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This line was supposed to be at the end of this autobiography, but the fucking lawyers told me not to include it. I’m too old with too few damns left to give not to put it in here, so instead of closing this story out with this sentence, I’m dropping it here in the beginning instead, just as a final middle finger to the suits. Here it is.

The notion of the self-made man is bullshit.

Nobody ever came up in this world alone. You want to know where the idea of the self-made man came from? You guessed it. Lawyers. See, you call a man “self-made,” it implies all his money, all his power, it all came from him and he doesn’t owe anybody anything. Makes it easier to keep the clients nice and fat – and more importantly, bulletproof. But no one, and I mean no one, ever made themselves into a millionaire. The billionaire investor got his money from somewhere. Same with the real estate moguls, the politicians, the businessmen. You think that writer did it alone? They had editors. Publishers. That painter, they didn’t just put up some ink outside their house and someone threw a million bucks at them. No. They had teachers. They learned their craft. They put their doodles up in galleries.

A magazine, about, mm, fifty years out of print now, and good riddance, called me the great inventor of my time. That’s horseshit. I was team leader on a lot of things, sure, and I’ll happily take credit for having the idea for a few projects at the beginning. But ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the credit belongs to the company, the men and women tinkering with things, putting in the nine to five. The best idea I ever had was building the digital wall on the first floor of our headquarters, where any kid can walk in, pull up one of our public projects, and see the staggering list of names of people who actually put in the sweat and tears, including whoever worked the mops and the front desks.

And that’s not even getting into the business and public relations side of things, the domain of two of my great loves. Or how about the countless people we’ve contracted with outside the company, the artists, the suppliers, the support industry? All of them deserve credit too. Self-made man. What a load of bullshit.

My name, my career, has been built on the backs and shoulders of better men and women than I’ve ever deserved to know. Even the universal divider, which admittedly I built and designed, would have never taken off without the faith and support of others, particularly one woman. One spectacular person who took a chance on a guy who sure didn’t deserve one.

That’s where were going to start things off, with the universal divider and me feeling something like a failure. If you’re expecting this to be a detailed memoir of my company’s biggest inventions, go shop around for one of the other, better written books on those. That’s not what this is about.

This story is about regrets. It’s about shedding my naivete. Things I haven’t ever told anybody, save the people who lived them with me. This is the story most of you have wanted to hear, not the memoirs of the inventor, but the playboy. Yes. You’re going to hear about many of the memorable women I fucked. You’ll hear more about the women I loved.

They’re all gone, save my lovely Rosamund. She sleeps now, and it scares me. Her breath is barely a whisper anymore, and she has not eaten much for the last year. I don’t know how much longer she has, and that leaves me with an ocean of despair and loneliness to contemplate.

I’ve pushed past ninety. My mind still feels sharp. My body, well, I’ve got my problems, sure, but I will endure. I long suspected I would be the last one among the four of us, because that is a fitting end for me, to have to be the one who remembers the good and the bad. I have loved so many. I have lost so many. I cry an old man’s tears some nights, dry, nothing much more than a few minutes of shaking in my chair as I hold Rosamund’s hand. I hope this does them all justice.

Rosamund told me a long time ago to write this, dirty parts and all. You might think that would upset her and taint the memory of the rest of the women who blessed me by sharing their time with me. The truth is, I can imagine them all contributing their own favorite stories to this. It’d be a thousand-page tome by the time they were done talking up their favorite times we slept together, or they slept together, or some combination therein. Brings a smile to my face just thinking about it.

So while you may think less of me for all the fucking and sucking you’re about to read, that was just as much a part of my life as the company. More, even. The women I love were my life. Still are, even if almost all of them are gone now. We reveled in our sex, and it would be an insult to our memories together if I didn’t relish it with this final telling. This is our book. Perhaps it is not for you, and that’s okay.

So this is dedicated to you, Rosamund. And to Winter, and Silk, and to everyone else in this book the reader is about to meet.

* * *

The headquarters tour starts with what they call the first prototype of the universal divider. That’s a lie. There were, mm, maybe a dozen before it, most of which didn’t work, or were flawed in some critical ways. The one you see on the tour, which I still like to join on occasion, at least on the ground floor, anyways, is the most important one, the one that won over my initial investors. The one that introduced me to Winter. The most important one.

The universal divider took me five years to perfect. Five long years. Obviously, tech has changed a lot in the seventy years since I came up with the idea – and Jesus, I hate realizing it’s been that long – so the u-divider you have in your house looks as much about like the original model as computers did back then to the giant room filling computers of the 1950s.

The first seeds were planted when I was a young college student in a class working with plastics-eating bacteria, specifically out on the ocean. I admit, I took the summer course mostly because I really wanted to see several of my more attractive classmates in swimsuits and bikinis. But I wound up really liking the work, and I learned more about chemistry that summer than I had my entire life up to that point.

The experience left me with a few ideas and I began to shift the tail end of my education towards researching green technologies. After college, life was going to quickly point me in a different direction, as life generally tends to do, but for a while, I genuinely thought I could be happy working with solar and wind technologies, or maybe finding work with the same company from that summer class.

I had the idea for the prototype of the universal divider a few months before I graduated and two weeks before I got a job offer from the great state of Alabama. It was ninety-something degrees and only marginally less hot in the tiny house I rented with Gabe Stahl, one of my best friends when we started living together and now just a guy who barely tolerated me as much as I barely tolerated him and his girlfriend Kendra.

He was in his boxers thanks to the heat, and Kendra was in a pair of blue bikini briefs and a bra somewhere between dowdy and sporty. I remember it because I had a crush on her, and because the moment is indelibly marked in my mind. I can tell you exactly what I ate for breakfast, lunch, and dinner that day. I can tell you I dozed through most my math class. I can tell you I wore a striped polo with khaki shorts. It’s bizarre how good my memory is about a lot of things you’ll hear in this story, when I can barely remember the birthdays of my children. My brain has always been… let’s call it quirky, yeah?

Kendra was down-home beautiful. Long, wispy hair somewhere between auburn and blonde. An oval face that, with enough makeup, was passably beautiful. A flat ass, but a pair of tits easy enough to fantasize about. In five years, she’d be just another bland mom in a sea of bland moms, but in college, she was good for a quick fantasy when I was in the bathroom.

Told ya. This autobiography is going to get dirty. This is the way my mind works.

Our house was crammed full of three people’s furniture. The kitchen and living room weren’t separated by anything, leaving room for two full sized couches against two walls and a loveseat parked perpendicular right up next to the fridge. That’s where I did most my schoolwork, since Kendra and Gabe always took up one couch and their dog had ruined the other one by deciding it was a chew toy. Oh, right, that was my couch originally. Gabe promised to take it to the dump and help me buy a new one as an apology, but he kept putting it off and putting it off, and I was a pushover back then, so it never happened. In fact, when I’d move out in a few months, Gabe would get pissed because I didn’t haul the couch out with me. Roommates, I’m fucking telling you.

Anyways, I was working on a take-home test for an engineering class, and thinking about a washing machine we’d taken apart that day in a different class. More specifically, and as I’ve mentioned in other biographies about that era, I was thinking about centrifuges and agitators, and what could be done with them if certain chemicals were released at various points in the spin cycle. Fun stuff, I know, and you can read all the boring mechanical details somewhere else. I’m just trying to set the mood here.

What is of importance is what I said earlier – my empire was built on the backs of people better than me. Well, that’s a half-truth. My empire was also based on my innate desire to prove my doubters wrong. And Gabe and Kendra? They were some of the biggest naysayers I knew. I’m sorry to say I listened to them.

They were watching some cartoon or another – that part, I’m fine with not remembering – and of course, Kendra had it at a headache-inducing volume, because she gave zero shits about anyone or anything around her. Admittedly, even without the blaring TV, my mind was working a puzzle and I didn’t even know it yet. I kept thinking about that washing machine, and the bacteria that we had used a summer and a half prior. Eventually, bored and mentally frustrated for reasons I couldn’t pinpoint, I tossed aside my homework and headed for the laundry nook. I wanted to look at our washer. Take measurements. Think about the implications.

“What is he doing?” Kendra whispered to her boyfriend. I don’t know if they thought I couldn’t hear them or what, but despite the volume of the TV, she had the sort of voice that sounded like a buffalo on cocaine trying to march through a glass bottle factory.

“Measuring our washer, I guess,” Gabe said, not bothering to be quiet. “Dude, what the hell?”

I had my measuring tape in hand, and was writing down dimensions on a notepad balanced on the edge of the dryer. I barely looked up as I said, “I think I have some ideas for a way to chemically cleanse plastics for recycling.”

I didn’t have to look back to know they were glancing at each other and grinning like I was the world’s biggest idiot. I’d seen it often enough.

“Does that involve breaking our washing machine? Because you still haven’t fixed the dishwasher.”

This time, I did look behind me, annoyed. Kendra paused the show and folded her legs underneath her, settling in for the near-nightly Marshall-Gabe showdown, her favorite entertainment of them all.

“You broke the dishwasher,” I said.

Gabe glanced up at me, his eyes narrowing. “We all use it. We all broke it.”

“I’m not the one who jammed it up with pork bones.”

“You sure don’t seem to complain when I’m making the food,” Gabe shot back.

It was a thinly veiled attack on my weight, something I’d been struggling with since my freshman year. At that point, I was maybe forty pounds overweight. Obese, but not huge. I was sensitive about it and Gabe knew how I’d react better than I did. I stopped measuring the washer and turned around, angry.

“All I’m trying to do is work on an idea, Gabe. Don’t be an asshole.”

He was on his feet in a second, a barbarian in underwear too small for him. Little rooster syndrome, for sure. He had some muscle to him, but he was short – five four, maybe five-five. Plus he thought he had a big dick. He wasn’t shy about walking around and showing it off, especially after he and Kendra were done fucking. It was as if it was some trophy he was displaying. I didn’t have the heart or the guts to tell him five inches wasn’t quite porn star length and that I was both longer and bigger by several inches. Almost guaranteed that would have led to me getting punched out.

In retrospect, I probably should have, and right in full view of Kendra too to let her know what she was missing out on. My college years were wasted in a lot of ways.

I wish I could tell you I stood up to Gabe. I wish I could tell you I didn’t immediately flinch. But I did. He started laughing, and Kendra joined in. I walked out of there, ashamed and annoyed.

It does give me great pleasure to tell you that when I made my name and my fortune, Kendra came to me one night and very literally got on her hands and knees to beg me for money. Not because she and Gabe – now married – needed it. But because she wanted a new car, or new clothes, or something. That part I don’t remember. But I do remember her surprise seeing the size of my cock. I remember her devouring it with an eager hunger not born of her greed but of genuine desire. I remember her coming on her fingers as she blew me. I remember calling Gabe up on her phone and putting him on speaker. Did Marshall agree?
 he asked. He knew. And it was at that point I plunged my slick cock into his wife’s ass so he could hear Kendra yelp with the pain and the pleasure.

Don’t ever let anyone tell you revenge isn’t sweet. Because it is. When I’d blown my load so far up her asshole I’m sure she felt it halfway to her guts, I pulled out and grabbed the checkbook I kept for just those kinds of purposes. I slapped it against her well-used, well-spanked ass as she leaked my come, and I wrote them a check for about the amount I thought would cover a new dishwasher.

Fuck ‘em if they can’t take a joke.

* * *

It took time for the vapors of the idea I had to pull together and cool into a solid design. I started some rough blueprints, stuff I kept under my hat for years. My job with the state road department, eh, it was what it was. I had bills to pay and I didn’t really think the universal divider was ever going to take off. I hoped, sure, especially once I started getting the idea that it actually could divide out plastics, paper, and glassware. But working on it was still a hobby for me, nothing serious yet.

The job really wasn’t bad, and I bet had things not worked out for me, I would have lived a perfectly fine life. I made about fifty grand a year, which wasn’t great for the kind of engineering work I was doing, but for me, at that time, it felt like a fortune. I bought my first car, I rented a modest little two bedroom, I had a few girlfriends. They were all great women, don’t get me wrong, but I had this listless feeling in the back of my head that only working on my little side projects helped with. Invariably, it meant me not giving the women in my life my full attention.

But if I’m being honest here, and that’s the point of this thing, I spent the next fifty years inventing things, and I gave plenty of women my heart and mind in the salad days of our relationships. The truth is, I think my tinkering was a way for me to give those first few women in my life a way out. I think I always knew we weren’t meant to be together, but I was so desperate not to be alone that I didn’t realize I was setting them up for a splash of pain. I’m sorry for that. You deserved a better me.

Shit, I think that’s true of every woman in this book.

Anyways. The point is, the divider started as my hobby, but it evolved into my passion. The earliest plans I made used a pair of mated, highly modified washers and a generator. I damn near started a citywide fire the first time I ever tried the cleansing chemicals in there. It started a reaction with the hoses, and… well… I learned a lot of things very quickly about safety.

Without my landlord’s permission, I laid out a concrete slab, the same one moved to the company headquarters for whatever dumbass reason the PR people came up with. It’s a chunk of rock and they got it covered in a dome like it’s worth more than the two hundred bucks I spent on it. Anyways, the landlord wasn’t thrilled about it, but he was satisfied when I offered to help him install central air in a couple of his rentals as an apology.

So now I had a slab. I prowled garage sales and back alleys for broken down appliances, and ended up with a few freezers and another pair of washers. This time, I was more careful about protecting plugs and wiring, and coated the connectors with a treatment that should have protected them from the chemicals I was using to break down the recyclables. Of course it didn’t, and I nearly choked myself out with the fumes, but by round three, I figured out where I was going wrong and the toxicity wasn’t an issue again until we reached the mass testing phase.

There were two real problems with the third and fourth prototypes. First was size. This was meant to be a product people could put in their home and safely sort out their garbage as well as break it down into chemical compounds that could then be transferred to waste sites. Back then I wasn’t dreaming big enough, but who dreams of the Milky Way when all you can see is the garden you’ve just planted?

The second problem wasn’t with the plastics or the paper. I was reasonably certain I had the chemical compound figured out to break down plastics – by that point, every inventor worth their salt was coming up with the same idea. I was just the first to figure out how to bring it into the home. No, the real problem was glass. It was a conundrum we didn’t solve until the third public iteration of the u-divider. Up to the point, the glass could only be chemically treated to clean it and break it down to powder that was then ejected into cartridges. The problem, as is well documented, is that the glass had a tendency to rip apart the cartridge housing if the seals were broken, and cleaning up glass dust was just an itsy-bitsy PR nightmare for us. Lawsuit after lawsuit nearly ruined us until my teams figured out how to safely liquify it like plastics.

With the prototypes, the shredded glass looked like the popcorn glass you’d get from breaking older car windows. It was dangerous, and it broke so many of the early engines. I thought for sure I’d have to table that aspect and reduce it to a plastic and paper recycler, but that defeated the purpose. People care about nothing so much as they do convenience. You could strip them of every right, every human decency, but so long as it’s easy for them to be entertained and fed, they will go through absolute hell for you.

I was determined to make it work. I spent most every penny I made on motor parts, molds, chemicals. I even had the government come by about once a month or so just to make sure I wasn’t building a bomb. They were wildly curious about my invention at first, and then terminally bored by it when they thought it would fail. I didn’t take offense.

Everybody thought the same thing. Including Josie Donner.

And with her, this story really begins.

* * *

Josie wasn’t the first really beautiful woman I’d known. College was full of them. But she was the first one that I fell for. Hard. And the problem was, she knew it.

Back then, culture had a term – the “friend zone.” It was a bullshit cop-out for guys who felt like they had “earned” a chance to be with a woman but wound up never getting the chance. Those quotation marks in that sentence exist for a reason. Fucking isn’t and has never been about earning your spot. Fucking is about attraction. Mutual attraction. And if that sign says “do not enter,” brother, you do not enter. You move on. You find another woman who is attracted to you. And hey, if you get the chance to stay friends, you stay friends, but you leave that “I earned a chance!” mentality at the fucking door.

If that sounds like I’m talking from experience, well, I present to you Exhibit A. Josie.

Dancer’s body. Lithe. Small, perky breasts, a terrific tiny swell of an ass. Short, so short she barely came up to my pcs. A wide, dazzling smile full of pearly white teeth. Hair like waves of caramel, and just as sweet to bury my face into.

But that describes millions of women. What it doesn’t do justice was the way Josie moved. Goddamn. It was like she slid through her existence, her body moving to a slower, sexier beat than the rest of us. I saw Josie Donner in and out of a pool dozens of times, and when she would lower herself in by her arms, dipping herself inch by inch and knowing exactly what the hell she was doing to me and every guy watching, it made me rock hard.

Of course I was going to be attracted to her.

There was a point in my life, a couple years, when if she would have asked me to stick a knife in my guts and give her whatever organ I could reach in and grab, I’d have done it with a smile. I put Josie up on a pedestal, made her damn near mythical in my mind.

I thought… well, a lot of things about Josie. And to this day, decades on after she left this world, I still don’t know who she really was because of how wrapped up that was in my preconceived notions of who I wanted her to be.

What I do know is she was no saint. No matter how much I wanted her to be.

* * *

Josie was my neighbor. A year before the Continental Inventors Tour landed in Carstway, a big sedan pulled into the driveway of the one-bedroom house kitty-corner to mine. I was off work that day and I had what would eventually become the motor for the first major working prototype out on my driveway, completely disassembled on a tarp. I glanced up, and out of the front seat of the car jumped a woman who surely had to be too tiny for such a huge vehicle.

She was gorgeous. The tight white shorts showed off her tiny ass perfectly, and the tank top, although foolish considering the light drizzle we had early that morning, sure didn’t hurt my eyes any either. I gave her a cursory wave and she returned it before turning her attention to a truck pulling a trailer coming to a stop out by the curb.

I dropped my tools, wiped my hands on a rag, and took a quick run inside to give myself a once-over in the mirror. I’d lost a bit of the weight from college, but I was still thick, with a slight double chin and man boobs I was ashamed of for no good reason.

I’m sorry to say that the body you see of mine from the Tour weren’t the product of me deciding to be a healthier version of myself. The moment I headed over to say hello to my new neighbor and help her unload the truck, I knew I was going to do my damnedest to shred the excess weight. I did it for a woman, as screwed up as that might be. But at the time, I thought she was the
 woman. When Josie laughed, she touched my arm. When she gave the other guys helping us a pout, it made my heart roar with jealousy.

Josie was the first woman I ever looked at and thought… mine
.

What an idiot.

We got her unpacked, and us guys went our separate ways, the movers back to wherever they worked, me to the driveway to start reassembling the motor. Josie came by a couple hours later, carrying a six pack of beer and a tray of aluminum-wrapped enchiladas in hand.

“Had to get used to the new appliances and figured I’d bring you by a thank you gift,” she said, giving me the full blast of her smile. It was a blast, too. It was an innocent smile. Sweet, and it never failed to light up her eyes.

We ate, and talked, and I thought I saw all the signs. Josie played with her hair. She touched my arm several times. She was genuinely curious about the machine I was building and the work I did for a day job.

So when she got up to go home, I did what I thought was natural. I went in to try and kiss her. It was the boldest move I’d ever put on a woman, and when she turned her head to let it land on her cheek, instead of learning my lesson, I thought she was playing hard to get.

The kiss didn’t scare Josie off. In fact, she came around just about every other day, usually just to say hi or have breakfast with me in the morning when she was just going to bed and I was off to work. I found out she was a dancer, and stupid me, I thought that meant she was a ballerina or something. She laughed so hard at that she had a coughing fit, and one of her free hands fell to my bicep.

“No,” she said, trying to hold back her snickering. “I’m an exotic dancer.”

“Like…” I dry swallowed, thinking about it. “Like… nude?”

“Well, not completely. I wear a thong and I’ve got pasties on. But… yeah, more or less. Why?” She cocked an eyebrow, still grinning. “That go against your religion?”

“Uh. No. Not at all.”

In fact, it fueled my dreams for months. I couldn’t get the thought of her in that club out of my head. Strutting out to an audience of hooting men. That tiny body writhing in front of them, her hands all over herself. Her leg wrapped around a stripper pole as she twirled down it. Dragging her into a private room. Watching her strip solely for my pleasure before she rode my lap. I wouldn’t be able to touch her until she was so overcome with passion for me that we couldn’t help ourselves.

And then there was the other fantasy. The dangerous one. The one where I saved Josie. Where I told her, hey, come live with me. You don’t need to do this. You don’t need to strip. I make enough. You can work if you want to but you don’t need guys stuffing your underwear with ones.

I chased her for months and months. We went to movies, to a mutual friend’s pool, to bowling alleys and day trips out of town. I made her extravagant meals, bought her extravagant dinners. We went on a week-long vacation to New Bainbridge where I thought for sure I was going to get laid and she wound up fucking a desk clerk in our hotel room, leaving me taking a taxi and flying home early.

I think about how confused I was back then, about how I kept holding out hope because that was all the romance movies and stories told me to do. Women aren’t video game quest rewards, though. You don’t spend X amount of days with them and get to dive into their pussies face-first. Josie taking advantage of me was both our faults. Me for never saying no, hers for clearly knowing what my heart wanted and being okay with knowing she was killing me. I wasn’t a kid. I was an adult. I had plenty of girlfriends before her. But Josie wrapped me up and made me feel wildly, incredibly stupid.

And in a way, that’s exactly what I needed to become the man, not the boy.

* * *

I finally grew some balls two days after Josie flew home from that vacation to New Bainbridge. She sensed my mood, my anger, and she stayed away. But we were too close, emotionally and physically, to not interact at some point, and that point came when I brought home the new casing for the prototype of the universal divider.

I expected it to be wrong. Casings back then were far trickier to build than they are today. Almost invariably some piece needed to be cut and reshaped to fit whatever I was working on, and that was almost always true with prototypes right up until my fifties when beesting reconstructors made it a non-issue.

But that prototype casing was damn near perfect. A few rough edges needed to be sanded down, but as I began to assemble the machinery within the casing, miniaturized as much as one person could, I had the distinctly pleasant and singularly unique experience of things going right.

Josie picked just that moment to let herself in through the side gate.

“We need to talk,” she said.

“Okay,” I said, my jaw shifting as I studied the machinery I was assembling slowly. “Talk.”

“I never promised you anything. Never.”

“Yup. Understood.”

“But you’re pissed anyways.”

I finally looked up. “What did you think this trip was to me?” I snarled.

“Two friends going to a fun city and hanging out.”

“Oh for Christ’s sake, Josie. You know better.”

She stuck her thumbs in her jeans, and glared at me. God, but even mad, she was beautiful. I wanted to jerk back on that ponytail and kiss the delicate bones of her neck. I wanted to drop her in the grass and fuck her from behind. I wanted to take her to my bedroom and make love to her.

“I thought you knew we were just friends.”

“I thought maybe someday you’d actually see how much more we could be, if you’d just quit leading me on.”

“Leading you on?” she snapped. “Now who’s being the idiot? When you tried to kiss me, that first day we met, what happened?”

“You let me kiss your cheek.”

“Exactly. So what about that makes you think I’m down to fuck?”

“I…” It took me a moment to regroup, and I finally looked up from the divider. “You come around here dressed in the skimpiest outfits. You cuddle up with me on the couch but you don’t want me reacting like I’m a man. You drag me around like I’m your boyfriend, but I don’t get any of the benefits. Why? To torture me?”

Her face went red, and to this day, I have no idea if it was from guilt or anger. Both, more than likely. “Because maybe I’m comfortable around you. You’re my best friend, Marshall. Or I thought you were right up until the point when you wigged out on me.”

“You slept with another guy!”

“I’ve slept with guys since you’ve known me. How is this different?”

“It isn’t,” I snarled, and twisted another bolt into place.

“Obviously it is. You thought, what, we were going to go crazy in New Bainbridge? Hm? Maybe us would finally happen?” She picked up one of the motor pieces and started tossing it up in the air. “Well, it isn’t. Ever. Figure that out.”

“Don’t,” I warned her.

“Don’t what?” But she caught me tracing the up and down motion, and she caught the part in midair. “What, this worth something?”

“Six hundred bucks.”

“Yeah?” she asked, then turned and threw it as hard as she could over the fence.

I stared for a long, wild moment, my anger pulsing through me in waves. “You know how much I spent on the fucking plane tickets? The hotel? The car? The food?”

Josie panted like a bull about to charge, then turned and stormed away. I chased after her, and she turned before she hit the gate. “I thought they were gifts, asshole.”

It sounded weak, even to lovestruck ol’ me, and I sneered. “Yeah. Well. Just like everything else, it meant more to me than it did you.”

She slapped me. I deserved it, but it still shocked the hell out of me.

“That thing?” she asked, pointing to the machine behind me. “It’s never going to work. It’s the dumbest idea in the world. People don’t give a shit about recycling. They never have. And you’re just making more work for them.”

She turned and stormed away, crying. I tried to apologize but she shouted at me in the middle of the street to leave her alone. Numb, her words ringing in my ear, I went to retrieve the part.

Three nights later, Josie was back at my place with everything to make chicken salad sandwiches.

That was our friendship to a T.

* * *

The machine worked. That still surprises me. Experience has taught me a lot of things about how stupid some of the original flaws were. My people have come up with thousands of nifty ways to improve on the original prototype. But when I hooked up that first prototype and turned it on, the chemicals chugged into the pump, the pump sprayed the garbage within, and the machine whirled to life, spinning and dividing the chemicals and glass left behind.

I stared in absolute silence when I powered it down and pulled out the pan of goop that had once been all the plastic in the bin.

“Holy. Shit,” I breathed.

And then I was running. Josie had a boyfriend she simply called Tank, because that’s what he looked like. The big man saw me coming and shouted, “Josie, it’s your girlfriend!”

I ignored the jibe, and said breathlessly, “Where is she?”

She came out the door, wiping her hands on a rag, a bandanna tied around her forehead. She cocked her head to the side, and I held up the pan. “It worked.”

“What did?”

“The divider. It worked!”

“Oh cool!” she said, with absolutely no inflection besides a bare minimum of an attempt at sounding enthused.

“What works?” Tank asked.

“A project I’ve been working on for years. It’s a recycler, it turns everything you put into it into its basic elements, more or less.”

“Huh. Snowflake shit.”

I gritted my teeth. It was a sentiment I’d hear a lot in the next thirty years, no matter the breadth of my work. That I’ve always been heralded as some kind of hero to the green cause has always baffled me. I just had a neat idea for an invention and followed through with it. But I came to be happy to act as the figurehead assholes like Tank railed at for actively making their lives better.

“Yeah. Snowflake shit,” I said, staring right at Josie.

She had the good grace to look a little sorry at that, and said, “Well, that’s awesome. I know you’ve been working hard.”

And… that was it.

The person who I thought would share my enthusiasm gave me a “good job, slugger,” a pat on the back, and sent me on my way. Back home, when I called my parents and told them it worked, they were at least better practiced at lying about being excited for me. They didn’t understand the practical applications. The potential this had for the house. I had managed to break the divider down to the size of a pair of deep freezers. It could spit out batches of chemicals that had once been plastics. The residue could now be reused, turned into bricks for cheap housing, or a thousand other applications. The mulched paper could be reused over and over again. The glass could make for insulation or ground cover, and once I figured out how to break it down to chemicals too, glass of all kinds could be reused like the paper and plastics could.

The professor from college who got me that summer job no longer worked at the school and his replacement had no idea how to reach her. My siblings gave me varied levels of “good jobs,” but their own lives called for their attention. I created videos of the machine working, and showed off its potential. The videos had a total of ten views. No one in the industry returned my calls. Not a single one.

I had just figured out how to pare down the recycling process to a household, and the entire collective world gave me a shrug of their shoulders.

I shoved the machine into a corner of my garage, wrapped it in a tarp, and I got shitfaced every night for two weeks straight.

And then I started building the next thing.

* * *

It’s not exactly true that I forgot about the universal divider for a couple months, but I hadn’t pulled it out to work on it that long when I saw the email blast for the Continental Inventors Tour. It was exactly the sort of spam my eyes should have skipped over, but this wasn’t the first time I’d heard of the CIT, and I’d actually wanted to go to the last one, not as an inventor, but as a fan of new tech.

Now this section comes with a major “this may sound like advertising” warning. One of my charity groups now owns the CIT, and it’s obviously become a big event that brings in a lot of chatter. This truly isn’t meant as a plug for it, but if you ever dream of programming, building, or just getting into industry in general, go. It is wonderful. It is life changing. I have been there as a presenter every year I have been able to, save for when one of my companions went into labor. It isn’t just about seeing the new tech. It’s about being in that world of creativity, of the joy of working with your hands and your mind. It is, to me anyways, the greatest four-day experience you can have at a convention, and it launched my career into the stratosphere.

I deleted the email. It was the world’s indifference that killed me. Nobody who I thought should care did. In retrospect, I should have been kinder. It was the sort of thing they couldn’t wrap their heads around. It’s hard to be a creative type, because only you can see the scope of your vision for so long, and unless you are able to feed your audience easily digestible bites, your project, your book, your movie, your music, whatever, isn’t likely to find an audience straightaway. They thought what I’d created was a complex garbage can, one that made more work for them. That wasn’t far from the truth, but it wasn’t the whole picture, either, something they couldn’t see because they didn’t have my eyes.

That’s not to fault them. It’s the same with every project. It’s why we have show and tell days at the company every two weeks, so people can showcase their individual ideas and not feel like the thing they’re creating is stupid or have to exist in that same vacuum as me. That’s not to say every project gets pushed through – we prototype maybe one out of every hundred ideas, which sounds brutal, but my company is fucking huge and we have the grandest collective of minds ever assembled. We’ve made resources available for people who want to pursue projects on their own time and we encourage it with frequent exclusive deals and – this would have shocked my money people in the early years – open door policies on selling to our competitors. I am not ever going to be happy about stifling creativity for the sake of profits. To look at it, you wouldn’t think a lot has changed in seventy years, but once upon a time, that kind of mindset, of allowing employees to say, “Well, if you won’t buy this, I’ll sell it elsewhere,” would have been tantamount to career suicide. Now it’s just a Tuesday. We got ours. Why shouldn’t our employees too?

That whole day, after I deleted the email, I was in a funk. The people I worked for, we were designing a bridge for a new highway. Beautiful work and the bridge today bears my name, a truly humbling honor. It was one of the last major projects I was involved in with the state. This shames me to admit, but it wasn’t the work I really wanted to be focused on. I thought about the universal divider. I thought about the artificial gravel I was designing that could help highways endure winters better (a failed project I’m happy to say later teams revisited from my archives and transformed into something spectacular).

I wanted to be inventing.

Josie came by that weekend with dinner. We were back on good terms, especially now that she’d broken up with Tank and was dating a pretty nice guy. Samuel was a monster of a man, six seven, six eight, easy, and built like a moose, all great big legs and a great big head covered in great big shaggy hair. He was a veterinarian, but relatively new out of school and trying to make his way in the world. I liked him quite a bit, and had to admit, if Josie was to get serious with anyone, she could do far worse than Samuel.

He was a vegetarian too, so we were picking through a vegetarian dish while my stomach was growling for meat. Really, though, I was just irritated about the email about the Continental Inventors Tour. I wanted to go. I really did. But the buy-in for show floor space was ten thousand dollars. Ten. Thousand. That wasn’t factoring in the cost of hauling the universal divider, and forget about a flashy booth or giveaways or any of the other things I’d need to draw in people to come see what I was displaying.

In my head I budgeted out fifteen thousand dollars to realistically get there and back. Of that, I had ten. I could afford the entry fee, barely, but that was it. It would wipe out my savings, my credit card, everything. If I had a bad month, if I got sick and wound up in the hospital, if my car broke down, I’d be shit out of luck. The other five thousand I could maybe scrounge up between extra hours and some other side projects. That was a huge maybe.

Everything I had was going to go into this if I did it. But I wanted to go.

“So this inventor showcase,” Samuel said after dabbing his lips. “It’s a big thing?”

“It’s not as big as some of the conferences and expos in Vegas or California,” I said. I’d finished my food fast, amazed at how hungry I was. Then again, I couldn’t remember the last time I ate, either. When I’m in my head, I forget about food. It’s a bad habit. “But this is the one you go to if you’re an independent. Big companies send reps, there’s a prize pool depending on attendance, and whole careers are made there.”

“How much is the prize pool?”

“Generally anywhere from about a hundred grand to a hundred and fifty,” I said. “That’s for the winner. Second and third place, it’s generally much smaller but still in the tens of thousands.”

“So it’s like a science fair for adults,” Samuel said. “I hope that’s not condescending.”

“You’re not far off,” I said, surprised he was hanging in the conversation this long. Josie was long gone, bored and tapping away on her phone. “But I have a good career. And the entry fee, it’s expensive. It’s crazy expensive. And honestly I’m not sure the universal divider is the sort of thing that’s going to show well there.”

“Why not?” he asked.

“It’s not sexy. Not a bit.”

“Hm,” he said.

“Well, if you don’t go,” Josie said, “we’re thinking about going to Boca. You should come with. I bet I could hook you up with my cousin.”

“Yeah?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Maybe. She’s a pretty sure thing. And she’s cute.” Josie scrolled through a few pictures on her phone before holding one up for me. She was right, her cousin was cute.

“Yeah, maybe,” I said, feeling as dejected as ever about Josie glossing over my passion.

We finished up dinner, and over a beer afterward, Samuel was still lost in thought as we headed for the backyard. While we watched moths flicker against the street lamps, he turned his head and said, “How much is it again? Ten grand?”

“Yeah. And I figure five thousand besides to get there and back.”

“Huh.”

Josie looked at me and grinned. “Samuel’s got his own hobby.”

I sighed internally. The divider wasn’t just a hobby. It was potentially marketable, if I could wedge my foot in the door. But out loud I said, “What’s that?”

“Oh, it’s, uh…” Samuel chuckled and rubbed a hand across his clean-shaven chin.

Josie made jazz hands, and intoned, “He’s a magiciaaaaan.”

“Oh yeah?” I asked, grinning.

“Ah, come on, not you too,” he protested.

“No no no, you don’t back out from this one,” I said. “Come on, show me something.”

“Nah, you’ll just laugh like she does.”

I shook my head. “No. You’re talking to the one guy who won’t.”

“Oh my God, you two are the ones that should be dating,” Josie said.

Samuel gave her a wounded look. Then, back to me, he said, “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

“Yep. It’s getting bromantic,” Josie said. She stole Samuel’s beer and chugged half of it.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Show me your universal divider. Show me how it works.”

“Magic trick first,” I said, not quite believing he was serious. He grabbed a napkin he’d been using as a coaster and clapped his hands. It vanished. Josie groaned, but I was fascinated. “I didn’t even see you palm it. That’s amazing.”

“Got a deck of cards?”

He showed me a couple tricks, little things that astonished me. I’d seen videos of magic being done, of course, but I’d never actually witnessed it closely. I was amazed and delighted, and I still think it’s one of the most entertaining nights I’ve ever spent. I felt like a kid, especially when he finally called enough and we decided to go take a look at the universal divider.

We rolled it out and I uncovered the damn thing. Samuel leaned in and gave it a long look when I opened the top. He blinked up at me. “So the garbage is divided out into parts?”

“Mm hm. Plastics and paper are broken down, and glass is crushed.”

“Will any garbage do?”

I nodded. “Theoretically. Bones are trickier and I haven’t really tested them yet, but most other organic material will dissolve.”

“Show me.”

I headed in and grabbed the half-full garbage bag. When I came back out, Josie was browsing her phone but Samuel was still staring into the machine, fascinated. Or doing a very good job of pretending to be, at least.

“Do you have to sort it?” he asked.

I upended the bag into the divider. “Nope. That was the point of this. Minimal amount of work so that people will actually use the thing.”

“Smart.”

“Thanks,” I said, genuinely confused. Who was this guy, and why the hell was he actually pretending to care about this?

I closed the lid, set the latch in place, and hooked up the machine. The prototype ran with a simple switch, and I flicked it on. The machine rumbled to life, the nozzles spraying to life before the sorters and crushers started working. It was noisy, so loud we could bear each other. Annoyed, Josie headed for the backyard again while we drank beer and watched garbage get turned into chemical goop and pulp. The prototype took six minutes to finish, a lifetime compared to the six-second models today. I slipped on my gloves, and pulled free the racks to show him what was left inside. The plastics reeked and the glass only half shattered, but it wasn’t a bad showing.

“This is incredible,” Samuel said. He peered inside, then prodded the paper mulch with a bare finger. He glanced from it to me, then back down. “Incredible.”

Josie looked at the mulch. “Yeah, it is pretty cool,” she said. “But I mean… ten thousand dollars. That’s a big investment.”

Samuel shook his head. “You have to go. I don’t know what else they showcase there, Marshall, but this is… you built this yourself?”

“Well… yeah.”

His enthusiasm made me wonder if he was putting me on. But he seemed genuine, and it put me in a better mood. Later that night, after I shut the door on them, I wandered back out to the garage to look at the machine. One of the hoses had come loose, so I gloved up, cleaned it, and replaced the tubing. Five tubes left, and I was going to need all of them if I was going to do this. I pulled out my phone, undeleted and read the email again, and headed back inside, my guts flip-flopping.

I didn’t stand a chance of winning. But that night, just after one in the morning, I opened my laptop and filled out the ten pages of paperwork and entered my credit card information for the booth space.

I threw up hard that night. My car had cost about the same amount, but for whatever reason, entering the divider into the CIT felt like ten times the investment. It was a risk. A huge one. I didn’t think I was going to sleep right until after the event.

I was absolutely right.

* * *

Money was still an issue, so I picked up every hour I could working weekend and nighttime jobs. Whatever weight I had yet to lose was shed in those months. Demolition work took a lot out of me, and hauling rocks for a landscaping job ended up giving me a love of working out, if not necessarily building retaining walls and rock gardens.

I was still going to be short, and I had to scrimp on some things. I’d have to sleep in the truck I rented to haul the universal divider. Food wound up being protein bars and two gallons of bottled water stretched over six days – two to travel, four at the event.

But I was ready. It was actually happening.

Samuel and Josie helped me load up the night before I had to drive to the event. The dolly worked well, though it squeaked so loud it sounded like someone intermittently shrieking, even oiled. When we closed up the truck, Josie presented me with two paper bags stuffed full of snacks, drinks, and travel-sized bathroom products.

She grinned at me. “I know I haven’t been big on supporting you with this, but I was always just trying to look out for you. I really do hope you have fun.”

Josie gave me a peck on the cheek, and Samuel grasped my shoulder. “When you’re famous,” he said, “you remember I said you were going to make it huge, Marshall.” With that, he dug in his wallet, and he brought out two hundred dollars in crisp twenties.

“Sam, no, I can’t,” I protested. But the truth was, I was ecstatic. Two hundred bucks covered me on gas I wasn’t sure I could afford for the trip back.

“I insist.”

“Then I’m paying you back.”

He grinned. “When you make your first million, you can pay for the takeout.”

