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		CHAPTER ONE

		At First Glance

		

		I saw Celeste for the first time as she stood before the bank of windows in the living room. Light, filtering through the trees into the afternoon dimness of the room, cast shadows that played across her body.

		She embodied erotic.

		The sun caught the bottled red highlights in her hair. It wasn’t a brassy shine but a soft one that settled in her face. She wore a turquoise shirt tucked into her jeans, cowboy boots, a drifting smile and eyes that caressed the room.

		“You can take her picture,” Edward told me.

		My camera was always ready just in case, though I fumbled nervously through my bag at his comment. The room was quiet, even though there were the strains of Mozart playing faintly in the background, and the buzz of a fly. It was October, and the orange outside the window still shimmered in the fading afternoon. It would be a subtle picture of her, capturing the ethereal and the earthy at the same time. She was both.

		With camera ready, I rose from my chair and began a series of pictures as she swayed ever so slightly while she stood in front of the window. The half profile of her face was her best angle, and with that small half smile, her face was sensual and at peace.

		“Unbutton your blouse,” Edward told her.

		She followed his order without a flicker of hesitation.

		With the buttons undone, the draping fabric fell against her breasts so the soft hills of those shapely mounds could easily be captured on film. Her subtle movement revealed even more skin, translucent pale white skin, and a neckline with delicate bones.

		As if he’d ordered her further – my camera still snapping pictures – she tossed her shoulder and the blouse fell away. Then she pulled it from the waistband of her jeans and let it silently drop to the floor.

		Her breasts were perfectly formed, round, more than a handful, but not pendulant and heavy. Her nipples, stimulated by the afternoon breeze wafting across her delicate flesh, wrinkled into tight knots, purple against her pale, white skin. Did the camera make them hard? Did she feel a sudden rush of pleasure as I moved around her for different angles, clicking off nearly a dozen photos? Her hands came up to caress them, her fingers to pinch the knots. She squeezed the buds hard as if that turned on some fiery juice that took her erotic peak still higher.

		My mouth watered, thinking how delicious it would be to place my mouth over one and gently suck.

		“Remove your jeans,” Edward continued with his instructions. He was as mesmerized as I was. As was the other woman in the room, Laura, who sat quietly on the couch opposite from where I’d sat. Like Edward and me, she admired Celeste with her eyes clearly riveted to the lovely woman on display. Yet, she remained motionless and remote. No idea how she responded to the sensuous moment.

		Indeed, there was hardly a movement in the room, save the action of my camera capturing Celeste at every angle, with all her carefully measured rhythms. It was a graceful harmony, as if she was at one with the silence in the room and the gently moving trees outside and the relentless clicking of the Hasselblad.

		I paused while she pulled her boots off her feet and unzipped her jeans to remove them. She was naked beneath her clothes, so much more to capture on film. She tugged at the bottoms of the denim, and soon her hips and legs were free of the constricting garment. Then in a move I did not anticipate, she slipped into the tall black boots again. Black against white – a metaphor perhaps, for the duality of her very nature, which was what made her so intriguing in our eyes.

		I felt as if she were drawing me towards her with every small act –as much as I was already drawn to the unassuming Celeste. For a time, I stared without my camera at my eye, appreciating her loveliness, honoring the lines of her body from her waist, to the billowing curves of her hips, to the tight well formed curve of her thighs and the calves that disappeared into her boots. Her quarter turn toward the windows was perfect – she knew how her body photographed. She wasn’t posing, though she instinctively understood how the camera would capture her at her best advantage. And so she played her game of lust for us – willingly, effortlessly.

		((She wanted to be seduced and knew that it was for her to seduce first.))

		“Part your legs,” Edward said. I put my camera to my eye again and began snapping pictures once again.

		Naked as she was, her pretty pussy stood out boldly for the camera, angled in a way that thrust it forward from her hips while body reclined back against the white-painted window frame. I could see beyond the few wisps of hair not shaved away that morning, that there were long lovely labia dropping below her outer pussy lips. They beckoned me, as did all of her physical assets. She begged to be screwed – not made love to, which might come later, but screwed. There was something lewdly reckless in her manner, a ‘come-on’, a proposition. She was like a whore, plying her trade, waiting for a trick on a common street corner in a common city. I blushed to myself thinking Celeste was that much a slut. Though I didn’t imagine she’d be offended by the indecent thought. She must have come to terms with slut, the word and the hidden truth within her that made her one.

		“Turn around so he can see all of you,” Edward ordered again. His voice was resonant and resolute, going straight to her mind and then her inner body, which responded easily to his command. It was as if she wasn’t thinking for herself at all, that Edward was her thoughts. She’d be too preoccupied with the fire inside her skin and bones – feeling, reacting, sensing, living her life beyond words. She had no need to think.

		Then, in another move I did not expect, she slowly turned around, glancing over her shoulder with a soft smirk on her plump lips. I smiled back self consciously, caught off guard by the unpretentious play. I could imagine her prompting me with a finger, as she mouthed ‘come take me,’ and I wouldn’t have been able to stop myself. I was not there to screw her, that was the agreement, although I would have liked to have taken that round, firm bottom in my hands and planted my erection between those cheeks.

		She placed one boot clad foot up on the window sill in the most flagrantly whorish pose yet, and my camera captured that image of her a dozen times, her from all perspectives. I especially loved the line of her legs, how they curved to the generous swell of flesh that was her white ass cheeks. They shivered. Goose bumps flashed and faded on the surface of her skin. She wanted to move for me, wiggle her ass seductively at my camera. I could see why, the shine of glistening sex juice clung to the inside of her thighs. She was aroused and ready to be penetrated. (I would soon find out that arousal was a perpetual state of being in this house.)

		“Stand still, Celeste,” Edward snapped, as if he was displeased. “Let the camera screw you.”

		She ceased the rowdy movement of her hips, though there was no less carnal purpose in her mind as she blushingly turned back around and leaned against the window sill again.

		“Laura, bring her off,” Edward then commanded the silent, sober other woman.

		Laura rose from the couch and approached the redhead. She placed a hand at Celeste’s crotch and prodded her gently. Neither I, nor the lens, could see the movements of her fingers. They were hidden by Laura’s backside. Laura must have worked swiftly, turned her on without effort, for the redheaded tart was soon firing off, groaning, body heaving, as she leaned back with Laura’s arm holding about her about her waist. The sun and her own body heat created beads of sweat on her vibrating skin. Several sharp pulses, several anguished moans, and the orgasm was over.

		I couldn’t capture the moment of climax for the odd angles and my nearly embarrassed presence inside this trios’ intimacy. It was a problem I’d soon get over, however, this time I self-consciously froze in my tracks. I felt like an interloper, an alien stumbling on a sacred place where I did not belong.

		“You’ll be here until the book is complete?” Edward suggested, knocking me from my fervent gaze. The two women appeared to faint against each other in recovery, and once entangled, remained locked inside a needed embrace. I acknowledged Edward’s comment, looking toward him as he stood across the room from me. I’d hardly taken notice of his presence, even though his voice had orchestrated the performance.

		“I can,” I nodded, though I recalled that I intended to shoot several models for the book I’d originally conceived. But now? How could I not reconsider, considering what I’d just witnessed?

		“There’s a darkroom in the basement. It’s quite pleasant down there. You’ll find a bedroom, bath small sitting area – a sliding door that leads to the woods.”

		I was a bit surprised that he was actually suggesting that I live with them. I certainly did not expect such an offer. However, I couldn’t imagine turning him down. “Sounds pleasant,” I replied, trying to contain my enthusiasm for the idea. I didn’t have to add that the work would be the real pleasure.

		Edward then walked me into the other room. I was so taken by the quiet authority that seemed to radiate from him that I didn’t look back to the women. Later, however, I’d regret not taking one last glance at their quiet interlude.

		“Your work intrigues us,” Edward explained. “An exposé on intimacy. I would think it would work best with people who are already intimate with each other,” he surmised.

		“I can see the advantage,” I agreed. I was not accustomed to having my the thrust of my creative efforts changed midstream. Now this one, without my knowing exactly how it happened, had certainly been dramatically shifted by this trio of lovers.

		“You are, in this expose, the vigilant passive observer, the witness storyteller,” Edward theorized. “I’m afraid that participating with your subjects could cloud your objectivity.”

		“Of course,” I agreed, “as delightful a prospect as that might be.” I couldn’t stop myself from saying so, though I immediately regretted the comment. It would hardly be professional to suggest such a thing. But then, Edward had raised the idea, just as in the same breath, he denied me the opportunity.

		I could hardly deny the tiniest disappointment at the agreement on my celibacy. Of course, he was quite right. I could in no way pleasure in these two scrumptious females, though I could not squelch the desires that were gnawing in my crotch.

		“So are we set, or will you need more time to consider my proposal?” Edward interrupted my musings.

		“I don’t think I need to look for other subjects,” I answered. It was all clear to me now. “After what you’ve shared with me about your varied lifestyle and sexual tastes, your ménage a trois is indeed all I need. It is fascinating that I can find everything I require for this book right under your roof.”

		He smiled.

		He was tender and warm, a nurturer, although he was also proving to be a vibrant manipulating master as well. That would flavor the book and indeed my life for these next weeks, as I prepared to practice voyeurism as a celibate, in a house ruled by passionate libidos.

		

		

		

		THE DARKROOM

		

		I arranged my books in a neat row on the desk. I’d been reading some self help tome on intimacy I thought would be appropriate for the book of photographs. I’d also just purchased the latest Stephen King, which though might be a diversion from my work. After one chapter, I thought the book on intimacy was a confused chronicle of women trying to sort out their relationships with their mothers, while they remained entirely befuddled by men. I couldn’t make sense of it, or exactly what it had to do with intimacy. The Stephen King was engaging, but it was so at odds with my current project that found it difficult to concentrate on the story. I’d brought a dozen other books with me, two old favorites, photography books I thought essential and a half dozen paperbacks I’d bought to read and never had.

		For some reason I saw my time with Edward, Celeste and Laura as an interlude, a holiday removed from busy city life. It wasn’t hard to feel that way in the middle of woods by a placid lake in autumn, when the world around the house was preparing for winter blasts of cold. I would have ordinarily sought the tropics at the approach of winter, though the tropical climate of this place did not elude me, if hot fires and intimate eroticism was what I wanted to capture for my book.

		The darkroom was complete, efficiently arranged. Edward had taken many pictures of Celeste and Laura. They were tacked to the walls of the darkroom; several had been blown up to grainy enlargements, becoming canvases on the walls upstairs. They were competent pictures, but I knew my camera skill and my eye for the art were superior. I took his prints down and carefully filed them away, making the room ready for my work.

		The darkroom was large, no doubt reflecting Edward’s size. I preferred close quarters, but this would surely do. I prepared one corner in particular to suit my needs with all the equipment I would require. Once done, all I needed was to do was begin. Strangely, I was still nervous even though the welcome was warm, their hospitality gracious, their smiles and laughter and easy going manner, infectious. It was almost too much, too much of everything: passion, sex, touch, substance, even laughter. I was initially suspicious of all the fervor. Was it possible that there was such a thing as too much? Perhaps. That is if their passions were pretend, just a pretense. If it weren’t real and they were simply acting for me and my camera, or even acting for their own benefit, then yes, this would be, that it would reflect the finished product. Rather than genuine, the images would be strained and void of substance.

		However, from what I’d already seen, it appeared as if nothing about then could ever lack substance. They were honest, quite open, and fully authentic. That fact accompanied them with every footstep, every word and glance. They took life, everything with raw candor, joy and potential insight. They were deliberate people, but not without amusement and delight.

		Of all the bodies I’d captured on film, these were by no means the most perfect; and I had a great eye for perfection. It didn’t take a perfect eye to see that Edward had a reasonable paunch, Celeste’s skin was flawed, and Laura had an ample though not unappealing swell to her torso and thighs. Their physical imperfections made them real. I had an instinct for great content. Above perfect form, I knew that substance mattered most in this book and in my camera work. My instincts prevailed when I chose these three. It was my firm intention to allow the camera to film the essence of their intimacy perfectly, while their imperfect forms remained a secondary consideration.

		If I was to succeed with this project, I would have to come to terms with my nervous jitters. I would have to find a way to fit into their quaint world, find some peace for myself, so my own discomfort with their intimate life wouldn’t spoil the images. I was afraid any discomfort on my part might taint the results. There were moments when I felt as if I knew exactly what I needed to do, and others moments when I felt as confused by the idea of filming intimacy, as the flustered psychologist was while trying to write about it in that sad book on my shelf.

		But given that I was in their house at their invitation, I was ready to proceed. I figured that I’d find what I wanted, and was even willing to concede that the result might be different from my initial inspiration. After all, I’d already accepted the change in format when Edward invited me to do my entire book about his household. That alone intrigued me, not to mention the very carnal aspect of this curious arrangement. Two women, one man, wasn’t that every man’s fantasy?

		A voyeur in the midst of them, all nervousness aside, the very idea of this remarkable trio had my crotch on fire. From a strictly libidinous point of view that was compensation in itself.

		

	
		

		CHAPTER TWO

		Amid The Dust Of Fallen Leaves

		

		I’d been with them three days. It was morning, and I was sensing some routine. Waiting in the living room, I expected Laura at the piano, Edward and Celeste writing in the den. For me, I’d wait until afternoon for a session with my camera and their lives. For the moment I enjoyed the quiet of the house.

		Laura chose my time of calm reflection to bounce down the stairs from the loft. I looked up to see her voluptuous breasts jiggle loosely inside a red knit sweater.

		“Stop,” I called to her while picking up the Hasselblad.

		She leaned over the rail, with the sweater pulling tightly across her chest. A smile danced across her twinkled face. From what I knew of her so far, she was rarely so cheerful, so full of smiles. More often she was beset by melancholy for reasons never explained. I’d photographer her in suck melancholy moments while at the grand piano playing Chopin, Beethoven, even some amazingly cool Jazz and some of her own sometimes sappy pieces, and not one smile. Not like the one she flashed on this, our fourth morning together. I was told she never smiled during concerts. That was too bad, she was beautiful when her lips broadened into a smile.

		I snapped three images f her leaning over the railing, and then she bounded down the remaining stairs.

		“No Chopin?” I asked, as she whisked past me.

		“No, a day off. Can’t you see, it’s Indian Summer!” she exclaimed.

		I followed her into the kitchen, where she immediately popped three green grapes into her mouth.

		“You know wine grapes, the ones with seeds have the best flavor. These are sweet but not full-bodied. I like a little tang, don’t you?” Her eyebrows knit expressively.

		I realized listening to her that this was the first time I’d noticed the sound of her voice. She spoke so little. It was tuneful and resonant like her music.

		From the colander filled with grapes, she moved to the refrigerator and began pulling from inside, and then bread from the bread basket resting on the counter. With a butcher knife, she whacked off a piece of salami from a foot long stump, then tore a loaf of French bread in half and washed several apples. Wrapping the food in plastic, she stuffed everything into a denim backpack that had been hanging on the wall.

