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A Fresh(man) Start



 



“How were your classes?” Bambi asked as Jackson stepped out into the sunshine. It was the first day of college, and a beautiful one at that. A magpie chided him on the grass outside the lecture hall, and too late he thought to go for his camera in his backpack. It took off into the trees, still making a racket.



“Not bad,” Jackson said into his phone. “I don’t think any of them are going to be too tough. Intro to Photography seems interesting.”



“Is it more like a history class or whatever, or will you be getting to do projects too?”



“A little bit of both, it looks like. Every Friday we’ll have the college version of show and tell. I think that’ll be cool.”



She brightened audibly. “You have to show them the action figure video.”



“Definitely.”



Jack fell silent, and so did she. His heart ached. His whole soul did. It felt wrong to be so far apart, a horrific life mistake even if he knew this was what Bambi wanted. And what he did too, at least before he dated the most amazing woman he’d ever met. To love her, though, Jackson had to let Bambi go, even if it ripped him to shreds.



She finally cleared her throat and said with forced cheer, “Mary and I are taking your guys to the movies on Friday.”



By “his guys,” she meant his two closest friends from home, Cole and Tyler. Jackson smiled at that. “Thanks for babysitting them.”



“Aw, it’s fun. I just hope they keep their hands off each other if I’m sitting there.”



Jackson had a brief, nightmarish flashback to overhearing his friends, Mary, and another friend Amy making love as he and Bambi were trying to sleep in an adjoining room. “I thought we agreed to never, ever-”



“Ever,” Bambi added.



“-talk about that or think about that ever again.”



She laughed. It was a little forced, and mingled with a throatiness like she was fighting tears. “Yeah. Sorry. Anyway, what are you up to now?”



“I’m starting my first shift in the cafeteria.”



“Oof. Have a good time.”



Jackson chuckled. “Yeah. What about you?”



“Clipping my toenails. Sexy stuff.”



They talked as he walked back to his dorm to drop off his backpack. It hurt to hear her voice, but the alternative was far worse. Two days ago, they said goodbye in person, officially ending their relationship, but he was always going to hold out hope they could get back together someday.



When they finally ended the call, they were both choked up again, but promised to talk the next day. He hung up with a sigh, and headed inside his dorm.



For the most part, New Bainbridge University was a beautiful school, but that beauty had skipped by Nickel Hall. It was built less like a typical dorm and more like a fortress, with brick and stone walls and tiny windows he could envision archers firing arrows from. His room was on the second floor, and although there was an elevator, he took the stairs. The stairwell reeked of weed, not an entirely unpleasant smell. Jackson had only ever tried it a couple times back home, but he kind of wished he had a joint or an edible now before starting up his shift at the cafeteria. Oh well.



The hallway leading to his dorm thumped with music from someone’s speakers. Chris, the resident advisor for the first two floors, was pounding on a door and bellowing for them to turn it down. He nodded to Jackson, who nodded back. The poor guy was going to get eaten alive, Jackson thought, and smiled to himself.



His dorm room was unlocked, and when he walked in, his roommate Monte was staring up at Jackson’s shelves with distaste. He was a thick-set guy, not fat but just built big, with ruddy red cheeks and a haircut so short it was nearly a buzzcut.



Monte arrived the afternoon before, and immediately Jackson wasn’t all that impressed with the guy. He was cold to his parents and younger brother, but then again, his family didn’t seem all that emotional about seeing him off either. After they left, Monte immediately took off with only a couple words to Jackson on the way out the door. Jackson didn’t ask where he went but when he woke up that morning, his roommate was snoring in his bed, an unfinished six-pack on his desk.



Now he stared up at Jackson’s action figures on his shelf and asked point-blank, “What is this?”



“Immortal Meatheads,” Jackson said, unslinging his backpack and camera gear. He hadn’t needed it that first day but he felt naked without his camera around.



“I know that. But… like… why do you have them?”



The question rankled Jackson. “My girlfriend and I… my ex-girlfriend and I did a project with them this summer. A photography thing. It doesn’t matter. They remind me of her.”



“Huh.”



Trying to play it cool, Jackson said, “Late night last night?”



“Oh. Yeah. Party at Wilson.” Wilson was a dorm on the other side of campus.



“Cool. Good time?”



“Nah, it was a bunch of guys. Not a girl anywhere.” He gestured at a picture of Bambi on Jackson’s desk. “That your girlfriend?”



“Ex,” Jackson said. “We just broke up. Going to different colleges.”



Monte gave him a lazy grin. “Yeah? So she’s single? She’s fucking hot.”



Jackson didn’t know what to say to that, so without a word, he changed out of his short-sleeve button-down and into a tee for work. By the time he left, Monte was laying on his bed and turning on the TV, controller in hand. Jackson said goodbye, but Monte never responded.



* * *



There were two dining halls on campus. One was more like a big coffee shop, with floor-to-ceiling windows, a very modern sleek design, and a classiness to it that Jackson liked. The other, the one he worked at, was big too, but zanier. When his parents saw it, they said that it looked like a fast-food restaurant from the nineties, with bright splashes and zooms of color, puddle-shaped tabletops, and cheerful modern music. It seemed like it shouldn’t work, but much like the school’s big UFO-like basketball complex, it was more charming than chaotic.



There were three sets of double doors leading into the cafeteria, and more for employees. Jackson had been told to report to one of the doors in back. When he went in, a dozen students in blue or green aprons rushed around, platters in hand or pushing carts of dishes. One of them stopped long enough to ask Jackson if he was there to work, and called for the shift manager.



Jackson half-hoped he would get to serve food, but he knew as a freshman who signed up pretty late for the work-and-learn program he was going to get the shit job. He was right, but washing dishes had been his job during the summer too, so he was at least comfortable with it.



There were several dishwashing stations, and at his, he was put in the care of a young woman who seemed awfully familiar, but he couldn’t figure out why. She had a gorgeous face, almost like a tear drop, with a narrow chin, a wide forehead, and dark eyes sparkling with amusement. Her long brunette hair was held back in a ponytail under a plastic cap.



“What a weird coincidence,” she said, cocking her head to one side and studying him.



“We’ve met, but I can’t think where,” Jackson said.



“We bumped into each other,” she said. “I’m Paige Lucas.”



“Paige… Paige. I don’t remember a Paige.”



“You wouldn’t.” She grinned, and it gave her beautiful face a down-homey appeal. It would take him days to figure out why that was, and then it hit him one night. It was the slight crookedness of her teeth. They were imperfect, but with the rest of her flawless face, they gave her character, especially paired with her eternally sparkling eyes. “Going to introduce yourself, or…?”



“Oh. Oh! Jackson.” He held out a hand, then let it drop immediately. “That’s… kind of the dorky move to make.”



She laughed, and it was a sweet, breathless sound. “We’re going to play a game. If by the end of the shift you remember where we ‘met,’” here, she lifted her hands and did air quotes, “then I’ll take out the garbage. Worst part of our job. If you don’t, you do.”



“Sounds like a deal. Classes, maybe?”



“Going to have to be more specific than that… if that’s even right.”



“Paige!” the third of their crew called impatiently. His name was Jose, a short, scowling Latino a year or two older than they were. He was stationed at the counter where students dropped off their trays and dishes. “Things are starting to pile up.”



“Right,” Paige said, and when she turned to face Jackson again, she rolled her eyes. He smiled. “Okay, we all alternate positions here day by day. Today I want you tackling the pots and pans over there. Have you done that sort of work before?”



“Yeah. I worked at a diner doing dishes this summer.”



“Good. Perfect.” She showed him where to stack everything when it was ready for the dishwasher, which was a huge machine unlike anything Jackson had ever seen before. Dishes on carts were pushed through it by rollers, then came out the other end blisteringly hot and pristine. That was where she was working, half-focused on her job and half-watching him.



The cafeteria was more of a pain than the diner largely just because of the sheer number of pots and pans the cooks went through. This was further complicated by the burned-in food – he wasn’t the only one new on the job. A few of the cooks were too and it showed. But he kept after it, working up a good sweat in the hot washroom, bobbing his head to the music just barely audible over the din of the machines.



He tried to think where he and Paige knew each other from. Her clues weren’t enough to sparky any memory. He thought back to the orientation guided tour with his parents and Bambi, and figured that was a pretty good guess, but Paige told him that wasn’t it. There had been a welcoming party and outdoor barbeque the night he moved in, but he’d been so heartbroken over saying goodbye to Bambi he stayed in his room and missed out, so it couldn’t have been that.



Two hours later, he still had no idea, and admitted as much to her. She laughed and pointed to the big garbage cans. Jose glared at this exchange. So far, he hadn’t seemed all too friendly to Jackson.



As Paige walked with him to show him the quickest and easiest way to get to the dumpsters, Jackson looked over his shoulder back at Jose. “What’d I do to piss him off?”



“Ah, it’s not you. He saw you smiling at me, and us talking.”



Jackson didn’t get it. “So what?”



“So he has a crush on me.”



“Ohhhh,” Jackson said. “Sorry. Hope it doesn’t cause trouble for you.”



“Thanks.”



Outside, the night air was still warm but infinitely cooler than the dishwashing stations had been, and Jackson and Paige stayed out there a moment after he tied off the bags and hefted the garbage cans up, grunting with effort. She helped him, and together it was a pretty easy job.



“A couple days ago, you were at one of the dorms,” Paige said. “You were, uh, saying goodbye to someone.”



“Ohhhh, crap,” he said. “You were the girl walking down the sidewalk watching us.”



“That’s right. Now it’s my turn to apologize. I don’t want to come across like you were my entertainment. Things seemed emotional.”



“No, it’s okay. Bambi’s my…” He stopped himself and sighed. “…was my girlfriend.”



“Oh. Oh, Jackson. I’m sorry.”



“It’s okay. She’s going to college closer to home and I’m here, ten hours away.” He tried to smile. “Anyways. Suppose we should get back in before Jose gets even more jealous.”



She snorted, and led the way.









Course Material



 



On top of school, Jackson worked two hours every weekday in the cafeteria. He didn’t mind it. The job was easy enough to figure out by the second or third day and Paige was a lot of fun to talk to in the few calm minutes they had in between swarms of students. Jose was a pain in the ass but like Jackson’s father said when he talked to his parents about it, there was always going to be at least one asshole at work.



He found out that first week Paige was a sophomore and doing the work-to-learn program like him. “I got sick in the spring,” she said. “I missed out on the window for one of the good jobs on campus. If you’re looking to get out next year, you need to get that form filled out and submitted the minute the doors open on it.”



“Good to know,” Jackson said, and it was. He heard the same thing about single-person dorm rooms, of which there were few.



He also found out she was semi-local, having come from Brooklyn. “And no, not the Brooklyn,” she said before he could ask “Just a Brooklyn.” It was a bedroom community an hour or so away from New Bainbridge, a place where workers with families could live away from the bustle of the city.



Paige was an English major, and often pulled her phone out at odd moments to write down snippets of ideas for stories. Jackson wanted to read some of her work but didn’t know how to ask, not to mention he still felt like being interested in any woman, even platonically, felt like a betrayal.



Sometimes too she would get a faraway look in her eyes and start mumbling to herself. Jackson didn’t know what to think about that until she noticed him watching and smiled sheepishly. “I think a lot about dialogue. And when I think about it, I tend to act it out. It’s kind of a subconscious thing by now.” He thought that was oddly adorable.



Things were much less confusing and painful away from the cafeteria. Jackson was never at the top of his class when it came to grades but he was a solid B plus to A minus student, and the freshmen level courses seemed pretty easy. His photography classes were much more challenging than he expected, but then again, his skills behind the camera didn’t include a lot of the history of the craft or techniques. It was interesting stuff, though. He was fascinated with Louis Daguerre and daguerreotypes, and like all his other fellow students in the class, he was happy to take a break from the school and visit a small local museum that had several of the old photographs on display, as well as one of the cameras and development cases.



While the history was fascinating, Jackson was even more eager to learn practical techniques. There wasn’t much of that the earliest weeks of class, but they had fun taking mock-ups of daguerreotypes, taken in the classroom against a white screen, using an app to frame the pictures in wanted posters. Was it anything they could actually use outside of the classroom? Not really. But as a means of teaching the history of the photograph, it was certainly effective.



 That first Friday, everyone was required to show off an example of their work. Jackson felt some trepidation about bringing in the video for the action figure project he worked on with Bambi throughout the summer, but he had to admit, he was excited too. It would be the first time anyone other than his family and friends had seen it. It still needed some editing, especially the sound levels, but it was nearly finished.



The class was small – the whole department only consisted of three professors – and they had a lot of time to fill, so as each student presented their picture on the classroom’s big TV, their classmates were given instructions to offer up their opinions.



“Keep your criticism constructive,” Dr. Perez said. He was a soft-spoken man, with an unkempt bushy beard and curls of badly dyed hair showing spots of steel gray throughout. There was a dip to his neck and a hunch to his shoulders, his eyes never quite aimed at the class but at the tables in front of them. “The point is not to tear each other down but to build each other up, if you’ll forgive the cliché.” He gave them an almost shy smile, and gestured at the screen behind him. “Let’s get started.”



He called for the first student, Jennifer, and brought up her picture. It was a terrific shot of a cat with its shoulders low, clearly stalking something across the grass. Jackson liked the composition of the photo, which was taken at near-ground level and caught the earth and background in equal measure. She beamed at his comment. Another guy said that she had a good eye for distance too.



The next student, a big teddy bear of a guy named Kevin, showed off a picture of one of the UFO basketball complex at dusk, capturing the last rays of sunshine like they were a golden mist. It was incredible, and Jackson joined in on the praise. The building was such a strange design, but Kevin made the strangeness beautiful.



Jackson was next. He stood, his guts twisting as he brought his flash drive up to the head of the class and set up his project on the screen. He took Dr. Perez’s laptop and clicked through the files on his drive. “All right, um, Dr. Perez said a picture, but I got permission to show this off. It’s a short film my… my friend Bambi and I did over this summer. I took thousands of pictures and edited them together into this. I’m still working on the sound and some of the editing, but what you see here is nearly finished, so… yeah, hope you like it.”



He played the video and stepped back. Instead of watching his own creation, he watched his classmates’ expressions and saw… very little. There were some initial smiles when they realized what was going on, the action figures playing out a variety of big action film scenes. The big sex scene got a good laugh out of them, but by the end of the film, Jackson felt uneasy. He took back his disk drive and Dr. Perez clapped his shoulder.



“So what do we think?” the professor asked.



Jennifer, the first student to go, said, “Well… Jackson… you put a lot of work into that and it shows. It’s really cool.”



But
 , Jackson thought.



“But… well, I mean, it’s a video project. And that’s a cool idea, it is. But if you take the shots individually, they’re kind of all over the place.”



“I agree,” another student said. “The sex scene is funny but the shots aren’t all centered. So it makes the whole thing bouncy.”



“That’s what it was meant to do,” Jackson said. “You know, to simulate movement and… sorry. Go on.”



“Sure. But it’s a little much. It almost makes me feel like… um, motion sickness sometimes.”



Another student piped up, “There’s a lot of blur too. There might be some settings on your camera that could help with that.”



Jackson nodded. “Sure,” he said weakly.



It was like a dam opened. Almost everyone in the class gave him some faint praise, then ripped the video to shreds. Words hit him – not theirs, but memories of the first weeks with Bambi, of her father’s cutting question to him.
 Is there money in photography?
 Had his friends simply been humoring him by laughing and cheering at the project? Of course they had been, at least a little bit, but was it really this awful? What kind of horrific mistake had he made coming here?



By the time Jack returned to his seat, he felt numb. The rest of the class, he tried to say a few positive words to everyone, even the people who had just been tearing into him, but his heart sank deeper and deeper until it felt like he was drowning in his humiliation. He barely noticed when Dr. Perez asked him to stay after class, and might have zombie-walked his way right past his professor had Dr. Perez not laid a hand on his arm.



“Mr. Corso. Really. A word. Just a quick one.”



Jackson nodded and watched everyone else leave. No one looked at him. He was certain he knew why. He was about to be kicked out of the photography department, or told another major would be more his style, or something. Dr. Perez saw the last student out, and shut the door behind them.



Jackson said, “Look… I made a mistake coming here.”



Dr. Perez came back to the desk and took a seat. “How so?”



“You saw what happened. I suck at this.”



“Hardly. Your work was imaginative, and you put into it an extreme amount of effort. And if you’re having thoughts about never finishing it, I’m here to tell you to do it. Put it out there. What your classmates fail to realize is that the perfect shot is not made by design. It’s not a mathematical equation. It is the capturing of a thing’s heart and soul, yes, and they grasp that, but it’s also you pouring your heart and soul into its creation. Imbuing it with your own spirit and vision. And in that regard, I didn’t see anything today I liked so much as your project.”



Still hurting, Jackson could only nod.



“I want to ask your permission for something, Mr. Corso. As you were setting up your project, I saw you had many other file folders.”



Jackson finally found his voice, though it was faint. “Oh. Yeah. Some headshots and pictures for friends for Bottlegenie profiles and stuff. It was them kind of humoring me, I think.”



“May I see them? Professional curiosity.”



“Sure.” Jackson dug out the drive again and plugged it in. He thought momentarily about the intense pictures he’d taken of Bambi when they were having sex. Those were safely stored on a secure online server only the two of them could access, so there wasn’t anything too risqué on the drive. Then he thought of some pictures he took of his friend Mary in her bathrobe. There weren’t any really revealing shots, but they were pretty close to steamy taken in the right context. Although she had already shared the pictures herself on her Bottlegenie profile, he decided maybe showing them to his professor was inappropriate.



“I have to ask you not go through one of the file folders,” Jackson said. “It’s not anything too crazy, but I don’t know that I should be showing that one off without permission.”



“Whatever you’re comfortable with sharing, and more importantly, what your subjects would be comfortable with you sharing.”



“I’m sure my girlf… I’m sure my ex-girlfriend wouldn’t mind me showing you the ones I’ve got saved of her, so let’s go with those.”



He brought up the pictures again, and opened Bambi’s file folder. There were two folders in there, one with good shots and the other with discards that he couldn’t bring himself to delete entirely. Dr. Perez browsed the good folder, and watched the screen as he moved through the images, studying them for long seconds.



“Yes. Yes. This is what I’m talking about, Mr. Corso. You have captured this woman’s heart and soul in these pictures wonderfully, and more importantly, I can feel the passion you have for her as well. I like your video presentation. But these… these are magnificent.”



“Thank you,” Jackson said, still not really feeling any better about the whole situation.



“I understand your feelings are hurt right now. I’ve been there. Anyone bitten by the creative bug has been. I won’t lie to you. If you choose to do this as a job, criticism will be leveled at you day in and day out. You will pour your heart into many things and other people will not see your vision, Mr. Corso. That is a simple fact. But here is its mirrored truth. If you aim to create art that appeases everyone, you will create nothing of importance. Your project, the amount of time the students took talking about it today, they will remember you.”