* * *

I don’t remember a thing about the drive to Carstway, where the Continental Inventors Tour was going to take place and the future home of my headquarters would be located. What I do remember is the near-panic attack I had on the way. I got it in my head after a dip in the road the dolly would break, and I’d open up the back to find the divider broken. It got so bad I almost turned around before I even got there.

But I forced myself to think positive thoughts. Lots of people were going to be hauling big equipment in and out. Booths would need some heavy-duty trolleys and carts. This was not the end of the world, if the dolly wasn’t up to the task. And as it turned out, it was just fine. The locks held, the wheels stayed in place. When I opened up the back of the truck and I saw the gleaming white monstrosity seated right where I left it, ready to be unstrapped, unlocked, and brought down, I almost cried. That was a goddamn good moment.

The Carstway City Center takes up a whole block at the center of the city. If you’ve never been there, give the building a look. The architecture is really neat, like half a submarine, but with glass panes looping up and around, separated by gleaming metal bands. It’s a huge building, buffeted on two sides by two smaller convention centers that are more traditional tower-style buildings. I was going to be in one of those. I found the right building and circled around it, collecting my thoughts and trying to calm down. I was a curious combination of excited and nervous I was about to fall on my face.

The drive was long, so I was glad I headed out early. There was a window of opportunity that day to unload and set up for about twelve hours, and I got there with six hours to spare. I hopped out and got to work.

With everything disassembled, the trickiest bit was simply just getting the frame down and off the truck. Without the chemicals hooked up, it wasn’t too terribly heavy, but a hundred and fifty pounds is still not a whole lot of fun when it could potentially race down a ramp across your foot. I was grateful then when a feminine voice said, “Need some help?”

I turned and glanced down the ramp at one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. Tall. Long skirt over long legs. A crisp blue blouse smudged here and there. A slim, athletic frame. A delicate, oval face leading to – and I know this sounds crazy – the cutest chin I’ve ever seen. Had I ever thought about chins being cute before? I don’t know. Her soft eyes were well framed by dark honey blonde hair, and her skin radiated warmth from her deep tan.


Say something, you idiot
, I thought.

“Yes, hey, that would be appreciated.”

She came up the ramp and together we eased down the casing. I tried not to stare at her as I stuck out my hand afterwards. As she shook, she gave me a smile that made me want to yank on my shirt collar to let some of the heat escape. She smelled faintly of sweat, and I could tell I wasn’t the first person she’d helped out.

“Thank you. That would have been tricky.”

“You’re very welcome,” she said.

“Marshall.”

“Winter.”

“Very nice to meet you,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound too pervy.

That smile made me very glad to be a man. “You too. Need any more help?”

“Nah, that’s the hard part. Thank you though.”

“Then I’ll leave you to it,” Winter said, “Good luck in there.”

“Hey, you too.”

She gave me an odd chuckle, then headed towards another cluster of people. I hauled out the rest of my boxes, double checked to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything, and slid the ramps back into the truck before locking it down. Still feeling that odd blend of lightness and excitement, I strapped everything into place, and pushed my overloaded cart towards the convention center, grinning.

I was here. Successful or not that week, I was in the CIT. I was going for it.

It took me about three hours all told to hook everything up. As I mentioned a couple times here, hoses were the plague of my existence, and once I ran a test and discovered a leak, I was glad I’d brought my extras. I was going to need all five of them by the time the week was through. But apart from that, the tests went mostly okay. Hollywood got it all wrong, of course, showing me running back home desperately overnight to get more supplies, sweating over my machine being tampered with, the works. Complete bullshit, all of it.

With hours to spare, I decided to take a walk around and see if anyone needed help. I saw Winter at a couple different booths and wondered if she was doing the same thing. It would explain why she helped me out. I guessed we were both paying it forward a bit. Some people didn’t want me near their booths, understandable given the delicacy of some of their projects. Robotics was the big push of the year, along with medical technologies, always a draw for both participants and companies looking to headhunt talent.

I remember a few booths distinctly, mostly because many of the people there became acquaintances, competitors, or even in a few cases, employees. Prisha, a talkative middle-aged woman who brought two of her young children with her to help hawk her therapeutic tanning beds, and who would soon be snapped up by a popular nationwide body and fitness group to mass market her product to their spas. We talked some about our technologies, and she gave me one of her business cards. I realized then I hadn’t made anything like that up. I didn’t even have a notepad for phone numbers. She laughed it off, but I was just starting to realize how woefully unprepared for all this I was.

Andrew Kill (I only mention his last name because it was freaking Kill, and tell me that isn’t badass), who became a good contact in the robotics industry, nearly lost it when the side of his booth collapsed. Andrew was undergoing a divorce, and like all bad things in life, it was hard for him to see past the snowballing effect it was having on his work. I spent a half hour helping him put back up the side of the booth, and ran down to a local hardware store for some wood to help reinforce it. It looked a little fugly on the inside, but with a little creative ingenuity from the folks in the booth next to him, a canvas tarp stretched across the boards and held in place with a couple screws covered it all up perfectly well.

Janet, a brash, booming woman, became one of my employees about eight years down the line, and I’m sorry to say, embezzled nearly fifteen thousand dollars from us. She was working with a small startup back then promoting a variation on a steam cleaner. The electrical gave her some trouble. I ran back for my multimeter, and we found out, thankfully, the problem was with a faulty outlet and not her product.

More. A dazzling list of names, ones you no doubt don’t really care about. But I do. It sounds saccharine, but these were my tribe. There are maybe five of us left now, and that breaks my heart in so many ways, because I still remember them as the hopeful youths, the nervous company reps, the bedazzled looking around in the same state of shock I was.

That place, that time, is something I revisit often when I’m looking through old photographs. I’m so glad so much of it was documented. There are even a few shots of Winter here and there, talking to people, helping move boxes. Always in the background, though one videographer took very kindly to her and documented long minutes of Winter, including one shot from that first day I turned into a screenshot and had printed out and hung on my wall. It is of Winter watching me in the distance, me with an electric drill in hand, standing on a chair, her with a hand on her hip, looking for all the world like she was deep in contemplation.

* * *

I slept every night that week in the truck, shivering in the late hours even with two blankets covering me. Again, and you’re going to hear this a lot, it wasn’t as bad as the movies based on my life make it seem. The temperatures dipped to about fifty, and no, contrary to popular belief, I didn’t catch pneumonia or work through the death rattles. Jesus. Hollywood.

Anyways, I woke up, ate a granola bar, forced down a good long chug of water, and got out to take a walk, clean up, and hopefully find a cup of coffee somewhere. By the time I came back, the convention center was just opening up to us entrants. I headed inside with the chemicals and garbage I’d double bagged and stuffed into a plastic tote, just to make sure the stink didn’t drive people away.

I ran one more test, dropped to my knees beside the machine, and rested my head against it. “Please,” I whispered to it. “If you’re going to break, don’t do it when that pretty blonde’s around.”

The machine didn’t argue with me, so I took that as a good sign. I decided to take another walk around to see everyone’s booths before the doors opened to the public. I didn’t see Winter anywhere, but there were a ton of inventors and vendors there. One booth already caught most everyone’s attention, that of the young genius Jeremy Grace. Okay, so we were technically the same age, but there’s a reason he gets played in the movies by teenaged boys. He looked all of twelve.

That he was the smartest person in a room full of smart people (and me), there is no question. Jeremy was a man of astounding gifts. That I met him in the moments before he became famous is an astonishing coincidence in my life that gives me goosebumps even today. It’s like having a beer with Jimi Hendrix just before he stepped on stage and performed for the first time.

Jeremy was crying when I met him. It was subtle, and had I passed by just a little faster, I wouldn’t have noticed. He was seated on a padded folding chair, his head in his hands, and he shook from the tears. Not a sound came from him. Not a sniff, not a sob, nothing. He was as silent as the grave.

“Hey,” I said quietly. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

I thought about moving on, and fidgeted, trying to figure out what I was supposed to do here. Time was drawing short and I had to get back to my machine. If he hadn’t looked so much like a kid, would I have walked away? I don’t know. I’d like to think not, but I really don’t know. Leaving Jeremy be almost certainly would have culminated in me winning rather than him, but I don’t regret it for a second. Jeremy deserved every bit of praise he ever received. That he also became, eventually, the godfather to two of my children makes me love him all the more.

“I don’t mean to pry. You tell me to back off, I’ll back off. But you don’t look okay. Anything I can help with?”

The man stared up at me, red-eyed and blinking. His cheeks gleamed. Actually gleamed. “I… I don’t think I can do this.”

“The convention?” I asked.

He nodded. Shit.

I didn’t know what to say, so instead of talking, I dug in my pockets for my lunch – a baggie full of jerky from Josie and Samuel. I offered it over to him, and he blinked at me. I shrugged.

“You’d be surprised how something human like taking a minute to have a bite to eat can steady your nerves,” I said.

It was horseshit. Complete and utter babble to cover for the fact that I had no idea how to calm him down. What Jeremy wrote about that line in his autobiography left me astounded. I remember saying it, but it meant nothing to me like it did to him.

He took the bag, and ate a piece. While he quietly contemplated another, I said, “Hey. For what it’s worth, I’m scared shitless.”

The jerky caught in his throat and he coughed and laughed all at the same time. “Really” he asked.

“Oh yeah,” I said, picking up one of his business cards. It was ordinary, on nice stock, and said at the bottom, “Medical Technologies Programming and Engineering.” “I got about halfway here and I thought about how I was going to open up the back of the truck and find my box busted up. Don’t know why it grabbed me so hard but it did. Nearly turned around.”

“Your box?”

“Eh,” I said, flapping a hand in the direction of my booth. “Point is, I almost got myself turned around on a what if that hadn’t even happened yet. Hey, listen, Jeremy, you mind me calling you that?” He shrugged and smiled. “Cool. Jeremy, there’s no shame in packing up and going. If you want, I’ll help you out. But I think I got a better idea. They’re opening the doors. How about I hang out here with you for a minute?”

“What?” he asked.

“Yeah! I’m gonna be your pitch man. What are you pushing?”

“Um. It’s a program that can take CT scans and X-rays and run diagnoses on them. It’s still in the alpha phase but with the right kind of backing and a team of testers and programmers I can get it up and going in maybe three years.”

I gaped at him. “Machine vision. You’re talking about machine vision… in three years.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I know, I should have come when I had it actually done, but…”

“Jeremy?”

“What?”

“You. Are. Peddling. Machine. Vision.”

“Well… um…” He looked up at me, his hands clasped between his knees. “Yeah.”

“Hooooly shit,” I said.

An announcer over the PA said that the doors were opening. A few dozen people started down the auditorium, and I leaned over to speak quietly to my new friend. “You’re going to have nothing to be embarrassed about. This… this is game changing tech here, Jeremy.”

“But the people, what do I say to them?”

“Let your tech do the work,” I said. A man and his teenage daughter strolled down the middle of the aisles, looking at everything in a quick loop. I sucked in a breath, puffed up my chest, and said, “Hey! You wanna see the future? Cause this guy, right here? He’s got AI that’s going to knock you out of your socks and send you flying halfway to Brazil.”

The girl started giggling, and the man grinned. They came over, the very first booth they’d actually stopped at, and I turned and winked at Jeremy. “What do you think? Tag team for a few?”

He cleared his throat as the pair approached. “Thank you. I… I’d love the company for a while. Just until my nerves calm down.”

I spent twenty minutes with him. By the end of it, Jeremy was giving enthusiastic demonstrations with the dozens of sample CT scans and x-rays he brought with him. I don’t think he even noticed me slip away.

* * *

My presentations on the other hand stunk.

As I mentioned, it took about six minutes for the prototypes to do their work. Try keeping anyone’s attention for six minutes, or convince them to come back to see the end results of what was, essentially, a fancy trash compactor as big as their fridge.

I felt okay about it. I had made some friends. Prisha’s kids came and hung out with me. That was probably the highlight of the first day. They were good salesmen, no more than six or seven, and shouting at people raucously to come see the amazing trash divider.

I think ten people maybe stuck around that day total for the whole presentation. Six of those were in a group together.

I lost another hose. I was half starving and only realized too late I’d left all the jerky with Jeremy. But I was happy. I was taking my shot. If I failed, this was a chapter of my life I could write off. Expensive, yes. I’d be hurting for a while. But failure here wasn’t the end of the world I felt like it would be a few weeks ago.

The second day was the judges’ day. We weren’t told who they were, but I suspected Winter was one of them when I saw her wandering the booths, checking everything out again. She came by, all smiles, in a red blouse and matching skirt.

“You’re kind of a local legend,” she said.

“Local legend?” I asked, mystified. “I’ve been to the city once or twice but…”

“No, here in the building. Two boys were telling one of the other presenters how you were showing them some hacky sack skills.”

I laughed. “Yeah, it’s been a slow day.”

“They weren’t the only ones talking about you. Your friend Jeremy. A few others.”

“Ah, well,” I said. “Are the judges supposed to be chatting up the presenters?”

“Har har, nice try. I’m not one. Private sector. Eliminator Industries.”

“Oh, no kidding?”

She nodded. “Hiring and acquisitions.”

“Ah,” I said, completely flummoxed for a minute. “Ahhh, well, then, yes, I’ll accept your offered salary of five billion dollars a year. Thanks for asking.”

She laughed, and gestured at my machine. “How’s about explaining what you’ve made first?”

“Ah! Excuse the stink.” I grabbed one of the quarter full sacks of garbage from the plastic tote. “Garbage goes in, and it’s broken down into three base elements for easy recycling right from your home.”

She lost her smile in a hurry, and I thought I’d already lost her. Oh well, easy come, easy go. “You’re serious,” Winter said.

“I am,” I said, and opened up the divider. “The universal divider.”

I explained the basics and my philosophy about convenience to her as I loaded up the machine. Another couple of people came by, no doubt mostly because I was being chatted up by the most gorgeous woman in roughly three thousand miles. At first, and for the next two days, I thought Winter’s interest was put on for my benefit. But she watched carefully as I closed up the divider, flipped the switch, and started up the process.

“Now, folks, this is going to take six minutes, almost on the nose. My previous viewers have been enjoying the quesadiroller, right over there. Enjoy a snack while you wait.”

The pair looked at each other and nodded before walking away, but Winter stayed right there, watching the machine, and occasionally glancing up at me. “And it sorts it out? All of it? Organics too?”

“Organics get broken down into the slurry or the plastics. One hundred percent honesty, bones don’t work well with it, which is kind of a problem if you’re pushing to put this in homes. And ideally, I’d like to miniaturize it further. I think with the right kind of power source it could be made as small as, say, a dishwasher. But we do the best we can with what we have.”

Winter pulled out her cell and tapped rapidly into it. She got down my full details, and took a walk around the machine, careful not to take pictures, as was the rule. But she knelt and examined the machine from every angle, watching it rattle its way to a slow stop. When I opened it up, she took a look at the three trays, and her eyes widened.

“I need to see the guts,” she said.

“Uh, sure,” I said, and popped open the garbage receptacle. She peered inside. Apart from some minor scraps, almost everything had been recycled.

She glanced up sharply at me, then back at the machine. “One more time.”

I had her do it this time, from start to finish. She looked in the bag of garbage just to assure herself that yes, it really was orange peel, cardboard takeout containers, some plastic bottles, all the detritus of my life. She loaded it carefully, looking around as though I were pulling a magic trick. When she flicked the switch on, Winter released a breath I hadn’t noticed her holding onto.

As the divider ran for a second time, she studied me, and I smiled uncomfortably. “Um, look, you don’t have to put me on like this. If you’re trying to flirt with me, you could just say, oh, hey, Marshall, I know a place that serves great hot chocolate with whipped cream and I’d be yours forever.”

She laughed softly, and it served to break the tension. “Not that I’d say no, but… cities apart.”

“Ah, yeah, that would be a hindrance,” I said. “Well, we’ll always have the CIT.”

“Most romantic date ever,” Winter agreed. “Watching garbage.”

“Hey, never say I don’t know how to show a woman a good time.”

A man in a suit approached us. His hair was short, slicked back, and screamed of too much money, if the suit didn’t do that already. Winter turned towards him, and gestured at me. “Mitch, come here. You have to see this.” She returned her attention to me. “Marshall, Mitch. Mitch is my company’s competition.”

I smiled quizzically but shook his hand. “Pleasure.”

“It’s all mine, unless Eliminator stole you first,” he said.

“You haven’t even seen my product,” I said.

“If Winter’s this fascinated by something, that means I need to bite first, or I risk losing another winner here,” he said.

“This isn’t about us as competitors. This is…” She shook her head. “All I have is clichés. This is big.”

“Wait,” I said. “What?”

“Run it by Mitch when this load is done. Start to finish. Leave the self-deprecation at the door. You’re sexier without it,” she said absent-mindedly, watching the machine.

I gaped at her, then Mitch, then back at her again. And I launched into what would be dozens of presentations over the next few days, even as I still believed I was being led on out of some strange pity from Winter and her competitors.

That moment, those fifteen minutes… that was my life changed forever.

I won second place.

* * *

I drove home in a fugue. An unbelieving, happy fugue. As soon as the paperwork went through, I was going to be fifty thousand dollars richer, but even then, I knew the big picture was worth so much more. I had a meeting with Eliminator at my house in just days. They wanted my machine.

I looked them up. Their net worth was over ten billion dollars.

I felt drunk. I felt like I was soaring. My mind lit on the possibilities ahead of me. The prize money would pay off my debts and help with the down payment on a new house or a better car. Send my siblings something for the nieces and nephews.

I wasn’t thinking big enough. Not by a wide mile.

In retrospect, I skinned the cat. My first call should have been to an accountant. My second should have been to a lawyer. The only thing I did right was that I had the patents on everything – the chemical formula, the universal divider, the housing, everything that had seen even the slightest bit of custom work, so basically all of it. It saved my ass for that first year. Thank you, Professor Moon, for teaching me ethics and practicality.

When I got home, I called up Samuel and Josie and asked if he couldn’t help me unload. I had been practicing my best somber face for when they came over, and when Josie saw it, she said softly, “Oh, Marshall. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”

“Horseshit,” Sam said.

Josie looked at him and folded her arms across her breasts. “I don’t think we should be mean to him. He just spent a lot of money on getting his hopes crushed.”

Samuel shook his head and stepped closer, grinning. “What place?”

“What?” Josie asked.

“You won,” Samuel said.

I nodded towards the back of the truck, where the framed second place paperwork was sitting. The CIT would send a more official plaque in the months to come, but to this day, that printed sheet of paper hangs in my office. No idea where the plaque disappeared to – I suspect grandchildren’s foul play – but the sheet of printer paper is the exact same one I brought home with me.

“Second place,” I said, and Samuel roared with laughter before he gave me a bone-rattling hug.

“Wait, you’re serious?” Josie asked. “Is that, like, a lot of money?”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “Marshall, I’m going to pay you back.”

“I told you not to worry about it and this doesn’t change a thing. I’m going to call in some Thai and pick up some beer to celebrate. Holy shit, Marshall. I knew you could do it.”

I was touched. We unloaded the machine, locked up the garage and celebrated long into the night. Sam wanted to hear every detail, and was stoked to hear I was already courting potential buyers. Josie had never laughed so hard at my jokes, touched me so often, or given me so many piercing looks. It was the first taste of the power I was about to wield.

I slept until the early afternoon the next day, both exhausted from a week of nights in the truck and massively drunk from the evening before. When I woke, I soaked in my miniscule tub for an hour, drinking another beer, reading a book, and letting the kinks of the week rush out of me. I heard something bang nearby, and while I knew it was too far away to be coming from the garage, I leapt out of the tub, grabbed a towel, and checked on the machine just in case some asshole was trying to steal it for their own company.

I needed groceries but didn’t want to leave the house until the meeting with Winter’s people. I forced myself to play a game, exercise, drink tea. I read some more, took a short nap on the couch, got some congratulatory phone calls from family. I worked on a week’s worth of crosswords, a passion I still have today. I remember all this because it was the last time I didn’t hate myself a tiny bit.

Josie came to me in the early evening. Pink booty shorts. The tightest white tank I’d ever seen her in. Hair done. Plentiful makeup that made her look just this side of slutty. I should have said no. I should have asked about Samuel. Instead, she walked right in, her hand on my jeans, and I kicked the door shut behind me in my haste to finally fuck the woman who’d eluded me for so long.

* * *

At least I had the goddamn good sense to use a condom. I regret everything about that night. Every single minute. I knew what she was doing. Maybe not on a conscious level, but I sure as shit knew a honey trap when I saw it, and she was offering me one of the sweetest pots I’d ever had.

I ripped the booty shorts in an effort to get them off her slim, toned ass as fast as I could. Josie wore a slip of a thong underneath, and I shoved my face against it as she rested with her hands on the bed. She smelled like peach. Honest to God peach, it was that fucking cliched. I didn’t care. I was incensed. I licked her through the thin strip of material, and Josie moaned like I’d just made her come already. I moved my lips to her ass, nipping a cheek, then the other.

“Eat me, baby, I want you to eat me,” she begged me.

The panties came down her ass, and I licked her from the small of her back all the way down her cleft, stopping for a sweet long moment at her bud, teasing it with my tongue. That got one of the few genuine reactions so far, a sharp gasp, and I teased it for a moment before kissing the fat, juicy lips. She spread her athletic, tanned legs wide for me and wiggled her cunt right against my lips.

“Oh!” Josie moaned. “Yes! I like that!”

It was more bullshit, but as my tongue slipped through her folds, her response became more and more natural. This was wrong, I was betraying a man who had become one of my best friends, who had supported me when no one else did – and I kept eating out his girlfriend like her pussy was candy.

I pushed the thoughts away and buried my tongue insider her as my fingers began to play with her hood, her pussy, her trimmed mound. Her knees flicked forward.

“Mmm, fuck, Marshall,” Josie gasped. I think it was about then her pleasure turned real. I wasn’t yet as skilled as I’d someday become and was all over the place with my fingers, but even then I knew how to feel for a woman’s pleasure. When I drew my thumb across her clit and circled it, she nearly fell onto the bed, stuttering out a shaky laugh. “Oh God, we should have been doing this months ago.”

That got to me. That really got to me. I stood up, my clothes all still on, and spun her around. She saw something in my eyes she liked, and her grin turned feral and huge. She fell back onto the bed and I chased her, grabbing her thighs and spreading them wide as I clamped my mouth to her pussy.

“Oh, f-fuck!” she wailed, and grabbed my hair so hard it hurt. I think she wanted that too, my pain. Why, I haven’t the foggiest. But the next day, when I checked myself out in the mirror, I had dozens of scratch and bite marks and an angry red bruise on my side I couldn’t identify for the life of me. In that moment, it was my hair she used as her weapon, and the pain of it made me even more angry and determined to give her pleasure.

A year. A year she’d been teasing me with this, and now she was saying we should have hooked up? I speared two fingers into her wet, sloppy pussy but that wasn’t enough, not for her. I slipped in another. Then a fourth. Her head whipped up and she screamed hoarsely, “Oh my fucking… fuu… unnngh!”

She came on my hand for the first time that night. I sawed the fingers in and out of her, relentless, staring up at her, a snarl on my lips and in my eyes. My clothes dropped in a hurry. Her eyes widened when she saw the heft of me, and her hand strayed to her pussy. leaped up the bed, and she grabbed her top and yanked it up over her tits, small, unfettered by a bra. I took one of her nipples into my mouth, sucking, biting, and her fingers scraped against my neck hard enough to make me bleed.

I pumped nearly my whole fist in and out of her, her wetness leaving a pool under her ass. She came again. I spun, my knees near her breasts, and I mounted her face, my cock driving down and along the length of her cheek. My lips clamped to her cunt as she grabbed my cock and sucked my tip. She shoved me until we were both on our sides. I freed my hand and rammed my lips back against her folds and her hood, sucking and slurping on her clit with an abandon and a fever few women in my life have ever felt. She played with the tip of my dick, but that wasn’t what I wanted, and she gave an indignant, “Umph!” as I stuffed Josie’s face full of cock for the very first time.

Fuck, it felt good. I’ve had excruciatingly sexy blowjobs since then, ones we’ll get into in certain cases, but this was the first time I’d ever really used a woman, and I used Josie plenty that night. I filled her with every inch of my cock that would fit, and she took it, coughing out around me when she finally pulled her face away, only for me to slam myself back in when her lips parted again.

She threw her hip over the side of my face and it did something to spread herself wider for my lips and tongue. Her moaning around my cock intensified as I rolled my tongue across her clit. No skill, all enthusiasm, but she ate it up anyways and gave me a muffled, “Mmmf! Ack at! Mmmmmf!”

She shuddered against me, her pussy leaking out a few dollops of juices to add to the already soaked bed. I slid out of her mouth and she gasped, “Shit, oh shit, Marshall, th-that’s… I need you, I need that fat dick inside me.”

I hurried off the bed and grabbed the box of condoms from the nightstand. She looked up at me, legs spread wide, and whined, “I want to feel you. I’m on the pill.”

“That’s not always a guarantee,” I said, and maybe it makes me an asshole, but I was thinking about her job, about her stripping and how many guys I’d seen her with. No chance I was dipping my cock into that hot zone without some backup. When she got tested and I could see the medical results, sure. Not now.

She gave me a pout and slumped back against the bed. I joined her, cupping her ass, squeezing it, bringing it up off the bed so my cock could plunge into her without much fanfare. I’ve learned to be coyer with those sorts of things, but this was a culmination of a lot of lonely nights spent thinking I should be the guy Josie was with. Her head threw back with the pleasure, and her hoarse cry made me grin ear-to-ear.

“Nnnnnnnnguh! Big! So fucking big!”


Take that, Samuel,
 I thought.

And I hated myself for it, even as I pulled back to the brim of her stuffed pussy and fucked into her again.

I held little back. I squeezed her tits, mauled her mouth with my own, squeezed her ass. I wound up on bottom with her riding me, I think in some fucked-up attempt at getting the condom off me. I sat up, mashing her tits to my mouth, hungering for them, sucking them down as sweat began to bead on both our foreheads. She came again when I had her on her hands and knees, gripping her ass as I plunged in and out of her. And when I finally came, I did it with a grunt more along the lines of a roar, my satisfaction final.

Josie was mine
.

Except of course she wasn’t.

I fell to the bed, panting, and she collapsed forward, her whole body quivering in the aftershocks of the good sex. She reached out and stroked my cock, still in its rubber sheath. She took that off and tossed it into my wastebasket, giving me a playful pout. “I wanted that in me.”

“Well… we’ll see.”

“Yeah we will,” she said, and squeezed my softening member. “Mm. I want this all night.”

“Shit,” I muttered, covering my eyes. “I can’t believe I did that to Samuel.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll break up with him tomorrow. And then tomorrow night, we’re going to go to the club and I’m going to give you a private show.” She squeezed my cock, hard. “No touching though, mister.” Her throaty chuckle was interrupted by someone ringing my doorbell. She sat up, grimacing. “Who is that? Samuel?”

“Stay here,” I murmured. “I’ll tell him I’ve got a guest.”

Josie nodded and spread her legs again. “I’ll just be here, thinking of you, while my boyfriend asks you where I am.” Two of her wet fingers slid up to her mouth and she sucked on them, winking at me.

“Fuck.”

The doorbell rang and I shouted, “Just a minute!” I hurried to the bathroom for a towel, wrapping it around myself. I cinched it and answered the door shirtless, my hair mussed, droplets of blood all over from where Josie had scratched me.

It wasn’t Samuel.

Winter.

* * *

She was dressed to kill, and I mean kill.

A short skirt ended just above her knees, showing off those long, athletic legs to perfection. A slit up the side was so close to her panty line I was positive she wasn’t wearing any. High heels. A plunging black top and a soft blazer, teasing me with the promise of her tiny, perky breasts. Makeup that emphasized her delicate features and plumped up her lips. Hair done in a sensible braid that looked ready for fingers to pull it loose.

“I… Winter. Hi!” I said.

“Is it a bad time?” she asked.

I glanced behind me and winced. “Um. Uh. No. I have company, but… come in, give me a minute.”

Josie pranced out of the bedroom in nothing – and I mean nothing – but her panties, which did little to conceal a damn thing. She giggled – actually giggled – and backed right up again, peeking out from behind the bedroom door. “Oh hi, sorry. I’m Josie.”

Winter gave her a tight-lipped smile I thought held a tinge of anger. My male mind thought it was about me. Already my ego was reaching epic proportions.

“Hello. I’m Winter.”

“Do you want to come in?” I repeated dumbly, briefly imagining some scenario where I bedded both women at the same time.

“I need to talk to you, actually. In private.”

“Okay, uh…” I glanced back again as Josie disappeared into the bedroom. I turned back to Winter, who looked even more pissed off. “Give me a minute to throw on some shorts.”

She nodded and stepped just far enough inside that she could shut the door. I hurried into the bedroom. Josie was back on the bed, rubbing her pussy lips. A feeling of immense surrealness washed over me, and I studied her for a long minute.

“Come back soon,” she crooned, and I shivered with pleasure.

If Winter hadn’t come that night, I wonder what would have happened. Would I have smartened up? Doubtful. I was on a trajectory of giving Josie everything she wanted. I saw what she was doing. I knew it in my head and my heart. But I also didn’t care. I was drunk on her. On my lust fulfilled. I swaggered out to the living room and the front door, and joined Winter in a slim, sleek sports car she practically yanked out of the driveway when I got in.

“I don’t want to get too far,” I said.

“I’ll have you back to her in ten minutes,” Winter said. “Girlfriend?”

“We’re working on it,” I said.

“How long have you two been…?”

“Not that it’s your business, but since I got back.”

Winter slowed and jerked the car next to the curb. She stared at me, wide-eyed. “You can’t be serious.”

“What? She’s attracted to me, I’m attracted to her,” I said defensively.

Her long nails tapped on the steering wheel, and she said, “Let me see if I can’t do the math. She hears about your good fortune and shows up tonight? Or was it yesterday? How fast did she work?”

“Hey!” I snapped. “What right do you have to judge us?”

“Every right, if we’re going to do business together. You’re a smart guy. Handsome. Likable. You are immensely bankable, but not if you go acting like a fucking idiot. Did she show any interest before this week? Any at all?”

I glared at her. “Josie… had a boyfriend.”

“Until tonight?” Winter said. She didn’t shout, but it was close. Damn close. I didn’t answer. I didn’t have to. She whipped the car back out onto the street, gripping the steering wheel tight. “You know, I liked you. I even thought you and I might be compatible. But you’re just another fucking douche.”

“Let me out of the car. I don’t need to take this shit from you.”

“Not until I’ve said what I have to say. And I can’t believe I’m still going to, you… you…” She grimaced and took a deep breath. “You have two options tomorrow. My boss, Dana Felton, is going to lowball you. If you decide to take him up, you need to ask for at least eight figures.”

I nearly broke my neck whipping my head to the side to look at her. “What?”

“I mean it. Your tech is worth at least that. Teams of our people have been chasing that kind of thing for years. You’ve done it all by yourself. Do not short yourself on this. Eight figures at a minimum. And I’d start with a very low nine. Let him walk out if he decides to. He’ll try to play the big gorilla, then you stay firm. If he opts out tomorrow, you will have other options. I’ve already set that machinery in motion.”

“Wait, what?” I asked. “Why would you tell me all this?”

“Because someone has to be looking out for you, you jackass!” she snapped. “He knows you came to Carstway with nothing. He knows if he throws six or seven figures at you, you’ll jump on it. But if you trust me, Marshall, I promise you, your product will be a household name. It is a remarkable achievement.”

“What do you mean, if I trust you?” I asked, getting slightly less defensive as dollar signs popped in my skull. Jesus. Eight figures. Maybe nine. Holy. Fuck.

“I’ve begun reaching out to some people. Getting the word out that you’re the real thing. What I’ve already done for you is going to cost me my job.” She held up a hand to cut me off. “Your invention is worth the risk. Put your faith in me, not my boss, and I promise you, you and I can go so much higher than he can dream of.”

“You’re serious,” I said. “After all the crap you talked to me, I should just give you control over my universal divider?”

“No. Absolutely not. And don’t even tempt me like that. I am talking about a partnership. We blaze our own path and start a company. It’ll be your name on the masthead. Your vision brought to life.”

“Why would I take that risk? What can you do for me?”

“I have contacts, and more importantly, I have funding sources. We will need warehouses, factories, testing, development. You’re going to need politicians to push testing fast for us, otherwise we’ll be sitting in limbo for decades. You will need sources in other industries to help you figure out what to do with the recycled material when it’s collected. And that reminds me, collection, but that’s a long-term problem. I cannot legally do a thing for six months, thanks to my contract, but I’ve already begun moving some pieces around through some friends I trust.”

I stared at her, my heart thumping. “You really are serious.”

“Yes. But I cannot and will not deal with you if I’m having to clean up your messes every other day. I do not want to be your babysitter. I want a business partner. So tell me about you and her again. Tell me how much you love her and want her in your life.”

I couldn’t. I knew Winter was right, and it pissed me off. I was furious with Josie for the betrayal, obvious as it was. I was furious with Winter for setting me straight. And most of all, I was furious with myself.

“I want the meeting with Dana regardless,” I said finally.

She nodded. “You’d be an idiot not to. Where’s the machine? Your garage?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Until you either move on Dana, his competitors, or decide to take me up, I’m leaving the security guy I’ve had posted on your door. After that, it’s up to you.”

“You’ve had someone at my house?” I asked.

“Yes.” She looked aside at me, and there was something unreadable in her eyes. She almost seemed happy. Winter was something of a shark when it came to business, I would later learn, and she knew my blood was in the water after that secretive car meeting. I’m so very glad she was on my side, because as a competitor, she would’ve used my bones for toothpicks. “I told you. I believe in what you can be. Enough to take the biggest risk of my career.”

She slowed and made a U-turn. We drove back to my place in silence, and I fidgeted with my hands. “Nice car,” I mumbled.

Winter laughed softly. “In a few years, you’re going to be getting blowjobs from bimbos in the backseat of a Rolls Royce.” She caught my look and grinned. “I’m not asking you to be a saint, Marshall. I’m asking you to be smart with your dick.”

That was fair.

Sam was out front of Josie’s place when we pulled in, and I groaned softly. “Trouble?” Winter asked.

“The boyfriend.”

“Oh noooo,” she said. “Good luck. Asshole.”

“If you’re trying to get me to work with you, that’s a hell of a way to do it.” I started to open the door, but Winter caught my arm.

“I’m not here to be your best friend. I’m a blunt woman. I am also extremely good at my job. If your ego cannot handle those two things, then say no to me. I will always tell it how it is. Can you handle that?”

“I-”

“It was a redundant question. Get out.”

Samuel walked towards me, cautious, a man who knew the truth even as he didn’t want to admit it to himself. I thought about lying. I thought about saying I didn’t know where Josie was. Instead, as he neared and Winter drove off, I slumped my shoulders.

“Where is she?” Samuel asked, and his voice was so broken and childlike it shattered my heart.

I said quietly, “Sam. I’m sorry.”

“No,” he said. “You didn’t. Not after I…”

“I’m sorry,” I repeated. “I’m so sorry.”

“Nah, man. No.”

I couldn’t look at him any longer. His fist crashed into my chin. It hurt his hand more than it hurt me, and he yelped, waving it. I hurt too, but the pain was momentary. The door flung open, and Josie shouted, “Samuel, what are you doing?”

“We’re done,” Samuel said. “You and me, and…” He stared at me, blinking. “Fuck dude, I always knew Josie and I weren’t permanent, but I thought you and I were better friends than this. Goddamn it.”

He turned and started towards his car. I called after him, but he just walked faster. I turned towards Josie.

I wish I could tell you I told her to get out of my house. Instead, we went back inside, and I fucked her brains out again. And again, sometime just after dawn.

I didn’t much like myself that day.

* * *

I still didn’t want to believe, but when Dana Felton said the number, I zoned out. Everything around me went completely fuzzy. Seven. Million. Dollars.

“Oh my God,” Josie breathed.

She sat next to me at the kitchen table. I had shown Dana and the lawyer with him the machine, and they acted wildly impressed and kept up the charade all throughout the meeting back inside the house.

Winter wasn’t there. When I asked where she might be, my new best pal Dana smiled tightly and told me she was feeling under the weather.

Seven million dollars.

It was a fortune. I’d be able to do everything I wanted, and more. It could pay for so many other ideas I had rattling around in my skull. It could take Josie and me far away from this place. I could go anywhere. Do anything.

I heard myself say the words, “That’s a generous offer. But It’s nowhere near what I think the machine is worth.”

Josie’s eyes snapped to me, and I saw it. I saw the feral gleam there. And in that moment, I knew we were done. My jaw still ached. My heart hung heavy all day. She’d blown me half an hour before the meeting, begging me to come all over her face and tits, telling me how much she wanted me.

I felt sick. I felt calm. I felt the certainty of what I needed to do, but for Winter’s sake, this needed to be played out.

Dana and the lawyer leaned their heads together and whispered. Dana looked back at me, and smiled tightly. “You’re playing a smart game, Marshall. I’ll give you that. I think we can go… nine million.”

“No deal,” I said, standing and reaching a hand out to shake.

“What are you doing?” Josie asked, gritting her teeth and grinning at the same time. “Honey, that’s a very, very generous offer.”

Dana stared up at me, losing his smile. His eyes were cold, hard, and he certainly didn’t take my hand. “What do you want then, hm? Because there are serious flaws with your design, big problems, and we’re taking one hell of a risk that your chemical compounds aren’t going to eat someone’s skin or explode.”

I pretended to think about it. “You and I both know recyclables are the next great big untapped market,” I said, lying through my teeth. I had no such idea, but I could sure infer it from Winter’s colorful pep talk the night before. “Now, look, I have other ideas I’m happy to sell you. If you can’t afford the u-divider’s asking price, I’ve got some cool technologies that could definitely benefit road construction and repair I think you’re going to be interested in. But the divider is big business waiting to happen. I may not be too savvy, but I’m smart enough to know what I’m holding onto is worth much more than what you’re offering. So try again.”

“Twenty,” Dana said after a long, pregnant moment.

I pretended to think about it, then shook my head. “Best I can do is say I’ll think about it. I’m sorry, gentlemen. I’d be an idiot not to shop around. I’ll contact you if I change my mind.”

Josie looked in danger of choking on a lack of oxygen to her brain. I wouldn’t have been surprised in the slightest if her head exploded like a volcano. She wasn’t just mad. She was furious.

I really had been so damn stupid, I realized.

The two men stood up, collected their things, and walked. At the door, Dana turned, and growled, “How much?”

“Add another zero, and you’d be in my ballpark.”

“Not that. How much did she tell you she could make for you?”

“Who are you talking about?” I asked.

“Don’t play stupid with me. We know she came to you last night.”

“Oh. That. Winter and I…” I smiled, and it felt oddly natural. “We had a, um, a moment. She wanted to talk about that. To make sure it wouldn’t interfere with tonight. I’m really, genuinely sorry she couldn’t make it to the meeting.”

Dana hesitated, then finally said, “One hundred million.”

One. Hundred. Fucking. Million.