		Celeste, droopy eyed, walked in.

		“A picnic,” she stated as she watched Laura’s busy hands. From behind the blonde, Celeste surrounded the woman’s torso with her arms, laid her head on her back and closed her eyes. She remained there for a moment, and then with her teeth pulled the sweater away from Laura’s neckline.

		“Wait!” I charged in, raising my camera clumsily, still not having the finesse to be ready when the right instant arrived. This was not an image to pass me by – I’d already missed thousands in the handful of days I’d been in their midst. I was content knowing that there would be thousands more perfect moments to come. The two glanced over their shoulders, with similar lust filled eyes, and coy smiles. Then in the fleeting instant, as Celeste pursed her lips and completed the kiss to the back of Laura’s neck, I snapped another picture.

		“You’re agitated,” Celeste told Laura, as the two broke away from each other.

		“I need you, I need the picnic,” Laura answered her. I saw some faint longing in her eye, but was not quick enough for me to film it.

		“Then you’ll have one,” Celeste replied with a loving smile.

		By then my camera was ready again; my mind alerted to the possibilities.

		I watched as Celeste removed a brick of Swiss cheese from its wrapper and carefully shaved several perfect slices with quick neat movements of a paring knife. She one popped in her mouth, the rest she gathered into a plastic baggie, squeezing the top until it was sealed. She tossed the cheese into the backpack with the rest of the food along with a half used roll of paper towels.

		We were down the stairs seconds later, the three of us breaking free into an effervescent day. The sky above was as blue as a sky can get, in perfect contrast with the thousand orange leaves winking down from overhead. Indian Summer. The temperature was nearing eighty degrees, the musty smell of leaf dust rising as we hiked.

		“Where’s Edward?” I asked, breaking the silence.

		“Writing,” Laura answered.

		“Writing what?” I asked.

		“Poetry,” Celeste replied.

		We hiked silently. I could spend weeks in the heaven of senses around me, shooting nature shots; though on this go round I was resolved to shoot passion and lust. Celeste and Laura vibrated with it. I could sense it building, desire lighting the flame of desire in us all. I observed the pair as I walked behind them, snapping images of their plump behinds, which randomly disappeared and then reappeared in front of me. Their tight jeans outlined perfect curves. Laura’s hair flew wildly behind her; the redhead’s tousled locks bobbed as the perfect counterpoint.

		We ate in a clearing, with the two giggling and spatting about no mustard with lunch, and whose fault that was. They didn’t decide who was to blame before they kissed, and this time, the camera followed naturally. As they their lips met, I snapped image after image as their make-out session evolved. They seemed unaware of my presence, at least a first. Only an occasional coy glance toward me reminded them that I was there. It would have made no difference – they weren’t behaving for me or the camera that recorded their love.

		They whispered to each other things I couldn’t hear. Hearing wasn’t necessary. I didn’t need to hear their words to know they engaged in love talk.

		At last, they dropped down, reclining in a bed of dusty leaves. There, their eyes met in a long and studied gaze. I wondered what they were thinking. In time, their lips met and their mouths opened to tiny kisses. Then they pressed tightly together, with their tongues moving back and forth inside each other’s mouths.

		

		Celeste pulled the red knit over Laura’s head and pushed it away. The blonde shivered, almost as if she were nervous. Laura’s breasts, full bountiful orbs, drooped against each other until Celeste held them in her hands and buried her face between them, sniffing, absorbing the textures against her warm skin. She pressed her face against into softness and the flesh gave way. Laura responded with a wistful gasp, her mouth slightly parted and her head tilted back. The perfect photograph of pure lust that I required.

		I liked the way their bellies met when they were naked at last in the dusty leaves. As they pressed their bodies together, I snapped a quick roll of film in measured shots, chronicling the gently rolling movement of their loins. Were there a cock between them they would get off easily, I thought. Was I chauvinist to think they needed the male instrument to pleasure themselves?

		Fingers would do for this occasion, their hands groping between legs, between succulent lips, between tender labia. My camera and my eye, penetrated with them into those folds where their adept rhythms caused them both to seize up, thrust their chests against each other, and jerk their thighs back and forth, as if they were grasping for more – for that last little movement that would plunge them over the edge.

		Their moans were small, but insistent, incapable of being captured on film, although I knew the perceptive eye could imagine the sounds of their lovemaking while they gazed at the stark black and whites image appearing in the page.

		I paid attention to their hands, the ones that moved quietly along the anatomy of their lover’s body during that fleeting rush of orgasm, and the ones that caressed as they rested on buttocks and thighs and continued with tender affection to caress the flesh as it reacted and the moans of pleasure died away.

		I heard Celeste cry out first. Then watched the redhead turn to her lover with the same attention that had just been paid to her. Her hands and fingers continued to roam Laura’s body, and a little wince issued from her throat, but no full-throated passionate cry. Was it orgasm? I wondered.

		“It’s all right, love,” Laura murmured, “I feel so amazing,” as if she had to explain herself. Celeste whispered something in her ear, to which Laura smiled, and then settled back into the leave, their sex play finished. Their faces were peacefully lit in the luminescence of the glen, flicking with the afternoon light. Their sweating bodies stuck together, to the leaves and the dust beneath.

		After the clicking of my camera ceased, I sat back against a tree and watched them hold each other with hands that gently scratched the surface of their lover’s skin with manicured nails. Celeste’s bit into Laura’s shoulder while tracing lines down her thigh. Red streaks appeared that would fade in seconds. Laura, opened her eyes again and smiled.

		“I could sleep here,” she said.

		“So could I,” Celeste replied.

		“I’ll go,” I whispered quickly, and I turned to leave.

		“No, don’t!” Celeste whispered. I didn’t realize she knew I was still there. “Intimacy doesn’t stop with orgasm. It just begins there, right? Opening to the heart.”

		“But I’m intruding.”

		“But your expose is on intimacy,” she countered firm. “You’ll never capture it, unless you’re in the midst of it from beginning to end.”

		Celeste resumed her stroking while I sat back again and pondered her assertion.

		I was uncomfortable being in their presence. Uncomfortable with tenderness, with quiet naked female bodies lying in the repose of autumn sun, together, treasuring the aftermath of sex. I questioned myself, what was sex, and what was love and what did intimacy mean?

		I knew only that my detachment wasn’t intimacy.

		I snapped another half dozen pictures, thinking I might see something in their eyes and in the developed photographs that would give me the answers I sought, so I’d know. What intimacy is. I reflected back to hours before in the kitchen and Laura’s agitation. She was now much more subdued now, and yet there was still a disquieting aspect to her that I could not explain.

		I forced myself to stay until they were ready to leave, and then we returned together. As we approached the house Celeste looked up to the long bank of windows that went from end to end across the back. Edward stood in the middle window looking down on us. Celeste waved.

		I thought I could see Edward smile, but he quickly turned and disappeared into the shadows of the house.

		

		

		THE DARKROOM

		

		I wasn’t certain what I was looking for in the photographs. But then I knew exactly what it was when I found it.

		They were lying side by side in the leaves, naked. Black and white, their bodies were distinct and indistinct on film.

		It was the expression on Celeste’s face. First surprise, a wince of pain, another wince, then the lines in her forehead, the worried furrowed brow disappeared; and though I could not understand how it happened, it appeared that the lines between the two of them and their surroundings had blurred. There were no lines on her brow. She looked younger, as a weight had been lifted as she softly rested against the forest floor and her lover.

		There was no such peace on Laura’s face, or weight lifted. I questioned again if their sex play had brought her to climax. Her disquiet was even more obvious in the photographs, which made me conclude that she had not. I wondered why.

		

		I’d chosen sex as the vehicle to portray my chronicle on intimacy. It was a backwards way to choose, but I didn’t know that at first.

		Maybe my perspective as a male requires me to believe that intimacy is sex. Maybe women have never seen it that way. In my most enlightened self, I have this notion that the instant of orgasm is the paramount of intimacy. But I digress to wonder if orgasm is intimacy at all; it seems too selfish a moment for any cosmic oneness to be realized. Partners aren’t even necessary. (The only thing I’m intimate with at the moment of ejaculation is my own body.)

		When I looked at Celeste in the photographs and saw the serenity, it was in the afterlife of the orgasm that the serenity occurred. Until that point there was tension, apprehension, anxiety, and in the moment of greatest ecstasy, a painful wincing, which didn’t look like pleasure at all. I inspected the images taken after she’d climaxed. It seemed as if their sex was more like the prelude to awareness, orgasm the cleansing before their openness could begin.

		When I gazed at Laura in the photographs, it appeared the opening had begun, though it was not fully realized; something was still lonely and missing in her appearance. I took it to be the lack of completeness, not quite getting to the finish line. Yet despite my critical eye, despite the facts the camera unveiled about Laura’s falling short, the two had completed to each one’s satisfaction an escapade in loving, filled with relief and joy and tenderness.

		What more could be desired?

		Perfection seemed like an unnecessary and petty requirement.

		

		As I reflected on my own state of being, eyeing these incredible photographs, two streams of consciousness rippled through me; the one, the chaotic bewildered understanding of my subject, still clouded by naiveté and fear; the other, the awareness of my own body in the midst of its clamoring need.

		I grabbed my cock without thinking and before I realized what I was doing, I was spewing cum into a handkerchief, suddenly aware of how tense I’d been, as if I’d forgotten the natural way to let off steam. I’d never had trouble masturbating before, but it seemed for three days I’d forgotten all about it. That appalled me.

		In this house where sex was the paramount pleasure, the defining activity, I’d forgotten my cock! It didn’t seem possible.

		

	
		

		CHAPTER THREE

		Piano Staccato

		

		Laura played music all up and down the keyboard. Obbligato, arpeggio, andante and the most infinitesimal pianissimo and thundering crescendos hit my eardrums, with sounds like rivers rampaging down canyons and brooks babbling lightly down forest trails. Something in my heart was immediately struck, some chord inside me tuned to the vibrant rhythms and beats, as pouring into the air, they added to the music of sexual arousal radiating around me.

		Edward gave me license to join them anytime.

		Anytime. I didn’t know if it were good fortune or a curse to be in the midst of these three, having total access to them and their interplay.

		When I mounted the stairs to the strains of Laura’s music, I was initially drawn to the living room where she played her piano. She glimmered in the light of day. I could have watched her for hours. How her facial expressions changed, how her hands and her body moved to every note.

		But something else drew me away with my camera—the sound of slaps, and little cries. I wandered cautiously into the room behind—the trio’s bedroom. Edward and Celeste were there in a strange embrace. Though on second glance, it wasn’t an embrace at all that I witnessed. Celeste stood stock still, seemingly frozen, one of Edward’s arms pulled around her with his hand planted firmly on her bottom, squeezing. They were fully clothed though there was something entirely transparent, even naked about their interaction, as if all that was inside them was pouring out.

		He slapped her face as she stared into his eyes, which gleamed with sharp phosphorous light as if it came from some earthbound dungeon. The slap was not a small pat but a vigorous one. I heard her gasp, a tiny shriek.

		Instinct made me raise my camera, though I had no idea what these pictures might mean, to me, to them, to anyone.

		Quite frankly, I was a bit scared to see them together this way.

		“Beg for it,” he said in a cold murmur.

		Her nostrils flared. Warlock to witch, demon to demon, was the picture instantly taken in my mind. God knows what would appear on film.

		“Slap me,” she said as the sultry seductive siren. There was a delicious smirk on her face when he finished. Wanting more yet, she leaned forward and bit his lip hard.

		“You bitch,” he seethed. He slapped her again. She looked stunned and vacant the second after the sharp impact, but then she smiled once more.

		I could see him at the same time squeezing her rear, massaging it roughly. Her body heaved in and out with a curious undulating pulsing throb.

		He opened her blouse; a couple buttons and it was off her shoulder, and I was snapping more pictures of her exposed breasts as he pulled her nipples from lace cups making then stand out, perky little playthings. He slapped one breast and then the other. I wasn’t sure if the black and white would capture the glow of the red that rose on the surface of her skin.

		“Ooooo,” a soft murmur oozed from her mouth. Their tongues and teeth and lips grabbed for each other. A frenetic, erratic sort of staccato, imitating the staccato of her fingers on the piano keys. Like Laura’s music, the interplay between the couple rose and fell with a strange intensity. One moment it was as if they were at the edge of tumbling into a wildly energetic fuck; the next, their whimsical smiles suggested they might suddenly descend into uproarious laughter.

		I wondered if they were making fun of me. Or then again, did they even know that I was there?

		“Undo your pants,” he ordered. She tugged at her belt, loosening it. Then her jeans dropped to her knees as he pushed her over the end of the bed. His cock suddenly appeared, going straight for the center of her sex, thrusting deeply between her legs.

		“Oh god yes!” she groaned. She cringed and wriggled back to take it all. He pumped her hard and slapped her ass. She wriggled her round red ass even more.

		He pushed her down against the rumpled sheets. There seemed no give on that hard mattress.

		Then Celeste pulled off her pants, as Edward flung off his clothes, turned her over and dove into her pussy with an fervent thrust, her legs up over his shoulders. Such a large man to heave himself into such a small body. The more he bore down against her the more my camera captured the tension in her limbs. Her legs extended and stretched, giving every little half inch that they could to accommodate his demanding ruthlessness. I photographed the strain on her face, the agonized pain, the desire for more, and the conflicting desire to push him off.

		When she pumped back at him, the strain diminished.

		He rode her hard.

		“God yes,” she panted as she struggled against him.

		He was quick. Once done, his cock pulled out and dripped on her belly, while as he towered above her. Then he collapsed to the bed beside her where the dark and tempestuous look in his eyes slowly died away.

		As the tension subsided, I paused to see what would happen next. There was a drop of cum on her finger. She stared at it curiously, bringing the thick semen to her lips where she met it with a smile. Then with a sly smile, she cleaned her wet finger as if it were a lollipop.

		Not done herself, she began to play between her legs. I was behind her, catching her at a different angle. From that point of view, I was unable to photograph her pussy straight on, although I could still photograph the motion of her rubbing, and the efficient strokes that worked her into a frenzy. Edward lay beside her gently playing with her too, his fingers working her sex where hers could not. Then his palm pressed into her belly as if there were some pocket of energy there that was about to explode. For a moment, he pushed her hand away and slapped her pussy, maybe a dozen soft little smacks making her body seize up again. He slapped her harder and she jerked almost wildly.

		“I hate that!” she moaned, annoyed.

		“You little liar,” he accused, “you love it and you know it.”

		She didn’t complain further as he continued taunting her, his smile devious and is ill-timed swats to her inflamed body parts what she loved and hated both. As she resumed the masturbation, I could see that she was getting closer to climaxing.