“I’d rather be good than remembered,” Jackson said.



Dr. Perez chuckled. “No doubt.” He took a deep breath and let it out, a man relaxing. “Well… think about it this way. Are you a baseball fan?”



“No. Not really.”



“Me either. But if you want to hit a grand slam, you aren’t going to do it by bunting. And you certainly aren’t going to do it if you walk off the field entirely.” Dr. Perez nodded to the picture on the screen, of Bambi holding a bucket cap to her head on a windy day. “These are you, at bat and staring down the pitcher. Will you stick with the class?”



“I don’t know what else I’d do,” Jackson admitted.



“Well… it’s not the most enthusiastic of answers, but I suppose it will have to do.”



* * *



When he came back to the dorm that night after a shift in the cafeteria that seemed to never let up, Jackson wanted nothing more than a shower and to collapse face-first onto his bed. Feminine laughter greeted him before he hit the door, and inside, Monte was seated on his bed, back to the wall, a pretty brunette with a few extra pounds seated between his legs with her back to him. The room smelled like sex and canned deodorizer. At least someone was getting some, Jackson thought.



“Hey, how’s it going?” he asked, trying not to sound as depressed as he felt.



Monte gave him a bored look. “What’s up?”



“Cute girlfriend,” the brunette said, flicking her fingers in the direction of Jackson’s picture of Bambi.



“Thanks,” Jackson said,



When he stepped deeper into the room, she said, “You smell like French fries.”



“I just finished doing a work-and-learn shift in the cafeteria.”



“Ohhhh,” she said. Then with false cheer, “Good for you.”



Jackson grabbed a towel and his shower caddy, and headed for the communal showers. As he padded down the hallway, he realized he forgot the flip-flops he used for shower shoes, and headed back in time to hear Monte and the brunette inside.



“-so weird,” Monte was saying. “Action figures. And he’s fucking nineteen. He doesn’t do anything. He just goes to class and work.”



“Be nice,” the brunette said, and giggled.



“That can’t be his girlfriend. He Photoshopped it or something. Or it’s his fucking cousin or some small-town shit like that.”



Jackson opened the door, humiliation and fury rising up in him. Monte smirked at him. He had to know he’d been overheard. For the first time since Jack was bullied for his old weight problems, he wanted to throw a punch. Instead, he slipped on his flip-flops, and walked out of there, never in his life feeling so alone or miserable.









Friends in a Strange Land



 



When he was feeling down, Jackson tended to take his emotions out on food. In the days after the incidents with his class and Monte, he gorged himself on carbs. Pizza, fries, cheeseburgers, whatever he felt like, he tossed it on his plate. But by Monday, he knew he was in serious danger of backsliding on his big health gains over the last year or so, and dragged himself to the school’s gym for the first time after work that night.



New Bainbridge University’s fitness center was easily four or five times bigger than the gym back in Honeypot, with rows of gleaming machines and separate rooms for yoga and other group fitness. That late, there weren’t many people working out, so Jackson had his choice of machines and started things the same way he had back home when Bambi invited him to join the gym with her that summer – on the treadmill.



It was the right choice. All the carbs he’d been loading up on the last few days made him feel like a listing ship, and it didn’t take long for him to build up a sweat even at just a light jog. He slowed to a walk when his parents called, both of whom were pleased to hear he was working out again. His plans to speed back up were dashed almost immediately by another call, this time from his friend Cole.



There was a guy working with free weights nearby, tall and lean with angry good looks to him. His scowl deepened each time he performed a curl, though they were unusual in that Jackson had never seen anyone do them with the dumbbells pressed together like that. The guy heard Cole’s ringtone and gave Jackson a curious look that he misinterpreted as meaning that he had his phone on too loud and was distracting him.



“Sorry,” Jackson said to him, then took Cole’s call.



When Cole finished telling Jackson about his classes and the amazing number of comics his roommate brought with him to college, they said their goodbyes and Jackson decided to move on to free weights. The same guy was still eyeballing him as Jackson picked up some dumbbells much smaller than what that guy was using, and began to do some basic curls.



The guy came over. “Hey. That ringtone-”



“Oh. Yeah. Sorry. I’ll set it to vibrate,” Jackson said.



“I don’t care about that. I was going to ask if that’s the Knife of Brauntar theme.”



Jackson gaped at him. “Yeah? Uh. Yeah. Yeah, it is. You’ve played it?”



The guy laughed, and it transformed his sour face into something almost boyish. The girls must have loved him, Jackson thought. “Oh yeah. My freshman year, I was so obsessed with it my grades dropped. My parents were pissed.”



“Oh man, that sounds familiar.” Jackson grinned. “I’m Jackson. Or Jack.”



“Casey. Don’t let me stop your workout. But you play the newest one?”



“Ohhhh yeah,” Jackson said. “Loved it. My friends from back home and I played it this summer. Almost didn’t beat it in time for college but we got there. I want to go back and try to do a one-hundred-percent run sometime.”



“What does that mean?” Casey asked, beginning his curls again.



“Where you try and do absolutely everything in the game. Have you beaten it yet?” Jackson asked, doing a much simpler basic bicep curl. It was only one of about three exercises he knew with dumbbells, and he was feeling a little self-conscious about it.



“No, no, don’t spoil anything. I’m only to the part where Mogarant rides the basilisk into the city and kills the king.”



“Oh man, that part was cool.”



“I saved afterward and replayed that sequence just to see that video again.  I mean, I guess I could have just watched it online, but everything about that boss fight was so… hm… tense, I guess. All that buildup, trying to get there in time, and then it’s all pointless.”



“I think I just made a new best friend,” Jackson said, and Casey belted out a laugh.



They worked out in friendly silence for a minute until Casey finally said, “Hey, can I offer you some advice?”



“On Knife of Brauntar?” Jackson asked, confused.



“Nah, nah,” Casey said. “Slow your movements down. You don’t want to jerk the dumbbells like that. You’ll get the best results slow and easy. Smooth.”



“Like this?” Jackson asked, and did his curls slower.



“Hm. Yeah, kind of. I don’t mean to insult you but maybe try a pair of lighter dumbbells.”



The crazy thing was, although everyone had been kicking Jackson in the teeth lately, he didn’t feel like Casey’s criticism was coming from a bad place. He was a natural coach, fitting since he was studying to be a physical therapist. In the half-hour they worked out together, Jackson learned more about free weights than he had the entire summer.



He also found out Casey was a junior, and lived on campus as a resident advisor for one of the other dorms. He also had a pretty serious girlfriend, and let it slip he was planning to propose sometime that year. “I just haven’t thought of a way to do it yet,” he said.



“Well, I’m a photography major, so if you want pictures, I’d be happy to help you out. This has been awesome,” Jackson said, and winced. “That sounded dorky.”



Casey laughed. “Relax. No judgment. You’re gonna find out I’m a dork-in-hiding, so it’s all good. And thanks. I’ll definitely take you up on that.”



* * *



“You seem happier today,” Paige said.



They were leaning against the big industrial-sized sink with plastic glasses of ice water in hand after their shift. After their complaints, someone in management brought in an oscillating desk fan and stuck it in a corner. It didn’t really help when the dishwasher was going constantly, but now, as it blew on both of them with all the machinery shut down, it felt like nirvana.



“I do?” Jackson asked.



“Yeah. The last few shifts, I was a little worried.”



“Oh yeah. Had a string of pretty bad days.”



“Well, you want to talk about it?”



“I’m taking off, Paige,” Jose said as he came into the dishwashing nook.



“Oh-kay,” Paige said, nudging Jackson so subtly he almost didn’t notice it. When he glanced at her, her eyes danced and he was struck again by just how beautiful she was, especially considering where they worked. She should have been somewhere her girl-next-door beauty and natural good humor could be on display, a flower in the sunshine. Instead, Jackson got her back here, and he was grateful for that.



Jose looked between them. “You good here or…?”



“Yes, we’re fine, thank you, Jose,” Paige said. “See you tomorrow.”



“Okay, well…” Jose trailed off, still just standing there until he finally walked away, head hunched.



Paige waited a minute, then started snickering. Jackson said under his breath, “Here I thought I was the most awkward guy on campus.” That sent her into a full-on laughing fit until she actually snorted. That made him grin, especially the horrified look on her face. “You snorted.”



“No I didn’t.”



“I heard you. Definitely snorted.”



“Ladies don’t fart and they don’t snort, Jackson Corso.”



“I stand corrected,” he said.



They sipped their water again until she reached over and took his glass from him. She dumped them both out into the sink and deposited the glasses into an empty dirty dishes tray. “Come on,” she said. “We’re going for a walk and you’re telling me about your awful few days.”



“I really don’t want to drag you down.”



“You don’t have a choice. I like you and I want to get to know you. I finally have an in, so I’m taking advantage of it.”



“Wait, what?” Jackson asked, amused.



“Oh you had to know,” she said. “I’ve been throwing you every sign.”



“I… I guess I did, but… wait, really?”



“Yeah, Jackson. Really. I think you just won back the most awkward human being award from Jose.” She smiled faintly, not quite meeting his eyes. “And I wanted to say… you know I saw you with your ex-girlfriend. It must still hurt. A lot. I’m not going to push you. I don’t want this to be anything more than what it is until you’re ready.” She finally looked up at him. “This is me, telling you, when you are, let me have first shot.  But for now, let’s just take a walk as friends. Okay?”



Jackson’s throat worked. “Thanks, Paige. I’m a damn idiot for not kissing you right now, but…”



“It’s okay. I’ve had my heart broken too.”



“I’m sorry.”



“Me too.”



“One request?”



“Sure,” she said softly.



“I really, really, really need a shower. Meet up for a walk after that?”



She laughed, and booped his shoulder with her forehead. “Yeah,” she whispered. “After that.”



* * *



As dusk started to settle into true night just outside her dorm, Paige now wearing a low-cut tank that shouted for him to pay very close attention to her big breasts, please and thank you, as well as shorts that were comfortably long but awfully tight. Her long brunette hair was tucked under a slouchie beanie that made her look even cuter, and Jackson said as much.



She liked that, and walked close to him as they made a slow circuitous route around the dorms. In the night’s cooling air, he told her about the photography class and his problems with his roommate.



“Have you let your RA know?” Paige asked.



“No.”



“They can help you put in paperwork to request a different roommate,” she said. “But I think if he hasn’t actually done anything, they might not let you move until next semester.”



“I don’t know if I can last that long without punching him.”



“Now, Jackson, violence is never the answer. Unless he’s a serious dick.”



“Monte definitely defines serious dick,” he said. He grinned. “Sort of related, I got in the weirdest fight this summer.”



“Oooh. Badass. Tell me details.”



“Ah, not much to tell. Bambi and some friends of mine and I went to a party in Fort Cloud. My friends are as geeky and awkward as me, and one of them hit on the wrong woman there at the party. Her boyfriend got super pissed and cornered my friends. I grabbed him from behind and slowed him down long enough for everyone to make a run for it.”



“Oooh, I like it,” she said, digging out her phone. “And it’s going into a story.”



“You need to let me read something of yours.”



“And you need to let me see your video project.”



He thought about that. “Let me finish it first,” he said. “I mean, really finish it. I need to. I know that. I can’t let their criticism get to me. But…”



“But it does,” Paige said. “It’s the same way with creative writing. The stories of mine I always love the most, the ones I agonize over, the ones where I bleed on the page, those are the things that people don’t like. But I throw together some nothing little story the morning of class and everybody eats it up.” She shrugged. “It’s never easy, Jack.”



“How do you take it?”



“Oh, a lot of crying into my pillow,” she said lightly. “I don’t know. I’m two years into college. I’ll be lucky to walk away with less than fifty thousand worth of debt. I think I want to go into editing after college but no one’s hiring full-time that isn’t already hooked into that world, so it’ll be gig work and that’s…” She shook her head. “Its. Really. Fucking. Crazy.”



“Yeah.”



“But it’s who I am. I love writing. I love words. I love being a lieutenant in the Pedantic Grammar Police. I love being creative and all of it and the thought of not doing that, of not putting my stories out there, it’s way more painful to me than an hour or two of criticism. You know?”



He nodded. “That’s a hell of a way to put it. Can I take a picture of you? I think I want to remember this first night Paige Lucas and I hung out.”



“The first of many, I hope,” she said. Jack looked at her and she shrugged. Then she held the shrug and bowed her back, making her breasts thrust out. “Look, I’m okay with being friends, but I’m here to woo you over into making these babies your favorite pillow.”



Jackson laughed long and hard at that. The clouds above him had not lifted entirely – he liked Paige and that confused and hurt him in some ways. But this was a new beginning, and with it came the first whisper in his heart and soul that maybe everything would be all right there in New Bainbridge.









A Hard Conversation



 



Finally, time to himself.



Monte told Jackson that he was going to be road-tripping with friends that weekend, giving him the dorm room to himself for a change. Just in time, too. Bambi was about to leave for college, so they carved out a window to talk before she left.



“Don’t break her heart, Jack,” she said. He had filled her in on the Paige situation when it happened, and this was not the first time she spoke those words. “She’s already giving you part of herself. Even if she’s playing it off low-key, you have to see that.”



“Yeah,” Jackson said glumly. “I just… it still feels like…”



“I know,” Bambi said. “For me too. But do you like her? I mean… really like her?”



“That’s such a strange question to have to answer.”



“You do, don’t you?”



“Yeah. I do. But I want my cake and to eat it too. I know I’m being selfish. I know I have to let you go. I want you to date and I want you to be happy with whoever you find. But it’s hard letting go.”



“Well… good,” Bambi said brightly.



“What?” he asked, chuckling.



“I’m glad it’s not easy letting me go. I’m perfect.”



“That you are, baby.”



“I don’t know what to say, Jack. This is all new for me too. You are…” She drew a deep, shuddering breath and let it out slowly. “You are always going to be special to me. But I think we owe it to ourselves to… to explore. I don’t want to make promises to each other and one of us resent it if there’s someone great. But I’m like you. I don’t want to let us go either.”



“This sucks.”



“Let me finish,” she said. “I’m going to admit something to you. Something I’ve been thinking a lot about since that night with Mary. You remember?”



Jackson did. At the same party where he got in the half-assed fight, Bambi’s best friend Mary watched the two of them fuck, and had gotten off on it herself. It was an intense moment, and one that had fueled Jack’s fantasies often.



“Of course. I’ll never forget that.”



“Me either. The thing is… oh God. This is weird. It… it kind of turns me on, thinking about you. With Paige. With other girls too.” Her voice dipped, even if she was the only one home at that moment. “I’m really wet right now thinking about it. You and her.”



“You’re wet thinking… about me and Paige?” he asked.



“Uh huh.”



“Fuck, Bambi.”



“I’m alone. In the house.”



“What, uh… what does that mean?”



She laughed softly. “It means go check to see if your door is locked, then get into bed with some lotion and tissues.”



“Oh. Oh shit.”



He scrambled off the bed and hurried to check the door. It was locked, so he grabbed the lotion from his wardrobe and jumped back in bed.



Bambi said, “I’m looking at a picture of her online now on Bottlegenie. She’s sexy. Big boobs. Those have to be natural.”



“She is, ah, very bouncy.”



“I’ll bet. Do you like her boobs or my boobs better?”



Jackson stammered, “Um, ah, ahhhh…”



Bambi laughed. “It’s still so easy to make you flustered.”



“You always will.”



“Are you back on your bed?”



“I am. Are we really…?”



“Mm hm. I’ve got my jeans down to my knees. I’ve got on my little bitty yellow bikini briefs. I bet you can see how, mm, wet I am.”



Jackson croaked, “I’m going to set up a video call. Show me.”



“Ooh, I like you telling me what to do,” Bambi said.



“Shit. Okay. Hang on.” He set up a video call as fast as he could, and soon his beautiful ex-girlfriend’s smiling face and one of her bared small tits was visible. Her blonde and caramel hair fanned out across her pillow, and her cheeks bloomed red.



“Hello again, Jack,” she said throatily, and there must have been some kind of look on his face, because she giggled throatily.



“So beautiful,” he moaned. Then his mind focused, and he repeated himself, “Show me h-how turned on you are.” He was proud of his voice for mostly being growly and only stuttering over only one word.



She brought her phone down slowly across her body, the body he knew so well, the one he worshipped all summer long. Lithe and sexy and so very responsive to his touch. God, how he loved every inch of her. The camera moved over her bare mound and pulled back to show off her folds and two of her fingers on her other hand. She spread herself wide for him. She glistened with wetness. She really was turned on by the thought of him and Paige.



“I want to be there to lick up every drop,” he said.



“I want that too,” she moaned as she ran the two fingers up and down the outsides and of her pussy lips. He shivered when she teased her clit. “Show me how excited you are.”



He squirted some lotion into his free hand and brought the camera down at the same time as he began to stroke himself. His dick was pretty good-sized, and on the phone looked even larger.



“Mmmm, there’s my favorite toy,” Bambi moaned.



He laughed breathlessly but he was too turned on by this to be distracted from the camera on her end focusing on her taut thighs and her fingers at her pussy. She panned the camera up to her chest and face, her lips parted.



“Bambi,” he moaned.



“Tell me what you want about her, baby,” she said.



He hesitated, but a vision of Paige sitting up on the metal counter at work smiling at him filled his mind. “She has this… this way of smiling at me that’s like… we’re the only two in on a secret.”



“Aw,” Bambi said.



“But it’s sexy too. Like she’s winking and saying I can have her any time I want.”



“Mmm, yesss, take her any time,” Bambi agreed. He wondered if her moaning was real or if it was faked for his benefit, to push him towards Paige. Either way, it didn’t matter. They had to say goodbye, and with one more twist of the strange corkscrew into his heart, he continued.



“And yeah, those… those breasts…”



“Her tits, baby,” Bambi said, giggling. “You’re still so shy about the naughty words. It’s cute.”



“Her tits,” Jackson agreed. “She bounces when she walks, and makes me want to see her on top of me… bouncing on my-” here he hesitated again, but only for a fraction of a second “-my cock.”



“Yes, your cock, your big dick, she’s going to love it, going to love taking herself on you… and you’ve got to show her what you can do with your tongue, mmm, that magic tongue… made me come so hard that first time you went down on me…”



“Shit, oh God that was hot, seeing you come, your face… so beautiful when you come, Bambi.”



“She will be too, Jack…” Bambi slid a finger inside herself, the camera bobbing and refocusing on her palm against her clit, working fast. “Imagine… that smile… as she’s coming on your tongue… and your cock…”



“What if she watched us together, like Mary?” Jackson asked.



“Ohhh, oh yes, mmmm, watching you take me, mmm, take me hard, ohhhh, oh Jack, oh my God this is turning me on so much…”



“Me too,” he croaked, and it was. His cock was raging hard, his release a need building inside him that could not be denied. But for her, for this last time, he hung on. Please, he begged the universe. Let her come first. Let her have that last gift from me. Then an idea struck him. “What if you watched… while I fucked her…?”