And I already knew what my answer was going to be. I’d lost my goddamn mind.

“Jesus, Marshall, take it,” Josie breathed.

“Thanks,” I said, my heart pounding so hard I thought I was going to keel over right there. “But no thanks.”

He stared at me, then at Josie, then at me again. “Good luck, kid,” he said, and slammed the door on his way out.

I turned and leaned against the door, rubbing my face with my palms. I had just said no to a hundred million dollars. My stomach knotted up, my throat grew tight. I wanted to yank the door open and shout, “Wait!”

Josie slapped me so hard I tasted blood.

“You… idiot!” she hissed.

I stared at her, poking my tongue at the raw cheek. “Hm.”

“A hundred million! We could have… you could have…”

“Get out,” I said. I could barely force the words out. Frankly, I agreed with her assessment. I was looney for listening to Winter.

The woman I’d lusted after for a year stared at me and chuckled. “What?”

“Go find Samuel. He’s the best man you could be with.”

“You’re breaking up… with me?” she asked, gesturing at her body. “Come on, Marshall. I know how much you want this.”

“No. Not anymore. I had my fill of crazy.”

She went to slap me again, and this time, I caught her arm. She struggled against me, but I outweighed her by a good hundred pounds and twisted with her towards the door.

“Wait wait wait. You need somebody to, ah, to look after you, baby, someone who has your best interests at heart.”

“You’re right,” I said. “But that’s so very much not you, Josie. Have a nice life. Sorry you couldn’t see past your own nose to be a part of it.”

“Fuck you,” she snarled. I wrestled the door open as she started slapping at my arms, my chest, my face. Whatever the popular story is, I didn’t put a foot against her ass and kick her out. That’s just another Hollywood myth. They did get the hammering on the other side of the door for ten minutes right, though, until she was begging me to come back in.

“I’ll let you have my ass,” she pleaded. “I know you want it. No other man has ever fucked me there.”

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered. “Have some dignity.”

She threw a rock through my window for that one, and I heard another voice, close to the house. My guardian angel.

“Okay, lady,” said a man with the deepest rumble I’d ever heard. “You need to get moving now.”

I threw aside the curtain, and on my front stoop was two hundred and eighty pounds of pure muscle in a frame that had to be six-six at a minimum. He looked like the henchman in an action movie, and I hurried away to find a baseball bat I kept in my closet. Knowing what I know now about Rocco, a bazooka would have served me better. We were at a bar once together, a redneck little joint in the north of Texas, and Rocco stopped a guy from harassing one of the bartenders. The drunk asshole, trying to save face, grabbed a bottle off the bar and threatened Rocco with it. Rocco sneered at him and told him to do it. Bottles only sometimes break when they hit someone on the head, and this one didn’t have any give to it when it smacked Rocco in the skull. He simply looked at the guy, laughed, grabbed him by the back of his neck like a puppy, and walked him out of the bar before sending him sprawling six feet away. Rocco felt no pain. He also took home the bartender, too. Nice lady. Made a good daiquiri.

“Who are you?” Josie asked. She stared the stranger up and down, and if his bulk bothered her, she didn’t let it show. Instead, she put her hands on her hips and scowled.

“Nobody important. Let’s move it on.”

He gestured down the sidewalk, and Josie turned to kick my door one last time. “You’ll never have it better than me, Marshall. You think you’re hot shit? You’re not. Remember how much you wanted this. How pathetic you really are. Fucking loser. Always going to be one no matter how much money you have.”

With that, she stormed off. The big man glanced at me looking at him in the window, and grinned. It transformed his face, made his rocky, sour features almost childlike. He held up an index card with big, neat writing on it. Call Winter. Don’t say her name.
 I nodded to him, remembering Winter’s mysterious words about a guy posted at my door. He turned around and walked back towards the car I’d seen around the last couple days.

I closed the curtain, and went and sat on the edge of my bed. One hundred million dollars. And I had just waked away.

I called Winter.

She answered immediately. “Don’t say my name.”

It was redundant, but I was starting to understand I was now involved in games way bigger than me. She needed to be cautious. Both of us did. I dry swallowed, and said, “You were right. About everything.”

“Hold on. In two minutes, someone is going to knock. Don’t say a word until they do.”

“Our friend?”

“Yes. Just trust me.”

“Okay.”

A pause, and then she murmured, “Thank you.”

Two minutes on the nose later, and the big man knocked on my door. I let him in, and he raised a finger to his lips. I nodded, feeling queasy. He hurried towards the kitchen table, reached underneath it, and a minute later, came up with a slim box about the size of a cigarette pack. He looked around, then headed towards the bathroom and dropped it in the toilet. I gaped at him, and he shook his head, grinning. In another ten minutes, he’d swept the rest of the house, and found another similar box out in the garage near the machine. This one joined its brother, and he finally said, “We’re good.”

“I’m being bugged? Who are you?”

“You were
 being bugged. And I’m a security expert. Rocco. And yes, that’s my real name.” He held out his enormous mitt, and I shook. He dug out a cell phone, and handed it over. “This is yours now. You do not leave it anywhere. You do not let it out of your sight. I want you eating, breathing, shitting, and sleeping with this next to you. The only people you answer to on it are Winter and me. Her name is programmed as X. Understood?”

“Got it,” I said. “But this is… it’s nuts.”

“No. It’s being cautious. Preparedness is ninety nine percent of my clients’ safety. Ms. Winter has hired me for nine months. For those nine months, you are my only priority. She is paying a fuckload of money for that privilege. It is up to you and only you to decide if you’re going to honor her and what I’m asking you today. Understood?”

“Yes,” I said faintly.

“Okay. Good.” He dug out a business card and handed it to me. Rocco Iadanza, Security, an address, and a phone number. “Any problems, anything even remotely seems out of place or funny, you call me. I don’t care how trivial it is. I am paid not to judge. You call me twenty times in the day because you don’t like the way your cat farted, I’m going to respond twenty out of twenty times.”

“Good thing I don’t own a cat.”

He grinned again. “First things first, if you have anywhere you need to be tomorrow morning, cancel it. I need to set up some equipment here, and Winter says we have something we need to move to a more secure site.”

I swallowed hard. “I would get to know where it is, right? I could check on it? Is that a stupid question?”

“There are no stupid questions. Not with me. And yes, you can visit the site. It will be in a lockdown storage facility, patrolled at all hours, with extensive cameras, digital locks, and a traditional key. You will be the sole holder of the key. Any business Winter needs to do there, you will be present. Good?”

“Yes, that sounds okay.”

“Good. She warned me you might have a problem with a, ah, lady. That the one?”

“She was.”

“She is. A breakup like that, she’s going to pose a threat to you. If you see her, you need to keep your distance. You have condoms?”

“Yes.”

Rocco nodded. “Good. Use them. We’re not expecting you to be locked up in your house twenty-four seven, but we are expecting you to make smart decisions. Drink in moderation. Never leave a drink unattended. Don’t go anywhere alone. You want company at the bar, at dinner, just shopping for milk and cookies, call me.”

“What about Winter?” I asked.

“Non-entity for six months.”

I already knew that, but I wanted to see her again. I guess that couldn’t be. “Should I buy a gun?”

“Do you know how to shoot? Have you been through some training?”

“No.”

“Then no. I’ll take you out and teach you if you want. At the very least we can brush up on some self-defense basics, and we’ll get you some nasty tools in case someone gets up close.”

I nodded, numb. “This is real, isn’t it?”

Rocco reached out and squeezed my shoulder. It felt like if he wanted to, he could have pulverized the bone. “It is.”

* * *

I have one more story from that week. For legal reasons and to protect Winter’s family, it’s one I’ve never talked about before but there’s no one left to care. Her estate is my estate. Contrary to everything we’ve ever said publicly, I did see her in those six months. Once. The very next day after I met Rocco.

After he installed a camera in every room and at every angle looking over the property, Rocco brought a heavy-duty moving truck and one of his coworkers from his security firm to haul the machine. The truck backed right up to the garage and I waited, looking over my work for the last half-decade, sure this was going to be the start of some kind of elaborate trap and that I’d never see my machine again.

Rocco rolled the door on the back of the truck up, and I supervised them carefully securing the divider. I drove behind them, silent, still deep in regret over Samuel. I tried calling him twice and got his voicemail. A friend should have been along with me for this journey, and instead, I was going to go it alone. That was to be the way of things for a long time. You reap what you sow.

We drove thirty-five miles to get to the storage site. That number is forever burned into my brain. I drove there at random at least once a week for over six months of my life. I listened to two audiobooks that way.

The site was lined in a simple brick wall, with security cameras both visible and nearly hidden atop the wall. Both the entrances were manned by security guards in a booth, checking everyone in and out. I followed Rocco and the truck in, and we parked close to the entrance, within an easy run for the security guards.

Rocco hopped out and handed me a sealed envelope the guard had given him. In it was a security number on a card, followed by instructions on how to set my own PIN number. Also inside was a pair of keys.

“Good?” Rocco asked.

I swallowed. “I’m scared shitless.”

“It’s all right. I don’t know what this thing is, and I don’t want to know. But I promise you, you and this are safe. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said. I unlocked the door, set the new PIN, and stepped inside, sure that at any moment, Rocco would put steel to the back of my head and blow my brains out.

He didn’t. Instead, he opened up the back of the truck. He eyed me, then said, “You got your phone?”

“Yes.” I patted my pocket.

“Give our friend a call.”

I did, stepping away as the pair of men started getting the universal divider ready for its home for the next half a year. She picked up immediately.

“I’m two doors down from you,” she said. “Come say hi.”

I hung up, and without looking back at the machine, I hustled. All the fear evaporated for the moment with those two simple sentences.

The bay door was closed, but the side door leading into the unit was open. The room was empty, apart from her. She leaned against the wall, my Winter, the first of them. Crisp khaki shorts. A blue sleeveless top. Her hair down for the first time since I’d met her.

“I should have listened to you about her,” I said softly. “You were right.”

“I’ll always try to look out for you, Marshall.”

I don’t know what came over me.

I know exactly what came over me.

Winter rushed to me as I rushed to her, and we threw our arms around each other. “Thank you,” she whispered against my lips, “thank you, thank you, thank you.”

I kissed her, our tongues dancing as I squeezed her slim athletic frame to me and walked her back towards the wall. “I believe in you.”

I unbuttoned her shorts and they dropped down to her ankles. She kicked out of them, then threw her hands around my neck again, dragging me against her, my hard cock in my jeans throbbing against her white, frilly panties. She moaned into my mouth, “We’re doing this, we’re really doing this.”

“Do you mean the sex, or business?”

“Both.”

I kissed her again, and gripped her panties, yanking them down to her thighs. She gasped as my fingers roughly rubbed her shaven sex. Winter’s lips were tiny, delicate things, her clit a miniscule dot. I found it, and flicked my thumb across it as she stared into my eyes, smiling, her back arching with her pleasure.

“Marshall, this has to be the only time we can… ooooh,” she gasped, closing her eyes. “For… for a while.”

“I know,” I murmured, and kissed her cheek, then her chin. “So long as it’s not forever.”

She pulled me in for another scorcher of a kiss and keened into my mouth when I slipped my middle finger inside her. Our passion burned all the brighter knowing our time had to be brief for now, and she moved with my finger, rocking on it as I kept playing with her clit and kissing her. Her ass rolled against the wall, and she whispered my name before tasting my lips over and over again.

Was it me she was attracted to? The allure of what I could potentially do for both of us? My personality? I don’t know. What I did know was I had a chance. Maybe Rocco and that other guy were stealing my work. Maybe my shot would be gone before we finished here. But I didn’t care. For a few minutes with Winter, it was worth the gamble.

Her lips moved to my shoulder as she rolled her hips harder, her breath hot on my neck. She gasped, “Oh, Marshall… nnnn, yesss…”

“Come for me, beautiful. I want it.”

“C-close.”

I stroked her clit harder, and she squirmed, her hands falling to my ass as she gave out the cutest yip I’d ever heard. She came on my finger with a shudder, kissing my shoulder, laughing breathlessly.

“I d-don’t think I’ve ever made a… sound like that,” she whispered.

I pulled away and kissed her. “Hopefully I get to hear it a lot.”

She glanced down at my hardness in my jeans and blushed. “Condom?” she asked.

I produced one, eyes crinkling, and I whispered into her ear, “But maybe someday we do it without.”

That got her quivering again, and she helped me out of my pants fast. Her hand wrapped around my cock while it was still bare, and she jerked me slowly, staring me in the eyes. My beautiful, leggy Winter. One of the great loves of my life, and it was that day I started to realize it.

She slid the condom on, and I turned her so her cute little butt was to me. She spread her legs wide and I eased into her. “You feel good,” I murmured into her ear, sliding further in as she made fists with her hands, her back shuddering.

“You, mm, fill me, Marshall,” she breathed.

I eased into her inch by inch. There was still a good deal of me left sticking lewdly out of her by the time she could take no more of me without getting hurt. I pulled back gently, my hands roaming her ribs, her tiny breasts, flicking my thumbs across her nipples. I even wrapped a hand around her neck, not choking her, not in the slightest, but just pressing. She liked that a lot, and her ass bucked backwards at me, taking me faster than I’d been going.

Her whimpers started soft, and slowly built up in volume and intensity as I thrust in and out of her. “Mm, guh, mmm, yes, like that, mm, mmm, mmm huh, mmm, mmm HUH!”

I stroked her clit and whispered into her ear, “You’re gorgeous, you know that? I love watching you go wild.”

“Yes, for you, yessss,” Winter gasped. “Harder!”

Her cry was my command, and I gripped her hip with one hand while I strummed her clit with the other, thrusting in and out of her with powerful, short strokes now. She bounced back and forth, nearly hitting her head against the wall, and I thought, amused, there was no way Rocco and the other security guy weren’t hearing this.

Enjoy the radio play, fellas.

“Marshall, ahhhh, Marshall, fuck me, fuck…” Winter went quiet and almost still, then thrust back hard at me one more time, crying out, “Ahhh! Fuck!”

She came on my prick with a hard quake, her fists pounding against the wall softly. I jerked out of her and spun her around. Without a word, Winter grabbed my condom and ripped it off, jerking me fast and hard with her hand as she stared me in the eyes, cheeks flushed. She kissed me, a hot hard clash of her lips against mine, our tongues flicking together.

“Tell me when you’re close,” she said. “Then I want your come all over my face.”

“Not… long,” I grunted, trying to hold off. She squatted, staring up at me as she stroked my prick with both hands. She opened wide, and took my first shot against her tongue before I sprayed down her cheeks, her chest, her toned stomach. When I finally finished, she panted, looking up at me, and slowly stood up, letting me go.

“You, um, you… we…” I said.

“Yeah,” she breathed, and started snickering. I couldn’t help but join her, and we wrapped our arms around each other, holding each other for a minute. “Thank you for trusting me.”

“Thank you for… whatever we are now.”

She pulled back and looked at me, losing some of her smile but not letting it escape altogether. “Listen. About that.”

“Uh oh,” I said, my heart genuinely breaking a little. I liked Winter. A lot.

“It’s not all bad. But I was serious. Six months apart. Otherwise Dana and his people come after me. They’ll try anyways, but the less ammo we give them, the better.”

I nodded. “So long as you tell me we can be together after.”

“Yes,” she said. “But there’s a reality here you don’t know yet. I’m a career focused woman. Even after the six months, we aren’t going to be together a lot of the time. I’m not talking about building a business with you. I’m talking about an empire, Marshall. We are going to be huge.”

“So what does that mean?” I asked, my heart falling.

“It means we be together when we can,” she said, and kissed the corner of my lips. “And that you shouldn’t feel guilty about enjoying yourself with other people, if the opportunity comes up. That is the kind of woman I am.” She studied my face for a reaction. “Is that a problem?”

“An open relationship.”

“Mm hm. Or fuck buddies, if you like.”

“Fuck business buddies.”

She grinned. “Sure.”

I scratched the back of my head. “The most gorgeous, fascinating woman I ever slept with just gave me a hall pass. Yeah. Okay. Sure.”

“And you’re okay with me sleeping with other guys?”

I shrugged. “Fair’s fair.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

We dressed, and I asked her a few basic questions about what she’d be doing. She was already working on securing funding, and that would occupy much of her time.

“And what do I do for the six months?” I asked.

“Go to work,” she said, shrugging. “Pay your bills. Live your life. Invent. Anything you have come up with, store it away. Make physical backups, apply for patents, get a safety deposit box. Most of all, just listen to Rocco. Keep your head down, but get ready for the future. Oh. And prioritize. If you have ideas that seem more feasible, put them at the front of your mind. I want to hit the ground running with as much force as we can behind us.”

“I have a lot of ideas for roadwork and infrastructure.”

“Good. Perfect. A government contract could be the backbone we need in the early years. I’ll text you from time to time. Be prepared to travel. I will need you to take a few meetings.”

“Meetings?”

“Mm hm. I’m sure you’ll do great.” She pulled on her shoes, and stood upright. I brought my hand to her cheek. She’d run a finger over the come I’d left on her, but I could still feel it where it had messed with her makeup, and smiled.

“Am I presentable?” Winter asked.

“Mm, I think you might want to touch up when you get a minute,” I said, and kissed her. “But me, I think it’s pretty sexy.” She grinned against my lips. “Sorry you had to see me be an asshole.”

“This life is going to be full of pitfalls,” she said. “I expect to make as many mistakes as you do. But we try to lift each other up. That’s the only way this is going to work.”

We kissed one more time. Her car was on the other side of the building. I walked her to it, and she slipped inside. Before she rolled up the window, I said, “I mean it. I have faith in you.”

“I won’t let us down,” Winter promised.

She took off, and I walked back to the security guys. They were seated on the back of the truck, munching on a bag of pita chips. They glanced at each other, then me, and Rocco cleared his throat.

“Uh. Good walk?”

“Not bad,” I said.

* * *

The months that followed were pretty unremarkable on paper. To me, they were wild. I developed a handful of new projects, drew up the designs, and stored them away, like nuggets. I even got a chance to tinker with an old forklift. I had an idea I could repurpose one and redesign it to make them easier to use with digital cameras at certain points to provide a better visual to the driver, an idea that would eventually become the exa-loader. I seemed to have construction on the mind, as I further fleshed out my artificial gravel idea – and even reached out to Eliminator about it as an olive branch. They gave me a very polite PR version of go fuck yourself, so I filed it away.

By the way, that idea made us a cool two point five billion dollars over its lifespan. Eliminator Industries, on the other hand, made fifty million on their cheap, B-tier knockoff variety. They were two years too late to market, and by that point, we were the industry name you bought for quality. Eight years after we formed the company, we bought out Eliminator. By then they were nearly bankrupt and under different supervision, so it wasn’t quite the middle finger it seems like, but it still amused me to no small degree.

Winter and I didn’t meet face to face, but we arranged the meetings she talked about. Unfortunately, she was never present at these, but they were fascinating. Most of them were what you’d expect – suits wanted to see the machine work. I showed it off. Some of them looked impressed, some of them seemed completely indifferent.

The oddest meeting was with Tom and Selena Young. Back then, she was a popular online celebrity, doing movie and TV reviews as well as beauty and health videos. He was most famous for movie production, but I came to find out he was actually an investor and philanthropist in a number of different fields. Nice people on the surface, but it wasn’t a business meeting. I ate sushi with them at a tiki bar, shot pool with the husband, and we went out on a four-mile hike that left me winded and them looking just as composed as when they started. Fuck the California heat.

There are some misconceptions about that trip, things that no one cares about these days but me, but this story is as much to cleanse my own soul and mind as it is to tell you what really happened. I didn’t sleep with Selena. She was a stunning woman, easily one of the most beautiful I’ve ever met. I think in retrospect I could have. They admitted to me they had an open relationship and I’m fairly certain it was a line that my young mind didn’t catch.

There were a couple more meetings like that. More dinners, a brunch here and there. All told, something like seven meetings required me to hop on a plane somewhere. I was thrilled. I never got a chance to travel much up until that point, and I thought getting a free beer on a flight to Chicago or Milwaukee was just about it. And up until a decade ago, the last time I flew, I still did. I fell in love with planes, and really, just quality mass transit in general. It’s what ultimately led to me pushing the mass rail transit systems, one of the best things my company did, in conjunction with the Siblini Corporation.

I listened to Winter’s words, too, and went on a few dates. Winning second place at the CIT didn’t make me famous, not by a long shot, but the money helped me get into a gym and upgrade my car. Nothing fancy, just a two-seater sports car that looked flashier than it actually was. It did wonders for my confidence, though, and I had some good times those months.

But one aspect laid heavily on my heart. Samuel. I tried to get in touch with him, tried to apologize. He wouldn’t take my calls, so I waited for him outside his office one day until he walked out and nearly punched me again. I tried to apologize. I tried to make things right. But I couldn’t.

Rocco became a fixture around my place. While I didn’t want anything to do with guns myself, I did take him up on his offer to teach me self-defense. I wasn’t great at it, but it was awesome exercise and I lost what little remained of my gut and double chin quickly. I came to find out I actually liked it. Not the violence part, but the training, the sparring. That was a blast. I miss it. Nowadays my exercise is pretty well limited to climbing out of my chair and slumping towards the bathroom.

He wasn’t with me all the time, but when I left for work, the gym, or anywhere where I kept a regular schedule, he or one of his people were in the rearview mirror, following along. He explained if anyone was going to try to get physical with me, it was likely to be just outside the home or work. When Rocco wasn’t watching over me, he rented a small place just two blocks away, and his company kept an eye on me through security cameras and a digital fence that alerted them any time someone stepped foot on my property.

The only person really a threat became – you guessed it – Josie. When Rocco and I were in the backyard once, barbequing and bullshitting about charcoal versus gas, something whipped over the fence and landed near us with a splat. Rocco was on me in a moment, pushing me inside before racing out to catch whoever had thrown what looked like a plastic bag.

That’s exactly what it was – and it was full of piss.

It sounds like a joke. And at the time, it was pretty damn funny. I try to reconcile this thought of the Josie I thought I wanted and the woman who she became – or always was – and it feels like looking in a broken mirror. I feel sorry for her. She clearly had a mental break at some point or another and became fixated on me, and more specifically, my money. Rocco caught her, and when the cops came, she screamed that we’d hurt her, that Rocco had tossed her around and hit her when he caught her. There were even bruises on her arms and sides, but Rocco’s cameras picked up everything and the cops saw straightaway there was no evidence to her story. Rocco told me later he thought she’d done it to herself in the hopes of filing a lawsuit.

It only got worse from there, even after the restraining order.

Things culminated a few weeks before the six-month deadline. Josie had been dating a football player, but not a pro or semi-pro. He belonged to some kind of volunteer bush league shit, the sort of thing where no one checks for steroids and everybody chips in a hundred bucks so the league winners have something to hold onto when they go home and need to pay their hospital bills.

They threw loud parties, and most nights, I could hear Josie’s laugh through my walls as she drank with her friends out on the street, in their backyard, wherever. She told her friends what an asshole I was, and if I drove by when they were partying, they’d throw whatever garbage they had on hand at me. The cops didn’t do anything about it, despite my restraining order against her.

Then one day, one awful day, I headed out to work, and Josie sat on the ground slumped against my car. I had the damnedest feeling she was dead, but she blinked up at me and started crying.

“Ah, shit,” I muttered.

Rocco pulled up in less than ten seconds, hustling out with his hand on his pepper spray, but I waved him off. Josie stared up at me blearily, the tears dripping from her chin.

“Hey, Marshall,” she whispered.

“Hey, Josie,” I said, and I sat down next to her.

She buried her head in my shoulder. “I really fucked this up.”

“Yeah,” I said, and took her hand. All the companions I’ve had in my life, their hands fit into mine in different ways, all of them right. And it breaks my heart to remember Josie’s did too. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry?” she asked, choking out a laugh and sniffing hard.

“I wanted something from you that you didn’t want to give me. I should have been happy just being friends with you. When you’re… you, you’re a fun person to be around. I miss those nights.”

She snuggled in tighter. “Remember that time we stayed up until two in the morning watching the cooking shows?”

“I do,” I said, and I did. She’d fallen asleep in a tiny little ball on my couch, her feet pressed against my hip. I thought she looked as perfect a woman as I’ve ever met.

“Things… are changing for you, aren’t they?” she asked.

“Yeah. It’s going to happen soon.”

She nodded. “I’m happy for you, Marshall. That’s not me being crazy. That’s… I don’t know who it is in me saying that anymore.”

“I want to get you help,” I said quietly, and hugged her tight. “Would you go? If I managed it?”

She sniffed, and thought about it. “You know I’m going to go right back to crazy afterwards.”

“I don’t think it matters. I think the only thing important is that you try.”

We were both silent for a long while, and she finally stood up. In the light beyond her, she looked like an angel. A fucked-up, puke-stained angel, but what good is an angel if it hasn’t been in the trenches fighting beside you?

“You were the best friend I ever had. I love you, Marshall. And not in the stalker sort of way.” She brushed at her eyes and smiled. “Please don’t say the words back to me. I… I think I’d break all over again if you did.”

“Okay,” I whispered, and stood up too. She hugged me, the last time we ever touched, and I kissed her forehead. She pulled away and walked back to her house in a hurry, never looking back. And despite her words, when she was gone, I said quietly, “I love you too, Josie.”

* * *

Carstway. Home.

I’ve lived many other places. I own houses in six countries, and that’s not counting the ones I’ve bought and sold throughout my life. But Carstway was always where my heart belonged.

Rocco drove the truck while I followed along behind. Six months was up, and Winter was free to do whatever she wanted in life thanks to the end of her no-compete clause. We were going to be together again. We were going to start the next step of this insane journey.

She would only give us an address, and told me to pack enough clothes for a week, that we would have some serious work to do. There was such relief in her voice at being able to speak to me without the fear of her former employers gunning for her. Stand or fall, we were going to take our shot.

We arrived in Carstway early in the afternoon, and Rocco led the way to a trio of empty warehouses. They didn’t look like much but the security guards who greeted us were sharp, snappy, and professional. They knew Rocco and he knew them. We were pointed into the middle warehouse, and there we unloaded that prototype of the machine. I patted it, and grinned.

Rocco saw it, and slapped my back. “Ready to go change the world, kid?”

“You know, the first time I met you, I thought you were going to kill me?”

He snorted. “A guy who looks like me, I get that every other week.”

I lost my smile. “Rocco.”

“Yeah?”

“If this takes off, come work for me.”

“If?” he asked. “Shit, you met Winter?” I chuckled, and he slapped my back. “When you two got your feet under you, you give me a call. I’ll be there.”

“Thanks.”

“It’s been fun,” he said. “Psycho piss-slinging ex-girlfriends aside.”

“Yeah.”

We left the truck there, and Rocco drove for me. I was lost in thought, and barely noticed when we pulled up in front of a squat, two story office building. My nuts did a mating dance of joy when I saw who came out the door, and then I was rushing to meet her, laughing.

Winter. And we were finally together.

We kissed, but she pushed me back with her hand, her eyes gleaming with good humor. “We have investors inside,” she said. “So we keep it PG-13. For now.”

“For now,” I agreed. And when she turned, I gave her ass a pinch anyways. She jumped and elbowed me, then spun and kissed me again.

“Well… semi PG-13.”

The building wasn’t much to look at, inside or out, and we’d quickly shift headquarters in another year. Frankly, I don’t even remember what happened to that building. But it was my office for a year, and it had a pleasant enough smell to it, sort of old and musty like a library. Most the building was empty, save for a pair of offices and a long conference room centered by a big oval table, a dozen chairs, and a collective of unfamiliar faces and one I recognized from a meeting in Chicago, Dale Dunlop. I shook everyone’s hand and grinned at Dale, thanking him for coming after our meeting.

“We’ve got two others on speakerphone you’ve met with,” Winter said, and introduced an investor from the Siblini Corporation and a rep out of New Mexico who I’d met for a game of golf.

What followed was amazing, and yet improbably boring to describe. We were being offered not just the venture capital we needed to get our product off the ground, but contacts within the industry and the use of two of Siblini’s factories in Georgia and Kentucky. It was understood that the universal divider was going to be our end goal, and we were already pushing towards making a profitable, safe version one model, but in the meantime, our capitalists were looking for returns on the potential for government contracts we could get through my artificial gravel idea, as well as a variation on calcium chloride for dirt roads. It was the best offer we could have hoped for, and we would be jumping out of the gate as opposed to crawling.

The meeting took the better part of three hours as various people left the meeting or jumped in at different times through the speakerphone. We had to cover the same ground several times, but to me, that whole day passed in about five minutes.

My gut had been right. Winter had done it.

Well… okay. So we had months and months of getting the factories up to speed, and hiring, and government testing once we finally had a product to show them. I didn’t know how hard it would be to find good staff, or the ins and outs of handshaking in politics. I was young, and naïve, and drunk on the possibilities ahead of us.

When the meeting ended, and Winter and I saw the last of our investors out. In the sunshine, she turned to me, and I couldn’t speak for a long minute. All I could do was stare at her.

“So,” she said. “What are you thinking?”

“That you’re incredible. That I’m very glad I said no to Dana.”

Her smile lit up her whole face and I was lost to her, forever. Every one of my girls was my favorite at one point or another, but Winter holds a special place in my heart for a lot of reasons. She was my partner and my first great love. The one who opened up the world to me. The ephemeral one, the one I probably spent the least amount of time with just due to the necessity of our schedules. In a way, that made me fonder of her, because the moments we had always felt stolen.

Winter took my hand. We went back inside, back into the conference room. I stripped her down slowly, leisurely, taking my time and running my hands along her warm, tanned skin, drawing shivers from her and whispered words of need. Then it was my turn, and she looked at my newly defined chest, my lack of a gut, the thinner thighs.

“Thank Rocco for all that,” I said, grinning.

“I believe I will,” she said, running her fingers down my abs. It wasn’t quite yet the six-pack I’d carry through my late twenties into my thirties, but it was a start, one Winter seemed to like. She gripped me gently, stroking me as scooted backwards to sit on the edge of the table. “I missed you.”

“Me, or him?” I asked, giving my hips a buck.

She rolled her eyes. “Him, of course. You…. ehhhhh.”

“Who could blame you?” I asked, and cradled her face in my hands. “Hey. I missed you too. And tonight I want to take you out on a date. A real one.”

“Mm.”

I pulled her hand gently away. “And I think I’ll have my dessert riiiiight…”

“So corny,” Winter breathed, watching me slip down her body.

“…now,” I said, staring up at her from between her thighs. Her long legs spread for me, and she reached down to spread herself wide. I rested my lips against her folds, and just took her in for a long moment, the sweet scent, the way her body quivered gently with my breath against her.

And then I began to lick her.

All my emotions came forward. I thought about the first night I met Josie as my tongue whirled around Winter’s clit. I thought about her laugh, her tears, her anger. I thought about Samuel giving me that cash, about his genuine awe at the divider. I thought about meeting Winter, and the ache apart from her for so long. The pain in Samuel’s eyes when I betrayed our friendship, as my tongue slid up and down Winter’s pussy. I thought about Winter’s harsh words for me in the car when she found out I hooked up with Josie. I thought about Samuel punching me. I thought about Josie’s breakdown, and I gripped Winter to me, my hands behind her back, my eyes closed, her cries growing louder.

I thought about roads you don’t walk back down. About things you can’t recycle.

And Winter came.

She pulled me up to kiss me, and I breathed against her lips, “I don’t deserve you.”

“Earn me, then,” she whispered back.

Winter swapped me spots, and rode me, her slim frame and her beautiful delicate face so hypnotic. I couldn’t stop touching her anywhere and everywhere. Her breasts. Her nipples. The ticklish sides along her ribs. Her arms. Her long, delicate fingers. Her tiny stomach, the swell of her hips, that terrific toned ass. Her legs. Even her knees. I loved every inch of her.

We swapped one last time before I came, Winter on her back, her legs draped over the edge of the table as I took my time plunging in and out of her, savoring her tightness, the perfection of the moment. Of all the times we ever made love, that one stands out, that moment when we lost our shyness with each other, when we knew in our hearts what we had beyond our partnership. We loved each other. It would be a while before we said it, Winter in the tub, me reading to her the daily economics section of the paper while I chewed on a bagel. She dropped it, just right in the middle of an article.

“Marshall. I love you.”

I miss her. I miss her and Silk so much.

* * *

Two years on, I wasn’t used to suits yet, despite having four of them at home I wore pretty regularly. We secured a nice contract with the government to develop several of my roadwork ideas, and we finally felt like we were able to breathe. The universal divider was generating serious buzz with the ecofriendly crowd, although its feasibility was still being scoffed at by most in the media, left and right. They weren’t wrong. That’s why I was out that night in a suit, drinking good champagne and downing way too many Mediterranean palmiers at the Spaulding Manor in San Francisco.

That, and one of the guests of honor, Taylor Astin. Taylor was a revered state senator with some of the most pull in California. His popularity with the voters made him a shoe-in for an eventual run at the governorship, but he seemed content where he was, a big fish in a crowded pool.  Astin was the headline speaker for the dinner before the real festivities, and I could see why people from his state liked him. His humor was far more sophisticated than the forced woodenness of a lot of politicians, and he liked to move as he talked, a grand showman on a small stage.

The fundraiser aimed to help clean up the streets of the Bay Area by introducing more public restrooms and low-income shelters, a cause I would have gladly supported anyways, but I was there with another purpose. Find Mr. Astin, and convert him to our cause. I waited patiently through dinner and the housekeeping notes, and was now working my way through waves of people to the man’s inner circle of politicians, actors, and bigwig donors whose wealth I wasn’t yet competing with. We were doing well monetarily. Our investors were patient and the talent we were snapping up was making waves. But we didn’t need waves. We needed a splash.

The stakes weren’t exactly high that night. We had other parties like this I could attend in the future across the United States and Canada, and we weren’t quite desperate. But if we were going to get the universal divider off the ground, we had to show what could be done with both the plastics residue and the shredded glass. Without it, we had a great idea someone else would likely capitalize on. We had a few years’ lead, but it wasn’t going to last forever, not when someone could get one of my machines and reverse engineer it. We had to get to market, and soon, even if it was just in limited numbers.

“There he is,” I said. The earpiece I was wearing came from Rocco and his contacts in the private security sector. It wasn’t quite natural looking, but you had to look closely at the flesh colored ring around my ear to really notice it was there. He was circulating the room, doing some dancing, stocking up on appetizers like me, and accumulating a dozen or so butt pinches from the little old ladies he chatted up.

It wasn’t Rocco on the other end of the earpiece, though. It was Winter. She was in Arkansas, working through a supply chain issue we were having.

“You can do this,” she said through the earpiece.

“He’s got a bunch of people with him. Should I wait?”

“No. Don’t be brash, but be confident. Walk up to them, excuse yourself, and state who you are, plainly and to the point. Don’t try to sugarcoat it.”

“Got it.”

“Good luck.”

I stepped forward, trying to feel as confident as I did walking into one of our plants, or the R&D warehouse. No one in the group paid me any mind until I strode right into their midst and caught Mr. Astin’s eye. I stuck out my hand.

“Senator Astin, a pleasure.”

He shook, and I introduced myself. I started to talk about the universal divider, but Mr. Astin chuckled and cut me off.

“Son, I’m sure you’re going to revolutionize the world, but if you want a meeting, I’m going to have to direct you to call my office on Monday.”

“I just need a minute to show you-”

“On Monday,” he repeated, and I felt like a child who’d been chastised by his teacher.  I walked away, gritting my teeth.

“I caught all that,” Winter said.

“Pretty brutal. You would have done better.”

“I have legs. That’s different.”

“You saying my legs aren’t sexy?” I asked, grabbing a bite of fried oysters from a passing waiter.

“Every inch of you is sexy, baby,” she cooed, her voice dripping with overacting.

“Thanks,” I said drily. “All right, what now?”

She sighed. “I don’t know. I know some people who can probably get us in his door, but it’s going to take time.”

“Which we’re running out of.”

“Hey. No. Don’t say that. Philadelphia’s looking good. Chicago too. We get one of those, we’re fine.”

“Or we could nab the contract for one of the most famously dirty cities in all of America.”

“No pressure,” Winter said.

I laughed. “Well, I’ll take a walk around. Can’t hurt to introduce myself.”

“That’s the spirit.”

Across the room, I saw Rocco raise a bottle of some independent soda brand towards me in a salute. He was standing with a group of well-dressed individuals in suits and dresses. I acknowledged the gesture, took another champagne flute from a passing waiter, and headed in that direction. Rocco made introductions – I believe they were union leaders for the local dock workers, another inroad we were trying to make – but I was irritated by the way Senator Astin brushed me off. I watched him across the room as Rocco exchanged dumb dad jokes with the union leaders. I smiled in all the right places and made light conversation, but my focus was still on the senator.

Especially when she glided across the room to him.

Rosamund. Thinking about her that first night we met makes me sit up straighter even now.

Where Winter was tall, beautiful, and slender, Rosamund’s curves screamed sex appeal in her ankle length black strapless dress. I may be an expert in engineering, but how Rosamund didn’t fall out of that dress is a marvel of physics even I don’t have answers for. Her ruby red lipstick accentuated her full, plump lips, and the makeup she wore gave her a glow that warmed me all the way across the room.

She walked right to Senator Astin, every guy’s eye on her. She smiled at them and leaned up to kiss the senator on the cheek, a chaste thing followed by her dabbing away a spot of her lipstick. I knew for a fact the senator was married, and this woman was way too young to be her. Too forward to be a mistress, so she had to be close to the man.

“Rosamund Astin,” one of the labor guys said. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

“His daughter?” I asked.

“Niece.”

She was shaking hands with all the people surrounding her uncle, and hugged an older, graying man who I immediately wanted to drag to the rose garden outside and beat over the head with a shovel.

I returned my focus to the union leaders, but all the while, I kept watching her out of the corner of my eye. Rosamund. Her smile looked natural, but when no one was looking, I saw her glance away, sighing softly. She eventually found an excuse to walk away from the group, towards a stairwell. It was my understanding that led the way to the building’s aviary and green room, a sort of study if you liked birds shrieking at you while you cracked open leather-bound books no one had ever actually pulled off the shelves.

I excused myself and trailed after her, keeping my distance and calling up Winter on the earpiece. “I’m going to go speak to the senator’s niece. Rosamund.”

“Beautiful name.”

“Beautiful woman.”

“Mm, pulling up a picture of her now. Ooh, she is lovely.”

“Wish me luck. I may go silent for a while.”

“Knowing you, a while might be tomorrow morning.”

“Jealous?” I asked, grinning.

“Always. But I may have a tasty little morsel here too.”

“Who’s the lucky guy?”

“Mm. Not a guy. And wouldn’t you like to know?”

That thought cheered me up. We hadn’t brought another woman home with us for a few months. Winter was bi, but she leaned more towards men. We both weren’t shy about taking someone home with us at night when we were apart, so long as the other person knew. I made that mistake once, and casually mentioned someone I slept with early in our relationship. It led to our biggest fight, and now I knew to tell her about my potential hookups.

