“I did what I usually do,” Jenna said. “Sort of ‘uh, uh, uh’ and I moved around some.”

“What was it like when it was done?” Melanie asked.

“Well, sort of breathy, I guess, and I—”

“No, I mean, with your parents there?”

“Huh?”

“What did they do?” Melanie asked. “Or say? Or whatever?”

“Oh, yeah. I think Dad asked me to help him with dinner in a few.”

Jenna turned left, climbing into a neighborhood of tidy homes and yards on one of the hills that ringed the center of town.

“I could NOT have my parents there,” Melanie said. “Ever.”

“Why not?”

“Because they’re my parents.”

“And?”

“You just don’t do that,” Melanie said.

“I did. Other people do. It’s really common.”

“Oh, sorry, I mean, it’s just . . . not something that could ever happen . . . in my world.”

“Could you ever walk down the street naked in your world?” Jenna asked.

“Uh, no.”

“But you did it today,” Jenna observed. “Because you’re in a new world.”

“You make a valid point,” Melanie said, speaking in a formal, stilted way that made Jenna laugh. “All your points are valid. But the end result is . . . way outside my zone of comfort.”

“For now,” Jenna said. “How long have you been in Mesa Springs?”

Without thinking, Melanie angled up her hip and reached beneath her, laughing at herself when her hand brushed against her bare bottom.

“Oh, damn, my phone’s in my room,” she said. “That’s something I’m not going to get used to.”

“I keep mine in my car,” Jenna said, pointing to the cup holder between their seats, where a phone in a pink case lay. “Since we don’t have a convenient place for them, we’re not constantly on them.”

“Not a bad thing, probably,” Melanie said. “Anyway, in answer to your question, I’ve been in Mesa Springs I guess a couple of hours.”

“And you’ve already changed, right?”

Melanie looked down at herself, laughed. “Yeah, in this way, at least.”

“Let the change,” Jenna said dramatically, looking up and taking her hands off the wheel as if receiving a gift from the sky, “wash over you.”

Melanie chuckled. “You really want me to let my parents watch me having sex, don’t you?”

“Not that, specifically,” Jenna said, pulling up to a pleasant two-story dwelling of blue pastel stucco, a pair of trees growing on either side of the entrance. “I just want you to buy back your mind.”

“Buy back my mind?”

“You never heard of that?” Jenna asked.

“No.”

“It’s something we’re all taught,” Jenna said. “When we’re young, we need to know things, to survive, so our minds are really, really open to what our parents say, and other adults too. And that means people can put basically anything in there. Things that help us, and things that don’t. It’s like real estate. That’s the way they put it to me once. Your mind gets taken over by all these ideas from other people, and they just start squatting in there, without your permission, without paying rent, since they came in before you were old enough to stop them. And they keep living there, until you buy back the land and evict them.”

“Buy back the land?”

“Yeah,” Jenna said, parking her car besides three other vehicles in the driveway and turning it off. “That’s how they put it. It’s not like you have to pay money for it. But there’s still a cost, because it takes time, and practice, and it can be really scary.”

“You’ve had to do that, then?” Melanie asked.

“Yeah, at times. But probably not as much as some people, because parents here try not to put too much stuff in their kids’ heads that takes up valuable space . . . without paying rent.”

“I must have a lot of stuff in my head,” Melanie said, adding with a laugh, “a lot of squatters. Because I’ve never heard of that.”

“You’re better off than a lot of people, though,” Jenna said. “The ones I meet at the airport. Some of them can’t even process it. I walk up and introduce myself and they’re all like, ‘Whaaaat?’”

“Do they say it like that?” Melanie asked, laughing. “‘Whaaat?’”

“Almost never. But you can see it in their eyes, or they’ll ask some question or say something, and you can tell they’re not dealing with it.”

“What was my mom like?” Melanie inquired.

“Her eyes got big,” Jenna said, pushing open her car door. “And she looked at me, at all of me, and then she was cool.”

Melanie stepped out of Jenna’s car, looked toward the house nervously.

“So I’m about to meet your family,” she said.

“Yeah, I think everyone’s gonna be here for dinner.”

“You’ve got two brothers?”

“Yes, you’ll get to meet them both.”

“And your Dad?”

“Definitely. He’s grilling tonight.”

“What’s he grilling?” Melanie asked, following Jenna into the house.

“Fish. You’ll love it.”

The girls entered the house by the back door, passing through a kitchen laid out with the fixings of dinner, but with no one there at the moment.

Some of the home’s inhabitants seemed to be in the next room, a girl’s laughter emanating from the doorway at the other end of the kitchen.

Jenna passed through the door, Melanie following.

“Hey, Gar, hey Dierdre,” she said. “Say hi to Melanie Campion.”

Melanie entered the den, stopping in her tracks just through the door, staring at the scene before her.

A naked boy was seated on the couch, upright, and a girl was lying on her back, her bottom on his thigh, her legs up and spread, her completely shaved, pink vulva spread as well, the lips parted to expose the darkness within her chamber. His penis was enflamed, as upright as he, positioned between her legs, as if standing guard at her opening.

And the boy’s left hand was, at the moment, perched atop the girl’s bare mound, his middle finger less than half an inch from her clitoris. The other hand was wrapped around the inside of her thigh, holding her legs apart.

“Hey, Jenna,” said Dierdre. “Nice to meet you, Melanie.”

“Melanie, how’s it going?” said Gar, raising his hand from Dierdre’s mound briefly to wave, returning it to the place just above her hole, his eyes wandering Melanie’s body, stopping briefly on her little strip of pubic hair.

If the couple on the couch had been caught doing something private, intimate, inappropriate, they didn’t show it, looking up and smiling and making no attempt to cover their genitals or hide their faces in shame, and Melanie proceeded slowly into the room, eyes remaining fixed on the boy and girl, but no longer wide with surprise.

Smoldering now.

“How do you like Mesa Springs?” Gar asked, his hand wandering casually across Dierdre’s mound, closing the tiny gap between his fingertip and the top of her vulva.

“It’s . . . great,” Melanie said, continuing to watch the drama unfolding before her. “A lot to take in.”

“I got to initiate her on the bridge,” Jenna boasted.

“Congratulations,” Dierdre said, a little ironically. “That makes it official.”

“You’re in high school, right?” Gar asked.

“Yes, I’ll be a senior,” Melanie said.

“I’m taking her to Burthen tomorrow to get her signed up,” Jenna said, with more pride.

“Or at least to look around,” Melanie said.

Gar’s hand moved again, his middle finger finally pressing upon the top of Dierdre’s vulva, and her legs widened reflexively, her mouth opened and she arched her back.

“Lucky you,” he said,

“Where’s Dad?” Jenna asked.

“Working on the Corvette, as usual,” Gar said. “He told me to send you out there, he needs to give you a couple of swats before he starts on dinner.”

“Dierdre, are you staying?” Jenna asked.

“I think so,” she said through a clenched jaw, closing her eyes as Gar massaged her clitoris and her opening. “Fish, right?”

“Yeah, mahi-mahi, on the grill. It doesn’t get any better.”

Jenna headed back to the kitchen, Melanie in tow, and the naked girls headed outside, this time following a path into open garage at the end of the driveway.

“Hey, Daddy, I brought someone for you to meet,” Jenna announced to a black corvette, its hood open, its front wheels up on ramps, the smell of oil thick here.

Jenna stepped into the garage and made her way around a tub of oil and a rack of diagnostic equipment, Melanie still following her, looking down at the lower half of a naked man, sticking out from under the front of the car, his maleness quite obvious.

“Just a minute,” a male voice said, emanating from beneath the vehicle, and he grunted and his legs flexed with the effort of whatever he was doing under the car. “Can you pick out a cane?”

“Yup,” said Jenna, moving to face a row of thin rods hanging on pegs, putting her hand on the thinnest one. “Can we please use the number 5?”

“That’s fine,” he said, and the legs slid forward, followed by a torso and a head, a complete but naked man propelling himself with his heels out on a mechanic’s creeper.

“And you must be Melanie,” he said, sitting up, standing, kicking the creeper back under the car, wiping his hands on a blue rag set on the engine, and he reached out with a gap-toothed smile. “Jack.”

“Nice to meet you,” Melanie said, taking his hand with perhaps just a hint of modesty.

“First visit to Mesa Springs?” he asked.

“Yes, Sir. I got to town a few hours ago.”

“You’re here on your own?” he asked.

“Yes, Sir,” Melanie said, “just checking out the town, since I might be moving here later this summer.”

“Good,” he said, taking the cane from Jenna. “I hope it’s going well.”

“So far, everything’s been great,” Melanie said. “Everyone, too.”

Jenna took a few steps into an open area of the garage, bent and put her hands on her shins, just above her ankles, and her father stepped up beside her.

“Two swats,” he said, “for leaving your dishes out this morning and not cleaning the pan.”

“Yup,” Jenna agreed, “Mom texted me about it.”

She tightened her buttocks, and her father drew the cane back and brought it hard against her rear. She bounced on the balls of her feet and sighed out but held her position, and her father delivered the final swat, crossing her rear, leaving the second of two narrow red lines across his daughter’s bottom, and the girl sighed out again and straightened.

“When does your mom start?” he asked, handing the cane back to Jenna.

“Huh?” Melanie asked, watching as Jenna returned the rod to its peg.

“When does your mom start her new job at Mesa Heights?”

“Oh, sorry,” Melanie said, continuing haltingly, “Right . . . right. She starts in about 10 days, two, um, two Mondays from today.”

“Jenna showing you where all the bodies are buried?”

“Pardon me?” Melanie said.

“Dad, she doesn’t know what that means,” Jenna said, rubbing her rear.

The man folded his arms, blue rag pinched between two fingers, and winked at his daughter.

“Innocent expression,” he said. “Is she showing you the sights?”

“Yes, she is,” Melanie said. “It’s a lot to take in, but I’m enjoying my visit so far.”

“You gonna stay with us for dinner?”

“I’d like to,” Melanie said. “Jenna said you make a great mahi-mahi.”

“I think I do,” he agreed. “If you girls can get the grill going, I’ll be out in just a minute.”

“When do I get to help with the car again?” Jenna asked.

“Hoses should be in tomorrow or Saturday,” he replied. “Keep your Sunday night free.”

“Yah,” Jenna said. “You want the grill on low, right?”

“Low,” he confirmed.

Jenna trotted out of the garage, Melanie behind her, eyes on her new friend’s welts, and once they arrived at the gas grill on the back deck, she spoke.

“Hey, uh, some questions,” Melanie said.

“Yeah?” Jenna said, raising the top of the grill and peering in. “Can you get me the brush there?”

Melanie retrieved a stiff metal brush and Jenna went to work, scraping the carbonized remains of past meals from the grill’s iron slats, but she looked at Melanie and raised her eyebrows.

“Okay,” Melanie said quietly, “first of all, Gar and Dierdre. She’s his girlfriend?”

“No, a neighbor,” Jenna said.

“Gar’s friend, then.”

“Sure,” Jenna said as she moved the brush across the grill. “Everyone’s friend.”

“So, what were they . . . doing?”

“Oh, right,” Jenna said. “Well, Gar’s sort of obsessed with vaginas, so he was playing with hers.”

“Playing?” Melanie said. “You mean . . .”

“We could ask him,” Jenna said, handing Melanie the brush and bending to open the valve on the propane tank. “But it looked like he was touching her clitoris to see if he could make her wet. Or to see how much wetter he could get her, since I’m sure she’s was already putting out something.”

“And then,” Melanie began cautiously, “they’re going to . . .”

Jenna turned the knob on the cooker, pushed the starter, and the grill came to life, flames popping out in the grillbed, heat emanating.

“Going to what?” Jenna asked.

“Well . . . you know.”

“Daddy!” Jenna shouted. “Grill’s cleaned, flame’s on low!”

“Okay!” came the man’s distant voice. “Thank you!”

“It’ll all be ready in five!” she shouted. “Don’t forget like last time!”

“Yup!”

Jenna closed the cooker’s rounded top and grabbed Melanie’s hand, leading her back into the house.

“Let’s watch,” she said.




Chapter 12: Dinner and Tomorrow’s Plans

Back in the kitchen, a woman’s voice could be heard in the den: “Think you might look for work at Mesa Heights?”

“I’d love to,” replied Dierdre’s voice, sounding a little strained, a little weak, “but really, I’d go anywhere that they need a coatings expert.”

Melanie followed Jenna from the kitchen without pausing this time, even though things had gotten more complicated in the interim.

Dierdre and Gar were still on the couch, but now the girl was on her hands and knees and Gar was kneeling behind her, his penis inside her vagina, moving slowly back and forth, entering her, withdrawing, sliding in again.

A naked, older woman had joined the couple, standing at the end of the couch, Dierdre looking up at her as they chatted.

“Once you get that degree, you should be able to go wherever you want,” the woman said.

“Mom, here’s Melanie!” Jenna announced.

The woman turned, smiled, stepped over, hand out.

“Hello, Melanie, it’s so nice to meet you,” she said with a slight Southern accent. “I’m Patsy.”

With what appeared to be significant effort, Melanie tore her eyes away from the couple on the couch to focus on the woman, slight and small-breasted like her daughter, unshaved, her black pubic hair thick and wild.

“Very nice to meet you, Mrs. . . .” Melanie said, taking the woman’s hand.

“Patsy, please.”

“How far along are you, Gar?” Jenna inquired.

Gar looked down at his penis, burying it slowly once again within Dierdre’s vagina.

“I was going to try to last another 10 or so,” he said. “Why?”

“Melanie wanted to watch you ejaculate,” Jenna said, “but we need to make sure Dad gets dinner going, so we can’t stay that long.”

Melanie’s face went immediately red, and she opened her mouth to speak, but closed it again. No one else in the room seemed remotely interested in whatever distress she might be feeling.

“I can get done faster,” Gar said. “You cool with that, Dierdre?”

“That’s fine,” she said. “I promised my mom I’d watch how your dad does the fish, so I’d like to get out there to.”

Gar picked up his pace immediately, pushing in a little faster and deeper, pulling out until just his tip was lodged between Dierdre’s outer folds, pushing back in hard, and the girl grunted and her eyes went wide.

“So you’re going to steal our family secrets?” Jenna asked accusingly.

“Ah, yeah,” Dierdre replied with a quick pant. “That’s the real . . . reason I came over.”

“Good luck trying to figure it out,” Jenna said. “I think part of it’s magic. I tried it just the way he did it a couple of months ago; it wasn’t even close.”

“You did great,” Patsy said, adding, “Hey, Jenna, before I forget, you need that spanking. Can you ask Dad to take care of it when you go back out?”

“He remembered,” Jenna said. “We got it done in the garage a few minutes ago.”

“Two swats, right?”

“Yes,” Jenna said, turning to show off her welts. “Two with good old number 5.”

“Okay,” said Patsy. “Has anyone heard from Tom?”

“He said he’d be home . . . by 6,” Gar said, panting.

“Is he bringing anyone?”

“I don’t . . . think so,” Gar replied, eyes closed, circling his hips, gyrating, stirring Dierdre’s insides while the girl went wide-eyed, arching her back and staring straight ahead.

“Ah!” she gasped. “Ah!”

The three female observers went silent, watching as Gar groaned and prepared to climax, his member pounding and stirring within his friend’s hole.

He froze briefly, his face displaying the same shock and fear as Deirdre’s, followed by a long, satisfied groan and a dozen slower, steadier thrusts.

After a minute-long bout of relief on Gar’s part, neither Gar nor Dierdre seemed frightened anymore, Gar looking down to watch as he continued slowly moving his penis within the girl, she holding still, both of them breathing shallowly, while the white cream that had mixed with the girl’s clear coating of lubricant showed along his shaft, proving his release.

“Did Tom say where he was?” Patsy asked.

“He didn’t,” Gar said, panting out the words. “Maybe at the park.”

“I didn’t see him there,” said Jenna. “Or any kids. Maybe he was downtown.”

Dierdre moved forward, Gar’s softening penis swung out of her slot, and he fell to his hams, then spun to sit wearily on the couch.

“Dierdre, did you want to orgasm?” Patsy asked.

“I already have,” Dierdre replied. “Gar masturbated me.”

Patsy grabbed a few tissues from the box on the coffee table and held them out.

“Thanks,” said the girl, turning, planting a foot on the floor, bringing the second next to the first, standing a little shakily, accepting the tissues, parting her legs and pressing the wad against her opening.

Patsy grabbed a few more and, without speaking, held them out to Melanie. Melanie looked at them, smiled awkwardly, took them and looked between her legs, cheeks going red again as she dabbed at her vulva and several lines of lubricant running along the insides of her thighs.

“Dierdre, think you can walk outside without falling?” Jenna quipped.

“Yeah, if I don’t slip in Gar’s cum,” Dierdre quipped back, looking down and pulling her vulva up with one hand while she wiped with the other. “It’s a lot.”

Patsy grabbed another few tissues from the box, handed them to Dierdre, and took the used wad from her, and the girl immediately positioned the fresh tissues at her hole.

“Where’s the bathroom?” Melanie asked quietly.

“This way,” Jenna said, leading Melanie through the living room and down the hall.

Melanie stepped in first, turned to shut the door, but Jenna entered behind her, so Melanie went to the toilet and sat and Jenna went to the sink, the door left open.

It was perhaps half a minute before Melanie was able to release, her urine splashing into the toilet while she stared warily at the open door and Jenna washed her face.

Melanie was still peeing as Jenna, looked into the mirror, leaned forward to study her mouth, fluffed her hair.

“You don’t need to flush,” she said.

Melanie finished draining, pulled another wad of tissue from the dispenser, wiped her opening with her eyes still studying the open door.

She stood and she and Jenna traded places, Melanie at the sink, Jenna emptying her bladder into the toilet.

“I bet Dad forgot dinner again,” Jenna said as she wiped. “He forgets everything when he works on that car. It’s been at least 10 minutes since I started the grill, and he’s probably still in the garage.”

Jenna flushed and the girls headed outside to find Dierdre there, standing with her legs spread wide as she continued tending her wet vulva.

“Dad, I think the grill has been ready for awhile!” Jenna shouted. “Everyone’s hungry, and Melanie’s getting really pissed!”

“Dammit!” said a gruff, despairing voice from somewhere within the garage, followed by the clunk of something metallic. “Shi-yit!”

“Daddy, please don’t kill yourself!” Jenna shouted.

“I’m not pissed!” Melanie hissed frantically. “Please tell him I’m good.”

Jenna smiled wickedly, and Dierdre took Melanie’s upper arm with her free hand.

“There’s something you need to know about Jenna’s family,” Dierdre said. “Their sense of humor is totally messed up.”

“Or normal, if you think funny things are funny,” Jenna said.

“Yeah, I’m always laughing on the inside when I’m over here,” Dierdre said.

After a few more minor clunks and taps from the garage, Jack appeared at the door of the garage with a scowl, moving quickly toward the back porch, soft penis bouncing.

“Three nuts won’t come loose,” he lamented, hopping up the two steps, looking at his daughter. “Maybe you can get them off.”

Jenna held up her arms.

“Yes, because I’m so much stronger than you.”

“Sir?” Melanie said.

“Yessum?” he said.

“I’m not mad about dinner,” she said. “Jenna was just joking.”

Jack flashed a gapped-tooth smile at Melanie before he turned to Jenna. “I’ve been telling your momma since you were five we should add your bent humor to your swattable offenses.”

“You are not going to spank me for telling jokes!” Jenna announced.

Jack grunted and entered the house, returned quickly with a pan of marinating fish, set it next to the grill, raised the lid and laid the first piece on the sizzling rack.

“Jenna, go see if your mom can come out and hold my penis,” he said, draping the second piece on the rack, his member beginning to enlarge.

Jenna went inside, Melanie watching her.

“You’ll be a senior this year?” Dierdre asked.

“Huh?” Melanie said. “Oh, yeah. In high school. I’m thinking about transferring here.”

“You’ll love it,” Dierdre said. “I still miss my high school days.”

“You went to Burthen?”

“Yeah, graduated two years ago. Now I’m doing engineering at New Mexico State.”

“What’s college like?” Melanie asked.

“Love it. But it’s not Mesa Springs.”

Jenna returned to the back deck, allowing the door to swing shut behind her.

“Mom just got on a conference call,” she said. “She asked if you could you wait until after dinner. Or let someone else do it.”

“I’m ready,” Dierdre said.

Jack, done laying out the fish, poured the marinade over the meat, a great hiss of aromatic steam forming a fleeting cloud above the grill, and he shut the lid and nodded to the girl.

Dierdre turned and bent, one hand on her knee, the other reaching between her legs to spread her vaginal lips, and Jack stepped up behind her and mounted her, hands on her hips, pulling her toward him, grimacing and closing his eyes briefly as he trusted his length to her sheath.

Dierdre grimaced as well, dropping her other hand to her knee, arching her back and wriggling her pelvis briefly to find the most comfortable position.

“What do you want to study in college?” she asked a little thickly, looking up at Melanie.

“Oh, ahh,” Melanie began, as if forcing the words out. “Well, I guess . . . I’m not sure yet. I’m good at history . . . And I loved sociology. So maybe . . . one of those.”

“Jenna, go ahead and bring out the vegetables,” said Jack, plumbing Dierdre’s insides with quick, regular thrusts. “Two pan’s worth. Maybe Melanie will help.”

Jenna headed inside, and Melanie followed her, and Jenna pointed one tray out to Melanie and picked up the other and headed back to the door.

“Shouldn’t we wait?” Melanie asked quietly before she reached for the second tray.

“Why?” Jenna asked.

Melanie’s face grew red as she spoke her next words.

“So they can . . . finish?”

“Finish what?” Jenna said with a puzzled smile.

“The . . . sex? Isn’t that why he sent us inside?”