“Yes!” Bambi cried out. “That would be s-so hot, oh oh Jack, I want to see you fuck her from behind, the b-both of you… watching me… oh, p-play with myself…”



“Her big, ah, tits bouncing,” Jack fervently agreed.



“Oh God, oh Jack, ohhhh…”



“And when I’d come… I’d pull you both to the bed,” he said, not sure where this was coming from, but going with it, the fantasy gripping him too hard for it not to spill out from his lips. “And I’d show you s-where I… I came inside her.”



“Oh, oh fuck!” Bambi wailed. “I’m coming, I’m coming!”



“Come for me, baby, let me see your face, let me watch you…”



She yanked the camera up so just her head was visible. Her mouth was wide open, her eyes squinting nearly shut. Her breath caught and came back out in a sob of pleasure. It was that sound that pushed him beyond any return. What he really wanted to see, what burned in his mind, spilled from his mouth.



“Watch you… lick her,” he grunted.



On the screen, Bambi’s eyes widened. But she was too caught up in the thrill of pleasure to say anything except his name. “Jack… Jack…”



“I’m coming too, baby.”



She nodded fervently, tears still streaming down her beautiful face. He wished he could kiss them away. He wished they had an eternity together. He wished he wasn’t so confused about what he wanted, or her, but he knew this as come shot across his belly and his chest. Whatever placating words he told her, whoever came after, he would always and forever love Bambi Hooper.



She laughed softly, and he did too, both of them breathless. “Wow,” he finally said.



“No kidding,” she said. “I… even on the phone, you make me come so hard I’m crying from it.”



He chuckled again, suddenly nervous and shy. “It wasn’t… too embarrassing?”



“No. No.”



“I’m sorry about what I said at the end. About you, um, and Paige.”



“Why are you sorry?”



“Because… I don’t know.”



She was silent a moment, then said so quietly he almost didn’t hear it, “It was hot, Jack.”



“Really?”



Bambi shrugged uncomfortably. “I think you know how much I enjoyed Mary watching. Not all of that was just because of you.”



“Jesus,” he breathed.



“That’s kind of been…” She licked her lips. “Jack, that’s why I’m serious about us needing to explore. I’ve been… I’ve been bi-curious for a while but it’s not something I’ve been brave enough to do anything about it. It’s something I need to explore for myself because that’s an aspect of me I don’t really even know much about. Does that make sense?”



“It does,” he said. “And if it’s a secret or whatever, I won’t say a word.”



“Thanks. I’d appreciate that.”



“Just let me know how it goes, okay? I’m always here to talk if you need it. Paige or anybody else, they have to be okay with us being friends. So I’m here for you. Whatever you need.”



Her tears came again, and she silently nodded. His own began to burn, and he reached towards the screen. She did the same, and they whispered it at the same time.



“I love you.”



Bambi smiled, and added, “Go get her, Jack. I already know she’ll be the luckiest girl in the world.”



“No. I’m the lucky one,” Jack said hoarsely. “But I need to hang up or…”



“Yeah,” she whispered.



“Good luck at college.”



“Good luck with Paige.”



“Bye,” he said, the tears falling.



“Bye.”









First Steps



 



Despite having dated an insanely gorgeous girl all summer, Jackson was still pretty virginal when it came to actual relationships. But even as bad as he was with them, he knew instinctually going to Paige that night was a bad idea both for himself and for her. He wanted a day or two to let things cool emotionally before he talked to her. Maybe during their next shift, he’d ask her out.



But it didn’t mean he had to be alone, did it? He thought about Casey, his new acquaintance at the gym. They’d exchanged phone numbers, so after he came down after the emotional talk and video sex with Bambi, he texted his new friend, writing and deleting three or four messages before settling on one he thought made him seem like less of a dork.



 



Hey Casey. It’s Jackson. Are you up for a workout or hanging out or something?



 



Jackson sent it, thought about it, and groaned. Nope. He still sounded like a dork. But less than a minute later, he got a reply.



 



Hey! U txt like ur in English class.



 



Haha. My ex-girlfriend said the same thing. My mom is a teacher. It rubbed off.



 



Lol. Cool. Yeah lets hang out. U hungry? We were gonna get something.



 



I am always hungry. Haha.



 



Saaaame. U tried the nachos at Brinkley’s yet?



 



I’ve never even heard of it.



 



Which dorm r u in



 



Nickel Hall



 



The Dungeon. Fifteen minutes good?



 



Yeah. Thanks, Casey.



 



Haha, for what?



 



Jackson winced. He always had to make it weird with the cool people. But he couldn’t think of any clever way to respond, so he settled on the truth.



 



For making me feel less awkward. Weird day. Sorry.



 



He hesitated, then sent another message.



 



My ex is going to college tomorrow. We’re still friends and it’s just a weird situation.



 



Ohhh, sure. Tell us abt it in a min. gotta shower



 



* * *



 



Jackson found a couple of students playing with a frisbee outside and was invited to join them. He was terrible with the things but thankfully so were they. Then again, they were obviously high as hell. In between tosses they pontificated about which fast food place had the best chicken sandwiches, a conversation that left Jack realizing just how hungry he was.



Casey and Niara were late, making Jackson wonder if he’d somehow missed them, though he could see both the parking lots for Nickel Hall on the grass. But no, they were just running late, and soon enough pulled into the lot in a Mazda sedan. They both got out, and Jackson fell a little bit in love with Niara straight away. She was a breathtakingly beautiful Black woman with a full figure emphasized by her playful halter top and jeans that painted a hell of a picture of the flare of her hips and butt. Her bright makeup drew all the attention to her face, making her sleepy doe eyes and wide, dazzling smile pop. This smile she fixed on one of the frisbee players as she stepped towards the grass.



“Jackson, it’s so nice to meet you!” she said, still looking at the wrong guy.



“Uhhhh,” the guy said.



As Casey cracked up, Jackson stepped forward, smiling sheepishly. “I’m Jackson.”



“You ass!” Niara said, turning and smacking Casey in the stomach. To Jackson, “He told me you were the guy holding the frisbee.”



“It’s nice to meet you anyways,” Jackson said.



“You too!” Niara said. She surprised him by coming in for a hug, and he blushed crimson at the feel of her big breasts against his chest. He gave Casey an abashed look.



“Something the matter with your cheeks?” Casey asked, pretending innocence.



“I, um… sorry. Casey mentioned you were beautiful, but he didn’t do you justice. You’re gorgeous,” Jackson said.



That took both Casey and Niara by surprise. She grinned even wider, and leaned in to give Jackson a kiss on the cheek.



“I like him already,” she said.



“Just going to faint now,” Jackson said.



“She does that to people,” Casey said. “It’s the smell of her armpits.”



“Let’s leave him here and you and I go to Brinkley’s,” Niara told Jackson.



Ignoring her, Casey said, “Come on, ride with us.”



Jackson gave the other frisbee players a wave and the trio headed for the Mazda and to Brinkley’s. Niara, he discovered, was a double major in poli science and history, aiming to become a professor someday. “Grad school here, probably. We both like New Bainbridge,” she said. “But we’re not locking ourselves into it. You’re in photography, right?”



They were still talking about that when they arrived at the restaurant. Brinkley’s was a bar and grill too far away from campus to really be called a college hangout, but the clientele was still pretty young. The place had a cheerful, clean vibe to it, the lighting bright, the music hipsterish rock and pop. It was bustling too, which Casey said was always the case on the weekends. But it was worth the wait for a table, he promised Jack, and in five minutes, they were ushered back to one by a cute waitress.



“You come here for the appetizers and the chicken,” Casey said when they were seated. “The drinks are way overpriced and most the rest of the food is… well, it’s good, but those are the highlights.”



“Got it,” Jackson said.



“Let us order for you the first time,” Niara said, reaching across and squeezing Jackson’s hand. “Trust me, when it comes to food.” She laughed, and Jackson fell just a little bit more harmlessly in love with her. It was easy to see why Casey wanted to propose, and he said as much when Niara excused herself to use the bathroom.



“She’s great,” Casey said. “The best thing to ever happen to me. And as good as the food is here, we’re going to have you over to her place some night. Her cooking is why I have to hit the gym most every night.”



“So she lives off campus, then?”



Casey nodded. “Yeah, but pretty close by. A big apartment complex on the north end. You could walk out from your cafeteria and see it.”



“Oh oh oh, on the back side. Yeah, okay, I know that place. How did you two meet?”



“Classes. She was terrible at her basic science class. I was working in the tutoring center back then and helped her out. One thing led to another.”



“That’s great,” Jackson said.



“But what about you? You said you were talking to an ex earlier?”



“Oh yeah, Bambi,” Jackson said haltingly.



“Hey, if you don’t want to talk about it, I won’t pry.”



“No, it’s okay. Besides, I’m the one that brought her up earlier. It’s just complex. And still kinda raw.”



Niara rejoined them, dropping into her chair with a pleasant bounce. “What’d I miss?” she asked.



“I told Jackson how we met, and he was just about to tell me about his ex.”



“I don’t want to drag things down,” Jackson said.



“Oh, no, no,” Niara said. “He told me what you texted him. We’re here to listen. His friends are my friends.”



“Thanks,” Jackson said, truly touched. “I started off the summer single, but a few weeks in, I was doing this photo shoot and one of the most popular girls in my graduating class showed up.”



He told them about dating Bambi and how they’d ended things. Somewhere in there, the food came, and they ate as they talked, Jackson self-conscious about doing the brunt of it. Niara looked achingly sad for him, and her hand went instinctually to Casey’s, a glimpse of their closeness Jackson liked.



Later, he wasn’t sure how he stumbled into talking about Paige, but he did, mentioning that he was growing close with someone at work and how complicated that made his already bruised feelings. “And now, today, Bambi and I really talked about what she wants, and what I want, which is… it’s to date Paige, yeah. But there’s always going to be that pull towards Bambi too. But it was a good talk. I feel…” He shook his head and clicked his tongue. “I don’t know. I’m ready to try this new thing. You know?”



“Good for you,” Niara said. “You deserve to be happy. Both of you.”



“That does sound complex,” Casey added. “But man, I’m kind of jealous. Every girl I’ve ever broken up with, it got messy.”



“There were other women before me?” Niara asked.



“Of course not,” he said. The joke between them seemed so practiced it had to be an old inside one, and Jackson smiled at that.



“I was thinking I’d ask Paige Monday to dinner or a movie, or… or something. I don’t really know New Bainbridge too well.”



Casey glanced at his girlfriend. “Take him around, show him some spots?”



“Ooh, definitely.”



They got the leftovers to go, and with Casey driving, they took a long, leisurely cruise around New Bainbridge. Jack knew most the area around the campus but that was about it, so they showed him everything from the easiest, most convenient spots to jump the Interstate to some of their favorite date places and restaurants. Some of these were a little upscale for Jackson’s budget but he wrote them down anyways, maybe for a future date when he had more money.



“The real beautiful spots are the lakes and the mountains,” Casey said.



“I want to go up hiking someday,” Jackson said.



“Oh that would be perfect for a date,” Niara said.



“The woods, the mosquitos, possible bear mauling,” Casey said. “So romantic.”



“Hush. You know you loooove camping with me,” Niara said, and the look that passed between them was amused fire. Jackson got the implied message loud and clear. The air between the two practically crackled.



“Yeah, it’s all right,” Casey mumbled, and Niara giggled.



They stopped at a city park near one of the handful of small lakes on the city’s border. There was a gorgeous walking path, and they’d been sitting for a while, so they ambled down it. A comfortable silence fell between the three for a few minutes until Casey broke it.



“Can I give you some advice?” he asked.



“Sure,” Jackson said.



“Don’t bring up the ex on the first date.”



“Yeaaah, that is kind of a downer,” Niara said. “Keep it about her. Ask her questions. Pay attention to the answers. And don’t overdress. Wear about what you’re wearing today. It’s comfortable and casual but you look good in it.”



“Starting to worry you two might wind up a couple,” Casey grumbled.



“You up for it?” Niara asked Jack.



He grinned. “Sorry, Casey. You seem great, but…”



“Yeah, I get it,” Casey said.



Jackson’s mind slid back to Paige. “Now to just work up the nerve to ask her out. I’ve only ever had two girlfriends. Well… there was a girl in the third grade, but you know… real girlfriends. And both of those, basically asked me out first. Bambi really led the whole relationship, which I liked but now…”



“Now you’re the one who has to lead,” Casey said.



“Yeah,” Jack said glumly. “How do normal people ask each other out? How did you ask her out?”



“’Hey, you want to grab dinner sometime?’” Casey said.



“That’s it?” Jack asked.



Casey glanced at Niara, who thought about it. “Yeah, that’s pretty much it,” she said. “Although I think he said date instead of dinner, but the principle’s the same. Look, you know she likes you already. That interest is there. And if you ask her out half as smoothly as you did telling me I’m beautiful, she’s going to say yes.”



“Wait,” Jackson said. “I was smooth?”



Niara laughed. “Yes, believe it or not, you were.”









The Other Girl



 



Monday came around. Jackson couldn’t decide if the laws of time had changed, because the clock seemed to move interminably slow until it was time to head to the cafeteria for work, at which point the whole world sped up. He walked into a storm of students rushing the cafeteria at an odd hour, a phenomenon he remembered from his work at the café back home. Most restaurants ran on a pretty predictable schedule, but sometimes there were days when people piled in at odd times for no particular reason.



His old boss used to call it the “Buick Effect.” He explained it once to Jackson after a particularly hard shift. “Say you’re a customer. You’ve got the day off or you work a weird schedule or you just get hungry at an odd hour of the day. With me so far? So it’s two or three in the afternoon, and you pull into a restaurant. You might be one of only three or four people there. But somebody sees your Buick in the lot and thinks, oh right, I never got a lunch hour, and they pull in too.”



“Why a Buick?” Jackson had asked.



“Isn’t that what you drive?”



“No. A Camry.”



“Ah, well… the Buick Effect has a better ring to it anyways.”



Now, Jack barely had time to say hello to his coworkers before he was pushing racks of dishes through the dishwasher. Paige gave him a commiserative smile, her eyes twinkling despite the crunch, and he smiled back, a one-hundred percent honest smile. The pain he now felt for Bambi was a good ache and lacked the burning sting of his first few weeks without her. It wasn’t like his feelings were gone. That pain would always be there, but he knew he could bear it now. He was excited to get to know Paige, to see that smile way more often than just at work.



They were slammed for nearly an hour and a half, and would be soon again. Jose took fifteen to get some fresh air, and when he came back in, Paige and Jackson left him to do the same. They stood out back, both of them basking in the cool breeze with ice water in hand.



Ask her, ask her now, ask her, damn it, you coward!



“I can’t waaaait for it to cool down,” Paige said.



“How bad are the winters here?” Jackson asked.



“They can get really cold, but we have the mountains to buffer the wind. You go in my hometown’s direction, it starts to turn into plains, and there it’s really cold. Just an hour away and it’s like a twenty-degree difference some days, at least with wind chill factored in.”



“Jeez.”



Paige took a drink and nodded. “The snow can be a lot, especially lately. The last couple years we’ve had record numbers. But it’s beautiful too. The mountains, the lakes all frozen over, it’s my favorite time of the year.”



It sounds as beautiful as you
 , he wanted to say. He almost did. His mouth worked, and she looked at him curiously.



“You okay? You kinda got a fish thing going with your lips?”



“Huh?”



She imitated him, opening and closing her mouth. “Is the heat getting to you?”



“No, no, I’m….” Jackson hesitated, then turned to her completely, and in one of the bravest moments of his life, he spoke softly. “You said the word beautiful, and it made me imagine things. You in a winter coat. Fur-lined boots.”



She laughed. “What? You’re being weird.”



“Yeah. I am.” He smiled to himself. “The snow, falling on your beanie. The one you wore the other night.”



“What’s with you?”



“I’m babbling because what I really want to tell you is this. I think you’d be beautiful in all that. Snowball fights and making snow angels and… snow anything.” Her lips parted, and her smile changed to something more quizzical and warmer. “Paige, I… I was wondering. Do you want to grab dinner sometime? As more than friends?”



“Oh,” she whispered. “Jack.” And to his surprise, her eyes glistened as she nodded. “That’s… the best proposal I’ve ever had.”



He couldn’t help it. Despite the stink of the cafeteria on them and the dumpsters a stone’s throw away, he leaned in and kissed the corner of her mouth just in time for Jose to bang open the door. Whatever their coworker had been about to say fell away as he stared at Paige and Jackson, Paige’s hand against Jackson’s chest, tear tracks glistening on her cheeks as she met his lips with her own.



“Ah damn it,” Jose said miserably. “We’re busy again. So…”



With that, he shut the doors again. Paige laughed softly and stepped into Jack. Surprised, he wrapped his arms around her as she sniffed. “Is that a yes?” he asked.



“Oh yeah,” she said. “It’s definitely a yes.”



* * *



“You know the city way better than I do,” Jackson said as they pulled out of the parking lot in his Camry. “So total veto power here, but I was thinking we’d get some food to go and take it to one of the lakes, maybe have like a real basic picnic lunch?”



“I love it,” Paige said. “How averse are you to food trucks? There are some really great ones near Jude Lake.”



“I like that idea.”



“Cool! Have you been there before? Do you need directions?”



“I thiiink we went to Jude last week, but you probably better give me directions anyways. My friends Casey and Niara showed me some date spots around town and we wound up there. Or one of the lakes, anyways. It was beautiful and I thought this is it, this is the spot.”



“Wait, you did date research for this?” Paige asked, amused.



“Oh yeah. I was nervous.”



“Awww. Don’t be. I already like you.”



“That’s what they said too!”



He talked some about his friendship with Casey and meeting Niara. When Paige heard about Brinkley’s, she lit up. “Oh yeah, they’re great. There are so many good restaurants in the city.”



“You’ll have to show me some,” Jackson said. “I don’t, um, I don’t have a ton of money or anything, you know, but… shit. I just made it awkward.”



“No. Not at all. I’m not a girl who expects or wants big gestures, Jack. I don’t need pricey restaurants or anything. And I’m in the same boat, so I’m just as happy grabbing lunch at the cafeteria. Or we can get them to go.” She shrugged. “And I make pretty good ramen, too.”



“Definitely going to have to try that,” he said. He thought of Josh and Niara’s words about keeping the focus on Paige, and asked, “So why New Bainbridge? I know you’re semi-local. Was it that?”



“Yeah. Okay. So. Quick preface. I love the college. I would have probably gone here anyways because we came here so often when I was a kid that it seems almost predetermined, you know? Sports and so many of my school events were here.”



“Sure,” Jackson said.