We wished each other luck, and I turned off the earpiece and stuffed it away. Away from the main floor, the crowds thinned to groups of twos and threes. At the top of the steps was a balcony overlooking the party below. Several large doors were marked with gold ropes and signs saying not to enter, but a pair of big double doors opened inward. A parrot squawked and I smiled to myself. A bird. Maybe I’d get a bird on of these days.

The aviary was split into three distinct sections. In the middle was a glass-enclosed garden, beautiful, ornate, well-kept, and no doubt full of priceless plants whose names I couldn’t begin to guess at. On either end, in massive half circle enclosures were colorful, noisy birds, letting the intruders know just how unamused by our presence they were. Freestanding three-hundred-sixty-degree bookshelves dotted the rest of the aviary, along with several armchairs and stubby loveseats that looked wildly uncomfortable. At several points ornate windowed doors led out to small balconies overlooking the rose gardens below. Like I said, this place was definitely a jerk-off point for the rich and famous. I guess I was in their number now.

Rosamund stood near one of the bookshelves, listening to a youngish couple talk, nodding now and then. She caught my eye, studied me for a moment, then returned her attention to her companions, who seemed to talking fruit prices. I wandered over to the birds, looking a green one in its eyes as it cocked its head to and fro, taking me in.

Eventually Rosamund excused herself from her two friends and headed for one of the balconies. A waiter came through the room, carrying a tray of desserts. I plucked a pair of what looked like ice cream cones and brought them to the blonde beauty as she rested her hands on the stone balustrade.

“I was wondering when you’d make your move,” Rosamund said.

Her voice was silky and sweet, and stirred me immediately. I fought down my urges, and stepped up to the balcony, looking down at the warmly lit gardens.

“Ice cream… thing?”

She smiled faintly. “It’s a variation on an affogato. So… an espresso ice cream thing.”

“Ah,” I said, nodding sagely. “Yes. An espresso ice cream thing, then?”

She chuckled. “Certainly. Thank you.”

I’ve never before or since been so interested in the way a woman ate an ice cream. She took little nibbles at the corners, then flicked her tongue out. I finished my own in about five bites, feeling like a caveman next to her. Rosamund has always made me feel that way. She claims I’m an idiot for it, that I carry myself as well as she does, but we both know the truth. She was elegance defined, when she wanted to be. When she wasn’t begging for my cock. When she wasn’t one of the dirtiest girls I ever slept with. When she wasn’t making one of the others come with her expert tongue.

We watched a couple move through the roses, their hands all over each other. The woman looked up and blushed, and I waved. She waved back, then her lover was pulling her away, both of them laughing softly in the night.

“There are benches hidden away in there just for that,” Rosamund said.

“That feels like a line. Or a test. I’m not sure which.”

She glanced at me, amused. “I’m not really sure which either.” She studied me unashamedly, and I took the moment to look her up and down too.

“I saw you, how beautiful you were, and I had to say hello,” I said.

“And get in with my uncle,” she said. “I saw him shut you down.”

“He stopped mattering the minute you walked across that room,” I said.

“Now that’s a line.”

“Yeah. It is. But it doesn’t make it any less true. Tell me you’re single.”

“I am,” she allowed. “Yourself?”

“Open relationship,” I said. “It sounds like bullshit, doesn’t it? Like I’m saying it’s okay if I cheat.”

“It does.” She turned and leaned against the stone balustrade, looking into the building. Something in her face locked up tight, and she said formally, “What do you need to see him for?”

“Hey, I’m serious. I don’t care about business right now.”

She looked at me, then back at the aviary.

Finally, I sighed. “I’m an inventor with a start-up pushing a new recycling technology for the household. We need your uncle’s ear to talk about a contract to build houses for the poor with our recycled plastics and glass.”

“Oh right, I know you now. I saw a piece on your machine,” she said, her voice still brittle. “Very neat stuff. But you’re approaching the wrong person. My uncle may fly a liberal flag, but it’s for the voters. The woman you want is Gretchen Berg. She works for the mayor. It wouldn’t be a state contract, but you’d be highly visible anyways. Excuse me.”

Rosamund started away, and I took her arm. She turned towards me, and I kissed her. I don’t know why, except I knew if I let Rosamund walk away, I’d never get the chance again, and that was a crime against my soul. I kissed her, and she stiffened, her eyes wide.

When I pulled back, she stared at me, shocked. I said quietly, “Take a drive with me.”

“Huh? What? A drive?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. The desert? I’ve never seen it.”

“That’s hundreds of miles.”

“Got anywhere else you need to be tonight?”

Rosamund blinked. “You’re serious.”

“Yes.”

“If you’re that desperate to talk to my uncle, I’ll get him for you.”

I shook my head. “If you like, I’ll never ask about him again. What I want is to spend the evening with you. Getting to know you. You are now the reason I’m here. Fuck business.”

Her lips parted, and she held my eyes. She and Winter shared a sharp intelligence to their gazes that could peel me apart, and in that moment, if Rosamund had asked me anything at all, wanted anything from me, I’d have given it to her. Without question. Without hesitation. I was completely hers in the time it took for us to barely get past the how-do-you-dos.

“All right,” she finally said.

“Yeah?” I asked, completely, totally surprised. No way in hell was this happening. No way.

But it was.

Rosamund stopped to tell a couple friends where we were going, and made sure they saw me and knew who I was. That was smart. When she came back to me, her uncle was striding towards us, and she sighed.

“I should say goodbye to Uncle Taylor. He’s going to want to have your head, you know.”

“I can live with that,” I said. “I want to make a quick stop too. Meet you out front.”

While she talked to the senator, I beelined for Rocco and told him what was going on. He wished me luck and told me he’d call a car service when he was ready to head back to the hotel. I had a feeling from the woman on his arm he was going to have a good night too. Next was the kitchens and the serving area. Men and women in blue coats and white outfits stared at me with puzzled expressions on their faces as I walked right in, grabbed a bottle of white and red, and a pair of wine glasses. I dropped a couple hundred on the counter, and turned right back around to meet my gorgeous new acquaintance on the front steps of the building.

She came out a few minutes later, glancing behind her, then at me, smiling a tiny bit. I asked, “How much trouble am I in?”

“I don’t think your company’s ever going to be welcome in California.”

I chuckled, and the valet showed up with my rental car right about then. It was a nice, comfortable model, something I was grateful for. We slipped inside.

“Might take me a minute here,” I said. “My security guy drives for me.”

Rosamund straightened her dress and buckled in. “You have a bodyguard?”

“I guess I do? I never thought of him like that. Rocco’s always been Rocco.”

“Oh my God, he even sounds like a bodyguard for a villain from a bad movie.”

“I tell him all the time his name jumped out of a porn.”

She laughed at that. I figured out the brights and the dims and the complicated shifter, and we set off. “My uncle and aunt always had security people. It was so weird when I came to live with them.”

“Came to live with them?” I asked as we swept through the opened gate leading out to the busy street.

“You don’t know?” she asked.

“No. Should I?” I asked.

“I thought maybe you got to know me to get to know my uncle. It’s happened a lot.”

“Jeez. That’s pretty crazy. No, seriously, just now was the first time I ever saw you. Some of the guests inside told me who you were when they caught me staring.”

She blushed. “If you’re giving me more lines, you’re pretty good at it. Anyways. Yes, um, my dad died when I was a kid. He was big into windsurfing, and he got too close to shore. Later, when I was a teenager, my mom passed away.”

“Oh hell. I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It’s okay,” Rosamund said, fiddling with her seat and getting more comfortable. “It was leukemia.”

“How old was she?”

“Sixty.”

“Oh hell. That’s young.”

She twisted in her seat and folded her hands in her lap. “We were more like best friends than mom and daughter. It was… hard.”

I reached out and squeezed her hand, then let it go and took the steering wheel again. She gave me a long look, and focused on the road ahead of us.  “So your aunt and uncle took you in?”

“Yes. It took some getting used to. I knew them, we were close, but I didn’t know their lifestyle. It was a lot of dinners like tonight, a lot of press, a lot of having to behave in very specific ways. I wasn’t used to it, I hurt, I rebelled.” Rosamund chuckled. “Bit like tonight, I guess.”

“Hey, you were a teenager. I’d be more worried if you didn’t.”

She smiled. “How about you? Parents? Brothers? Sisters?”

“One brother, two sisters. My parents live in a small town in Iowa. They’re both looking at retiring sometime soon.”

“What do they do?”

“Farmhands. That’s pretty much everybody in town,” I said, grinning.

“Even you?” she asked.

“Even me. Good summer money.”

“I can see you in some coveralls, maybe a big cowboy hat,”

“I have two. The hats, not the coveralls.”

We made small talk like that to the highway and beyond. A couple hours in, she fell silent and started tapping away on her phone.

“Looking you and your company up,” she said absently.

“Tell me if you find anything scandalous.”

“Hm.” She worked on that for a while, and whistled. “Top up and comers under thirty.”

“Ahh, yeah,” I said, rubbing the back of my head.

“That’s a sexy picture of you. I’m saving that. Second place in the CIT. Nice.”

“That’s where I got my start.”

“What’s your girlfriend’s name?” I told her, and she looked up Winter. “Ooh, she’s beautiful.”

“I tend to think so. Incredibly smart, too. The company wouldn’t exist without her.”

“Hm. I want to talk to her.”

“Sure,” I said, mystified. I handed her my phone, and she unlocked it and dialed Winter.

Over the speakerphone, Winter said, “Hey baby.”

“Hey Winter. Listen, I have Rosamund Astin here and she’d like to talk to you.”

“Oh, hello,” Winter said, cracking a yawn. “Sorry, it’s been a night. It’s not you.”

“No, my apologies for calling so late,” Rosamund said. “But your boy toy is dragging me to the desert, and I wanted to clarify something.”

“Sure. What can I help with?”

“Is he a psycho slasher? Am I in any danger?”

Winter laughed. “No. At least, I’ve never discovered the bodies, anyways.”

“Good. That’s a point in his favor. Second… are you two in an open relationship?”

“We are,” Winter said.

“You would be okay if I was, um, interested in him?”

“Very much so. I like our system. We talk about hookups first, and then go from there. I trust him, and he trusts me. I’m actually, um, with someone right now too.”

“Oh. Oh I’m sorry. Please, get back to bed. I was just having a little fun sticking the needle in him.”

Winter laughed. “Call me anytime. Good luck with Marshall. He’s a good man. Best I’ve ever known.”

They hung up, but Winter’s words stuck with me. Best man she’d ever known. I thought about Josie. I thought about Samuel. And whatever Rosamund was about to say next, I stopped her.

“I’m sorry. She lied about one thing.”

Rosamund listened, her smile disappearing as I talked about Josie. About becoming the guy who wrecked a friendship. About the trainwreck that was now Josie’s life and my inability to make things right with Samuel. And when I finished, she reached out and took my hand.

“Did you learn?” she asked me.

“Yes.”

“That’s all we can ask people to do. Being good, it’s not about always having done the right thing. It’s about knowing you screwed up and trying to be a better person the next day. And the next. And so on. I hurt someone too. A couple years ago, in college. We’d been fighting a lot, and we were on a break. I guess we needed to define what that meant. I slept with another man, and it broke his heart.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Me too,” Rosamund said. “We’re human, Marshall. All I want from a man is someone who tries. Every day, who tries.”

Ever since I heard those words, that’s who I wanted to be. Some days I was successful. Some days I wasn’t. But I hope Rosamund has always seen me that way. As the one who tried for her. For Winter. For Silk. For the others who came and went.

* * *

We made it to the desert a few hours before dawn. Rosamund now wore my suit jacket, and we had the heaters cranked. My Rosamund may have grown up in California, but she’s never warm. I think if we could have installed a bath that dispensed boiling water, she would have been thrilled.

We leaned against the car, and I took Rosamund’s hand as we stared out into the darkness and drank glasses of white wine. Nothing stirred, save for distant traffic. You could almost believe the desert was empty at that hour.

“You really should see it in the day,” she said. “It has its own kind of charm. Haunting, and a little scary. But it’s-”

I turned, and I kissed her. I couldn’t take being this close to her without trying any longer. Unlike our first kiss, when she was so shocked she didn’t respond, this time, Rosamund kissed me back, her eyelids fluttering as my hands pressed to the small of her back and pulled her to me. I loved the feel of her and couldn’t stop myself from exploring her, from the blades of her shoulders down the soft expanse of her back, all the way to Rosamund’s shapely bottom. All of it was perfection, and I marveled that she was in my arms, wanting me like I wanted her.

“I have to have you,” I murmured against her lips.

“Mm, there’s a, a hotel,” she plunged her lips against mine, our breath filling each other before she pulled away again, “back there… somewhere…”

“I can’t wait for a hotel,” I said. I took her by the shoulders and peeled my sport coat from her. I laid it out on the desert floor, nothing beside us but Joshua trees and the car. She knelt on the jacket, reaching for my slacks. I helped her, and when I slid down my boxers, she took me in her mouth. It was too dark to see her face, but Rosamund plunged up and down on me with the same fire I felt. I ached to release into that beautiful mouth, but that wasn’t how I was going to finish. Instead, I pulled out reluctantly, and murmured, “Lie down, baby.”

“I’m not on the pill,” she whispered. “You can’t finish in me.”

I smiled and realized she couldn’t see it. “It’s okay. I have a condom.”

She pulled her dress up to her waist and held it as she laid back on my jacket, knees bent and her feet in the sand. “Good. Because my pussy would want you to come in her. I’d say such dirty things to make you fill me up.”

“Fuck,” I moaned, stroking my cock as I knelt between her legs.

“I’m kind of a, mm, vocal person,” she said.

“I love it,” I said. “And I’m looking forward to seeing that beautiful pussy leak my come sometime.”

I grabbed a condom from my wallet and slipped it on while she moaned and writhed underneath me. There wasn’t enough light to see what she was doing, but when I traced a hand down to her sex, I found hers there too. She was neatly trimmed, a habit she kept most of her life, save the times when I wanted to take care of my girls and give them a long, erotic shave. I wanted to make love to her with my tongue, but now was not the time. Out in the open like this, we could be caught at any moment, and besides, there was that hotel.

Her hand joined mine on my cock when I had the condom on, and she pulled me to her slick, ready entrance. “Fuck me,” she murmured. “I’m being such a slut tonight.”

“No,” I said, holding myself at her entrance. “We’re just two people falling for each other.”

“That’s sweet.” She gasped when I slid inside her. “Oh, Marshall.”

I leaned down to kiss her, finding her nose instead of her lips, but I was content with giving that a peck too. I eased into her wet folds. Rosamund was always the readiest of my girls. Her pussy wasn’t loose around me by any means, but she could take all of me, and did so now, her thighs spread wide, her hands wrapping around my neck.

“What if, mm, I wanted to be a little slutty?” she whimpered. “Would you judge me?”

“No, baby. You can be my dirty slut,” I said, getting the idea she wanted to be fucked faster. Her response was immediate as I began thrusting in and out of her. Her hands tightened behind my back, and her thighs slapped against my hips.

I leaned down and nuzzled my face against her breasts, finding her hard nipples under the fabric. She wore no bra, but there was something in the way, pasties or something, and she helped me with them, pulling the dress down and tossing the pasties away in the night. I sucked one of her nipples into my mouth, grunting around it. I let go and crushed my lips back against hers, wanting to own that mouth, make it mine. My hips smacked harder and harder against her as she gasped in time to my fucking.

“Mm hm, mmmm, nnn, God, Marshall, you fill me so good,” she panted.

“I love this pussy,” I grunted against her.

“Your pussy, I’m yours, every inch of me, take me however you want.””

I nipped her lip, not hard, just enough to tease, and she moaned even louder.

“Be a little rough, yes, use me, use me like a slut, fuck me harder.”

Jesus. I was already going a pretty good clip. I started up a frenetic rhythm, pounding into her hard, rocking us both back and forth. My knees were in the sand, but I didn’t care. All I cared about was the warm wet cunt around my cock and the stunning woman it belonged to.

Her moans got louder and louder the faster and harder I fucked her. Rosamund keened, “Yes! Mmmm, fuck, yes! Marshall, just like that! Ahhh! Kiss me, I’m going to come!”

I brought my lips to hers as fast as I could find them, and she grabbed the back of my head, hips spread wide as she gasped into my mouth. Her ass arched up and slammed back down and she cried out, “I’m coming!”

God, she did, too. She gushed, absolutely gushed, all over my cock. I slammed into her a few more times, grunting, “God, fuck, Rosamund!”

I strained into her as hard as I ever had with any woman, wishing for all the world there was no condom around my cock. Rosamund’s body screamed for me to come deep inside her, to make her drip me. I swore to myself I’d do just that, every time I could.

We didn’t waste much time together there in the desert. I helped her up, and cleaned her with a fistful of tissues from the car. After we got her put back together in a semi-presentable fashion, she kissed me again, still out of breath.

“Oh my God, that was fantastic,” she said.

“No kidding,” I said. “How about that hotel room? I want to break some furniture with you.”

* * *

The only room available was a cheap, ground floor room with a view of a power box. We didn’t care. We tumbled into the room, hands all over each other again, both of us deliriously tired and mad for each other. She ripped my shirt getting it off me, and I realized I’d left her with a big damp spot on her dress.

“Worth it,” was Rosamund’s only comment.

This was the first time I got a look at her nude, and I drank her in, every inch of her. She showed herself off for me, giggling with the attention. Then I did the same for her, drawing out a full-bodied laugh that did as much for my cock as her curves.

“About what I said in the desert,” she told me as I sat on the edge of the bed and Rosamund straddled me. “Was it too much?”

“No,” I said, and kissed her, our lips making a light smack when they parted.

“Because it’s weirded out a couple of my-”

I took a chance and smacked her ass. It wasn’t a spank, not really, just kind of a hard tap, and said to her, “If you want to be my slut in bed, be my slut in bed. Be the dirty,” I sucked one of her nipples into my mouth and let it go, “sexy,” and in went the other, then back out, “bitch you want to be.”

I thought maybe that was taking it too far, but she ground against my cock, moaning against my lips. “Your slut,” she repeated as I grasped her ass cheeks in my hands, enjoying the fullness of them.

“My slut.”

“You’re going to make it so hard to say goodbye.”

“Why should we?” I asked, staring up into her eyes. “You said it yourself. Fresh out of college. No job prospects, not yet. Come be with me and Winter.”

Her mouth crushed against mine. “Don’t say things like that, don’t break my heart if you’re going to.”

“I mean every word.”

Rosamund reached down, gripped my hardness, and slid her pussy lips along it, whimpering softly. She didn’t say yes, not right away. Three days after I flew out, she called me up and asked if I was serious. I had her on the next flight, and apart from trips back to visit and pick up her stuff, Rosamund never really left. She is my last companion, the one who stayed with me, to see me so close to the end of the finish line. I knew the first night we met I loved her.

She worked her pussy along my length, spreading her lips wide and not quite taking me inside her. I grabbed a condom, and she took it from me, hopping off and rolling it on slowly, her lips tracing my jawline, her breath tickling my skin. When I was ready, she mounted me again, and this time, she didn’t tease.

Rosamund on top was art. She got so into it, was so lively. Her breasts would bounce with every hard thrust downward, and her thighs slapping against mine sounded like handclaps. I used to drive her crazy sometimes clapping along with it, until she’d grab my hands and pin them above my head, her breasts at just the right level to keep me occupied while she leaned over me.

My Rosamund.

That second time together, we both wanted control. It wasn’t long before I was lifting her in my arms, my hands under her hips. We really did break some furniture then, when I tried to fuck her on the badly built table in the corner. It snapped almost immediately, and thankfully I still had her in my arms. Rosamund laughed joyously as I spun and walked her to the bed. Her smile lit me up and I could have kissed those lips forever as I held myself deep inside her.

“Don’t make love to me,” she said. “That can come tomorrow. Tonight, fuck me.”

Tomorrow.

There would be a tomorrow.

I pulled out of her. “Get on your hands and knees,” I told her.

“Oooh, I like you telling me what to do.”

She flipped over, and her feet kicked up against her butt as she stared over her shoulder at me playfully, a long fingernail at her lips. It’s an image I’ll remember of her forever. Even now, when I look at her, I see that flash sometimes in her eyes of the twenty-two year old I knew her as first.

I took her.

I don’t know that I’d ever fucked a woman like that before. Josie and I had some playful sex, but there were boundaries there, walls I kept bumping into. I think that night, had I asked Rosamund to fuck half of Los Angeles while I watched, she would have. She was wild. I grabbed her hair and she begged me to yank on it. I slapped her ass and she wanted it harder. I fucked her with so much force that I was dripping sweat onto the globes of her ass and still she wanted more.

I tugged back on the fistful of hair hard enough that I was fucking her nearly upright, her ass slamming against me, and she cried out, a wordless, shapeless cry of joy and pleasure, of release. She gushed over my cock and I let the handful of hair go. Her head dropped to the mattress, and still she slammed back at me as I kept giving it to her the way she wanted it. I grabbed her hips, determined to make her come at least one more time. But despite having come earlier, I was reaching my limit too. I don’t know how we wound up in the spoon position – I think I accidentally pulled out of her and she sort of fell that way, but we did, and I jackhammered into her as I rubbed her belly and her clit, kissing her neck as I lifted one of her legs high. She tossed me wild, fiery glances over her shoulder, biting at her lip, begging me on. Her hand joined mine at her clit and she downright abused the poor thing, pinching it, slapping it. I nipped her shoulder and that did it for Rosamund as she came for a glorious third time that night, barely able to make a sound as I pulled out again and put her on her back to finish off in her the way I wanted, looking into those gorgeous eyes.

A funny thing happened in those last few minutes. Rosamund stopped with the antics. Stopped trying to get me to fuck her raw. Instead, she cradled my cheeks in her hands, and kissed me as gently as I’ve ever been kissed.

“We’re okay,” she whispered. “We’re together now.”

I don’t know why, but it was like a weight being yanked from my shoulders. I slid my hands under her butt, kissed her one more time, and plunged deep, spilling into my condom.

* * *

Asking Winter turned out weird.

“Well, if she’s going to come stay, we’re going to need a bigger bed,” she said as I stroked her shoulders. I was giving her a massage as we sat out under the sun in our backyard. The house was a decent sized one, three bedrooms, an attached garage, intricate stonework on the short driveway. The real draw was the backyard, ringed in a wrought iron fence divided by four-foot stone pillars, each topped with ornate solar lanterns. The pool was a new addition, just completed weeks ago. I really loved that house. Not that I didn’t love most the places we owned, but that one had a special place in my heart. It was where Winter and I got our start together. Where we talked about marriage and kids, and ultimately decided to skip the former completely and shelve the latter for later. More, too, but that would be spoiling things.

“I didn’t even think about her sharing our bed with us.”

“Of course you didn’t. You made that poor girl fall as hard for you as I did. She’s going to need attention, Marshall. She’s not just another sexual plaything.”

“My life has become so weird,” I muttered. “I have sexual playthings?”

Winter leaned back against my hands, relaxing. “Yeah. You do. We’ll also need to know her likes, allergies, that sort of thing.”

“Honey, I think we can do grocery shopping after she gets here.”

“I’m just… worried.”

“Worried about what?”

Winter glanced back at me, and I was taken aback at just how beautiful she looked in that moment, her skin slick from the dip in the pool and the suntan lotion I was massaging into her. I couldn’t help kissing her slowly and gently, my hands coming around her bare stomach to clasp just above her bikini bottoms. “Mm,” she murmured. “It’s silly.”

“No. It isn’t. Talk to me.”

“The way you talk about her, the way you light up, it reminds me of us. And I just… don’t want to lose that. But I also don’t want to tell you no. I’m not looking for reassurances about us. I love you and I know you love me. I’m just being a little selfish right now and at the same time I really want to like her. It’s all weird and jumbled.”

“Open relationships are complex.”

“They are,” she said, smiling. “I want Rosamund here, because of course I’d want to meet anyone who makes you so happy. I just… hope I still do too.”

The old me, the one who wanted Josie so badly, probably would have stood up, thumped his chest, and called Rosamund to cancel things to prove my love to Winter. But I was learning to actually listen to women – well, most of the time – and I knew what she said was what she meant. She wanted to meet Rosamund, but I had to remember to keep it special for both women. I thought I could manage that. I hoped I could, anyways.

We had little to fear.

When Rosamund arrived, we both waited at the gate for her. Winter thought maybe I would want alone time with my newest love, but I insisted that our life was shared now. If this was a man she loved, I’d want to be there to greet the bastard and hopefully grind his hand into mulch when I shook it.

Rosamund came off the plane in a pink top with a cartoon kitty on it. I kid you not. It was adorable.

“That’s her,” I said, waving.

“Oh my God,” Winter said, “I think I love her already. That top is adorable.” She called through the gate. “Your top is adorable!”

“Thanks!” Rosamund said, grinning wide. She was near the front of the pack and hurried to me, squeezing me into a hug and kissing me long and deep. She pulled away and smiled at Winter. “I’m sorry, I just… had to.”

“I know the feeling,” Winter said, and hugged the other woman. “Marshall told me a lot about you.”

Rosamund blushed. “All good, I hope?”

“Oh yes.”

“He told me so much about you too. What you did to get your company off the ground, that’s incredible.”

We headed for the luggage area while they chatted. I hung back mostly, letting them test the waters with each other. Rosamund had – still has, on her better days – an easy way of disarming people. If she’d ever followed in her uncle’s footsteps into politics, I have no doubt she would have been a natural leader.

“We need to take you on a proper date tonight,” Winter said as we headed to the car. I gave Rocco the next couple days off. I was taking some time too for Rosamund but just a few days. She wanted to see how we worked, what we did. She wanted in our life, not a vacation.

“Ooh, what do you have in mind?”

“Yes, what do you have in mind?” Winter asked me.

“Huh? Oh… uh…” I said wisely, and with great eloquence.

Rosamund snickered, and took Winter’s arm. “He’s cute when he’s thrown off.”

Winter glanced down at their linked arms, and smiled. “Yes. He is that.”

On the way home, Rosamund talked some about her flight, and Willow asked her lightly what she’d done in college, like I hadn’t filled her in on every detail. Just little things, getting acquainted.

Then Rosamund said quietly, “I guess I should ask the obvious, because one of us needs to at some point. But are you okay with us, Winter?”

Winter was driving, and glanced aside at her. “Well. I guess the answer is the same question posed to you. Are you okay with Marshall and myself?”

“Yes. Absolutely. I don’t want to wreck your home. That’s my biggest fear. If I make things tense, if it’s a problem, just please, be honest.”

“And you do the same, hon,” Winter said, reaching out to take her hand. “We have everything ready for you. Marshall thought I was being silly, but he’s very much in love with you, and that means I wanted us to be on the best foot forward.”

“Aw,” Rosamund said, squeezing Winter’s hand. “You’re very sweet. Honestly though, if you want, if it would be easier, I could sleep in a spare room or a hotel.”

“We could talk about that, but-”

“No,” I said. Both of them looked back at me and I shrugged. “Fuck that. You’re both staying with me. That’s all there is to it.”

They looked at each other again, and smiled. “Okay,” Rosamund said. “Well, this is going to be interesting.”

It always was.

* * *

Rosamund wanted a full tour, so after we dropped her bags off at the house, we showed her the scope of our facilities. Our three warehouses now were accompanied a half dozen more, and that was just in Carstway. We owned property now in half a dozen major shipping centers within the United States, with additional warehouses in Edmonton and Tijuana. The universal recycler was still a niche item, despite us selling it at near-cost, but our patents and government contracts brought in enough money to begin to aggressively expand our operations.

Corporate headquarters, Winter’s half of our massive baby, now resided in a four-story office building. I thought it was overkill at first but our quickly-varying departments, which would soon include home solar kits and DIY energy saving products, filled up the building fast and we’d be looking to build something much more massive within another two years. By that point, the company’s future wrote itself and we bought the land we would come to call the Compound, the massive city-within-a-city.

But for that moment, we walked Rosamund through the building and showed her the basic setup. When she introduced herself, there was some hesitation as to how to refer to herself in conjunction with me, but I was feeling possessive, and practically snarled that she was my girlfriend. That got a lot of raised eyebrows from people who knew that Winter and I were a couple, but no one talked about it in front of us.

We had yet to discuss the idea that Rosamund would join the company, but the seeds were planted that day. She was extraordinarily patient and friendly, and though a lot of people pissed and moaned about nepotism when we brought her in to be our public face, the truth was she was the missing element we needed in the company. Her knowledge of politics and the ways to play the game made her a natural with the press, the advertisers, the public. Of course, her uncle inadvertently helped with that, but more on that in a second.

That whole afternoon, much as I loved being with Rosamund again, my attention was squarely on Winter. This was the first real test of our open relationship, and despite my possessiveness about Rosamund, I wanted Winter to be as okay with this as me. To my surprise, her welcoming response to Rosamund only grew warmer.

I think professionally they sealed the deal in the break room over coffee. We were sitting with Jasenka and Ezra, our right hands in our two divisions. As was natural, the troubles we were having promoting what could be done with the recycler’s remains came up.

“Let’s not drag her into that,” I said.

“It’s all right,” Rosamund said, swirling her coffee with a metal straw she’d pulled from her purse somewhere.

“I don’t want you to think we invited you to come stay with us because of your connections,” I said.

“But it is an added bonus for you,” Rosamund said. When I started to protest, she took my hand and squeezed. “I mean in a good way. It’s an interesting problem. You have a great solution for making recycling easier at home, but no one wants to be the one to commit to warehouses full of plastic and glass.”

“That’s about right,” Winter said. “The paper is an easier sell. A merchandising company out of Texas wants everything we can give them.”

Rosamund nodded, took a sip, and contemplated the problem before her. “Well, here’s the thing. Everyone wants to have an ecofriendly message, but very few people actually want to commit to the kinds of changes that would be necessary to facilitate real shifts in day-to-day life. So you need to… I’m sorry, that’s kind of rude of me. Not need, necessarily, but…”

“No, speak your mind,” Jasenka said, scooting closer to the table. She had a brilliant, analytical mind that could pry apart problems in seconds if she saw the right angle. She was also smart enough to allow herself to see the problems through outsider views. It was a trait that few executives at her level shared.

“Okay,” Rosamund said. “I think you’re undervaluing the divider’s real selling point, and that’s this – it’s a new kitchen product. People are going to hear recycling and ecofriendly and there’s going to be an ingrained bias against those things. They can’t really help it, it’s what they’ve been taught since day one. Their beliefs are centuries old. We consume. We throw things out. You can’t change that overnight. And politicians and the movers and shakers are going to understand that. They run on the whims of those same voters. Very, very few can afford to be too far left or they’re out of a job. With me so far?”

We all nodded or said yes, and she took another sip before continuing. Her intelligent eyes gleamed with the task at hand.

“So you approach it from a different angle. A simpler one. A sexy one. Convenience.”

“Sorry?” Winter asked.

Rosamund nodded. “Think about how convenient this thing is going to make people’s lives when the groundwork is in place. There is nothing people want more than convenience. They’re desperate to not have to cook for themselves. That’s why you have fast food and slow cookers and things like that, to make it easier to concentrate on the other things they’d rather be doing. Your biggest selling point isn’t going to be the houses that could be built from the plastics. That’ll be a cool reason to support your product, but it’s not going to sell anything on its own. You have to sell the convenience. That, and just the newness of it.”

Winter and Jasenka were now scribbling down notes, Winter on her phone, Jasenka on one of her battered old flip notebooks. Long after she retired, I found those things in every cranny of our executive offices. There was even one taped under the toilet in her private bathroom. She hated being far from one.

“What do you mean, the newness?” Ezra asked. I was glad he did. I had no idea what Rosamund was talking about either.

“People love new kitchen gadgets. They eat that up. I do it too. I bought an egg shaver for my salads this last Christmas, not because I really thought I’d use it all that much, but just because I saw it and I thought, oh wow, if I feel like having smaller bits of egg, that’d make it convenient. Twenty bucks for something any one of my knives could do in about twenty more seconds. Something like this, you sell it as a must-have status symbol. ‘Oh, you just have a garbage can? That’s cool, but have you tried the universal divider? Come check mine out.’”

Winter gaped at her long enough to make Rosamund blush and look away, then she dialed a number for our human resources director. Within two days, we had a consulting contract written up for Rosamund. Within five, she was hired on as our newest PR executive.

* * *

The sun was just setting by the time we got home, and it felt like we were breathing through wet paper towels given the humidity. Rosamund and Winter were still feeling each other out and decided to hit the pool. I donned a pair of shorts and made up a pitcher of boozy lemonade before joining them.

They rested on the steps, recounting their family situations with each other. I plunked down the lemonade beside them, and since I knew all this, I jumped in and started swimming. Rocco taught me a joy for working out, but swimming had been a passion of mine as a kid, one that unfortunately I didn’t get much of a chance to pursue. The community pool never had enough room to get in a few laps, and I didn’t hang out with the kids who had actual pools in their backyards.

Now my fortunes had changed, and I cut through the cool water. It always had an effect on me, a curious state of quiet. I swam, and I thought, and all the world fuzzed out around me. I got into it, swapping styles, pushing myself to keep up a good clip without going too hard. When I finally slowed myself to an easy breaststroke, the two women were standing over near the wrought-iron fence, drinks on one of the nearby stone columns. Winter’s reddish-gold bikini was barely there, a vee doing its damnedest to cover her taut, athletic bottom. Rosamund’s fairer skin was well worshipped by a simple black bikini with a big bow at the back, like a present waiting to be unwrapped.

Well, I wanted to unwrap it. At that moment, there was nothing I wanted more in the entire world.

I pulled myself out of the pool at the lip as they talked, something low-key about Winter’s education. Without a word, I strode across the concrete and the grass, and to the first two loves of my life. I slid my hands across their asses, making them jump, and Winter started to turn, smiling.

“No,” I said. “Stay like that.”

She and Rosamund looked at each other. My blonde beauties. My sexy girlfriends. I was the luckiest man in the world.

I squeezed their asses, and Rosamund shivered pleasantly. “Did he tell you our first time was out in the desert?”

I traced their delicate buds at the same time through the fabric of their bikinis, and Winter pushed back at me, my digit just barely pressing into her. “Yes,” she murmured. “It sounded… intense. But weren’t you worried about the sand?”

“All I worried about was how I was going to walk the next day,” Rosamund said, thrusting her ass back against my wandering thumbs.

Winter started snickering, but it cut off when I traced her pussy lips. “Mm. Guess we’re not going for that swim after all.”

“And it’s such a nice pool,” Rosamund said with a sigh. She glanced at Winter and grinned. “Are we… okay?”

“Jury’s still out. But so far…”

“You are either both with me or you’re not,” I said, and started untying Rosamund’s bottoms with one hand. “I want each of you.”

They looked back at me, then at each other. Winter nodded tentatively, and I rewarded her with a squeeze of her ass. Well, okay – rewarded myself.

Rosamund’s bikini bottoms dropped to the grass, and I thrilled at the sight of her spectacularly curvy cheeks again. I stroked her skin, my prick hardening in my shorts as I began to work Winter’s bottoms down too. Their beautiful pussies bared to me, I ran my hands between their legs and explored them from the tip to the cleft of their asses.

“I wonder which one of you will come first?” I asked.

“It’s no fair if you’re not playing too,” Rosamund said.

“I’ll get mine soon enough,” I said.

“You hope,” Winter said, grinning at Rosamund. I smacked her butt lightly for that.

Their asses were so different, yet wildly attractive each in their own right. Their sexes were just as varied, and each was one I loved. By that point, I knew Winter’s body as well as my own. Rosamund was still something of a mystery. Was she as ready as she had been in the desert or the handful of times we slept together afterwards? What I did know was that she liked energetic sex, and where I was firm but relatively slow in my tease of Winter, with Rosamund, I decided her clit needed more attention faster.

Turns out I was right. She reached under herself to squeeze my hand as I traced her clit, “Uh huh, like that.”

Winter watched Rosamund, lips parted as she emulated the other woman, consciously or not. Rosamund had that effect on people, drawing them in with her raw, pure sexuality. Invisible cords looping the pair together for decades were being built in that moment, all thanks to Rosamund and her ever-consuming need for us.

And yes. I did say us.

She looked aside at Winter, and winked. Winter blushed, and at the moment I sank my middle fingers into them, they leaned together, mouths parted.

“Rosamund,” Winter breathed.

My sexy Rosamund scooted ever closer as I worked my fingers in and out of them, finding their spots fast and brushing them with the same rhythm. Just an inch away, she whispered, “Winter.”

Their lips brushed, their eyes locked only on each other. Rosamund backed away fro a moment, then plunged her lips against Winter’s, hungering for her in a way that never really stopped. Rosamund always had a special connection with all the other women who came into our lives, but with Winter and Silk in particular, she could tease out their need from nothing. I already knew what she could do to me. In that moment, Winter learned what Rosamund could do to her too.

I kept fingering them, and though I was good at it, I’m dead positive it was their need for each other that really set them off that first time. Their kiss evolved into a dozen, liquid smacks and soft sighs filling the air as they explored each other with only that small connection of their flesh. They barely broke apart, and when they did, it was to whisper each other’s names, or moan in pleasure. Rosamund was the first to come, which was almost always true. She closed her eyes and shivered, grinning to herself as she thrust back at my finger.

“Did you…?” Winter asked.

Rosamund opened her eyes and whispered, “Yeah.”

Winter glanced back at me and I withdrew my slick finger from Rosamund. When I held it out, she sucked it into her mouth, her focus back on Rosamund and her reaction.

“Oh, I’m going to fall so very hard for you,” Rosamund said, and Winter giggled around the finger in her mouth. “Marshall. Let her stand upright. I want to taste her.”

I did, and Rosamund knelt in the grass, staring up at Winter with a lazy victor’s smile on her face. Her tongue flicked out and slid up along Winter’s slick core, and my athletic, lithe girlfriend gripped her hair, moaning. I stood behind her and watched over her shoulder. My hands traveled her body. I traced her cheeks, then her abs and her taut belly. Winter gripped them as I ran one hand over her hip while the other danced along her collarbone. She wanted them at her clit, but I wouldn’t give in, even when she gave me a half-furious, half-lustful glare over her shoulder.

But mostly her attention was on Rosamund and the things the sexy golden blonde was doing to her pussy. Her tongue lapped fast at Winter’s core, always flicking upward, never quite reaching her clit either. We seemed to be in tandem about that, wanting to torture Winter a little bit for our own amusement. But as I twisted Winter’s chin to kiss her, Rosamund got jealous of her new partner’s lack of attention and greeted Winter’s clit with quick flicks of her tongue. Winter gasped against my mouth, her lashes fluttering, and I gently turned her chin back down towards Rosamund.

“I like her, Marshall,” Winter whimpered. “Think we can keep her?”

Rosamund grinned. “Mm. You’ll have to earn it.”

She sucked hard on Winter’s clit, nearly making the other woman do the splits. I gripped her around the waist, my mouth to her shoulder. “Oh-oh-okay,” Winter breathed out.