“Oh,” Jenna said, laughing. “No.”

Gar appeared at the door into the living room.

“Dad got the fish on yet?” he asked.

“Yeah, finally,” Jenna said. “He’s taking a break with Dierdre if you want to help us grill the vegetables.”

Jenna and Melanie trooped outside with their trays, setting them on the table next to the grill, Gar close behind.

Jack was still working at Dierdre’s vagina, the girl looking down, hair and breasts swaying with each thrust, her pelvis rocking slightly in time with each insertion, her eyes and mouth open as if in shock.

“Want us to put the vegetables on?” Jenna asked.

“I’m almost done,” Jack said, a little hoarsely. “But sure, go ahead and start.”

Gar lifted the lid, a sizzle and rising steam filling the air, and he, Jenna and Melanie dropped the vegetables on one by one – slivered cucumber, carrots, tomato halves, shiitake mushroom caps, all coated with oil, salt and seasoning.

Dierdre parted her legs slightly and raised one hand to her vulva, massaging, her elbow shaking as she masturbated.

“Want me to flip the fish?” Gar asked.

“I can do it,” Jack grunted, and he clenched his hands around Dierdre’s hips and shook her to and fro while he arched his back, gasping through a raspy orgasm. Dierdre continued tending to herself as he finished, sighing through her own climax, eyes closed now, pelvis rocking.

Done depositing semen, he slowed his thrusts, pulling almost all the way out and pushing back in a few more times before he left the girl’s body for good, his penis still as erect as it had been before he’d mounted Dierdre, but now shiny with the pale white coating of his semen and her lubricant.

Jack breathed in, put his hands on his lower back and stretched, leaned forward, and Gar handed his dad the tongs and Jack flipped the fish, the cooked side golden brown, the raw side sizzling with enthusiasm, and Dierdre turned and put her nose just above the meat.

“Legendary,” she said.

“Jackie, I’m done on the call if you still need me,” Patsy said, pushing open the door to the kitchen.

“Dierdre took care of it,” Jack said. “But thanks.”

“Thank you, Dierdre,” Patsy said. “More tissue?”

“Please.”

A nude boy appeared, stepping onto the patio from the driveway.

“Tom!” Jenna shouted, running to hug her brother. “I’ve missed you.”

“Hello, Sis,” he said, peering over his sister’s shoulder to eye the throng before him, his eyes lingering longest on Melanie.

“This is Melanie,” Jenna said, turning. “Melanie, this is my long-lost brother Tom.”

Melanie stepped up, offered her hand, and Tom took it and held it firmly.

“Nice to meet you, Tom,” she said. “How long were you gone?”

“Since yesterday afternoon,” he said. “Jenna tends to be a little dramatic when I stay somewhere overnight.”

“You’re my baby brother!” Jenna shouted. “Petersons’ again?”

“Yeah,” he said. “The girls had me over for a slumber party.”

“Tom, you’re just in time to help,” Jack said from the grill. “Get me the white platter.”

Tom fetched the platter, Jack loaded the fish and vegetables onto it, and it was carried through the kitchen to the dining room table, where Patsy had set out a bowl of salad and pulled out the rolls Gar had baked. Melanie and Dierdre stood against the wall while the family each performed what seemed to be familiar tasks, laying out plates and silverware, filling glassed with water, putting out butter. Melanie merely watched, nipples hard and vulva damp, while Dierdre continued tending to her female opening, a wad of tissues pressed against it even after all took their seats.

Dinner conversation focused on the guests, particularly Melanie, whose status as a novice seemed particularly interesting. Jenna announced once again that she’d given Melanie her initiation on the Bridge of Kisses, and Melanie was peppered with questions about her impressions of that tradition, and about what she thought of Mesa Springs so far.

While the girl’s eyes had gone wide repeatedly while she witnessed certain episodes since she’d landed, she brought none of those things up, instead expressing her approval of the weather, the quaint downtown, the fingerprint-activated hotel room doors, and the quality of the meal.

During a desert of lemon meringue pie, Jenna stepped away to get her phone from her car, and announced that she’d gotten confirmation on another job, picking up a latecomer from the airport at 9:30.

“Melanie, want to help?” she asked.

“Sure,” Melanie said. “What do I have to do?”

“Just be there,” Jenna said. “It’ll be easier if I can take you both to the hotel in one trip. And I want to see how he reacts to two of us.”

“Who is it?” Melanie asked.

“An engineering candidate. Name’s Joseph. From California, in fact.”

“Okay.”

With dinner done, the plates were cleared and the family dispersed, Dierdre heading home with a final hug for everyone, Jenna leading Melanie to her bedroom, hopping on her bed while Melanie sat at her desk chair.

“We need to leave in half an hour,” Jenna said. “Wanna go over tomorrow’s plan first?”

“Yes, going to school, right?” Melanie said.

“Yeah, that’s the main thing, some of the staff and teachers are still there, and they’re really cool, and you can get paperwork or instructions for transferring, if you still want to do that.”

“I think I do,” Melanie said.

“You’re okay with the way everything is?”

“I’m getting used to it,” Melanie admitted.

“Yeah, I was sort of watching you – spying on you,” Jenna said. “To see you react. And there were a few times you seemed sort of, you know, surprised.”

“Surprised,” Melanie laughed. “Yeah.”

“What surprised you the most?” Jenna asked.

Melanie looked at the ceiling, as if a film of her day was playing there.

“Okay,” she said, “when your dad spanked you.”

“Yeah?” Jenna said, raising an eyebrow.

“Why?”

“Kitchen stuff,” Jenna said.

“Right,” Melanie said. “You didn’t clear your dishes and didn’t wash a pan.”

“I was distracted,” Jenna confessed.

“Okay,” Melanie said. “But then . . . spanking?”

“You’re not spanked?”

“No,” Melanie said. “Not in years, anyway.”

“Well, it’s what we do,” Jenna said. “Balancing philosophy.”

“Balancing philosophy?”

“Sort of like a tradeoff,” Jenna explained. “We have all the fun we want, of every kind, if that’s not obvious.”

“It is,” Melanie said. “Something else I’m dealing with.”

“But then, if we make a mistake we shouldn’t have made, or we’re slack, we get the opposite of pleasure,” Jenna said. “Pain. You can’t have one without the other.”

“Are you sure?” Melanie asked.

Jenna laughed. “No one here has tried it, as far as I know. Maybe you could be the first.”

“So . . . my parents would have to spank me?”

“The school is the main place, but there are a few doctor’s offices here that will do it. If I had more time today, I would have gone there.”

Melanie stared at the floor, as if pondering Jenna’s meaning.

“So I have you to thank for that,” Jenna said.

“What do you mean?”

“If I wasn’t hanging out with you, I would have gone to Carsen’s.”

“Carsen’s?” Melanie repeated.

“Carsen’s clinic. That’s where I usually have it done.”

“They spank you there,” Melanie said, more a statement than a question.

“Or whatever,” Jenna said. “Sometimes they do other things. I can take you there tomorrow if you want to visit.”

“Okay,” Melanie said uncertainly.

“Want to make out until we have to go?” Jenna queried.

“Make out?”

“Kiss,” Jenna explained.

“You mean, another initiation?”

“No, just for fun,” Jenna said.




Chapter 13: A Trip to the Airport

“You mean, you and me?” Melanie said. “Kissing?”

“Yeah,” Jenna said simply.

“Where?” Melanie said.

“Wherever we want,” Jenna replied. “In here. Or on the couch.”

“You want to kiss me?” Melanie asked.

“Yeah,” Jenna said. “For maybe 10 minutes, and then we have to go.”

“Okay,” Melanie said. “I guess, if you want.”

“The couch will work better,” Jenna said, sliding off her bed.

“You mean where . . . Gar and Dierdre were earlier?”

“Yeah.”

Melanie followed Jenna from her bedroom and into the hall, music echoing from behind one door, the sounds of a TV leaking out from behind another.

There was no one in the living room, where Jenna took a seat in the middle of the couch.

“This isn’t something you do in Baton Rouge?” Jenna asked, smiling, clearly already knowing the answer.

“No, it’s not one of our things,” Melanie said.

“Are you a left-handed or right-handed kisser?” Jenna asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Do you want me to your left or right?”

“Uh, left, I guess,” Melanie replied.

Jenna patted the couch beside her right hip and Melanie dropped town, an inch or two between them.

“Okay,” Jenna said, putting her arm around Melanie’s shoulders, “now turn toward me.”

Melanie turned, looked at Jenna, and the girl immediately leaned forward to touch lips.

“Just like that,” Jenna said, drawing back. “Okay?”

“Okay,” Melanie agreed, and allowed Jenna to lean forward again for a longer kiss, her closed mouth pressing Melanie’s.

Jenna drew back, looking into Melanie’s eyes.

“Open-mouthed this time?”

Melanie blushed, her nipples perking up, Jenna’s firm as well.

“You mean, both of us with . . . open?”

“Yeah,” Jenna said, smiling, and she opened her mouth and pressed forward again, and Melanie, after a moment’s hesitation, opened her mouth as well, and the two friends returned to kissing, this time for at least a minute, mouths open, Jenna’s tongue in Melanie’s mouth, Melanie’s tongue probing back, a little tentatively at first, but eventually as curious as Jenna’s, exploring her friend’s teeth and tongue and lips.

“Can I sit on you?” Jenna asked quietly.

“What do you mean?” Melanie inquired, voice a little thick.

“The smaller person gets in the bigger one’s lap,” Jenna said.

“You’re calling me big?” Melanie said.

“Yeah,” Jenna said, reaching over to squeeze Melanie’s breast. “And curvy.”

Jenna lifted her arm off Melanie’s shoulder, rose and turned, standing briefly in front of Melanie before she descended, straddling Melanie’s thighs, wrapping her arms around Melanie’s shoulders, and driving forward for another open-mouthed kiss.

Melanie’s hands, laying flat on the couch cushions, rose to rest on Jenna’s thighs, going from there to the girl’s bottom, then meeting behind her, at her lower back, forming a loose embrace that tightened as they continued to kiss, tongues and lips working at each other, mouths opening and closing as if devouring each other.

“More comfortable?” Jenna asked, freeing her mouth briefly.

“Yeah,” Melanie agreed, before their playful affection resumed.

The next time Jenna pulled back, she looked up.

“Hey,” she said.

Melanie started, craned her neck to look behind her, starting again when she found Patsy standing there, naked breasts hovering just above Melanie’s head.

“Are you heading out soon?” Patsy asked.

“Yeah, as soon as we’re done kissing,” Jenna replied. “Probably five minutes or so.”

“And coming home as soon as you drop everyone off?”

“Probably,” Jenna replied. “If Freddy’s not around.”

“Is there a chance you’ll spend the night there?”

“A slight chance.”

Patsy looked down at Melanie, who was still turned to face her.

“Melanie, it’s been nice to have you with us tonight,” she said. “Please plan to visit again once you move to town.”

“Yes, Ma’am, thank you,” Melanie said. “Tell Jack I loved dinner.”

“Kiss me goodnight,” Patsy said to her daughter, and the girl rose on her knees, thick pubic hair against Melanie’s cleavage.

“Love you.”

“Love you.”

Jenna settled down again and the girls kissed for another two or three minutes before Jenna pulled away, smiling, rising from the couch with her hands on Melanie’s shoulders.

“You’re a good kisser,” she said, reaching out her hands to help Melanie up.

Melanie stood, looked down at the couch’s black fabric where she’d left a slightly blacker oval of lubricant.

“Oops, sorry,” she said, not blushing at all.

Jenna went to the cabinet, pulled a wipe from a yellow dispenser, scrubbed the spot.

“We try to remember to put down towels,” she laughed. “But everyone’s furniture has washable covers. This one probably goes through the laundry once a week.”

Back in Jenna’s car, heading to the airport, the girls resumed their conversation before Jenna had finished backing out of the driveway.

“Next question,” Jenna prompted.

“Okay,” Melanie said, pondering. “So Gar and Dierdre had—did the . . . thing on the couch.”

“Yeah,” Jenna said.

“And then Dierdre came out and your dad . . . did it to her too.”

“Yup,” Jenna said with a quiet chuckle.

“Am I putting it a dumb way?” Melanie asked.

“No, not at all,” Jenna said. “Sorry. But we’d be more specific. Gar and my dad put their penises up Dierdre’s vagina.”

“Okay,” Melanie said. “And then, Gar wasn’t jealous.”

“Jealous?” Jenna said.

“When he came out, and saw your dad . . . putting his penis in Dierdre’s vagina.”

“Jealous of what?” Jenna asked.

“Well . . .” Melanie stammered. “So Gar and Dierdre . . . are just neighbors? Friends? And then, your dad . . .”

“They’re friends, yeah,” Dierdre agreed. “And my dad’s friends with her too. And our families are all friends.”

“So, if you’re friends . . .” Melanie continued, her voice trailing off.

“Yeah?”

Melanie breathed in, straightened her back, seemed to be forcing out her next words.

“So, friends can put their penises inside each other . . . and all you have to be is friends.”

“Yeah, you could put it that way,” Jenna said.

“And then, your mom knew your dad . . . put his penis inside Dierdre.”

“Yeah,” Jenna replied casually. “She couldn’t get out in time.”

“And she wasn’t upset.”

“No,” Jenna said. “Dad needed relief, Mom couldn’t make it outside, and Dierdre was there, and she wanted Dad’s penis, so it worked out. If she didn’t want it, Dad would have gone without, or Mom would have shown up, or maybe—”

Jenna paused.

“I don’t always know what will surprise people not from Mesa Springs,” she said. “But it’s sort of like a study of mine. I might even do a senior thesis on it.”

“Senior thesis?”

“You have to do a big paper your senior year. I’m sort of interested in psychology, so something about how people from outside look at us might be one.”

“I would write about how Mesa Springs got to be this way,” Melanie said.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it’s so different from anywhere else I’ve ever heard of,” Melanie explained. “There must be some history there.”

“Oh, good luck with that one,” Jenna said.

“Huh?”

“All I know is some lady came up with it all, years ago, and then there was this big fight.”

“Huh?” Melanie said again.

“That’s all I know,” Jenna said. “Literally. It’s not something anyone wants to talk about, so when you ask about it, you usually just get silence.”

“Is the woman still alive?” Melanie asked.

“No idea,” said Jenna. “It was a long time ago, so she’s probably dead.”

“She just dreamed all this up, and everyone started doing it because she said so?”

“No,” Jenna said, a slight edge in her voice. “Everyone started doing it because it made sense.”

“Okay,” Melanie said, clearly not convinced.

“It doesn’t make sense to you?”

“I can’t say it doesn’t make sense,” Melanie said. “But let’s just say I’m working through it. I’ll have a lot to think about when I get back to Baton Rouge.”

“You’ve been great, by the way,” Jenna said, turning right at the big green sign that said “Mesa Springs Municipal Airport.”

“Thanks,” Melanie said. “But what does that mean?”

“I sort of take notes, like, mental notes, when I pick people up from the airport,” Jenna said. “And I put people into, um, I think it’s three camps.”

“Yeah?”

“Camp one,” Jenna said, lifting her hand from the wheel to hold up one finger. “Ain’t gonna, uh uh.”

“That’s the name of the camp?” Melanie said, laughing. “Ain’t gonna”?

“Uh uh,” Jenna said. “You have to add that to the camp’s name. Uh uh.”

“What’s that camp like?”

“They look at me, and they just stare. You know, at my breasts or my bush. And then, when they figure out I’m there to pick them up, they don’t talk. They can’t say anything in my car. They get in the back seat, and get out and just go into the hotel, and that’s it. Or they start saying weird stuff.”

“Like what?”

“One guy said, ‘Hey, I bet you love sex. I bet you do it all the time.’”

“What did you say back?”

“I said, ‘Uh, what are you talking about?’”

Melanie laughed.

“Like you didn’t know.”

“No, I sincerely didn’t,” Jenna protested. “What he was saying made no sense to me. I wasn’t sure if it was a joke, or if he knew something about me, or what.”

“He was coming on to you,” Melanie said.

“Coming on to me?”

“He wanted to have sex with you,” Melanie said. “You know, some kind of sex. What he was thinking of as sex.”

“Well, okay, probably,” Jenna agreed. “But why not just ask for it?”

“So if he said, uh, ‘Hi, can I, um, can I put my penis up your vagina?’ you would have said yes?”

“I don’t know,” Jenna said. “Not if I was on my period or didn’t want it right then. And there are some rules we have to follow. We got some training before we started picking people up. I didn’t just get this job and then five minutes later they said, ‘Okay, go get your first person at the airport.’”

“What did you have to learn?”

“They said I’m like an ambassador,” Jenna said, the pride evident in her voice. “I’m the first representative of the company and the town a lot of visitors meet in person. And I have to be sensitive to that. So I get to work in the nude, of course, but I shouldn’t offer myself, or just bring up anything about . . .” Jenna took her hands off the wheel to make air quotes, “sex. Just answer questions, be friendly, and get them to the hotel or back to the airport in one piece.”

“What’s the second camp?” Melanie asked.

“They’re sort of like the first camp, but they don’t shut down,” Jenna said. “They decide they have to make a point.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know, like, ‘Wow, do your parents know you’re working naked?’ So I’ll say, ‘Yeah,’ and then they’ll ask me if I have any doubts about how I live, or like this one woman, ask if I’m a Christian, and I say whatever, that I’m good with things, and then they’ll make some lame arguments, like they need to change me or change all of us or something.”

Jenna raised a third finger.

“And then, the third camp, they’re just cool with it. Like your mom. Or you.”

“I still can’t believe my mom did it,” Melanie said.

“Oh, I guess four camps,” Jenna said, “if you split up that camp I mentioned before. The people I don’t understand, who are—”

“Coming on to you,” Melanie blurted.

“Coming on to me,” Jenna said. “But he wasn’t cumming at all.”

Melanie laughed. “Now you’re just being funny,” she said.

Jenna laughed back, a little defensively.

“So, you’re okay meeting Joseph?”

“Joseph?” Melanie said.

“The guy we’re picking up.”

“The engineer?” Melanie said. “Shouldn’t I be?”

“You should be, yeah,” Jenna said. “But I’m not sure what makes you nervous.”

“Less and less,” Melanie marveled. “If you’d told me yesterday everything I was going to do today, and see today . . .”

“Me getting popped by my dad?” Jenna said.

“Yeah,” Melanie said. “But then, your brother and Dierdre, and then . . . it’s just . . .” Melanie stopped talking, shook her head. “But my mom. I still can’t picture it, hardly, her interviewing nude. And then she’ll be working naked too.”

“But you can get used to it?” Jenna asked, slowing as she pulled up to the airport terminal parking lot. “Everything?”

“Yeah, I think so,” Melanie said. “Downtown, and at your house, that all seemed almost normal once I got used to it. But it’s definitely not happening at my place, though. I’m not doing that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m not going to be nude at home,” Melanie said with certainty, “and no one else is going to be naked there.”

“Why not?”

“Okay,” Melanie said, sliding out of the car, following Jenna toward the building, and struggling to express a single line of reasoning. “It’s just not . . . I mean . . . I wasn’t raised . . . I mean . . . my twin brother . . .”

“Has anyone in your family ever seen you in a bikini?” Jenna asked.

“Well, yeah,” Melanie said. “All the time.”

“You wear a bikini at home?”

“No,” Melanie said. “But we go to pools, to the beach, tubing on a river.”

“So they’ve seen your shape,” Jenna said.

“Well, yeah,” Melanie conceded.

“What are you hiding then?”

“Uh . . .” Melanie began, and she looked down at her breasts. “Okay, um, nipples, for one.”

“Nipples?” Jenna repeated. “They seem normal to me.”

“Yeah, but they’re . . . my nipples.”

“Okay,” Jenna said, looking puzzled.

“But . . .” Melanie continued, continuing to study her body. “And then, my . . . hair?”

“What about it?”

“I would never,” Melanie began with certainty, “want anyone in my family to know I . . . shave it . . . like this.”

“Why not?”

Melanie sputtered through her next answer.

“It’s just . . .well . . . you have to touch yourself to shave, so walking around . . .”

“You don’t want anyone to know you touch yourself?” Jenna inquired.

“God no!”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Touching myself?” Melanie said. “Oh my god. Everything.”

“Like, if you put a tampon in?” Jenna said. “You don’t want anyone to know you did that?”

“You know what I’m talking about,” Melanie said, color rising in her cheeks.

“Masturbation, then,” Jenna said.

Melanie stopped, put her hands to her mouth in horror, and stared at Jenna.

“What?” Jenna asked.

“That’s like, the worst possible thing you could—”

“The worst possible thing?” Jenna echoed.

“Yes!” Melanie said, opening her mouth to say more, shutting it and then speaking her single word answer again. “Yes!”

“So, rubbing your clitoris, or whatever you do to give yourself an orgasm,” Jenna said. “That’s the worst possible thing?”

“Well, it’s not murder,” Melanie said, smiling now, but still in shock. “But c’mon. I mean, doing that . . .”

“Go on,” Jenna urged.

“Okay, okay,” Melanie said, “I can’t prove logically how bad it is, which I guess is what you’re trying to get me to do, but I—”

“I just want to know what you think.”

“I’d have to think about it for awhile,” Melanie said. “But right now, it’s just an automatic feeling. Like, instinctive, super-embarrassment. Doing that is very personal, to me. And if my brother saw—”

“If you go to the same high school, you’ll see each other naked there.”

“Oh,” Melanie said slowly. “Yeah. Well . . . I’ll figure something out with that.”

“You were naked with him for nine months,” Jenna observed.

“I kept asking for clothes,” Melanie said. “Service was terrible in there.”

Jenna laughed, squeezed her friend’s shoulder, and the girls entered the main terminal, heading past baggage claim to the security gate.