“But there’s another reason, and I don’t want to make it seem like I’m blaming her or anything. My mom and I are close. She’s my best friend, basically. But she has some health issues, things that… they kind of scare me. I like the idea of being able to shoot home and check on her. And spend time with her too. When I was a freshman, I was there pretty much every weekend.”



“That’s awesome,” Jackson said sincerely. “I don’t think there’s any better reason to go to a college than family.”



“I wish I could convince her to move here,” Paige said. “We could totally be roommates.”



Jackson noticed she said nothing about her dad and almost asked about that. But he remembered Casey’s words again about keeping things light, and kept his mouth shut about it, filing the question away for later.



“What about your parents?” she asked.



“Oh, they’re great. Total nerds too, and they make me laugh. Mom was a teacher, and she could be strict, but she loosened up a lot when she realized I was a dork who wasn’t going to sneak out to parties.”



“Aw, no wild side to Jackson Corso?”



“Afraid not. About as wild as my friends and I got was staying up all night playing video games.”



“My kind of party,” she said, and stretched in her seat, bringing her arms up and over her head. He couldn’t help glancing over. Paige’s big breasts pushed a sleeveless top to its limits, and showed off plenty of cleavage to boot. She caught him glancing over and grinned. “Was kinda wondering if I wasn’t showing off the goods enough for you to look.”



“Nope, you are looking… ah, very… showing… yeaaaaah.”



“Now that’s the reaction I’m looking for,” she said.



“You really do look great. Your hair, it looks amazing like that, down and wavy and… full. Is that the right word?”



He glanced over again, and she was blushing. “Aw, thank you. I guess you’ve not really seen me with my hair down outside of our little walk the other night, huh?”



“No, don’t think so.”



They made light talk like that the rest of the drive. She looked up what food trucks were near the park that day. They settled on one that sold empanadas, which Jackson had never tried. “Honeypot is a pretty small town,” he explained.



“Still, no empanadas,” Paige said. “I’m looking forward to finding out what else you’ve never tried and then busting your food cherry over and over and over again.”



The truck was hopping but the guys in the truck worked fast, and they didn’t have long to wait. They walked as they ate, conversation falling off as they ate. Paige watched him for his reaction, and his eyes lit up. “Oh man, it’s like miniature calzones,” he said.



“Kind of. Good, right?”



“So good. Two new favorite restaurants in a week.”



Their walk lasted a while, and he wished it could have gone on even longer. This was not the same lake he went to with Casey and Niara, a simple mistake on his part because there were so many lakes in the area. But it was just as beautiful, and neither of them cared much about the view anyways. They were wrapped up in each other, and in her, Jackson recognized the same dance with awkwardness that he felt just under the surface.



Finally, they found a bench under the shade of a grand old oak tree and sat, getting out of the sun for a while. They smiled at each other, but soon Paige asked softly, “Jack?”



“Yeah?”



“Why now? What happened to change your mind about dating me?”



“I think my mind didn’t need much changing. I wanted you, but I was… confused. You know that.”



“So what happened?” she asked again.



“I wasn’t going to bring it up. Casey and Niara told me not to bring up Bambi on a first date. To make it about you.”



“You have. And I’ve already decided you can give me another kiss tonight when we drive back.”



“Really?” Jackson asked, his grin widening.



“Oh yeah. This is a great first date.” Suddenly, without warning, she stood up and moved towards him. Before he could react, she dropped on his lap, wrapped an arm around his shoulders, and kissed him good and hard. She tasted like her spicy empanada, and he liked it, but he was too shocked to really register it mentally. His eyes widened, and his hand went instinctually around her, pulling her tighter to him. It strayed down to her ass, and she moaned before springing back to her feet, her cheeks bright red.



“There are no rules to dating but what we make, Jack,” Paige said. “The constructs of a relationship, it’s all based on… on old traditions and ways to contribute to religion or politics or service of a country.”



“What?” he asked, laughing.



“It’s the truth. Marriage breeds babies. Literally. So if you create a bunch of laws or ideologies around the idea that two people have to be together for the purpose of procreation, you get more followers of your particular belief system. All our ideas about what a date should be, what a relationship should be, what a marriage should be, they stem from that idea of artificial structure.”



“I’ve completely lost the thread.”



“So have I. I’m nervous. What I mean is… I appreciate what your friends tried to do. But there are no first date rules. Not if you feel the flow and it needs to change course. I’m changing the course. I know you love Bambi and that’s okay. I just want to know because… well, I’m okay being the other girl. I just want to know that’s who I am. I deserve that.”



“You do and you’re not,” he said. She took a seat next to him on the bench again. He started and stopped, both exhilarated by what had just happened and lost in thought trying to best explain his conversation with Bambi. “Last Saturday… no, even before that, I knew I wanted to say yes to you. To explore what this might be. You make every day at that cafeteria and here on campus so much better. Even on our bad days, it’s fine because you’re there.”



“Oh, Jack…”



He smiled faintly. “Last Saturday was the day before Bambi left to go to college in Fort Cloud. We talked in the morning and I told her everything about you. And about me wanting you. And we…” He blushed. “There are some things I won’t talk about.”



“Did you two have some long-distance fun?” Paige asked, and cackled when he didn’t answer. “Oh, you dirty boy. Keep going.”



“I didn’t say anything about that.”



“You’re adorable. And so easy to read.”



“Yeah, you got me there. But anyway, I realized talking to her… this was it. I’m not ever really going to be able to say goodbye to her, but I could say goodbye to our relationship. I know that’s confusing, but… Paige, Bambi is always going to be my friend. If you can live with that, if it’s not going to cause too much jealousy, then… I’d like to see where this goes.”



She thought about that and scooted closer to him. “I like that,” she said. “Now’s the part where you wrap your arm around me again.”



He did, and without thinking about it, he kissed the side of her head again as they looked out over the wind-stirred water.



* * *



Jackson walked with Paige up to her dorm room, which was a single room and a lot nicer than his. Books were stacked everywhere, from battered old paperbacks to an open tome of a hardback on her desk. There were a lot of framed pictures on her walls too, a nice touch. They’d gotten a few selfies together at the lake, the water at their back, their smiling faces filling the screen. He hoped someday to see that picture on her wall too.



“Thank you, Jack. Today was… it was great,” Paige said at her doorway. He wondered if he was supposed to make a move beyond kissing her again, but it was a first date so he decided to play it safe.



“I had a great time too. Would you want to do it again sometime?”



“Lunch tomorrow at the cafeteria? It’s going to be so weird working together and dating.”



“Yeah,” he said, grinning. “We’ll be sick of each other soon. But for now…”



He leaned in. Paige stared up at him, those normally-amused eyes searching his with trepidation, a chink in her armor at the last. Her lips parted as his neared, and she let out a soft exhalation, a noise so faint he barely heard it. It was a pleased sound, a relieved sound, and she melted into him as he put one hand on her waist and the other at the small of her back, pulling her tighter, kissing her harder.



When she pulled back, she tripped and almost fell, steadying herself with a hand on her bed and giggling. “God, if I ever do meet Bambi, I’m thanking her a thousand times over for teaching you how to kiss so well.”



“Have a great night, Paige,” he said softly, and stepped back into the hallway. She shut the door behind him, and he headed for the stairs, hands in his shorts pockets, feeling light-headed and giddy in the best possible way. The date had gone way, way better than he could have ever hoped for. And Paige… the feel of her lips, the little dart of her tongue against his, the weight of her on his lap at the park, the feel of her ass in his hand… those things would stay with him all night long. All week long. All month.



Jack shook his head, ignoring the look of a pair of sophomore or junior girls going the other way. He was in trouble, he knew that. Paige was something else and he couldn’t wait to get to know her more. But her words drifted back through his mind, at the hurt she tried so obviously to conceal under her buoyancy. Someone had hurt her. She said that herself, and he could see it now. She hid it so well, but it was there.



I’m okay being the other girl.



He stopped, turned, and looked back at her door. There were no rules, he told himself.



Paige opened just seconds after his knock. She had a pack of gum in one hand, forgotten about as she gave him a quizzical look. “Is everything okay?”



Jackson stepped back into the threshold of her dorm and gripped her by the side of her head. “You could never be my other girl,” he said hoarsely, and he kissed her again. This time, he didn’t pull back. This time, he came deeper into the room, and her hand flailed at the door to shove it closed before grabbing his arm and tugging him towards the bed.









Warmth Like No Other



 



They rushed out of their clothes in a flurry of movement. Paige was a fantasy, softer and fuller than Bambi in every regard. Her hips were curvier and thicker. Her pussy lips were fuller and hung lower, but unlike Bambi who liked to trim but not shave completely, Paige was completely clean-shaven. Her stomach was fuller too, not fat, not chubby, but soft and inviting.



Of course, her breasts were bigger but Jackson was well aware of that. Her top wouldn’t have allowed for a bra. Her nipples were instead capped by pasties, which he gallantly stopped to help her with, pulling them free to reveal big, dark nipples, one of which pointed distinctly left. That same breast was noticeably smaller than the other. He stopped to kiss that one first, taking the nipple into his mouth and sucking as he gripped her ripe ass in his hands and guided her back to the bed. She moaned and dropped onto the mattress, clutching him tighter to her chest.



“Yuh huh, like that, like that.”



He sucked and played for a long minute, and finally relented with a long slurp before moving to the other breast. His attention was diverted by finding the source of whatever sweet citrusy spray she’d used on herself right between her breasts, and stopped to lick and suck at that spot, loving the taste and smell of it.



“Fuck, you smell amazing,” Jack said, then winced and glanced up ward. “I can tone down the language if-”



“I like it, I like it, please keep going,” Paige begged.



He brought his lips across her skin and up the slope of her other breast, sucking at this nipple too. His hands went to either side of her breast, squeezing it, kneading it. Her knee jerked and she gripped the back of his head with one hand. Her other slid between them, but his was moving too, joining hers at her pussy as he looked up at her and came up to kiss her again.



“Oh. Oh, you’re good,” she moaned as he found her big clit and teased it. “Little… little harder.” He kissed her again, cradling the back of her head as he played with her clit and her pussy. Her body twitched and her lips parted to kiss him even harder. They made out as he showed her what he’d learned that summer. Jackson offered up a silent thank you to Bambi for showing him so much.



“Oh, Jack, ooh,” Paige moaned. Twisting his hand so his thumb rested against her clit, he slid his middle finger inside her wet folds. She jerked, her eyes widening, and she gasped, “Oh, oh shit, oh you really are good…”



Jackson grinned, and for the first time in his life, he felt… cocky. It was a strange feeling, and he was certain he’d soon slip back into his unsure nature before too long, but in that moment, he felt the control he had over Paige, over her reactions, and it was sublime.



Her G-spot was wider than Bambi’s, and he found it easily. Paige jerked, her hands shooting for his back and clawing at his skin. “Oh my God, oh fuck, right there, tease that spot right there,” she begged.



“Right here?’ he asked with mock innocence as he strummed her inner wall fast.



“Oh, ohhhh shit, yes, m-my clit, my… my spot… like that, just… keep… ohhhhh, Jack!”



Paige came. Her body’s reaction wasn’t quite as big as Bambi’s, but that catch in her moans, the involuntary jerks of her hips, he was sure those were real. And with them came a memory of his first time going down on Bambi, how wild he made her. It didn’t come with pain, but gave him the confidence to do what he did next.



He knelt on the cheap rug next to her bed and pulled Paige’s legs apart. He slipped his finger free of her and in the next moment, he devoured her clit. She smacked at the mattress and yelled, “Oh, God, oh, lick m-me hard, lick it hard, uh huh!”



Laughter erupted from the hallway, and the noise of conversation outside the door. At the beginning of summer, Jackson might have felt self-conscious about that, but now he grinned as he lapped at Paige’s prominent button. Let them hear what he could do. She was the only woman in that dorm – no, the school – who mattered to him.



She practically bounced from the pleasure, and when he slid two fingers back inside her, she thrashed at her pillow, yanked it to her face, and screamed into it, “Oh my GOD, Jaaa-aack!”



He repositioned himself so he could better work her clit and finger her at the same time. She came twice more in rapid succession, her wails reaching a feverishly high pitch, wordless save for vague approximation of his name. His tongue on her button never relented, save for a moment when he broke away just fast enough to grab his shorts, and more specifically his wallet. This he tossed on the bed beside her.



“Condoms,” he said, and drove down on her clit again.



“Thank God,” Paige moaned.



He chuckled against her body and drove his fingers in and out of her. He liked how wet she was. His digits made delightful noises inside her, nearly as loud as her moans. He picked up the pace, and fine droplets of her desire stained her thighs and even hit the comforter beneath her. They were going to leave the bed a mess.



“C-cond… dom…” Paige squeaked.



“Condom? What about them?” Jack asked innocently.



“Get one, do it, I need you inside me…”



“Say please,” he said, not sure where this smirking, playful part of him came from. He could be that way with Bambi but she usually was the one to tease it out of him. With Paige, it felt like he was in charge. He kinda liked it, but it was new.



“You jerk,” she said, but she laughed too, a breathless, wild thing that made electricity crackle through him. He vowed to himself whatever time they had he’d make her laugh like that as often as possible. “Please, Jack… please fuck me.”



That was all he needed to hear. He stood and grabbed his wallet. To Paige, he said, “Can I kiss you, or would you rather-?”



She lunged for him, not with her hands, but with her legs, scissoring them around him and pulling him in tighter so she could push up and kiss him. He returned it, his hands roaming her back and her ass, his boxer-clad cock pushing against her stomach. When she glanced down at it, she gasped.



“Oh. Oh wow. Is that… is that going to fit?”



The question made him smile until he realized Paige was serious. Condom in hand, he dropped the wallet again and cupped her cheek. “If it doesn’t, if it hurts, if it’s too big, tell me, and I swear to you I’ll pull out. No anger, no disappointment.”



She nodded, and looked down at him as he dropped his boxers and rolled on the condom. She twisted until she was resting on the bed properly, and he crawled on top of her, kissing her again for long moments as he held his cock at her entrance, not sliding in, not yet.



“Do it,” she whispered, her eyes big and focused on the connection of their bodies.



He slid in – and fit just fine. It was tight, but when he asked, “Too much?” she shook her head vehemently.



“Keep going,” Paige begged. “You feel… feel so right inside me…”



Jack sank deeper and deeper inside her, keeping his pace slow, watching her face. Her normally amused expression was lost now to a mask of intense pleasure, her wide-open mouth and slitted eyes almost making her look like she was snoring. It would have cracked him up, except that it was so intensely attractive.



Her trembling hand went to his chest, and she breathed, “There, right there, that’s about… what I can… take.”



“Good. Because I can’t go any deeper.”



Her eyes opened and refocused on their bodies. “Oh my God,” Paige whispered.



She’d taken every single inch of him, his balls resting against her skin.



Slowly, Paige’s grin reappeared, the one that pulled his heart along a path he never imagined he’d feel again so soon after Bambi, “Well?”



He cracked up, and that got her started too. They kissed gently, his hand around the back of her neck, his other under her hip. Slowly Jack began to move inside her, but it wasn’t long before Paige told him breathily, “Faster.” And faster he went, thrusting deep inside her with measured strokes that left her legs splaying outward, one of her feet resting against the wall, the other dangling off the bed. She gripped his shoulders, her head rocking up and down as her body undulated with his thrusts. Her chest rose and fell, and her lips caught his innumerable times, breathing his name, eventually crying it out to the wild cheers of the girls gathered in the hallway.



With her pleasure came his own need in force. Jackson looked down at the sway of her big breasts, and she offered them up to him, smiling again. He stopped thrusting long enough to suck her nipples for a minute, then glanced up and kissed her again. This time, his thrusts were nearly out of control, harder, faster.



“Yesssss, Jack, mmm, come for me, come for me,” she whimpered.



“Fuck, you’re gorgeous, you feel… mmm… feel so good around me…”



She cupped his cheeks, kissing him again, their tongues striving to meet each other. He bucked hard, his teeth gritted as he tried not to push too deep, and the pressure was too much and he gasped her name one more time as he came. “Paige!”



More cheers, and soon he and Paige were laughing helplessly. Paige twisted her head and shouted, “He’s mine, girls, and you can’t have him!”



“Awww!” someone called, and there was more giggling at that.



Jack dropped his head beside Paige’s and sucked at her neck. “So, um… did I do all right for our first date?”



“Hmmm. I don’t know.” She reached down and stroked his softening cock in his condom. “I might need another go-around to really make up my mind.”









Bad Times in Nickel Hall



 



They were insatiable that first week together, and when they weren’t in classes or at work, they were in each other’s arms in Paige’s dorm. He discovered she liked sex just about any way she could get it, but especially from behind. She loved oral too, giving and receiving, and for Jackson’s money there was no better way to watch a movie than not watching it at all, the two of them locked in a sixty-nine, tasting, sucking, licking.



Jack spaced out on working out with Casey that week, and when his friend found out why, he cracked up and said, “At least you’re getting your cardio.”



Paige, who had answered the phone and had it on speaker, said, “His planks are pretty damn good too.”



That set Casey off again, and they agreed to meet up soon for a double date with Niara. In the meantime, when Jackson and Paige weren’t in bed, they took walks together around campus, or she drove him around and showed him more of the city. But one of his favorite nights that week was spent side by side with her on her bed, their laptops on their nude laps as they checked out each other’s work, him the safe, tame pictures he’d taken that summer of his friends and his video project, and in Paige’s case, her favorite short stories. They were spicy fantasy romance, which was definitely right up his alley.



“I’m working on a novel too,” she said. “I think it’s what I’m going to use for my senior thesis. It’s a lot more action-focused than those.”



“What’s it about?” Jackson asked.



“A duke questions his king after making a bunch of popular but terrible decisions. The king strips him of his lands, has him blinded, and basically makes a beggar out of him. Well, some years later, the duke helps a young thief hide away from the palace guards after she sneaks into a banquet and steals some of the food, figuring it’s the people’s anyways. He wants revenge against the king, and she’s falling hard for him, so it’s kind of an age-gap steamy revenge story.”



“That sounds cool as hell,” Jackson said. “And I need to read that immediately.”



She laughed. “Nope. No no no. I only let people read my finished stuff. It’s so raw it’s embarrassing.”



“Fair enough,” he agreed. “I felt the same way about my video project. Bambi saw lots of it while I was putting it together, but she was the only one.” He winced. “Sorry, I… I gotta quit bringing her up around you.”



“Jack, it’s okay,” Paige said, squeezing his knee. “I’ve told you, I know what she meant to you. Means. And honestly, I think it’s sweet.”



“Okay. But if it’s too much, tell me.”



She set aside her laptop and nestled in closer to him. “So… did the two of you ever do any naughtier pictures together?”



Jackson froze. He hadn’t talked about those pictures with anyone, nor did he have any idea how Bambi would feel if he said yes. “I… I… I don’t know how to… um…”



“Ohhhhh, you did!”