I remembered our first time together in that storage unit, and the visual of how strikingly similar this was to that held me in a delicious thrall. I dropped a hand to my own shorts, finally sliding them off and letting my cock spring free. Winter moaned as I rubbed it against her lower back. She reached behind her head to grip my hair, her hips thrusting out towards Rosamund with a quick rhythm before she jutted back against my cock, wanting both of us equally and with a fervor building by the second.


“Are you going to come for her, baby?” I whispered into her ear.

“Uh huh,” Winter agreed.

“You know what happens after this, don’t you?” I kissed her neck, and stared down at Rosamund’s bobbing head. Winter tensed with her whole body, a sign she was close. “I’m going to fuck both of you.”

“Yes,” Winter moaned.

“Then I’m going to watch the two of you together. My sexy girlfriends.”

“Mmm, God, Marshall…”

Rosamund kissed Winter’s clit before sliding her tongue down along her lips again. She kept up a fervent pace, listening, watching. Her hands circled around Winter to my ass, pulling me tighter. Winter grabbed my hands and cupped them to her breasts, her attention back on Rosamund, her whole body staying stiff. The edge. She was right there.

“R-Rosamund… keep… keep licking… unnnngh!”

“I’ve got you,” Rosamund breathed against her pussy. Winter’s clit became her sole mission, and she no longer teased. Her eyes went dark and sultry and she stared up, sucking, slurping, licking. Winter shuddered, and then she flew.

“Oh… oh God! Co-coming…sss… so fucking hard!”

She went stiff and let out a stuttering, sharp breath before collapsing back against me. I kissed her shoulder as Rosamund stood up, grinning. I curled a finger at her and she came to me for a long, hard kiss. I squeezed her ass, and grunted, “The house. Now.”

* * *

Rosamund shoved me down on the couch and climbed on top of me, standing on the cushions with her legs around me so I could taste her cunt again. Someone was there behind her, and Rosamund gasped with whatever Winter was doing. One of my hands reached up and found Winter with her face buried against Rosamund’s ass, whipping up and down as she must have been tonguing Rosamund’s bud.

That sent me into steel girder territory of hardness and I met Winter’s fervor with my own, both of us eating out our new blonde companion. We’d been in other threesomes and foursomes before, sharing women, or on rarer occasion, I would tag-team Winter with another guy. But I couldn’t remember a single time when both of us were so into it as this. Never had I seen Winter tongue a woman’s ass. Never had she just thrown herself so willingly into the lovemaking like this. We went wild. We were desperate to make each other come. We were so madly in love, the three of us, and the relationship had just begun.

Rosamund’s wetness threatened to drown me and I loved it. She gushed against my mouth, her hips driving against my chin as she lifted a foot and found an even better angle when she dropped it next to my head on the back of the couch. Her cries of ecstasy were joined by Winter’s wild panting as she gripped the other woman’s hips and kept going, exploring Rosamund’s ass as I did the same to her pussy.

“Eat me, eat me, eat me,” Rosamund chanted, driving her hips against my mouth every time. She clutched behind her at Winter’s hair, and the other woman’s hand found hers, pressing to Rosamund’s bottom. “Oh, fuck, Winter. Your pretty tongue in my ass feels so good.”

The couch bounced back and forth. I heard something creak and thought nothing about it. Nor did anybody else. We were completely gone to Rosamund’s pleasure. All our lives, our sex was like that. It was never about keeping score. We didn’t all get an equal number of orgasms every night, doled out like a soup line. Someone wanted, and we gave. Even when Silk came into the picture, it was still the same. Sure, we all had our one-on-one time, and I loved to take each of my girls slowly and sweetly when we were in a mood to be kinder and gentler. But most every night, at least two, three, or sometimes all four of the core group – and more – loved to fuck someone’s brains out. Our appetite for each other bordered on ravenous.

Rosamund eventually had to let go of Winter’s hand to steady herself against the wall. Her whole body quaked, and she gasped, “Fuck, close, kee-keep going, make me come, make me come, make me…” She let out a delicious throaty giggle, broken up by sharp intakes of air, and drove against me one more time, her pussy squirting even harder against my mouth and the cushions.

Creaking again, and this time, the couch leg snapped. Winter let out a squawk and fell backwards as the couch canted. Rosamund lost her balance and fell onto me, mashing my dick.. I held on for a minute but Rosamund was laughing too hard to keep control and we both tumbled to the floor – or rather Winter.

We crashed together, something hard whapping my chin hard enough to give me a good jolt. Winter let out an “Ooomph!” and Rosamund just kept laughing and laughing, flopping over onto her back, throwing an arm over her eyes.

I leaned over Winter, my cock right at her sex, though I wasn’t really aware of it. I looked her up and down. “You okay?”

She nodded frantically and gripped my face. I wasted no time lifting her legs by the hips and plunging into her wet, tight sex.

“Yeessss! Marshall!”

I fucked her right there on the carpet, her ass high up off the ground, me up on my knees. The angle was really something else and I was hitting her spot like I’d never done before. That, and the pure energy of the moment, it left Winter in pieces. Like she didn’t know where she was, she reached above her head and grabbed at the carpet, her eyes rolling back, her mouth wide open.

A hand fell on one of her small tits. Rosamund. The other blonde was on her hands and knees, her hair falling around her face as she dipped low and sucked Winter’s nipple. She reached down with one hand and rubbed Winter’s clit,

“Nnnnyuh huh! Uh huh!” Winter cried out, her fists balling up. It was a literal cry, too, tears of pleasure cascading down her cheeks. “Mmm, fuck, fuck, FUCK!”

She came so fast, but I was far from sated. I gave no thought as to what happened next, and said simply, “Rosamund. Move.”

She backed away, falling onto her ass and playing with her pussy when she watched me lift Winter under her lower back, pulling her upright with my dick still inside her. “Oh my God,” Rosamund whimpered, plunging her fingers into her sloppy wet cunt.

I underwent another metamorphosis in that moment. The good lover I was to Winter became something else entirely. Dominant. I bounced Winter up and down on my cock, but my eyes weren’t on her ecstatic face. I watched Rosamund, and I said, “You are mine now.”

“Y-yours,” she repeated, spreading her hips wide and fucking herself at the same pace as I was fucking Winter.

“I don’t care who you fuck on the side. You come home to me and Winter.”

Her whole body began to drive up and down. “Yours, both of yours, only yours.”

I snapped my attention back to Winter. “Winter!”

“Guh, guh, so good,” she moaned.

I walked her over to the coffee table and laid her down on it. If the couch leg snapped, the table might shatter entirely. I didn’t care. I kissed her hungrily, and her eyes finally focused. She blinked at me, and I snapped, “Rosamund is with us now.”

“Yessss…” she gasped. “Fuck me fuck me fuck me…”

“You are both mine.”

“Yesss!”

“When I want either of you, I take you.”

“God, take me! Yours! We’re yours!”

I hefted her back to her feet before I really did break the table. I jerked out of her pussy and grabbed her hand. Rosamund, I helped up, and I walked both women back to the master bedroom, my rigid cock helpfully pointing the way in case we somehow got lost.

I was in charge now. At my grunted commands, Winter rested on her back, and Rosamund climbed on top of her, chest to chest as they began to make out again, their hands everywhere on each other. I sheathed myself in Rosamund in a hurry, staring down at that curvaceous ass as it jiggled with my every hard thrust. I knew from previous talks I had to be careful with her. She didn’t mind me fucking her without a condom, but the pill gave her migraines so I needed to pull out when I was close.

I was fucking her so hard she could barely keep her lips on Winter’s. My other blonde girlfriend had her legs wide and high, and I loved the sight of them kicking up in the air as I fucked the woman on top of her. It was a position I’d get a lot of mileage out of. I yanked my cock out of Rosamund and plunged it lower, making Winter cry out against Rosamund. I pumped into her for a while, hard, fast strokes, my cock so ready to burst.

We alternated like that. I don’t know how I held on as long as I did, but something in me roared with a primal need to make both my women come one more time. And I did. Oh Lord, but I did. Rosamund nearly passed out when I wet a finger and slid it against her ass as I slammed my cock in and out of her pussy. When I had the finger in her to the second digit and began seesawing in and out of her as fast as I was fucking her, her orgasm blew through her like a hurricane, making her lean back as far as she could, sweat dripping down her face as she screamed my name. I waited for her to come down, then rolled her beside Winter as gently as I could manage given my manic state. I fed Winter inch by inch of my cock, watching her beautiful face as she gave me a few adoring sucks. When I was near the edge again, I flipped her over and drove into her from behind, kneeling on either side of her legs. She had recovered enough to bounce back against me, her eyes on the beautiful Rosamund beside her, trying to help out but not managing much more than a few flutters of her hand.

“Stay with us,” Winter told her.

“Are you sure?” Rosamund asked, her voice hoarse from her numerous orgasms.

Winter nodded as our skin slapped together yet again. “Could be I’m falling a little bit hard for you.”

“Good,” Rosamund whispered. “Because I’m feeling the same thing.”

She managed just enough strength to bring her lips to Winter’s, and they kissed. It wasn’t as impassioned as anything that came before. They were too worn out. But it was the kiss, the one that sealed everything. We were together.

Winter came.

It was a quake. A pulse of our bodies, and a hard orgasm, so hard she drew blood when she bit her lip. Rosamund kissed it away, and her tears, too. Then I was pulling out, and they watched me with hunger and love as I came around to them, my hand on my cock. They shared the warmth between them, their beautiful faces dripping by the time I was spent. They cleaned each other up with mouths and tongues and fingers, and collapsed together. Rosamund laughed softly again, and Winter joined in, their hands on each other’s hips.

* * *

Rosamund’s uncle Taylor – remember him? the politician? – was furious when he found out his niece was living in a three-way situation. But he went full-on thermonuclear when Rosamund landed us a hugely publicized deal to build public housing in San Francisco with our plastic bricks.

It would lose us money. We didn’t yet have the driverless electric shipping routes that are so prevalent today, and the bricks we were producing were largely made through deals with local cities, not through the ever-hungry households that would soon fuel the supply chain almost overnight. We were also looking at company-crushing fines from a dozen government watchdogs if our bricks proved to be chemically unstable or detrimental to the residents’ health. It was the biggest gamble of the company’s lifespan since I took a risk on Winter to begin with. Even with our fat, comfy government contracts and over seventeen hundred active patents, our future was not guaranteed. Not in the slightest.

But this was
 the future. Every person in the company knew it, and every single one of them was invited to the catered barbeque the week we flew out to cut the ribbon on the first buildings made with our bricks. Every building was shut down, from Carstway all the way to Mexico and Canada. Those who couldn’t be with us at the company’s compound in Carstway joined us via live teleconferencing as they had their own celebrations.

Winter and I both gave speeches. My name may have been emblazoned on the company’s letterhead, but it was just as much hers as it was mine. More, even, and fuck the lawyers who will try to erase this paragraph before this thing is published. It was there we announced Rosamund would become the new head of public relations, becoming the de facto third leg of our operations. It was also here that we announced our futures program for every employee, from part-time to our executives. Everyone would share in our profits if we succeeded. In a gig economy, we were one of the first major industrial players to shift wildly back towards employee control of the company. Pundits had us marked as one of the greatest potential laughingstocks of the decade. In a year, everyone who predicted that had eaten their words. Our stock options, our contracted employee protection plan, our employee wages and retirement, they would become the model which most government officials used as a blueprint for equal pay and employee rights. We did that. Us. And by us, I don’t just mean Winter, Rosamund, and myself. I mean every single employee there or watching live or doing work for us that day. Our company is what it is thanks to them. There is not a day of my life I have forgotten that.

The three of us, Rocco, our personal assistants, and ten staff members drawn through a lottery system run by our managers flew out first-class for the ribbon-cutting. Trepidation tinged an almost wild party atmosphere. We encouraged our employees to have fun and be themselves. They weren’t mandated to be at the event, but I’m proud and humbled to say every single one of them showed up, standing right in the front next to senators, representatives, mayors, and the small construction crew we contracted to build the housing. Our people looked shellshocked, dazed, happy. Their faces reflected every minute of my inner emotions.

Up there with us was the mayor of San Francisco. Beside her, Gretchen Burg who was instrumental to us landing the deal. In the background were a smattering of state senators and major players – including Taylor Astin. I fought the urge to give him a big shit-eating grin, and only stopped myself because of my love for his niece, not because of any real social niceties.

The mayor gave a pleasantly dull speech about using all the resources at her disposal to fight the city’s homelessness problem with affordable, realistic housing and means for the poor to stand on their own two feet again. Taylor was up next with a short, clipped speech proclaiming how proud he was about his niece working for such a forward-thinking startup with noble aspirations. Of course, Taylor, the crafty old bastard that he was, also managed to effortlessly drop in that the mayor’s office was solely responsible for the deal, giving himself something of a cushion to land on if our housing failed.

As Winter and I beamed, Rosamund, the woman of the hour and the newest face of our company, took the podium, thanking everyone, especially her uncle. She stated, with as much subtlety as he had managed, Taylor was rightfully cautious about supporting an untested cause for those in need. You can see in her eyes in the videos of the speech the slight smirk and the spark, and if you look really carefully, you can see Taylor look away for a moment and roll his eyes.

Everything said up until that point was predictable and by the book. Rosamund pointed out our employees in the crowd and thanked all the others at home and throughout the world. As for what came next, gun to my head, I still have no idea if Rosamund planned it or not. I know my darling as well as anyone, and I can tell you with complete baffled honesty that she was definitely capable of something so calculated. But she has spent her entire life denying it with a smile that she bribed the sound guy to keep the mic on. Your guess is as good as mine, dear reader.

In any case, I was originally slated to end things with a quick thanks and my hopes for a great future for the residents about to live in our new brick homes. Instead, as Rosamund turned away, she murmured, plain as day over a very loud, very hot shoulder mic…

“Finish this up, baby, so you can take both of us back to the hotel and fuck us ragged with that big donkey cock.”

The whole place erupted
.

* * *

Fame is a funny thing. There’s always more of it to be had.

I’ve never craved it. Not really. I like the things the company has afforded me. I’m not a saint. I enjoy the money, the cars, the toys, the houses. I like staying in good hotels, eating fantastic food, wearing great suits. I like treating the women and children of my life well, perhaps too well in the case of some of the latter.

But I have never been obsessed with fame. It has come to me, yes, and it has both opened a lot of doors and caused me an eternity’s grief.

Rosamund’s words in San Francisco about me fucking them didn’t just make for a funny minute-long clip on late-night news, though we got plenty of that coverage. No. Her gaffe rocketed us to fame. At first, people laughed and that would have been fine by itself. But our video demonstrations of the machine surged with popularity as the people of the world found out who we were. They realized what it was we were peddling. They finally saw the universal divider work.

They finally understood.

Our sales numbers jumped overnight so suddenly and so hard we had to shut down the website to new orders. The three of us didn’t sleep a wink that night. I fucked Winter and Rosamund from behind as they stared at our sales and media engagement numbers on a pair of matching laptops in our hotel room.

By the next morning, Rocco had to hire on two part-timers to help us out with the media and public blitz outside. Some were there because of the divider. Most were there because suddenly Winter and Rosamund were the hottest celebrities in the world. No joke. They didn’t stop trending for months.

And me? Fame had found me.

And it was going to cost me a part of my heart and soul.

* * *

The fucking movie.

There have been more since then, but it’s the first one I think about, swear about, hate with an absolute passion.

Remember Tom and Selena Young, the couple I flew out to visit when Winter had me taking all the meetings when we were getting the company up and going? Well, they were two of our biggest early investors. Tom had been fascinated by my story, and with our company now roaring ahead, he wanted to make a film about my adult life. The movie was his quid pro quo. He helped us, now he wanted us to help him by giving over the rights to our lives to make a film.

“It’s going to be sexy, Marshall, no bones about that,” Tom said. “You, Winter, your other girlfriend, you’re the ripest fruit in the world right now and I’d be a damn fool not to call in the chip.”

“Christ,” I muttered, rubbing my chin. We were sipping mojitos at one of my favorite bars in Carstway. When we first opened our doors, you could walk into a bar in Carstway on a weekday and sit for hours with just you and a couple others fighting for a bartender’s attention. Now every bar in town was filled to capacity every night of the week. We’d brought in thousands of new jobs, not just thanks to our company, but the industries that came with big-time players. So the place was slammed, but I had a permanent VIP spot. I should. I very literally owned the goddamn place.

Anyways, we were tucked away in a corner roped off in a booth. Rocco stood nearby, pretending like he wasn’t watching the game on one of the bar’s massive TVs. Actually, I was too. We had a side bet going. Whoever lost had to get a recording of them doing a belly flop into the pool at the new house. And my team was losing. Badly.

“Aw, it’s not so bad,” Tom said. “You, your girls, some people around you, you talk to our writers. They spin their gold, and out pops another bit of publicity for you. Added bonus, you stand to make a shitload of money.”

“Money I have,” I said.

“All right, pussy, then,” Tom said. “You’ll be drowning in it. More than you already are, you lucky bastard.”

Now that had its appeal. Winter had been spending more and more time away from home, taking care of the corporate side of things. Rosamund was great, don’t get me wrong, never get me wrong, but I missed the threesome dynamic. This was at the height of my vanity. Remember me telling you about the story where I went back and fucked my old college roommate’s wife in the ass as a revenge thing? This was about that time, give or take six months either way, I’m not really too sure. The company was on the verge of hitting a billion dollars net worth, and there were talks already from financial experts we’d reach ten times that in ten years. They grossly underestimated us. It took us only three.

“I get plenty of that too,” I said.

“Keep pretending like that didn’t hook you,” Tom said. “I like playing this game. Sure. You get a little tail at home, and you’re a popular guy online. But we’re talking about taking you from a sexy story to a fucking legend. Parties at your mansion. Trainloads of women wherever you go. Tits and ass for decades.”

Tom wasn’t wrong.

“Say I’m mildly curious. What happens?”

“The lawyers talk. Then I send my writers to you. They shadow you for a while until they’ve got the story straightened out. They’ll want to know everything you can give them. Then we figure out if it’s good enough to shoot, get a cast together, then the magic happens. We’re not talking about just optioning here, Marsh. I don’t guarantee people shit in this business, but I’ll sure as hell make you a pinky swear this thing’s going to be greenlit the hour the script is finished.”

“What are my obligations after that?”

“That can be negotiated. Probably be some press, but that can only be good for your company. Maybe a cameo in the movie, you and Winter and the other.”

“Rosamund.”

Tom waved her name off. “Yeah. Little publicity, little greasing the wheels for us, and that’s it.”

I sipped my drink and thought about it for a minute. Finally, I leaned forward. “I have conditions. Winter and Rosamund have to agree too. I’m not putting their lives out there without anyone’s permission.”

“Of course. That’s the other thing you’re going to be drowning in. Fuckin’ waivers.” He shook his head. On that too, he wasn’t wrong.

I gave him a tight-lipped smile. “I’ll consider it.”

He raised his nearly empty glass, and I raised mine.

All for pussy.

Christ, I’m the dumbest smart man alive.

* * *

Rosamund is growing weaker day by day. She still has her faculties, thank God, but she is barely consuming any calories and she sleeps so much. I don’t think it’s going to be long now. I am scared. I haven’t told the children yet, because I don’t know how to.

The children
. I say that like they’re still young, and don’t have children and grandchildren of their own. Old now too, or growing close to it. They will want to be by her side, but they’ll think things like, “Oh, it’s such a blessing Mom’s finally gone,” or “she suffered for so long.” And I can’t blame them. In their shoes, it’s exactly what I’d think. But I look at my sweet Rosamund and I still see the woman I love so very much. The untamed heart. The motherly one. The one who chose to sacrifice so much for our children. All our children, not just hers and mine, but Silk and Winter’s too.

There. I called them. It helped put this next part out of mind for a little while. Those who can are coming. Kellen may not. He is out of reach, not in a literal sense but a metaphorical one. He found Jesus some time ago, and I am he is taking his own path, but it has come with a terrible hatred of me, of the sin I represent and the lifestyle he had growing up with three mothers. Part of that is the guilt he lays at my feet for his birth mother’s death, and for that, I can’t blame him.

Kellen, I love you, my sweet son. I am sorry we could not see eye to eye, but I have never stopped being proud of you. Same with Silk and your adoptive mothers. I hope you see beyond your pain and come home to visit Rosamund before she passes. She loves you, just like Winter. Just like Silk. If you make it or don’t, nothing changes that.

* * *

It’s taken me three days to pick up the metaphorical pen again and write this next part. I don’t like reliving this story yet again. But it has to be done. I need to finally tell it as I remember it. No glossy bullshit. No lawyers protecting me on this. This is the truth of what happened, and it breaks my heart.

Deep breath.

* * *

The premiere took place in a big, ornate theater in New York City. Why New York, I have no idea. We pushed for Carstway and, like everything else about that movie, we got steamrolled. Regardless, we were excited. Rocco, his girlfriend for the week, Winter, Rosamund, me, my family, our closest friends, we were all flown up along with some of the biggest names in Hollywood, including Ellis Millstone, playing me in a role that won him an army of awards. From the moment he signed onto the project, he’d become my annoying tail, following me around every day, emulating everything I did. I even took to a pre-piss ritual of slapping my hand against the wall like I was high-fiving it, just to see if he did it in the movie. Spoiler – he did.

Rosamund and Winter looked wildly beautiful in black dresses, Rosamund’s with lace cut-outs revealing a great deal of her cleavage and upper back, Winter’s much more opaque but with a scandalously short hem. I posed with them on the red carpet, flashing vapid, dazed smiles at the crowd of reporters shouting questions at us against a product placement backdrop. Then the actresses playing Rosamund and Winter joined us, and all four women posed around me with hands at their breasts or fluttering at their faces. All good fun, all for a laugh. Then one of the actresses leaned in and whispered into my ear, “You’re fucking all four of us tonight, so think about that when you’re watching the movie.” The other actress winked at me, and Rosamund and Winter gave each other tiny grins.

I was lost after that, practically drooling thinking about two of Hollywood’s youngest, hottest actresses locked in a sixty-nine, joined by my girls and then finally me. It took seeing Jeremy Grace again to finally knock me out of my reverie. Him and his beautiful, young, and very pregnant wife looked as starstruck as I felt. He was already a rock star in the medical tech field, and I’m humbled and still a little shook that when he met up with me, he thanked me a half dozen times for my assistance when he needed a friend most. I made him promise to join us that week for drinks and dinner, and he happily agreed.

We finally made our way inside, and my girls and I were given seats of honor near the middle, as well as a stern warning not to start doing something funny with each other right in the middle of the film. That got a roar of laughter from the crowd, and we settled back, grinning at each other.

“This is happening,” Rosamund breathed as the movie started playing. I kissed her hand, then Winter’s.

My leggy girlfriend leaned in and whispered into my ear, “By the way, you’re coming in Rosamund and me tonight. We’re both off the pill.”

They were the words I’d been waiting to hear. We’d been talking about kids for a while now, but things had been so crazy between the film and a big push for our new appliances hitting the market. “You’re serious?” I asked.

Winter grinned, and squeezed my hand.

We knew the movie was going to be heavy on the comedy. That was pretty much a given. It wasn’t quite slapstick, but it was pretty damn close. I laughed along as my movie mom gave birth to me in the middle of a department store (a true story, by the way). Winter giggled when the story showed her at a young age, whacking a teacher in the face when he tried to stare down her exposed cleavage. Not strictly true – she never actually knocked the guy on his ass – but just Hollywoodized enough to make us feel relaxed. Rosamund teared up a little when the movie got semi-serious and depicted the death of her parents, but laughed right along with the rest of us as the film played up the rah-rah zaniness of Taylor Astin.

Everything was fine for the first ten minutes or so. And then the film came to my crush on Josie.

Goddamn it.

I knew she was going to be in the film, but we had agreed she would be heavily fictionalized and her name changed to protect her. They technically did that, by calling her Jonesy. No one who knew Josie in the slightest was going to be fooled. Already the pit of my stomach was sinking. The film made a hero out of me, giving my painful crush on her in real life a comedic and sweetly naïve twist on the screen. Josie, on the other hand, was immediately portrayed as a vapid, conniving redneck.

“No,” I said audibly in the theater, and an uncomfortable round of chuckles broke out around the audience. I leaned forward, my mouth parted as my guts writhed. “No no no,” I whispered.

It was painful to watch. Yes, Josie had ultimately tried to use me and hurt Samuel, but she’d also been a dear friend. People are complex. They are rarely the mustache-twirling villains or perfect heroes. Josie was so much more than that idiocy on the screen. As her movie counterpart’s boyfriend went down on her while she laughed about my crush on her, I thought about all the times Josie had made me dinner, or come by to hang out, or talked with me late into the night.

I felt like getting sick.

The worst part came when I’d won second place in the fictional version of the CIT, and came home to find Movie Josie sprawled out in bed, making sexy eyes at me and dressed up in a dirty schoolgirl uniform, for reasons I have no fucking clue why. Movie Me got it on with her, and I stood up and snapped, “Shut it off.”

“Sit down!” someone said, and the crowd erupted into more laughter. Cameras gleamed in the darkness, taking pictures, taking video of me.

I stormed out, followed just a minute later by Rocco, Winter, and Rosamund. “They can’t…” I shouted, then lowered my voice when I saw the lobby staff looking in my direction. “They can’t do this,”

“It’s already done,” Rosamund said.

“I thought you looked through the goddamn scripts! The legalese!”

Rosamund recoiled like she’d been slapped, and Winter got between us, putting a hand on my chest. “Honey. Calm down. This is not her fault. It’s the director’s. It’s Tom Young’s.”

I spun and kicked a garbage can hard enough to drop it and send a spray of popcorn and garbage across the floor. The staff were talking loudly now, and a pair of security guys hurried towards us. Rocco jerked his head towards the hallway we were to escape down when the film was done, and we moved in that direction. Rosamund was shaking with silent tears, and I didn’t give a damn. It is my shame that in my eyes, in that moment, she was just as much a villain as the Director Who Won’t Be Named or Tom.

And speaking of the two assholes, they came down the hallway from the bank of cinema screens. I went rabid, lips peeled back, fists clenched, ready to take them both on. “You sons of bitches!” I screamed.

They gave each other looks more like cats who’d just been given bowls of milk rather than the shame and guilt I wanted. I started towards them, and Rocco’s brick wall of a hand slammed into my chest.

“Let me go.”

“Boss-” he started.

“Rocco, let me the fuck go or you’re fired. Right here, right now.”

He didn’t, and I thank God. What I would have done, or tried to do to those two, I don’t know. Josie deserved better. She wasn’t a saint. But she sure as hell wasn’t the villain the film made her out to be, or half as crazed or stupid or vapid… Christ, my blood pressure’s skyrocketing just thinking about it even now.

Rocco leaned in close and muttered into my ear, “You want to get them back. I understand that. I’ll even help you, you tell me to do it. But not now. Not here. Not with these eyes watching. You understand?”

I snorted fire and fury, my whole body tensed. I almost hit him. I almost ducked under his big arm or tried to get away from him. But Rosamund’s quiet sobs broke me. I turned, and she was leaning against a wall, her impeccable makeup running rivers down her face. I looked back over my shoulder at Tom and the director, then at Winter, pleading silently with her eyes as she laid a hand on Rosamund’s shoulder.

“Goddamn it,” I said. “Get me out of here.”

Rocco turned me and grabbed me around the shoulder. It wasn’t a move born from his security detail, but of brotherly camaraderie. I stopped only long enough to take Rosamund’s hand, and on her other side, Willow took her arm. We escaped into the evening, and hurried towards the bank of waiting cars and drivers. Ours flicked his eyes towards us and hurried for the limo to open the doors for us.

“I’m sorry, Marshall, none of that was in the script,” Rosamund said, and I kissed the top of her head.

“I’m the one that’s sorry,” I said. “I was lashing out. You had nothing to do with this. Absolutely nothing. I was an asshole.”

“We’re going to nail their balls to a wall,” Winter promised us, and Rocco nodded grimly.

In the car, I tried to call Josie. To warn her. To tell her not to watch the movie. Her number went straight to voicemail.

“Josie. It’s Marshall. Look, there’s a movie about my life. I’m asking you, don’t watch it. Don’t listen to anybody talking about it. I tried to protect you. I tried to get them to fictionalize you and… I’m sorry. Holy shit. I’m sorry.”

When I hung up, I started dialing everyone from the old days. No one knew if Josie was still around. She dropped off the radar when she got hooked on heroin. A few people knew she did a stint in rehab, but that had been a couple years ago. No, she wasn’t still stripping. No one knew what she did for work.

In the seat across from me, Rocco was calling his own people, getting an army together to find Josie. He didn’t even have to be told. God, I miss him.

We flew back home, and I drove back to the old town with Rosamund. She still harbored some guilt about the whole thing despite my protests otherwise. Josie’s old place was now rented by a trio of college kids who hadn’t even heard of her.

Rocco found nothing. None of my contacts found anything. I couldn’t work. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t eat. Sometimes the soul knows how something is going to go even if the mind doesn’t want to admit it. This was the culmination of my greatest failure as a man. This was the inevitable end to me trying to own Josie like she was a piece of meat. Like she owed me something. This was the end to us betraying Sam. This was the cost of me not being able to be the friend Josie needed instead of the lovers I wanted us to be.

I wish I had been wrong. I wish I had found her in time.

I didn’t.

* * *

She called in the dead of night two days after the movie went wide. I was spooned up next to Winter, Rosamund on the other side. The room around us was less pitch black than a deep shade of purple, everything just faintly outlined. The heat of the night was such that we slept only under a sheet.

My phone buzzed again. Winter mumbled something and Rosamund sighed softly before grasping at it and fumbling the phone back over our mutual lover’s shoulder to me. I sat up, blinking away the sleep as I answered and mumbled, “Hello?”

Silence.

Then I saw who was calling. I stood and immediately started out of the bedroom, going for my robe and my shoes. “Josie. Talk to me.”

A soft, quiet sniff, then, “Marshall, why’re they laughing at me?”

Movement behind me, feet hitting the floor. Rosamund, then Winter. They rushed after me, all of us scrambling into the bathroom.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“They keep pointing and laughing and I heard your message and why are they laughing at me?”

Rosamund held my robe up for me and I shot an arm through one of the holes. “I’m sorry, Josie, oh God, I’m so sorry. They weren’t supposed to base the character on you. It was all supposed to be…” My voice broke, and I shivered, hard.

“It was supposed to be different,” Josie whispered.

“Yeah,” I said, a trickle of something warm sliding down my face. “All supposed to be different. Please, tell me where you are.”

“You remember the bridge? Where we drank that bottle of wine after I broke up with…” She laughed shakily. “I don’t even member his name. What was his name?”

“Davis.” Winter tied my robe tight for me and we were running, going for the side door and the garage, both of them doing up their robes as they moved with me, silent as the night around us. “I’m coming, Josie. Just hang on.” Away from the phone, I said quietly, “Call the police. She’s on a bridge northeast of our old town. They’ll know the one I’m talking about.”

Rosamund nodded and dug out her phone from her robe’s pocket to do just that. She slowed just enough that her words wouldn’t be overheard in the background of my call with Josie.

“They keep, mm, mm, they keep making jokes like, like I’m a redneck. Keep calling me trailer trash. Someone threw a bottle at m-me.” She sniffed harder this time, and I knew we were too late. Far too fucking late.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I never would have agreed if I’d known they were going to do this. Please. Let’s talk this out. I’m on my way back. We’ll talk, and we’ll get you somewhere safe, okay?” Silence. “Josie?”

“That wine was really good,” she whispered. “I mean, I don’t mean the wine, mm, mm. I mean the talk. You were good at that. Making me not hurt so much. I’m, mm, I’m cold. It’s really cold up here.”

In the car. Trying not to shout at the garage door to open faster. Reversing out and whipping hard around so the nose was facing the gate. Maybe five hours away driving. The airport. I needed to charter a helicopter, or a plane maybe or…

Rosamund hung up and told me, “They’re on their way.”

“Just hang on, Josie,” I said, blinking away tears. “Just hang on. I’m coming. I’m coming.”

“S’okay, Marshall,” Josie whispered. “You were nice.”

Silence.

* * *

They found her body washed up on the shore a quarter of a mile away.

I’m sorry, Josie.

* * *

I know in my head what she did was out of my control. That she made a choice, a very painful one, and it wasn’t my fault. I knew that, and I still didn’t care. I sank into a black depression as we took on the task of burying my old friend. Her family didn’t materialize. Josie had been dead to them since she was eighteen and stripping to pay her bills.

We buried her in opulence and a bit of gaudiness, the way she would have liked. A pink dress, a bed of flowers in her casket, a halo of her favorites, lilies upon the casket when it was to be buried. I got the word out to our friends that anybody who showed up, I’d pay for their flight, hotel, rental car, whatever they needed. Only two dozen people made it to the funeral. Only one of them mattered to me.

Sam had put on at least fifty pounds since I last saw him. His face sagged now, from grief and a few hard years. Amazing that he looked so much older and I looked better and younger than when we knew each other. I felt sick about that. It should be him in my shoes. I owed him everything.

He came into the church, his neck bent, his hair long but well-kept. And when he saw me, there was no hesitation. No delay. No anything. Sam sprinted straight for me, fists clenched, and I knew in the horrifically long seconds before he reached me I could have taken him. I didn’t. Rosamund shouted something, a warning, a cry, and then I was going down, Samuel on top of me, shouting, crying, his fists flailing down at me at crazy angles.

I didn’t protect myself. I didn’t raise my arms to spare my face. I didn’t try to stop him. All I thought about was Josie, and the look on Samuel’s face when he came over to ask if I’d seen her the night we hurt him.

His fists pulped my face. He broke my nose. All I could see out of one eye was red. Fire lanced through my skull as he grabbed my hair and lifted my head to bang it down against the wood step leading to the pulpit. Out of the corner of my good eye I saw Rocco running towards us, roaring, and I tried to hold a hand out to him, to tell him to stop, that I deserved this. All that came out of my mouth was a mash of words and blood. Sam smashed my head against the ground one more time, and darkness took me.

* * *

I came up slowly in the hospital, my consciousness flitting in and out for hours at a time. Sometimes I was able to hold a conversation with Rosamund and Winter. Other times I’d start to speak and fuzz out. But within about eight hours, I was aware enough that I could cling to wakefulness.

I was going to need surgery, at least a few of them. The nose was the biggest problem, while the rest was largely going to be reconstructive. I wasn’t breathing through one nostril, and they wanted to perform a septoplasty as soon as they were less concerned about brain injuries.

When I heard all this, all I could think about was Samuel. The pain. The rage. I croaked to Winter, “Where is he?”

“Who?” she asked, taking my hand.

I worked my dry throat, and managed to make out, “Sam.”

“Jail. Where he belongs.”

I shook my head. “No. Get the lawyers. Get him out.”

Winter gaped at me, and on the other side, Rosamund said flatly, “No. Absolutely not.”

I struggled to sit up, and started removing the wires they had hooked up to my chest and scalp. “Do it myself.”

Someone said something to me, but the effort of moving hurt too much and I collapsed backwards, blacking out again.

This time when I came to, Rosamund was stroking my hand and holding a book with the other. I smiled. “Hey baby,” I croaked.

She nearly fumbled the book, and swatted my knee lightly. “You scared me. Don’t fight to get up again.”

“Can I have water?”

“Small sips.”

She fetched me a pitcher, and I sipped icy cool goodness down a throat that was inexplicably raw. She explained I’d been shouting in my sleep.

When I had a little more water, I clutched her hands in mine. “Rosamund, I’m so sorry. About the last few weeks. I’ve been an asshole.”

“If I’d known about the movie-”

“No. Stop. I have every faith you did what you could,” I said. It was getting easier to talk, and the light in the room held. I wanted to sit up, but I was still woozy and the back of my head felt funny. “This isn’t your fault. Or anyone’s but the producers and the director.”

She nodded. “Thank you.”

“Samuel?”

Rosamund shifted her seat so she was facing me directly. “You were serious? About getting him out?”

“Yeah. I am.”

She stood up and kissed me gently on the chin, one of the few spots on my face not aching with distant, medically dulled pain. Then she was out the door, and I settled back against the pillows, grimacing as I tried to shift my sore body into a more agreeable position.

A few minutes later, Winter, Rosamund, and Chris Cullum, head of our legal team and my personal lawyer, came into the room. Winter and Rosamund took my hands as I explained what I wanted. I was expecting an argument, or for Chris to tell me this was a criminal matter and I wouldn’t have any say in it. Instead, he listened, he nodded, and he stood up again.

The only thing he said was, “It can be done.”

“Good,” I said. I knew I didn’t want to know the details. I had little doubt for something like this, silver would need to line some palms and I wasn’t dumb enough to make myself privy to that. Chris wouldn’t have told me anyways.

My girls came to me. The bed wasn’t big enough for the three of us, but they could sit on the edge, and did, stroking my hands, my arms.

“You could have taken him,” Winter said, a creak to her voice that made me hurt. “You could have defended yourself.”

“I thought I deserved it,” I said.

“Well, you’re an asshole,” she said, blinking away tears. “Goddamn it, Marshall…”

My smile was weary but no less fond. “Remember the first night you told me that? I’m an asshole?”

She sniffed and wiped at her eyes with a tissue from a box on my table. “You’d just slept with Josie and made him a cuckold. But that doesn’t give you any excuse to do this.”

“I’m sorry, Winter,” I murmured, taking her hand.

Rosamund squeezed my other one. “They rescheduled the service to this morning. It was very nice.”

“You went?”

She nodded. “I knew you’d want one of us there. I apologized to anyone who would listen.”

“Thank you.”

They both stayed with me the first couple days and alternated the rest of the time I was in the hospital. Winter was with me when I got word Samuel had been released from jail. I thanked Chris, and asked him for a favor. Winter’s mood darkened when she heard Samuel would be brought to my room at some point in the near future. Chris thought that could be arranged too. Thank God someone in my inner circle didn’t argue with me when I had an idea.

Winter was furious and thought I was insane for bringing Sam back to see me so soon after he’d nearly killed me. I explained to her that’s why I wanted Rocco there. Her and Rosamund too, if they wanted and could make the time. They could.

I spent a few hours watching television and trying to remember the last time I had actually watched something that wasn’t streamed. Half an hour before the meeting, I showered with the aid of a sexy young CNA. I’m not sure her standing right outside the shower with the curtain open was strictly necessary for my medical benefit, but considering Winter was jerking me off and the CNA was more than willing to swallow every drop, I didn’t complain. Hey, the doctors told me not to have sex. They didn’t say a word about me not jamming my cock down their nurses’ throats.

Cleaned up and my balls drained, I felt more human than I had since before the movie premiere. Sorrow was going to be my friend the rest of my life, but I had something more important to feel – hope. Josie was one of my own, whether or not we hurt each other, and I was going to try to at least put one thing right, both for her memory and for my own.

Rosamund was the first to show up. I stood, tugging off half the electrodes monitoring my brain activity so I could give her the hug and the kiss she’d truly deserved for weeks. Having her in my arms again, despite having just come, my cock roared just like the rest of me. I guided her hand down to me and pressed mine to her sex.