		“I want you to come now!” Edward ordered. He was all over her now. Slapping her face, her breasts, her thighs. Each strike appeared to sting, and yet each tiny hurt only made her tortured body more aroused. I couldn’t capture it all. I could only take a succession of pictures and hope just a tiny piece of the acute tension I saw on their faces would appear in the black and white images. This was the kind of monumental display, I so hoped to capture.

		“Now!” Edward repeated his demand.

		The music of Laura’s piano soared. I couldn’t believe she could remain in her own altered state, oblivious to the couple in the other room. Then again, maybe she wasn’t oblivious at all. A tender andante lifted into the air, while I watched Celeste’s pussy orgasm again and then again, as if she’d never stop cumming. By then, Edward had taken over, with his hand delivering slapping and massaging, fingers driving into that wicked, wet hole of hers. She swooned, chest rising into the air. I captured her ecstasy again, making sure her face was at the center of the shot, recorded honestly.

		She spasmed hard; I could see by the strain on her face. What a beautiful face – and to capture it at the instant of ecstasy! It seemed so simple, so frightfully brief to be the ultimate of our physical aspirations. That one sole moment of the intimate divine. Couldn’t God have planned more time for such a fantastic passion?

		She panted hard, a tiny moan, a little soprano swoon venting from her lips. Stretched tight one instant, she relinquished and released, settling into the pliant down comforter, trickles of sex juice dribbling down between her legs.

		I moved around them snapping pictures of their repose, glimpsing nuance, familiarity and subtleties about which I couldn’t even speculate.

		

		After a time, time being relative as I’d totally lost track, Celeste turned and rubbed her body against Edward’s as he lay on his back.

		“I love you,” she said.

		“I love you,” he answered.

		One arm circled her and they kissed. She kissed his nose and he pinched a nipple.

		“Ouch!” She gave his thigh a little slap. “I want something totally decadent for dinner,” she announced, “how about risotto with mushrooms, peppers and some of that cheese you just brought home?”

		“You cooking?” he asked.

		“No you,” she answered, smiling broadly. “I still have a couple thousand words to write. I want to finish the chapter where Jake meets the Native. Then we’ll be half way.”

		“Good idea, then you’ve just about caught up to me.” He pressed his mouth against hers, and as if they were about to start sex all over again, her legs entwined his, and her naked body pressed against his naked flesh. Skin to skin, there was a clear cut difference between them in color, texture and sweat. His body looked rumpled, dripping with perspiration; she looked cool, her body as sleek and creamy-soft as when they began. I wanted to reach out and touch her.

		

		He rose. She rose. And I followed them out of the room, as they donned their clothes.

		Laura was tinkering with some finger exercise. I hadn’t realized that the grand composition was over.

		

		

		THE DARKROOM

		

		There were three rolls to develop. Strange ones. The images were stark. Slaps, jolts, rough squeezing hands, biting, clawing, desperate measures to find climax. Agitation in their lovemaking came through clearly in their taut expressions. It wasn’t anger or fury, but something else dark and powerful.

		I could see it in Edward’s face as if he was playing with the nature elements, like a sorcerer, whipping up a frenzy in Celeste; and she, submissively yielding to the irrational demands he made on her body. How she stood the rough play, I couldn’t understand, but it was clear she wanted it. In her eyes and brow and mouth were expressions of consent. The photographs revealed subtleties quite boldly, just as I imagined they would. All that I’d not seen while I was busy with my camera.

		Glimpses of horror in Celeste’s eyes, sly devilry in Edward’s. She was a temptress, femme fatale charmer that hypnotized him with her guttural responses to his slapping, clawing, playful attack. Thinking of it, I wondered who was really in control.

		They must know the insides of each other’s souls not to hate each other when they’re finished.

		

		I knew about sadomasochism – I’d once filmed a nasty whipping scene. I’d photographed women all tied up with masters smacking their cheeks as punishment. There was one Domme, a real brutish female who had two submissives licking her feet, one male and the other, well, I’m not quite sure what they were, a little male, a little female, I guess. Androgynous. Right? Kink has been a hot topic for quite some time. Absurd pornographic aberrations is what most people think. Myself? I couldn’t fathom why this fascinated me. Most people I know just push those topics aside in their bewilderment, hoping perhaps such perverted thoughts will not arise in them. I wondered about the times when, on some cold lonesome night, I tiptoed into that playground and watched, played ‘peeping tom’ to my own soul’s fascination with the morbid, the degrading demonry between flesh and flesh. Whips and chains and ropes and every little kinky deviation from the norms of simple cock meets cunt making love—or fucking as the case may be—go tripping through my fantasies and when I’m not too shocked by my own thoughts, I let my hand engage my penis and let it grow fat insides my fist. What fun that is until, sadly, I digress, trying to justify my bad behavior to my rule-bound brain. Why would I, a straight, forward thinking man, find all this kinky business so arousing?

		I’ve watched those on TV talk shows vent steamy angered polemics on the subject of S&M. I’ve read counter culture literature on the ‘children of the night’ that celebrate their departure from the wholesome world. I’ve concluded from my observations, that the wholesome world and its given norms of sexuality are an illusion, a hoax; that on the planet earth we’re a lot more gruesome, deviant and emotionally crazy than we’d like to think ourselves to be. But it seems only those with howling mouths and angered faces talk about it, and they never appealed to me.

		As I gazed at the prints I was fascinated, not put off.

		Edward was soft and deviant in the same instant. His eyes exuded ice one moment and tenderness the next. And Celeste went from fire to surrender to abandonment and back again within the flicker of my camera’s lens.

		These weren’t crude snapshots, exhibiting the energies of bombastic talk show jargon that painted broad pictures on a mean canvas, but subtle line by line portraits of reality, with textured surfaces and overlapping multi-layered webs of explicit gratification. These two, my subjects weren’t hip hopping around a chic society of manufactured amorality, but digging deeply into their own bodies and souls to find their shared glories.

		I couldn’t label it, I could only see what I saw in my black and white prints and let the feelings in me surface where I could enjoy them. There were no definitions for it, no way to describe this plunge into the obscene.

		In the eye of the beholder, I saw a piece of being that had found its way to peace.

		

	
		

		CHAPTER FOUR

		Cat Fight

		

		We sat at the table for dinner. I didn’t snap pictures then. I ate. And we talked.

		We didn’t talk about the book or the photographs or the sex. The conversation centered on what their garden would look like the next spring and how they wanted a better variety of tomatoes for their homemade sauce.

		The meal was a treasure to my palate. There were at least five kinds of peppers in the pasta, several red and green, like Christmas, but laced with yellow and an odd orange. With garlic and Romano, the flavors were pungent, burning holes in my sinuses.

		Edward had sculpted a plate of fruit, a half dozen kinds laid out in rows as if he was a caterer and this was a fine soiree. Indeed it was that fine a moment. A little opulent red wine, this was sex to my unattended needs. I found my cock rising in my pants, what strange timing this piece of me chose to become arouses, though it had been a day of many arousals.

		“You like the pasta?” Edward asked me.

		“It’s wonderful; you cook a lot don’t you?” Every major meal since my arrival had been his creation.

		“If I didn’t, we’d eat fried chicken, mashed potatoes and have something chocolate to wash it down,” he replied.

		“Why’s that?” I was confused by his assertion.

		“Those are Celeste’s specialties and Laura doesn’t cook at all, she’s too busy whimpering over her piano keys.” He glanced at her wickedly. “There’d be no one to nurture anyone here if I didn’t.”

		“You ass!” Celeste challenged him saucily.

		He looked smug, happily arrogant. “Put you in your place today, did I not?” he reminded her. “Or do I need to spank your butt just for good measure?”

		It seemed some contest was off and running.

		“You’ll do whatever you damn well please,” Celeste joked with him lightly, “so should I hold my tongue and let you think you’ve conquered me?” Her eyes were inviting a sharp retort.

		“You putting on the act for Paul?” Edward asked.

		“I just want to give him the whole treatment”

		“You just want to exhibit all of your sexual soul in front of him,” Laura interjected with biting sarcasm.

		“What thorn’s in your butt?” Celeste returned as nastily.

		There was a dread fire mounting between Laura and Celeste, I could feel the caustic tension mounting in me, the aching cock between my legs was pressing against my zipper again. I couldn’t wait for dinner to be over so I could slip off to my room and attend to the pressing need. Though at the same time I was intrigued by their witty scathing anger, the petty play, the show, if it was a show. I had no idea if this were real or some fantasy they were indulging in for my entertainment—and their own.

		“Just wait till he sees a picture of my face when impaled by Edward’s cock. That’s bliss,” Laura charged at Celeste with haughty eyes.

		“You jealous?” Celeste asked her. Her hand grabbed Laura’s at the wrist and held it tightly.

		“Hell no.” She twisted away from her. “Though I’d like to see you tied up and made to watch, I’d like to see you writhe creaming in your pants.” Her words were intended to bite.

		“You little bitch!” Celeste seethed.

		It was still not clear to me what they were doing to each other, how their trio of bliss had changed with several well-turned jibes into a regular brawl of biting commentary. I’m sure I looked at them bewildered, but they did not intend to explain themselves.

		“Is this intimacy?” I finally asked.

		Edward shrugged. “It’s real,” he said. He was rising from the table amused. “I love cat fights,” he chuckling as he exited to the living room. “Do the damn dishes will you,” he called to the women, “and don’t kill each other.”

		I watched the two women’s pained silence all through the rote activity of clearing the dishes, washing, drying and wiping the counters of the kitchen. I didn’t take pictures until they were half way through, when it occurred to me that the silent conversation between them was as remarkable as the vocal one. Their side long glances were not all that angered; it was more that something had begun to brew between them, and while they were both aware of it, they simply could not frame a conversation capable of speaking about their thoughts or their mounting emotions.

		I wondered if I was guessing right, not used to making intuitive stabs at psychological states of mind.

		One thing I was certain of, my clawing need had not left me, in fact I could hardly stand to wait, wanting to rush down the stairs, jack off my throbbing dick and rejoin them later. But I was bound to remain with them. There was no way I could leave this moment unrecorded.

		When they were finished in the kitchen, they sauntered into the living room together and plopped down on the couch side by side, two peas in a pod, with expressions I could only chronicle as angered and amused at the same time.

		“You know what you deserve?” Edward commented, looking at them over the top of the evening paper.

		“What’s that?” Celeste asked.

		“Go get the spoon,” he said instead of answering her question directly.

		Neither woman was shocked, though neither one moved.

		“Laura,” Edward said sternly, like a father admonishing a naughty child.

		Laura rose from the couch and proceeded to another place in the room, a chest I think it was, from which she retrieved the requested item. When she returned and I gazed at what she held, it dawned on me that he was going to spank them.

		So far, they’d hidden nothing from me, though I suppose if there were something hidden, I simply wouldn’t have been there to see it. In any event, they took no pains to hide this from me, and as with everything else they did together, they expected this was just another subject for my ever-vigilant camera.

		Again I was wary. Exposing this intimacy between lovers seemed a violation even more severe than recording their sexual interludes. It belonged in a woodshed, bedroom, backroom, basement, anywhere but in the midst of their living room in front of a curious camera.

		“C’mere,” Edward told the blonde, while Celeste watched.

		Like a child she approached him sheepishly, a shyness that had never been there before appeared on her face, as an innocent petulant hurt; though she didn’t balk for an instant.

		“Over my knee,” he ordered her.

		And like a child she complied, though I imagine if she’d been a child she would have protested, kicked and shouted some nasty epitaph in a false attempt to change the course of fate. No, not like a child, but a woman accepting fate, surrendering to some welcome reality, she allowed him to guide her over his generous lap and pull up her long skirt to expose to the three of us attentively watching, her round naked bottom.

		He smacked her hard with the spoon at least a dozen times before he paused. She protested the adamant swats with nasty expletives, a mass of tears, and a squirming ass; though her protests made no apparent impression on Edward. With as eager a blast of swats, he smacked her again a dozen times before he pushed her to her feet.

		When he was finished, in one of the rare times I was specifically addressed during one of their varied sessions, Edward turned to me, “You did record that, did you not?”

		Taking pictures of them was like second nature anymore, and I nodded as I realized that I must have got off as many snaps of my Hasselblad as Edward did smacks of the wooden spoon.

		“Good,” he replied, “I hope you included one of her face in the middle of her torment.”

		“I’m sure I did,” I added. My camera had become quite adept at moving everywhere it needed to go.

		“Celeste,” he called.

		While the redhead rose from the couch and approached Edward, Laura sat down. Though I thought the punished woman might wince, she did not; perhaps it was not that kind of pain. I wished I’d felt free to ask her about it.

		Edward repeated the spanking ritual with Celeste, with one alteration. She wore pants, that had to be lowered, and that he carefully did. Once she was poised to suit him, the wooden spoon came down on her naked rear with the same ruthless sounding smacks that he’d used on Laura. When he was finished, she too was in tears.

		“Massage each other and make up,” he ordered them.

		My camera continued to click as they awkwardly embraced, finding each other’s bruised bottoms with their hands. They were on the couch, side by side groping for burning flesh. They moaned loudly. Noting the red blush of their posteriors, I imagined them still sensitive to touch.

		After a time, Edward stood over them and pulled them from the couch to the floor, to a white plush rug. Three sets of arms now entwined and I was to see the first real ménage a trois of my stay. And an odd one it was.

		They were hot fired, wildly groping. Raucous, loud and nasty. Jabs and bites ensued on ass and tits and cock, soft slaps to Laura’s face and Celeste’s fair cheeks, so I could see the red glowing there, as well as it had on their bottoms. Who was slapping who, who was dominating who, it would be difficult for me to tell until I was in the darkroom with developing pictures. It happened too fast for me to jockey the camera and think at the same time.

		Ribald.

		That was the perfect adjective.

		They slapped him back, and he slapped them harder, never letting them get the better of him.

		The women slapped each other in earnest, fresh fires igniting, little spiteful insolent blasts of anger rising, and anger falling with their emotions.

		“Ouch, goddamit,” Celeste seethed.

		“You bitch!” Laura countered.

		And Edward countered back with demands of his own that forced the yielding woman to pay attention to his hard waiting prick, and not their petty war with each other.

		They covered the rug from end to end, kicked the furniture. And in one explicit rollicking blend of bodies, Edward was atop Celeste, with Laura on his back; the heavy weight of his body pressed down on the redhead’s diminutive form with such great force I wondered how she could breathe. Yet she pushed back with a firestorm of woe exuding from her, as a counter to his determined force. She wouldn’t win. She knew that. She didn’t have the muscle to throw him off, though she bore into him with eyes and hands and chest and crotch until all strength was gone and she collapsed.

		“Aha!” Laura shouted triumphantly, “we have you!” A little child like singsong rang out, just as Edward dumped the clawing wench from his back and set her hard against the plush rug next to the vanquished Celeste.

		“Kiss now, you whores,” he charged them.

		They turned to each other, spite still nastily issuing from their eyes. Yet even so, something was finally relinquishing in them both. Their bodies were raw and red, scratched, prodded, no doubt bruised with black and blue that would appear the next day, or later in the night.