He laughed helplessly. “Yeaaaah. But I can’t share them. I really can’t.”



“Aw. Crap. I bet they’re hot. I’ve seen her on your Bottlegenie page. She’s gorgeous.” She took his laptop too, hopped off the bed, and deposited them both on her overflowing desk. When she came back, she wanted to cuddle. Her bed was small, but they made it work spooning. He wrapped an arm around her, lazily kissing the back of her neck and her shoulder.



“Jack?” she asked.



“Yeah?”



“Tell me about her. I don’t mean the polite story you gave me when we went on that walk that night. Tell me… tell me all of it. Good, bad, and ugly.”



“Are you sure? Paige, I’m yours. I know this isn’t something I can say and you can just trust me on it, but…” He shrugged, uncomfortable. “I’m falling really hard for you.”



“I’m falling hard for you too,” she whispered. Then louder, with forced cheer, “Which is why I want to know everything about the competition. So I have an edge.”



“Paige…”



“Humor me, Corso.”



He chuckled and kissed her shoulder again as he cupped one of her breasts. She gave a pleased “mm” at that, and wiggled back against him.



Jack started not with Bambi, but his one and only girlfriend before her, Callie. That had been an awkward relationship, born of them not dating anyone else and figuring they belonged together because they ran in the same circles. They lost their virginities to each other, but it was an awkward night for both of them.



He jumped forward, talking about the big action figure project and Bambi’s “why not” attitude towards helping him out. “At first,” he said, “I think she was just being nice, you know? Saw a classmate doing something interesting and she was curious, so she hung out for a while. I don’t really know what it was about me that hooked her, but she had it in her head to make me her friend. Our first kiss, it was kind of a joke. She had friends around who thought it was weird we were hanging out.” He considered that and chuckled. “I guess I did too. So she kissed me for a laugh, and… I don’t know. It got us both.”



“She sounds nice.”



“She is. She has a sense of humor, but she doesn’t have your sense of humor. That kinda… mm…”



“Sarcastic nature?” Paige suggested.



“Nah. Dry wit.”



“Sure, let’s go with that,” she said, and the way her ass wiggled against him again was going to send him into hardness in no time. “What made you fall in love with her?”



He thought about that. “It wasn’t any one thing, but there’s a… a goodness to her. My freshman year, her boyfriend bullied one of my best friends and she tore into him for it. It’s what broke them up. But I don’t know how to really define it unless you got to know her. With us, she never acted like she was slumming it. Being with us wasn’t about, you know, taking a walk with the geeks for a while. It was genuine. She wanted to know about the things we liked because…” He searched for the right words.



“Because she wanted to know.”



“Yeah. Exactly. And going back to Callie, things with her felt like we were crossing things off a checklist of high school relationships. Prom, check. Virginities lost, check. But with Bambi, it felt like she was teaching me things. Again, not because she pitied me, but because she really wanted to teach me. To have fun with me. It was so… mm… organic. She never made me feel uncomfortable.”



“She sounds great. So why not transfer? Or why not try the long-distance thing? I saw you two. You’re still so much in love.”



“Paige…”



She twisted around and slid on top of him. They’d gotten tested that week, and had just received the results. They were both clean, and she was on the pill, so she took him inside her without a condom, smiling down at him.



“Come here,” he whispered, and she leaned down to kiss him. He held her like that, wrapping his arms around her as she began to gently sway on his cock. “I do love her. And there were a dozen times this summer when I nearly told her I’d transfer. I think we could have been happy if I did. And if I’d insisted on us trying the long-distance thing, I think she would have for me. But she wants to explore who she is and what it is she really wants. She told me that right up front. I didn’t know it at the time but it’s what I needed too. It led me to you.”



“Jack…” she whispered, and they began to make love again in earnest.



Later, when he’d tended to them both and they rested in bed again, Jackson spooned Paige, stroking the hair at her temple. “You told me once someone hurt you too,” he said softly.



“Yeah.”



“Do you want to talk about it?”



“No. And yes.” She paused, putting her words together. “When you asked why I came here for college, there was a third reason. A pretty big reason. He was a freshman here, and I was starry-eyed in love. Or lust, really, but you know…”



“I do.”



“I was still a virgin and he told me everything I wanted to hear. That if I came here, we’d be together. So that’s what I did. I think I probably still would have even without Jacob, but I don’t really know. I was so drunk on him I would have done anything he asked. I came here, I let him have my virginity on the night of orientation, and for about two weeks, everything was great.”



“What happened?”



“Not what you think. He didn’t cheat on me, not really. But he started talking about what he really wanted, a wife and kids and things like that. I started to see what it was he was really after. He wanted me to drop out of college to take care of our kids and be a good wife. Which is fine for other women, I don’t begrudge them that if that’s what they want. But I wanted to be a writer. I mean, you heard my great big speech about how much I love stories.”



Jackson chuckled. “I did.”



“He hid away the cruelness so well up to that point. But he told me I don’t need to get a degree to write my little stories. That’s what he said. My little stories. Like this is a hobby or an intellectual fling for me. Over the next few months, he started in on other things like that, breaking me down in little ways, trying to reshape my life to what he wanted. I couldn’t take it anymore and I broke up with him.”



“Good. He sounds like an asshole.”



“Total asshole. I’ve heard he’s mellowed out, but I think it’s just a snake shedding its skin. He’ll rope in some other girl and try to shove her into his mold. I just hope whoever it is figures out what he’s doing faster than I did.”



“He’s still around?”



“Oh yeah. But don’t think you need to go around finding him and punching him or something for my benefit. I don’t want that. I just want him to stay to his little corner of the campus, which he does.”



“I promise, no ‘what’d you do to my girl, brah?’ moments from me,” Jackson said.



That cracked Paige up. “Good.”



While Jackson would never actually run into Paige’s ex-boyfriend, he didn’t know that his words about a confrontation would be tested, and soon.



* * *



In all their time together, Paige had yet to meet Jackson’s roommate Monte. It wasn’t so odd considering that even before he and Paige hooked up, Jack rarely saw him either. Monte was almost always out searching for a party or hanging out with friends. Jackson rarely got in before eleven but Monte almost always stayed out even later than that. The only time Jackson ever really talked to him was in the morning, and that was usually him apologizing when Monte would grumble at him that he was being too loud.



So when they returned to Nickel Hall one afternoon after their shift so Jackson could shower and change before they returned to Paige’s dorm, he was surprised to find his roommate seated at his desk for a change, typing on his laptop. He glanced up at Jackson, a sour expression on his face, but his eyes slid fast to Paige and an oily smile slid into place. In a tank top, open blouse, and tiny denim shorts, she looked good that day. Then again, she always did.



“Hey, Monte. Uh. This is my girlfriend. Paige, Monte, Monte, Paige.”



“Hi!” Paige said.



“Holy shit,” Monte said. “She’s your girlfriend?”



Paige gave him a smile that was more grimace than friendly. “Nice to meet you?”



“This guy has all the luck, I guess,” Monte said.



Jackson opened up his wardrobe and grabbed his shower caddy and his flip-flops. “What are you up to?” he asked.



“Got a paper to write. I had a kid in class doing them for me but the professor figured it out. It’s such bullshit. She doesn’t run a pop quiz all year, and then suddenly we’ve got three in two weeks.”



“Uh,” Jackson said. “Sorry to hear that?”



“Yeah,” Monte said, and turned his attention back to the laptop.



Jackson stripped down behind the door of his wardrobe and wrapped a towel around himself. “Back in five,” he told Paige. She nodded, and as he closed the door behind him, he heard her chirp with forced cheer, “What are you majoring in?”



Jack headed for the shower, saying hello to a couple guys and girls down the hallway. One of the girls called, “Want company, Jack?” He laughed and blushed and ignored her, but felt pretty good about himself as he stood under the spray and soaped himself up.



“Jack?” Paige called.



He nearly fumbled his soap, and asked, “Hey, is everything okay?”



“Yeah, just… going to hang out here outside the stalls.”



Fuck. Monte. Hurriedly he dropped his soap into his caddy and poked his head around the corner of the shower stall. Paige leaned against the wall, arms folded as she looked out into the hallway. “What did he do?”



“Oh, finish your shower. I didn’t mean…”



“Paige. What did he say? Did he touch you?”



“No, he just… asked why I was with you. And that I should get with him instead.”



“Fuck,” Jackson said. “Give me two minutes. I’ll be right out.”



“Don’t get in a fight. Please.”



“I won’t. But I am going to say something to him. This has been… it’s been a while coming.”



She didn’t argue, and he hurriedly finished shampooing and rinsing. When he stepped out again, Paige pushed off the wall and followed him with a worried expression on her face. “Jack, really…”



“I won’t get physical,” he said, looking over his shoulder at her. “I promise.”



“Okay.”



“Wait in the hall if you want.”



She hesitated, then nodded. He went inside, and now Monte was facing his TV screen, playing a game. “What’s up?” Monte said, and sniffed.



“You know, I get trying to make a pass at Paige. It pisses me off, but I get it. She’s beautiful and funny and… she’s amazing. But making her uncomfortable, being a douchebag-”



“Oh fucking come on,” Monte said, tossing his controller aside and standing up.



“I told her I wasn’t going to fight you, Monte. But if you ever get in her space again, I will. So don’t be an asshole.”



Monte stared at him with cold, dead eyes. Finally, as Jackson was putting his bathroom stuff away again, his roommate said, “You’ve still got a picture of your ex on your desk. She know that?”



“Yes. She’s been here. She knows.”



“Here’s something
 you
 don’t know. Guess how many times I’ve jacked off to her. How the fuck does a nerd like you get two hot fucking girlfriends like that?”



“Get out,” Jackson said softly. “Or I’m going to break my promise to Paige.”



Monte came at him, and for a brief, sickening moment, Jackson thought that he was going to have to do it, to punch Monte. Even as much as he’d been working out, he had no idea what to do in a real fight except flail at the other guy’s face.



His roommate juked towards him, but Jackson didn’t move except to bring his fists up. His heart hammered in his chest and his mouth went dry. But Monte didn’t do anything except fling open the door hard enough to make it bang off the wall. To Paige standing right outside, he said, “Ditch that fucking loser and come get some real dick.”



“You want to see what real dick is?” Paige snapped.



That surprised Monte into a laugh. “What? You got one?”



With that, Paige shot into the room. She grabbed Jackson’s towel and yanked it away from him. From the hallway but not from Monte came a “holy shit!” One of the guys down the hall had wandered down to see if there was trouble, and now gaped along with Monte at Jackson’s dick. “Jack is fucking hung!” he called down the hallway.



Monte shoved past him. The adrenaline in Jack made him want to either chase after him, or sit down on the edge of his bed and shake like a leaf. Instead, he settled for pushing the door closed to the boos of the two women down the hallway. Paige laughed, kissed him, and opened the door.



“All right, girls, get your peek, but that’s all it can be.”



Jack gaped at her, then muttered, “Ah, fuck it. Weird day anyways.” He stood up, blushing as hard as he’d ever blushed, and turned towards the door. A round of cheers and whoops greeted him, and by the time the door was shut again, he was laughing and clutching Paige to hug her and nuzzle her neck.









A Clouded Lens



 



Chris, Jack’s resident advisor, told him these kinds of flare-ups happened a lot, and pointed them towards Student Life to file a report. Like Chris, the young man at the desk said there wasn’t much they could do about it unless there was an actual physical altercation. And if Jack had started one, he knew with grim certainty, Student Life would take Monte’s side, not his.



Casey was far more irate, as was Niara. They invited Jackson and Paige over for dinner one night after one of Jack and Casey’s workouts, to get away from the dorm and have a homecooked meal.



“That’s bullshit,” Casey said. He had a bottle of beer in his hand and waved it irritably as he talked. “Keep filing the reports. Even if they don’t believe you, they’ll think you’re a big enough pain in the ass that a single room away from him will shut you up.”



Despite the talk about Monte and Student Life, the night was a good one. Niara’s one-bedroom rental was small but very nice, with a killer little deck and a small outdoor table they could all barely squeeze around as they ate peppery shrimp and gooey mac and cheese.



“Oh my God, this is amazing,” Paige said, then realized she was talking through a mouthful of food and quickly snatched up a napkin to cover her mouth.



Niara laughed softly. “I’m so glad you like it. The shrimp is my mom’s recipe. The mac and cheese is my grandmother’s. They’re both cooks. Well, Grandma was. She retired ten years ago.”



“We’re going down to Louisiana for Thanksgiving,” Casey said. “I expect to gain about ten pounds. Are you two sticking around the dorms?”



“I’m from Brooklyn, so just heading home,” Paige said.



“Just the dorms, yeah,” Jack said. “Driving home for Christmas if the weather is okay.”



Casey and Niara shared a knowing look a split second before Paige said, “Why not go home with me?”



“Ah… all week?” Jackson asked.



“Sure! Or just a few days if that works better for you. Or just Thanksgiving itself, if you want,” Paige said.



“No, that sounds… that sounds amazing.”



“Cool. My mom’s dying to meet you. My sister will be there too, at least a few days. It’ll be a little cramped but…”



“But we’ll to be together,” Jackson said. Paige’s smile was as warm as melted wax.



“Oh no,” Casey said. “He’s a romantic type.”



“It’s love. True love,” Niara said breathlessly. “Paige, are you sure you wouldn’t like something more to drink than water?”



“Oh, no, sorry, I… I don’t drink,” Paige said.



“Understood,” Niara said. “Don’t let me pressure you.”



“Oh, it’s not that,” Paige said, then came on a note of false cheerfulness. “I just never liked the taste.”



“I get that,” Jackson said. “I’m still trying to learn to drink a beer without wincing.”



“And failing,” Casey said, and downed the rest of his own bottle.



The apartment was close enough to the campus that they could walk back, and Jackson and Paige did just that. He wrapped an arm around her and she smiled up at him. The weather was starting to cool in the evenings, not much, but it was noticeable. Soon it would be Halloween, and then Thanksgiving and Christmas. Almost half the year, already gone.



“I lied a little bit to them,” Paige said.



“What about?” Jackson asked.



“I don’t drink because that’s how my dad died.”



“Oh. Oh shit, Paige, I’m sorry.”



“No, it’s okay. I was thirteen or fourteen, and he… he was my idol. My mom and I are close, I told you that, but before he died, my dad and I were too. He was such a sweet guy. Goofy and a little bit of a himbo, I guess. Mom still laughs about some of his ditz moments.” She smiled to herself. “Drinking made him even sillier. He never got mean drunk, just happy drunk. Like that movie Harvey.”



“I’ve never seen that one.”



“I can’t watch it, but it’s really good. James Stewart… oh, I’m stalling.” She sighed. “It was a car accident. He just got a promotion at the office he worked at, and he was celebrating. He started to drive home and he missed the turnoff. He made too sharp a turn and rolled over.” She shook her head and sniffed. “It was tough. It was really tough. Mom tried to be strong for me but she loved him so much too. There were so many nights when both of us went to bed crying.”



“I get why you don’t drink.”



“Yeah. I had my first beer when I was fifteen. I drank it, and I thought about Dad, and I got sick and ran home. I hugged my mom and I sobbed and told her I was sorry I drank. I’ve had sips here and there since, mostly just to try things, but that’s the closest I ever came to actual drinking. You know?”



Jackson nodded. His hand found hers, and he gripped it tight. When he went to break away, she held on and looked up at him, her wiseass smile in place but it looked sweeter, more subdued.



“I like handholding and all the PDA. Deal with it.”



* * *



Time passed all too quickly. Jackson prepped for his first major photography project, which was to be a series of pictures tied together by a theme and style. His idea came about when he stopped working in the cafeteria long enough to snap a picture with his phone of Paige with someone’s food art left on it, two dicks wearing top hats halfway up their shafts, done with ketchup. It was honestly kind of amazing and even Jose thought it was funny.



The dicks didn’t inspire Jack, but the unique lighting in the room did. The bared bulbs cast Paige in a brilliant bright light. It gave the effect of her almost being sun-washed, while the shadows behind her stood out in stark contrast. Creative endorphins hit him, and Jackson said, “Hey, Jose, would you mind if I took a picture of you too and maybe showed it off for one of my photography classes?”



Jose grumbled some about it, but allowed Jack to snap a dozen or so pictures of him. There was a really good one where the light glinted off a plate just right, creating a starlight-like effect. After his shift, Jackson stuck around in the cafeteria, asking more people to let him take their pictures. Not all of them were usable – the lighting wasn’t as interesting throughout the cafeteria as it was in the kitchen – but by the end of the night, he had well over forty usable pictures for that project. Whittling those down was tough but he finally felt like he had it right.



In class, as he presented his arrangement of pictures on the big screen, Jack said, “My theme is pretty obvious, day-to-day work at the cafeteria, but it was the lighting that really inspired me. It casts a lot of neat shadows, especially in the kitchen where the walls are lighter and more even-toned than the rest of the caf. But yeah, here it is. Enjoy.”



When the pictures came up, Dr. Perez said cheerfully, “Hard light! Yes, that is a fantastic set of pictures. Are the kids still giving ‘props’ to each other? I like to pretend I am still the coolest.”



The class got a good laugh out of that, and most of them seemed enthused about the pictures, a relief. Their sharkish behavior towards Jack seemed to come and go depending more on their moods than the quality of his work.



“So, stupid question, but how do I recreate that effect?” Jackson asked Dr. Perez after class. “I tried it again with some stuff in my room and a flashlight, but I couldn’t get it right.”



“With a bright enough flashlight, you might be able to, but take my lighting class next semester. We’ll get more into hard light, soft light, diffusion, and equipment you’ll use to create both. Not to mention sunshine and…” Dr. Perez stopped himself before he could begin to ramble, a habit of his. “Ah, you understand.”



“That’s a three hundred level class. I’m only a freshman.”



Dr. Perez loaded his laptop into his messenger bag. “Don’t worry about that. I’ll put in word with the registrar and your advisor when I get back to my office. It’s quite a class. One of the most useful you’ll take. Going through it early will only help you throughout the rest of your academic career. You are still sticking with photography?”



“Yeah, I think so.”



“Good. You have too much talent to be wasted away elsewhere.”



That perked Jack up immensely and carried him on his walk back to Nickel Hall. He dropped off all his thing in his room. Yet again, Monte was gone, though Jack could smell a faint trace of his roommate’s acrid body spray. Living with Monte had turned Jack off the stuff forever. Ugh, and to think that used to be his usual way of making himself smell good.



Work was slow that evening but not uneventful. Paige showed off the email she received two hours beforehand from the work-and-learn people telling her congratulations, a position at the library was hers if she wanted it.



“Much as I hate leaving my two favorite guys behind, this is me, telling you see ya later in a week and a half,” she said.



“I’ll miss working with you,” Jack said. “But not your bad breath.”



“Or the way you always yell at us,” Jose said.



Both Jack and Paige stared at him in shock. “Did… did you just make a joke, Jose?” Jack asked.