“No more tears,” I said.

She nodded, and squeezed me. “No more tears.”

“You are going to be such a wonderful mother. Both of you.”

Ten minutes later, Rocco walked Samuel in. The latter was dressed in jeans and a hoodie. His hands were as bandaged as my face, but this time he didn’t make them into fists. Instead, he buried them in his pockets. I saw Rocco tense, expecting him to pull a gun or something, but instead, Sam just kept them there.

“You got me out of jail,” he said. It was the first time in years I heard my best friend’s voice, and it felt good. A warm hand from the past settled on my shoulder, and I knew whether he said yes or no, I was making the right decision here.

“Yes,” I said. “My lawyer, he did the footwork.” Sam nodded. To everyone else in the room, I said, “I need five minutes with Sam alone.”

Rocco grimaced, and Winter snapped, “No. Not happening.”

“He’s not going to hurt me. Or maybe he will. It doesn’t matter.”

Sam said, “I won’t. I’m done.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

Winter grabbed my hand. “You are not going to be alone with this psychopath.”

“He’s not a psycho. He did exactly what I would have done in the same position.”

Rosamund took my other hand. “Marshall, let Rocco stay, at least.”

“No,” I said firmly. “And if anyone argues with me any more on this, I swear to God, I’ll get dressed and walk out of here so I can have a private conversation with Sam. One way or another, this is happening.”

They looked around at each other, and Rocco said, “I watch through the door window. Samuel, you move an inch towards him, I’m coming in and breaking your neck. Not a joke.”

Sam stared at him, hollow exhaustion washing over every inch of him. “Okay,” he said simply.

Everyone shuffled out. Winter almost didn’t go. She had to be pulled out by Rosamund, and I could hear her out in the hallway after the door closed, swearing up a storm. My Winter.

Sam twisted one sneaker’s point on the sparklingly clean floor like a child, not looking at me, but my feet. “Look. I… I’m not sorry.”

“I am,” I said. “For so fucking much.”

He nodded. “The movie, I saw it opening day. Jesus Christ, man, how could you do that to her?”

I told him how it played out, how it was supposed to have worked. He listened numbly, and collapsed into a chair, rubbing his lips with his fist. When I finished, I said, “Rosamund has copies of the scripts we were given. I’ll make sure you get one. There was a character like her, but nothing like what we saw on the screen.”

“What a shitshow,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“Is that it? Is that why you wanted me here?”

“No. It’s only half of it. I want to give you a job.”

“I don’t need your charity,” Sam snapped.

I laughed shakily. “It’s not charity. Not for you. It’s for me.”

“What do you mean?”

“The whole movie deal, it came from a place of vanity. Do you know why I took it on? The producer said I’d be drowning in women thanks to it. That’s the whole reason.”

“Good to know you’re still an asshole.”

“I am,” I said quietly. “And I don’t want to be. I’ve never wanted to be. That’s why I want the best man I’ve ever known to be there with me. To tell me the shit I’m not seeing. To be my confessor. My moral compass.”

He stared at me. “You’re serious. What the hell?”

“Winter tells it to me straight, but she’s just as hungry for power and money as I am, and she’s blinded sometimes by how close we are. Rosamund is too in love with both of us to ever say no. My higher-ups are all good people, but they’re not you. I need you, Samuel. I caused you so much hurt. I caused her so much hurt. Help me see myself when I’m being a monster.”

He stood up, his bandaged fists rising. The door shot open, and Rocco stepped inside. Samuel hissed, “I have spent so long trying not to think about what you both did to me, Marshall. And I was doing good. I have a fiancé now. She’s three months pregnant. I have an okay house. I have an okay job. I have moved the fuck on. And then I get a call about…” He turned, and despite the bandages on his fist, he went to punch the wall, only stopping himself at the last second, tears in his eyes. “Goddamn it. Goddamn it!”

A long moment, then I said quietly, “The last time I saw her, she was… lucid. There was a long time when she wasn’t. I had to get a restraining order. She started doing some pretty heavy drugs, made some bad friends.” I shook my head as he turned to look at me again. “I live with that every day. Not just about what I did to you. But to her. I wish I could have gotten her into rehab sooner. I wish I could have been the support she obviously needed. Those are regrets I’ll always live with. For that, I deserved what you did to me.”

He shoved his hands back into his hoodie’s pockets, and turned towards me. Instead of giving me an answer, he asked quietly, “How’s the face?”

“I need surgery for the nose. Everything else is healing up okay. Your right got better.”

He laughed shakily. “You’re the only person I’ve ever hit and I’ve done it twice now. And you want to give me a job.”

“Yeah. That’s about it.”

He sighed and went to rub his nose with his bandaged hands, then realized he couldn’t. Instead, he scratched at them, and finally shrugged. “I’m not saying no.”

* * *

I first noticed Silk not because of how uniquely beautiful she was – and she was that – but because of her voice. It was just a few weeks after my last surgery. I was in an odd headspace, both elated and going through quiet, small bouts of melancholy. Elated, because Rosamund was pregnant, and when Winter found out, she took a test too, just for a laugh… and now we had two children on the way all at once. But I was still broken up about Josie, and the company was locked in a vicious cycle of lawsuits against Tom Young and the rest of the movie’s producers, while getting countersued for breaches of contract when I became vocal about the shittiness of the movie.

My face had healed up, leaving me with a stubby scar on my cheek, a nose that felt like I was breathing through a tunnel, and a misshapen orbital bone around my eye. You could only notice it if you probed it with a finger, something I did subconsciously the rest of my life. Winter told me the scar left me even more handsome, although I think it frightened Rosamund. She had bad dreams a lot in those early days. We were both struggling with guilt, deserved in my case, undeserved in hers, but I think it was more than that for her. She was not a woman who liked violence, not in the slightest, and when she looked at me sometimes, her eyes would flick away.

It hurt a lot, especially since Winter was now back at full steam, plotting the launch of our newest foray into the public eye, revisiting city-to-city high speed train systems. That one was admittedly a less than altruistic goal for us. Rails in that day and age were all but defunct, driven into disrepair by mismanaged shipping companies and compounded by the government’s stubborn refusal to update its Jurassic-era mass transit systems. If it was going to happen, it had to come from the private sector. Thankfully, this one wasn’t a risk we were taking on alone. Forty other corporations and private donors were pooling resources to make this a reality. We were still in the preplanning stages, but that was where Winter shined.

Anyways, to clear my head, I was driving most mornings to one of our corporate apartment buildings downtown, and then walking the two miles to work. Rocco or his security team ostensibly walked with me, but they had a way of sticking to the periphery, making me feel sort of alone. That was nice. I rarely felt alone these days, and sometimes it’s what I craved. Not that I didn’t love the women around me, or my employees, or the many other people swirling in and out of my life, but with money and power comes a constant struggle for your own time. I’d finally found a way to get mine.

Another nice benefit along the way was the Mall, the reformed strip of central road leading out to the big industrial compound where my inventors and I set up shop. Within weeks of coming on board, Rosamund saw our business caused local industrial and residential rent and expenses to skyrocket, so she seeded the city and state governing councils with people we could rely on to make policy changes in our favor. Just stick with me on this, it’s not as corrupt as it sounds. From there, she helped introduce a slate of savvy, friendly local business initiatives that basically helped anyone who owned a business before we moved in.

We also pushed hard to make a lengthy walking mall out of central Carstway near our complex to help beautify the area for our potential employees and investors. It was also a great way to provide support to local musicians, artists, and street vendors. I doubt we even needed our political muscle for that one. Our plans looked gorgeous on paper and even more stunning once the work had actually been finished.

Now the street was lined in ornamental bricks and ultra-modern streetlamps. Instead of going for the old-fashioned look, we opted instead for a sleek, futuristic style, complete with monitors and speakers five feet high built right into the poles. These generally played a variety of feel-good songs and beats, the moods changing by the hour or season. On the screens themselves was anything from visualizers bouncing along to the beat to senior photos of Carstway graduates or waving people from around the community. A slick seven-person team updated both the music and the videos constantly, making sure it was of little annoyance to the local businesses.

Apart from that, most the businesses remained the same as they had years ago. A bicycle and outdoors shop nested right across the street from one another. A music store on the brink of collapse before our company arrived now thrived. A butcher’s shop thrummed, and even offered vegetarian options now to cater to its changing customer base. A lot of new businesses sprang up too, as was always going to be the case with one of the fastest growing cities in the United States. In particular, I really liked a small corner coffee shop that sold just that – coffee, and a lot of it.

It was my habit to stop there most days, along with one of the dozen or so places serving breakfast. Most my other meals came from our live-in chef, but I liked supporting local businesses when I could, not just from afar, but in person.

The coffee shop provided me with something dark, a little sweet, and ready to kick me in the nuts. Sam was with me, and accepted an iced coffee with a grunt. His official title was another in a chain of personal assistants, but he was more than that to me, even if he didn’t like it. He was an advisor, a listener to my ideas. His fiancé had yet to be introduced. His caution in bringing her around me was certainly justified.

We were nowhere near steady footing with each other, and ours was a one-sided business relationship, nothing more. Anytime I invited him for dinner or to spend time with me and the girls, he adamantly refused unless it was required of him for work. Winter still hated him with a passion for what he’d done to my face, and Rosamund avoided him as much as possible for much the same. But to me, that was in the past. Our debts, I thought, had been settled.

The street attracted a lot of musicians and vendors, since there was no longer traffic on the road. I didn’t first notice Silk for her looks, but for her voice. Sitting on a folding stool with a dinged-up acoustic guitar, she strummed a song I knew but couldn’t identify. The strings almost drowned out her low, earthy voice, a perfect aural version of the coffee I was drinking.

I stopped to listen to her, closing my eyes, trying to pick the song out of the murk. It was so familiar, but I couldn’t place it. My path would have taken me behind her, not in front, but I had to know the name of the song. An open case sat in front of her, dollar bills tucked away against the gentle breeze and change gleaming from the passing audience. I came around the side, digging out my wallet again and plucking out a ten-dollar bill.

Rosamund screamed sexpot, while Winter was a beach body dream. Silk was neither of those things. She was beautiful, that much was obvious straightaway, but I’ve met many thousands of people who were beautiful and they didn’t creep into my dreams the way Silk did. It came in waves. What drew the eye first was the sleeve of tattoos on her arm, the elbow bare. I didn’t pay them much attention that first day except to note they were there. Slim, I thought, but her loose tee made it hard to gauge anything else about her body. Her glossy black hair fell to her neck in simple straight lines, and her equally dark eyes crinkled with a polite smile. It was those eyes and that smile I couldn’t stop thinking about that week.

She wasn’t Goth, a trend that had pretty much died out by that decade, but she gets described as that a lot, and I’ve never quite understood it. For starters, she was plenty tan, nearly as tanned as Winter. She also very rarely wore makeup, though Rosamund could and often did tie her up in knots – figuratively and a few times very literally – and convince Silk to allow her to do her makeup. Silk and Rosamund always had a bond,

Those eyes were dark, but Silk rarely was ever dark herself. They were stormy only on a surface level. I don’t know another person who had her complexion, who looked so naturally punk as her, and yet was so damned… cheerful? Happy? Content isn’t big enough. Playful, perhaps. In any case, as was often the case with Silk, I’m getting lost in the weeds. She was a singularly unique beauty of heart and body, and I could spend a thousand pages here trying to describe to you the stirring she brought about in me.

I listened to the song for a moment, then dropped my bill in. She saw the amount and dipped her head, showing off her bright white teeth in a grin. She’d fired the torpedo. I just didn’t realize I was already sinking.

Samuel and I went to work, where I proceeded to do Great and Wonderful Things, which you should probably take to mean I don’t have the first damn clue what I worked on that week. I think we were chewing on the new bullet train engines, but who the hell knows? Or cares? I’m sure my team did brilliant things, said brilliant words, and graced millions of lives with some new technology or refinement to our patents or something. Or maybe we just spent a week trying to devise the perfect donut, which, by the way, is lemon crème with a white frosting and you can’t convince me otherwise.

What I do remember was heading home, and swinging back through the spot where the young beautiful singer had been. I wanted to ask her what the name of that song was. It wedged its way into my head all day, and I’d even dug out my phone and hummed a few bars into it to ask around to all my employees. None of them knew, and were convinced I was a crazy person. So… just another day for them, then.

But Silk – whose name I didn’t know – was gone by then. Samuel, still with me, said drily, “Hoping to add her to the list?”

I ignored that, but he wasn’t wrong. Not entirely. “I still can’t get that song out of my head. I wanted to ask her what it was.”

“We done? I’d like to get home.”

I sighed. “Sam, if being with me is such a chore, why don’t you quit?”

He grunted, and instead of answering, stormed away. I caught Rocco’s eye. He shrugged, and I shrugged back.

Back home, Rosamund and Winter weren’t home from their respective offices, so I headed into our gym and worked out. Low carbs, high protein, and a half hour every day doing either cardio or weightlifting gave me a powerful physique. My thirties and forties were my physical prime.

I was in a mood, and I knew it. I was throwing the weights too hard, pushing too fast on the treadmill. I was going to hurt myself. Frustrated, I toweled myself off and thought about going golfing or playing a game of basketball or something. Except who was I going to with? Rocco liked his evenings to himself, and the security team tended to let me win. I didn’t want that. I wanted competition.

Sam.

I called him without thinking, and his exasperated, “What now?” made me grin despite myself.

“You’re pissed. Good. I need to crush someone at basketball and I know you’ll try to kick my ass.”

A sigh, then, “Is this mandatory?”

“No. Nothing I ever ask you to do is, Sam. You want to sit at home all day and knit, I’ll still pay your salary regardless.”

“I’m no good at basketball anymore. My joints.” Silence, but he still hadn’t hung up. “What about the batting cages?”

“On Cactus Street?”

“Yeah.”

“Perfect.”

I made it to the car before Rosamund showed up in hers. She played at hemming me in, then zig-zagged to park beside me. I jogged over as she stepped out. “Hey, beautiful,” I said, and gave her a long kiss.

With her lips still against mine, she gave a deeply appreciative “mm.” She squeezed my butt through my shorts, and finally pulled away. “What’s up? Got a date?”

“With Samuel, if you want to call it that. We’re going to go hit some baseballs.”

Her smile slipped away the tiniest fraction, but she was well practiced and it came right back. “You want some company?”

I smiled. “It’s all right, hon. That’s in the past.”

“Not that long ago,” she said, and looked away, this time her smile really vanishing. I cupped her chin and turned her head towards me. She shivered, and I looped my arms around her.

“He was my best friend, once.”

“I know,” she said, sighing. “But maybe…”

“What?” I asked, getting irritated.

“Nothing. Never mind.”

She pulled away from me, and I took her arm. “Rose, would you talk to me? Please?”

“Okay,” she said, and looked away, her eyes distant. “Every time I look at you, Marshall, I see you in that church. The blood… you don’t know how much there was.”

“I-”

“No,” she said, snapping her gaze back to me, and in her face was anger, the first real anger I’d ever seen from her between the two of us. “You told me to talk, so I’m talking.” She grabbed my hands. “You were choking on it. Every time I close my eyes at night, I hear that sound. And every day, I have to see you with the man who did that to you. And for what? For what? To save your soul? This isn’t healthy. This isn’t the way you mend bridges.”

“There’s no playbook for this,” I said, dangerously close to shouting.

“I know that!” she said. “How do you not think I know that? God, Marshall, I gave up everything to be a part of a three-way relationship with a woman I didn’t know and a man I loved after a couple days fucking. We don’t live in charted waters. There is no one out there in this world like us.”

“Do you regret it?” I asked.

“No,” she said, and pressed my hands to her belly. She wasn’t showing, not quite yet, but there was a softness there I loved more than anything. Winter, too. “Not for a second. But I’m scared. Not just for you, but for our little girl.”

“Little girl?” I asked. “You know something I don’t?” Already the anger was draining out of me and I felt the same exhaustion I’d been experiencing the last couple weeks. I hated seeing Rosamund like this.

“No,” she said, and a smile finally shone through. “I just know.”

“Well, I think I’ve got two little guys on the way,” I said, reaching around to squeeze her ass and pull her closer to me. We kissed again, but she pushed me away a few inches.

“Marshall… don’t change the subject.”

I kissed her one more time, but it was chaste, and I let her go reluctantly. “You’re right to be afraid. I’m not going to try to tell you otherwise. Maybe me trying to make amends with Sam is crazy. But crazy’s kind of always been my style.”

She laughed helplessly at that, and sniffed. I leaned in and she closed her eyes for me to kiss away the pair of tears. “I love you,” she murmured.

“I love you.”

“Prove it to me tonight?” she asked.

“However you want it.”

“Slow. Gentle. Be sweet to me.”

Now that was surprising. Given the choice, I’m shocked she didn’t say to tie her up or double team her with a toy up her bottom. Like I’ve said, Rosamund was wild.

“I can do that.” I started away, but remembered that damn song, and turned before she could head into the house. “Hey. I heard a song today from a street musician I can’t get out of my head.” I played the humming I’d recorded, and she listened, frowning as I tried to remember the lyrics.

Her lips shifted left to right, her cute nose wiggling just a bit each time. “It does sound familiar,” she said. “But I don’t know. Sorry.”

“Ah, don’t be. Cute woman. Beautiful voice.”

“Next time we’re down there we’ll have to try and find her.”

“Yeah,” I said, and gave her one more kiss on the cheek. “All right, I’m gone.”

Sam had already gone through a machine’s worth of balls by the time I got there, and was loading up another. He glanced over and grunted in acknowledgement before crushing one. Despite his extra weight, he was still a pretty strong guy.

I put on a helmet, gave my bat a few practice swings, and then loaded up the machine in the cage next to him. Our machines started up pretty close to one another, and we smacked the piss out of some balls to a one-two cadence. Not too many people were in the cages that night. Most were driven to the night golfing. We didn’t say much except for occasional swearing on my part when I dinged one. But when it came time to reload the machines again, Sam finally began to speak.

“I want to get them back.”

I took a moment to digest that. “You mean Tom Young and the Nameless Asshole Director?”

“Yeah.”

We started snagging up balls, and I said carefully, “What do you mean, Sam?”

“I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know,” he muttered. “But it’s like… it’s poisoning me. Fuck. Josie didn’t even mean all that much to me. We had fun, but it was coming apart at the seams even before you slept with her. But she didn’t deserve that movie.”

“I know what you mean.”

“No,” he said flatly. “You don’t. You think a fat paycheck and an easy job is going to make up for any of it, then you’re dead wrong. I’m here mostly because my fiance thinks it’s going to help me. So you can thank her for me sticking around.”

“I would, if you’d let me meet her.”

He waved his bat in my direction. “So you could fuck her too.”

“You really have so little faith in her?”

That got to him. He tossed the bat aside and headed for the cage door. I thought he was going to come for me again. Instead, he leaned against the door of my cage and said, “I want to find them, Marshall. I want to beat the shit out of them. Help me make that happen or I really will quit.”

“This isn’t you, Sam.”

“You broke who I was, asshole.”

* * *

Despite a fantastic two-hour lovemaking session with Rosamund the night before, with Winter watching us and playing with herself, I had a strange night’s sleep. It wasn’t all that bad, mind you, but it was listless. I dreamed of our children. I dreamed of watching movies with Josie, her legs resting on my knees. I dreamed of monsters and friends, and I woke feeling almost ill. Not sick. Just a sort of fever, a mild one that distracted me.

This morning, Sam was going to meet me at the design lab. The weather report had called for rain, so I meant to drive, but when I headed out, the sun was shining and not a cloud was in sight, so I decided to follow my usual lately routine and walked the last couple of miles.

This time, I heard her voice before I made it to the coffee shop. She wasn’t singing this time. It sounded like she was reciting something. Poetry, maybe. I decided to pick up two of the more popular medium roasts. I nearly left without paying, so entranced by the young woman calling out to the audience around her. This time, she was up on a small box, reading from a big book of Shakespeare. I knew nothing about the plays, but the sound of her voice lulled me in, and I stumbled towards her, unable to resist.

Three or four people stood in a loose semi-circle around her, listening as she read from one of the comedies. I wanted to ask her about the song, but I was going to be late if I didn’t get moving, so instead, I settled the coffee down near her box, and dropped another ten into the can she was using that day for tips. She stopped just long enough to give me another smile, and that’s when I started to realize it wasn’t just her voice that was attracting me. She was beautiful.

And again, when I finished up with work, I went looking for her, but she was gone already. She told me later she hung around at one of the restaurants to see if I’d come back by, but the waiters gave her funny looks after an hour and she left just minutes before I arrived.

That night, Rosamund and Winter both were sacked out on our big couch, laptops in front of them. A nearly-empty bottle of a fruit juice they both craved during their first pregnancies sat in front of them on our big coffee table, and I grabbed another bottle and a tumbler of whiskey for myself before joining them. Winter scooted up to give me room.

“Foot rub?” she asked me hopefully.

“Anytime.”

We kept a bottle of lotion in a handy little drawer under the table just for that purpose, and I dug it out. When she’d kicked off her slippers and settled her cute feet on my lap, I warmed up the lotion in my hands and listened to them talk.

“Still on thirty-two?” Rosamund asked.

“Mm hm. Cute, but… I don’t know.”

“It’s the glitter.” Rosamund said. “Too much glitter.”

“Exactly.”

I started gently with Winter’s feet. I could always get her used to me without any tickling by rubbing the ankles first, and then working my way down to the bridge. Pregnant, I thought idly. My girlfriends are pregnant.

It was a thought that had been coming and going ever since they told me the amazing news. I’d forget for a while – not completely, mind you, but it would just sort of shift out of my mind – and then I’d see them and the rush of pleasant awe would wash over me again. These two were going to have my children.

Winter gave a pleased sigh. The thing about a good foot rub or a massage is this – don’t expect it to be more. Make their relaxation the goal, not getting your rocks off. Of course it’s an intimate thing, but that doesn’t always mean you need to get your dick wet, fellas. Just make it about her for a while. That’s it. You’re lucky to have them, so earn it now and then.

“Thirty-three I like,” Rosamund said.

“Yeah, that’s really pretty,” Winter agreed.

“No glitter,” they said as one, and Winter chuckled.

Sensing an opportunity to break in, I murmured, “What are you two up to?”

“Christmas ad campaign,” Rosamund said. “Right now, we’re looking at cards.”

The muscles in Winter’s foot were used to me enough by now that I could begin to work her arches. She wiggled her cute butt deeper into the cushions, and gave me a faint smile over the top of the screen.

“Isn’t it a little early?” I asked.

“Oh honey,” Rosamund said, “it’s almost too late. A lot of the stock is already nearly gone.”

I gave them a distracted smile and kept kneading Winter’s feet. She was wearing a pair of jogging shorts and a loose tee, with a throw tucked in around her from her hips to her chest. I couldn’t help sneak a few glances at the shape of her sex under the shorts or her tanned thighs, but my mind was floating. Samuel’s words the night before echoed through the tunnels of my mind and I was beginning to formulate something approaching a plan.

Rosamund and Winter settled on a nice glimmer red card with silver leaf and imprinted gold berries and candles. They fell into some discussion of embossing options as I swapped for Winter’s other foot, kissing it idly as I let myself get lost in the pleasantness of their exchange. But soon my mind angled towards that beautiful musician and Shakespeare aficionado. Her voice. The smile she gave me.

We finished up with the massages and decided a dip in the hot tub was in order. None of us bothered with suits. We rarely did when it was just us. I sat between them, my arms draped around their shoulders, and Winter tucked into me, sighing happily.

“You didn’t once try to touch my thigh,” she said, squeezing mine.

I laughed softly. “I’d like to think I learn my lessons.”

“I was kind of disappointed,” she murmured.

I turned my head, and she grinned at me, eyes glimmering. I kissed her gently, then turned and did the same to Rosamund. “Some days,” I said, leaning my head back and staring up into the sky.

“Some days?” Rosamund asked.

I closed my eyes. “Some days, you two make it easy to love you just a little bit more.”

“Okay, you are being way too sweet,” Winter said, uncoiling from me.

“Agreed,” Rosamund said.

“What?” I asked, laughing.

“You’ve been in your head about something. Well, it’s been too long since we broke some furniture,” Winter said. “Up.”

“Wha-?”

“You heard her!” Rosamund said. “Up! Sit on the edge of the hot tub.”

“Double blowjob?” Winter asked our lover.

“Double. Blowjob,” Rosamund said, nodding.

“Why don’t I take care of you two tonight?” I asked.

Winter reached out and gripped my dick, very, very hard. “Why don’t you stop being a gentleman and take for a little while? Maybe we enjoy this too, dickhead.”

I laughed helplessly. “All right, all right, I guess I’ll have a blowjob, then.”

They smirked at each other, and Winter said, “He guesses.”

“So appreciative,” Rosamund said.

I hoisted myself up and out of the water. The mansion’s pool snakes gently with two bends towards the middle. It’s massive, and the hot tub sits near the middle, separated by a decorative stone wall bracketed by gas-fed fire bowls. Winter slid over to the controls, water cascading down her bared body as she started up the fire bowls and set the mood lighting. The tub and the pool’s lights shifted to blues and purples, casting my two beauties’ faces in soft lights as they approached me again.

I hardened before they even touched me. Years together now and they still did that to me effortlessly. The heat from the fire bowls couldn’t compare to the fire they brought out in me, I wanted them. I needed them in a way I hadn’t felt in a while.

Rosamund reached me first, her delicate fingers sliding around my glistening shaft. She tossed back the damp ends of her hair and stared at my cock as she began to stroke me. Her hand felt divine around my hard prick and I watched, my eyes narrowing in pleasure, as she leaned in to kiss the tip.

She held me out to Winter, whose face matched our lover’s intensity. Winter leaned down to suck at the point where Rosamund had just kissed. Then they turned to each other, Winter’s hand joining Rosamund’s, and their passion boiled over to each other as they embraced, their wet, nude bodies pure, erotic art in my eyes.

“You are the sexiest women in the world,” I said.

They gave me a smoldering look that made my cock jump in their hands, and Winter winked at me. “Better believe it.”

Then they were on me again, their lips meeting at my tip, kissing more of each other than me. Only the tops of their breasts were visible above the waterline, and somehow that was even more hot. Treasures waiting to be revealed to me. I leaned back, my hands on the stones still warm from the day. They had all the power in that moment – in all my life, really – and I fucking loved it.

Their lips slid up and down my length, all the way down to my neatly trimmed base, then back up again. Winter’s tongue switched at my length, but Rosamund teased me with just her lips.

“I love your lips on my cock,” I murmured, watching them reach the tip again. They began to move at different speeds, Rosamund slow and teasing, Winter with a real need. I stroked their bare backs as their lips ran up and down my length, tongues both dashing against my skin. They drew it out, too, breaking away, stroking me once or twice, and then resuming their achingly slow blowjob together. Evil, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.

Winter broke first, rising up out of the water to give me a hungry kiss as she jerked me fast and hard. Rosamund took up a position between my legs, sucking my tip between her ruby-red lips. At that moment I was all Winter’s, and sat up straighter so I could grab her ass in my rough palm and squeeze it as she gasped against my lips.

“How do you want it tonight?” I murmured. “Slow and gentle? Or do you want to get fucked?”

She didn’t answer. Instead she dropped back down into the water and took my prick away from Rosamund. My other girlfriend parted her lips as Winter sucked me deep, her eyes glittering with the firelight. She sucked me hard and fast, taking most my length, hitting the back of her throat and going deeper, but not taking me all the way to the hilt. That, Rosamund jerked with one hand while she caressed Winter’s tight ass with the other. Her wet hand flicked up into the air and then down, giving Winter a hard spank as she sucked me again.

Winter’s eyes rolled up, and around me, she gasped, “Mmmf!”

Rosamund dropped into the water, and did something to Winter that made her jump and suck me even faster. She was hammering her face down on my cock, twisting her head side to side, trying to get as much of me as she could. Rosamund rejoined her a moment later, water dripping from her curvaceous body as she took my cock back from Winter and sucked me just as hard and fast, keeping up a relentless rhythm.

They dueled for my attention like that, trying to distract the other with pinches, squeezes, brushes of their fingers. The water wouldn’t keep them too wet so they didn’t go much further than that, but as a show, it was undeniably hot, and soon I was meeting the thrusts of their lips with my own.

“Shiiit,” I groaned, my ass lifting up off the ground. “Close.”

They pressed cheeks together in front of my dick, grinning up at me as their hands jerked me hard and fast together. Rosamund asked sweetly, “Going to come, baby?”

“Yeah.”

Winter flicked my tip with her tongue and said, “Do it. Come all over your sluts’ faces.”

“Fuck,” I grunted, my hips bucking hard now. My balls tightened, and come rocketed out as Winter laughed breathlessly. Rosamund caught the first shots across her cheeks, then Winter tugged my cock towards her lips, coating them before I finished against their foreheads, crashing backwards and panting as I stared up at the sky. “Jesus, girls.”

They cleaned each other up in my favorite way, then pulled me back down into the water with them. We cuddled together, my arms looped around their shoulders, and they leaned their heads against mine.

“You were excited,” Winter said, giving my hip a pinch.

“I was,” I admitted. “Felt like… us for the first time in a while.”

“Yeah,” Rosamund agreed. She kissed my cheek. “I’m glad.”

“Me too,” Winter agreed.

We soaked for another few minutes, but I couldn’t keep my hands off them. I ended up chasing them into the house, Winter’s mad giggling leading the way as I grabbed whatever soft flesh I could. We didn’t make it past the formal dining room. I grabbed them both around the waist and tugged them to me, hungry to kiss them again. My cock was still recovering but I hungered to taste them, so I threw the chair at the head of the grand table out of the way and pushed them both back towards it. They got the idea and hopped up on it. I kissed Winter, then Rosamund, and guided them to lay down with their legs dangling off. Thank God that table was sturdy, or we’d have a repeat of the couch situation when we first got together.

I kissed the slope of Rosamund’s breast before switching immediately to Winter, not quite tasting their nipples, but coming so close they shivered. They joined hands as I brought my lips lower and lower, cresting my two favorite valleys in the entire world before kissing their hoods and their clits. Already beads of need formed along Rosamund’s cunt, and I kissed them away, savoring the fresh chemical taste of the pool on her. I don’t know why, but it was one of my favorite times to eat them out, just after they’d been swimming. Then again, any time I got to savor each of my three beauties was a treat.

The tabletop couldn’t have been too comfortable, but they seemed just as turned on as I was. I swapped to Winter’s waiting pussy and she jerked the moment my lips brushed her delicate folds. “Oooh, un huh!” she cried out when I drove my tongue into her. Rosamund pushed up on one elbow, watching me go, her free hand slipping down to her own pussy and playing with her clit. I reached a hand over to help her, running my fingers up and down her sensitive lips, and she flopped backwards. Her feet made dainty circles as she began to respond harder and harder to my touch, just as Winter was doing to my lips.

I swapped again, crazed for their wetness. The tiny pooch of Rosamund’s belly, our growing child, incensed me as I drove my fingers into Winter and made her yell, “Ohhh, oh fuck!”

Rosamund gasped as my tongue and mouth waggled in her, “Marrrrshalll!”

I jumped up and leaned over them, granting first Winter a wet kiss, then Rosamund, our tongues clashing. I dropped back down to Winter’s cunt and grabbed her legs to throw them over my shoulders. She arched her back and thrust her pelvis up as I sucked and slurped on her button, her sensitive little clit. Like we were fucking, she kept bucking, driving her pussy harder and harder against my mouth.

“Don’t stop, don’t stop, don’t stop,” she begged, and Rosamund was there, sucking her nipple into her mouth. “Nnnn, nnnn, ooohhhh, oohh unnnngh!”

I wasn’t going to tease any longer, so I stuck with her. Her legs kicked up, her head tilting backwards, words falling from her lips I barely understood in my wild state. My cock was raging hard again, but my need wasn’t born of my own desire to come. I wanted their pleasure. I wanted my name on their lips. I wanted them to never forget this night.

Winter rested nearly on the back of her skull, her legs so high in the air she almost kicked one of the dangling lights. I spread her legs wide, wider still, my mouth at her delicious cunt, tongue spearing her. She grabbed my hair, crushed me to her, barely holding on as she cried out and came. Still I kept going, wanting one more, making her voice go high into a keen that might have shattered crystal, if we had any. Her eyes squeezed shut and she just kept coming and coming.

“Nggggh, God, Marshall, Marshall, I can’t,” she panted. I heard the words and pulled away, my mouth, my chin soaked. I guided her back down to the tabletop gently, her eyes half-lidded, her fingers quaking. Rosamund watched me, her mouth parted, and I brought my lips to hers. She tasted our lover, grabbing me around the head and keeping me there for a long minute.

She surprised me by rolling off the table, another need in mind. She twisted and bent over the table, legs spread wide, and threw me a look over her shoulder. “Fuck me,” she begged. “I’m so close, I’m going to come so fucking hard.”

I grabbed her hips and guided my prick to her dripping slit. She wasn’t kidding about being close. I’m not sure I’d pumped three times into my Rosamund before she came, dropping her face low as I plunged in and out of her.

“F-fuck!” she yelled. “M-Marsh…. Aaaallll!”

Warm wetness bathed my cock, but I was nowhere near done. I knew though on some distantly conscious level after our lengthy lovemaking last night, her pussy was going to be too sore for much more play, so I didn’t tease or try to hang on. Instead, I pulled out and sat on one of the heavy chairs at the table as she frantically spun and came to me, her breasts to my face as she dropped down onto my waiting cock and guided me back into her.

I grabbed her ass and squeezed, groaning as she bounced up and down. Winter slid off the table and joined us, cupping Rosamund’s breasts and feeding them to my lips as I stared up at my tall, athletic beauty. Every time Rosamund drove down, our bodies slapped together, and it was the sweetest music in the entire world.

“Oooh, oooohhhh,” she gasped. “Fill me up, baby. Suck my tits.”

I did my very best, but Rosamund was slapping down on my cock hard and fast, and it was all I could do just to brush the nipple with my mouth. Soon I gave up entirely and roamed her back with my hands, tugging her honey blonde hair just as hard as she liked it. She gasped, and drove down on me, grinding her clit against me.

“Mm hm!” she moaned, rocking on me. “Mm hm! Slap my ass!”

Winter grabbed my hand and winked at me. She reared back and gave Rosamund a sharp crack of her hand.

“Nnn, fuck!” Rosamund gasped. “Again!”

Winter switched cheeks, smacking it twice, lightning quick. Rosamund crushed her chest to my face, rocking hard, my cock buried as deep as it could possibly go within her. She tilted back so far she nearly fell, and when Winter spanked her one more time, she cried out, her hips squeezing me tight as she came again.

I still was good to go. Winter grabbed Rosamund’s face and kissed her hard before leaning their sweat-slicked foreheads together. “You did good, baby,” she murmured. “Let me help him finish.”

Rosamund nodded faintly, and accepted Winter’s hand. We guided her off and helped her to an armchair in the formal sitting room, which I’m not sure we’d ever got any use out of aside from parties. Time to change that. I guided Winter to the rug beside an unlit fireplace, and she clung to me as I guided her to the floor.

“I didn’t get a chance to do this to you last night like Rosie,” I murmured against her lips. She smiled, and helped guide me into a sweet, simple missionary style. She wrapped her hands around my neck and kissed me with soft urgency, whispering my name as I made love to her with slow, sure strokes.

She felt so good around me. Not that I didn’t love my time with Rosamund, but Winter and I spent so much time apart. I wanted her nearer, always, but she loved her job and I loved mine. Asking her to work less, to be home earlier than nine at night, that would have stripped her of a fundamental part of who she was. I thanked whoever was responsible for the great things in my life that I had this moment with her, and hoped there would be a thousand, a million more like it.

Rosamund. She crawled towards us on her hands and knees, her wild hair almost obscuring her face. She guided Winter and me, so I was on my back again and Winter was riding me backwards. Then Rosamund, sensing the mood, dropped between the two of us, and took a slow, languid lap of Winter’s pussy.

“Oh, Rose…” Winter murmured. “I love you, baby.”

“I love you,” Rosamund replied, and flicked her tongue against Winter’s sensitive clit. Winter hissed with pleasure, and leaned back, supporting herself with a hand by my side. I clasped mine over it.

It took a while for her to come that time, but that was okay. I had all the time in the world. I held on by thinking about the future. About our children on the way. It would be an odd lifestyle for them, born to money, born to a set of three parents, but I couldn’t imagine a pair of better mothers. Of course, I barely knew Silk at that point, but eventually she would be just as wonderful too. I regret a lot of things about my fatherhood, but never the mothers of my children. They were warm. They loved. They taught with a patience I would never match.

Winter came. It was barely a whimper, she was so worn out. I pulled out, and they rested side by side, on their backs one last time. I would make love to just the two of them again, many, many times, but this was to be the last time without Silk in our lives, either physically, or tangentially. That’s why I love that moment so much. Our family was about to grow, and not just through the babies. I guided myself first back into Winter, coming almost as gently as she did, then into Rosamund for the last couple spurts. They leaned together and kissed, and brought me down to join them before the deliriously happy trio stumbled our way to bed.

* * *

Silk was gone the next day, and it left me in a strange mood. Not irritated, not exactly, but distracted. I wondered where she went. I wondered if she was coming back.

Sam and I went out for a drink after work, which turned into appetizers as we started to bullshit about a wrestling match on TV. I gave him crap for being a fan, and he actually cracked an honest smile. It was a win. We didn’t talk about what he demanded of me in the batting cages, but I was already taking some measures to put my plan in motion.

I was in a mood and left him there eventually to take a walk around. I wound up back at the spot where the beautiful young singer and semi-thespian had been, asking around if anyone had seen her. A few people knew who I was talking about, but no one was close with her. I gave up and headed home.

That night, I picked at the Thai basil chicken the chef made for us as Rosamund and Winter talked about a recent executive we had to let go. I barely listened, looking out the window at the garden lights illuminating the walkway. I had that song in my head again. Why couldn’t I place it? I was generally good with that sort of thing.

Something jabbed my ribs. My fugue broke and I returned my attention to my girlfriends. “Huh?”

“You’re out of it tonight,” Winter said.

“Oh, sorry. It’s not you two.”

“Everything okay?” Rosamund asked.

“Remember the song I told you about the other day? Still can’t get it out of my head.”

“Huh,” Winter said.

I finished another bite of food and was surprised to discover the chicken had long since gone cold and their plates were clean. “I guess that’s not the only thing. The woman who sang it…”

“Ah, there it is,” Rosamund said, grinning.

“Been a while since you asked for a hall pass,” Winter said.

“Yeah,” I said. Then I shook my head. “What? No. I mean… maybe. I don’t even know if she’d be interested. Hell, I don’t even know if she’s still there.” I talked about going back there the last few days, and their grins turned even more devilish. “It’s not. I would have talked to you both if something had happened. We haven’t even said a word to each other.”