“Joseph is in his 20s,” Jenna said, watching as a couple in their 60s passed by, both looking briefly at the two naked girls.

A younger couple walked past with their own two girls, neither older than 10.

“Do you know what he looks like?” Melanie asked, as three males in their late 20s or early 30s passed with sidelong glances at the girls.

“We’ll figure it out,” Jenna promised. “I’ve never guessed wrong.”

A woman passed by in a suit, pulling her carryon behind her.

“Hey, Tommi!” Jenna shouted.

The woman paused, looked at Jenna with surprise, looked quickly at Melanie and then back at Jenna.

“Jenna!” she shouted, stepping up to embrace the girl. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m working for Mesa Heights,” Jenna said. “I pick up people from the airport now.”

Jenna stepped back. “Melanie’s my helper tonight.”

“Hello,” Melanie,” Tommi said, offering her hand.

“Nice to meet you, Tommi,” Melanie said, taking the woman’s hand confidently. “How do you know Jenna?”

“Tommi taught me Sunday school,” Jenna said. “And she lives in the same neighborhood.”

“Sunday school?” Melanie echoed.

“We go way back,” Tommi said.

“Oh, I think that’s our guy,” Jenna said, looking at a tall man with long hair and a beard and a paisley shirt.

With a quick farewell to Tommi, the girls zeroed in on the young man, who was moving quickly toward baggage claim, studying his phone, oblivious to his surroundings.

“Joseph?” Jenna said, speaking to the fleeing form’s back.

“Huh?” he said, stopping, turning to look behind him, his surprise obvious as he regarded the naked forms of Jenna and Melanie.

Jenna offered her hand. “I’m Jenna, with Mesa Heights,” she said. “I’m here to take you to the hotel.”

Joseph’s eyes quickly took in Jenna’s body, lingering longest on her breasts and her black-haired mound, and then he turned to Melanie with a dazed expression, studying her heavy breasts and the black strip of hair she’d shaved above her female slit.




Chapter 14: Drinking With a Senior Engineer

“Okay,” said Joseph, clearly taken aback.

“And this is Melanie,” Jenna added. “She doesn’t work for Mesa Heights, but her mom does, so she’s helping me out tonight.”

“Hi, Joseph,” Melanie said, reaching for his hand, something in her eyes slightly conspiratorial.

“Okay,” Joseph said again. “So this is . . . standard operating procedure?”

“You mean, being picked up like this?” Jenna said. “Yeah, totally, it’s my official part time job.”

“And . . .” Joseph said, gesturing toward his own body.

“Oh, they didn’t warn you?” Jenna asked.

“They did,” he said. “But I didn’t know it applied to . . . airports.”

“Everywhere,” Jenna said. “Did you check your bag?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, baggage is over here,” Jenna said, turning and leading the way.

“Are you interviewing for a job tomorrow?” Melanie asked, keeping pace beside Joseph, her breasts bouncing with every step.

“Yeah, senior engineer,” Joseph replied, eyes shifting back and forth, looking straight ahead and then to the side, discreetly.

“Senior,” Melanie said. “That’s cool. Where are you now?”

“A little startup in San Mateo,” he said.

“Where’s that?”

“California. South of San Francisco. What does your mom do?”

“She’s the new CFO.”

“Vicky Campion?” Joseph said, turning to look fully at Melanie now, surprise in his face.

“That’s her,” Melanie said. “Have you heard of her?”

“I’ve been reading about the company, so yeah,” he said. “She just got brought on.”

“She isn’t actually working there yet,” Melanie said. “She starts in, like, 10 days. But I swear she spends more time on it than the job she’s leaving. Every night on her laptop, reading everything, going over reports.”

“Where is she now?”

“At Flanger-Owen.”

“Yeah, comptroller there, I read,” Joseph said. “But I mean, are you guys already in town?”

“No, we’re moving from Baton Rouge.”

“Baton Rouge?” he repeated. “And there, you’re . . . you’re . . .”

“Naked?” Melanie ventured.

“Yeah,” he said. “You do that there?”

“No,” Melanie said. “But I’m visiting for a few days, and I’m trying to fit in.”

Jenna stopped at the luggage claim belt, turned back and laughed.

“She is fitting in,” she said.

“Jenna initiated me today, on the Bridge of Kisses,” Melanie said.

“It’s true,” Jenna said. “She fits in all the way.”

“The Bridge of Kisses?” Joseph said. “What’s that?”

“A local tradition,” Jenna said. “Move here and you’ll find out.”

“Are you in school?” Joseph asked.

The bell rang on the wall and the luggage belt started moving.

“Yes, we’ll both be seniors in high school,” Melanie said.

Bags started appearing on the belt, and people started appearing to wait for theirs. Some were already naked, men and women of various shapes and ages, and Joseph cast wary glances at them before he turned his attention to the place where bags appeared from a tunnel below.

“You’ll be transferring then?” Joseph asked.

“Yeah, if they’ll let me, and give me full credit,” Melanie said. “If not, I’m going to have to stay in Baton Rouge. I am going to college next year, no matter what.”

“Here’s my bag,” Joseph said, grabbing a small blue suitcase on wheels.

They chatted about the weather and the mountains on the way back to Jenna’s car. Once seated, with Joseph in front and Melanie with the back seat to spread out in, Jenna checked her cell phone, tapped on it briefly, got a message, tapped again, set it down between the seats.

“Melanie, Freddy is going to meet you tomorrow,” Jenna said.

“Freddy?” Melanie said. “You mean, your boyfriend?”

“One of my boyfriends,” Jenna said, starting her car and pulling out of the parking lot. “I have a lot.”

“Oh, right, he’s the guy you said I should be with.”

“When you’re ready,” Jenna said.

“Joseph, do you have a girlfriend?” Melanie asked. “Or, I mean, a significant other? Boy or girl?”

“I had a girlfriend,” Joseph said. “I like girls. But she had to move east, and I decided not to follow her.”

“Oh, that’s really sad,” Melanie said.

“Why is it sad?” Jenna asked.

“Oh . . . well,” Melanie stammered, “I guess . . . I mean, did you really love her?”

“I loved her,” Joseph said. “Still do. But I don’t think living with her was going to remain a viable option. Does that make sense?”

“I think so, sort of,” Melanie said.

“Our philosophy is that love is a journey, not a destination,” Jenna said.

“I haven’t heard that one,” Melanie said. “What does it mean?”

“Just . . . your mission in life isn’t to find the true and only one,” Jenna explained. “It’s to just enjoy everyone you meet.”

“Mesa Springs has a whole philosophy,” Melanie explained to Joseph, and he turned in his seat to look back at her, eyes grazing her breasts again. “I’m just starting to learn about it. But the woman who created it, the philosopher, is a total mystery lady.”

“Well, sort of out of the picture,” Jenna said with a snort. “Let’s just say we’re not talking anymore, and she might not even be alive anyway.”

“What was her name?” Melanie asked.

“Francine Burthen,” Jenna said. “B-U-R-T-H-E-N. The TH in the middle is pronounced as just a T.”

“The same as the high school,” Melanie said.

“Yeah, it’s named after her,” Jenna said.

“Shouldn’t you change the name, if you hate her so much?” Melanie ventured.

“We don’t hate her,” Jenna said. “We just stopped talking to her years ago, or so I’ve been told. I don’t know all the details.”

Jenna hit the brakes for the first stoplight in downtown, a naked family of four crossing the street in front of her car.

“This is the main street through town,” Melanie said. “You sort of get the feel for things here.”

As Joseph watched the family pass, Melanie added, “Obviously.”

The people of Mesa Springs were out and about as usual here, all ages and genders, varying heights and body shapes, most nude but some clothed or just in panties or briefs, most penises flaccid but some erect, particularly those of the younger men, particularly the younger men joined in conversation with other youth.

Like Joseph, Melanie stared, but this time without the wide-eyed wonder of earlier in the day, simply taking in the bodies, staring longest at the erect penises of the males her age.

“Think you could live in a town like this?” Melanie asked as Jenna pulled up to the Grand View Hotel.

“Probably could,” Joseph said. “I really want the job.”

Jenna parked, stepped from the car and hoisted Joseph’s suitcase out of her trunk.

“I’m sure Melanie will be glad to show you where to check in,” Jenna said, offering her hand to Joseph. “It was really nice to meet you.”

“Thanks,” he said with another quick survey of the girl’s body.

“Melanie, it’s been awesome!” Jenna said, and the girls exchanged a full, uninhibited embrace. “See you tomorrow around 9?”

“See you then, for sure,” Melanie agreed, and she smiled at her friend and pulled away, and she and Joseph entered the building.

“They take your fingerprint here,” Melanie said.

“Huh?” Joseph replied, eyes wandering from a nude woman looking at her phone in the lobby to the two nude clerks behind the reception desk.

“To get into your room,” Melanie explained. “Since you don’t . . . or you might not, if you go naked . . . have a place to put your key.”

She was blushing, as she had at certain moments throughout the day, and Joseph stopped a few feet from the reception desk to look at her.

“I mean, you don’t have to,” Melanie said. “I wasn’t saying you should or anything. But some people do. I did.”

Melanie laughed awkwardly, and raised her hands to her face. “Even my mom did! For the interview!”

“That’s good to know,” Joseph said, smiling a little nervously. “But this is going to be an adjustment for me.”

“You think you’ll try it?”

“Probably, for the interview tomorrow at least,” Joseph said. “I’ve read that you tend to do better if you’re nude.”

“You should practice tonight,” Melanie said. “Down here, in the lobby, or in the bar here. They have a nice bar.”

“Have you been to the bar?”

“No, I’m not old enough to drink,” Melanie said. “And I just got here today, and I’ve been out all day with Jenna.”

“You could get a soft drink,” Joseph said.

“You mean, like, we should meet there tonight?”

“Yeah,” he said. “This would be easier if I wasn’t doing it alone.”

“Okay,” Melanie said.

“Miss Campion?” said the woman behind the desk.

“Huh?” Melanie said with surprise.

“You’re Melanie Campion, right?” the woman said.

“Yes, that’s me.”

“You’ve got some messages,” she said.

“Oh, who from?”

The clerk held up several slips of paper, and Melanie took them, but turned to Joseph before she read any of them.

“Here’s where you put your finger, for the fingerprint,” she said, pointing to the black pad.

“Okay,” he said.

“I’m in Room 407,” she said. “Just come get me, if you want.”

She peered at the messages.

“Please call mom,” said the first.

“Call mom,” said the second.

“Call home,” said the third.

“Oh, no, I got a bunch of messages from my family,” Melanie said, backing away. “I think there’s an emergency or something, so I need to call my mom. Stop by 407. Give me maybe 15 minutes, but I might not be able to go.”

“I hope it’s nothing serious,” Joseph said.

“I hope not,” agreed Melanie. “See you later. Maybe.”

Melanie hurried up to her room, grabbed her phone and went to the toilet to pee.

She’d received a dozen calls, and she saw that three voice mails had been left but didn’t bother listening to them, saw seven texts and read those, from her mom and dad, and one from Josh, who wrote simply, “Sis, please call, m & d are freaking.”

The text messages from her parents matched Josh’s assessment. Starting soon after she left with Jenna, they’d escalated from “Hey, sweetie, how’s it going?” and “Just checking on you, text me back okay?” to the last message, from her mother, sent just under an hour ago, that read: “Baby, I need to know you’re okay. If you’re upset about anything, that’s fine. I’ve checked with the airline, you can come home tomorrow, first thing. It’s okay.”

Melanie sighed and began punching in the words of a text to all three family members.

“Hey, everyone, Im good! I just didn’t have anywhere to put my phone. Jennas awesome Had dinner with her fam. Visiting the high school 2mrw. See you Saturday!”

Melanie read the message through, deleted “I just didn’t have anywhere to put my phone,” replaced it with “I forgot my phone,” and hit send.

Within a minute, Vicky called.

“Hey, Mom,” Melanie answered cheerily.

“Hey, Sweetie, everything good?”

“Did you get my text? I just sent it.”

“Yes. I’ve been worried. I—”

“Why?” Melanie interrupted. “I’m fine.”

“Are you . . .”

“Yes,” Melanie said. “All afternoon. Still now. I’ve met probably twenty people. Everyone’s super cool here.”

“You’ve spent the whole time with Jenna?”

“Yeah, she’s great. We even picked someone up.”

“Picked someone up?” Vicky repeated.

“At the airport.”

“Okay. Who?”

“His name’s Joseph. He’s an engineer. He lives near San Francisco now. He’s heard of you.”

“And you were . . .”

“I was naked, Mom. And I didn’t really forget my phone. I just didn’t have anywhere to put it.”

“Dad was wondering what you’d do. He’s been worried.”

“I’m fine. And you can tell him . . . that I tried it. Maybe just that. That I tried it, and it was fine.”

“You’re going to the high school tomorrow?”

“Yes. If they can take all my credits, I’m in. I’ve heard only good things about the school.”

“I’m really glad to hear that,” Vicky said.

“Yeah,” Melanie said, laughing. “So please don’t change my plane ticket!”

“I was just worried, Sweetie.”

“I know. I appreciate it. Love ya!”

“I love you too.”

While Melanie was talking to her mother, a text from Josh had arrived: “OK, so did you?”

“We need to talk,” she texted back. “In person. Saturday.”

“Come on,” he pleaded in another text.

“Saturday,” she said back firmly.

Melanie set her phone on the counter next to the toilet and wiped, using three wads of tissue as she looked at her moist opening and frowned. She flushed, went to the window to look at the red dregs of twilight over the mountain.

Someone tapped lightly on her door and she went to it and pulled it wide without hesitation, found Joseph there, completely nude, penis flaccid, surrounded by black hair.

“Hey,” he said nervously. “Still want to go to the bar?”

“Yeah,” she said, stepping into the hall. “Family crisis under control.”

“What was going on?”

“They were just worried about me, because I left my phone here all afternoon and I wasn’t texting back.”

They rounded the hall to the elevators.

“Protective,” Joseph said simply.

“I’m not micromanaged,” Melanie said. “But they were just a little worried, because of how, um, different this town is.”

Melanie hit the down button, cast a quick sideways glance at Joseph’s penis, which had grown to its full measure during the short walk from her door, extending forward and upwards.

“Think you can get used to this?” she asked, looking into his eyes.

“I’m not sure,” he admitted, peering apologetically down at his erection.

The elevator opened and Melanie stepped on first, turned, put her hands on her hips and looked at Joseph’s member without any attempt to disguise her attention.

“I’ve seen that happen to people, uh, probably all day,” she said.

“People?” Joseph said.

The elevator doors closed and the car descended.

“Males,” she said. “Boys. Men.”

“Because of you?” Joseph inquired.

“Huh?”

“Because of you?”

“What?” Melanie said. “Oh, no. There were other people around. Other girls. And . . .” Melanie raised her hands to her mouth and laughed into her fingers. “And . . . oh wow, they were just doing it.”

“Doing it?”

“Having . . . you know . . . having sex.”

“In front of you?”

“Yeah,” she said, leaning back against the elevator’s wood-grained wall and staring blankly at the opposite wall, as if thinking for the first time about what she’d seen. “In front of anyone. Everyone. There were people around, and they didn’t care.”

“That’s not what normally happens at clothing-optional places.”

“Really?” Melanie said. “Have you ever been to one?”

“No, but I looked them up this week. Normally, people are just nude, not sexual.”

“Oh, they were sexual,” Melanie said, nodding. “Like . . . like . . . orgy-level.”

“Groups of people?”

“No, just one-on-one. I shouldn’t have used that word, probably, orgy. They don’t really say sex, either. They have this whole philosophy about it. You’ll hear that. Philosophy.”

“Yeah, you and Jenna mentioned that in the car.”

“It’s something you have to learn about, I guess, if you move here. I only know a little so far. So I’m kind of like . . .” Melanie opened her mouth in a wide-eyed imitation of profound shock.

“Are you upset?” he asked. “Traumatized?”

“I don’t think so,” she said. “It just happened. No one did anything to me. Everyone was fine. I mean, I was nervous when I left my room, but it got easier very fast. Jenna’s been great.”

“Did she . . .”

“Did she what?”

The elevator door opened and Melanie headed out and to the bar, Joseph beside her, firm penis bouncing.

“Well, you said . . . you saw people . . .”

“Oh, you want to know if she had sex?” Melanie said. “No. We kissed a few times, but that wasn’t sex.”

“Kissed?”

“Yeah.”

They reached the bar, where a dozen people had come to drink and chat, mostly in the nude, and Melanie paused and looked at Joseph.

“Where do you want to sit?” she asked.

Joseph led her to a small table. “This okay?”

“Yes,” she said, sitting, watching him sit, and she looked at him quizzically. “Hey, does this seem like a date to you?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Why?”

“My parents have rules,” she explained. “I have to let them know beforehand who I’m going out with, so they can approve. So if this is a date, I’ve already broken that rule.”

Joseph laughed, a little nervously.

“What’ll you have?” asked a woman, sidling up to their table, nude, notepad in hand.

“Kettle, if you have it in bottles.”

“We do. And for you miss?”

“Your best underage drink,” Melanie said.

“Preschool Pina Colada,” the woman suggested.

“Preschool?” Melanie repeated, laughing.

“Yup, no alcohol. Want that?”

“What else do you have?”

“Lolita Long Island, Juvenile Julep, Teen Tumbler, Clean Martini, Minor—”

“Lolita Long Island?” Joseph repeated.

“Yeah.”

“Uh, Clean Martini doesn’t start with the same letter,” Melanie announced.

“Huh?”

“All the drinks but that one start off with the same letter on both their names.”

“I didn’t make up the names,” the woman said.

“Like, Preschool Pina Colada.”

“Except for the C in Colada,” the woman observed. “That’s not the same letter either.”

“Good point.”

“You want that?”

“Why not?” Melanie said.




Chapter 15: Freddy’s Story

The waitress retreated to the bar, and Melanie turned back to Joseph.

“So, are we on a date?” she asked.

“I don’t want to get you in trouble,” he said. “Let’s say no.”

“Okay, then,” Melanie said. “I’ll tell Mom it just sort of happened.”

“I don’t want to get myself into trouble either,” Joseph said.

“How would you get into trouble?”

“Well . . .” he said, leaning forward. “Here we are.”

“Oh, with me?” Melanie said quietly, shaking her head. “Yeah, not really. I’m still in high school. No trouble here. And I’m still innocent.”

“Innocent?”

“You know . . .” Melanie said, pushing her hair behind her ears and smiling shyly.

Joseph leaned forward on his elbow. “You said you and Jenna kissed?”

“Yeah,” she said, voice returning to its previous volume and confidence. “Twice. Once on the Bridge of Kisses. It’s where you get your first kiss, and it’s like an initiation. And then at her house, on the couch.”

“Like . . . romantic?” Joseph asked.

“Not really,” she replied. “I like boys. But it was nice. Different.”

Their drinks arrived, and Melanie immediately sipped hers. It was too full to pick up, so she left it flat on the table and sucked the edge.

“Oh, that’s really good,” she said. “Best kept secret of preschool.”

Joseph raised the bottle to his mouth.

“How is it?” she asked.

“Always good.”

“I think beer is awful,” she said. “It’s like some taste doctors got together—”

“Taste doctors?”

“Taste doctors,” Melanie repeated. “Or taste scientists, maybe. And they got together to invent the worst taste in the world, and then they succeeded, and then they made it into a drink.”

“Beer’s an acquired taste,” he said.

“Taste is super scientific, though,” Melanie said. “You think your tastebuds are just these things in your mouth, but they’re really . . . oh, oh, do you know the four basic tastes?”

“Sweet, salty, sour, uh . . .”

“Sweet salty sour bitter,” Melanie interjected, and she leaned back and looked at Joseph conspiratorially. “Actually, that was a trick question. There are five, but most people don’t know that because they only invented the last one a few years ago. Umami. That’s the fifth one. Umami. They taught us that in school, so if you went to school before us, you only know four.”

“What’s beer?” Joseph asked.

“I don’t know,” Melanie said. “Definitely not sweet. Probably bitter, and maybe umami, though I don’t really know what that tastes like. Let me try yours, and maybe I can tell.”

Joseph offered her his beer, and she wrapped her mouth around the neck and tilted it up, cautiously, lowering it quickly as soon as the liquid hit her tongue.

“Ugh,” she said. “Awful as I expected. Try mine.”

Joseph obliged, sliding it over slowly.

“Yes, it’s good,” he said. “Sweet.”

“Why did you want to know about me and Jenna?” Melanie asked, taking back her drink.

Joseph set his bottle down.

“It’s . . . interesting.”

“I’ve heard boys like that,” she said.

“Like what?”

“When girls kiss,” she said. “And do other things.”

“You’re not as innocent as you say you are,” Joseph said, laughing.

“Knowing things and doing things are very different,” she said. “But is it true? That boys like that?”

“Yes,” he said.

Melanie lowered her mouth to the rim of her drink, sucked the edge again.

“It seems like people don’t care about privacy here,” she said. “That’s maybe a big part of the philosophy. You don’t have to hide it, and you don’t have to be embarrassed about it, about anything. But I’m really curious about how it came about, you know?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, that Burthen lady. She invents this whole philosophy that’s not like anything else anywhere, and then she just goes away. No one wants to talk about her. They all had a fight or something.”

“Maybe she’s just a legend,” Joseph ventured. “Not really real.”

“I want to find out,” Melanie said. “When you’re a senior at the high school here, you get to write a senior paper, so that would be really cool, if I wrote one about the philosophy, and that woman.”

“What’s the high school like?”

“I’ve heard it’s good, but I haven’t gone yet. Jenna’s taking me tomorrow.”

“Is it clothing optional?”

“Yeah, that’s what I’ve been told.”

“I can’t imagine that,” Joseph said, shaking his head.