“Shut up. I have a sense of humor. You two can’t appreciate a work of art like me.”



Later, with takeout boxes from the cafeteria, Jackson and Paige returned to his dorm. They had a system by that point of Paige waiting out in the hallway while Jack grabbed a shower. She was becoming friends with most the guys in the dorm, and stopped to chat some of them up while Jack went on to his room. The door was unlocked. Monte was gone, and at first, Jack didn’t notice what else was missing until he finished his shower, and dressed again.



Then he saw it – or didn’t see it.



His camera bag was gone.



* * *



“I didn’t steal shit,” Monte said. His voice was so calm he might have been talking about what he was watching on TV. Which he was doing at that moment, sprawled on his back, digging through menus to find something on Netflix.



“The door was unlocked. You were gone,” Jack snapped.



“Then you probably left it unlocked when you left earlier,” Monte said. “I was with Trae Williamson in his dorm playing games.”



“That camera was my graduation present from my parents,” Jack said, on the brink of either shouting or tears. “It cost them a fortune.”



“Sucks, dude,” Monte said.



Chris, the RA, laid a hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Let’s go out in the hallway and cool down. Okay?”



“I-” Jack closed his eyes and shivered. What was he going to do? What could he do? “I’m calling the police.”



“I. Didn’t. Steal. Shit,” Monte said, louder now.



“Come on,” Chris said, pulling at Jack’s arm. Jack finally went, impotent anger swirling with the images of his parents’ apprehension as he opened the box.
 Did we get a good one?
 his dad asked. He should have never let it out of his sight.



Out in the hallway, Chris shut the door to the room. Paige was there and she wrapped an arm around Jack, looking furious. “I meant it. I am calling the cops,” Jack said.



“Let’s talk to Student Life first in the morning. Let them know. They’ll want to look into it.”



“That’s such bullshit!” Paige said. “You’re not sweeping this under the rug.”



“I don’t want to sweep anything under the rug,” Chris said. “But there are procedures for this. That’s my job.”



“And it’s his camera!” Paige shouted.



Down at the end of the hallway, Casey appeared, sprinting for them. Paige must have called him, for which Jack was pathetically grateful.



“What’s going on, Chris? What are we doing?” Casey asked.



Chris sighed. “It’s not your dorm, Case.”



“He’s my best friend, so I’m going to ask again, what’s going on?”



Best friend? The words almost pierced Jack’s melancholy.



Casey and Chris argued in the hallway for minutes on end until finally Chris metaphorically threw up his hands. Casey called the cops, and a bored-sounding dispatcher promised someone would be there as soon as possible. Monte must have heard because he came out of the room and shouted again that he didn’t steal anything.



“Well, the cops are going to want to talk to you anyways, so stick around,” Casey said.



“Fuck you. I didn’t do shit and I don’t have to listen to you,” Monte said, shoving past all of them. “Grow up, Jack. Big fucking pussy.”



He stormed away. Jack’s phone went off. It was the ringtone he had dedicated to Bambi, which he still hadn’t changed. “Do you want me to talk to her?” Paige asked.



“Would you mind?” Jack asked. “Just tell her I’ll give her a call in a bit.”



She nodded and took his phone from him. She answered as she walked away down the hall. “Hey Bambi, it’s Paige. Don’t worry, Jack is fine, but we’ve had some trouble tonight…”



Jack listened with half an ear until she was out of earshot. Chris and Casey were still arguing, though Chris really only seemed to be putting in a token effort. He knew calling the cops was the right thing to do, even if the school’s administration would be pissed about it.



When a pair of uniformed police officers came down the hall, Chris went to talk to them. Casey muttered to Jack, “Every fucking college in America pretends these things don’t happen rather than having the cops called on them.”



“Why?”



“Reputation. Liability. Enrollment. It looks bad for them if the cops are rolling up every time there’s a problem.”



Paige came back, still holding Jack’s phone. “Bambi’s upset but I told her you’re okay.” Later, Jack would realize the conversation was a hell of a lot longer than that, but in the moment, he hardly noticed. “Your mom called too. I hope you don’t mind but I let her know what’s happening. You’re supposed to call both of them when things have calmed down.”



“The camera was a graduation gift,” Jack repeated miserably. “It was… so fucking expensive.”



“It’s okay, Jack. They’re more worried about you.”



They spent some time talking to the cops. Jack told them his initials were written in marker on the bottom of the camera, and showed them pictures of it online, though he couldn’t remember the brand name of the camera bag. One of the cops, an Asian-American, told him kindly they’d try their best, but not to get his hopes up. Jack took the words to heart, thinking he’d never see the camera again. But he didn’t realize how tenacious his new friend Casey really was.



Jack always turned his phone off during class, a habit drilled into him by his teacher mom, so a young gofer who worked in one of the study labs came to fetch him during his math class. Jack stepped out into the hallway and was told that the police were looking to talk to him and he should check his voicemails. He did, and was told his camera had been found, not by them, but by Casey.



“I figured the cops would take a look online at the community pages and the online classifieds. But I thought I’d call around to some pawn shops around town, see if anyone had come in with the camera,” Casey said. They were all at Niara’s, Jack’s camera and bag on the table between all of them, and Paige holding Jack’s hand. “I figured he would hold onto the camera and sell it back home or something like that. I didn’t think Monte would be that stupid. It turns out he was. The fifth shop I called, they said a young guy came in to sell a camera just like yours. They were actually going to call the cops too because he blacked out your initials on the bottom. Or that’s what the pawn shop guy said he was going to do. I don’t know if he really would have or not. Anyway, I let the cops know, and they took over.”



“Thank you,” Jack said for the half-dozenth time. His voice was thick with trying to hold back his emotions. “Casey, this… it means a lot.”



“Shit. Don’t make it weird,” Casey groaned.



“Too late,” Jack said, and hopped up to give his friend a hug.



The school suspended Monte. Given his already terrible academic track record, it was as good as expulsion. Jack never saw him again after that fight. The only time he came back was to get his stuff, under the careful watch of the school’s security. Jack never had another roommate there in the dorm, which made a lot of the guys on the floor good-naturedly jealous. But the damage was done. Jack had no desire to live in the dorms after his freshman year. He vowed to himself to find a place off-campus like Niara his sophomore year. It would be tough, and he’d need a part-time job, but he was done working in the sweat factory cafeteria and living in a place that cared less about its students than its outward appearance.









Fall Confessions



 



“Our first road trip,” Jack said as he slid into Paige’s car.



“We’re only going sixty miles, you dork,” she said.



“Does that mean no road trip snacks?”



She gave him an appalled look. “Of
 course
 we’re stopping for snacks.”



They did too, splitting a box of Junior Mints, beef jerky, and a bag of Combos. It was gloriously unhealthy but after dropping a lot of weight his senior year of high school and his continued workouts that summer and fall, Jackson felt really good about himself and knew he could afford a skip day now and then without sliding back into bad habits. He even had some pretty defined muscles, something that shocked him every time he looked in the mirror. Paige liked to watch him pull on his jeans in the morning because she said she loved his ass, and strangely, he thought she might actually be serious.



When they were on the road, she said brightly, “Don’t forget to call Bambi and let her know we’re on our way.”



Jackson glanced at her, amused. “It’s so weird you two are friends now.”



It was true. They were. When Paige talked to Bambi after Monte stole Jackson’s camera, something changed between the pair. Their mutual concern for Jack brought them together, and now they were friends on Bottlegenie and regularly chatted whenever Bambi called Jack or the other way around. Where Paige once seemed resigned to losing Jack to Bambi once upon a time, now she seemed genuinely invested in their friendship. Was it an act? He wasn’t sure, but if it was, it was a good one.



He called Bambi and put it on the speakerphone. She picked up on the third ring. “Hey, Jack! Are you guys on the road?”



“We just picked up some snacks and now we’re hitting the road.”



“Oooh, what are we eating?” Jack listed the snacks, and Bambi moaned. “Oh, I am definitely going to have to get some Combos for my drive home too. I haven’t had those since I was a kid.”



“Cheddar or pizza-flavored?” Paige asked. “We were debating that in the store.”



“Oh, cheddar, for sure.”



“You’re both so wrong,” Paige said.



Jack said, “What are you up to?”



“Getting packed,” Bambi said.



“Packed? Are you and…” He stopped. He knew Bambi had gone on a few dates with a woman named Nicole, but she had yet to come out publicly as bi.



“It’s okay,” Bambi said. “Paige, he’s trying not to say my… my ex-girlfriend’s name. There are only a few people that know that I’m bi.”



“Ohhh,” Paige said. “Thank you for trusting me.”



“Of course. If Jack trusts you, I trust you. And you seem amazing.”



“Thank you. You do too.”



“Did Jack tell you why we broke up? It kinda ties into that. My bisexuality.”



Paige glanced at Jack and gave him a quick squeeze of his knee. “No. Well, maybe in a roundabout way, that you wanted to explore yourselves in college.”



“That’s almost all of it. He was protecting me by not saying I wanted to explore my sexuality. Then again, I didn’t really tell him I was bi until we had already broken up. It’s… it’s complicated.”



“It sounds like it,” Paige sympathized.



“Did you say ex?” Jack asked. “What happened with Nicole?”



Bambi blew out a breath. “Yeah, we, um… we talked about doing something over fall break, but it just wasn’t there. She’s fun, but when I told her I wasn’t out yet to my parents, she kinda got self-conscious. Like she thought I was ashamed of her. I wasn’t, but she got so upset about it. I didn’t want that drama on top of telling my family. So I broke it off with her.”



“I’m sorry,” Jack said.



At the same time, Paige said, “Oh, honey…”



“It’s all right. I liked her, but I don’t know that there was a spark there anyways. She was fun but I’m ready to move on.”



“Was she your first girlfriend?” Paige asked.



“Kind of. Yeah, technically. Jack and I fooled around this summer right in front of one of my girlfriends. That was, mm, kind of close.”



“Whaaaaat?” Paige asked.



Bambi giggled. “He didn’t tell you that either? Oh, Jack, you can tell her anything you want about me or us. I don’t mind. I really don’t.”



“I didn’t want to go around your back,” Jack said. “Even if we’re not dating, we’re still friends.”



“He’s so sweet,” Bambi said.



“The sweetest,” Paige said. “But tell me more about you two and this friend.”



“Ooh. Okay, so we’re at this party in St. Cloud with our friends.”



“The one where he nearly got into the fight?” Paige asked.



“That’s it! So, my friend Mary hit on Jack. He told me and she felt really bad about it. So as punishment, at this party, we snuck off and Jack, mm, took me while I made my friend watch.”



“That is so hot,” Paige said. “Wow.”



“So he probably hasn’t told you about our special photo shoot then?” Bambi asked.



“Ohhhhh boy,” Jackson said, grinning.



“He kinda did, accidentally. He showed me a lot of the safe pictures he took of you and your friends this summer. I asked him if you two had taken any naughty pictures. He blushed and stammered and tried to deny it, but I could tell.”



Bambi laughed. “Show her if you want, Jack. Then maybe take some pictures of your own.”



“Oooh, want us to share?” Paige asked.



Silence. Total. Fucking. Silence.



“W-w-what?” Jack asked.



Bambi stammered, “Echoing Jack. You’d… you’d…?”



“If I can see yours, it’d be only fair,” Paige said.



“Holy wow…” Bambi said.



“What is going on with my life?” Jack breathed.



“I think that’s a yes from him,” Bambi said.



“He looks like he just got the wind knocked out of him,” Paige said.



“Okay. Well,” Bambi said. “Now I have that to look forward to. But I should finish packing. I’m going to come out to my parents tonight.”



Jack winced. Bambi’s parents were very traditionally conservative. “If you need to talk afterwards, you know we’re here.”



“Yeah, definitely,” Paige said. “And no rush, but let us know how it goes.”



“Thanks,” Bambi said. “Deep breath, right?”



“Right,” Paige said.



“You’ve got your brothers in your corner,” Jack said. “And we’re here for you. Whatever you need.”



“Thank you. Love-” Bambi started to say, then cut herself short. “Oh my God. I’m sorry. I can’t believe I… I’m sorry.”



“It’s okay,” Paige said, but Bambi had already hung up. “Oh no. Are her parents going to be okay with her coming out as bi?”



“I don’t know,” Jack admitted. “They’re pretty conservative. But they love her. I think even if they’re not okay with it today, they will be eventually. I hope so, anyways.”



“Me too,” Paige said. She reached over, took his hand, and squeezed.



* * *



Though still visible in the distance, the mountains gave way to plains and a string of suburbs further and further apart. Brooklyn was a sleepy bedroom community meant to serve as a place for families to live that wasn’t within the city proper. It had a lot of the essentials – a couple big department stores, a trio of hotels and fast food right off the Interstate, a couple major grocery stores. But as Paige explained, there wasn’t a whole lot more to it than the rows of small tract housing and apartments.



“It’s not a bad place to live,” she said. “But compared to the city, it’s super boring. The movie theater closed when I was thirteen. It keeps changing hands but no one wants to spend the money fixing it up, so it just gets sold over and over again. The bowling alley’s about as exciting as it gets. Or the skate park, if you can skate.”



“I can’t.”



“Me either.”



Paige’s home was nestled at the far end of a trailer park on the far edge of town. There were maybe two hundred trailers in small cul-de-sacs arranged like spokes on a wheel. It was mostly well-kept, though there were a few run-down trailers and places overgrown with weeds. At its core was a community building, a pair of basketball courts, and a barbeque and picnic area.



Tanya Lucas’s trailer was a cheerful blue. Paige explained she came home that summer and repainted it with her sister. “We didn’t get along for a long time,” Paige said, grinning. “But not in any sort of, you know, hateful way. Just two sisters too close not to be each other’s worst enemies. Now that we’re adults… eh, we still go at each other, but it’s not claws out.”



Jackson laughed. “I missed that growing up, but my friends Cole and Tyler, we could go at each other pretty hard over some dumb stuff.”



“I want to meet them someday. Your parents too. And Bambi, for that matter.”



“Hey, you could always come home for Christmas with me,” Jack said as they pulled in.



She glanced in his direction. “You mean that?”



“You’d come?”



“Yeah, if you’re serious. I’d… that’d be fun.”



He unbuckled and leaned across to kiss her. “Of course I am.”



Her smile warmed his whole world.



The front door opened, followed by the screen door. Mrs. Lucas came out of the house. She was maybe two hundred and fifty pounds, her back stooped and her face ruddy. But it was easy to see that once upon a time she must have been as beautiful as Paige. Her eyes sparkled with the same vitality, and her smile was nearly as uplifting as her daughter’s.



“Oh, my baby!” she called as they got out. “And oh my gosh, look at the man-candy on your arm!”



“Hello, Mrs. Lucas,” Jackson said, grinning. “It’s really nice to meet you. Thank you so much for taking me in this week.”



“Shoot, I’m stealing you for myself!” Paige’s mother said, and cackled until she was coughing. Paige rushed up to her and gave her mother’s back a good thump. Mrs. Lucas coughed and mumbled something.



Paige said to Jackson, “Could you look away? She needs to spit and it’s…”



“Sure,” Jackson said, his heart breaking about a thousand different ways. He turned, and listened to Mrs. Lucas spit once, twice, and then say, “I’m okay. I’m okay.”



Jackson turned back around, and Mrs. Lucas’s smile had dimmed. She looked flustered and even more red-faced, and Jackson said, “You have nothing to be embarrassed about. Not around me.”



“Pfft. A handsome young man like you, I certainly do.” She looked at her daughter. “I’m sorry. I need to sit down.”



“It’s all right, Mom. We’ll just grab our things and be right in.”



While Mrs. Lucas sprawled out on an oversized armchair in the living room, catching her breath, Paige and Jack walked in their things, which amounted to a pair of suitcases, laptop bags, and his camera case. It was a nice home, with two small bedrooms and a teeny bathroom on one end, the master bedroom on the other, and a surprisingly spacious living room and kitchen joining them. It was well-kept, but everything showed signs of wear and tear. The couch was covered in a sheet, the armchair with several rents along the arms. One of the kitchen chairs was mismatched, and a swatch of the countertop in the kitchen was topped with different wood laminate. But it was a clean home, and smelled like pumpkin spice thanks to a candle burning on the kitchen table.



What won him over about the place were the dozens of pictures on the walls. Almost every free spot in the living room was covered with memories of Paige, her sister, and their father. From baby pictures to shots of Paige and her mother standing in front of one of the dorms at New Bainbridge University, this was a home filled with love. Anyone could see that straightaway, and it made Jack smile.



“I’m not the only photobug,” he said over his shoulder to Mrs. Lucas as he examined the photos. She chuckled and pushed herself upright. He turned. “Oh, no, Mrs. Lucas, I didn’t mean for you to have to get up.”



“Oh please. You’re not making me do anything. But I get to laughing and my throat and lungs, they don’t like it much these days.” She came to him and stood beside him. “Funny thing is, I never smoked a single cigarette in my life, but I get all cottony in the fall and spring. Winter will be better.” She pointed out a baby picture. “That’s our Paige. Two weeks early, but she was ready to cuss me and her dad out. Didn’t stop crying for what seemed like hours.”



Paige came out of the back bedrooms, saying nothing but smiling fondly as her mom pointed out another picture, this one of a little girl with her head cocked, a big grin on her face and her eyes closed. Paige’s gently crooked teeth were more pronounced back then, not yet having grown into her body. Her hair was tied up in a pair of buns with two ribbons.



“And that’s her on the first day of school. Said she didn’t need to go. She already knew how to read and that was all that mattered.” Mrs. Lucas laughed again, though this time it was phlegm-free.



“That sounds like her. She’s amazing with language. I read some of her stories.”



“Oh, aren’t they magic? She’s been writing stories since she knew the alphabet. And she loves to read.”



“Got that from you,” Paige said. “Mom read to us every night when we were kids until we could read for ourselves.”



“Yeah, but you got your imagination from your dad,” Mrs. Lucas said. “Always had his head in the clouds.”



“Paige told me about him. He sounds like he was a great guy. Kind.”



“Ohhh, the kindest,” Mrs. Lucas said. Her smile was tired and broken, a smile of a woman who would never heal quite right but who had learned to live with it. “He was never meant for an office job. He was meant for adventures, following Gandalf to Rivendell or stealing treasure with Captain Jack. He should have been a boat captain or a storyteller, like Paige. But he chose to do for us the best he could, and he never complained a day in his life.”



Paige went to her mother and they wrapped their arms around each other in a well-practiced hug. Jack’s girlfriend sniffed, and kissed the side of Mrs. Lucas’s head. The older woman turned to Jack and squeezed his arm.



“My Paige hasn’t talked about much else other than you since you started dating. So you stop with the Mrs. Lucas stuff. It’s Tanya.”



Jack smiled. “All right, Tanya.”



“Now give me a hug. I didn’t get one outside.”