“But you think she’s attractive,” Winter said.

“I do,” I allowed. “In a wildly different way than you two. I don’t know her. I don’t know if she’s in a relationship, or anything. I mean, this is all probably just me hearing her voice and being… well, a guy.”

“Well, hopefully she comes back,” Winter said. Rosamund nodded.

“Yeah,” I said.

“You’ve got my okay,” Rosamund said.

“Yes, I’m good too,” Winter said.

“Thanks,” I said.

“And we’re off to bed,” Rosamund said.

“What?” I asked. “Why?”

“Dallas? Tomorrow?”

“Oh, right,” I said. They were flying down to Dallas for a couple days for a ribbon cutting on a new plant. Well, that, and they were trying to persuade a CFO of a rival to come work for us. Our chief internal auditor was set to retire and we needed a replacement. “I’m sorry. Just distracted.”

“She’s really got you tied up in knots, doesn’t she?” Winter asked, taking my hand.

“No. Kinda. There’s the thing with Samuel, and I…” I grimaced and squinted at her. “Maybe? She’s beautiful, don’t get me wrong. But it’s like I’ve got to get to know her. I keep getting pulled in and it bugs me I can’t figure out why.”

“Let us know how it goes. And when we get back, maybe we’ll have coffee or something. Or bring her home, if she’s down for some extra fun,” Rosamund said.

Winter nodded and rose to her feet. She collected our plates and kissed my cheek. “Don’t worry,” she said. “They have to have a license to set up on the street, so worst comes to worst, we can look her up that way.”

“Yeah,” I said. I stood up and took the dishes from her. “I’ll load them. You two go to bed. I’ll be a couple hours. I need to talk to Barbara and Levi about the Tom Young thing.”

“Are you sure about this?” Winter asked.

I sighed. “No. When it comes to Samuel, I’m not sure about anything except that I need to try.”

“Why don’t I stay up and just listen in?”

“Nah. Go to bed. I’ll get a recording. Tonight and when I talk to Samuel.”

“Okay.”

I kissed them both good night, collected my drink, and loaded up the dishwasher. The conference call with Barbara and Levi took the better part of half an hour, and we set up a more formal meeting for the following week. Afterwards, I went out back, crashed out in one of our wrought-iron chairs, and stared up into the sky, hoping the mysterious woman would be back that next day.

* * *

She was.

This time, she returned to the guitar, playing something jaunty and lyricless as I approached. She glanced up and grinned again, and I was lost forever. My Silk. The last piece of our puzzle.

I waited until she was done playing, and gave her a few claps. She spun her guitar in her hands, a flashy little move, and said, “My mysterious benefactor. Thank you for the generous tips the last few days.”

“You more than earned them. I’ve never heard a voice like yours,” I said. “Do you remember the song you were playing the first day I came here?”

She chewed the inside of her cheek and shook her head. “I’m sorry. Do you remember how it goes?”

I hummed the bars, and she twirled the guitar around and settled it into her lap. She played along, and started singing. God, that song haunts me even today. It was beautiful, about the hollows of Kentucky and patches of flowers growing up through the weeds, and I have never listened so raptly to a song before or since.

When she finished, I nodded. “I’ve been thinking about that song nonstop. Where’s it from?”

She glanced at me quizzically. “From?”

“Is it from a movie? A show? Is it a cover? I could swear I’ve heard it before.”

She smiled. “Nope. Completely original.”

I gaped at her. “As in, you wrote it? And composed it?” She nodded. “I haven’t had it out of my head a minute since you played it.”

She blushed. “That’s sweet.”

“I’m completely serious. Would you let me take you to breakfast? Maybe just a cup of coffee?”

She appraised me, foot to the tip of my head, and her smile showed off those sparkling white teeth. “But I’m working,” she said.

“Afterwards.”

“Mm, I don’t know when I’ll get off. Crowds have been good the last few days.” Her dark eyes held me tight. “A couple of big tippers, even.”

“Then at least tell me your name.”

She strummed a few bars. “Why don’t you tell me what you think it is?”

This time, I studied her head to toe. Her dark, Slavic good looks. The grin. The simple tee shirt and jeans. It was the long hair I settled on. “Silk,” I said.

She burst out laughing. “Silk?”

“It’s the hair,” I said. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. “I’ve wanted to run my hands through it since I saw you.”

Her lips parted, and her smile faltered. Too much, I thought. She looked away, and started to play a few more notes. I didn’t know what else to do, so I said, “Sorry. I’ll leave you be.”

“I didn’t say to go,” she said. Her foot snaked out and kicked my shoe. “Stick around. Take me to lunch when I’m done.”

Lunch? That was four or five hours away, easily. Then her words hit me. Silk wanted the date. As she started to play in earnest, launching into a deliciously bawdy song, I stepped away and dialed Sam at the office. He answered, and I told him to move everything to a different day. He reminded me we had three big meetings that morning, but I was already hanging up. I raced to one of the sporting goods stores, bought their best camping chair and a baseball hat for the sun, and jogged back to Silk before she’d finished up that song. She glanced up at me, and when I unfolded the chair to sit beside her, she smiled.

* * *

All the years she was in my life, Silk was a total failure at being a vegetarian. That day, she ordered tofu avocado rolls, and then proceeded to steal half my spicy pepper tuna rolls. I was too drunk on her to care.

“You’re really the CEO?” she asked, spearing another one off my plate.

I nodded. “In name, anyways. My girlfriend Winter is the CFO, and my other better third, Rosamund, runs the PR department. They’re the ones really in charge. I spend most my time with the inventors and the engineers. Kind of my comfort zone.”

She took a moment to chew and swallow, then jabbed her chopsticks in my direction. “Did I pass the test?”

“Hm?”

“You put that out there just to see if I’d blink about you being in a three-way relationship, right?”

I smiled. “Guilty, I guess.”

She shrugged. “Do you care about them?”

“With all my heart. They’re having my kids in six or seven months.”

“Congratulations. So are you looking at this as a hookup or a genuine date?”

“A date.”

“Do they know about this?”

“You mean the two of us?”

Silk shrugged. “If there’s an us. I haven’t decided yet.”

I chuckled. “Yes. They know. They’re down in Dallas today and tomorrow, but they’d like to meet you too. Assuming you’d like to meet them.”

She finished another bite. “Maybe. If you pass my test.”

“And what would that be?”

She grabbed her guitar case beside her in the booth, and slid out. She cocked her head towards the door, grinning, and I dug out my wallet and tossed a few bills on the table before chasing her out into the sunshine.

* * *

Her apartment was closer. We barely made it through the door before I was on Silk, lifting her shirt up and over her head after she set aside her guitar case, leaving her dark hair shooting every which way. I took that as the first opportunity to do what I wanted so much, and ran my fingers through it, ending with me cupping the back of her skull and kissing those soft pink lips for the first time. She was a delicate kisser who used very little tongue, but in that moment, she kissed me like she was starving for me.

“What…” she started to ask me before I kissed her again, driving her backwards past a stub of a kitchen, beyond a bathroom, and into the apartment’s singular bedroom. “…did you do…” I went for the button on her jeans, and they dropped in a pile as she scooted backwards, nearly tripping over them. “…with the chair you bought?”

That stopped me completely. Her low, throaty chuckle got me started, and then we came back together, laughing, holding onto each other. She pressed her head to my chest, and I kissed the top of it. Her nickname was well chosen. Her hair was as silky as I’d imagined.

She fell somewhere squarely between Winter and Rosamund. Curvy, delicately framed. Her plain mismatched panties and bra felt deliciously normal to me. What took me by surprise was that she didn’t have any other tattoos but what was on her arm, save for the hint of one just peeking up from the edge of her panties. Curious, I tugged those down, kneeling as I went.

I pressed my lips to her untrimmed thatch of hair, kissing her mound before I moved to the coil of flowers tattooed right next to her lips. Her thighs spread for me as I drew my mouth to her waiting folds, reaching around her to squeeze her tighter to me and loving the feel of her soft, plump ass.

Soft musk enveloped my mouth and tongue as I made love to Silk’s pussy for the first time. Already I felt slightly intoxicated, and I lost myself to her for a long minute, just getting used to the newness of her. Silk was always quiet when we made love, and I was discovering that for the first time. She ran her fingers through my unkempt hair, making soft sounds of pleasure and contentment, but she spoke no words as I began to tease her prominent lips. Whatever she didn’t say, her body did. Her knees quivered when I ran my tongue up and down her lengths, and when I took my first long dip into her, she nearly fell backwards.

I wrapped one arm around her leg and pulled it up and over my shoulder, staring up at her as I gripped her ass tighter. Her clit pulsed when I ran my tongue around it, and I loved how responsive she was. With my hands clutching her ass, I gave her everything I’d learned from years living with Rosamund and Winter, and she melted against my tongue, I slid it through her lengths, used it to fuck her gently, teased her clit. What I didn’t do was go straight for her orgasm. I didn’t know if we had just this moment, so I made it last and enjoyed myself.

But I already knew Silk belonged. There were plenty of other women apart from Winter and Rosamund I’d slept with through the years. I was intrigued by some of them, but none had ever grabbed me like this. It was more than a physical attraction, though I thought she was beautiful and her curves certainly appeased a certain part of me. Our all-too-brief lunch date made me realize Silk herself was the song I couldn’t get out of my head, and I had to hope once Winter and Rosamund got to know her, they’d be just as hooked too.

She began to rub herself against my lips, needing me with more and more insistency. Her breaths came hard and shallow, and her ankle at my back tensed. I let go of her ass and slid two fingers into her tight folds, finding her spot almost immediately. Like her clit, it was much bigger than I was used to, and her reaction was immediate.

“Ohhh!” she gasped, and she nearly lost her balance again as she drove at me the best she could at that awkward angle. Her orgasm was lightning fast, a mere tensing of her body as she coated my fingers in warmth. I pulled them out of her slowly and licked them clean, savoring the taste of her. She slowly slid her leg off me, and took my hands when I stood to guide me towards her unmade bed.

“The place is a mess,” she babbled, “let me just pick up my clothes, they’re all over the place, and-”

I pressed my hand to the small of Silk’s back, and nudged her towards the bed. “I don’t care. I just want to be with you.”

She sat on the edge, and I finally worked her bra free. I stopped to openly take in her breasts, then leaned down and kissed her again. I was still completely dressed, and she reached for my belt. Once we had that free, I undid the clasps to my slacks and dropped them before kicking out of my shoes and kissing her again. The slacks came off, leaving me in my Oxford, my suit jacket, and my boxers. I stepped back just long enough to take off the jacket and fold it over the back of a wooden desk chair, then I slipped off the Oxford.

Her eyes widened. “Your muscles, are, um, very nice.”

I grinned. “Thanks. You’re pretty damn sexy too.”

She blushed and looked away. “I haven’t shaved my legs in, like, weeks, and…”

“Stop,” I said. “Okay? Stop. This is real. This isn’t me putting you on. You’re sexy, Silk.” She laughed quietly at the silly nickname, but her eyes latched onto me as I added the shirt to the jacket on the chair, me in just my boxers. My very tented boxers. “I saw your smile and heard your voice that first day, and I can’t get you out of my head. I don’t ever want to. Look at you. I love your curves. I love your smile. I loved your clit and how responsive it was. I loved how wet you were for me. Are you still wet?”

She nodded.

“Show me.”

Her thighs parted, and she slid a hand down to her pussy. She shyly spread herself wide for me, and the glistening moisture on her lips was still there. I smiled and slid my boxers down. She sucked in a breath, and whispered, “Oh. Oh, that’s going to fill me up.”

“Yes,” I said quietly. “It is.”

Her double bed was on the small side. She scooted back along it, shoving blankets out of the way as she made room for me. I gamely slid onto the bed as she rested on her back, stuffing pillows behind her head. One of her legs folded underneath her as I slid my hands along her sides, stopping to kiss her nipples. I liked the way her breasts sloped down then came back up, leaving the nipples pointing up at me, like a ski jump for my tongue. I told her that, and she started laughing so hard she nearly fell off the bed.

“A poet, you’re not,” she said, tracing her hands around my pecs.

“Good thing I’m pretty okay in other areas,” I said, guiding my prick to her sex.

“Oh yeah?” she asked, grinning. “Prove it.”

So I did.

Her whole body tensed, and for good reason. Silk was tight, tighter than just about anybody I’d ever slept with. Her walls could barely sheathe me, and I had to take my time getting her used to me. That was okay. It gave me time to kiss her, to slide my hands under her back and press even tighter to her. Slowly I eased into her, just a quarter inch here and there, enjoying the sensation as she gripped my cock so well.

That first time, I more or less just rocked against Silk when I worked my way deep enough inside her that she finally put a hand to my chest, willing me to go no further. I slid a hand out from under her back and pressed two of my fingers to her clit. Her lips parted at that, her eyelids fluttering as she sought to stay with me as I strived to make it good for her again. Gently I began to rub her clit in slow circles, timing them to the motions of my cock. Her walls pressed in at me at all angles, and that put her spot in direct contact. Every stroke put pressure on it. She crushed her lips to mine, her breathing erratic and rushed again, and I slid the hand under her back down to her ass, squeezing as I stroked a little firmer.

“Like that,” Silk whispered, “don’t do a thing different.”

I smiled against her lips and obeyed, keeping up the same pace, hitting her spot, rubbing her clit. Her pussy squeezed against me and her whole body kept clenching and unclenching. A little tear of pleasure slipped out of the corner of her eye and she dug her fingernails into my back, a soft gasp escaping her as she rocked hard against me, climaxing, her peak lasting so wickedly long.

Only when I was close did I realize I had forgotten a condom. I eased out of her reluctantly, mentally chastising myself, and my cock sprang free only with effort, like it too was reluctant to leave Silk alone even for a moment.

“Let me,” she murmured, and crooked a finger at me. I slipped off the bed and stood beside her face. She hesitated, then tried to wrap her lips around my length. Silk could only take an inch or two of me that first time, but that was all I needed. She sucked and licked me for a few minutes, and then I tapped her cheek. She pulled off me with a pop and cupped her breasts, offering them to me as she blushed shyly. I came across her with a sigh of my own, contented, washed out and emotionally drained for a thousand reasons.

* * *

I cleaned Silk up with gentle strokes of a warm, wet washcloth. She rested on her side, petting the vee of muscle above my groin. I took the opportunity to look her sleeve of tattoos over. They were intricately designed to look like a whole, but up close like this, I realized each one was as different as could be.

“Do the tattoos have a meaning?” I asked.

She nodded. “Each one. Well… okay, the teddy bear was just cute.”

I laughed as I finished with her breasts, the last part of her that needed to be cleaned. She scooted backwards on the bed, her curvy bottom pressed against the wall as I joined her. “May I ask?” She nodded and I tapped a Christmas tree near her shoulder. “This one?”

She smiled faintly. “My favorite Christmas vacation. I was… hmm… thirteen. That’s when I got my first guitar. Minnesota. We lived in St. Paul and my grandma lived out in the country. My parents didn’t have a lot of money, so my gran bought it for me at a pawn shop.”

I kissed the tattoo. “Thanks, Gran, for helping us get together.”

“You should meet her sometime. She’s a fireball.”

“Still in Minnesota?” I asked.

She nodded. “My whole family is. I got the wandering bug. Thought I might make a name for myself in New Orleans or Nashville, but I found out I could make pretty good money playing on the street in Denver. Three, maybe four good days, and I’ve got my rent money for the month. And I get to do what I love. No pressure, just me and my music.”

“And Shakespeare,” I said, tapping a tattoo of a hand with a bloody spot on it.

“Very good,” she grinned, and gave my soft cock a squeeze. “You get a star. I love theater. In the winter. When it’s too cold to play, that’s what I do to stay entertained. Community stuff, mostly.”

“Does that pay the rent?”

“Smart saving does,” she said. “And you’ve never seen anyone quicker on the draw when it comes to bagging groceries.”

I chuckled and tapped one tattoo of a cat. “This one?”

“The cat, or the soup can, Mr. Ginormous Fingers?”

“The cat. Both.”

“The cat is Sprinkles. He’s mine, back home. He’s gotta be twenty years old at this point. I miss him a ton. This place lets me have cats, so on a good month, I’m going to fly home and get him.”

That one I kissed too. At the very least, I thought, I’d make arrangements to have the cat brought to her. “And the can?” I asked.

“Mm.” Silk sighed. “Not all of them are good tattoos. That one’s a reminder. There was a month when I thought I wasn’t going to make rent. To save money, I kinda went on an extreme alternating fast. I was eating a can of soup a day. That’s it. The whole month, I spent maybe thirty-five dollars on food.” She looked me in the eye. “I’ve never told anyone that story. I don’t want your pity or extra money or food or anything.”

“I understand,” I said. “I had tight months too, coming up. My college diet… ugh. I wouldn’t have wanted anyone’s pity then either.”

“I got it as a reminder that things pass, you know? Just keep grinding. I got really lucky stumbling into this town and nabbing a spot in the Mall.”

I traced her arm lazily. “How did you wind up here?”

“Your company, same as pretty much everybody. Wildfires made it hard to do anything outside in Kentucky, much as I love the state. I read an article about how fast this city was growing and thought maybe I could stake a claim here before it became too crazy. Turns out I was right.”

Feeling like I was about to jump into a black pit, I asked, “So you thinking of staying here, or is there another place in your future?”

“I like Carstway,” she said. “I hadn’t given moving on any thought. I guess realistically it will depend on how long the street license fees stay reasonable.”

Idly I reached down and dragged a finger along her sex. She stretched luxuriously, and the hand on my cock fondled me, matching my pace. I tapped the tattoo beside her lips, the one of the flowers. “This one.”

She drew a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “Not all of them are good,” she repeated.

I nodded. “I won’t ask again, if it makes you uncomfortable.”

“No, it’s okay. I got that one when I was in love with a man I shouldn’t be. Keith was…” She smiled sadly, and I couldn’t help a gentle kiss at the corner of her mouth before pulling back. “He was my only serious relationship. Or I thought we were serious. I would have given him anything. Done anything for him. He’s the one who got me started on the tattoos. I got that one for him. I was fresh out of high school, and so naïve and so, so dumb.”

“You were in love,” I said.

She nodded. “Yeah. With all the blinders that comes with.”

“What happened?”

She clicked her tongue. “One day, out of the blue, he comes home and tells me I need to pack up my things. I didn’t know what was wrong, what had happened. He said he’d met someone, someone…” She cleared her throat, and my heart broke for her not even knowing the story. “Someone classier than me. Someone with real life goals. Someone he could have a future with.”

“The bastard,” I said.

She nodded. “I can see that now, but back then… I was desperate. I begged him to think about it. I did things for him I regret. And still he kicked me out. I… I’m really not proud of this next part, but I came back, after she’d moved in. I told her she was a homewrecker, and a horrible person, and all this other really ugly stuff.” Silk sniffed. “Come to find out, she was four months pregnant with his kid. She knew who I was. They’d been dating for a while before she moved in. She never wanted to hurt me, she said, and she hated being the other woman. But she was in love with him. Same as I used to be. And I saw how their life would go, I saw him dumping her the next time someone else came along, and I finally woke up and left. For good.”

“I know what it’s like to fall in love with the wrong person.”

“Yeah?” she asked. I nodded, and she waited. Finally she gave my dick a squeeze. “I told you, so now it’s your turn.”

I propped myself up on one elbow and continued tracing her sex. “Just before my girlfriend Winter kind of discovered me and we kicked off the company, I was crazy about this woman.” I talked for a while about Josie and Sam. I kept the story about Josie’s death brief. Silk didn’t need to know the details yet, but I’d tell her if she wanted them. She didn’t, not then. Eventually we’d talk about the whole thing, but for the moment, we were content with just being in the early stages of falling in love, and that meant putting the skeletons away in the closet for the moment.

“Oh, God, Marshall, I’m sorry. That’s terrible.”

“It’s still a bit… fresh,” I said. “It’s weird having Sam back in my life, but I wanted to mend bridges. If we can’t do that, at least I can say we tried.”

She nodded. “So while we’re in a deep mood, I have to ask the question.”

“What’s that?”

Silk let me go, and pushed herself up so she was sitting against the wall, her feet hooked over my hip. “What am I to you?”

“I want to explore that. With my girlfriends.” I studied her. “I’m not a one-woman man. Or even a three-woman man. They’re not locked in with me, either. We have a general rule. As long as the other two know about it, we can sleep around.”

That was the wrong thing to say. “So am I your, what would you even call it? Your action on the side?”

“No.”

“Because you just heard my story. I like you, Marshall, I really like you. But I’m realistic. I’m not an executive, I’m not high society. I’m kind of a hot mess of a human being. I probably drink too much, I like sex but I’m too timid to really go for it, I wear my emotions like a billboard, and I…” She shivered and said, “I really like you. So if this is a temporary thing, let’s call it quits before I embarrass myself.”

For an answer, I rolled off the bed. Her hand twitched, like she was going to reach out for me. I turned away, examining the room. In the corner was a laundry basket, mostly empty. I dumped out the shorts, jeans, and underwear in there, and opened her closet. It was dominated by jeans and tees, but a sexy skirt and a nicer blouse hung to one side. Her fuck-me outfit. There was a small dresser at the bottom, and when I opened up the top, her underwear peeked out.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

I plucked four or five pairs of panties out of the drawer and dropped them into the laundry basket. “You just told me what I needed to hear,” I said, riffling through the shirts. I picked out a couple I liked, two from a band I loved, two from a TV show I knew of but couldn’t say I’d ever watched. I tossed those in too, along with the hangers. I added the skirt and blouse, too.

“What you wanted to hear?” she asked, confused.

“What’s the weather supposed to do the next few days?” I asked.

“Uh. Rain, I think?”

I grabbed jeans instead of shorts, thought about it, then dug through the shorts anyways and held up a pair of cute blue booty shorts. “Oh yeah, those are definitely coming with.”

She blushed. “Coming with where?”

“My house. Do you have a purse?”

“What? Yeah. Yes. Wait, your house?”

I walked the basket to the bed and surveyed the room. What else would she possibly want? The guitar case, but we could get that on the way out the door. “Yes, my house. What else would you want for a few nights to possibly forever?”

“Few nights to possibly…” Silk grabbed my arm, her eyes huge. “What are you saying?”

I turned and grabbed her ass in one hand to crush her to me. I kissed her with all the fire I’d ever put into a kiss with Winter or Rosamund. My prick thickened between my legs as it roared with approval of my choice. When I finally let her go, she scooted back towards the bed again, her lips parted as I followed. “I’m saying…” I kissed her again and cupped her sex. “Come to my place. Meet my girlfriends when they come back. Then we decide, together, whether this is a fun little vacation, or if they’re as crazy about you as I am.”

“Crazy about…?”

She never got to finish that sentence.

* * *

“I want to look my best for them,” Silk murmured. “How do they like it?”

She was seated nude on a sleek gray chaise longue in our master bedroom’s en suite. I think it was the first time I’d ever seen anyone use the damn chair. Why we had it in the bathroom I have no idea, except that I know we bought it to support a local furniture maker. My life was – is – very odd like that.

Under Silk’s terrific butt was a big fuzzy towel. Her thighs clamped together shyly. We weren’t yet entirely over the shyness of being naked around one another, though we were quickly skyrocketing towards it. We hadn’t left the bedroom suite since Rocco and I brought in her things from the car. Nearly thirty-six hours of nudity and debauchery. I don’t even know if we ate that whole time.

Winter and Rosamund were due back in a couple hours. Silk was both excited and nervous about meeting them. Some boudoir photos of both my other girls lined our bedroom walls of them in some very provocative poses and outfits. Silk rode me to at least two orgasms looking at one particular photo over our bed of the two of them together, on their knees facing the camera, blowing kisses at me with one hand while the other was doing wicked things to each other just barely hidden by the angle of their bodies. Couldn’t blame Silk one bit for loving that one.

I ran a bowl under a stream of hot water, and brought it to her. Already at her feet was a razor, shaving cream, and another hand towel.

“Well, generally, they go to a pro every three or four weeks,” I said. “It’s some of their special days together. It’s a whole thing, manicures, pedicures, bleaching.”

“Like… um…”

“Yeah,” I said, chuckling. “There. As for this, I like to do it for them when they get busy or I’m just feeling like I want to take care of them. Rosamund likes hers trimmed in a line. Winter likes hers completely bald.”

“Ugh, don’t say bald,” she said, but her smile betrayed her. “Say… clean-shaven.”

“All right, clean-shaven then.” I kissed one knee, and then the other. “Lady’s choice. How do you want me to do it?”

“Clean-shaven, I think? Yes. Clean.”

“And it’s not like it’s forever,” I said. “If you don’t like it, hey, at least you know.”

“Right,” she said.

I started first by leaning in to kiss first her mound, then her clit, and finally each of her lips. She shivered delightedly, and spread her hips wider.

“I love the view,” I murmured as I picked up the shaving cream.

“Flatterer.”

Silk and I had already been soaking in the enormous teacup-looking tub, so her skin was ready. I applied a few dabs of shaving cream, and removed the cap on the razor. I whisked it through the hot water, and then slowly brought it to her mound. She took a deep breath when the razor first touched her.

“Breathe naturally,” I said, my eyes never leaving the razor as it slid slowly through the cream and across her skin.

“How can I? I’m so excited already and we just got started.”

I laughed softly, and moved the blade slowly towards her hood. This was just as pleasurable for me as it was her. I liked the opportunities I had to take care of my girls. Massages, fingering them, eating them, showing them how I cared with more than just my cock. Maybe it didn’t matter to them as much as it did me, I don’t know. But it did matter to me, to be able to slow things down in our lives now and then and devote myself to them for a few minutes at a time. It wasn’t something I usually did with my hookups on the side. Winter, Rosamund, and Silk were special. They got my full attention. I adored them. I adored getting to take care of them.

Silk settled in as I took my time, running the razor through the bowl of warm water now and then to clean it off. She always jumped a fraction when the blade returned to her skin, but with it came a deeper relaxation. Her hands came up to my head, touching me tentatively as I began to do her hips, cleaning up the shorter hairs there. On occasion, when I wasn’t trimming her, I’d glance up. Her lips parted, and just a hint of those gleaming white teeth shone through. I longed to have that mouth back on me. My lips. My chest. My abs. My cock. We’d just finished making love an hour ago, a slow, rolling togetherness with just as much connecting our gazes as our bodies. But already I wanted to take her again. I ached for her the same way I had Rosamund and Willow in our earliest time together.

Voices. Distant, but even as muffled as they were, I knew. I smiled and shook my head. “They’re early.”

“Winter and Rosamund?”

I nodded, and kept up my slow, steady pace. She glanced up towards the bathroom door, then back down at me. “Marshall, I need to tell you something. While it’s just the two of us.”

“What is it?” I asked.

Her voice went low, and her trembling nearly made me stop shaving her. “These last couple days… they’ve been special to me. And I just want you to know, whatever happens… I…” She sighed, and shook her head.

I stopped shaving, and put my hands on her knees. I rose up, and she let out a sigh as I pressed my lips to hers. “I love you,” I murmured. “There’s nothing that could ever happen that would change that.”

“You just met me,” Silk said.

“Marshall?” Winter called out.

“In the bathroom,” I called back. To Silk, “Tell me you feel differently and I’ll let you go. I’ll drive you home myself. You belong here-” I tapped my breast “-as much as they do.”

“I’m a nobody.”

“You’re so much more than that. You are part of me now.”

“I love you too,” she said. Then she rubbed her forehead with her palm. “Oh no. I’m about to meet your girlfriends for the first time and I’m completely naked.”

I laughed, and the door opened.

“What are you oh my God she’s very naked,” Rosamund said in a pleasant conversational tone.

She and Winter were dressed comfortably for the plane trip, Winter in a long, flowing skirt and a simple long sleeve top, and Rosamund in stretchy pants, a tank, and a light cardigan. They both looked exhausted, but a devilish grin spread across Rosamund’s face and she bounced forward, hand extended.

Silk blushed and stammered, “Um, I… hello, I’m… oh gosh.” She reached up helplessly and shook Rosamund’s hand. “I’m Lucy.”

I stopped shaving her as a laugh bubbled up and out of me. I dropped my forehead to Silk’s thigh, shaking with it.

“What?” Winter asked, coming in.

I finally looked up at her, then Silk, and finally Rosamund. Silk got it too, and started snickering with me. She rested a hand on my shoulder as our laughter grew and grew and grew, my other two lovers’ looks questioning our sanity.

Finally, I forced out, “I didn’t know her real name until now.”

Winter smacked my shoulder. “You what?”

“No, it’s okay, it’s okay,” Silk said, wiping away tears from the corners of her eyes. “I told him to… to tell me what he thought my name was.”

“And what did he say?” Rosamund said, the laughter becoming infectious.

“S-Silk,” she managed to get out. And then she squeaked, “It’s what he’s been calling me ever since.”

The three of us laughed our asses off at that. But behind me, Winter was only smiling.

* * *

While Winter showered, I finished up Silk’s trim. Rosamund sat beside her, already taking her hand and leaving Silk looking dazed.

“We told the big goof the wrong time we were flying in,” Rosamund said. “Entirely my fault, but when I realized the mistake, we decided to keep it secret and surprise him.”

“Was it a good trip?” Silk asked. “Sorry, I’m not great at small talk. If that’s boring, or…”

“She’s been nervous about meeting you,” I said calmly, stroking her skin with the razor. Almost finished.

“Aw,” Rosamund said. “I’d like to kiss you now, but only if you’re okay with that.”

“I am,” Silk said, holding Rosamund’s eyes.

Their first kiss together was somewhere between chaste and exciting, a firm meeting of the lips. Rosamund’s eyelids fluttered and she fanned her face as she pulled away. “Yep, I’m liking her already. And those tattoos! My God, Silk, you’re beautiful.”

“Are you kidding? Compared to you two, I’m pretty plain Jane.”

“Stop that,” I said firmly, still focused on the last few swipes.

“They’re right,” Winter called from the shower. “You’re gorgeous.”

“I have to admit…” Silk said, then chuckled shyly. “The pictures in your bedroom, they, um, really left me feeling a little… whew. Hot and bothered.”

“Oh?” Rosamund asked, looking all sly and sexy again. “Well, then, I’ll admit something too. This right here is one heck of a hot way to meet you.”

“He seems very good at this,” Silk said, smiling down at me. “This is the first time I’ve ever been trimmed down there. It’s been natural forever.”

“Well, you picked a good one to introduce you to it. And if you want, come along with Winter and me to our spa. They’re so good. She gets a Brazilian there and I get trimmed up, and they’re so fast and nice.”

The shower snapped off.

“I’d love that,” Silk said. “If you two don’t mind.”

“More the merrier,” Rosamund said. “Right, Winter?”

“Sure,” my other companion said. A few moments later, Winter stepped out and grabbed her robe off its hook on the wall.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve been using that one the last couple days,” Silk said. “It’s washed up. I did the load myself. So… I… um…”

“It’s fine,” Winter said. She gave us a look, then tied up the knot. “I’m going to go get a fruit punch. Get anybody anything?”

“God, I miss wine,” Rosamund said, sighing. “Maybe some ice water and lemon.”

“Okay. Lucy? Or Silky? Or what is it I should call you?”

Silk’s smile broke. “Um. Lucy’s… fine.” She looked at me, floundering. “I’m good. Thank you.”

“Yes,” Winter said. She headed out, tying the knots as she went.

“What the hell?” I asked Rosamund quietly.

“It’s me, isn’t it?” Silk asked.

I glanced up at Rosamund, then Silk. My blonde girlfriend said quietly, “Shit. Go. I’ll help her finish up. Besides, she’ll need moisturizer and… just go.”

I leaned up and kissed Silk, then Rosamund. Still nude from my earlier bathing escapades, I jogged out of the bedroom in full sight of our housekeeper, Carrie. It was hardly the first time, given the frequency and intensity with which the three of us often made love all across the house. The gardener and house painter she was speaking with, however, were not so accustomed to my dong wagging around, and hurried to avert their gazes.

“Carrie. Guys,” I said, hurrying after my girlfriend.

“Sir,” Carrie said pleasantly.

I found Winter digging through our fridge for the fruit punch Rosamund liked. She turned just as I reached her, and gave me a withering look. “Oh God, Marshall, in front of the staff?”

“Fuck them,” I said, and took her in my arms. Startled, she dropped the bottle of juice. It bounced and rolled away as I gripped her ass and squeezed her to me, my lips mashing against hers.

She thumped my back, her eyes blazing, and I let her go as she sputtered, “You… you can’t do that.”

“What? Why not?” I asked. “You’re my girlfriend. Or that’s what I thought.”

“You can’t use you as a weapon!” she snapped. “Not when I’m pissed!”

“What do you have to be pissed about? Silk? You told me this was fine. I’ve never, not once, complained about one of yours or been less than-”

“You…” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. In a moment when she had her cool, she opened them again. I’m not sure if shouting Winter or Winter with the cold devil eyes was more terrifying. This time, she hissed, “That’s our intimate thing. Yours. Mine. Rosamund’s.”

“Yes. And now it’s part of my ritual with her. That doesn’t mean it’s not still sacred between the three of us. You’ve given her no chance whatsoever,” I said. “The way she and I came together, that’s only ever happened twice.”

“I would have been happy to give her a chance if it had been maybe one of the guest bedrooms or the guest house or…”

I gaped at her. “You’re jealous? You?”

“Of course I’m fucking jealous, Marshall! I thought she was a fling. I thought she was a kink you needed to work out after Josie!”

“That is…” I shook my head, astonished. “How are you jealous?”

“Because we’re spending so little time together anyways,” she said.

I ran a hand across my mouth, unbelieving we were having this conversation. “Because that’s the way you wanted it,” I said. “That was the arrangement you set up. Remember? ‘I’m a career woman.’”

She gestured at her belly. “Yeah, well, maybe I’m scared you’re bored of me or… or… we’re drifting too far apart, or…”

I took her shoulders in my hands. “Did my love for you change at all when I met Rosamund?”

“No, but…”

“Did you end up falling in love with her once you’d given her a chance?”

“Yes, but… that’s Rosamund, and…”

“Marshall,” Silk said behind me. Her voice was quiet, faded, and nearly gone. She was so beautiful in that moment. Wrapped up in a towel, her hair still damp from earlier. She was free of makeup, of all the trappings hiding her away, and she shivered, all but naked in front of us. I loved her. I loved her so much. “I’ll go. I don’t want to be the reason…”

I turned back to Winter. “I love her.”

Winter stared at me. She didn’t blink. Everything in the room seemed to stop in that moment. Finally, she let out a sniff, nodded, and bent over to pick up the juice. She headed down the hallway, and thrust it at Rosamund as she passed, heading for our bedroom.

“Goddamn it,” I muttered.

“Do you have your guitar?” Winter called behind her.

Rosamund and Silk both gave me the “she’s off her rocker” look, and I think my own expression mirrored theirs.

“Yeeesss?” Silk called back.

“Well, come on, then. I need to listen to this song you two couldn’t get out of your heads.”

Silk looked uncertain. “What?”

“Your guitar,” I said wonderingly. “Grab it. Come on.”

* * *

The children are here now. All of them. From Winter, Jamie, Charlotte, Sharon. From Rosamund, Daisy, Halle, Clayton, Josie, the twins Talbot and Wylie. From Silk, Kellen, Mara, Mya, our sweet Angelica. Seeing her is perhaps the most heartbreaking and uplifting, all at once.

That list sounds so goddamn mechanical. I am trying to hold it together. But every moment of my life now is spent contemplating time and inevitability. I am a healthy man and modern medicine has been kind to me. I may very well live to see all of them go on to meet their mothers, their lost loved ones, their friends gone too soon.

And I would be here, in the halls of a mansion far too large for one man and the staff he has come to regard as family too.

I may even outlast the ghosts.

The twins are still the liveliest of the bunch. They have helped keep the others rolling, along with Mya and Sharon. Even now, I can hear them laugh outside as they lounge in the pool with the grandchildren and the great grands. Rosamund smiled and cooed when she saw the babies, and when Kellen offered her his version of the last rites, she accepted with an exhausted smile. It is, I believe, the first time she has ever allowed religion within a ten-foot sphere of herself, but she did it for him. Now he spends chasing the souls of whoever will listen, trying to get them to convert, while Rosamund spends some time with the rest of our children.

I tried to skulk around the edges. My hand in hers means one less that the children can touch. Rosamund means so much to them, just as Silk and Winter once did.  But Charlotte, Clay, and Mya, always the ringleaders, guided me back to her, a gesture that has pierced my heart more than any other in recent memory. I spent most of the day with Rosamund’s hand clasped in mine. I did not talk much. I listened to wonderful stories of what my children and grandchildren were up to, how they were doing.

There was a small break somewhere in the middle when the nurses needed to tend to Rosamund. We left them alone, and Charlotte asked the grandchildren to take the great-grands and go find a treat or play in the games room. When they’d caromed away, my children surrounded me. I had a speech ready for a time like this, one full of words for each of them about how much they meant to me and Rosamund. But I looked them over, and all I could say was a broken, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

There was so much behind that apology. I wish, like my Rosamund once had, I had chosen family over the company. I wish I had spent more time at home with all of them, rather than taking two or three of them with me abroad or to inventors’ conventions like I was doling out treats for being the best girls and boys. I wish, with all my heart, I could have invented something that just gave me more time. With them. With Silk. With Winter. With Rosamund.

I fell into their arms. Mara and Halle held me up as I wept and wept. One by one they came to me, and I whispered the words in their ear. “I’m sorry, I should have been there, I should have done more,” nonsense babbling of a man at the end of his rope, but they understood. They comforted me, held me like I was the child and they were the parents. Angelica was last, and she stared up at me from her wheelchair. As I knelt, she gave me one of her very best smiles, and it reminded me so much of her mother. She spoke no words – she never had – but babbled at me. I took her hands in mine and squeezed them tight.

“I miss your mothers so much, sweetheart,” I murmured. And their hands were on me again, lifting me up, hugging me in another round of love the likes of which no one man has ever deserved. We returned to Rosamund, but she was sleeping. Not in the forever sense, just a doze, but soon, this will be the way it will go. I took her hand again, and nodded at Sharon.

“Tell her how the writing is going.”

“Should I? If she needs rest…”

“Yes. You should,” I murmured. “This is what she wants.”

I hate myself a tiny bit for this, but even as my last love was dying beside me, I was having one of the most pleasant days of my entire life. There is so much shame there to unpack, but it is true. I have never been so proud to be a father as today.

* * *

Silk played, still wrapped in her towel. Rosamund and Winter sat together on the edge of the bed as I rested by myself, my attention divided between the three of them. And as Silk played, she lost herself little by little to the song, her eyes closing, getting into it in a way I hadn’t seen the other day. Within a minute, Winter was leaning forward. Within two, she was crying softly. And when Silk finished, she crossed the room, took the guitar gently from the other woman’s hands, and knelt between her legs.

“I’m sorry,” Winter whispered. “I get it now.”

Silk stroked her cheek. “I don’t ever want to come between you three.”