“I couldn’t yesterday,” she said. “But a lot’s happened since then.”

Melanie took another sip of her drink.

“I wonder what this tastes like with liquor in it.”

“It depends on how strong it is,” Joseph said. “Sometimes, you can’t even tell.”

“Ooh,” Melanie said, picking up her drink and moving it in slow, ghostly circles. “What if they forgot and made it real? Ooh.”

Joseph smiled at the floating drink.

“What do engineers do?” she asked.

“It depends on what kind of engineer you are. Some design things with computers, some mix chemicals, some build buildings, some design electrical grids.”

“What kind are you?”

“I develop switches.”

“Switches?”

“Electrical switches. Really small ones.”

“So you’re an inventor.”

“Thanks, but no. I apply principles I learned in school, and on the job, to build things that make other things run. It requires creativity, but not at the level where I could patent anything.”

“I’m interested in people,” Melanie said.

“You mean, psychology?”

“No, more like, what people did, why they do things now. Their histories, and how it affects today. Like, the Bridge of Kisses. Wouldn’t it be cool to go back in time to the first time someone said, ‘Hey, we should have a bridge where people get their first official kiss.’? And then to see the first time it was done, and watch it through history, and how it changed, and who did it. That would be very interesting.”

“This is a very new town,” Joseph observed. “Not more than 50 years old.”

“But can’t you just feel the history?” Melanie said. “When you drive down the main street, and look at all those buildings, and think about who built them, and why, and who’s there now?”

As they drank in the bar, Melanie and Joseph spoke of the past and the future, of college, and engineering, and what he hoped to do for Mesa Heights, and what it would be like if she moved with her family here later in the summer, and her reservations about going nude at home, and she repeated her certainty that she would never see anyone but her mother naked at home, and would never see her brother naked at high school, and she reached the end of her preschool pina colada, holding it up until all of it drained, and she set it down and smiled at Joseph.

“Okay, that was definitely not the real thing,” she said.

“How can you tell?”

“Because I know what liquor does to you. And this didn’t do it.”

“So you’ve had alcohol before.”

“I have,” Melanie said, nodding solemnly. “Three beers, at one time. Or in one night, anyway. They all tasted so bad I almost cried.” She paused. “So that did not have liquor in it. And this was definitely not a date.”

“How so?” Joseph said, looking a little disappointed.

“Because people on dates don’t talk like we did.”

“What are people on dates supposed to talk about?”

“I gossip,” she said. “I tell the boy about other girls in our class, and what they did and used to be like, if I’ve known them a long time. And how what they’re like now is similar to what they were like before. Or different. And the boys talk about boy stuff, like sports, or some fast car they rode in or got to drive, or if a guy got hurt. Not emotionally hurt, though, they don’t care about that. Like physical hurt. Blood. Or something broken, like a bone, and sticking out. Ugh.”

“This was a totally normal date conversation for me,” Joseph said.

“Really?” Melanie said, her eyes lighting up. “You can talk about things like this on a date?”

“Of course.”

“Okay, that gives me hope for the future,” she laughed. “But I’m not telling my mom this was a date. Just that we sat and talked.”

“Okay.”

“I need to go to bed,” she said.

“Walk you to your room?” Joseph offered.

“Are you old-fashioned?” Melanie asked.

“I don’t think so,” Joseph said. “Why?”

“Well, walk me to my room? I guess it’s just being polite, then.”

“Yeah,” Joseph agreed.

The conversation was a little stilted as they made their way to the elevator and rode it to the fourth floor, Melanie turning to the gossip she treated boys her age to, talking about a girl who brought a stuffed animal to school every day, and Joseph just smiled and nodded, and his eyes took all of her in, wandering down to her breasts and her black strip of pubic hair, and his penis went hard again, sticking out and curving up, like an intimidating, bent sword.

Melanie left the elevator first, stopped at her door and looked at Joseph, down at his penis, into his face.

“Well, bye,” she said, finger hovering over the pad. “If you get the job, maybe I’ll see you again.”

“Is it a date if we kiss?” Joseph asked.

“No, I think that’s still just talking,” she replied, and she closed her eyes, and Joseph leaned in to kiss her lips, a quick buss of friendship, no lust visible by either partner if you ignored his rigid member.

“Am I initiated now?” he asked her.

“No,” Melanie said. “You have to do it on the Bridge of Kisses.”

“If I get the job, you have to initiate me, then.”

“Agreed,” Melanie said, and she turned, pressed the pad and let herself in with one last smile at the man.

Safe again inside her room, Melanie brushed her teeth, peed, pushed her sheets down and lay on her bed, but she didn’t cover up before she turned off the light, and in the darkness, a faint rustling could be heard, the sound of an arm moving rhythmically, perhaps, and then the faint click of something wet, and then a girl panting, sighing, drawing in her breath, groaning out, and finally speaking the same one-syllable word again and again to the ceiling, “ah, ah, ah, ah” before she went silent save for her raspy breathing. Two more times in quick succession, the pattern repeated itself, rustling fabric, the sound of wetness, groans and gasps and a shaking bed, and then her breath, shallow and urgent.

The sheets rustled one last time, the breath quieted, and then it became the deep, steady inhalations of a girl in slumber.

Melanie awoke before her phone alarm went off, the light of the day leaking through the hotel room blinds at 7:30.

She sat up, rubbed her eyes, turned on her lamp, looked down at her breasts and her mound, touched herself and headed to the toilet.

She flushed, rinsed her face, fluffed her hair in the mirror and smiled, a sort of stunned, bewildered smile, the grin of someone who isn’t quite sure what is happening is real, but is learning to enjoy it.

She grabbed her phone and headed down to breakfast, smiling at anyone whose eyes she met. There was a naked family in the elevator, two restless children who both wanted to push the button for the first floor, the mother apologizing to Melanie, who assured her it was fine.

There were people moving back and forth in the lobby, both clothed and naked, and she walked through to the restaurant with confidence after a quick glance into the empty bar, and she went to the buffet and ate while she tapped on her phone.

“I’m having breakfast now, slept great,” she texted to all three family members. “I’m going to the high school, probably other places with Jenna, too busy to look at phone, so I won’t have it, please don’t panic, I’ll text tonight when I get back to room.”

“Have fun, Sweetie!” her mom texted back.

“So proud of you!” her dad replied.

Josh didn’t answer.

She charged the meal to her room and went upstairs for a shower.

A careful observer might note that, after she bathed, she spent more time than usual on her hair, perhaps an extra 10 minutes drying it, brushing it, shaping it, and they might conclude that a girl who wasn’t planning to wear clothes might feel obligated to do more with whatever covering she availed herself of that day – in Melanie’s case a thick head of black hair that draped her shoulders.

She also inspected her black strip of pubic hair, passed her hand over it to straighten it a bit, passed her brush down it several times to bring it into line, and smiled in that dazed way.

Jenna texted at 8:55 from the lobby, “Need me to come up again?”

“No,” Melanie said, tossing her phone onto the bed and heading out the door with so much confidence one might think she’d been born in this town.

Jenna wasn’t waiting alone in the lobby for Melanie. A tall, willowy boy with silver hair – not blond, silver – was standing beside her, a head taller than Jenna, and he smiled at Melanie, stepped toward her and offered his hand, his penis soft and shaved.

“Hello,” Melanie said. “Are you . . .”

“Freddy,” he said.

Jenna walked up, hugged Melanie, kissed her mouth.

“Freddy’s going with us to Burthen,” she said. “He’s free all day.”

“Do you have administrative skills?” Melanie asked, following Jenna toward the door.

“Administrative skills,” Freddy said. “To what end?”

“Well,” Melanie said, “I need to see if I can transfer all my credits from my high school in Baton Rouge to here, and it’s going to mean administrative discussions, which I can always use help with.”

“Maybe I can, maybe I can’t,” Freddy said.

“You’ll be a senior too?” Melanie asked.

“Yes, finally,” he said.

They passed through the door into a bright, cool New Mexico morning.

“Wow, it got cold overnight!” Melanie observed.

“We had a front come through,” Jenna said. “It rained some too.”

“I never heard it,” Melanie said.

“Sit up front, Melanie,” Jenna said when they reached her pink car. “Freddy’s a gentleman, so he’ll sit in back.”

Everyone took their places and Jenna started the engine.

“Jenna says you’re fitting in,” Freddy observed.

“I guess so,” Melanie said. “This is all sort of new to me.”

“I know how strange it can be,” he said.

“Yeah, very different from Baton Rouge,” Melanie said. “If you’ve lived here all your life, though, I think it must seem very normal.”

“I lived in Boston three years,” Freddy said.

“Boston, wow. What were you doing there?”

“My mom was getting her doctorate,” Freddy said. “When I was 10. Ten to 13. It might have been harder for me than most people, when I came back.”

“Why?” Melanie asked.

“So, I got used to this for my first 10 years,” Freddy said, leaning forward and resting his elbows on the seat back between the girls. “And then I spent three years in Boston, and my body completely changed.”

“How?” Melanie asked. “I mean, maybe it’s obvious, but . . .”

“Yeah, pubic hair,” he said. “Silver.”

“All Freddy’s hair is silver,” Jenna announced, hitting the gas on a road that took the car away from downtown Mesa Springs. “No one can explain it. He’s like a biological miracle.”

“That’s cool,” Melanie said. “I wouldn’t mind that.”

“I’m glad you feel that way,” Freddy said, passing his fingers through his hair. “But my penis got a lot bigger too.”

“You mean . . .” Melanie ventured.

“Mean what?” Freddy asked.

“Um . . . you mean,” Melanie stammered, blushing, as Jenna and Freddy waited for her to finish her thought. “You mean, um, bigger, um, when . . .”

“When I was I was about 11 and a half,” Freddy said.

“Early bloomer,” Jenna said.

“Okay,” Melanie said.

“You wanted to know something else, right, Melanie?” Jenna asked.

“Okay,” Melanie said, passing a hand over her glistening forehead. “Okay, yeah. Were you bigger when you were, um, big?”

“You mean, erect?” Freddy asked.

“Yeah. Erect. Or not erect.”

“Both,” Freddy said. “It was just me and my mom in our apartment, and she was hardly ever there, and when she was, I stayed dressed.”

“Did she ask about that?” Melanie inquired.

“Yeah, and I’d say I was cold, or I just forgot to strip after school, but that only lasted a few weeks, before she walked in while I was getting out of the shower and asked me about it.”

“How did she ask?” Melanie said, the regular color of her face restored.

“Actually, she stated it,” Freddy said. “I guess something like ‘Wow, your penis has really grown.’”

“Were you, um . . . erect right then?”

“No, totally flaccid,” Freddy said. “So I asked her if it was normal. Because it had happened over a few weeks, and I was wondering if it wasn’t going to stop.”

“She should have told you it wasn’t,” Jenna said, laughing. “To freak your little boy brain out.”

“Fortunately, she was honest,” Freddy said, scowling at his friend, turning back to Melanie. “She told me it was normal and it would stop, and she asked me to let her measure me again the next time I masturbated.”

“The next time you . . .” Melanie repeated.

“Masturbated, yeah,” Freddy said. “I went from four and a half to almost six inches from one measurement to the next.”

“Over what . . . period?” Melanie asked a little haltingly.

“I guess six weeks, a month.”

“So she . . . measured you,” Melanie said.

“Yes,” Freddy said. “And then it grew another inch before we headed back to Mesa Springs, and it’s all I could think about.”

“What do you mean?” Melanie asked.

“I knew we were going back to Mesa Spring, and I’d be seeing all these kids I last saw in fifth grade, but now I was a foot taller and a couple of inches longer, and I was a teenager, and they were all teenagers, and all the teenagers I knew were in Boston, and the idea of going nude around each other was not part of the culture there, obviously.”

“They wear clothes in Boston,” Jenna observed sagely.

“It didn’t help that I was erect all the time.”

“But you seem to have overcome it,” Melanie said, looking back at Freddy.

“We got back to Mesa Springs and I hid out for two days, then my mom made me go to some girl’s birthday party, and it took maybe 10 minutes for me to be okay.”

“So everyone there was . . . nude?” Melanie asked.

“Yeah, and there were other guys who had grown, and half the kids had pubic hair, and half didn’t, and one guy, Damien, was erect the whole time, and no one cared, and I realized it was just like it had been before, different bodies but the same philosophy.”

“Don’t say philosophy around Melanie,” Jenna warned.

“Why not?”

“Because she has officially declared that she’s going to figure out our whole philosophy and how it exists.”

“That’s not quite it,” Melanie said. “I’m just want to know more about Francine Burthen.”

“Ah, the apostate.”




Chapter 16: Wrestling with Mrs. Graycloud

“Apostate?” Melanie repeated.

“Left the faith, so to speak,” Freddy said.

“You can’t leave a faith you invented,” Jenna said.

“It’s the word we use,” Freddy said, ignoring Jenna and looking at Melanie.

“Is she still alive?”

“She might be. I don’t know much about her. I heard someone say apostate once, but I don’t even know where that came from.”

“Where was she from?” Melanie asked.

“New England,” Jenna announced.

“New England?” Melanie echoed. “Boston?”

“Maybe,” Jenna said.

“Maybe you saw her when you were there, and you didn’t know it,” Melanie said to Freddy.

“I doubt it,” he replied. “I’m maybe. But I’m pretty sure she was a Brahmin.”

“A Brahmin?”

“Boston upper class,” Freddy said. “It’s sort of official. They have them all on lists, everyone in the families, who they married, what they did, at least until they leave.”

“Well, you’re just going to have to settle for a investigating a high school named after her,” Jenna said, slowing to turn left into a driveway next to a large “Burthen High School” sign.

Melanie turned to look, eyeing the two-story pink stucco building, elongated stars set in relief on either side of its front entrance, US and New Mexico flags flying from poles near the door.

The large parking lot in front was mostly empty now that school was out for the summer, and Jenna parked at the end of a row of a dozen or so cars directly before the building, got out, stared at the school, raised her arms over her head.

“Roadrunners!” she announced.

“Roadrunners?” Melanie said, standing beside her.

“Our school mascot. We’re the roadrunners. Or the fighting roadrunners sometimes.”

“When we actually fight,” said Freddy, heading toward the door, tousling his silver hair.

Melanie cast a sideways glance at Freddy as he stepped ahead to open the door for the girls. His penis was fully erect, swinging as he turned.

They entered a darkened hallway with an arched ceiling two stories high, models of the planets hanging from its supporting struts.

Three pairs of feet made quiet scuffing sounds as they approached a large door marked “Administration,” and Jenna went first to it and opened it for the other two.

“Mrs. Tasche!” Jenna shouted. “They haven’t fired you yet! Why?”

“Honey, they never fire anyone in the summer,” said the woman, in her 50s, stout but with surprisingly small breasts. “Hello, Freddy.”

“Hi,” Freddy said.

“And I present to you Melanie Campion,” Jenna said, gesturing toward her friend.

“Hello, Mrs. Tasche,” Melanie said with mock formality.

“The new CFO’s daughter!” Mrs. Tasche said. “You’ll be a junior?”

“Senior,” Melanie said. “Me and my twin brother. So I’m here to find out about transferring.”

“It’s simple,” said Mrs. Tasche, and she turned to her PC, moved her mouse, tapped on the keyboard, and the printer in the corner whirred to life.

“I’m printing the forms you’ll need to give your school,” she said. “Have them fill them out and send them back to me.”

“Do you think all my courses will transfer?” Melanie inquired.

“They usually do,” Mrs. Tasche replied. “Is your school accredited?”

“Accredited?”

“It means someone came in and took a very thorough look at it, and approved it.”

“Oh, I guess, probably. It’s a big high school in Baton Rouge.”

“You’re probably good then,” she said, “but the sooner you can get your school to send us back the paperwork, the quicker we can confirm it.”

Melanie turned to the printer and pulled off a half dozen pages.

“Can I get a second set for my brother?”

“Sure, just put them in the feeder up top and hit copy.”

“Is Mr. Markey in?” Jenna asked.

“No, he’s out until after lunch.”

“Can I show Melanie his office?”

“The door’s unlocked.”

Jenna began drifting toward the door behind Mrs. Tasche that said “Ronald Markey, Principal,” but Melanie had returned to Mrs. Tasche’s desk.

“Do you have sports here?” she asked.

“All kinds,” Mrs. Tasche said. “What were you interested in?”

“I was thinking about wrestling,” Melanie said.

“You could wrestle!” Jenna said enthusiastically. “I bet you’d be great.”

“I’ve only ever fought my brother,” Melanie admitted. “But I need a sport, and I’m a little too slow for anything that involves running.”

“You’ll want to speak to Mrs. Graycloud,” said Mrs. Tasche. “She’s getting ready for summer school, so I think she’s in this morning.”

“Let’s go there next,” Jenna said, pushing open Mr. Markey’s door. “Look how big Mr. Markey’s office is!”

Melanie and Freddy followed Jenna into the spacious office, featuring a large desk faced by three chairs, and a conference table that took up the left half of the office. There were file cabinets, shelves of books and, along the wall behind the desk, a scale and a row of a dozen or so rods and paddles hanging from pegs in order of size, the largest and longest on the right.

“What’s that?” Melanie asked, pointing to the rods.

“Burthen High’s punishment stuff,” Jenna said.

“They spank you with those?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s the scale for?” Melanie inquired.

“That’s how they decide which one to use,” Jenna explained. “You get the rod that matches your weight.”

“Have you ever gotten it?”

“Oh yeah. Everyone does.”

“For what?”

“Being tardy, being rude, not exhibiting Roadrunner spirit, going—”

“Roadrunner spirit?” Melanie interrupted.

“It’s our mascot.”

“I know,” Melanie said. “But what’s Roadrunner spirit?”

“Caring. Enthusiasm. Diligence.”

“A roadrunner never stops running,” Freddy announced. “And neither do the Burthen High Roadrunners!”

“Wanna see which one you’ll get?” Jenna asked.

“You’re making it sound like it will happen no matter what,” Melanie protested, following Jenna to the scale.

“If you transfer here, it will,” Jenna said. “Hop on up.”

Melanie climbed up on the scale and Jenna slid the weights across.

“One thirty-nine,” she said. “Do you ever get over 140?”

“Yeah, right before my period,” Melanie said.

“The cutoff’s at 140,” Jenna said, heading to the row of paddles, “so sometimes you’ll get Ivan the Terrible, sometimes the Reign of Terror.”

“What do you mean?” Melanie inquired, stepping off the scale.

“Those are the names of the paddles,” Jenna explained, pointing at small stickers affixed just above the handle on each, next to stickers for the applicable weight range. “Ivan the Terrible’s for if you’re 120 to 140. The Reign of Terror is for 140 to 160.”

“Those both sound really bad,” Melanie said, stepping over to inspect the paddles.

“They’re all named after bad things,” Jenna said. “It’s supposed to be educational.”

“Billy the Kid?” Melanie laughed, peering at the smallest paddle.

“Under 100,” Jenna said.

Next up was John Dillinger, then the two paddles Melanie would be disciplined with, and after that, the Inquisition, the Black Plague, Malaria, and the Laugh Track. The largest paddle, for students over 240 pounds, was called “Processed Foods.”

“Some of these are sort of funny,” Melanie said.

“None of them are funny when you’re bent over,” Jenna warned. “Me and John Dillinger go way back.”

“Yeah, but processed foods?” Melanie said.

“They have a reason for that,” Jenna said. “The worst thing in history is the bad things we do to our own bodies. That’s what they say, at least.”

Jenna left the office, and Melanie and Freddy followed her.

“Melanie wants to know about punishment,” Jenna told Mrs. Tasche. “She’s really interested in that for some reason.”

“I asked like two questions!” Melanie protested, blushing.

Mrs. Tasche, ignoring the drama playing out before her, maintained a straight face as she reached into her desk and pulled out a small form of three sheets, white on top, then yellow and blue.

“They’re carbon forms,” Jenna said.

“The wave of the future,” noted Freddy.

“The instructor marks down your name, the date and the infraction,” said Mrs. Tasche, pointing to the blanks. “And then the number of swats you get here.”

“It’s usually between three and ten,” Jenna said. “And you can break them up over a few days if you want.”

“Your teacher keeps the blue copy,” Mrs. Tasche said. “You bring the white and yellow copies here when you’re ready to have it done.”

“You can’t take time out of class for it,” Jenna added. “It’s before school or during lunch, or if you have a free period, which seniors usually get.”

Melanie, her face returning to its regular color, looked at whoever was talking but held her questions as the discussion continued.

“You take home the yellow copy for your parent to sign, and I keep the white copy, and at the end of the week, the teachers all turn in their blue copies, and I match them with what I have on file, and make sure everything lines up.”

“It’s an automatic 10 swats if you get a form and don’t come to get it taken care of by the end of the week,” Jenna said. “Which happened to me once.”

“You thought you could get away with it,” Mrs. Tasche said drily.

“I forgot!” Jenna protested, turning to Melanie to add, “Fortunately, they let me take care of it over the next five days.”

“And I’ll want the yellow copy back with a parent’s signature,” Mrs. Tasche warned.

“Or another 10,” Jenna warned. “I haven’t made that mistake yet.”

Melanie nodded, but Jenna seemed to sense she had questions she wasn’t asking.

“What else you wanna know?”

“Um . . . where’s it done?” Melanie asked.

“It usually in Mr. Markey’s office,” Jenna said, “but if Mr. Markey is in a meeting, Mrs. Tasche takes care of it out here, or she’ll see if someone else can do it if her arm gets tired.”

Jenna gave the woman an ironic glance before she continued. “I mean, if she could, it’s all she would do, all day every day, but if she doesn’t give herself a break sometimes, her elbow might get sore probably.”

Mrs. Tasche smiled cryptically and slid the form back into her desk. “We look forward to seeing you in the fall, Melanie,” she said.