He obliged, squeezing her tight and pretending not to notice the tears in her eyes. Over her shoulder, Paige held a hand to her breast, and mouthed, “Thank you.”



* * *



They sat outside on folding lawn chairs, holding hands and listening to Tanya sing in the kitchen as she made dinner. Jackson had offered to help, but Tanya shooed them away.



“She’s wonderful,” Jack said. “I see so much of her in you.”



“If you look at pictures of her when she was my age now, you’d think we were sisters.”



“I can see that. She has your smile and your eyes.”



“That’s what everybody says, and I agree. She likes you. She’s never told any of my boyfriends to call her Tanya.” Paige squeezed his hand. “Thank you.”



“You don’t have to thank me. You’re the ones taking me in.”



They talked about Thanksgiving plans, which amounted to dinner there with Tanya and Paige’s sister. Tanya would accompany them to New Bainbridge Black Friday for some deal-hunting, after which Paige and Jack would go back to college.



Bambi called while they sat outside. They told her to wait a minute, and headed inside to Paige’s room and the queen-sized bed that dominated much of it. There they put the phone on speaker again and Jack asked Bambi how it went.



It was tearful, she said, but her mom supported her straightaway and her dad came around after the initial shock, especially when his wife reminded him this was still their baby girl. Bambi’s brothers were there for her too, and it turned out about as best as she could have hoped for.



Jackson wanted to tell her about Paige coming home with him for Christmas but then was not the time, not with what Bambi had just gone through. He held off on that for a few days, but when they finally told her, Bambi said with what seemed like one-hundred-percent sincerity, “Good. I really want to meet her too. She seems fantastic, Jack.”



Jack never noticed the tiny, secret smile on Paige’s face until it was already gone, her mask of serenity back in place.









Putting on a Show in the Library



 



That week recharged Jackson in a way he didn’t know he needed. He helped out Tanya with anything she needed, which wasn’t much aside from raking some leaves in her small yard, doing some grocery shopping, and taking out the garbage. Aside from that, he and Paige spent long lazy days playing three-handed pinochle with her mom, or bowling, or taking long walks in the evening. He had never been much of a basketball player but some locals about their age invited him to a few pick-up games and he joined in. He might have been the worst on the team, but he still had fun.



He noticed too Paige texting and messaging with Bambi. It was sweet but baffling and more than a little terrifying how close the two became, but they seemed genuine in their budding friendship. When he texted Casey about it and asked if he should be worried, his friend was absolutely no help.



 



Hell yes. One of my xes shouted at ni in the cafeteria after we started going out. NOTHING GOOD CAN COME OF THIS. Bandon ship.



 



Seconds later, Casey sent another text.



 



Unless it leads to a 3some. Woo woo!



 



Jackson laughed at that so hard he nearly cried. When he showed Paige the text, she grinned and said, “In your wildest dreams.”



Thanksgiving came without too much drama. Tanya thought she overcooked the turkey since it was a little large for her stove, but Jack and her daughters assured her everything was fantastic. Paige’s sister was nice enough, more serious than her mother or Paige, and very obviously intelligent like them. She seemed to like Jack too, but she didn’t hang around long enough to really get a gauge on her.



Black Friday shopping had all the appeal of torture to him back home but he was happy to hang out with Paige and her mom. But in the first store, Jack realized for the first time in his life he needed to buy a Christmas gift for a girlfriend. He panicked. Candles? Girls liked candles, right? What about jewelry? Paige wore a retro charm bracelet sometimes. Maybe a necklace or something?



That idea went out the window when he ducked into a jewelry store at the New Bainbridge mall and nearly yelped when he saw the prices. Even on a steep sale a necklace would have eaten up over half the money left in his account from his summer job. When he came out, there was Paige, a stormy look in her eyes.



“Jack, you didn’t buy me anything from there for Christmas, did you?”



“No. I’m sorry. I couldn’t really afford the necklace I was looking at for you. Maybe someday but…”



“Good. I’m not a girl who needs jewelry or really fancy things. You’re taking me home. That’s present enough.” She kissed him, and he kissed her back. She might have told him she didn’t want a present, but it instilled in him an odd desire to find her something. Maybe not a necklace, maybe not anything fancy or flashy, but he’d try and think of something.



He did buy presents for other people, though, namely a party game for Niara and Casey, some collectible cards for Cole and Tyler, and some new Bainbridge University shirts for his parents. He saw them and thought of a story Bambi told him about how her parents had dressed up in her own university’s clothes when they dropped her off at college. It made him laugh, and he knew his parents would love the shirts too.



He wasn’t certain what to get Paige, but when they walked back through the mall, Tanya needed to take a rest near the same jewelry store Jackson went into earlier. Paige sat with her mother, the two of them talking about the next store they wanted to hit. Jackson knelt, his phone in hand, and he snapped a picture of the two of them like that. They were so close, he thought, and then he had it. He pretended to be looking at the picture he’d taken, and instead looked up what he wanted to give Paige – and her mother too. He smiled when he found it. Now that was definitely in his price range.



But what about Bambi? Should he get a gift for her? He wasn’t sure, but it felt like he should. It would be unfair not to tell Paige though, so when they had a moment together, he said, “Paige. I don’t want you to read into this in any other way than me giving a friend a gift. But I want to get Bambi a Christmas present.”



Paige’s eyes crinkled as she grinned at him. “Okay?”



“I… why is it I’m always expecting the worst-case scenario and you keep being astoundingly cool about me and her?”



“Because…” She clicked her tongue. “Relationships aren’t black and white. Not to me. If I said no, I don’t want you to do that, it would hurt you. And it would hurt her, and I like her, but you’re the one that I would hate to hurt. Or maybe you’d tell me okay, you won’t buy her a gift. That would be changing who you are. You know? I don’t want to change you. I want the happy, sweet Jack I’m falling in love with.”



“F-falling…”



“You had to know,” she said softly. “Oh Jack. You had my heart when you came back to my dorm room and told me I’d never be the other woman.”



“Paige… I love you too.”



He cupped her cheek, and the wild swirls of emotion in his heart stilled with the softness of her lips and the twinkle in her eyes.



“I know what we’re going to get her too,” she said when they finally broke apart.



“What?”



She leaned in and whispered the answer in his ear. He pulled back, wide-eyed. “You’re serious?” he asked.



“Oh yeah. Let’s give her a show.”



* * *



 Paige opened the front door to the library and bodily yanked him in, laughing with a throaty note to her voice. Jack was on her immediately, drunk on the idea of this, of her, and yeah, of Bambi too. His head and his heart were a mess but it was a happy, strange mess and he decided whatever came, he’d live in this moment.



That this was happening in the library was a surreal full-circle moment. When he first began to correspond with one of the college recruiters about potentially joining the photography program, he was invited out for a weekend prospective student event. Despite the distance, his parents were all about taking a family road trip together. Thie library had been the first building Jack wanted to visit and it was the building that made him fall in love with the campus, a modern testament to architecture.



The core was a grand stone building centered by stately windows at either end designed in the shape of a coat-of-arms, the idea being that knowledge was a shield against the perils of the world. Jack heard that on the tour, and his mom whispered to his father, “Uh oh. He’s going to love that.” She was right. The wings of the library were far more modern glass-fronted affairs that allowed plentiful sunlight for the study tables and reading nooks. Two stories were crammed full of books both fictional and otherwise.



Someday, Jack thought as the second great love of his life pulled him towards the stacks, they would do this beside Paige Lucas’s name on the shelves.



As much as he loved the library, it was her that he loved the most in that moment, and he did not hesitate to tell her that when she spun on him, wild, free. They were the only two in the library. It was after-hours and she could lose her job for this, but they were young and silly and in love. They whispered that simple fact as their hands explored, wanting, needing. The first place at his college he fell in love with, with the woman he loved so fiercely it kept him there in New Bainbridge, reaching across the gap to give the strangest gift of his life to another woman he could not say goodbye to.



Jack unslung his bag and hurried to set everything up. When everything was ready, Jackson lunged at Paige and kissed her again before forcing his attention back to his camera and the tripod. “Okay, we’re ready, we’re really going to do this,” he said.



“We are,” Paige said.



“Do you think she’ll like this? We’re not twisting the knife in or anything?”



Paige let loose with a half-snort, half-giggle. “Jack, on this one, you just have to trust me. I think she’ll love it.”



Did she know something he didn’t? The question should have been more important to him, but in that moment, Paige was back on him and it slipped away. “How far away should we stand?” she asked, running her hand up and down his abs, then lower still, across his groin in his khaki pants.



“Right about here,” he grunted, sidestepping with her. “Stay right here.” He checked her position on the camera. Perfect. If they moved around a lot, the frame was wide enough to encompass it. “Yeah. Right there.”



“Start it up, Jack.”



Before he did, though, he cupped her chin and kissed her again. “I do love you, Paige. I’m so confused, but…”



“I love you too,” she breathed, then again, and again. “I love you, I love you, I love you with all my heart.”



With that, he pressed the record button.



She went hard for him, yanking up his shirt and tossing it aside once it was free of his arms and head. Her glance at the camera was both amused and fiery all at once. “Look at him, look at how muscular he is now.” She leaned in and nipped at one of his nipples.



Jackson got his hands on her long-sleeved top and soon it joined his shirt, her big breasts pushed up and presented to him in a white bra. This he unhooked with one hand, a trick Paige taught him one lazy night, and as the bra fell, he leaned down to suck one of her big nipples into his mouth, moaning.



“Fuck, he loves my boobs,” Paige said, and threw back her head and laughed when Jackson nodded vigorously. “But you know what I can’t get enough of? This.”



With that, Paige sank to her knees, still in her short skirt and heels. She stared up at Jack, grinning, and undid his shorts in a swift smooth movement. They came down and his achingly hard cock nearly hit her face.



“God, don’t you miss this cock?” Paige breathed. “He goes…” She sucked his tip and popped off it again just as fast. “…and goes…” This time, she gave him a long lick from halfway down his shaft up to his tip again. “…and goes.”



“Suck me,” Jackson moaned.



Paige gave the camera a wildly exaggerated thinking pose, squinting one eye shut and tapping her chin with one finger. “What do you think, Bambi? Should I?”



“You’re killing me.”



“Oh, all right,” Paige said. And there, among the shelves of books, she began to suck him. Someone could notice the lights from deep within the building at any time so she held nothing back, sucking and slurping on his shaft, getting him nice and wet so she could whip her hands up and down his length.



“Fuck, Paige, like that, suck me fast like that,” he said.



Paige split her attention between the phone and him. One of her hands dipped to her skirt and she pulled it up so she could play with herself. Jackson rested a hand on the back of her head and to his surprise she moaned approvingly.



She came off him and gasped, “Yesss, grip my head, thrust a little, it’s okay, you won’t hurt me.” She devoured him even deeper, as deep as she’d ever taken him, and winked up at him with the eye the camera couldn’t see. Jackson didn’t want to hurt her in any way but he couldn’t help his excitement at her words or the performance they were giving. He began to thrust, sliding his cock deeper into her mouth, hitting the back of her throat and pulling back immediately.



Again she moaned her approval and his thrusts began to quicken. Each time he hit the back of her throat, she made a gurgling “Urk! Urk! Urk!” sound that he couldn’t figure out was real or faked for the camera. Either way, it was hot as hell. Her lips wrapped even tighter around him as her hand whipping up and down his length as she played with herself, rocking harder and harder, meeting his thrusts.



This wasn’t just for Bambi, Jack finally realized. This was for Paige too.



He was not great at sexy talk. Not at all. But for her, and for Bambi, he tried. “Fuck, baby. Th-those lips. So fucking sexy.”



“Mmmm!” Paige moaned around him.



He tried not to gulp as he looked at the camera on its tripod. “Look at how beautiful Paige is. Those big… big tits…” He couldn’t help wincing, sure at any moment Paige would pull off him and burst out laughing. But she only moaned louder. It emboldened him, gave him a tendril of courage to hang onto. “She’s going to make me come if she keeps this up. But that’s not how I want to finish. I’m… I’m going to come inside her.”



Paige pulled off him and gasped hoarsely, “Yes, yessss, come inside me, fuck me Jack and come inside me…”



“Then I’m going to turn her around. I’m going to show you how she… how she took me,” Jack said. “Just like when we had phone sex.”



Paige came off him again. “Fuck!” she said, eyes twinkling.



Instinct took over. They’d done some fun, sexy research on different positions for exactly this moment, and now he lifted Paige to her feet, tugging her skirt up and over her juicy ass. Bu what they hadn’t practiced was his next move. He turned her so her ass was to the camera.



“Look,” he said hoarsely. “Look at her ass, baby. Look at my beautiful Paige’s ass.”



Paige stared at him, her mouth open, panting softly. She lurched up and kissed him, and he fondled her ass while they made out, spreading her cheeks wide so Bambi could see her beautiful, bleached bud. Then, maybe a bit rougher than he intended, he spun Paige again. She let out what he later thought was a genuine yip of surprise, but she bent over when he pressed his hand to her back, just as they’d practiced.



“He’s going to fuck me now, Bambi,” Paige moaned as Jack grasped her shoulder and his cock. Paige’s eyes closed, and as he drilled deep inside her in one hard thrust, she let out an, “Oh, fuck!” so loud it reverberated through the library.



They both stared at the camera, Jack with an intense, almost angry expression he didn’t even realize he was making, Paige with a dazedly happy one, her head and whole body jerking back and forth as Jack fucked her hard. He couldn’t hold back, not that time. The thrill of being on camera, of doing this to one of his great loves for the sake of the other, it continued his transformation from nerdy Jackson Corso into whatever this new, roaring thing he was becoming.



He fucked Paige with hard, deep strokes, grunting, his fingers tightening into her skin so hard he’d accidentally leave bruises. Neither of them noticed.



“I’m coming, Bambi, I’m coming, our m-man is making come so fucking h-hard for you, oh, ohhhhh, fuck, ohh, ohhhhhhh!”



In the film, Paige smiled an almost sleepy smile. In the moments before Jack came, her eyes opened again, dull pleasure making them glossy. Her grin went even wider, and she blew the camera a kiss.



“Fuck, Paige, fuuuuck!” Jack grunted, and he slammed home, bucking inside her wet, warm embrace, his come a torrent, never seeming to end as his hips jerked involuntarily against her ass.  Paige pulled away from him, nearly stumbling, and turned as quick as she could manage, showing off her well-used pussy, and the come spilling out from her and onto the library floor.



She winked up at Jack, and mouthed, “Three, two, one.” He tentatively reached out and gave her a little spank on the ass. It was barely more than a tap, but when his palm touched her skin, Paige looked over her shoulder and as one they chanted, “Merry Christmas, Bambi!”









The Present



 



They uploaded the video right before their finals started. Their school would let out that following weekend, and then they would drive home. Home to Honeypot, to introduce Paige to his family, and to Bambi and his friends, most of whom would come home a week after Jackson.



When the file was uploaded, they called Bambi from his dorm room. “We got you something a bit unusual for Christmas,” Jack said.



“Oooh, what is it?” Bambi asked.



“A little stress relief for your finals,” Paige said.



“Check the online file backups. You’ll see a new video there. You’re definitely going to want to be alone with earbuds in,” Jackson said.



“I’m checking it right now. Give me two minutes.”



They waited, and soon enough, Bambi came back on the line. She said, “Oh my God. You two made a sex tape?”



“For you,” Jack said. There was a funny note to Bambi’s voice, something he couldn’t discern. It sounded almost amused. Practiced. But he dismissed it as his imagination. Stress was definitely hitting him hard, and not only because he was going to introduce Paige to Bambi and his family soon, but because finals were coming. He didn’t think he’d do too badly on any of them, but he was always one to worry about tests.



Paige explained that Jack talked to her about getting Bambi a Christmas present and that she’d come up with the idea after finding out Bambi was bisexual and liked being photographed by Jack.



“Do you like it?” Jack asked.



“I’m already out of my leggings and getting into bed to play with myself watching it a bazillion times. Paige, you’re… oh my God, you’re so sexy and beautiful and… wow,” Bambi breathed.



They listened to her watch it. Paige and Jack stripped down when Bambi started the video over again and locked into a sixty-nine. She and Bambi seemed intent on duking it out as to who made the louder coming noises on the phone.



Not for the first time, he wondered if all this back-and-forth teasing with Bambi might not lead to something more when they came home. He hoped so. A threesome with them was fuel for his imagination the rest of his life. But were they setting Bambi up for more pain? Shit, was he setting himself up for it?



It didn’t matter. If the opportunity came, he’d take it, he knew that. Whatever moments he could steal with both Bambi and Paige, he’d take. He loved them both, and that was the simple truth of it. It would tear him apart to have to say goodbye to Bambi again, but the love, he had realized that summer, was worth the pain.



* * *



His finals were easier than he expected, or maybe he’d just over-prepared. His favorite came from Dr. Perez’s class, where they had a two-part final, one a written test gong back over all the factual information they learned that semester, and the other half a final picture presentation. Jack had enlisted Paige for this, as well as a friend in the drama department who allowed them to go through the costumes. She picked out a period piece dress, though neither of them were entirely sure what period it was supposed to be from. It was voluminous, a deep purple velvet with a low-cut bustline and a skirt that hung to her ankles. With more help from the drama department, they did up her makeup to look like a madame. Jack took some saucy but safe for class pictures of her like that not on the stage, but in the library, positioned so the background was nearly completely filled with the coat-of-arms windows. It was a nifty bit of trick photography, and his classmates praised him for presenting color photographs as opposed to black and white or antique-looking stills made with a filter. The only ding was a half-hearted remark from one of his classmates who noted that someone else had taken a picture of the same building earlier that year for another project.



It was a good end to the school year, capped with dinner at Niara’s house the night before they were set to leave. They ordered in, because as Niara said, “After finals, I don’t want to do anything for a week. Not a damn thing.” Niara and Casey gave them Christmas sweaters, and they in turn loved the party game.



They played late into the night, and when Niara and Casey walked them out, Jackson got emotional. To Casey, he said, “I’m not sure I would have stuck around this school if it wasn’t for you. Thanks for reaching out. I’ve made a new best friend this year.”



“Shit,” Casey muttered. “Always making things weird.”



But despite the words, he grabbed Jackson in a fierce hug. Niara and Paige hugged too, letting their men have their moment.



* * *



Late in the morning, they packed their things and headed for Brooklyn. Tanya explained that her mom might go overboard.



“We kinda went through a phase after Dad died where none of us had the energy for it,” she said. “But after a couple years, it started to be this bigger and bigger thing for my mom. She needs it. We did too.”



They talked family traditions for most the trip. Jack’s family liked the holiday but with only a few extended family members in the area, it was a pretty subdued affair. They sometimes traveled to visit his grandparents over the holidays, but with one set in Minnesota and the other in Arizona, it wasn’t feasible every year.