		They vented with sex.

		I snapped the moments of their raptures, though still not able to distinguish who was climaxing, and when. But it wasn’t important to record it as if I was videotaping for posterity. The stills mattered, the instants, measures of time in imperceptible quantities when the camera, not the eye or the photographer, finds the best instant to immortalize. It makes me wonder if there is a spirit in my camera guiding me, selecting this moment above that one, causing hesitations, dealing in fractions of seconds, poking its way into the process with an unearthly knowing when it’s right and when it’s not. I had to trust that, I wasn’t good enough to know consciously what I was doing. I had to trust that my unconscious was the competent photographer.

		

		It was exhausting, I was exhausted; and I could guess by the way the three collapsed together on the white rug, they were exhausted too. They might have slept in their spots. I snapped a few last pictures of the serene repose and the serene expressions that went with it, and then left to recoup in my downstairs studio. Sleepily, I crawled into bed at two a.m. and took the quick fix on my own swelling needs.

		But then I was wide awake, as if the physical release had opened channels in me and I could not sleep any longer.

		

		

		THE DARKROOM

		

		I gazed again at the developing pictures—the act becoming my sacred ritual following a day’s events. The uproar between the three produced peculiar thoughts inside me as I looked at the prints.

		Something uncommon was at play, something to vent emotion, something on a basic level of cause and effect, something that maintained in an oddly archaic way, suggesting that there’s a rationale for judgment, retribution and punishment, ideas that quite clearly mock any notion of modern enlightenment. Spankings, bare bottomed excursions over the administrators lap, executed with the swing of a wooden spoon appropriated for the purpose of punishing naughty bottoms, as if the act was some immediate part of the karmic go round, exoneration for testiness, errors in attitude, simple mistakes, faux pas either accidental or created, what a novel idea!

		I had a terrible problem with the whole business, as I filmed the two sultry sullen ‘naughty ladies’ in their moment of distress, taking their licks from a throw- back to Neanderthal, Edward, with his beard looking even shaggier than usual, and his massive figure looking burly like that of some old sea captain or scruffy land baron.

		Both sets of buns were raw before he was finished with them. The red showed up as a fuzzy blur on film, though the effect was unmistakable; and with facial expressions of agony to match, they captured the epitome of a time that I thought the world, at least the civilized western world, had long ago cast off.

		The aftermath, the curious slap fight/cat fight raised another inappropriate notion of women as bitches, petty, backbiting bubble heads with a compartmentalized place of shallowness, where they couldn’t get beyond jealously and insipid sneers. The photographs were a garish report. I caught them in unattractive poses and all their luscious sensuality was down the drain, they looked like ordinary, mediocre versions of female that would never arouse a man.

		Is this a side of ‘woman’, just as the pot- bellied, beer guzzling, football watching slob that disgusts the gentler sex, is a real side of ‘man’? And what statement were they making that it took the firm hand of the dominant male to ease them, cajole them, force them into giving up their silly battles and be friends again? It was no feminists’ world. But I wondered if it was more real than the pretentious world where women are the embodiment of maturity, emotional depth and progressive thinking. (How difficult it must be for women to be perfect like that all the time.)

		With all their insides out as captured by the eye of my camera, there were wrinkles and puffy eyes, and scratch marks, and claw marks, as emotions made manifest in physical form, and unattractive bulges in their bodies I’d not seen before, and ratty hairstyles, and talk talk talk that placed them at the second grade level of conversation.

		I wondered ... is there an immature brat, a blind eyed child, a cat fighting bitch in every woman ... and for that matter, is there a beer guzzling, chauvinistic brute in every man?

		Was it more honest for them to be this way in each other’s company, where they could hate and despise each other, expressing their anger and upsets and still, when the mood was spent and the meanness and spite were gone, love as passionately as they hated?

		It was curious to me that they could accept each other this way. How many relationships had flashed and burned in my life, disappeared in the “morning after”, when the body wasn’t glowing in the soft light of romance, and the hair was askew and morning breath was unbearable, and little picky things rankled me, making me hate the other body in the room—even though I didn’t accept hate as viable emotion. I was too mature for hate, though not too mature to be petty, and not mature enough to accept the petty mean spirited brute in me.

		These three found a way to salvage their lives, a way not to throw away bliss for a stupid cause that didn’t matter. They’d found a way to guard against the false smiles and the Rock of Gibraltar toughness that masks honest feelings, only to have those feelings blow up later, creating irreparable damage. They’d found a way to express the mean spirited soul and kiss it goodbye.

		I took one photograph I hated the most and placed it side by side with one of the sweet photographs of peace, peace like parents seeing their hellions asleep at night and calling them angels. I tacked them both above my bed, so I could stare at them all night long if I wanted to, so I could remember what I felt about myself when I saw the extremes of humanness before my eyes.

		

	
		

		CHAPTER FIVE

		The Soiree

		

		On a night some days later I watched Celeste dress in leather. The camera recorded each distinct garment she put on. The collar first, two inches of leather with a clasp that Laura helped her fasten. A little brass lock clamped shut in back, making certain that she wouldn’t remove it that night . . . not of her own accord.

		She covered her torso in a glove soft leather corset, with chains that dangled here and there for ornament, or for things I’d hadn’t the notion to fathom while I recorded her dressing ritual. The corset pushed her bosom into a tight cleavage, more than she deserved puckered over the top, jiggling. It made terrific pictures, as she deliberately posed for me, wiggling cleavage in my face. She could have been in a French designer’s spectacle or the star of some girlie show.

		I caught her laughing, giggling like a school girl.

		“Wait until you see tonight, hot times. Have that camera poised,” she warned me.

		“That’s all I do around here,” I replied, not intending to be cynical.

		“You’re suffering?” she asked sincerely.

		“Not suffering, in agony.”

		She looked at me trying to figure the difference between the two states. I knew that difference quite clearly. Suffering implied anguish, despondency, woe. Agony was a state of being, just preceding a perceived bliss.

		Celeste squatted and pushed a contraceptive sponge deep inside her vagina. “In case,” she explained, “Edward would like me to let all precautions fly away, and not use this.” She smiled. “But I’m not that advanced. What if my awareness took a vacation tonight and I ended up pregnant? Isn’t it tempting fate? Anyway the only child I want is Edward’s.”

		I was only beginning to understand what kind of night Celeste imagined in her head. She was always imagining something, writing her somethings down for money if not posterity. The writer harlot boasted dozens of naughty stories, pornographic musings, among the serious treatises she wrote on the blend of oriental and occidental philosophy, and power, and living the enlightened life. She is a novelizer, turning every slice of her life into a book with snappy conversations, spitfire drama and a healthy dose of her breed of spiritual understanding about the nature of human existence.

		Every damn fucking thing had meaning in this house, every ache and pain, every fight, every raw emotion, every happenstance, every dream. Food for thought, for dissection, for deriving the intent, the purpose, the lesson. Celeste especially had trouble letting go of anything, no matter how trivial it might appear to everyone else. She had to seek the reasons and the meaning, the impact on her psyche. No wonder why she had to spirit herself away in sex; she was possessed by life. Sex, and I imagined especially this night of sex, were an excursion for her into a world away from her obsessive analysis.

		The stockings she attached to garters were lacy. I snapped her putting a half-dozen rings on her fingers where she usually wore none. All gold and jewels, amethyst, garnet, some green stone I couldn’t name, and blue topaz. The earrings in gold dangled to her shoulders. And she withdrew from her jewelry box, tiny little clamps. “For later,” she said with an enticing smile. I imagined all kinds of things she might do with them.

		She wore shorty boots. “I love long ones, you know hip high, but they’re horrid to get out of in a pinch. I always liked playing dress up as a kid. Dressing like something out of my nightmares lets me handle them, love them. Edward’s pretty special buying me these things.”

		What man wouldn’t buy them I thought, if they had a woman willing to wear them. God damn! She looked like something from out of a dungeon. Though she wasn’t hard and cruel, instead there was a childlike softness on her face.

		“You know why I do this?” she asked.

		I nodded no, while I captured her talking to my camera, she was looking right at it with deep-pooled eyes, dense eyes colored with some translucent hue. Some shade of gray between my black and white caught the essence of her eyes, I’d already photographed it dozens of times. I was still mesmerized by it.

		“Peace,” she answered my curiosity.

		“Peace?” I questioned.

		“I know the after, the hereafter, the way I’ll feel at three a.m. and five o’clock in the morning and tomorrow afternoon and…” her voice trailed off.

		She did a little club dance for me, strutting as if she was on stage. She paraded her boobs in my face again, so I couldn’t shoot them. Then it was her fanny when she turned around. She licked her lips and played with her still exposed cunt.

		“Pleasure palace,” she purred seducing me.

		I would have thought she’d been drinking. There was always this little hint of propriety about Celeste, as if a ghost of herself still appeared in and out of her, reminding her of the priss she once was.

		. . . That had been a long story, the way she’d rescued herself away from the empty vessel she’d become in childhood. I saw the pictures of her vapid vacant face from ten years before, when she looked as if someone had impaled her on a stick like a puppet, when she didn’t move or breathe or think or act unless she spent hours contemplating the action. She reminded me of a former girlfriend, and a hundred other women frightened of the wicked girl inside them. Church loomed over them wherever they walked. Even when they broke loose from their prisons for a night or week or month, and enjoyed a moment of sexual abandon, they were wracked with guilt and second guessing. Celeste, however, had altered herself. She’d found some place inside herself, where she could become the woman she was born to be. There was not one photograph in my thousand like the ones from ten years before.

		I used to think that no one ever really changed.

		But Celeste had.

		Even so, the ghost remained to haunt her, or maybe just as a reminder . . .

		So as I watched her dress this night, I wondered if she’d been drinking, because for the moment, the ghost had disappeared, and she was tempting me like an enchantress from a vampire tale, every inhibition vanished. The photographs would be some of the best.

		“Besides, I like being scoured inside out,” she said. “No man does that to a woman by himself, unless maybe he’s eighteen and very big and very hard.” She was thinking ahead to the party.

		For the evening, Laura dressed in a black cat suit, every inch of her body exposed underneath the gossamer. Edward had his hands all over her. I would have too if I’d had the liberty.

		Edward was in black, naturally, a Japanese kimono that flowed from his loins to the floor. When he walked he looked as if he were floating. The sash was Chinese red. It was one of the few times I wished I was photographing in color.

		They were ready for the soiree.

		

		Just like any other party, there were heaps of food, trays of Edward’s prettily arranged hors d’oeuvres, and trays from a real caterer. Shrimp, cold lobster, salmon, a dozen cheeses, hard crusted sour dough, cold fiery salsa and some strange Mexican finger foods to dip into it.

		When the guests arrived, five men and four women entered, in casual rich evening attire, silks, and one woman in a “pasted” on dress, some tart. I had to forgive my instantaneous judgment of her, but she was an empty-headed beautiful. Unfortunately for her looks wouldn’t last forever. The men wore comfortable things, some jeans, some slacks and sweaters, some sweat pants.

		Celeste and Laura were looking like trinkets, the party games, toys for the evening. Edward told me the two women wanted the affair, and he was always the spoil sport hating to disturb his cave of debauchery with other perverts like them. But they convinced him anyway.

		“Actually my memories convinced me,” Edward told me, “it’s kind of like Thanksgiving Dinner, skydiving, things you do only every once and while. Going to Disneyland, you have to let the experience linger and get better in your thoughts before you want to experience it again.”

		

		As the evening commenced there were mouth to mouth kisses and generous hugs around the room.

		“When can I have her,” one jolly man asked Edward, as he pinched Celeste’s butt at the door.

		“In good time,” Edward snickered.

		I was enthralled, not even wanting to speculate the outcome of this night.

		A little chatter and a little food later, I shot a roll of film just playing with the contrast between Celeste half-clothed in leather and the guests looking like average well-heeled sorts at any old cocktail party.

		Laura was tethered to Edward, silent and brooding as if she was playing the piano. She wanted to be his that night—while Celeste wanted to be everyone’s. So, the blonde hung on to her burly man. She was with him at every turn and Edward didn’t appear to mind.

		With everyone anticipating a bonafide sexual orgy, the evening proceeded with lusty repartee and light hearted groping; yet the first real screw wasn’t until midnight. Some of the guests had to be a little drunk to start, even at midnight – even if the hour itself invites those, who have been touching for hours, to fondle now with little restraint.

		“Can I have her now?” that guest from earlier asked Edward again.

		“Be my guest, screw her well.”

		“Here or in the bedroom?” the man asked Celeste. He’d attached a leash to her collar, leading her around like his slave.

		“You screw her, you do it here,” someone chimed in.

		I felt Edward’s hand on my arm, “only her face, not theirs,” he instructed me. “They’re not part of our game.”

		I didn’t question him, it seemed sensible. Though by that time the other guests must have been used to the clicking camera. None had protested.

		On the long low lounge by the fire, Celeste reclined for them, exposing everything she had to offer both men and women. Little fires started elsewhere, other sexual events, but I focused my time and my camera on my fascinating three.

		Laura and Edward watched from the sidelines. I took a photograph of Edward pushing Laura down to her knees between his legs. It was obvious her duty remained there, and she was obedient to his demands, playing with his crotch as if it was some kind of treasure. In time the two sat back, reclining on a couch, still within full view of Celeste. Edward was as devoted to watching her as Laura was to attending to his needs. She wrapped herself around his every whim and fancy, writhing her shadowy body against his. His hands absently played with her wild hair and soft face as he was focusing his eyes on Celeste. It was difficult to tell whether his erection was stimulated by the amorously fondling Laura or the sight of Celeste’s carnal revelry.

		Laura oozed about him snakelike, some distinctly base glimmer of light poured from his siren’s eyes. Her full pendulous breasts pressed against his legs and groin, prick hard nipples poked against the flimsy fabric of her cat suit. When his hand reached down inside the garment, I saw it tear enough so he could pull one generous handful of breast from its covering. He pulled her breasts toward his face so he suck and bite her pliable flesh.

		The pictures would be sublime erotica.

		When my attention focused on Celeste again, I watched and photographed mesmerized by the unfolding drama as her face changed with each tick of the clock. (When it was over I would hardly believe that two hours had passed.) I couldn’t imagine she could change so much, her face already seemed so peaceful . . . but there was some particular mood she was seeking, something extra special I suppose. I let the camera find it.

		Her guests were there to give her what she wanted. And she in turn allowed them to use her anyway they chose, bidding her tongue, teeth, breasts, ass and vagina reply to their offered body parts. She took all the men inside her, except Edward, getting royally screwed by four distinct styles, four distinct brands of sexual demand. It didn’t seem to matter how they jerked her about from her back to her hands and knees, to positions that defy description, only the photographs could tell that story.