“Thank you,” Melanie said, voice slightly subdued. “It was very nice to meet you.”

“Let’s go find Mrs. Graycloud,” Jenna said, “and tell her she can stop crying now because Melanie is going to win every match next year.”

Melanie snorted and rolled her eyes at Freddy, semi-erect as he followed the girls out of the office.

As they turned from the main hall to a narrower side hall, and from there to another passageway, Melanie kept her gaze turned toward the walls, where posters promoting various aspects of traditional American high school life – sports, dances, academics – blended with signs that could exist only at a place like Burthen High: A pro-recycling sign in which the two students dropping recyclables into the bin were drawn smiling and nude, the girl sporting a black triangle of pubic hair, the boy sporting an erection; a series of photographs taped outside the student government classroom depicting highlights from MayDay, an outdoor celebration where everyone was naked; and an invitation to a “Masturbation Tips and Tricks” class led by the school nurse. But the writing on the wall Melanie stared hardest at was in plain black letters against a white background, bolted to a door with a small window at eye level.

“SENIOR RELIEF HALL,” it said. “Stick to your stall assignment. Clean up afterwards. 10 swats per infraction!”

A little further on, they stopped at an open door that said “Mrs. Graycloud, American History.”

Jenna entered first. “Mrs. Graycloud?” she sing-songed. “Oh, Mrs. Graycloud! We’ve got someone you need to meet!”

Jenna led the way, all three of the students entering to regard a fit, sturdy woman in her forties with jet-black hair and bronzed skin and dark brown nipples on heavy breasts, staring at her PC.

“Hey,” she said without taking her eyes off the screen. “What’s up?”

“Happy summer to you too.”

“I’m in the middle of something.”

“Want us to come back?” Jenna asked.

“Yeah.”

Jenna waited no more than five seconds before she announced, “Okay, we’re back.”

“Whatcha need?” she asked with the sort of sigh that indicated she was familiar with Jenna’s sense of humor and didn’t need it at the moment.

“This is Melanie Campion,” Jenna said. “She’s transferring and she needs a sport, and she’s thinking about wrestling.”

Mrs. Greycloud glanced up at the visitors, returned her gaze to her screen, typed for a few moments more, then turned her full attention to Melanie.

“You need a sport?”

“Yes,” Melanie said. “For college.”

“Do you need a sport to have a sport, or because you want to win?”

“Well,” said Melanie, blushing for the third or fourth time that day. “Yes. I do want to win.”

“Let’s see,” said Mrs. Graycloud, and she stood, revealing a lower half as fit as her upper, heavy thighs and a strip of black pubic hair shaped with remarkable similarity to Melanie’s, thickest and widest at the base, where it hid the top of her vulva and her clitoris.

“Do you know what Mrs. Graycloud’s name is?” Jenna asked Melanie.

“No.”

“Misty,” Jenna said. “Misty Graycloud. So is that a great name or what?”

“That is a great name.”

“What’s your weight?” Mrs. Graycloud asked.

“I think around 140.”

“We just weighed her on the discipline scale,” Jenna announced. “139.”

“Can you keep it at that?” Mrs. Graycloud inquired.

“I think so, yes,” Melanie replied. “It goes up a little before my period, though.”

“I need another member in that class,” Mrs. Graycloud said, and she led the way out of her classroom and turned toward a broader hall where the doors were more widely-spaced. “Band Room,” said one. “AV Lab,” said another. At the end of the hall, a pair of large doors stood beneath a colorful mosaic with “Burthen High Sports Arena” written above it, but the trio stopped before they reached it, turning to pass through a smaller door that said “Little Gym. True Roadrunners Only!”

Mrs. Graycloud flipped on the light to reveal a room with a large array of free weights and conditioning machines massed on one side, a large mat on the floor, equipment in crates, and kick boxing dummies hanging from chains on the other.

Mrs. Graycloud, wearing nothing but a pair of sneakers, stepped to the middle of the mat, turned and looked at Melanie as the girl trailed her, misgivings obvious in her tentative steps and the awkward angle of her legs and back.

“Last meal?” she asked?

“Breakfast, about 7:30 this morning,” Melanie replied.

“Wait,” Jenna said. “Didn’t you mean, last meal she wants now, since you’re going to execute her?”

Mrs. Graycloud’s eyes flickered for no more than a fraction of a second in Jenna’s direction before she returned her gaze to Melanie.

“First one on something other than two feet loses,” she said, bending and fixing Melanie with a steely gaze, hands extended like two claws.

“Oh,” Melanie agreed, bending slightly in a half-hearted attempt to match Mrs. Graycloud’s aggressive stance. “Okay.”

Mrs. Graycloud drew near, circled to Melanie’s left, and lunged, using her left hand to grab Melanie’s left arm, spinning her around, wrapping her right arm around Melanie’s chest and pulling her backwards, setting the girl on her back in a matter of seconds, dropping her like something she was discarding into a trash bin.

Mrs. Graycloud backed up warily and assumed the same pose as before, bent, hands out.

Melanie looked at the ceiling of the little gymnasium for a few seconds, as if collecting herself, before she rolled, put her arm against the mat and got back on her feet, and this time she bent with serious intent, and her hands went out like claws, and it might be said that she was either emulating Mrs. Graycloud, or simply doing what one must to do prevail in a wrestling match.

And when Mrs. Graycloud reached for the girl’s left arm this time, Melanie pulled it back and raised it over her head, twisting it out of the coach’s grasp, but in another second, the woman was against the girl, digging her hands into both shoulders and swinging a leg behind Melanie, toppling her backwards.

Melanie hopped up again, smiling grimly, bending to do battle for a third time, and now she charged, reaching for Mrs. Graycloud’s middle, but the coach spun and Melanie was suddenly holding air, with nothing to support her and Mrs. Graycloud above her. With that advantage, the teacher forced Melanie down by her shoulders, putting her on the mat on all fours. And yet once again she rose, turned, and this time she kept her distance, bent with her arms out, studying the coach for intent, and the two females circled each other warily, the phase of quick attacks over, each taking the measure of the other.

Mrs. Graycloud reached out for an arm, but Melanie drew back and Mrs. Graycloud flailed. Mrs. Graycloud lunged but Melanie stepped to her right and batted away Mrs. Graycloud’s left arm. Mrs. Graycloud reached again and this time Melanie was ready, not deflecting the reach but attacking, wrapping both hands around Mrs. Graycloud’s right wrist, and she twisted and jerked back immediately in a move she’d used more than once on her brother Josh, pulling the woman off balance, forcing her to stumble forward, and the two females went down that way, Melanie pulling Mrs. Graycloud down with her in a great toppling of solid female flesh, black hair flying, thighs shaking, breasts bouncing, and two voices grunting as Melanie’s rear struck the mat and Mrs. Graycloud landed on her knees a second later.

Jenna whooped in victory, but Melanie wasn’t done yet. Still holding Mrs. Graycloud’s left wrist, she used her legs to spin, rolling over the woman’s arm and forcing her to her back.

Mrs. Graycloud kept rolling, however, using her momentum to force Melanie over her and then beneath, and now Melanie was on her back, staring at the ceiling again, her hands holding nothing, while Mrs. Graycloud continued to scramble, twisting until she lay perpendicular to Melanie, her back against Melanie’s breasts, and she snaked one arm around Melanie’s neck and looped the other around the girl’s left leg, doubling her up and forcing her shoulder blades against the mat.

When Melanie struggled, Mrs. Graycloud simply tightened her hold, and the girl finally relaxed, face red with exertion now instead of embarrassment.

Mrs. Graycloud let Melanie go and rose, not bending this time, just standing upright, but Melanie hopped to her feet and extended her arms, ready for more.

“We’ll need to put pegs in if we keep going,” Mrs. Graycloud said, offering her hand. “But well done. I hope you’ll try out.”

“That was amazing!” Jenna said. “Melanie, you know Mrs. Graycloud was tri-state champ, right? And you were throwing her around like a sack of potatoes!”

Melanie snorted at her friend, but looked at the woman.

“Tri-state champ?”

“I wrestled in college,” she said. “I see potential, if you want to try out. You’re a quick learner, and you’ve got good instincts.”

“Thank you,” Melanie said, taking the woman’s hand. “What do you mean by pegs?”

“Girls have to wear them to wrestle,” Jenna said, prompting a blank look from Melanie.

“You haven’t wrestled before?” Mrs. Graycloud asked.

“With my brother,” Melanie said. “But just messing around.”

“And you didn’t peg yourself?”

“No, I guess not. What are they?”

“They’re for hygiene,” Mrs. Graycloud explained. “They go up your anus and vagina.”

“Why?” Melanie queried, eyes wide with shock.

“So those parts of the body can be grabbed hygienically,” Mrs. Graycloud said simply.

“We all had to get them when we did wrestling in PE,” Jenna said. “Girls get pegs, boys get a peg and sleeve.”

“Peg and sleeve?” Melanie repeated, red-faced.

“Mrs. Graycloud, I wanna see Melanie toss you around some more,” Jenna declared. “Do you have some pegs you can loan her?”




Chapter 17: Pegged

“You don’t loan pegs, Jenna,” Mrs. Graycloud said, heading toward the door. “Melanie, I’ve got a new pair, still in the packaging, if you want to work on a few moves with me.”

Melanie said nothing, but she began drifting to the door after the instructor, stopping only when Jenna blocked her path.

“You’re the best!” she said earnestly. “You’re going to be the wrestling roadrunner of death!”

Freddy smiled but held his peace with his penis returned to partial erection, and the four passed into the hall.

“Jenna, you seem to think wrestling is fatal,” Mrs. Graycloud said.

“It is,” Jenna said. “Look what Melanie did to you!”

“She showed potential,” Mrs. Graycloud said.

“Uh, she practically dismantled you,” Jenna said. “Actually, she did dismantle you. You’re missing a few body parts, and it’s sort of freaking me out.”

As she walked, Mrs. Graycloud made a quick inspection of her body.

“I seem to still be complete,” she said.

“That’s a sign of shock,” Jenna advised Melanie. “I hate seeing her like this.”

Back in her classroom, Mrs. Graycloud stepped to a large gray cabinet with “Wrestling Team” stenciled across the front, opened it and pulled out a small box, handing it to Melanie.

“Female Wrestling Pegs, Large, Black,” it said over a photograph of a girl, bending in the traditional pose, shaved and nude except for something black pressed against her vulva.

Melanie looked at Jenna with the raised eyebrows of shocked hesitation, but Jenna nodded eagerly, perhaps misunderstanding Melanie’s anxiety, so Melanie pried open the box slowly, tore open the plastic inner wrap, and found herself holding a pair of black rods, one about three inches long, the other closer to five inches, each pointed at the end, thickest at the midpoint, tapering down again. The base of both rods were affixed to a single, thick piece of black fabric, spaced about an inch apart.

Mrs. Graycloud stepped to her desk, reached into one of the lower drawers and pulled out a small bag, retrieving a similar device from it.

Melanie’s face maintained that same cast of disbelief as she looked at the woman, looked at Jenna, didn’t look at Freddy, smiling blankly as if waiting for one of the females to rescue her, to tell her this wasn’t necessary, it was just a joke.

Jenna was distracted, however, whispering something to Freddy, something between the two of them, so Melanie looked back to Mrs. Graycloud, who was standing with her thighs spread, one hand on her desk, the other against her vulva, circling the place where her clitoris must be, pushing a finger up her hole, circling again.

As Melanie watched, the woman pushed the smaller rod into her vagina, moved it in and out a few times, pulled it out, glazed with a thin coating of lubrication, widened her legs further and bent slightly, driving the smaller peg up her anus at the same time she drove the longer rod up her vagina.

She straightened and looked at Melanie, who turned her gaze down to the thing in her hand.

“Not the right size?” Mrs. Graycloud asked. “I might be able to find you a medium if you don’t want a large.”

“I’ve never worn one,” Melanie said, almost apologetically. “Me and my brother . . . we wear clothes any time we wrestle.”

“Sure,” Mrs. Graycloud said. “The smaller peg goes up your anus, so you’ll want to lubricate it in your vagina first. A few seconds of masturbation is all you should need if you’re not already wet.”

“Have you ever been penetrated?” Jenna asked. “Like, enough to break your hymen?”

“I think it happened when I was 14, on my bike,” Melanie said quietly, and she reached down and, with a quick glance at Jenna and Freddy, still talking quietly to each other, she touched her vulva, spread her lips, pressed a finger against her opening, breathed in and out as if preparing to bungee jump off a bridge, and slid the anal peg up her vagina, stirring it around in her organ briefly before she pulled it out, now heavily coated with her fluid.

After another quick glance at the other three people there, none of whom were laughing or ogling her, or even particularly interested in what she was doing, she bent and widened her legs as Mrs. Graycloud had done, and eased the two pegs into her chambers, pressing until both were fully inserted.

“Alright,” said Mrs. Graycloud with a surprising air of normalcy. “Let me show you a couple of takedowns.”

“Oh, this is so sad!” Jenna mourned once they’d all returned to the hall. “Mrs. Graycloud, you will be missed.”

“How do they feel?” Mts. Graycloud asked, ignoring Jenna altogether.

“Okay,” Melanie said simply.

“If you ever sense them slipping, you probably need to go to large plus, but you’ll notice they’ll feel a little different at different times of the month too. Any size can work, though, if you learn how to tighten up around them.”

“Okay.”

“Melanie,” Jenna said, grabbing her friend’s arm urgently. “Can you please go easy on Mrs. Graycloud? Like, try not to kill her? It’s okay if you put her in the hospital for a few months, but she needs to be back in time for the new school year.”

Melanie smiled absently at her friend, seemingly distracted by other things.

“She can still teach in a wheelchair, though,” Jenna added, index finger on her chin as she pondered the ceiling, “so don’t worry about that.”

They reached the door of the little gym and passed in, and Melanie followed Mrs. Graycloud onto the mat, the females facing each other, bending, arms out.

“It was nice knowing you, Mrs. Graycloud,” Jenna said sadly.

“We’re not going to wrestle,” Mrs. Graycloud said. “I just want you to think about a few moves the rest of the summer.”

“Okay,” Melanie said, still sounding distracted.

“I think you’re quick enough for these.”

Mrs. Graycloud advanced on Melanie.

“I’m going to reach for you with both hands,” Mrs. Graycloud said. “Which one do you grab?”

“Uh, you’re right-handed, right?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Mrs. Graycloud said.

“Okay, then,” Melanie said. “Then . . . the hand on the side that’s easiest for me to work with?”

“Very good,” said Mrs. Graycloud. “Yes, just like last time. Grab my right hand.”

Melanie reached out, wrapped her hands around Mrs. Graycloud’s wrist.

“In a real match, no hesitation. Once you have the hand, turn and pull, like you did last time. Knock them off balance. Sweep them off their feet. But the goal is to put them on their back with you on top, not to roll them.”

“I think you should roll Mrs. Graycloud anyway,” Jenna said. “To teach her a lesson.”

“Okay, slowly now,” Mrs. Graycloud said. “Concentrate on form, not speed. Pull me forward and start turning.”

Melanie, eyes focused on the hand in her grasp, turned and backed up, and Mrs. Graycloud allowed herself to be pulled down in slow motion, lowering herself to her knees, then angling sideways, falling to her shoulder and looking up at Melanie.

“Drop on my shoulder,” she said. “Slowly.”

Melanie complied, falling to her knees and then to her side, her ribs against the coach’s upper arm and shoulder.

“You just won a point,” Mrs. Graycloud said. “Now pin me.”

Melanie let go of the hand, reached her arm up and around Mrs. Graycloud’s neck and tightened.

“Grab a leg with your other arm,” she said.

Melanie reached, grabbed, hand sliding up Mrs. Graycloud’s thigh as she sought something to hold onto, and her fingers brushed the fabric of the woman’s pegs before she moved it back to the middle of the thigh and reached around, bending Mrs. Graycloud into a C.

“If you can do all of that in three-fifths of a second, you’ll be a great wrestler,” Mrs. Graycloud said, peering up past Melanie’s nipple, her chin against the tail of Melanie’s breast.

“Now hold,” Mrs. Graycloud instructed. Melanie tightened but Mrs. Graycloud applied steady, unrelenting pressure, and after a minute, both females grunting through the strain, the girl’s arm yielded and Mrs. Graycloud rolled her off and sat up.

“Some of wrestling is brute strength,” she said, pointing to the other half of the room. “That’s what the weights are for. But most of it is dexterity, speed, thinking on your feet, and learning your opponent faster than they learn you.”

Mrs. Graycloud stood, offered her hand and helped Melanie up.

“Thanks for the lesson,” Melanie said.

“It was for my benefit too,” said the teacher. “If you show up on the first day of practice, I’ll already know a little of what you’ve got to offer.”

“Aren’t you afraid she’ll kill everyone she competes with?” Jenna said, her voice laden with worry.

“That’s the plan,” Mrs. Graycloud said with a straight face. “I think we can get the state association to approve matches to the finish.”

“Oooh.”

“What other teams do we wrestle?” Melanie asked as they made their way back down the hall.

“Piper, Grangierre, Flat Ridge, Wiggands . . .” Mrs. Graycloud replied.

“Flat Ridge is our arch enemy,” said Jenna.

“Do they all . . . wrestle undressed?” Melanie asked.

“Only Piper and South Claremont are natural,” Jenna said.

“It’s always an option,” said Mrs. Graycloud. “Most of the clothing-required schools let the wrestlers decide what they’ll wear when they go up against us. At Wiggands, all the girls wrestle nude, and the boys dress up.”

“We’d wrestle boys and girls?” Melanie asked.

“Yes, one of the few coed sports out there,” Mrs. Graycloud said. “And I believe you can beat a boy.”

“Thanks,” said Melanie, her voice tinged with doubt.

They reached the door to Mrs. Graycloud’s classroom, and Jenna walked up for a hug.

“Thanks for dropping everything to almost get killed by Melanie,” she said. “I was really worried about you.”

Mrs. Graycloud and Melanie hugged next, and then she turned to Freddy.

“How’s that article coming along?” she asked, allowing his erect penis to swing against her thigh.

“I’m kind of stuck on it,” he said.

“Is that why you were being so quiet?”

Freddy laughed awkwardly.

“Give me three weeks,” he said, “and I’ll email you the outline at least, if not the first draft.”

“Deal.”

“Do you want your pegs back?” Melanie asked.

“No, they’re yours now,” Mrs. Graycloud said. “Make sure to wash them as soon as you take them out. And Jenna’s got my email address. Drop me a note if you want to be on team.”

“C’mon,” Jenna said, grabbing Melanie’s hand. “Let’s go see more things!”

Melanie, with a look of concern, followed Jenna and Freddy back outside and to Jenna’s car under a blazing sun.

“We’re going to visit Carsen’s Clinic next,” Jenna announced, once they were all settled in and the windows had been rolled down to dissipate the heat. “They do sports physicals, so you’ll go there before you can be an official wrestler, and they do checkups and punishment too.”

“Okay,” Melanie said, gesturing toward her middle. “What should I do . . . about these?”

“The pegs?” Jenna asked. “Just leave ‘em in.”

“They’re sort of uncomfortable,” Melanie said, speaking only to Jenna, not looking at all at Freddy in the back seat.

“Well, don’t leave them in all day,” Jenna said. “We can swing by my house so you can take them out.”

“I shouldn’t take them out here?”

“In my car?” Jenna said. “Well, no. You’ll want to be near a toilet when they come out, so you can wipe yourself, and a sink, to wash everything off.”

“Okay,” Melanie said with resignation, looking down ruefully.

“Freddy, how’s that article coming?” Jenna asked, turning her head briefly to look at the boy in the back seat.

“I’m working on it every day,” Freddy said. “But it’s sort of in pieces right now, and I’m having to reorganize it, so I didn’t want to talk about it with Mrs. Graycloud.”

“What’s it about?” Melanie asked.

“The religious underpinnings of American experiments in unconventional-sex communities.”

“Wow,” Melanie said. “You’re doing that for school?”

“No, for American Renaissance,” Freddy said. “A magazine.”

“Why are you doing it?” Melanie said.

“It’s just something to do,” Freddy said.

“Getting published when you’re still in high school would be a huge bragging thing,” said Jenna.

“Are they paying for it?” Melanie asked.

“Yeah, a little.”

“So what’s it about?” Melanie inquired.

“I told you no one gets that title,” Jenna said, laughing.

“There have been groups through history who started up here and there with their own visions of things,” he said. “And a lot of times, they’d make unconventional rules about sex, and base them on a certain reading of scripture. And I thought it was interesting, and I mentioned it to Mrs. Graybridge, and she said I should pitch it to some magazines, and I did and one said they’re interested.”

“That’s neat,” Melanie said. “Where are some of the places?”

“Ohio, Florida, California, Boston,” Freddy said.

“Boston?” Melanie said, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. “Were they there when you were living there?”

“No, they were long gone by then. But my mom and I went to see what was left of it. It was an old village about 10 miles outside the city in Massachusetts.”

“Tell her what they called themselves,” Jenna urged.

“The Omnions,” Freddy said. “They were there in the late 18th century.”

“Omnions,” said Jenna. “I love that name. It sounds like they should have been wearing space suits.”

“Yeah,” Freddy agreed. “When they weren’t having sex.”

“Sex,” Melanie said, as if she wanted Freddy to elaborate but wasn’t sure how to.

“Yeah,” he said.

“So was there . . . what was unconventional about it?”

“Sex was considered a chore,” Freddy said. “And you had to do it, like any other.”

“A chore?”

“Yeah, it would be on your list. They were supposed to do it daily.”

“Okay,” said Melanie. “So what were the religious underpinnings?”

“Good question,” Freddy said, nudging Jenna’s shoulder. “See? She got the title.”

“Yeah, but she’s smart,” Jenna said. “The average person won’t get it.”