Tanya greeted them on the porch again, and nearly coughed herself into a fit laughing at their Christmas sweaters. She had one of her own on, with a cat in a Santa hat on it. They brought in their bags to the mouthwatering smell of freshly baked rolls.



“I didn’t buy a ham this year,” Tanya said, sounding guilty. “Just some ham steaks. I thought no sense, if you two can’t take leftovers. It won’t be what we’re used to, but…”



“I’m sorry to disrupt your holiday,” Jack said.



“Oh, oh no, honey, I didn’t mean it like that. I don’t need the calories tempting me. Besides, I had the both of you for Thanksgiving. Much as I want to be greedy and keep you around, I know it’s what’s right.” A glint of good humor twinkled in her eyes. “Besides, I was always the child who wanted to open Christmas presents early, so I’m looking forward to today.”



“Speaking of,” Jack said, “I have something for both of you. Be right back.”



“Me too,” Paige said.



In her bedroom, Jack dug in his bag for his gift not just for Paige, but for her mother too. It was one simple package, long and slim, wrapped in red and green Christmas paper.



Paige said, “Jack, I told you, you don’t need to buy me jewelry.”



“It’s not what you think. I mean, it kinda is. But it’s for you and your mom. I think you’ll like it.” He shrugged, feeling a hint of the old shy, unsure Jackson inside himself saying hello. “I hope you will, anyways.”



“It’s already the best Christmas I can remember, baby.”



They kissed like it was their first time, soft and sweet, good and long. Paige made a happy noise and hugged him. He hugged her back, and whispered in her ear, “Whatever happens, Paige, I’m with you. I hope you know that.”



“I do,” she whispered.



They brought their presents out. In that short time, Tanya brought out two stockings with their names on them full of small bags of road snacks and candy. Jack explained that his present to them was a joint gift, something for the both of them. They opened it together. Inside was a jewelry box. Paige urged her mother to open it.



“It’s a pendant,” Tanya said, a note of happy curiosity to her voice.



“It’s two pendants,” Paige said, tearing up as she pulled the pendant of the mother and daughter in two. “Two chains.”



“The lockets open up,” Jackson said.



Paige and Tanya opened them. Inside was a tiny version of the picture Jack had taken of them at the mall, Paige caught forever in midsentence, her mother smiling.



“You two are so close, I thought… well, I thought…” Jack said.



Tanya held up the mother half of the pendant to the light. “You come here and hug me, young man.”



He did, and she clutched him tight, sniffing. Into his ear, she said none too quietly, “You have my girl’s heart. Be good to it.”



“I will,” Jack promised.



* * *



They left early the next morning. If they could beat the storm threatening to chase them, they could make it to Honeypot that night. If not, well, a night in a hotel would eat up a lot of Jack’s savings, but the idea had a romantic appeal to it.



They swapped off driving every so often, stopping at gas stations and rest areas frequently. Paige had a goofy idea early on that they should take a selfie together at every rest stop throughout their relationship. “’Memories of Toilets,’” Jack said. “That’s what I’ll call the exhibit someday when I print all of them up.”



As they drove, his nervousness seemed to transfer to her. She went quiet for long stretches, though she seemed happy enough. He caught her smiling to herself a dozen times, but assumed it was because they were on the road and together, the same reason he was happy.



With just two four hours to go until they arrived in Honeypot, Paige got a text. She read it and texted them back. For a while, she said nothing, but when they came to the next city, Paige said quietly, “Jack. Slow down and take the next exit.”



“Are you okay?”



She twisted her head and smiled at him. “Yes. I think I am. Yes.”



“You’re being weird.”



“I know. I have a surprise for you. It’s your Christmas present. We’re going to stay the night here. I already paid for the hotel and everything.”



“What?” he asked, confused. But his heart knew. He couldn’t figure it out consciously, but something began to race inside him.



But Paige would say no more, only pointing out the hotel. She was nearly bouncing in her seat, giddy, and Jack finally figured it out. “Paige.”



Because he saw her, pushing off from her car, the breeze catching her long blonde hair. Bambi.



Jackson pulled into the lot and parked beside his ex-girlfriend, stunned, his conscious mind still not able to believe this yet. She flung open his door, and he was out, saying her name, hugging her tight. She went to kiss him, and Jack flinched, glancing at Paige.



“I can’t, I’m sorry, I… I love you both so goddamn much, but she’s my, my girlfriend, please don’t make me hurt one of you.”



“You don’t have to,” Paige said.



Bambi pulled away from him, looking at Paige. As one, they moved together. “I’ve been so looking forward to this,” Bambi said.



“Me too,” Paige said.



And they kissed.



* * *



Jack sat on the edge of the room’s bed. Its only bed. Its large bed, where he would be sleeping with not just Paige, but Bambi. The shock of that physical thrill would have to wait, at least a few minutes.



“That day Monte stole your bag, Bambi called. Do you remember that?” Paige asked, sitting next to him and taking his hand.



“I do,” Jackson said. Bambi took his other hand and kissed his shoulder as she sat on the other side.



“She said to me, ‘I wish I could be there for him. I’m glad you’re there or I’d be driving down. Please, take care of him.’”



“Something like that,” Bambi said, smiling.



“We started to talk after that. Especially around Thanksgiving. You know that much. I liked her. Like her. And I realized she was still as in love with you as you are her.”



“I don’t want to pick,” Jack said. “Please. I know that makes me a coward but I can’t. I love both of you so much.”



“We know,” Bambi said. She took a deep breath. “I’m transferring, Jack. I’m moving to New Bainbridge. I’ll start there next fall.”



“You’re what?” he asked.



“It wasn’t my parents that broke me up with my last girlfriend. She… couldn’t deal with me being in love with you still. And it made me realize I didn’t want State anymore. I wanted you. But I didn’t want to cut in on Paige, either. I liked her too much. And I knew you were falling in love with her too.”



Paige took over the narrative, squeezing his hand tighter. “You know I’m not a traditional girl when it comes to relationships. I’ve gone on that rant a thousand times, that we should define what we are and what we want, not society. This is me telling you, if you really are in love with both of us…”



“We want to give this a shot,” Bambi said quietly. “The three of us.”



With that, she took his chin in her slim fingers and turned his head towards hers. Jack’s heart had never beat faster. His lips felt dry and he almost jerked when her lips touched his. “This is real?” he whispered.



“It’s real, baby,” she whispered back.



She turned his head again. Paige mirrored Bambi, turning his head towards her now, and slowly, ever so slowly, his heart began to slow. “Thank you,” he told her.



“This is as much for me as it is you,” she said. “I mean… have you seen her? She’s hot!”



Jackson laughed, and with that noise came a release of something he didn’t realize had been inside him all semester. He knew he’d loved Paige for a while, but now it came with no restraint. His hand brushed her cheek and he kissed her deeper, his body finally catching on to what his heart and soul felt. This wouldn’t just be a one-time thing, but in months, it would be every night. Not the sex, but this completion of his being.



“I love you both,” he said, the hesitation and fear inside him gone. He took their hands again and kissed them in turn, Paige and then Bambi. “Yeah. I want this. I want the two of you.” He looked between them. “Let’s make this work.”



Bambi sniffed and nodded. Paige’s fingers worked at his shirt, and he helped her with it, pulling it up and over his head. “Oh my God,” Bambi said. “Jack… I could see in your pictures and video how, mm, yummy you’ve become, but…”



“Thank my friend Casey when you meet him,” he said. A frenzy hit them. He gripped his girlfriends’ tops and they stood, ditching their clothes as fast as they could. All three stood at the foot of the bed, nude, Jackson breathing hard like he just ran a sprint. No one moved for a long moment, their eyes feasting, dancing.



Paige brushed past him to cradle Bambi’s face in her hands and kiss her. Jackson laughed, and both of them glanced at him. “I didn’t know you were bi,” he said.



“Oh come on,” Paige said. “Really? The video we took? Me getting so excited about Bambi’s pictures?”



“Our sweet innocent Jack,” Bambi said, and roped her arms around Paige’s neck to kiss her again and again. The two of them moved sideways towards the bed and fell onto it. Jack was more than content to watch, his legs rooted in place, his mouth ajar as lithe blonde Bambi was pinned by Paige, her big breasts ballooning to either side of Bambi’s slimmer ones, their arms roped around each other’s necks and backs, their lips connecting over and over again.



“You’re beautiful, you’re so beautiful,” Paige murmured to Bambi.



“Mm, so are you. Jack’s got good taste.” They kissed again, Bambi’s fingers sliding through Paige’s brunette hair. “I’ve watched… mm… your video… a dozen times… came so hard to it.”



Paige slid a hand beneath them, going to Bambi’s mound and her pussy. Jack came closer to the bed, running a hand over Paige’s ass and her thigh. He thought about going for his camera but this first time, he didn’t want that. He wanted to be a part of this moment, not to record it. Besides, he wouldn’t ever forget this. The breathy moans, soft skin against soft skin. But he didn’t want to get involved too much, not yet. He wanted to watch his two beautiful girlfriends make love for the first time.



His
 girlfriends
 . How oddly natural that concept felt.



Paige began to rock as she played at Bambi’s pussy. Bambi’s hands went further down, stroking Paige’s luscious ass. There were little words between them for long minutes, their eyes dancing, their smiles mirrors of each other. Paige, so curvy, so vibrant and always amused by the world around her. Bambi, the ethereal one, the friend, the lover.



Bambi’s hand moved to do to Paige what the other woman was doing to her, fingering her with slow, easy movements. Time mattered nothing to the three of them. Bambi would have to go back to college for a week but she didn’t need to be back until the next night. They could make love the way all three wanted, a long, slow warming of their hearts to one another.



If there was one surprise to be had it was in Bambi’s deliberate movements. She really did have a couple girlfriends that semester and had learned as much about women as Jack had. It wasn’t long before she had Paige whispering her name, arching on top of her, her big breasts thrust out. But Bambi wasn’t far behind her either, and both women began to finger each other faster, more fervently.



“Like that,” Paige moaned.



“Come for her,” Jack said. They were the first words he’d spoken in minutes. His hands roamed his girlfriends, one on Paige’s leg, the other on Bambi’s arm.



“She’s s-so good with her fingers, Jack,” Paige whimpered.



“Wait until you feel my tongue,” Bambi said.



“Ohhh, oh fuck, yesss, I want to feel it, I want to… ohhhh, Bambi!”



Paige jerked, her smile spreading wider, her eyes closing. Bambi raised her free hand and gripped the other woman by the back of the head to pull her down for a long, sweet kiss. Paige drove her fingers into Bambi faster and faster, Bambi’s legs spreading wider to better give her access. Jack leaned down to kiss Paige’s delectable ass, breathing deep the feminine scents of both of them, Bambi’s favored vanilla body cream, Paige’s faint dab of perfume. He pulled back and watched as Bambi began to shiver and shake, her orgasm on her, her cry making his heart swell.



“Paaaige!”



Still in the throes of her orgasm, Bambi physically pushed the other woman away. They stared at each other with wanton lust, and Bambi said, “Your turn to be on your back. I want to taste you.”



“Only if I get to taste you too,” Paige murmured.



With Paige on her back, they slid together into a sixty-nine. Bambi leaned down for her first taste of Paige, and Paige moaned when she did the same. Like that, Bambi’s ass was to Jack, and he got in the game, crawling onto the bed on his hands and knees and lining himself up behind her. Paige saw what he wanted and pushed the other woman’s hips up far enough for him to slide into Bambi inch by inch.



“Oh fuck, oh fuck, I missed that, I missed you, I missed you,” Bambi cried out.



“I missed you too. So much,” Jack gasped.



It was like coming home. He hadn’t lost his virginity to Bambi but it was her body he thought of as being the first that he truly knew. Underneath her, Paige licked the connection of his body to Bambi’s, and he could have died and gone to heaven right then and there. He wasn’t sure he hadn’t already.



“Oh, damn, Paige, that feels amazing… inside her… licking me… fuck,” he said.



“We’ve got him brainless,” Bambi said. Paige giggled at that and licked them even harder.



Jack took it slow, savoring being back inside Bambi, but the sight of the two of them together had him so excited it was hard to hold on. He filled his hands with Bambi’s slender ass, her waist, her shoulders. She glanced back at him and he nearly lost it when he saw her smile.



Together again.



She tried to take care of Paige, but she was as excited as Jack, moaning and rolling her hips back at him as she licked at Paige’s pussy. They were lost to each other and to Paige, their brunette girlfriend delighting in making Bambi quiver and Jackson thrust harder. He was lost to the sensations, the sight of Bambi’s tight lithe ass as she pushed back against him, the toss of her blonde hair, Paige’s knees drawn up, the sounds of his skin against Bambi’s, the lewder noises of Paige licking them both eagerly.



He held on, gritting his teeth, but the pleasure mounted within him. Soon it wouldn’t be denied, but first Bambi began to rock harder and harder, her head dipping. “Jack… P-Paige… mmm, mmm, ngah, I’m… ahhhh!”



She quaked on him, her walls gripping at him as her orgasm overwhelmed her. He nearly lost control, but one dim thought kept him from popping off.
 Condom
 . After their first week or two sleeping together that summer, Paige went on the pill, but he didn’t know if she was now, and he had to pull out, had to hold back.



“Fuck,” he groaned as he slid free, his cock throbbing, begging for attention. Paige slid out from under Bambi and came for him on her hands and knees, grinning and tossing back her hair. She shoved him onto his back on the bed and mounted him, dropping so hard on his cock it almost hurt. He gripped her waist and thrust up into her, desire making him fuck-crazy, unable to stop himself from taking. Then again, she was feeling the same way, bouncing hard on his dick, her big breasts bobbing, her head thrown back in pleasure.



Bambi only needed a minute to recover before she came to them, moving behind Paige and between Jackson’s legs, gripping the other woman around the waist and kissing her neck. The sight of their two beautiful faces staring down at him would forever be one of the hottest things Jack would see in his lifetime, his two great loves knowing they owned him heart and soul.



Bambi brought her hands up and cupped Paige’s tits. As she teased the nipples with her thumbs, Paige slowed her bouncing and twisted her head to kiss her new girlfriend with naked, hungry lust. Jackson realized they’d both been just eating each other and could taste their own pussies on their tongues. It drove him even crazier, his hands digging into Paige’s hips, his thrusts upward reaching a manic pace.



“Fuck!” Paige said happily, and then stuttered out a laugh and said it again as one of Bambi’s hands came down to her mound and her clit. “Oh, fuck! H-harder, play with it harder, ohhhh, oh Bambi!”



“Come on our man’s dick,” Bambi said, nuzzling Paige’s neck again.



“Our man!” Paige agreed deliriously.



“Paige… Bambi…” Jackson grunted. His release was so close, but that momentary relief when he pulled free of Bambi gave him the strength he needed to hang on for her, this wild woman who gave him everything he could possibly want. “I love you,” he breathed. “Oh fuck, do I love you both.”



“I love you, I love you,” Paige said, and she fell forward, kissing him frantically, her hips undulating, her hair veiling them both. “Oh, Jack, Jack…”



“Paige…”



“I’m coming. I’m coming for you both,” she breathed, and giggled as she straightened back up again. “Both of you, I’m coming for both of you, oh, oh Bambi, kiss m-me again…”



Bambi hurried around and straddled Jackson’s chest. She drove her lips against Paige’s, holding the kiss, her hand back at the other woman’s clit again. Paige let out a pleased, “Mmmm!” and she jumped once, twice, three times, four, and she was coming, her wet pussy slamming down on Jack one last time, her cry filling the room.



“T-together?” Paige asked. “Should we t-take care of him… together?”



“Mm, I like that idea,” Bambi said.



She helped Paige off him, and Jack stroked his cock before Bambi pushed his hand away. They whispered to each other, and took up spots beside his knees, both leaning in at the same time. Their lips brushed the sides of his wet cock, running up and down his length. Paige hummed, and it made Bambi giggle. Their hands joined in on the fun too, but all Jack needed though was the sight of them meeting at his tip, kissing each other as much as they were him.



“I’m coming,” he warned them. They grinned at each other and kept right on kissing as his warmth coated their cheeks, their hair, their faces. They laughed and cooed and cleaned each other with fingers and tongues and all Jackson could think was that he didn’t deserve to be this happy.



He closed his eyes for a moment, catching his breath, sure this was fantasy. But two beautiful women, impossibly in love with him, crashed on either side of him. He kissed the tops of their heads as the snuggled in tight against him.



Later, hours and hours later, when Jackson was sure both women were finally asleep, he slipped out of bed and took a shower. He’d helped both women into there already, but he needed to come down, his mind and his heart a whirlwind of happy emotions. But it turned out he wasn’t alone. Paige came into the bathroom, smiling fondly at him. He stepped back and she joined him in the tub. Jack wrapped her in his arms and held her tight.



“Thank you,” he whispered, and kissed the top of her head.



* * *



Christa Larson stared at the appletini in front of her, not really seeing it. It was her first drink as a divorced woman. Really divorced. Everything was finalized, and the fight was over. She wanted to cry. She wanted to laugh. She wanted about a dozen more cocktails after that one.



All around her were the raucous sounds of life. The man beside her brushed her arm with his hand. She didn’t mind. He’d done it a thousand times before.



“One last fuck,” Harry said calmly, even if she – and more to the point, her lawyer – had just taken him to the cleaner. He was always calm, even when he was tearing her apart one little barbed sentence at a time.



Christa hesitated. There were good-looking men in that bar – and more than a few good-looking women, too. Enough she was sure she could find company if she wanted it, and she sorely wanted it. Someone had already recognized her. Thankfully it was from one of her local commercials, not the adult modeling, or the whole bar would have been on her. Not that that was such a bad proposition.



Christa looked at her drink again. Harry was already going for his wallet and a bill far too extravagant for the one drink. She drank the appletini in three gulps, whispered, “Fuck it,” and stood.



“I intend to,” Harry said, his hand on his ex-wife’s ass as he led her to the door.



He guided her not to one of their cars, but to the alley behind the bar. She closed her eyes as he took her from behind, her arms crossed in front of her against the stucco wall. Of course he would debase her like this. Use her. Throw her away, and call on her again when she was desperate and lonely.



Because Harry knew Christa more intimately than any other man ever had. He knew what he was doing. He knew how she would react when he called to the guys watching and crowing and laughing at the end of the alley.



“Take a picture, guys,” Harry said, thrusting even harder into his ex-wife, nearly pushing her face against her arms. “She loves it.”



She closed her eyes and wanted to cry. Not because he was wrong, but because he was right, and because she was still such a sucker for the man she used to love so much. As she came, Christa had the same thought that finally led to her being brave enough to get a divorce.



I deserve better than this.



 



* * * * *



 



Thanks for reading! Jack, Paige, and Bambi will be back in Christa, the third book of the Beauties and the Geek series. Find me on Twitter at
 
www.twitter.com/IanSnowWriter

 for all the latest news about my writing.
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