		There were cruel slaps to her fanny, impositions on every orifice, hands pinching and torturing her flesh. Her lovers were a handful of men and women like Edward, assuming she was theirs to do with as they pleased. She yielded again and again, no snide remarks, no balks, no vituperative repartee, caustic wit, or shrill protests. Celeste was on the other side of heaven, disconnected from thought, consumed by one lust after another, obsessed with being the satisfier of all these physical forms. Even when one couple, one female brat and male boar had penetrated her from both sides she yielded to them as a gift. Their raging vindictive intentions didn’t matter to her at all, as she consented to play that might hurt her for days after. The more they demanded the more she delighted in serving them. There appeared to be nothing that she wouldn’t offer them.

		She found another kind of satisfaction in her orgy, one that fills, one that turns raw crude elements into something whole.

		A contradiction, a paradox, I’m not sure.

		I could see she’d found selflessness, and that was bliss and in this bliss she had peace.

		I envied her.

		They left her abruptly when they were finished with her, and she lay limp against the couch looking so alone, though she was not the least bit lonely. Edward eyed her, while his mistress Laura was still between his legs; the trio once again a trio now that the others had disappeared.

		Celeste rose up on one elbow as she reclined, and looked toward her other lovers. There was a serene smile on her face. Her eyes fixed on them with clear purpose, exhibiting her unabashed devotion to them both.

		Edward smiled back at her, and Laura with a haunting glimmer in her eye returned her love.

		

		

		THE DARKROOM

		

		I couldn’t wait to develop the soiree photos. I was becoming used to the fact that I was almost a zombie in these moments of unabashed sexual expression.

		The great triumph was finding the truth in startling shades of gray, as they appeared on the surface of the print under the rippling water. 9 x 12 pornographic glossies, the key to the universe.

		Was I losing my mind?

		Celeste’s eyes peered at me in one shot, I wanted to blow it up life size when I saw it. And I probably would for my own private collection.

		She was staring at me, beckoning me with a smile sweet as sugar, and eyes enmeshed in lust and a body that sweated as it took life after life inside it and gave it pleasure. She was staring at me, the corset askew, the leash dangling to the side, the eyes grabbing me; everywhere in my own body I felt her magnanimous touch, from the tiptop of my head, to my heart. I grabbed my chest as if I’d had a heart attack that didn’t stop with my heart but reached to my loins; and there it was not just my cock but the whole damn place that burned.

		I wanted to cry, to laugh, to rejoice, to have her the way those soiree guests had had her.

		I wanted to be her, in the middle of that theatre, so open, so devoid of rule and judgment, so totally accepting, forgiving, allowing, willing, knowing she could heal body and soul. It was that pure a gift.

		Pretty blasphemous, I suppose. I was putting her on a pedestal next to God, and that was sacrilegious. The church would call her a demon, the bride of the devil. I knew now why.

		Her peace was more perfect than a thousand visions of heaven, her peace as exquisite as I imagined Christ’s was on the cross.

		

	
		

		CHAPTER SIX

		Deep Recesses

		

		Celeste was passing the tuna casserole to Edward, “I need my thighs worked,” she told him. Her voice was strained and meek for Celeste.

		“How about the rest of you?” he asked.

		“Probably that too,” she shrugged.

		The tuna was perfect, tart, creamy, with their signature peppers floating in and about the concoction so that it wasn’t bland. It was that ‘other’ specialty that Celeste made.

		“He says he hates fish,” she explained to me.

		“Does he?” I asked.

		“No, he loves it, he just doesn’t have the inspiration to fix it himself and he assumes that things he can’t prepare, he can’t like.”

		That was interesting logic.

		“I really want curry soon,” Celeste added.

		The comment dropped unnoticed between the four of us spooning tuna and noodles into our mouths.

		“I’d really like a good curry,” she said again.

		“Don’t fix it for me, I hate it,” Laura remarked.

		“You don’t like it either,” Celeste remarked to Edward, with dour look on her face.

		“I do,” I said.

		She looked at me with eyes brightened.

		“Great, we’ll have it tomorrow night. See not everyone is stuck in mud about food.” Her finest flippant eyes met Edward’s.

		He gave her a condescending stare. “Go to the bedroom,” he said, “and Laura and I will see what we can shake loose in you tonight. You obviously need it.” His eyes were glimmering, two beads of dark light as if they were shining out from a subterranean cavern.

		She looked at him, more like stared right into the cavern. I saw her shudder. It was one instant I didn’t capture on film, though I caught it in my mind clearly, a snapshot of disquietude.

		“Not too deep,” she said, as if she was backing off from her earlier request. “You know I tell him these things,” she turned to me nervously, “and he takes my request and magnifies it a thousand fold. He doesn’t know how to do anything gently.”

		“That’s not true,” Edward replied, miffed. “You want it or not?”

		“Of course I want it, but I want it . . .”

		“You want me to be careful, not hurt you too much,” he said with a sweet sarcasm, talking to her as if he was a mother purring sweetly to her child.

		“You know what I want,” she said.

		“I know what you need, trust me,” Edward told her.

		The disquietude remained.

		“If you’re so worried about this,” I asked, “why are you asking for it?”

		She looked at me still chewing a mouthful of food. She washed it down with a gulp of burgundy.

		“Don’t you ever know that you have to do something, even though it’s going to hurt? I mean it doesn’t have to be a physical hurt, I suppose it could be emotional or mental . . . but you know you have to do it?”

		I nodded yes. “Why’s this so hard,” I asked.

		“Because I have to trust him,” Celeste replied. There was bitterness in her expression.

		“But I would think you do, the way you live?”

		“Trust isn’t a simple static thing,” she explained, “it has layers, levels. I trust some people with my money, I trust myself with my soul, I trust a lot of people with my sex, but very few with my body.”

		Not Edward? I wondered to myself. She was confusing me.

		

		They were on the bed together, the three of them, Celeste in the middle.

		Laura ran an affectionate hand across her face. Edward was kneading her thighs.

		“What’s inside them,” he asked, though she was in no condition to respond, an excruciating grimace on her face. Her head rose from the pillow as she moaned in agony. He prodded her breasts and massaged the sides of them, and began an ardent journey around her torso seeming to find places of pain throughout her.

		I was fascinated as much as I was distressed by her apparent misery.

		I sensed there was some natural rhythm to the strange process. For a few moments Edward would let go and allow Laura’s gentler touch to soften the spasms and twinges and biting pain that he inflicted on the yielding woman. Then, with a ruthless zeal, he was back again at her thighs or belly or crotch or sides, driven by the wild energy radiating from her body. Her belly swelled as if there were a pumpkin rising inside her. Laura pressed it gently with her palm and Celeste rocked back with moans that I could not categorize, unable to distinguish whether she was in the height of ecstasy or in sheer torturing pain.

		An ocean within her stormed, waves pounding on her inner shores, the tide of passions rose and fell away, and then rose and fell and rose again.

		Her body was limp, then tense, then limp again.

		I could see her struggle. I recorded that, the shriek across her mouth, the wrinkle at her brow, the wiggling body enduring wound after wound, only to ask for more, beg for more. Was I chronicling “crazy”?

		When Laura parted her legs and tongued the lips between them, I snapped a picture of Celeste gasping, then snapped a picture of Laura’s anguished face in response to her lover’s woe, as if she was saying, “Enough, I’ve had enough!”

		But Edward didn’t stop.

		His massage provoked in me feelings of rage. I wanted to argue for her, though I knew it wasn’t my place and somewhere in this irritating, uncomfortable scene there was something I had to witness, and my camera had to capture and my own soul had to recognize, even though I wanted to walk away and be done with the whole blessed mess. I continued on, the dispassionate observer, whose passions were rising like a flood water inside my body.

		I hated that my prick was hard.

		There was a finale of sorts, when Edward ceased to be such a brute and Laura’s fine lapping tongue began a more ardent sex play at Celeste’s cunt lips, and my own sense of completion was finally getting its reward.

		I watched and snapped the mounting rhythm of orgasm building. I saw the ebb, the weaving torrid gestures of her body as it sought a little magic that was just beyond hers to grasp, but grasping still she climbed on, bore down, pushed and pushed and pushed herself again to a bitter bitter edge when the climax finally erupted through every nerve of her frantic body.

		I would have thought poor Laura’s tongue had been overtaxed the way she gave and gave and at last brought Celeste to a brief instant of peace. I was disappointed that it wasn’t some savage crashing end with sound effects that would ripple in the air for hours. I’d seen that in this house before, but not this time.

		Celeste was spent, all three of them exhausted.

		Edward, jacking off his prick, pulled both women to his groin as the pumping organ spewed and they lapped up the aftermath.

		It was a horrible peace, not a settled one; I couldn’t understand it. And I begged to hear some explanation. Yet the three seemed to rest easily. Celeste smiled, while Laura looked more at peace now that it was over. And Edward lay back staring with beady black eyes toward the ceiling.

		I collapsed in a chair off to one side and put down my camera.

		

		“The pain is always in me, hiding,” Celeste said, bringing me out of my reverie. She was propped up on her elbow looking at me. “Sometimes I feel it clawing at the surface. And then I can’t sleep and I can’t be civil, and I begin to feel like I’m going to explode from the inside out, but I have no place to explode.

		“Edward has a hundred ways to bring the rawness to the surface, to knock the silly bastard in me to some place where I can feel it wash through, instead of eating away at me. You’ve seen him spank me. You’ve seen him make love with brutality. You’ve seen him be a savage.

		“But when it becomes so irritating that I can’t function, when I can’t write or edit, when I start to feel myself disconnected from everything that means anything to me, Edward, Laura, my work, my food, my trees outside, my own emotions, and my love, then I have to ask for this. I have no choice. I refuse to live in a world where that pain and that clawing rule me, where they make me empty and afraid to feel myself. I won’t do it again! I can’t live like that, as much as this hurts my physical body.”

		“You’re more at rest now,” I suggested.

		“Am I?” she asked, as if she really wasn’t certain. But I knew she was, as moments stacked on atop another, I could feel the difference in her. I was surprised to know that I’d become that acutely aware of her and her phases. I didn’t feel as much an observer in that moment, as a friend.

		“This happens because Celeste neglected to feel anything for half her life,” Edward said, rising enough to sit on the bed. He tenderly fondled her thigh as he spoke. “You’d think the feelings just never happened, that they never existed, that they never mattered. They somehow just came and went unexpressed. But her psyche expressed them, stored them away in her body. Now she feels them when I release them.”

		The three were linked, just barely touching. Though it seemed enough.

		I’d had enough.

		After listening to them explain the preceding hour, I picked up my camera and padded quietly down the stairs, sinking myself deep into an overstuffed navy blue chair that was a perpetual joy to find waiting for me in my room.

		I began to wonder just what these three were doing with their souls, if they weren’t on some deranged journey that would have been better not attempting at all. I wondered if they could survive what they seemed destined, even driven to accomplish.

		And yet, I wasn’t sure that this wasn’t some “sacred mission”.

		

		

		THE DARKROOM

		

		There were so many pictures. There were stacks. There were my favorites, often ones of bliss, of clear carnal joy. But there were others too.

		I took to pinning them about the darkroom, all along the wall. I’d wander amid them, pleased with myself for being there at the right moment when the expressions on these faces and the accompanying body language reflected pure emotion, pure confusion, pure heaven and the thousand other nameless brands of human expression between and around those primary states.

		From the last group of pictures, the ones of Celeste’s massage, I found one that haunted me. She looked so much like a child in this, innocent and shocked, as if she didn’t understand what was happening to her. I thought about what Edward had said, that this massage he’d forced upon her, was tapping what was old and stored inside her body. Could it be that I was seeing in the photographs, the child that had forgotten how to experience life, that had for reasons unbeknownst to me, been denied the humanness of feeling? Was I seeing the child that due to some unknown circumstance of life, had detached from its spirit as it grew and was unable to defend its right to feel and dream and create? Was I seeing in Celeste’s face for that small instant, the child that had its essence ripped away?

		I realized seeing that child’s face, that the essence was still there, the little child remained, the little human with the human dream. As far as the powers of earth may go to demoralize and dehumanize the spirit, that child remains. It’s just buried and waiting for some someone to set it free.

		She couldn’t settle for anything less than reclaiming the whole of herself. I didn’t blame her, why would she want to make do with only half herself? Why would she only go half way when there was more stored, more there to be discovered and loved?

		I saw the depth of the human psyche, mine own too. It was less unsettling and more hopeful, so much more hopeful that my heart lifted, and my dour mood seemed washed away. Wasn’t this encouraging, that the limits of the awakening spirit were only defined by the willingness of the person to withstand the unfolding?

		

		It had been hard for them, all three of them, they’d been so subdued and quiet when it was over. Edward didn’t have to cause her pain. Laura, with her delicate sensibilities didn’t have to witness it all, but they were willing. I wondered if I’d have the guts to do this with another person . . . or myself. It would take courage I wasn’t sure I possessed.

		“To the ends of the earth ....” it’s been said. They were going to the ends of the soul for each other’s need.

		

	
		

		CHAPTER SEVEN

		Candlelight And Roses

		

		The room glowed with a velvety iridescence. I hadn’t seen it quite so warm and inviting, with a snapping, leaping fire in the fireplace. The table was set with a long table cloth and four places, and four candles glimmering. The crystal was heavy, wine glasses with smooth throats, for smooth Merlot.

		Edward had cooked fish, out of character that it was, and the aroma of the sauce steaming on the stove made my mouth water.

		I had to change filters on the camera, so I fiddled with them while the three mingled talking softly.

		“I saw your little anguish last night,” Celeste said to Laura. She was holding her hands, looking straight into her eyes.

		Laura blushed, the red on her neck rising in splotches to her ears. She tittered just a bit, the tiniest embarrassed smirk on her face. “I’ve done it before,” she said as an explanation.

		“Does that mean I can’t thank you one more time?”

		“You don’t need to.”

		“I know that, but you need to hear it,” Celeste said.

		“I don’t like to see that pain in you, I know it’s necessary, but I keep thinking that somehow it doesn’t have to be that way.”

		“Well if you find another way to achieve the same result, I’d be happy to hear about it.” Celeste smiled. She leaned forward and kissed Laura on her mouth. The kiss was tender, but it didn’t linger long. Laura pushed away from Celeste and jumped up as Edward announced that dinner was ready. He presented the magnificent fish on a platter parading it to the table.

		They were all smiles that night, no restless meandering, no agitation, it was sweet and tender and I was embarrassed by the simplicity of it. I wanted a table of my own, where I could sit back observing, catching moments with my camera. It seemed more appropriate, yet the fourth place was set for me.

		“The light is beautiful,” I said into the silence.

		Celeste smiled at me in response.

		“I hope you appreciate all of this,” Edward remarked.

		“Of course we do,” Celeste said, knowing Edward wanted a compliment for his efforts. “It looks perfect.”

		“Isn’t this what women always want, candlelight and roses?” He pointed to the yellow flowers sitting on the coffee table.

		“Oh, and they’re even yellow,” Celeste exclaimed. “He’s always bought me red ones before,” she explained to me, but these are my favorite.”

		“Where’s mine?” Laura asked with a joking pout.