“The average person won’t be reading this article,” Freddy said, looking at Melanie. “People who read history magazines tend to be smart. Or smarter.”

“I hope a lot of people read it,” Melanie said. “I will.”

“I have to finish it first,” Freddy lamented. “And I’m still researching it all.”

“How do you research something that’s over 100 years old?” Melanie asked.

“Online places,” he said. “Newspaper articles. Old books. There are some diaries of people who lived there I found.”

“Dear diary,” Jenna said. “I’m writing about this so one day this kid named Freddy will find it. I hope he does.”

“The religious underpinnings,” Freddy said, “were that you served God by doing all your work. It was agrarian, so it was really important—”

“Agrarian means they farmed,” Jenna interrupted.

“She probably knows that,” Freddy said.

Melanie nodded.

“It was really important that they get all their work done,” Freddy continued. “They found verses in the Bible that endorsed doing your tasks, and then they just extended it to sexual intercourse.”

“Mainly to have babies,” Jenna said. “They needed babies.”

“That doesn’t sound all that . . . different,” Melanie said.

“Yeah, but people would check up on each other,” Freddy said. “The others in the community would ask for proof sometimes, by looking at each other’s genitals. It was a little scandalous, for the time and place.”

“Okay,” said Melanie. “I’ll totally read it.”

“Here we are,” Jenna announced slowing her car before a two-story brick building, “Carsen Family Clinic” on a sign next to the street.




Chapter 18: Carsen’s Clinic

“Do you both go here?” Melanie Campion inquired, a little nervously, as Jenna pulled up to Carsen Family Clinic.

“Yeah, I go probably 10 times a year,” Jenna said, pulling into the bustling parking lot, waiting for a car to finish backing out before she took the next space over. “It’s less for Freddy, since they don’t need to look at penises as often as vaginas.”

“Do they ever look?” Melanie inquired.

“Oh yeah,” Freddy said, as all exited Melanie’s car. “They measure, do collections, see how things are working.”

“A collection?” Melanie inquired, following the friends to the building’s front door, Jenna grabbing the door to help a nude woman herd her two restive toddlers through.

“Thank you, Jenna, how’s your mom?” said the woman.

“Good,” Jenna said. “Think you’ll make it to the Sunday picnic?”

“If the kids cooperate,” she said. “Stacy’s running a slight temp, and if she’s got something worse than a new tooth, Jason’s gonna have it by dinnertime.”

“This is Melanie Campion,” Jenna said. “She’s moving to town this summer, so I’m showing her around.”

“Vicky Campion’s daughter?” the woman said, eyes wide with surprise.

“Yes,” Melanie said, following the woman into the waiting room.

“Small world,” she said. “I met your mom a few weeks ago.”

“You work at Mesa Heights?”

“Accounts receivable,” she said. “I’m Danielle. But don’t ask your mom about me, I didn’t really meet her. She just came to say hi to the whole team on the day she took the job.”

“What was she like?” Melainie asked.

“Be right back,” Danielle said, taking her children to the reception desk to check in.

“What do you want to see first?” Jenna asked.

“I don’t know,” Melanie replied dubiously. “I never visit places like this, unless I have an appointment.”

“Well, it’s not like I’m here all the time,” Jenna said. “But you never know who you’ll meet. Like Danielle. Think of it as networking.”

“Networking,” Melanie said. “I haven’t really gotten into that mindset yet.”

“You can always network,” Jenna said, laughing. “Even if it’s to get on the wrestling team.”

Something seemed to startle Melanie, and she looked down at the black fabric resting against her vulva, clearly visible between her legs, its solid blackness distinct from the carefully shaped rectangle of pubic hair growing above it.

“Do you think I’ll be able to get to a bathroom while we’re here?” she said.

“Probably,” Jenna confirmed. “You mean to take out your pegs?”

“Yeah.”

A boy rose from across the waiting room and stepped up to Freddy, and the two shook hands and hugged with their free arms.

“Hey, Vincent!” Jenna gushed, using both arms to hug the boy. “How’s summer going?”

“Too short,” he said.

“It’s just started, so I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jenna said. “Say hi to Melanie Campion.”

“Hey, Melanie,” he said, turning to her, shamelessly displaying his shaved, semi-erect penis. “What brings you to town?”

“My mom got a job here,” she said, taking his hand. “I’ll probably transfer this fall.”

“Where are you now?” he asked.

“Baton Rouge.”

“That will be Baton Rouge’s loss then,” he said.

“Thank you,” Melanie said, blushing slightly. “I need to make sure all my credits will transfer over first, though.”

“I hope they do.”

“Melanie’s a wrestling star,” Jenna announced. “She’s going to be on the team this fall.”

“I still have to qualify,” Melanie protested. “I just found out today how much I don’t know.”

As they chatted, a red-headed woman in her mid-30, who’d been seated next to Vincent, rose and joined the little group. She was small-breasted, bearing no pubic hair, and she looked at the gang deferentially, like a self-conscious teenager.

“Everyone, this is Constance,” Vincent said, putting his hand briefly on the woman’s shoulder. “She’s my new neighbor.”

“Hi, Constance,” Jenna said. “How long have you been here?”

“Got here a coupla weeks ago,” she said with a pronounced New Jersey accent.

“What brings you to Mesa Springs?” Freddy asked.

“Well, the community, first,” Constance replied. “But I’m assistant manager at the Wagon Wheel.”

“One of my favorite restaurants!” Jenna said. “The next time we’re there, you have to come out and say hi.” She turned to Vincent. “What are you getting done today?”

“Regular penis check, and sample,” he replied.

“Constance is doing the collection?” Jenna asked.

“Yeah,” Vincent said. “They called me this morning, told me three of the girls are out of commission, and the other two are booked solid.”

“Out of commission?” Jenna said.

“Two with periods, one with yeast.”

“The dreaded yeast infection!” Jenna said.

“So they asked me if I could bring someone,” Vincent continued, “and Mom’s already at work, so I went next door and rang the bell.”

“This is a first for me,” Constance admitted. “But I don’t have to get to work until 3 today.”

“That’s really sweet of you,” Jenna said. “You haven’t done one before?”

“No, not at all.”

“Ask for Paula to do the withdrawal,” Jenna said. “She’s really gentle.”

“What does that involve?” Constance asked a little nervously.

“They just put a wand up you and . . .” Jenna made a whooshing vacuum sound with her mouth, “suck it all out.”

“Vincent,” Freddy said, “you’ve held off 48 hours?”

“My last orgasm was Tuesday night,” Vincent said.

“That’s two and a half days,” Jenna observed. “Constance, I bet Vincent is going to load you up, so try not to move too much after he’s done, or it’ll all spill out before they can get it from you.”

“I’ll do that,” Constance agreed, eyes going wide with what might have been apprehension, or surprise.

Danielle, now with her girl on her hip and her son by the hand, stepped over to the growing throng, catching Melanie’s eye.

“You asked me about your mom,” she said.

“Yeah,” Melanie said. “I’m still trying to picture it.”

“Why?”

“Well . . .” Melanie said, struggling a little with the words, “she’s never, um, worked . . . with her clothes off.”

“Oh yeah, Baton Rouge, right?”

“Yes. And she got home from the interview, and we didn’t know until then she’d gone . . . nude.”

“She seemed fine with it.”

“She was completely naked?”

“Yes,” Danielle said. “I assumed she’d done other clothing-optional stuff at some point. She seemed right at home.”

“Okay, that’s been my impression. I mean, that she was okay with it.”

“It was new for her, then?”

“Yeah,” Melanie said. “This is all completely new for us.”

“For you too?”

“It was yesterday, when I got here,” Melanie said.

“Visiting with your family?”

“No, just me,” Melanie said. “I wanted to come alone.”

“Are there siblings?”

“My twin brother,” Melanie said. “He’ll be getting here tomorrow night.”

“You’re twins?” she said. “So are Stacy and Jason!”

“Oh, that’s sweet,” Melanie said. “Having a twin has been, overall, really good for me I think.”

“How long is he staying?”

“Until Monday.”

“Have him give me a call,” Danielle said. “I’d like to meet him. And there’s a picnic Sunday he should come to, if he doesn’t have other plans.”

“I’ll mention that.”

“Do. Jenna has my contact information. I’ll make sure she passes it on to you. And you’re invited to the picnic too, of course.”

“I’m leaving tomorrow morning,” Melanie said. “I’m just here long enough to get a quick sense of things and talk to the high school.”

“Oh, I was wondering about the pegs. Are you a wrestler?”

“I’m sort of considering it,” Melanie replied, color rising in her cheeks. “I got to meet Mrs. Graycloud, the wrestling coach, and then she gave me them to, you know, put in, to show me some things, but I sort of want them out now.”

“There’s a bathroom once you get called back.”

“I’m not here for an appointment,” Melanie said. “Jenna’s just showing me around.”

“I’m sure they’ll let you use a restroom,” Danielle said. “And they do sports physicals, once you need one. Do you think you’ll have punishment done here too?”

“Pardon me?”

“This clinic does corporal punishment,” Danielle said. “A lot of families have it taken care of here.”

“Oh, yeah,” Melanie said, obviously trying to keep her voice even. “Jenna mentioned that. I’m not sure.”

“Vincent?” a nude nurse called out from the door behind the reception desk.

“That’s me,” Vincent said, with a fist bump to Jenna and Freddy. “Let’s catch up soon!”

“For sure,” Jenna said.

“Melanie, nice to meet you,” he said.

“Same here.”

Vincent stepped up to the nurse, bearing a full erection now, Constance following him a little tentatively.

“This is Constance,” he said. “She’ll be taking my sample.”

“Hi, Constance,” the nurse said. “Have you done collecting before?”

“I haven’t,” she admitted.

“Okay, it’s simple,” she said. “Not on your period?”

“No,” Constance said. “I finished it about a week ago.”

“Great. Come on back and I’ll get you restrained to a chair.”

“Restrained?” Constance echoed.

“Once you’ve been assigned a spot, we’ll need you to stay there while we examine Vincent,” the nurse said. “And then, it’ll help you hold still during collection. It’s comfortable, I promise.”

Melanie watched as the door closed behind them, that intermittent look of startled curiosity making its appearance once again.

Jenna stepped to the desk, motioning Melanie to join her there.

“Hey, Linda, this is Melanie,” Jenna said. “She’s moving to town and wanted a tour of the clinic.”

“Hello, Melanie,” said the woman, middle-aged and stout, her hardened nipples turned up on a pair of c-cup breasts. “What would you like to see?”

“Is anyone here for punishment?” Jenna asked. “She wants to see that.”

Melanie sighed but didn’t protest, nor did she blush.

“We’ve got two girls and a boy in so far. Did you need it done?”

“No, not this time, fortunately,” Jenna said. “Have they had it yet?”

“I’m pretty sure they’re all still penned,” Linda said. “Go on back.”

“Come on,” Jenna said, taking Melanie’s hand and drawing her through the door and into a hallway lined with open alcoves, an examination chair in each.

There were no doors here, only walls to separate the male and female patients who occupied the chairs, some already being seen, some still waiting.

In the third alcove to the right, Constance was by herself, looking around uncertainly, her ankles bound by short chains to the stirrups, wrists cuffed beside her hips.

“Hey, Constance,” Jenna said.

Melanie paused, looked at the woman and sucked in her breath, but said nothing.

“Oh . . . hi,” Constance said, her expression difficult to read.

“Vincent’s still getting checked?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” Constance replied. “How long does this usually take?”

“Maybe a total of a half an hour, for boys,” Jenna said. “They’re probably edging him right now.”

“Edging?” Constance queried, eyebrows raised.

“Yeah,” Jenna said. “There’s probably an official name for it, but we call it edging for short. It’s just where they keep his penis stimulated but don’t let him orgasm, so they can measure him and test his responses. And supposedly it leads to more production.”

“Oh, that sounds frustrating,” Constance said.

“It’s worse for girls, though,” Jenna said. “At least, I think it is. I hate what they put us on.”

“Okay,” Constance said, looking down at her bound right hand. “This was kind of a surprise.”

“You mean that they chained you?”

“Yeah,” Constance said. “That’s . . . normal?”

“Oh yeah,” Jenna said, laughing. “They don’t want you wandering off, I guess. And they need you to hold still while it’s being done.”

“Okay,” Constance said a little doubtfully. “If you see him back there, let him know I’m ready.”

Jenna laughed again. “We’re going to punishment,” she said. “I don’t think he’s doing that today.”

“Punishment?”

“Yeah,” Jenna said. “Where they do corporal. It’s down the next hall.”

“You’re getting punished?”

“No, just seeing who’s there,” Jenna said. “They’ve got two girls and a boy in the pens right now.”

“Oh,” Constance said, looking slightly more perturbed.

“Was anyone here to explain anything to you, when you moved to the town?” Melanie asked.

“What do you mean?” Constance inquired.

“I mean, about the philosophy,” Melanie explained, stepping in front of the woman.

“The philosophy?” echoed Constance, whose eyes flickered down to Melanie’s pegged vulva before returning to her face.

“They have a whole philosophy here,” Melanie said, and if she saw the direction of Constance’s gaze, she neither blushed nor stammered. “It’s sort of, I guess, the main reason things are . . . the way they are.”

“I didn’t know there was an actual philosophy,” Constance said. “I read about Mesa Springs online, and I just moved here for the open-mindedness.”

“There’s definitely that too,” Melanie said drily, nodding, and both females laughed.

“They do a class, like, monthly for newcomers,” Jenna said. “It’s free, and I’ve heard it’s really helpful.”

“I could probably use that,” Constance said.

“Go to the town website, and look for the programs link. It should be under that.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“Does anything itch?” Jenna asked.

“My nose,” Constance said.

“These cuffs don’t open with keys,” Jenna said, and she looked into the hall and smiled mischievously before she reached down, opened the catch and freed Constance’s left wrist.

The woman’s hand when immediately to her nose, rubbing vigorously for a few seconds.

“Oh my god, thank you,” she said, smiling at her rescuer.

“Don’t tell anyone I did that, or I’ll go straight to punishment,” Jenna said, and she gently took Constance’s hand in hers and returned the wrist to the cuff, closing it with an audible click.

“I promise you’ll be out of here in no time,” Jenna assured. “And you might get an orgasm out of the deal too.”

“That’ would be nice,” Constance said.

“They’ll masturbate you if you ask once they come back with Vincent,” Jenna said. “And tell him to take his time, and make sure he knows what you like.”

“Thanks, I’ll do that.”

A little further on, the hall they were in ended and branched left and right. To the left were more alcoves, their occupants invisible but voices indicating patients and providers in quiet conversation.

Vincent’s voice could be made out from somewhere down the hall, his sentences clipped and short. “Yeah, uh, okay, I’m close . . . ahh,” he grunted in what sounded like frustration.

“Guys hate that thing,” Jenna laughed. “Right, Freddy?”

Freddy, trailing the girls down the hall, nodded before he answered sagely, “Being delayed isn’t terrible, if you can focus on the final event.”

“What are you talking about?” Melanie asked.

“The cum blocker,” Jenna said. “It’s what they’ve got Vincent hooked to.”

“The official name is ejaculate enhancer,” Freddy said. “But we call it the cum blocker. Your penis gets secured to it, and it stimulates you but won’t let you orgasm.”

The hall was short, no alcoves on either side, just a supply closet and a restroom and, at the end, a door that said “Discipline Clinic,” and the three youths headed for it and Jenna reached for the knob.




Chapter 19: Nurse Bezel Does Her Job

As soon as the door had cracked open, voices emerged from the room.

“Uh, uh, no you didn’t,” spoke a female voice.

“Oh damn, they’re here,” said a male.

“It’s not who you think it is!” Jenna announced pushing through, Melanie and Freddy close behind.

The room was sparse and brightly lit, the floor of light green tile. Along three walls, small cages had been built, a dozen in all, most large enough only to stand in, and three were occupied by naked youths, two girls and a boy, each with their wrists bound together. They had been put in every second cage along one wall, so they could talk but couldn’t see each other and couldn’t touch.

On the fourth wall, a variety of equipment hung – rods, paddles, other equipment.

“Hey, Honey, hey Trish!” Jenna said. “Albert, what are you doing here?”

“Hey, Jenna!” said the girls in unison. “Hey, Freddy!”

Freddy waved to the incarcerated three.

“Hey, Jen,” said the boy named Albert. “A day late on a summer assignment, believe it or not.”

“Your parents are already on your case about summer work?” Jenna said.

“By mutual agreement,” said Albert. “I made a commitment, told them to hold me to it. And they did.”

“Well then,” Jenna said, laughing. “Okay, so everyone needs to meet Melanie Campion, because she’s going to be transferring in this fall as a senior, and she’s going to be a wrestling star. Melanie, this is Honey, Trish and Albert.”

“Hi,” Melanie said quietly, taking in the scene before her.

“Hey, Melanie,” said the three in turn.

“Honey, you met Melanie’s mom,” Jenna said. “Remember?”

“No. When?”

“When I was driving her from the airport. Like, two Sundays ago.”

“Oh, right, right!” said Honey, peering through the bars. “I can see the resemblance.”

“Where are you coming from?” asked Albert.

“Baton Rouge.”

“So it’s kind of different here?” said Trish.

“Uh, yeah,” Melanie said, to laughter.

“Are you wearing pegs all the time?” Honey inquired.

“Huh?” Melanie replied before she looked down between her legs and blushed. “Oh, no, not really. I just haven’t had a chance to take them out yet.”

“She practically killed Mrs. Graycloud this morning,” Jenna said. “It was awful.”

“Everyone knows that Jenna exaggerates, right?” Melanie said.

“A little,” said Honey. Understatement seemed to be a vice here as well.

“When are they going to get you guys done?” Jenna asked.

“They said it was going to be nurse Bezel,” Honey said. “But she had to draw blood first.”

“This was going to be my time to catch up on those assignments,” Albert lamented while his penis suggested he had other things on his mind, enlarging now that two naked females had arrived and weren’t hidden from his view.

“Albert’s one of our brains,” Jenna explained to Melanie.

“No, I just test well,” Albert said. “Freddy is the true genius of the class.”

Freddy, growing erect in what might have been a sympathetic response to Albert, put his hands together and bowed toward to his caged friend in what was clearly an ironic show of gratitude.

The door pushed open and a woman entered, naked except for a stethoscope slung around her neck, three slips of paper in her hand.

“Hey, Nurse!” Jenna said.

“Hey, Jenna,” the woman said, looking with surprise at the three visitors. “Why aren’t any of you penned?”

“We were just visiting,” she said. “I’m giving Melanie a tour, because she’s new. Melanie, Nurse Bezel.”

“Hello, Melanie,” the nurse said.

“Hi,” Melanie said nervously.

“Can we stay and watch?” Jenna asked.

“Yeah, from the pens.”

Jenna looked at Freddy. He just shrugged back. She looked at Melanie, getting nothing from the girl but a blank stare.

“That’s fine,” Jenna said.

Nurse Bezel set the slips down on the table and went to the nearest cage, sliding open the latch, swinging wide the door and looking at Jenna, who stepped in immediately and turned as the door was shut with a clang. The cages didn’t use locks, but a large plate around each latch ensured that the occupant could not free herself by reaching through the bars.

The nurse opened the next cage and Freddy stepped in.

With a renewed expression of shocked wonder, Melanie entered the third cage, turning to watch as Nurse Bezel locked her in.

The nurse went to the table and picked up the first slip.

“Honey,” she said.

“That’s me,” Honey said, raising a hand.

Nurse Bezel went to Honey’s cage and opened the door, and Honey went immediately to the table, bending over it, resting on her elbows, setting her feet about eighteen inches apart.

“Out past curfew,” the nurse said, selecting a mid-sized paddle from the row.

“Yup, 20 minutes late.”

“Three swats,” said the nurse, taking her place beside the girl. Honey’s face, in profile for the three observers caged side by side, grew tense, and when the paddle found flesh, producing a soft, wet sound that filled the room, she grimaced, made fists and pounded the table with her bound hands.

For the second spank, she opened her mouth wide and gasped. On the third, she arched her back as it landed, and rose up on her toes before she stood and the nurse untied her hands so she could rub her reddening bottom.

“Stay or go?” Nurse Bezel asked.

“Can I stay?” she asked, mouth bent in a grimace of lingering pain.

The nurse opened the cage door and locked Honey back in.

“Trish,” Nurse Bezel said, opening the door.

Trish went to the table, bent, set her feet down and waited.

“Sassing your dad,” said the nurse. “Three pops.”

“Yes,” Trish agreed.

The blows were delivered quickly, each pushing Trish forward, her breasts following, swinging beneath her as her body returned to its resting position. But after the last swat, all of her held still and refrained from reaction except her breasts, which swung like two slowing pendulums. Finally, she stood, said nothing, allowed herself to be untied, and simply went back to the cage, stepped in and watched as it was shut.

Albert stepped out last, his engorged penis preceding him as he reported to the table, and he bent, parted his feet and waited while Nurse Bezel returned the paddle to its hook and pulled off a cane.

“Skipped two days of summer assignments,” the woman said, eyeing the slip.

“Summer fever, what can I say?” Albert said ruefully.

“Five swats,” she said.

“Per agreement,” Albert confirmed.

“Pull your genitals up,” the nurse instructed, and Albert obeyed, reaching between his legs to grasp his penis and scrotum, pulling them well forward, with his bound hands.

“Uh,” Albert said as the rod landed for the first time, and he continued that way, “uh . . . uh . . . uh . . . damn!”

Finished, Nurse Bezel put the cane back up, and Albert straightened with a sigh, releasing his genitals, holding out his hands to be untied, his penis even more enflamed.

“We’ve got another group waiting out front,” she said, stepping to each door and releasing its occupant. “Can everyone clear out in the next minute or two?”