		“I thought you’d never ask,” he answered.

		From beside him, underneath the table, he whipped out a nosegay of pink roses and baby’s breath.

		“Oh, my god, they’re beautiful!”

		Laura’s face shown with a smile as broad as any I’d ever seen on her.

		“I’ve got to take a picture of this.” I felt swept up in this romantically silly moment.

		And Laura, looking like a fairy princess, modeled for me with her nosegay and her smile. Rising from her seat she sashayed around the table, then dropped down between her lovers, placing her face against Edward’s and then Celeste’s in poses that reminded me of pictures taken at those carnival booths that produce a strip of black and whites attesting to a euphoric mood of carnival revelry.

		Laura couldn’t stop blushing.

		“So why the romance tonight?” she asked, returning to her chair.

		“Is that what this is?” Edward said, eyes twinkling like Santa Claus.

		“You have some ulterior motive,” Celeste said.

		Edward was eating his fish with deliberate gusto.

		“This is perfect, isn’t it?” He was looking at a bite of fish dangling precariously on his fork. He opened his mouth and grabbed it with his teeth.

		I put down my camera so that I could eat. Edward was right; the fish was exquisite.

		“I know you, you just wanted to prove you can cook fish,” Celeste said.

		“Of course, you don’t drop challenges in my lap and think I’m going to ignore them.”

		“It’s really good, Edward,” Laura said. She looked right at him with affection pouring from her eyes as bright as lighted candles. I’d never seen her quite so full of herself. Even though it seemed a little crass, I picked up my camera to take a picture of the tender interplay.

		“So what is your ulterior motive?” Celeste asked.

		“Maybe I don’t have one?” he said.

		“You, no ulterior motive, who’s going to believe that?” Laura kidded him.

		For an instant he looked innocent, younger than his years, and more vulnerable than he usually was. “Everyone’s been so fuckin’ uptight around here. I thought we needed something totally frivolous. A little less agitation, a reprieve from Celeste’s craziness bearing down on us all.”

		“Hey, that’s not fair,” Celeste protested.

		“You don’t like this?” Edward asked.

		“Of course I do.”

		“You don’t need it?” he asked again.

		“Of course I do, thank you.” She smiled. It was difficult for her to remember to say thank you. Her appreciation registered in an instant, but often like my own, it went unspoken, even though she may have felt it.

		Laura reached for Celeste’s hand. “You know sometimes you’re too hard on yourself, you won’t let yourself have any peace. You get so obsessed with your quest that you forget to let us care for you.”

		Celeste looked at herself consciously. “Have I been doing that lately?”

		Even me, in my oft confused state around these three could figure that out, but I didn’t think Celeste really needed an answer to her question. She knew she was obsessive. The reminder was just that.

		To their credit, neither Laura or Edward bothered to answer her.

		“How about a toast?” Edward proposed.

		We lifted the glasses of wine between us.

		“To the book, to our photographs,” he said, looking me straight in the eye.

		If I was prone to blushing I probably would have, abruptly self conscious.

		“When do we see them?” Laura asked. She leaned toward me with her hand on my arm. The warmth of her touch was so completely reassuring I lost my train of thought, even the intent of her question. She had touched me before with such affection. Gestures like these were natural for her, not the least bit contrived. When her eyes looked at mine, I wanted to melt into them, the same way I’d melt into my mother’s, as if I was still an infant.

		Hers were surrounding eyes. They didn’t penetrate the way Edward’s did, or seduce me the way Celeste’s always seduced me. They pulled me in as mamma did. She was a perfect Madonna for the child in me. I wanted to spirit myself away with her in some removed cocoon, believing that I would know pure love in her embrace and heaven in her eyes.

		“The photographs?” I was stammering.

		“Of course the photographs,” she smiled and laughed lightly.

		“I suppose you could see them anytime.” It had never seriously occurred to me that I could have been sharing the pictures with them all along.

		“Maybe tomorrow then?” she asked.

		“Why not?” I was totally enchanted by her honey colored hair and soft glistening eyes.

		“Is it really a good idea?” Celeste interjected, “I mean wouldn’t seeing them alter the way we view Paul in our midst?”

		“What do you mean?” I asked.

		“I think it would make me more self conscious. What if I didn’t like the way I looked, I’d be spending my time wondering if the next group of shots would turn out to my liking,” Celeste explained.

		“Then you don’t see them,” Edward charged, “if you’re going to be that vain.”

		“Aw c’mon,” she pouted.

		“I think you’re right, she’d mess up the whole thing,” Laura charged.

		“Well then, isn’t it possible that the two of you might see something in them that bothered you, that wasn’t perfect about you,” Celeste chimed in. “It could happen on a subjective level without your even knowing. You two are scared of subtle things. It would be just another kind of vanity, or worse yet you might attempt to control what comes through in Paul’s darkroom.”

		“Maybe I’d see something in myself that I couldn’t see otherwise, something to change . . . wouldn’t that make it a positive thing?” Laura suggested.

		“No one’s going to see any pictures,” Edward abruptly announced, “they’ll wait until Paul’s finished.” The matter was settled, there would be no further discussion.

		

		He poured more wine and a salad followed. It was something like a Caesar salad, though not quite, an Edward original. Once the dinner dishes were cleared Edward presented a white chocolate dessert with raspberry sauce.

		“What a splurge!” Celeste exclaimed.

		“See how sweet I am?” he replied.

		The crystal goblets sparkled in the candlelight. The creamy mousse was so smooth it melted away once it touched my tongue.

		“Besides I do have an ulterior motive tonight,” Edward interjected as he enjoyed his creation. “I want you both in bed, with all your attention on me.”

		“On you?” Laura protested, “what happened to me?”

		“Oh! You want to be the center of attention?” he laughed. He put his hand on hers and peered into her eyes.

		She bit her lip, as if she wished she could take back her statement. With all eyes on her, she cowered sheepishly. But Edward wouldn’t have it. He rose from his seat, and as he did, he pulled Laura to her feet. “So what about you?” he asked. “You want to be the center of attention, I can arrange that.” They stood looking eye to eye. His boldness startled her.

		I had my camera in hand, backing away from them. I needed space … more space between the camera and their articulate eyes and the subtle movements of their bodies.

		“I thought you said you wanted us both,” Laura answered him nervously. He’d pulled her closer even as she resisted. His sudden attentiveness was so overwhelming that she was taken off guard.

		“I lied,” Edward answered. His eyes were swimming over hers, intent, commanding, their darkness irresistible. I’d seen him like this before, the first day, at the soiree, and many times after. As they were standing, Celeste moved in behind Laura, with her breasts and groin pressed against her lover’s backside. “I want you,” Edward said simply.

		A blush was creeping up her neck. She fidgeted self-consciously and looked away. Tears were running down her cheeks.

		It happened so fast, too quickly for me to understand how they captured her, not so much with their bodies, but with bold faced honesty, sincerity pouring from each to her, flooding the trembling, tearing woman, with love attacking her savagely.

		“We’re complete because of you, you forget that sometimes, just as you forget to take what we have to give,” Edward said. He was totally kind and so imbued with affection that I could hardly stand to remain in my place, my carefully executed distance from them. I felt out of place, as I had a hundred times before in the presence of their intimate relationship.

		Though continuing my camera work with its inherent detachment, I didn’t have to feel what they were feeling or experience the impact of Edward’s declarations on Laura’s reluctant emotions.

		She was terrified, and her tears wouldn’t stop, streaming painfully down her flushed cheeks.

		I wished to be in Edward’s place, to hold her hands in mine and wipe the tears away. I couldn’t stand those tears; they broke my heart. But Edward let the tears spill down her cheeks, and even though tears don’t splash, the one that dripped off her chin seemed to soak her in bittersweet sadness.

		The two hugged Laura between them. I’d seen this embarrassingly sentimental activity before, where Edward surrounded one of his women with his arms, and the other woman surrounding the female from behind. (I wondered if it was ever Edward in the center, since I’d never seen it this way.)

		Something about the picture of the three gnawed at my insides, but I ignored it as I snapped the pictures. Finally I had to stop. I couldn’t stand intruding on them anymore, especially when Laura lifted her head from Edward’s shoulder and moved away from his chest long enough to slip her arm around Celeste.

		“You make things too good for me, you know that?” she said. She was laughing lightly, to ease her discomfort.

		Impulsively I took another photograph after that remark.

		

		Suddenly they were laughing, Edward was tickling both women, and they were attacking him back. Half a fight, half just tension breaking, until they were spilling on to the floor in a pile of tittering chortles. When the merriment subsided, there was exhaustion and deep sighs.

		Edward offered more wine, and the two women were like school girls giggling; every once and a while Edward would break out into a strange “heeheehee” chuckle, while listening to one or the other whine with some beautiful tale of woe. He was uncontrollably laughing, completely out of character for the Edward I’d seen before.

		I heard babytalk, watched them kiss in a little round robin, and observed as they gently massaged each other’s feet. It was sugar candy tenderness, but not candy coated, puffed-up nonsense. I tried an experiment with myself, not taking any pictures after their group hug, I just allowed myself to sit in the presence of their intimacy, and feel. Two weeks before I never could have done that. I was glad for myself that I could tolerate the tension in me, that I could be with them and feel comfortable. Though my experiment was short lived.

		Still on the floor, Laura was between Celeste and Edward, her body suddenly stripped of everything, unabashed and unconcerned by her nakedness. She tempted me with the simple beauty of her body, rounded where it was pleasing to be round, full where hands could grasp and knead and be satisfied by the warmth, her delicately curved flesh rippling like gentle waters. They were toying with her in the most intimate ways, with Edward’s mouth taking her mouth, and Celeste’s hands and lips taking the pink moist center between her legs.

		“Relax, my sweet,” he whispered softly, though I didn’t have to strain to hear, he spoke that distinctly.

		Laura jerked and panted as they played with her. I would have thought it was the perfect repose, caressed by two lovers, giving her nothing but their heartfelt devotion. I would have thought she, of all people, Laura . . . I would have thought that she would have found this her most blissful heaven.

		Celeste penetrated her deeply with fingers and rubbed in a rhythm that I suspected was one she’d practiced many times. Just as Laura’s own piano rhythms had become second nature to her, these of her lover, played her body music with similar zeal as Laura’s notes on the piano. She gasped, and gasped again. With mouth opened wide, Edward’s tongue played with her parted lips, loving them gently, ever so lightly licking them as if they tasted like some confection.

		“Come sweetheart,” Celeste said. She was referring to orgasm.

		Laura froze, her body instantly rigid.

		“It’s all right hon, relax,” Edward purred in her ear.

		She relaxed, though not completely, and there were tears again in her eyes.

		“I can’t,” she said.

		“You can, you will,” Edward said firmly. “We’ll stay here the night, just for you.”

		“No please.”

		“Shush!”

		He kissed her again.

		“Listen to your insides,” he said, as his hands manipulated the flesh of her breasts.

		The practitioner Celeste continued her manipulations with utmost patience.

		“Under your skin between your thighs, in your belly, feel it,” Edward prompted her.

		He pressed her abdomen, her hips and upper legs with his roving hand. “Here ... and here,” he instructed her quietly, as his hand moved from place to place.

		“Ah. Ah yes. Oh gawd, oh yes,” She jerked back, and wiggled her pussy against Celeste’s fingers. “Aaahhh…”

		It was not a speedy completion, but filled with stops and starts.

		And then as if she had reached an edge, a bitter edge, one fought for, one grasped at with every bit of strength she had, she arched her back and let the climax pour from her, trickling through her, a small bit at a time.

		She was still crying, tears streaming from her eyes spilled down her cheeks.

		Celeste laid her head on the cushion of Laura’s crotch, while Edward cradled her head in his arms and stroked the soft quivering belly. He kissed her remaining tears, her closed eyelids, and her trembling lips.

		

		

		THE DARKROOM

		

		Every photograph that night was a reluctant one. I was not certain why. Was my reluctance a child of my uneasiness with their familiarity and tenderness, with love bursting from one to another? Was I too much of an intruder to ever believe I could belong to this?

		Or was it something more?

		I’d like to think it was that something more—after all I’d witnessed such familiarity before. I’d like to think that I was hesitant with my camera, because I had bonded with the hesitant Laura, and sensing in some unspoken way her fears, I’d been fearful myself.

		What the camera captured, what the stark colorless shadings revealed, was the panic in Laura’s face, the fear, the abject fear, as if the gifts her lovers gave to her were too precious, and she too unworthy to receive them. She tried not to accept their affections, though they insisted, blowing away her obstinacy, that stubbornness that tried to take from her the only thing that really mattered to her … their love.

		I knew I’d seen this before, this careful backing down, relinquishing, this predisposition to give but not receive, to pour out with great relish but take nothing in return. To receive would be to allow their gifts to arouse her and ignite fires in her loins so that she could taste of the heavenly bliss that Edward and Celeste knew so well, and knew well how to demand for themselves. Unlike the other two, receiving was excruciating and laborious for Laura.

		I flipped back through my photographs, and from that first week, discovered one in the woods with the two women together making love. Laura had won that day for Celeste had not pressed her the way Edward did; her quick flash of stubbornness prevailed over Celeste’s intentions to assist Laura in her climax. It was a subtle abandonment of pleasure, so subtle I hadn’t noticed it before; but seeing it so keenly played out the night before, I recognized it now.

		Perhaps that’s why it took two of them to give to Laura.

		I gazed at that quick instant in both sets of photographs, where her eyes screamed NO! Lust, anger, fear, panic.

		Among the leaves that day it ended there, and once Celeste had backed away, the panic vanished into relief . . . yet only sadness followed, after giving up to the tyrant of fear that claimed her.

		Last night, answering to her two lovers’ clear resolve, panic gave way to one brief fling of joy, and the smile that followed was sweet mirth.

		

		Is orgasm that special, that she has to work beyond her fears to have it? Never having mine denied me, I wondered what it would be like to struggle to receive something so natural. Was this a form of female impotence? What creates the chill inside that freezes the human function of creation and procreation and even more the simple experience of bodily joy?

		Laura was not an indoctrinated uptight bitty, a church woman with old-fashioned stodgy sensibilities, a religious woman with bound ideology that bound her loins … Laura was quite the opposite, a lush and lusty trollop, who practiced sensuality and passion as if they were gifts bestowed on her by God. Why then, I grappled to understand, would she find it so painful to consummate her gifts with an apt reward?

		

	
		

		CHAPTER EIGHT

		Torn Asunder

		

		I woke to the strident sound of the piano playing at light speed. The loud banging ripped through the house and shook me from my sleep. I’d been dreaming and was still half there in a daze, a deep despondent daze brought on by the minor chords that echoed everywhere.

		It was six a.m.

		“What the hell are you doing?” I heard Edward’s voice blare.

		There was no response, though she could have answered and I didn’t hear her; I was still far away. The sound of the piano continued on and on as if she was possessed.

		My instincts made me suddenly bound from bed. Then again maybe it was a gremlin pushing me, pulling me up the stairs with my camera. I didn’t really want to go, I sensed a fight, gut wrenching, hair pulling, fight between demons.

		Then again maybe it was just the nasty sleep in me, and the music not letting go of my insides that created the forbidding mood.

		“Are you so afraid ...” I heard Edward say, I didn’t hear the rest. I reached the top of the stairs to see Edward standing over the silent, madly playing Laura. Celeste was standing in the doorway with a peach silk wrapper clinging to her.

		“Leave her be,” Celeste said. I could hardly hear her voice. “She just forgets what it’s like to be loved.”

		Laura whipped around, coming out of her stupor with Celeste’s comment. It made her furious.

		“I have a concert to practice for,” she said icily.

		“Ah!” Celeste answered. She looked as if this reckless prank was familiar, all too familiar.

		Laura’s eyes were savage. She turned back to Edward, and was suddenly calm, not enraged, but not passive either.

		“This isn’t about last night. I have work to do, please,” she said as if she were choking back an enormous sob. She returned to pounding the piano keys; they would seem to have broken under the strain of her music.

		“Bullshit,” Edward commented passively. “Last night really got to you.”

		She stopped.

		“Edward please,” she appealed to him, “I can’t give you the kind of rapturous accounts of my every waking, sleeping, dreaming thought, feeling and action. I’m not Celeste. Please just leave me be.”

		Edward’s face turned strange, a grimace, and then a saccharin smile formed on his lips. “If you want to be left alone, why are you banging on the piano at six a.m.?”

		She turned icy again, “I have a concert. You know I’m always stressed before a performance. Besides, the piano is a friend right now, I need this.”

		“Well good, I’m glad you’ve defined yourself,” Edward said, “we know now that you have your best relationships with inanimate objects.”

		“Why are you being so ... so horrible!” she asked, in hurt filled syllables.

		He raised his eyebrows jauntily, then tightening the belt of his bathrobe, he moved off toward the kitchen. “Anyone for coffee?”

		Laura resumed her play, though for the life of me I could not understand how she could practice in the atmosphere around her.

		I glanced at Celeste, standing at her bedroom door. She was smirking, unconcerned. I snapped her picture, and then circled the room with the camera. I wasn’t following the action closely, but feeling a bit as if I’d stumbled on a scene from a daytime soap. I didn’t know the plot.

		Laura stopped playing; something wasn’t coming out right, some phrase she began to repeat over and over. Then she stopped playing altogether, and stared at Edward while he methodically measured the coffee, poured the water and continued on with preparing breakfast. He didn’t say a word, in fact he looked as if he’d totally forgotten the last few minutes and wasn’t particularly impressed by the fact that his two women and I were staring at him waiting for him to restore the serenity that had been unexpectedly dismantled.

		“I can’t do this, with you … with you like that!” Laura announced, waiting for Edward to say something to lighten the tension. She was pleading. An instant later she whipped around and addressed me, “Paul, can’t you please stop taking pictures, just for a while?”

		I instantly put down the camera. Like an accusation Laura’s comment stung.

		“I think of all the times that Paul should shoot his photographs, this is one,” Edward stated flatly, looking directly at me. I hesitated, but he nodded at me to continue; and moving off to another point of view, I resumed my work.

		Celeste disappeared for an instant into the bedroom, returning with slippers on her feet and proceeding to the fireplace where she lit a fire. I hadn’t realized that the room was almost shockingly cold. I guess the emotion had taken care of the chill, but now the one descending around the four of us threatened to consume us all.

		“How am I supposed to work?” Laura asked. She’d risen from the piano bench, and plopped down on a couch. She pulled a cigarette from her pocket, lighting it. The puff around her was surprising. She hadn’t smoked before and laying on my own value judgment I’m sure, it didn’t look right.

		Edward placed a breakfast tray on the coffee table and sat down to eat. Celeste joined him.

		“You can work right now,” Edward said. “We’re up; obviously we’re not going back to bed.”

		She seemed to hate the focus on her now as much as she had hated it the night before.

		“I have a headache,” she said pulling herself from the couch, “I’m going to my room.”

		“Food would do you good,” Edward suggested.

		“I’m not hungry.” She walked down the hallway leading to her room. “I have to go to the practice hall; don’t plan on me for lunch or dinner.”

		The cold exuding from her voice was painful to listen to, knowing that she was harboring something inside her, unable to speak of it and resolve this dilemma.

		

		I put my camera down and the three of us ate a simple breakfast, English muffins, tea and strawberry jam. Edward had also laid out slices of apple and orange, which would likely sit on the coffee table all morning until they were gone.

		I was curious, what would happen next?

		Laura estranged, the house seemed void of something.

		I knew she was behind the door of her room, but nonetheless, there was something torn in two, a whole not there anymore, a rift, a breach, and a fracture. Was their oneness so fragile to break this way, or was this just the way I felt about it? I was surprised to see that neither Celeste nor Edward seemed as anxious about it as I was. For myself, I suppose the feelings were selfish. What kind of book would I have if my subjects on intimacy suddenly separated, if their intimacy was irreparably torn asunder?

		Maybe that was why I was snapping photographs. The only way to record intimacy was in seconds because it only existed in minuscule fragments of moments, no different from the click of the lens. Perhaps you could never expect that this perfected state would last for a long playing movie, or even a short documentary. Or was I jumping to conclusions?

		Later that morning, Laura slipped out the front door with a large satchel in hand. She left a note on the piano, “Have to be out for a while, maybe a couple of days. Laura”

		She’d disappeared altogether.

		

		

		THE DARKROOM

		

		The strain on Laura’s face was evident. I could imagine that something had been lurking in her all that night, troubling her, bringing to the surface some extraordinary woe. The way the piano had played she’d expressed herself perfectly. Her wild hair was helter skelter, her face blotchy, all the smooth womanly softness disappearing to the well-worn look of age and constant worry.

		If I had not been just an observer, I would have followed her out that door to rescue her, put my arms around her shivering arms and consoled her. Now, looking at the pictures, I wanted to fly upstairs and demand they tell me where she was. I could imagine their smug looks, their all knowing response . . . I could also imagine that Edward would remind me of my place. No, I couldn’t do it. But neither could I understand how they could treat her with such aloof disregard. How they could let her hurt so?

		As my own emotions fired I wondered if I’d fallen in love with her.

		I was in a damnable position, totally fettered by my camera, protected there, kept in my place. It wasn’t their fault I was there; I’d volunteered to observe their lives, chronicle their interactions and make money from the effort. Nonetheless, I didn’t realize the constraints this agreement would have on my feelings, or for that matter what extensive constraints my occupation itself placed on my life. How much of my life had been spent in this “click of the camera” instant away from real feeling, real intimacy, real involvement … all the while thinking myself an advanced soul, interacting, exposing life with my photographs, raising awareness in the common man to the honest expressions of human existence no matter how dreary or tedious, opulent or garish, morbid or sexual. I’d been witness to great catastrophe, horrifying disease, gut wrenching terror, as well as the finest glories of human joy and warmth.

		Yet nothing like this feeling had ever occurred to me, that I was postponing the real activity of living, living a lie, deceiving myself into thinking that I had a good, honest, straightforward realistic connection with the world and its inhabitants.

		Seeing Laura struggle, I found her dilemma beyond simple drama, she seemed to come to the core of herself, her worst self. And she was fighting to survive.

		I wondered if I even knew what that core of me was. How could I play in the game of the living, unless I knew the object of my game? And that, I was so far from knowing, as to make my life seem ridiculous, a melodrama, a soap opera rendering of canned emotions and feelings based on what I saw played out on silver screens, and in the streets. It was sometimes difficult to know what was more real, the silver screen or the streets. Perhaps neither was real at all, and everyone like me was avoiding the simple truth.

		At least these three had taken a stab at their knowingness. I could see it in Celeste. I knew it now in Laura. I envisioned that it was also true for Edward, though as straightforward as he was and knowing that he could not live in this household without showing his frailties, it still wasn’t clear to me where he had his stumbling blocks, where his faults lay, where he didn’t have command of everything around him. I would find that out before I left, I was certain of that. What I was less certain of, was my own primary dilemma, what these three had silently asked me to face when I agreed to be their storyteller. I doubt they realized that they’d placed such a terrifying burden on me; but I doubt that they had the power to do anything less, by virtue of the kind of life they led.

		Though I never would have quit the project, I did consider quitting. The trouble was, though I could walk away from them, I could not walk away from myself.

		I wondered what I’d have looked like these weeks had someone photographed my every move. What would my face have said in response to their escapades? What would my masturbations have revealed about my lust? What would the surprise, the anxiety, and the passive hiding behind the lens have said about the state of my psyche?

		I would have given anything then to have had a photographer, photographing me.

		

	
		

		CHAPTER NINE

		Returning

		

		The house was quiet all day. The silence was uncomfortable for me. I snapped pictures of Edward and Celeste as they worked, though I doubted that they would afford me any new messages. They were both calm and subdued, though they got into a heated discussion about their writing in the middle of the day.

		The conflagration ended in a small battle between them as Edward’s temper flared. He pulled a wooden spoon from the kitchen drawer and spanked Celeste’s pretty naked bottom until it burned red and she was screaming dreadfully. I don’t think it hurt as much as she screamed.

		He then pushed her on to the counter and entered her there, ramming himself into her until he creamed. He hardly grunted in response to the orgasm. After he was finished, he made Celeste “get off” in sixty seconds, it didn’t take her thirty. She did a quick hand job on herself while she was lying on the counter. The whole thing didn’t appear to me a satisfactory fuck, though I noticed from my place behind my ever-vigilant camera that there was a lessening of tension and a peace there after.

		When she was finished, Edward leaned over her body as she continued to lie back against the Formica. They kissed with their heads together. It was a pretty sight. Then they turned toward me, playfully smooching for the camera. Their smiles were full, but not full enough.

		“Is it just me or are we all missing Laura?” I boldly inquired.

		“Of course I miss her,” Celeste said. “But time heals and she’ll return.”

		“You seem so confident. What if she’s gone forever?”

		“I suppose that’s possible, but I refuse to be despondent about it, even if she is gone forever,” Celeste said. They went back to their play.

		“I have a hard time believing that,” I said.

		“This behavior of hers isn’t serious,” Edward answered.

		“How can you be so sure?” I asked.

		“I know Laura, that’s how,” he replied.

		“Then this doesn’t concern you?” He didn’t answer, just flashed me a whimsical grin and pulled Celeste to her feet. “Don’t you want to go after her?” I pressed.

		“Hell no! She’s free to return,” Edward answered.” He sounded so cold and indifferent.

		“But she will return?” I probed anxiously.

		“You’re more anxious than we are,” Edward observed, and he walked out of the kitchen.

		“She’ll return,” Celeste assured me. “He’s just putting up his shields, like the Starship Enterprise. He’s arming his photon torpedoes just in case.” She was smiling.

		I wondered if he heard her.

		“What does that mean?” I asked.

		“Edward’s an executioner,” she replied with a melodramatic turn in her voice, “he removes people from his life if they really hurt him. When he finally feels it, it’ll be over for good; they may be alive, but as far as Edward’s concerned they’ll be out of his world forever.” Her eyes widened as if she was mocking me. I know she was being theatrical to make a point, though I knew there was likely truth behind her words. When I didn’t reply, she looked at me queerly, I suppose because I was looking so aghast.

		“Hey, I’m just kidding,” she laughed, “this is really nothing to be concerned about, he’s not going to execute Laura. We sat down together at the kitchen table.

		“I can’t believe you’re so unconcerned.”

		“Of course we’re concerned, but neither of us can take on each other’s hurt, or each other’s lessons. This is Laura’s lesson, this inability to receive. She needs to learn not to panic, to allow herself to experience the pleasures of love.”

		Celeste had softened so beautifully, I felt as if she could see right through me, right to the love and pain I was feeling for Laura at that moment; though she didn’t speak of it.

		“You have a great deal of faith in your relationship,” I observed.

		“We all know what we bring to the party, who’d dare give it up?”

		I looked at her not comprehending what she was saying.

		“But this just now, your screw? It’s because you’re rattled by Laura’s leaving, I can see that.”

		“Of course,” she admitted, “it gets inside.”

		I decided that their lovemaking on the kitchen counter merely put them back in that grounded place where they could calmly handle the separation. For the remainder of the afternoon, they were off in their entwined written worlds.

		

		After dinner I retired for a while to my basement rooms. I had some darkroom work to catch up on. The whole time, my stomach churned so that its agitating rhythms were just at the surface of my consciousness. If I paid attention to the feelings at all, I was aware of a mild nausea lurking in my body. I wondered if I had a touch of the flu. But that was unlikely, even though I might have preferred to attribute my indigestion to some seasonal fluke of nature. The real cause was obvious, and while I hated the symptoms, there seemed little that I could do about it until this Laura thing was resolved.

		

		I heard voices upstairs, more than two.

		It was nearly ten o’clock.

		I slipped up the stairs, camera in hand. (The instrument was becoming increasingly heavy in my hand, hanging from the cord around my neck an ever more hostile albatross.)

		Laura had returned. Though when I reached the top of the stairs, I could see that there was nothing spectacular happening. There seemed to be a slight trepidation in them all, but then again maybe it was just me. There was a fire in the fireplace, a bottle of brandy on the coffee table. She was between them again as she had been the night before. Sitting on the couch sipping brandy, her hair glowed brightly in the shimmering light. Her face was soft pink, flushed, but not like it had been that morning.

		I was supremely relieved to see her where she belonged.

		“I’m still scared of this bubble being shattered.” Laura was speaking. “Our relationship is so different; I get afraid of trusting it even now. But I’d be stupid to think it would be different if it was just one lover. God! I feel so bad about this morning. I hated you guys so much.”

		Edward and Celeste sat on either side of Laura, listening to her without comment.

		Photographing this confession was vulgar. All I wanted to do was sit and eavesdrop on them in my world away. But my camera kept clicking. When I stopped momentarily, Edward turned to me and waved me on. Was he reading my thoughts?

		“It never seems like I’m enough. I know that’s not what you put on me,” she was sounding distraught, emotions rising. “I just feel so pulled.” She sighed and sipped the brandy. “I keep thinking all these awful things about us, but when I was playing today in the practice hall, all I could think about was last night and you two, and the way you were so insistent.” She was starting to cry.

		Celeste and Edward were neither maudlin nor detached as they touched her with a respectful distance. They listened as I did.

		“There’s this thing pulling in me, this other thing, you know the vision thing? I think it’s gone away, but then I wonder if I’m giving up my chance for ....” She didn’t want to say it.

		“Your “knight in shining armor”?” Celeste finished for her.

		Laura smiled through her tears. “God I feel so stupid, I mean we’ve been through this before. I know if I left you, I’d be giving up what I need the most, what fills me more than anything. I need you, both of you. Please don’t give up on me.”