“I don’t know about you all, but I’ve been here long enough!” Jenna announced, but instead of following the nurse out the door, she turned to Trish, to Honey, to Albert, offering each a hug, bending a little for Albert when his tip jabbed her belly, turning last to Melanie, laughing as she gave her a hug as well.

Freddy delivered three more hugs, but he didn’t hug Melanie, offering her instead a slight bow and a full erection, and all six youths departed the room.

“Okay,” Melanie said quietly to Jenna, sidling toward the restroom. “I’ve got to pee, and I’ve got to get these pegs out.”

Melanie slipped into the door marked “Restroom,” looking back with a start when, instead of swinging shut, the door opened wide and all five of her new friends followed her in.

There were no walls between the half dozen toilets, no barriers between the four urinals, so Melanie went to the farthest toilet while her comrades reported to their appropriate receptacles, gossiping enthusiastically and proposing lunch plans.

“Albert, are you going to masturbate?” Honey asked from her toilet, the answer obvious as the boy, instead of urinating, began working at his penis.

“Yeah,” Albert said. “Something about a caning from Nurse Bezel gets me every time.”

“You want a hole?” she inquired. “I’m having the same reaction.”

“Sure,” he said, turning away from the urinal, waiting for Honey to finish and flush.

“Freddy, what about you?” Jenna asked.

“No needs at present,” he said, adding vaguely, “I’ve got plans this afternoon.”

Melanie, hand on her pegs, paused to watch her peers, her blush fading.

Honey wiped, rose, stepped over, pressed her back against the wall not more than a yard from Melanie’s toilet, opened her legs and stared at Albert, and in a series of motions performed with a deftness that spoke of considerable experience, he stepped up to the girl, bent his knees, grabbed the middle of his shaft and drove it up her vagina, and the two grunted and shook with wide-eyed determination for a minute or so before Albert grunted through the final passage, buttocks tightening with each thrust of penis into body, each wad of semen into sheath.

Slowing his insertions, he leaned back to look at Honey. “You wanna orgasm?”

“I’m good,” Honey said, grimacing as Albert removed his glistening organ from her hole. “I came this morning. I just needed someone to stir me around a little.”

Melanie tore her dazed  eyes from the scene before her, opened her legs and carefully removed her wrestling pegs, drained her bladder, used tissue to wipe herself and her pegs, flushed, and went to the sink to wash her hands and her new equipment.

“They’ll probably give you a tote bag for that if you ask nicely,” Jenna said, washing her hands next to Melanie, and all the friends headed back to the clinic’s entrance, pausing where Constance sat, chained to her chair, while Vincent moved slowly in and out of her vagina and a nurse supervised.

“Almost done,” Jenna said encouragingly.

Constance, who’d been staring straight ahead, lower jaw jutting outward, started when she heard Jenna’s voice, turned to look at the girl.

“Huh? Oh, yeah. Right.”

“Vincent, did you just start?” Jenna asked him.

“Been about 10 minutes,” he said tensely, turning to the nurse. “When can I orgasm?”

She looked at her phone.

“Give it two more minutes,” she said.

He sighed, pulled his penis almost all the way out of Constance’s sheath, and slowly pushed it back in, the woman tilting her pelvis and groaning quietly.

“See ya, Vincent,” Jenna said. “Nice to meet you, Constance!”

Jenna’s prescience proved true, a tote bag bearing the name and logo of Carsen Family Clinic produced by the front desk receptionist, and Melanie – after glancing at two girls sitting somberly against the waiting room wall, wrists tied together – stuffed the wrestling pegs into it and headed into the parking to join a conversation about where everyone wanted to go for lunch.

The group settled on Cactus Cafeteria and piled into cars and trucks. Freddy rode with Albert, so it was just Jenna and Melanie in Jenna’s car, pulling back onto the highway.

“Still having fun?” Jenna asked.

“I’m not sure if fun is the right word for it,” Melanie said.

“You’re not enjoying yourself?” Jenna asked, voice sounding horror-struck.

“I wouldn’t be anywhere else,” Melanie said. “It’s just . . . a lot to take in.”

“Should I stop telling jokes about how you killed Mrs. Graycloud?” Jenna asked. “I didn’t mean—”

Melanie laughed out loud.

“That is the least of my worries,” she said. “No, no, it’s just a lot of . . . you know.”

“What?” Jenna asked, anxiety permeating her voice.

“I can just list everything, if you want,” Melanie said.

“Oh, go ahead.”

“Getting spanked at a medical clinic, that’s a new one,” Melanie said. “Getting a neighbor to take those, um, samples from that guy, Vincent. And . . . I don’t know, maybe that’s enough.”

“Are you upset?” Jenna asked.

“No,” Melanie said. “More just in observer mode. Like, watching, but sort of amazed at times too.”

“Do you want to keep going out?”

“Going out?”

“Like, to lunch?”

“Oh, yeah, for sure,” Melanie said. “Your friends are all really cool.”

“It won’t bother you if something else happens?”

“Like what?” Melanie asked nervously.

“I don’t know. Something else that surprises you.”

“I’m not sure what else can surprise me at this point,” Melanie said. “Have you ever done this before? Showed someone new, from outside, around, the town, to meet your friends and go to the school and stuff?”

“Other than picking people up from the airport, no,” Jenna said.

“I feel like my reactions are pretty normal,” Melanie said. “So if you do it again, the same things will happen.”

“You should go with me to show them!” Jenna exclaimed. “I’ll just take them places, and you can let them know it’s normal to be surprised by certain things.”

“I would do that,” Melanie promised.

“You should stay while your brother’s here,” Jenna said.

“No way,” Melanie said, with a horror-struck laugh. “He needs to do this on his own. And I do not want to see him. And I do not want him seeing me.”

“Who’s he hanging out with?” Jenna inquired.

“George something,” Melanie replied. “Someone Mom met at work.”

“Are you going to tell him what to expect?” Jenna asked.

“We’re going to have a long talk, tomorrow,” Melanie said. “In person.”

“Do you think he’ll want to do the picnic Sunday?”

“You mean, the thing Danielle was talking about?”

“Yeah, he should go with her. She wants to meet him.”

“Is she single?” Melanie asked. “Not that it would matter, but . . .”

“Her husband’s working in Europe right now,” Jenna said.

“Do you think . . .” Melanie said.

“Think what?”

“That Danielle . . . she works for my mom . . . and then, if she spends time with Josh . . .”

“Yeah?” Jenna said, sounding puzzled.

“Like, that, something might . . . happen?”

“What might happen?” Jenna said, still lost.

“That Danielle and Josh, you know, might . . . have . . .”

“Have . . .” Jenna prompted.

“Um . . . physical . . . like, I know you don’t say sex, but, like, sexual stuff?”

Melanie was blushing again.

“Oh, oh,” Jenna said, suddenly understanding. “Well, yeah, I guess if they both wanted to. Why?”

“Why?” Melanie said. “You mean, why am I bringing it up?”

“Yeah.”

Melanie stared out the window at a neighborhood of older two-story homes.

“He’s my brother,” she said at last. “And she’s . . . a mom.”

“Okay,” Jenna said. “I guess this is something else you find strange.”

“Yeah,” Melanie said. “I just don’t want to know, then. If something happens. I’m going to officially tell him he needs to not tell me about anything he does while he’s here.”

“But you’re going to tell him everything you saw, right?”

“Yeah, pretty much. But I’m not doing things myself . . . like that. So there’s nothing to tell there.”

Jenna slowed before the Cactus Cafeteria sign, presiding dustily over an old filling station that had been converted to a casual dining use, its gasoline pumps out front and still intact, but painted green now, to look like mutant cactuses.

The rest of the cars were arriving, convoy style, taking spaces beside the restaurant or out in front, and Melanie and Jenna got out and headed inside with the rest of their naked compatriots.

It wasn’t until Melanie had placed her order that she realized she had no money with her.

“I can’t pay,” she blurted quietly.

“Tomorrow then?” said the cashier.

“Really?” Melanie said. “I don’t have to pay now?”

“Here’s your receipt,” the girl said. “Just drop off the money or call us with your credit card number.”

Everyone else seemed to buying under the same premise, using the honor system or an account of some kinds, no cash changing hands, no credit cards being produced.

Honey and Freddy slid three tables together, and Vincent showed up and placed his order and joined the rest of the gang, sitting to Melanie’s right.

“How did it go at the clinic?” Melanie asked him quietly.

“Got it all done,” he said. “Nice to be finished. How was your visit?”

“It was good,” she said. “We got to watch, um, Honey . . . and Albert, and . . . Trish, get punished.”

“Who did it?”

“Nurse Bezel,” Melanie replied.

“Okay, good consistent swing,” Vincent said, speaking like a connoisseur.

“You’ve had it done there?” Melanie inquired.

“Oh yeah,” Vincent replied.

“I’m still getting used to all this,” Melanie said. “I think Constance is sort of . . . in the same boat.”

“Really?”

“Yeah,” Melanie said. “Didn’t she seem a little surprised . . . by things?”

“I don’t know,” Vincent confessed. “By the time they brought me to her, getting finished was all I was thinking about.”

“Did Constance, um, after we left,” Melanie began, swallowing before she continued with what appeared to be hesitation, “orgasm?”

“Yeah. They asked her to wait too, so it was during my orgasm, and she clenched a little, which helped.”

After another five minutes of varied conversation, the food arrived, chicken fingers and pepperoni pizza mixed with more environmentally sustainable fare, tofu tacos and a fish burrito.

After the meal, everyone hugged everyone else, Melanie embracing the boys and the girls with equal confidence, even Albert, whose penis had gone hard again and was swinging awkwardly. Freddy headed off with Vincent, so it was just Melanie and Jenna again in Jenna’s car.

“You should spend the night tonight,” Jenna said.

“You mean, at your place?” Melanie asked.

“Yeah,” Jenna said. “My bed’s big enough. And I’m sure the hotel’s boring.”

“What about my stuff?”

“I’ll get you over there tomorrow morning to pick everything up. I can take you to the airport too.”

“Okay,” Melanie agreed. “But can I text my mom with your phone? I promised I’d sent a message tonight, and my phone’s in my room.”

“Yeah. Of course.”




Chapter 20: Dinner Without Josh

Melanie landed in Baton Rouge a little before noon that Saturday, and Josh was appointed to meet her and get her home.

To his credit, he waited until they were in his car to start interrogating her.

“Okay, first question,” he said. “Are you a woman now?”

“That’s a terrible first question,” she said. “And no, I’m still a girl.”

“Did you go . . . naked?”

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “Everywhere, for two days. With everyone. And I stopped caring after about 15 minutes.”

“That’s it, then?” Josh queried. “It was just like Baton Rouge, but no clothes?”

“No.”

“No?”

“No,” Melanie repeated. “It wasn’t at all like Baton Rouge with no clothes.”

“Explain.”

“Certain things,” she said, adopting a pedantic tone, “which you and I grew up thinking would always be a certain way, are . . . there are . . . basically no rules about whatsoever.”

“What things?” Josh demanded. “What things?”

“Please keep your eyes on the road,” Melanie said. “And try not to get too excited.”

“Okay, okay,” Josh said. “Now, what things?”

“Okay,” Melanie began, drawing in a breath, “so, the boys were all naked.”

“Yeah?” Josh said, his enthusiasm dropping by a few degrees.

“And . . . that thing happened.”

“So they were . . . erectile?”

“Erectile?” Melanie laughed.

“You know that means.”

“Okay, yeah, they were,” Melanie said. “Full erectile tissue, all over the place.”

“Wow.”

“And they swing,” she added.

“Huh?”

“I didn’t know that,” she said. “I thought they would be . . . stiff sort of. But when a boy would walk, it would . . . sort of . . . bounce.”

“So that’s all you saw?” Josh said. “Boys? Bouncing?”

“I saw girls too.”

“Naked girls?”

“Naked girls,” Melanie confirmed.

“Everywhere?”

“Everywhere,” Melanie said, her sudden laughter breaking through the tension in the car. “In the trees. On the sides of buildings. Floating.”

“I didn’t mean literally everywhere,” Josh protested. “I just mean . . . everywhere you went.”

“Yes,” Melanie said. “Everywhere I went. Which is why I think the boys were . . .  firm.”

“It must have been super frustrating.”

“It wasn’t,” Melanie said.

“What do you mean?”

“People would just . . . do it.”

“Do it?”

“Do it.”

“Do what?”

“The thing,” Melanie said. “The thing that . . . people do.”

“You watched people having sex.”

“No, I didn’t watch them,” Melanie said. “It wasn’t a show. It just happened, around me sometimes, and it wasn’t private, so I saw, and I could look. But it’s not like I watched.”

“Okay, wait,” Josh said, drifting toward the white line of the highway’s shoulder before he righted the car with a sharp tug the other way. “You’re telling me they were playing adult pattycake and you were there?”

“That’s what I’m saying,” Melanie replied, “if by adult pattycake you mean . . . well, okay, here’s how they put it. Penis in vagina. Okay? That’s how they put it.”

“Damn. Did they tell you to leave?”

“They didn’t care,” Melanie said. “That’s what I’m trying to say. They didn’t care.”

“Look, Mel, I’m sorry, but your story isn’t holding water. You were in their bedrooms? You were—”

“They were doing it on couches,” Melanie said, her voice rising. “Outside. In a restroom. One guy while he was barbecuing fish.”

“One guy?”

“And a girl. You would need a girl there.”

“A guy and a girl, then.”

“Yes, Josh, a guy and a girl,” Melanie said. “And it turns out, one way you can do it . . . which I saw, is . . . is, the girl, like, turns around and bends, so . . . so the guy, can just . . . get it done, like that, behind her . . . like, standing. Both standing, but with her bent over.”

“They did it that way?”

“Yes, it can be done like that,” Melanie said. “This I did not know.”

For a time, they drove without speaking while Josh appeared to be deep in thought, his jaw tightening, relaxing.

When he broke the silence, it was with a question:

“Should I go?”

“If you think you want to live there next year, yes,” Melanie said. “I brought some paperwork from the high school, by the way, two copies, for you and me. We just have to get Davis High to fill it out.”

“The school is nude too, right?”

“Very.”

“What do you mean by very?” Josh asked.

“I went there naked, with my friend Jenna, who was naked, and my other friend, Freddy, who was also naked, and he has natural gray hair, and then I talked to the wrestling coach, who was naked, after talking to the school secretary.”

“Was she naked?”

“Yes.”

“People were still at the school?”

“A few,” Melanie said. “The administrator, the coach. She’s doing summer school, and a few other people are too.”

“She?”

“Yeah, Burthen High’s wrestling coach is a woman. Mrs. Graycloud.”

“She was naked?”

“Yes. I think I mentioned that. And she showed me some moves, too. She really wants me on the team, I think.”

“You wrestled with her?”

“Sort of,” Melanie said. “Kind of practice stuff.”

“And you were both naked.”

“Josh,” Melanie said patiently. “Naked was my constant state there, and pretty much everyone else’s too. So, tell you what, if I’m talking about someone who had clothes on, I’ll mention that. Otherwise, they were naked.”

“Yeah,” Josh said, “I don’t see how that would work.”

“You mean, because of . . . how you would be?”

“Yeah.”

“It happened to all the guys I saw.”

“But not all the time,” Josh said. “Just around certain people, right?”

“What does that matter?”

“So if it happened around one certain girl, for example, they she would know that . . .”

“Okay, here’s the problem,” Melanie said. “There’s a whole philosophy there, that you have to kind of absorb while you’re absorbing everything else, if that makes sense, and I’m sort of getting it a little so far. So you go and you find out that no one there looks at things the way you grew up looking at things.”

“What does that mean, though?”

“That if you have a certain . . . thing, that happens around a certain person, you just . . . ask. And it’s no big deal. You just do it.”

“It’s a big deal,” Josh said. “It has to be.”

“I think you should go,” Melanie said. “It’s the only way you’re going to figure it out.” She paused. “Also, someone who works for Mom wants to take you to a picnic on Sunday.”

“Okay,” Josh said evenly.

“A woman,” Melanie added. “A mom.”

“Okay.”

“My friend Jenna can get you in touch with her. Can I give her your number?”

“Yeah,” Josh said. “What does she look like?”

“Jenna? Or the mom?”

“The mom.”

“Petite. Cute, I guess. Long hair. Her name’s Danielle.”

“Danielle,” Josh repeated. “You saw her naked?”

“Did I say she was wearing anything?”

“No.”

“Therefore, you may conclude she was naked.”

Josh got Melanie home in one piece, and her first order of business after trading hugs with her mom and dad was to use Vicky’s credit card to call Cactus Cafeteria and pay for lunch the previous day.

Three hours later, Josh was on his way to his own adventure in Mesa Springs, departing before dinner so that Melanie – on a rare Saturday night without social plans – had her parents to herself over dinner at Louis LeBlanc’s Authentic Cajun Cuisine.

Herman waited until the main course was served to broach the topic of her trip.

“Your mom tells me you gave things a try,” he began.

“I did,” Melanie said. “It was fine.”

“Where were you?” he asked.

“Everywhere,” she said. “My hotel, Jenna’s house, the airport, the high school, at a medical clinic, at a lunch place.”

“The airport?” Vicky inquired. “You mean just to get there and fly home?”

“I went with Jenna to pick up someone for her job,” Melanie said.

“Someone interviewing at Mesa Heights?” Vicky inquired.

“Yes. An engineer. His name was Joseph. And then, oh yeah, we sort of went on a date.”

Herman coughed and Vicky leaned in.

“How old was he?”

“I his 20’s, I guess,” she said. “I didn’t ask his exact age.”

“What was your date like?” Herman asked.

“We just went down to the hotel bar to talk,” Melanie said, adding with a laugh, “and I had a preschool pina colada, which was very good, and non-alcoholic.”

“You were both undressed?” Herman asked.

“We were, yes,” Melanie said.

“But then, that was it,” Vicky said.

“It was,” Melanie said. “He walked me to my hotel room door, and then we said goodnight there, and I went to bed.”

If Melanie remembered that she and Joseph had kissed, she forgot to mention it. Nor did she recollect at that particular moment the intermittent elongation of Joseph’s bent penis.

“Were you uncomfortable at all?” Herman said, and for the first time, worry creased his face.

Melanie seemed to be waiting for this question, because her answer flowed immediately.

“Never,” she said. “It’s not even relevant. In some ways, I feel safer. Because . . . everything’s out. I mean, I mean, out in the open. Like, no one’s hiding anything. And there’s this whole philosophy that goes along with it, and it seems to work for everyone, and I was getting used to it too. Oh, oh, and, I found out, this is really interesting, this lady who invented the philosophy, and I think made the town sort of, maybe 50 years ago or something, she came up with everything, and then she left. Like, there was a fight or something, and she left, and now no one wants to talk about her, but I got some information about her, and I’m going to try to look her up or something, and at least see if she’s still alive. And maybe . . . and maybe . . . do a paper about her or something.”

Vicky and Herman smiled at their daughter indulgently as she spoke, but when she paused to take a breath, he was looking worried again.

“Melanie,” he said, starting the sentence with her first name the way he did only when he was talking about very serious things, “I need to know . . . we need to know, point blank. Did anything happen that made you uncomfortable in any way? Is there anything about Mesa Springs that made you nervous? Or that you regret?”

“I was nervous off and on the whole time,” Melanie confessed. “But not because of anything that happened. Just that I wasn’t sure. But I regret nothing.”

Vicky smiled. Herman didn’t look quite convinced.

“Do you want to go back?” he asked.

“Yes, I’d go back tomorrow,” she replied. “If they’ll take all my high school credits, I’m there.”

“You understand,” Vicky said, now looking as nervous as her husband, “that living there won’t be the same as a two-night stay, right?”

“Yes, I understand that,” Melanie replied patiently. “I can imagine living there all the time. I’m sure I can do that. I met the wrestling coach, too, and she wants me on the team.”

Vicki smiled again, but Herman maintained his somber demeanor.

“The coach is a woman?” he said.

“Yes.”

“Does that mean it’s an all-girl’s team?”

“No,” Melanie said. “You wrestle whoever’s in your weight class. Male or female.”

“Nude?” Vicky inquired.

Melanie’s blush was mostly hidden by the restaurant’s subdued lighting.

“Everything’s nude there,” she said, failing to mention anything about the wrestling pegs, perhaps forgetting that she’d tucked them away at the back of her underwear drawer, still in the clinic tote bag.

“Have you told Josh all of this?” Vicky asked.

“Yes,” Melanie said simply. “But really, you just have to go. I’m not sure how much of it he was getting from me just telling him.”

Vicky smiled nervously.

Herman looked at his daughter.

Both parents seemed to have other things on their minds.

“While you were gone, we got our plans mapped out a little more clearly,” Vicky said. “I start two Mondays from now, and your dad comes the next Friday, over the Fourth of July weekend, so we can find a place to live.”

“Ooh, what kind of house?” Melanie said.

“There are some very nice places not far from downtown,” Vicky said. “Some of the older neighborhoods. I’ve already got my eye on a few places, some big fixer-uppers I think Dad could work his magic with, and we’ve got a realtor who’s going to show us around.”

“The downtown’s really cute,” Melanie said. “The closer the better.”

“And you and Josh need to figure out school in the meantime,” Vicky said, “because if you’re staying here, that’s going to create some real complications . . . but if that’s what you want, it’s fine.”

“Okay,” Melanie said. “I really want it to work. I want to move there.”

Melanie got three texts from Kaitlyn, her closest friend, during dinner, and as soon as she returned home with her parents, she went to her room to give the girl a call.

“Hey, stranger,” Kaitlyn answered.

“Sorry,” Melanie said. “I was really busy in . . . that town.”

“What town was it?”

“Somewhere in New Mexico,” Melanie replied.