		“Ah, we were going to send out a posse for you, Paul would have volunteered I’m sure, but then again, we knew you’d be back,” Edward joked. He tousled her hair, and looked back to me.

		Pausing, I smiled ruefully, and then went back to my work. I was at an angle with my camera where I could glimpse their faces. Laura’s glistened beautifully for me and the lens, although I knew she was posing for her lovers, not me, renewed by their love.

		She leaned her head on Edward’s shoulder. Celeste snuggled in against her on the other side, leaning against the pillow softness of Laura’s body. The three looked into the fire.

		I was behind them then.

		The camera caught the picture of the three, heads reclined together, shoulder to shoulder, form to form, in a perfect silhouette.

		As I lowered my camera and watched them for some moments, I gazed down shocked to see the wetness on my Hasselblad. I quickly wiped the salty tears away.

		Though my stomach had ceased to burn, my heart was breaking.

		

		

		THE DARKROOM

		

		I didn’t lose her. I never had her.

		I finally realized what they meant, what Celeste meant, “I know what I bring,” she’d said. They know who they are and what they bring to their relationship. They know with little doubt that they give each other gifts special to themselves. They know they bring each other validation, so they can validate themselves; they know they bring acceptance, so they can accept themselves; they know they bring honor to each other’s individual real self, no matter how potently dark or strange or nonconformist that might be. In so giving that honor they give honor to their humanness. They know there’s no dividing a union that withstands the common pressures of life -- including the ominous ogre of the past that looms in each soul. That piece that frightens them. That keeps them from realizing the love they so desire.

		Didn’t this get down to the bottom line of life, to love despite the horror of being honest, to love in the face of self revelation, to love still in the dark hours when you can hardly love yourself?

		. . . And to receive love, even when receiving mocks your sense of worthiness?

		Photograph after photograph passed before my eyes, one after another portraying little dramas with all the myriad hues of emotions burned into them. Yet in all my work, none was so honest, or so resplendent to me, as one of these three, in no apparent ecstasy at all, these three side by side in silhouette before the fire.

		

	
		

		CHAPTER TEN

		Without Having To Ask

		

		“Will you get down from there!” Celeste shouted, through the wild noise of the storm.

		Edward was climbing on the roof.

		It was a horrible task with the wind howling ferociously around us. Celeste, Laura and I looked up at Edward’s burly form trying to scout out the leak that had started the ceiling dripping in the middle of the dining room, ruining our dinner.

		We were all beginning to drown, though none of us three on the ground were as worried for ourselves as we were for Edward, who was no doubt nearly frozen to the bone on this 39’ degree day, chilling winds ripping through his clothes.”Your fuckin’ pleurisy is going to start up again!” Celeste shouted.

		“Go on in! You’ll freeze!” he shouted back.

		“Not till you do,” she answered angrily.

		“It’s almost done,” he said, hammer in hand, he was obviously annoyed with the audience and our concern.

		Edward slipped on the slippery surface.

		“Dammit! Get the fuck off the roof; we’ll put a bucket under the leak!” Celeste shouted.

		Though I could hardly see his face, I could tell his expression was as icy cold as the night.

		I had tried myself to help him, but he shoved me back down the ladder. All I could do was hold the rickety thing as he made the treacherous journey up and down the wooden rungs.

		In the house at last, we were all chilled and drinking brandy to warm ourselves. Edward was closed and curt.

		“Dammit, you bastard, you scare the shit out of me sometimes,” Celeste bellowed.

		“What the hell do you expect me to do; the fucking ceiling would have caved in by morning!” He was gesticulating wildly.

		“I doubt that.”

		“Trust me, it wouldn’t have held.” His eyes were steely.

		“You exaggerate everything,” she charged. Still angry.

		They struck an uncomfortable silence.

		Laura was busy elsewhere, but soon I saw the nature of her absence. She returned to the room with a pile of clothes and blankets in her hands. As her surly lover sat immobile in his leather chair, she began to strip him of his clothes. Celeste joined her, still scolding Edward, while pushing another brandy in his hand.

		They peeled off each layer of wet clothes until he was naked. The fire in the fireplace flamed brightly, but until the chill was off the room he was wrapped in blankets. The two women stripped themselves and donned their robes. I did the same and then rejoined them.

		That day I decided it was time to finish my work with them. I planned to leave the next day to complete the project in my own photo lab, with some appropriate distance between my subjects and my observations of them. It seemed that all the photographs that I could possibly take had been taken. To take more would be overly obsessive. I had other reasons as well for leaving, like getting on with my own life, finding a relationship of my own to live not voyeur. But all that aside, with this new scene beginning to unfold, I grabbed my camera.

		I clicked off a roll of film as Edward relinquished himself to the ministrations of the two women. He asked for nothing, but readily accepted everything they offered him. Celeste’s scolding ceased when he gruffly ordered her to stop, and she did so without any anger. It seemed more important than to nurture him rather than berate him for his foolhardy escapade on the roof. If it was somewhat difficult for Celeste to give without conditions, Laura was a perfect model.

		“The bath’s almost full,” she announced after she’d slipped into the bedroom and returned.

		“C’mon,” Celeste said, pulling Edward from his chair.

		I continued with my pictures as they bathed him. Celeste rubbed his feet, his toes, and arches, methodically pinpointing places that were obviously sore.

		“Ouch, god that hurts,” he exclaimed frequently between exclamations of ecstasy when she found sore places that relaxed in waves of pleasure.

		Laura lit candles around the bathroom, so that the scene took on a medieval appearance, the two women looking much like serving wenches of old. When their bathrobes dropped away and they climbed into the water beside him, it was for a twofold purpose: to massage him beyond his feet and toes, and to arouse him.

		His cock began to swell, though it was not so much sexual as it was a function of his bones and muscles beginning to relax deep within. I was seeing Edward in a different light, never having seen him so at ease, so soft and childlike.

		After the bath, they helped him from the tub, dried him, and pushed him toward the bed where their tenderness continued.

		“Oh, my god, I needed this,” he gasped several times, as if it had been a long time. Even though his lovers were always inclined to answer to his beck and call, this was something different. This was an Edward not in control of anything, having slowly relinquished dominion over his brood as he gave into their nurturing. They were joyful, and he was in a physical ecstasy that had nothing to do with sex, even though the eroticism did not escape me or go unrecorded by my camera.

		“I’m glad I didn’t leave just yet,” I said, as the energy of the massage finally died away, and Edward and his women remained collapsed on the bed.

		“He never asks for anything, you know,” Celeste said. “But sometimes he’s like a child needing the most basic kind of care. It’s always basic things with him, food, drink, touch. But he never asks.” She turned to him. “See what being vulnerable gets you,” she said. She tweaked his nose.

		He didn’t speak, though he said volumes with his eyes. I knew the pictures would show expressions on Edward’s face that had not yet been recorded.

		“He’d throw himself to wolves to save us,” Celeste charged, “fall from that roof and be heroic. He’d drive himself into horrible abject conditions just to have us warm and fed, and then not care that he was cold and hurting. That’s what he’s supposed to do, so he thinks. He liked to have killed himself last winter being the good man; I wonder how many other men do that?” Celeste pondered. “He forgets himself, it’s a good thing I have Laura to remind me,” she began to laugh, “I’m so damned self centered, I’d forget him too.”

		Laura was nibbling at his toes, chuckling softly to herself. Edward squirmed back and forth, beginning to look like the king of his castle again.

		“He can’t ask for anything. I suppose if you’re perfect, or perceive yourself as having to be that way, then why would you ask for anything? How could you ask?” Celeste wondered.

		She had a point.

		

		

		THE DARKROOM

		

		His vulnerability was exposed.

		Just as it was in his life, it was nearly neglected in my chronicle of them.

		Why had I not seen it before? Why had I erroneously accepted that this giant of a man, this magician of a soul, who seemed to have all the answers, all the patience, all the self composure of the universe, why had I accepted that he was this perfectly well-ordered creature, needing nothing.

		That was obviously a fallacy. I could see it now. I could even read it in his facial expression, the hint of loneliness, of private anguish, the lonely child. How many other people carry around that loneliness and anguish, never having anyone notice? It seemed that there always needs to be a place where someone notices you, where you don’t have to ask, where even the strong and impenetrable can be nurtured, losing it totally, even if it’s just for an hour or two.

		Here I’d had the illusion that Edward had escaped the throes of some fatal flaw. At least it didn’t seem to affect him in his daily life the way Celeste’s passions and Laura’s fears did. Yet perhaps Edward’s dilemma was the worst of all. He couldn’t cry out … as least not in words. And I suspected that by the time many men or women of his ilk finally do cry for attention, they’re nearly dead.

		

		

		FINALE

		

		The morning I left it was raining steadily, a long slow patient rain. It was warm and soft inside the house, while it was bitter damp outside. I must admit, I had my regrets over leaving the warmth of that home; though it was clear I had more than enough material to complete a thoroughly compelling book on the nature of sexual, emotional and, if I can be so bold as to suggest, spiritual intimacy.

		After the final session I was convinced that I could have gone on forever. There was more, more extremes, more woe, more joy, more bliss and certainly more of Edward and Celeste and Laura, as they lived on defining the avenues of intimacy between them. There would never be an ending, for life never finishes.

		But for myself and for them too, I had to announce the end of our project.

		“We’ll miss your camera,” Celeste told me. The light of her erotic eyes shined as brightly as it had the first day I’d been with them.

		“We’ll miss you,” Laura offered with more affection, though her arm was about Celeste, her head resting on her lover’s shoulder. She’d never be mine, only in my dreams.

		Such vibrant and complex women. I could only think how lucky Edward was to have them both. And yet I could never enter into their sort of union, their one for all, and all for one, committed, joyous dementia. I wasn’t to the point in my life where I could handle one relationship with one adoring woman who I adored, let alone two. I couldn’t even conceive of having to blend three souls into some satisfying union.

		

		How their odd relationship continued to succeed, I don’t know. I would forever be amazed.

		And yet, I was not so captivated with them that I’d be shocked to find them suddenly split apart. The fires between them burned so hotly, I found it hard to believe they could continue to endure under its constant heat. Certainly their ruin would fulfill my expectations and would satisfy my cynicism, creature of my time that I am, when dazzling relationships are shamelessly touted one moment, and in shambles the next—no doubt the whole time nothing but a sham.

		Yet the truth was, these three did have something remarkable between them. They’d gone merrily along for some years in their curious experiment without a permanent breach. Even when they had been torn apart, they mended. The rocky moments I’d witnessed in my stay were only several examples of their ability to withstand all manner of trauma.

		I had to admit, all cynicism aside, it was likely that they would go on together as a threesome, long after my next several relationships had grown old and died away.

		

		Beyond the photographs, which I knew when published would make me a little more wealthy than I already was, I hoped that I could take something useful from them for myself, some kind of wisdom or structure that could hold me steady in the next place of intimacy that I found myself.

		Before I met them, in my ignorance, I’d made assumptions that intimacy was some glorious product of romantic sexual ecstasy; that the fusion of bodies in orgasm was the epitome of perfect intimate union. One of them had said to me half way through my tenure, “Sexual intimacy is a lie without familiarity. Without familiarity it’s just good feeling hormones on the loose. To call that intimacy would be no different than calling the good vibrations of a rollarcoaster ride, intimacy.” I think it had been Celeste who’d said that because I recall her lilting laughter.

		In their house, intimacy was something much grittier sexual climax. It was coarse, unrefined and completely unassuming. Having no bounds, it reaches inside to places of realness, to true heart and sex and emotions where the core of humanity resides. What speaks of intimacy for one may be a far cry from intimacy for another. It requires groveling in the foul and clouded pit of a lover’s interior, where we may least be inclined to roam. It requires a willingness to ride side by side into the canyons of individual sadness, self deception, and personal woe. Intimacy on their terms requires complete familiarity, knowing the dregs of each other, not simply the sweet passions.

		Oh! Certainly there were things about these three that were attractive, charming, and indeed compelling. They had bodies that curved in wondrous places, erotic energies that exploded wildly, mystery that bloomed with secret pieces surfacing to surprise and delight, and eyes that reached out to grab the soul and make it quake in the confrontation, and for the confrontation be wiser, more peaceful and more in love. But there were also places in these three that were broken and desperate, and required a great deal of love to live with.

		Their knowing of each other went far beyond illusions, and myth and fantasy that we mortals spin in our minds as we try to disguise the truth of who we really are to ourselves and those we love: the truth that we ache, and shit, and gulp our food, and turn nasty with razor tongues and eyes that can sometimes kill and maim our love for hours, days or even years—until it mends, if it ever mends.

		

		Out of curiosity I asked one night, “Why three? Why the three of you instead of the traditional two?”

		“I don’t know,” Edward replied shaking his head, “we could be two, or four or more. It really wouldn’t make any difference.”

		“Then you didn’t seek out this threesome by design?”

		“No. I sought what was real for me,” he replied. “I presume Celeste and Laura did the same. It just happened to be this form and not another. When it was just Celeste and me, something was missing. Laura completed that.”

		“Doesn’t it complicate your lives having the third?” I asked.

		“You can’t see it as a complication,” Celeste said, “if you’re doing what’s right for you.”

		“We just follow the rules,” Laura interjected.

		“Rules?”

		“The willingness,” came the answer, I don’t remember now who said it because I was so staggered by it. “The willingness to be honest about everything, and never lie, ever, and not back down, never.”

		“Abiding intimacy requires never giving up. Never,” Edward said.

		By itself it seemed like a simple edict, but I knew it was no easy principle.

		“Our life together requires a lot of patience,” Celeste said.

		I knew by watching them that their union required uncompromising effort and a willingness to give when giving is a struggle. I realized too that not everyone is up to the kind of labor required.

		“We’ve had to trust each other,” Laura said, “that’s the most difficult part for me, because I’m not sure I trust myself. Though somehow with these two,” she smiled at them both, “I have faith. I guess you have to believe in what you create, even when the worst arises.”

		It’s no wonder many falter in their attempts at intimacy, when they’re betrayed by false promises, by foolishly dispensed declarations of love, by impetuous oaths that have no substance, and when tested are easily broken.

		“It’s human to desire closeness this real,” Edward said. “Where like in a mother’s arms we can lie and be perfectly secure and accepted. Can that perfect place be found? It seems to me that we’re kicked from bliss at an early age, pushed off our loving mother’s laps. . .”

		“If we had a loving mother at all . . .” Celeste reminded him.

		“If at all,” Edward continued. “I can think of no one who doesn’t have a degree of scorn toward who they are, and I don’t think it matters how it gets there. But I do believe that our purpose in running around on this planet is to find that bliss again, find it in the arms and the heart of another human.”

		

		Saying goodbye to them I only hoped that I could find for myself as much as I’d experienced in the bosom of their world. But the next time I became so close to anyone, I wanted to be in the midst of the intimacy, not on the outskirts.

		What I could take from them for me?

		Pictures, the photographs, the images of real love to give me faith that I could fashion my own bliss from the raw material of me and the one I love.
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