“You still don’t know?” Kaitlyn joked.

“Springfield,” Melanie said. “I told you that.”

“The only thing in Springfield is that company where your mom works,” Kaitlyn said. “I looked it up. It doesn’t have a high school or anything.”

“Oh, I thought it was all Springfield,” Melanie said. “Where I visited was sort of a commute from the company, though. I guess my mom is going to have to drive a ways to get to work every day.”

“I guess,” said Kaitlyn. “Still think you’re going to move there?”

“Possibly, or maybe not,” Melanie replied. “Mom and Dad say I don’t have to, if I want to stay here.”

“I think you should stay,” Kaitlyn said. “But if you go . . . I’m visiting you. I’ve heard New Mexico is beautiful.”

“Okay,” Melanie said. “But hey, you haven’t said anything to anyone, have you? Mom sort of wants to keep things confidential until it’s official. And I don’t want people to think I might move, if I don’t end up moving.”

“Your secret is safe with me,” Kaitlyn promised. “Got any plans this week?”

“None,” Melanie said. “Wasn’t there a party Friday?”

“Yeah, Suzy MacGregor’s. Her parents will be there, but it should still be fun. Tommy Ganze is going, Jackson Mallone maybe, and of course Andrew and Linda.”

“Sounds good,” Melanie said. “Let me call you tomorrow.”

Over the next two days, Melanie made plans for the week with Kaitlyn and the rest of her circle of friends, but more than once, she could be seen staring off in a way that was not as common before she visited Mesa Springs.

She picked up her phone several times a day to begin texts to Josh, but cancelled without sending each time, never communicating with him while he was gone.

He was in touch with their parents, of course, Vicky confirming that he’d sent a few short texts and seemed to be doing fine.

Melanie insisted on picking him up from the airport Monday afternoon, and she greeted him in baggage claim at the Baton Rouge airport with their customary one-armed hug.

“Hey, Sis,” he said breezily, as if things were all completely normal, but his face betrayed deeper thoughts, a farawayness to the eyes, perhaps, or something new and knowing in the way he set his mouth.

Clearer sentiments came out when he was seated beside her in the car. As soon as Melanie started the engine, he leaned forward and put his face in his hands.




Chapter 21: Confessions Over Dinner

“Okay?” she asked quietly, backing out.

“Oh yes,” he said, mumbling through his fingers.

“Bottom line,” she said. “Would you go back?”

“Before dinner,” he replied.

She laughed knowingly.

“Are you going to tell me what happened?”

“I’m not sure,” he said. “Probably not, at least not now.” He leaned back and blew out his breath. “Let’s just put it this way. I’ve seen things . . . I’ve done things . . . I’ve had things done to me.”

“Did you get to meet Danielle?” Melanie persisted. “The lady that works for Mom?”

“Oh yeah,” Josh replied. “And I’ll leave it at that.”

“Did she take you to that picnic?”

“She did,” Josh replied. “The word picnic will never be the same again, in my mind.”

“Did she initiate you? Or did anyone else?”

“On the Bridge of Kisses?”

“Yes, that.”

“Yes, she did,” Josh confirmed. “And then . . .”

His voice trailed off.

“How much are you going to tell Mom and Dad?” Melanie asked.

“Mom has to know already,” Josh said. “She must have seen things.”

“She admitted she saw things.”

“And done things,” Josh added.

“What do you mean?” Melanie inquired. “She was only there for a day.”

“Yeah, but . . .” Joseph began. “They do it everywhere. With anyone. She must have at least gotten offered.”

“She was at a job interview,” Melanie countered.

“That doesn’t matter,” Josh said. “Trust me, that doesn’t matter.”

“Okay,” Melanie said, pulling into traffic on the main highway. “Can you do me a favor? A huge favor?”

“Sure, what?”

“Can you please not tell people here about it?”

“Why not?”

“Look,” Melanie said. “I stopped by Davis High today, and I dropped off our forms, and Mrs. Taylor said there shouldn’t be any problems, all our credits are going to transfer. Burthen High is part of, like, an accreditation network, and everyone accepts everyone else’s credits. So I’m transferring. I’m going. I’m moving there. Mom and Dad are talking about getting us a place in late July, so that’s when we go. But that means we’re here another month, in Baton Rouge. And I don’t want . . . I don’t want people talking about where we’re going.”

Melanie looked at Josh, staring at him intently for a moment as she drove. “I don’t want people to . . . speculate . . . about how I’ll be living there.”

“I’ve got to say something, at least to Barry,” Josh said. “He’s going to know as soon as he sees me that something happened.”

“How is he going to know that?”

“Guys can tell,” Josh said. “It’s one of our specialties. We can tell, just by looking, who’s done it, who hasn’t. We can even look at strangers and tell.”

“No you can’t, you just think you can,” Melanie said.

“We’ve verified it a few times.”

“Just guys?” Melanie inquired.

“No, we can tell with girls sometimes too.”

“No you can’t,” Melanie asserted.

“Yes I can.”

“Okay, me then,” Melanie said.

“You mean . . . with a guy?”

“Yeah.”

“Nope,” Josh said. “I knew as soon as I picked you up Saturday. No change there.”

“Well, we’re twins,” she said. “Of course you knew. But look, let’s get back to the point. It’s fine if you tell Barry you . . . did it. But can you just tell him it happened? And not go into detail about Mesa Springs, and what it’s like, and how everyone . . . does things there?”

“I might be able to lie about that,” Josh said.

“Don’t lie,” Melanie said. “Just don’t tell him all the details.”

“The details are sort of the main thing, though,” Josh said. “Like, where, and what led up to it, and what we were doing right before. Guys gotta know that from each other.”

“Okay, okay,” Melanie said. “But maybe you just don’t have to say it happened in the same place where we’re going to be living in a month. Like, leave the town name out of it. Just say it was in some place, in New Mexico, where you ended up. By accident or something.”

Josh snorted before he offered a half-hearted assent: “Okay, I’ll try to cover for you.”

“Thank you.”

For three weeks, Melanie enjoyed her double life in secret, one life as an innocent, modest, Baton Rouge teen, the other as the girl who was about to move to Mesa Springs, where modesty was not only not practiced, it was not fully understood by the natives.

But the inevitable reckoning, such as it was, still happened, on a Saturday night, a few weeks before the Campions were to pick up for New Mexico. Melanie and Kaitlyn and two other girls, Sascha and Mildred, and Mildred’s boyfriend Burke, had just sat down to dinner at Gumbo Gayle’s when Kaitlyn launched a strategic interrogation.

“Melanie,” she said, looking at her friend with an eagerness that shut down all other conversation. “Have you ever heard of Mesa Springs?”

“Yeah,” Melanie replied evenly. “I think it’s near where we’ll be moving.”

“It probably is where you’ll be moving,” Kaitlyn said. “It’s right next to Springfield, where your mom’s new company is. It’s the only town there.”

“Oh, I guess so,” Melanie said. “I think you said you wanted to visit there at some point.”

“You’ve been to Mesa Springs, right?” Kaitlyn persisted.

“Probably,” Melanie said. “Or through it, at least. Or near it.”

“Or right in it?” Kaitlyn said with the directness of a professional cross examiner. “Like, to the high school, where you said you went. And downtown. And the hotel?”

“I guess so,” Melanie said, looking at the ceiling as if trying to remember. “Maybe that was Mesa Springs. Or a part of it.”

Kaitlyn leaned back, looked at the rest of her friends, who were all still quiet, as if waiting for something to happen.

“There are naked people there,” Kaitlyn announced, looking at everyone but Melanie, lowering her voice and her head, as if the words that had just left her mouth might provoke a divine judgement she hoped would miss.

Now Kaitlyn looked at Melanie, and so did everyone else. If they expected her to blush, to speak with a shaking jaw, to stammer out some objection, they must have been disappointed.

“Oh yeah?” Melanie said. “I guess there are, when they have to take showers and things.”

Melanie’s calm response clearly took some of the wind out of Kaitlyn’s sails, but didn’t end the inquiry.

“No, I mean on the streets,” she said. “I found pictures. Out in the open.”

“You mean, streaking?” Melanie asked, unfazed.

“No, not as some kind of stunt,” Kaitlyn said. “Like, as a way of life.”

“Oh, I think I heard of that,” Melanie said. “There might be a place near town where they do that.”

“No,” Kaitlyn said, growing perhaps a little frustrated now. “I mean the whole town. Everywhere. Main street. Even possibly the company!”

“Which company?” Melanie asked.

“Where your mom works!” Kaitlyn said, exasperated. “Mesa Heights!”

“Oh,” Melanie said. “I’ll have to ask Mom about that. I’ll probably be talking to her in the next few days.”

As the conversation continued, the snickering from the spectators grew, Sascha and Mildred and Burke on the verge of laughing out loud before the incomprehensible humor of people who didn’t wear clothing in public.

“Are you sure you didn’t see . . . anything?” Kaitlyn persisted.

Melanie looked at them, her eyes hardened, and it might have been the laughter that forced her to a new tack in response to this latest of Kaitlyn’s salvos.

“Oh, maybe I did,” Melanie said. “You mean, like, naked boys and girls, right? And men and women?”

“Yeah!” Kaitlyn said with her most lascivious tone. “Just like that!”

“Yeah, I guess that happened,” Melanie said. “I saw it.”

All around the table spoke at once at this new revelation, the girls and the one boy trying to be heard over one another, shouting out questions: “Girls, really? Girls?” and “Wasn’t it gross?” and “You’re just admitting this now?” and “Did you just look, or did you talk to anyone?”

Melanie held up her hands before the onslaught, and when there was sufficient silence, she spoke.

“You just have to experience it,” she said. “It’s too complicated to talk about. There’s a whole philosophy that goes along with it. But they’re good people.”

“Wait,” Kaitlyn said. “So you’re going to try it?”

“I already have,” Melanie said, and maybe her words were born of a calculation, the knowledge that she had just two weeks left here, one more weekend, just a dozen nights, and the sensibilities of her peers – the scandal, the judgment, the derision – no longer mattered. That this was how it was, and the small toe she’d dipped into the figurative waters of Mesa Springs a month ago was now a foot, was now a leg, was now almost all of her, only her body left to be transferred, her mind already there, firmly set in this New Mexico town where shame and shock had yielded to wonder, deep curiosity, and a delicious, simmering arousal.

“You went naked in front of boys?”

“Yeah,” Melanie said. “Like everyone there.”

“You must have been terrified!” said Mildred.

“I got used to it,” Melanie said.

“You mean, you got used to boys going after you?”

“That didn’t happen,” Melanie said.

“But they must have been . . .” Sascha said with a nervous titter, and she looked first at her own middle, as if waiting for something to sprout there, and then at Burke, the only possessor at the table of a male organ.

Burke, for his part, coughed politely but said nothing, watching the conversation play out before him in silence, clearly seeing this as a matter for the girls to hash out.

The girls didn’t agree, apparently.

“Burke, tell us, what would you do?” Sascha asked, staring at her friend’s boyfriend in a way that suggested that, possibly, she had feelings for him as well.

“Do . . . where?” he inquired.

“In Melanie’s town!” Sascha nearly shouted. “Where all the girls are naked, and so are you!”

“Shhhh!” Kaitlyn said, lowering her head to the table as she peered around the restaurant, clearly terrified that someone might hear what they were talking about and kick them out at best, or have them all arrested more likely.

“I don’t know what I’d do,” Burke admitted. “I’m not sure.”

“That answer is a total dodge,” Sascha complained quietly, perhaps because she wanted Burke to admit that he knew what would happen, and what would happen would be a large, erect penis, an event that she seemed to be thinking he should stand up and demonstrate in some way here. But she did not say as much.

“Everyone’s invited,” Melanie said, taking charge of the conversation again.

A mere high school student, albeit a rising senior – she held forth with a gravitas on this topic that her friends did not possess. “Mom and Dad are buying a house with a bunch of bedrooms,” she said. “So anyone is welcome to stay. And you can find out what it’s like.”

Perhaps her friends sensed her annoyance. Or they were shamed by her imperturbability in the face of what to them was the most perturbing thing they could imagine, going nude in the presence of peers, living one of those dreams where one is nude and probably shouldn’t be, but where it’s real, and all the rules have changed.

The friends finished dinner and went to a movie, something animated involving cats, and nothing more came up about Mesa Springs or the way people lived there, but over the next 13 days, any observer would note that things seemed to be different, that Kaitlyn texted Melanie less often, and when she did text, her texts were not so trivial as before, sending not even one text about a boy at the mall who might have been looking at her, or a girl at her job who was put in her place by Kaitlyn’s patented stare, or a necklace a certain female celebrity was photographed in similar to a necklace Kaitlyn wore on occasion.

Indeed, perhaps, to know one’s friend was but days away from joining a rarified culture where the girls and the boys mingled nude, and let whatever happened happen, moved Melanie into a social stratus so high as to be unassailable, if not incomprehensible, thus making talk of it simply futile, and talk of many other things obsolete.

But on the Friday night in late July before Melanie and Josh were scheduled to fly out to their new lives and their new world, the suitcases packed, the moving truck packed as well, Vicky’s car up on a towbar ready to be pulled behind, the two girls met for a last dinner, and Melanie invited her friend to Mesa Springs again, and Kaitlyn seemed to need to summon all her courage before she spoke.

“I would go,” she said simply.

“Would your parents let you?” Melanie asked.

“Probably,” Kaitlyn said. “Since they have no idea.”

“You haven’t told them, then.”

“No,” Kaitlyn said. “I forgot, I guess.”

The girls laughed, quietly, conspiratorially, because with those words, “I forgot,” Kaitlyn moved, ever so subtly, into Melanie’s little club, into a realm not just of discretion but sophistication as well, because to shed clothing like an animal, to shed fashion like the commonest of girls was, when done intentionally and bravely, a statement that transcended the pages of any celebrity rag.

“You could come for mine and Josh’s birthday,” Melanie said, although she knew that was unlikely, the two celebrating in just a few weeks, on August 4.

“If not then, fall break,” Kaitlyn said. “It’s in mid-October.”

“I think ours is around then too,” Melanie said. “And we’ll have our house at least livable by then, probably. It’s got something like 10 bedrooms, so you’d have a choice.”

“Melanie, the rich girl,” Kaitlyn snarked.

“Uh, and it’s a total dump right now,” Melanie said. “Leaky windows, bad plumbing, old carpet, needs paint, holes in the walls. Basically very cheap, because it’s a total fixer-upper. So that’s Dad’s job for the next year or two. Make it worth something more than what it is right now, which is definitely not the kind of place where rich people live.”

“Your poor dad,” Kaitlyn lamented.

“I seriously never saw him so happy, just talking about it,” Melanie said. “He’s been going on, with Mom on the phone, with me and Josh over dinner. He loves handyman stuff, just never let himself do it because . . . I guess he was trying to be too much like Mom, so he’d try to sell stuff and make a lot of money. But Mom is Mom. She’s really good at certain things, that Dad isn’t. And she doesn’t hold it against him. He holds it against himself. She basically told him, you have to fix up the new house. That’s your job now. Just that. And really, once he’s done, it could be worth a lot more.”

“Yowsa, that was like, family therapy, totally,” Kaitlyn said.

Melanie laughed. “Yeah, I love my dad. You know, they’re both cool. But they’ve both been frustrated, for years, really. I think this is a chance for both of them to get closer to what they really want.”

“He’s already there, right?”

“Yeah,” Melanie said, “since early last week. Mom started her job a month ago, and they found a house, like, instantly, since they weren’t picky and I guess at one point the place they settled on was really nice, and then Dad got there like 10 days ago and he’s already gotten a start on things, like working all the time on it, according to Mom.”

“You and Josh should have thrown an epic party here.”

“Yeah, and basically gotten disowned. Mom and Dad both made a huge speech about that. They’re hoping to sell our place soon, and empty beer bottles and barf in the corners are not a ‘buy me’ message.”

“People barf in the corners?” Kaitlyn asked.

“Yes, when they drink too much, they crawl into a corner and let go.”

“Where have you heard this?”

“It just makes sense,” Melanie said. “Why would you go to the middle of the room?”

“You go outside,” Kaitlyn said. “You always want to go outside for that. Under a bush or something. The way animals do, when they die.”

“I think people go to the corners,” Melanie said, and she made the deadened expression of someone woefully drunk, or dying for some other reason, and she moved her hands, slowly, one past the other, as if crawling.

“Help me,” she groaned desperately. “Oh, a corner . . . yay.”

“Okay,” Kaitlyn said. “October then. I’ll fly out. I can probably get my parents to help with it.”

“I’ll pick you up at the airport naked,” Melanie said, laughing.

“Like you’d ever have the nerve,” Kaitlyn shot back.

“Yeah, I’ve already done it,” Melanie confided.

“No, way.”

“I did. I went with Jenna. It’s her job, and she always goes nude, and it basically blows everyone’s mind. So I went with her to pick up this guy, who was sort of cute, and in his 20s, and I was naked too.”

Kaitlyn gasped, utterly scandalized. “Why didn’t you tell me all this before now?”

“I’m not sure how much more I wanted getting out.”

“I wouldn’t tell,” Kaitlyn said.

“Oh, Little Gossip Girl would totally keep that to herself,” Melanie chided. “I’m so sure.”

“I would try, at least,” Kaitlyn said.

“Come to Mesa Springs,” Melanie said, “and then you’ll have to keep some secrets too, if you —”

Kaitlyn held her hand up and shook her head.

“Don’t make me think about it,” she said. “If I do, I do. But thinking about it gives me literally panic attacks.”

“So you’ve thought about it.”

“Yes, and I had a panic attack.”

“It might be too cold anyway, at least outside,” Melanie said. “Winter comes earlier up there.”

“Yeah, but inside, I’d still have to choose,” Kaitlyn said.

“It’s always up to you,” Melanie said. “That’s part of the philosophy.”

“Have you figured out what you’re going to do at home?”

“Clothes all the way,” Melanie said. “That part is non-negotiable. I can’t see my family naked. I just can’t. At least not Dad, or Josh.”

“How do your parents feel about it? Do you know?”

“As far as I can tell, Mom couldn’t care less. In fact, I think she sort of likes it. She did the job interview nude. I know that much.”

“No way!”

“Everyone was nude. It was, like, normal. But Dad, I’m not as sure about. I know he stayed dressed while he was there before, to look at houses and to sign all the paperwork on the place they bought. I would hear him hint at things on the phone with Mom, like, he can’t quite get used to people going nude everywhere all the time.”

“Do you think maybe he’s nervous about . . .” Kaitlyn queried, her voice trailing off.

“About what?”

“You know, about what happens to boys . . . when they.”

“My dad’s not a boy,” Melanie said quickly.

“Yeah, but . . .”

Now it was Melanie’s turn to hold up her hand and shake her head.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I will never know, because it’s something I will never see.”

The two girls worked at their dinner for a time before Kaitlyn spoke again.

“What about Josh?”

Melanie laughed. “Let’s just say he’s on board.”

“You’ll both be naked at school,” Kaitlyn warned.

“Yeah, me and Josh have talked about that. We won’t take any of the same classes, and we’ll avoid each other and, worst case, we’ll close our eyes.”

“You’ll bump into things.”

“I’ll walk slow,” Melanie said.

“It’s going to hurt if you knock your tits into something sharp,” Kaitlyn continued, and she smiled wickedly. “Like some boy that’s looking at you. Like if you’re walking and you, and you, you bump your tit into some boy’s, um, you know what, and—”

“Uh, hello,” Melanie said, “those things don’t grow to breast level.”

“I’ve heard they can get super long,” Kaitlyn said, looking over Melanie’s head as her imagination took over, “if the boy’s really excited. So he sees your, you know, your boobs, like they are, you know, big, and that would do it. He’ll be swinging, like, this giant spear, and your eyes will be closed, and ‘Zoing!’ Right in the nipple!”

Melanie didn’t seem overly concerned, yet she raised her hand to her left breast protectively before she joined with her friend in a round of secret laughter.

“Are you going to make a bunch of friends there?” Kaitlyn asked a little wistfully.

“I feel like I already have,” Melanie answered, adding quickly, “not as close as you. But when you, when you’re naked around people, you sort of . . . it’s like you already know them. You can sort of say anything to them. Or more to them, anyway, than if everyone had clothes on.”

“What secrets did you tell that girl, Jenna?” Kaitlyn asked

“I’m not sure I told her any secrets,” Melanie said. “We talked a lot. But I never felt like I was sharing anything deep and dark.”

“Did you tell her about your harem idea?” Kaitlyn asked quietly.

“No way,” Melanie said. “I can’t believe I even told you that.”

“You’d make such a good little harem girl,” Kaitlyn said. “Locked up in your little cage until your husband—”

“That’s not quite how my fantasy went.”

“That’s what I remember,” Kaitlyn said. “Very vividly. And you must have told Jenna about it.”

“We talked a lot,” Melanie said, and for the first time during the meal, she seemed nervous about something.

“Did you see her . . . do anything?”

“No, she was very innocent around me.”

“Okay,” Kaitlyn said, “but I bet she wanted . . . if people do it with anyone there . . . and she saw you . . . I bet she wanted . . .”

“What?” Melanie asked with nervous, thinly-feigned innocence.

“You and her,” Kaitlyn said simply, to which Melanie said nothing in reply, and Kaitlyn let it drop, as speculating about such matters was one thing, but confirmation was entirely a different thing, one she wasn’t quite ready for, apparently.

After the meal, the girls walked the mall one last time together, looking at jewelry and clothing and price tags and people, all clothed, until they’d had enough, returning to their cars.

And the friends who had known each other since fifth grade both cried, not just because of all that had passed between them in six years, but because of the gulf that loomed between them now, geographically as well as culturally, Kaitlyn remaining in Baton Rouge, Melanie in another place altogether.

(End of Part 2)
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