Winter unwrapped Silk’s towel dropped her mouth to the other woman’s sex. This was her answer and her apology all wrapped up in one, and it was all the words she needed to say. There would never be the tight closeness between them as with Silk and Rosamund, but at least there was peace – and with enough time, even love.

Silk watched me as Winter began to make love to her with artful, delicate strokes of her tongue. “Is it okay?”

“You are one of us now,” Rosamund said. “You never have to ask that.”

I nodded. “With us, always. I love you, Silk.”

“I love you.”

I slipped off the chair and came to Rosamund. She gave me a long, soul-searing kiss that left me chasing her down to the bed. “I missed you both,” I murmured against her lips as I cupped her sex in my hand.

“We missed you.”

I pulled away and tugged her back up to a sitting position. “Watch them together this first time,” I said as I knelt between her legs.

Rosamund gripped my hair and guided me to her core, already dewy and ready for my tongue and fingers. “Well, all right,” she breathed as I bridged the gap between us with a long lick. “I’ll give you a play-by-play later.”

I chuckled. “Sounds good.”

Behind us, Silk shyly looked away from Rosamund even as she shifted and spread her legs wider for Winter. Rosamund pressed me harder into herself and said, “Don’t turn that pretty face away.”

Silk tentatively looked back up. “You all seem…” she gasped as Winter licked her clit. “…very, um, very good at this.”

“Oh, we’ve had so much practice,” Rosamund said. Her hands were all over herself, cupping her breasts, flitting against the delicate bones of her neck, across the slight swell of her stomach. I slid mine under her ass, squeezing the oh so familiar flesh with all the hunger and need of our first time. I couldn’t get enough of her. The sounds of what was happening behind me, the quickening of Silk’s breath, the licking, the wet wicking of Winter’s fingers as she must have been finger-fucking the other woman, Rosamund’s moans and cooing to Silk. All of it left me a man possessed.

Thankfully Rosamund was just as turned on as I was. She threw her legs over my shoulders and leaned back on her elbows so she could thrust back at my tongue and my lips while still watching what was going on. Pregnancy made her even more responsive than ever, and the hard rolls of her hips turned to thrashing. She came with a cry, and I licked her clean before hurrying up to my feet. I went to my Silk, my lips and chin wet with Rosamund. We clutched at each other as our lips joined so she could taste the other woman. Winter grabbed my hand and brought it up to Silk’s breast. I cupped it as she moaned into my mouth.

Then Rosamund dropped to the floor beside Winter, nudging the other woman sideways. They both drove their mouths and tongues against Silk we kissed and I played. Her whole body responded to all of us, shivering, shaking. Her eyes closed and broken breaths filled my mouth, my lungs. She was coming, and coming so hard I never noticed her hand at my back or the nails digging into my flesh.

I barked orders as Rosamund and Winter pulled away to kiss each other, their hands on each other’s asses. “Get her up on the bed. All three of us are going to help her now.”

Silk winked at Rosamund. “I like it when he growls.”

“He’s very good at that.”

Winter and Rosamund stood up and guided Silk to the bed. I told Rosamund to rest on the bed, face up. Silk climbed over her face and knelt, bringing her pussy down to Rosamund’s lips.

“Mm, very tasty,” Rosamund murmured.

With that, I pressed a hand to Silk’s upper back, and she got the idea, bending over to lick at Rosamund’s still-sensitive clit and wet lips. “Mm, that’s pretty tasty too,” she said, making Rosamund giggle.

“Winter, take up a spot right behind her,” I said. “You should have a little room to lick her pussy.”

“Uh,” Silk, said, “and what exactly are you going… oh. Oh!” she moaned, as I spread her cheeks wide and ran my tongue along her bud.

It wasn’t perfect, but for our first time as the four of us, it was as hot as anything we’d ever done. I swirled my tongue against Silk’s bud as I squeezed and pinched her butt. Winter held the hardest position, her neck threatening to cramp, but that first time, she stayed put, feeling horrible about what she’d said and done. Rosamund did the bulk of the work, her arms wrapped tight around Silk’s lower back as she ate her with a fervor I could completely understand.

We were together. And it was all that mattered.

Three tongues teased another gasping orgasm out of Silk. She had come so many times already that day and had to pull away, laughing, shaking, and wildly satisfied. I whispered to my two blonde beauties about how much Silk liked that particular portrait of them on their hands and knees, and they posed just like that while I positioned myself in the middle behind them, my hands roaming their butts, their pussies as I watched my tattooed gorgeous new girlfriend rest back against the pillows, enjoying the show.

I wasted no time fingering Winter and Rosamund, and they bounced happily back against me, their need overwhelming them. I loved what the pregnancies were doing to their bodies, the extra warmth to their skin, the hormones driving them wild. They leaned together and kissed, and Winter glanced back at me, smirking.

“We missed you on the plane,” she said. All three of us were members of the mile-high club a few dozen times over by that point, including an orgy with two stewardesses and a well-hung assistant who received one hell of a panting, gasping bonus as Rosamund bobbed happily away on his dick. “But we found some ways to entertain ourselves.”

“I think we might even replace you with some of our toys,” Rosamund said.

“Oh yeah?” I asked, then knelt right behind her. She gasped as I thrust in all the way to the hilt, loving the warm wetness of her, the way she molded around me.  I spanked her ass. “You really think you can replace that?”

Silk snickered and slid off the bed. She kissed Winter briefly, her fingers trailing the lithe beauty’s body. “Cocky, isn’t he?”

“So cocky,” Rosamund breathed as I bounced her back and forth.

“I want to taste you now,” Silk whispered to Winter. “Sit on my face. Ride me hard. Let me show you how much fun I can be.”

Winter took her by the chin and brought her back for another smoldering kiss that had me pumping Rosamund even harder. Silk and Winter swapped, and Silk rested on her back as Winter knelt over her, her ass to me. I reached out and fondled it as she brought her pussy down to Silk’s lips.

That moment was my heaven. Three stunning, wonderful women, two of them with my children growing inside them. So much love. So much fun
.

I held on, but oh Lord, the sight before me was driving me mad. Winter, riding Silk’s gorgeous face, hand trailing Silk’s tattoos while her other teased the valley between her breasts. Silk, clutching at Winter, quiet and focused on giving pleasure to a woman she, by rights, could have hated with good reason. Rosamund’s delightfully bouncing ass, her happy moaning and half-muttered swears as she rushed towards another orgasm. All of us starting to sweat. All of us deliriously excited.

I flipped Rosamund over and crossed her legs over one of my shoulders as I slipped back inside her. “There’s that sexy face,” I breathed, taking her, my balls slapping against her skin. She grinned up at me as she arched her back, her boobs bouncing in time to my thrusts. “God, that is one of the best sights in the world.”

“Perv,” she murmured, and cupped them for me. I let her legs go and leaned down to suck one of the nipples into my mouth. She loved it, thrusting them harder against my lips, but the fucking had slowed and that was just a crime. So I pulled away from the nipple reluctantly but stayed leaning over her, kissing her over and over again as our bodies danced together.

“Nnn, shit, oh shit,” Winter gasped, “Silk, I’m right there, nnnnn, yeessss!”

She threw her head back and pumped her hips down one last time, coming and coming and coming. The sound of her wails left Rosamund gasping against my mouth. I knew she wasn’t far either. Winter toppled off Silk and crawled off the bed, panting and drunk-walking around it as she came to Rosamund’s side. She pushed me away from her and knelt down to flick Rosamund’s nipple with her tongue while she pinched and tweaked the other one.

“How long?” she asked me. It was an old game we played.

“Two minutes.”

“No way. Thirty seconds.”

“What are you…?” Silk asked, taking great big lungfuls of air. “What are you betting on?”

“How long before she comes,” I said.

“Four minutes?” Silk asked, then rolled over onto her side. She wasn’t at a good angle to lick or touch anything particularly sensitive, but when she ran her tongue along the length of Rosamund’s hip, it sure got the other woman’s attention.

“Ohhhhhhhhhh, God!” Rosamund cried, proving all of us had way overestimated.

“Winter,” I panted. “I want you on top.”

“Uh uh,” she said. “Silk.”

Silk sat up. “It’s okay, really, I don’t mind-”

“Honey, I want to watch it as much as he wants to finish it. Are you on the pill?”

Silk shook her head, blushing. “We’ve been careful.”

Winter crawled back onto the bed and kissed Silk as I pulled out of Rosamund. Silk tried to chase her lips when she pulled away, but Winter put a hand on her chest. “Do you want to be?”

Rosamund sat up, her blonde hair shooting in every direction from the friction of rubbing against the bed. “Holy what?”

“I’m… I’m with her,” Silk said. “Do I want to be… what? Careful?”

“Yes,” Winter said. “You love him?”

“Yes. With all my heart,” Silk said, looking at me and smiling faintly.

“We’re pregnant,” Winter said. “And we would only be a few months ahead of you.”

Silk pushed herself up onto her elbows. At that angle, she had to twist her head to look at me, so I came around the bed to her, stroking myself to stay hard. Not that I needed the extra stimulation. “Marshall, you don’t know that I’m not after your money.”

“I came to you,” I murmured. “And that’s not a no.”

She parted her thighs for me, and I ran my tongue down her freshly shaven mound. “What if we have too many differences? I mean, I just…” I sucked at her clit and her eyes rolled back. “Oh God, that’s good.”

“Of course we’re going to be different,” Rosamund said. She and Winter moved towards her, Winter to lay down besides Silk, Rosamund going around the bed to do the same on the other side. “And we’re going to have arguments. And we’re going to have all the nasty relationship stuff happen. In ten years we’ll probably be so bored with each other we’ll be dying to stay apart.” We wouldn’t. “But here, we can love each other. And we can love each other tomorrow. And nine months down the line. And when we’re ninety and we’ve got so many kids we won’t remember half their names.”

I tasted Silk’s wetness, keeping my eyes where I’d just been shaving. I pulled her legs over my shoulders and dipped lower, savoring her.

“Say no if you don’t want to,” Winter murmured. She cupped Silk’s chin gently and kissed her. “There’s always time later. Or not at all, if that’s what you want. We won’t judge. But if this is what you want, take it. You have my blessing.”

“And mine,” Rosamund whispered on the other side. Silk looked to her, and they kissed too.

I reached out to the end table, for the box of condoms we’d been depleting the last couple of days. But Silk glanced at Winter, then Rosamund, then at me. She bit her lip, smiled, and nodded.

“I want you to finish in me,” she murmured.

I brought myself back to her. And I slipped inside. She wrapped her arms around me, and we made love like vines twisting together. Rosamund and Winter were there too, touching us, urging us on with soft words and chaste kisses. They huddled close, the four of us as tightly knit as we could make ourselves. In the midst somewhere, Silk came with a quiet sob of pleasure, and I wasn’t long either. She clung to me as I brought my lips to her neck and whispered the question.

“Are you sure?”

“Are we forever?”

“Yes,” I said, and gently pushed deep one more time.

* * *

Late into the night. We changed the sheets ourselves since we’d left them a very wet mess. The cook knew the original trio’s habits well, and left us a cold dinner in the fridge, green gazpacho with fresh crusty bread and a crab noodle salad. It was, unfortunately, the sort of meal we couldn’t feed to each other easily, so we brought out blankets to the chairs on our balconies and ate in the nude overlooking the swimming pool and the gardens.

“You know, I didn’t even realize this place had a pool until now,” Silk said, and Rosamund laughed so hard she started coughing.

When she’d settled down, Winter asked, “How much of the house did you two get to?”

“The, uh…” Silk frowned and thought. “The entryway. I think there was a living room. And then the bedroom, and the bathroom… and… huh.”

The other girls snickered at that, and Winter took Silk’s hand. “So why did he call you Silk?”

“Can I guess?” Rosamund asked us. Without waiting for a reply, she said, “It’s the hair. I wanted to touch it the moment I saw it.”

“Right?” I asked.

Winter let go of Silk’s fingers and reached up to brush it. “It is soft,” she said.

Rosamund stood up and leaned over the bannister, her curvy bottom at a perfect level for us to stare at. I felt myself rousing sleepily, and thought if I had one more in me, I’d love to finish there. But she had other plans. “Let’s go swimming.”

“This is the point when I say something responsible like ‘it’s three in the morning and we have to work tomorrow,’ but I agree,” Winter said.

Silk rose to her feet. “I could definitely use a dip.”

Winter looked at me hopefully. “Did you eat the last of those sherbet cookies?”

“We had a dozen before you two flew out,” I said. “How many do you think I could eat in two days?”

“Bring me two,” Rosamund said.

Winter nodded. “Me too. Silk, you have to try one.”

“Okay,” Silk said.

They hurried back through the bedroom, and I walked after them, muttering something about please and thank yous. But hey, I live to serve.

That night… that night was good. The sex before it was amazing, don’t get me wrong. It is one of my most cherished memories. But splashing around in the pool, swimming lazy laps while the girls talked, then watching Silk dog paddle out to the middle then come rushing back because she was, and would always be, afraid of the deep end… that was the beginning of it all. The true beginning. We were already deeply in love and we all discovered it in those lazy hours. False dawn crept over the horizon before we finished with our swim and fumbled around in the showers together, too tired to do much more than paw and grope at one another.

We fell into bed, Silk beside me, Winter and Rosamund a little ways apart on the other side, Rosamund murmured blearily, “We need to celebrate.”

“How?” Winter asked.

“Vacation. We’ve never gone on a real one. It’s always been work.”

“I like that,” Winter said.

“We have to stop by Minnesota on the way back,” I said. “We have a cat to pick up and parents to scar for life.”

I thought Silk might laugh at that, but in my arms, she was already asleep.

I never told them this. While they slept, I stayed awake. I couldn’t shake the feeling that when I fell asleep, I would wake alone again. I rolled onto my side and propped myself up, watching them for hours and hours. I called in to work and explained we would all be out sick, a rarity, but I wasn’t going to be denied this first complete day together.

I watched them, and I thought about the future. About us. About the people we were together.

* * *

I set up the meeting with Samuel a week before my girls and I set off on what we called our honeymoon. Winter, Barbara and Levi joined me a half hour before Sam arrived. They didn’t try to caution me about this move. We had discussed its fallacies at length but the company wasn’t actually going to see much risk. This was all on me.

Me, and Samuel.

He showed up thinking we were going to be discussing the work I wanted him to do while I was out on vacation. He was the only one apart from my girls who were allowed to walk into my office at any time, and he did it then, saying a quiet hello to my secretary before pushing open the ornate brass door.

Winter sat beside me behind my desk in an executive chair brought in from a nearby conference room. Barb and Levi had pushed their chairs to one side of a long coffee table stacked with file folders, leaving a spot for Samuel on the other side. He glanced at all of us curiously.

“Am I interrupting something?” he asked.

“No. Shut the door, please,” I said. He did. “Samuel, have you met Barbara Rossellini from Acquisitions?”

“No, I haven’t,” he said, watching me out of the corner of his eye as he shook her hand. Then he turned his attention to her and gave her one of his rare genuine smiles. “Pleasure.”

Barbara was a motherly looking woman with frizzy white-blonde hair whose looks couldn’t have better disguised her cutthroat nature. If I’m being honest, I didn’t particularly like Barbara, but she wasn’t in the game to be liked. It was easy to imagine Winter winding up like her had she gone down a different path. Ruthless, utterly focused on her job. Barbara existed to consume other businesses, something that eventually led to us firing her a few years beyond this story. But in that moment, she was exactly who I needed if this went one way.

She shook his hand with muscles probably capable of crushing steel. “Fascinating way to come into a job, beating the hell out of the CEO.”

No one laughed at the joke, if it was one. Samuel gave her a tight smile, then turned his attention to Levi. I said, “Levi Dalton, my personal financial advisor.”

Samuel’s confusion blossomed, but he shook Levi’s hand too. “Uh. Nice to meet you?”

Levi grinned. Unlike Barbara, he was a hell of a good person. Believe it or not, they exist in the financial world. Stole him away from managing a bank in some pissant little town in upstate New York when he came to the job interview in a badly creased off-the-rack suit, chewed ragged at the heels because it was two sizes too long. Everyone else who interviewed for the job looked like they’d been molded by a clothier. He was embarrassed about it, so I told him point blank a dollar bill doesn’t give a damn about a man’s suit if it’s feeling frisky. He had that emblazoned on a plaque in his office nowadays.

The two men exchanged hellos, and I gestured at Winter. “And Winter, you know.”

“Yes,” Samuel said. “Nice to see you.”

Winter’s lips peeled back in something more of a snarl than a smile, and said nothing.

“Sit down, please,” I said. He did. “When we were at the batting cages, you said you wanted revenge on Tom Young and the Shittiest Director of All Time.”

Samuel shifted uncomfortably. “Um. Is that something we should… discuss here?”

“We’re not going to do anything violent or illegal. Let’s get that out in front right now. I won’t say I didn’t think about it. But everything we’re about to discuss is on the up and up.”

“Okay,” Samuel said, frowning. “So… what then?”

I leaned forward, my heart thumping hard in my chest. Be the man I believe you to be
, I thought. “You’re going to have two options-”

“Three,” Winter interjected.

“Yes. Three,” I said. “The first option is the revenge you wanted. I thought a lot about what we could possibly do to Tom. I did think about… getting physical. But that’s not a road I’m willing to walk down. Instead, I came up with this. Barbara?”

Barbara leaned forward, fingernails digging into her knees. “You buy out his production company. You buy up all his assets, his back catalog, everything.”

Samuel gripped the arms of the chair. “So we reward the asshole who put the gun to Josie’s head by… what, giving him shitloads of money?”

“Yes,” I said, grinning. “He’ll laugh all the way to the bank. Until we start using his company as our own personal toilet paper. Tom’s an egotistical prick and that company is his ego defined. We find the worst scripts circulating Hollywood. We hire the worst actors. We regurgitate his worst ideas and we burn the name to the ground. We make it the laughingstock of movie history.”

Samuel blinked at me. “You’d take a loss like that? We have to be talking… what? Millions of dollars?”

“Try hundreds of millions,” Levi said. “Worst case estimate, for everything we’re probably looking at three hundred fifty million. Best case, somewhere in the low hundred million. It is a big production company, and they’ve got clout now after the awards season buzz.” He tapped one stack of folders. “This is all the assets we’d need to purchase in order to go through with it. It’s a lot.”

“The company can eat that kind of expense?” Samuel asked me.

“No,” I said. “The money wouldn’t come from the company. It would come from me.”

“What are you saying?”

“The universal divider,” I said, and Winter tensed beside me. We’d argued about this, but she saw the truth of it. The divider earned us stratospheric amounts of money, but the company had so many different patents on so many successful products, we could eat the loss of it, and it was still essentially my product and my call to make. “The Siblini Corporation has offered whatever I need in return for the rights to the patent.”

Samuel folded his hands together and brought them to his lips in a vee. When he settled them back down, he said, “You think he’d hate that? Having his company ruined, even if he didn’t own it?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Barbara said. “Imagine someone buying out this company, and then using it to sell, I don’t know, bubble gum.”

“It’d be a personal insult,” Winter said.

Samuel leaned back, and said, “You said I had three options.”

Winter looked at me, and I nodded. “My option,” she said, “and the one I’m hoping you take, we give you twenty million dollars to quit. Just to quit. What you do with that money, how you choose to use it to get your stupid, pissant revenge, that’s your business. You get the money for doing absolutely nothing but staying the fuck out of my boyfriend’s life the rest of yours.”

Samuel looked at me. “You want that?”

“No. Desperately not,” I said. “You’re my best friend, Sam. Maybe you don’t feel the same way, and if you don’t… take the deal. But I love you like a brother.”

“Brothers don’t fuck the other’s girlfriend,” Sam said, but there was no venom to his voice. He just sounded tired.

“I know. And I am eternally sorry for that,” I said quietly. “I loved her. In my unhealthy way, I did. And that’s no excuse, but it’s what happened.”

“You’d give the divider up for Josie?”

“No. I’d give it up for you. For my friend.”

That silenced him. Winter took my hand. At first, I thought she was trembling. Then I realized it was coming from me. I continued.

“But If you can forgive us… if you can forgive me, listen to the third option.”

“Which is?” he asked. There was emotion in his voice, a pain echoed in my soul.

I cleared my throat. “Take one of the other file folders. Yes, that one, that’ll work. Each one of those is full of information from the twenty-eight largest cities in America. And that’s just a start. We want to do rural centers as well. We just haven’t had the time to prepare.”

“Rural centers for what?” He thumbed through the information in the folder, and his eyes widened. He looked up at me. “This is…”

“Drug statistics. Yeah. Specifically pertaining to women, but we’re working to obtain some numbers for children too. The systems are overwhelmed, Samuel. Shelters are full and understaffed. Drug abuse is skyrocketing, and it’s being underreported to save budgets. We need a different approach. I want to set up a nonprofit to begin to tackle the problems on a much larger scale than we’ve ever seen before in this country. Rehabilitation housing, with live-in counselors. Increased school funding for psychologists and counselors there, too. If we can stop one woman from having to walk down the same roads as Josie… well.”

“It’s a long-term solution,” Levi said. “Experts in the fields aren’t just going to crop up overnight, so we’d likely start with housing while also offering up numerous scholarships and opportunities for people entering into education for related fields. It may take twenty to thirty years to see the scope of Marshall’s plan realized, but this would be an enormous first step.”

Samuel grimaced. “You’re putting a gun barrel to my head here. How am I supposed to not pick the third option?”

“Because it’s going to happen regardless,” I said. “Siblini is in, and they’ve got Barrett Carney on board. The question will be my involvement. I’ll still donate what I can, but if you pick the third option, besides what I personally donate, we’re going to invest a certain percentage of the u-divider’s sales into this.”

Winter said quietly, “Samuel, that’s potentially hundreds of millions of dollars. Probably more. That’s a lowball figure.”

“I thought you wanted me gone,” Samuel said.

“I do. But Marshall doesn’t. And for him, I’d like to get to know you. The you he sees, not the monster Rosamund and I believe you to be.”

“Monster,” he said quietly.

“I’m not letting you pick today,” I said. “I want you to think about it while I go on vacation. A month and change should be plenty. Then we’ll set something up.”

* * *

A month away from the world. It was amazing. Well, when we weren’t trying to kill each other.

I’m joking. Mostly.

We each picked a week anywhere we desired, drawing names out of a hat to determine who went in what order. We started the trip with reasonable numbers of suitcases and overnight bags, but we’d bring home enough to fill a trailer, full of new clothes, souvenirs, snacks, and even one suitcase stuffed with freebie stuff from our various resorts, hotel rooms, and housing. That last one was thanks to Silk, who never quite got over the mentality that someday she might find herself scraping it out again sometime.

Everything was handled by a trio of travel assistants. Rocco insisted on security for us the entire trip too, so we were followed by a small entourage. Our bodyguards and assistants swapped out each week, but all of them were cool, professional, and savvy enough to ignore the flagrant displays of sexuality among the four of us. Which was good, because even before our vacation really started, we fucked everywhere
. In the car on the way to the private airport. In our private jet. On a set of moving steps as we waited for the plane to be refueled before we took off across the ocean. If that one sounds like a logistical nightmare, believe me, it was.

Winter drew first, so off to the Golden Triangle we went. It saddens me that we never managed to get there again, because that week went by all too quickly. Jaipur in particular was very kind to us. The bazaars were endless there, and in our experience, far friendlier than Delhi, though admittedly it has been nearly fifty years since I’ve been there. And the sightseeing – my God, the beauty tucked away in that city. If you ever have the means, you must see the City Palace and the Hawa Mahal. The Hawa Mahal in particular captured me hard, and I went back to see it twice more, once with Winter, and once on the last day when the girls wanted to do some more shopping at a bazaar they particularly liked. Rocco, who was with me that first leg of the trip, took in the building with me and actually cried. Rocco didn’t cry. Ever.

But it is the sort of grand building that deserves a tear or two. Made from sandstone, the front of it looks like a map that has been folded vertically a couple dozen times, then strung back out, sort of wavy, but at sharp angles. It is the details that made it all the more stunning, with latticework as intricate as any I’ve ever seen.

I think perhaps when Rosamund has passed, I shall go back there. My doctors advised me to stop traveling some years ago, but these days, they let me get away with murder. When I turned seventy-five, they told me no more fast food, not that I ate a lot of it to begin with. When I turned ninety and told my doctor somewhat guiltily that I’d seen the advertisement for a limited time chicken and ham monstrosity and couldn’t resist, he laughed and asked if I’d enjoyed it and if he should try one. When we reach a certain age, the risks of an unhealthy choice are far outweighed by the purity of a few moments of simple joy. We get so few of them.

We spent a few days in Delhi, where the highlight was definitely a rooftop meal hosted by a local journalist and his lovely wife. Winter was a fan of his nonfiction books, and I had quietly made the arrangements without her knowing. Dinner turned into something more carnal, and I made his wife beg for my cock while he and Winter tried to keep pace and Rosamund and Silk put on a delicious show of debauchery for all of us. They stayed in touch after we left the country, and a few years on, Silk brought a laptop to me, giggling like crazy. She showed me a picture of their family, and lo and behold, their youngest sure did bear a certain lighter skinned resemblance to yours truly.

While our travel assistants stayed behind to take care of all our purchases and fly back to the States, we boarded our private jet and took off for my choice, the next name in the hat. When we planned all this out, I went through a dozen ideas in my head as to places I wanted to take my girls. The big, dopey romantic in me thought about Paris at first, and the possibility made it to the near final-round of my mental tournament.

I thought too about St. Lucia, where Rosamund and I once spent a long weekend on a high-end yacht with a billionaire investor who wanted to buy us out in the early days. We drank his thousand dollar bottles of wine, ate the stone crabs cooked right there on the boat – which, by the way, tasted no better or worse than the stone crabs you could get in Florida – and in five years, we came back and I signed the paperwork to buy out his company instead. I liked the area, but I didn’t think Silk would get much out of it, seeing as she wasn’t a big fan of swimming. I was wrong – we did eventually make our way out there a few years later with the kids and she had a blast. But my heart was in the right place.

Canada seemed like a good idea too, but wildfires were causing a lot of travel restrictions. It came down to Sydney or Paris, both of which I thought would please all my companions. I spent far too long thinking about them. Finally, I turned to Samuel, and surprisingly, his advice was sound and friendly. He asked how I’d feel if the girls only picked their spots based on what I’d want to see. That alone would have been enough to get me to pick Norway, a place I yearned to see. But he gave me a one-two punch by telling me if they did love me, they’d want to be with me no matter where I was.

So… Norway. Which I’d seen in pictures and always thought looked wildly beautiful.

I was right.

Starting on the west coast in the gorgeous small town of Haugesund, we spent every night that week in a different place. This was almost entirely a sightseeing tour, though we did buy an absurd amount of goat cheese to send back home. Waterfalls. Mountains. Lakes and rivers. My God, the water in that country. I fell madly in love with Henningsvaer, a small fishing town with houses that feel like they’re popping right up out of the water. I don’t think my companions loved the last day of the trip, when we took a twin-prop to Longyearbyen, the northernmost settlement in the world. Hey, I had to say I’d been there, and if you’re going to be a billionaire, why not eat pork buns at the ass-end of all ass-ends?

Desperate to put the chill air behind us, the girls were excited Germany was next. It was Rosamund’s pick, and it was a good one. We spent much of that week in Cologne. I admit I’m not one for museums or cathedrals, but that trip made me something of a fan. Winter and I trailed Rosamund and Silk, astounded at the beautiful buildings and architecture. My personal favorite from that week was the nightlife. After a week’s worth of traveling through Norway, we really enjoyed getting out, dancing, seeing live music, and keeping to a central city for a change. The food was the most even of the week too, and our hotel had a distant view of one of the cathedrals. Rosamund loved getting fucked silly on that balcony, and I was all too happy to indulge her.

Our business ended up drawing us back to Germany many, many times, and I’m glad it did. I love all our corporate headquarters in Barcelona, London, Verona, and Paris, but none of them held my heart in the same way as our shipping center in Cologne. We kept a corporate apartment there, one we came back to in pairs and threes. One Christmas, with our then-six children, we came back to spend a whole two weeks there. It is a magical place that time of the year, and I cannot recommend it enough. Perhaps if I do go traveling, I’ll visit there too. Rosamund would certainly approve. Apart from home, that’s her very favorite spot in the world.

We spent a few days in London to take in a few plays. It was a surprise birthday present for Silk, and she looked absolutely gobsmacked the entire time. Seriously. I don’t think she stopped smiling the entire time. Then it was off for her pick – Hawaii.

God, was it the perfect pick. My three gorgeous companions spending a week in bikinis and swimsuits? Um, yes please.

Silk chose Hawaii because it was both exotic to her and because she was still timid about spending the money the rest of us had made. One of the reasons I loved her so much was that she never got over that reluctance when it came to treating herself. By that time, we already had an account set up for her that allowed her access to staggering amounts of money if she wanted it, but to Silk, more than an occasional splurge on something led to her coming to us trying to explain the purchases. She was far more comfortable using her allotted money for causes, especially those related to the arts. There, she felt zero guilt about setting up patronage funds for struggling actors and musicians across the nation, or propping up the library when they needed a new building, or helping establish an art gallery and music lounge back in her hometown. While Rosamund was the face of the company, Silk became the face of our family.

Hawaii seemed both extravagant to her and far more grounded than, say, a trip to the Maldives or something, but here’s the truth of it – Hawaii is amazing. We stayed in one of the most opulent resorts in Wallea for the first four days, then the last three in a hotel right on the beach in Waikiki. The first was almost like an amusement park – it had everything from an art museum to a waterpark. We loved that place. It was goofy. It was fun. Four days of chasing each other around, my girls getting ogled by every guy around the resort, me getting more than my fair share of looks from some of the women. And the food… my God, the food. Four words. Crab cakes eggs benedict. Yeah. I’m having my cook make that up for me tonight, heartburn be damned.

Waikiki was, despite the obvious tourist trappings, far more calming an experience. We were exhausted by that point, but it was a good exhaustion. We never really went through an unofficial bonding ceremony (or fake wedding, if you prefer), but this was a honeymoon of sorts, and we were ready to get back home and start our lives anew. That said, Waikiki gave us a lot of memories. Pearl Harbor was one of our first visits, a sobering affair that left Silk in tears. She’d always wanted to visit, as her great-uncle died in the attack. But she wasn’t the only one left in quiet awe of that place, and in time, our children would all visit there too.

From there, our travels around Waikiki lightened the mood. We must have hiked Diamond Trail three times that week, but our favorite was Makapu’u Point, a steeper hike that reminded all of us of the far-too-good food we’d been gorging ourselves on that month and how hard we were going to have to work when we got back. Our last day was spent wandering the open-air markets, then a trip to the zoo and the aquarium. The last was my final treat to Silk, as she may not have been a fan of swimming in deep water, but she had always wanted to see an aquarium. I rented out a small section dedicated to private parties. There were only two pathways in to that room, and both them curved away so no one could see us as long as our guards kept them away from the red roped barriers.

There, we undressed without a lot of words, and Winter and Rosamund sat on either side of me on a bench as Silk rode me to a series of quiet, rolling orgasms. When she could take no more, I stopped, and put my lips to hers as I told her how much I loved her and needed her in my life. Then it was Winter’s turn, and I thanked her both in words and with a much louder orgasm on her part for being the first great love of my life, for seeing below the surface at what we could be. And finally Rosamund, whose happy, forceful bouncing nearly left me without words as I struggled to hang on. She whooped and waved her hand like a cowgirl, sending Silk and Winter into fits of laughter. I buried my head against her breasts, laughing too, and grinned up at her.

“Thank you for… oh, just being you.”

* * *

Samuel put himself in my schedule for a lunch meeting a few days after we got back from Hawaii. He seemed more himself than he had since I betrayed him. I took that as a good sign. Or I hoped it was, anyways.

I expected the meeting to take place in my office, but Samuel wanted to go somewhere else. He drove, and so with Rocco following us, we headed to one of the big city parks, loaded with rolling green hills and plentiful shrubbery. We circled the block until he found a bright blue bean-sized car and pulled in beside it. I felt like I was going to get capped or something, despite the lazy, pleasant noon air and the yawning sprawl of trees.

“Did you make up your mind?” I asked him before we got out.

He rubbed his nose and studied me. “A few days after you left on vacation, I tracked Levi down and got him pretty drunk. He told me some things. Things you hadn’t even told Winter. That it was going to cost quite a bit more to buy the production company than you let on. That you were probably going to have to sell your share in the company.”

I said nothing, and he continued.

“Even without that… I don’t know. You were right. We honor her memory.” He sighed. “We let it go.”

“And you and me? Where do we stand?”

“Come on. I’ll show you.”

We got out, and he led me up a hill where a very pregnant woman sprawled out on a blanket with her legs splayed and her back to us. An honest-to-God picnic basket sat beside her, and she was nibbling on something as we approached.

“Hey hon,” Samuel called to her as we approached.

She turned, smiling, and I was finally getting to see one of the most important women of my life.

“Hello,” Samuel’s soon-to-be-wife said as she struggled to stand up. Samuel and I both stepped forward to help her, and Sam gave me a tiny nod over her head. She brushed at invisible crumbs on her sundress, and I was completely speechless.

Tang was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. Dark expressive eyes that lit up with her smile. A delicate face that ended in the cutest button of a chin. Long, and I mean long, flowing black hair.

But that wasn’t what left me speechless. Samuel had sworn to me I would never meet her. That I would never be a part of his personal life ever again.

Samuel cleared his throat. “Tang. Marshall. Marshall. Tang. Please try not to sleep with her.”

“Oh, Samuel,” she said, shaking her head and deepening that smile. And then I was moving, my arms encompassing her, pulling her tight to me without a word. For whatever reason, the bulge of her pregnancy really got to me.

I pulled back, still unable to speak, just nodding. Samuel came to me and gripped my shoulder. “I figured it was time to…” He exhaled softly. “…put some things in the past.”

I turned to him, and he squeezed my shoulder. “Thank you,” I managed to choke out. “And I’m sorry, Samuel. I failed you. I screwed up so much.”

“You can help make it up to me,” he said. “Be my best man.”

“Ah, shit,” I muttered, and bear hugged him. I think I busted a pipe in my eyes.

* * *

The wedding came a couple months before Daisy and Jamie were born. Silk wasn’t yet showing with Kellen, but already I thought she sparkled just like Rosamund and Winter. They each wore slight variations on the same dress, a blue one with spots and waves that reminded me of swimming pools when they moved. Rosamund’s showed off her cleavage, Winter her long legs, and Silk’s dipped almost all the way to her ass. I looked drab in comparison in my two-piece suit and tie.

“Oh my,” Silk said, taking me in. “Can I eat him?”

“So long as we get a bite too,” Winter said, a wicked gleam in her eye as she eyed me up and down. “Yum.”

Okay, so maybe I didn’t look that terrible, I guess.

“Every day, I find some reason to realize you’re all more beautiful,” I said. “But I don’t think anything is ever going to top this.”

I meant every word.

The limo driver held the doors for us, and I took their hands in turn as they ducked down and slid in. Then it was my turn, and I took the rear-facing seat beside Silk, who nuzzled her head against my shoulder.

“You’ll mess up your hair,” I murmured as I kissed the top of her head.

“You’re the one who has to stand up there,” she murmured back.

I grinned at that.

Our wedding gift to Samuel and Tang was a honeymoon to Buenos Aires. I offered to pay for the whole wedding too, but they were very proud and wanted to handle it themselves. I could respect that. They snagged a beautiful, smaller church in town for the venue, and there would be a reception to follow at a brewery they both liked.

When we arrived, a handful of people stood outside the church talking. Someone was playing something lively on a piano inside. I stopped my girls before we headed up the steps and kissed them one by one. That got some eyes on us, and I heard someone mutter, “He’s the billionaire douchebag from that movie.”

I grinned despite myself. Yeah, that was about right.

Samuel stood at the head of the church talking to his future brother-in-law. He saw me, and gave me kind of a half-amused wave. I waved back, and thought of Josie for about the twentieth time that day. She should be there with us, as a friend. I stared up at the cross on the wall and silently prayed that she found her way to a better place.

Rosamund, Winter, and Silk took up spots at a pew halfway back on the groom’s side. I headed up to talk to Samuel, and waited until he was done shooting the shit before taking him aside and giving him a hug.

He eyeballed me, his smile disappearing, and he said quietly, “I saw you.”

“Huh?”

“Just now. Looking up at the cross. You were praying, weren’t you?”

“Yeah. For her.”

Sam wrapped an arm around my shoulder and murmured, “I did the same thing.” He let me go, but he wasn’t done with me yet. “Hey, man. I never apologized.”

“You never have to. I got what I deserved.”

“Maybe. But…. I’m sorry anyways.” He gestured at Rosamund, Winter, and Silk. “I’m happy for you.”

“I’m happy for us.”

Someone came in and waved at Samuel from the front doors. He waved back and grinned. “Time to get started.”

“Love you, Sam. Thank you for forgiving me.”

He nodded, grinning. “Been a long, weird road, hasn’t it?”

* * *

We didn’t make it home after the reception but instead diverted to a hotel the company owned. An assistant arranged to have an executive suite reserved for us that night in case we needed it, and as it turned out, I just couldn’t wait to get my mitts on Silk, Rosamund, and Winter.

So much lovely, wanton flesh to stroke and brush. I was loopy on the cocktails I’d been drinking most the night, yes, but it was really my loves who made me so drunk. Silk and Rosamund were feeling it too, and crowded me on the rear-facing seat, hands all over me as I gripped their asses and kissed them with all the passion I could muster. Meanwhile, Winter moaned and whimpered in front of me, her dress hiked up, her panties pulled to the side. I grinned at her in between kisses, and said, “You’re going to be first when we get to the hotel.”

“Aw,” Rosamund said. I pulled up the back of her dress and gave her a firm spank for that. She yelped and nipped my lip.

Silk, usually demure and shy when it came to initiating sex, shifted so she could lean down and suck me. I stroked her ass as I found Rosamund’s panties and teased her sex through the flimsy fabric.

“When you three danced together, I don’t think I’ve ever wanted you more,” I growled.

“Want to know a dirty little secret?” Winter asked me as I tugged Silk’s dress up too.

“What?” I asked, trying not to pump my cock deeper into Silk’s mouth.

“We snuck away after that dance,” Winter said as she slid three fingers into herself. 

“We were pretty bad,” Rosamund breathed in my ear. I think the caress of her breath nearly got me off as well as Silk’s amazing mouth.

I stroked Rosamund’s cunt harder and asked, “What did you do?”

She and Winter shared a devious grin. “We maaaybe bribed some of the staff to let us use the storage room. And maaaybe two of the bridesmaids were involved.”

I groaned and reflexively my cock bobbed in delight in Silk’s mouth. I knew the two they were talking about, two friends of Tang’s, an auburn-haired Chinese woman and a voluptuous black woman with a smile that I could barely take my eyes off during the wedding. The girls had met the bridesmaids a few days earlier. We reached an agreement that all wedding hookups were on the table, save for the bride and groom.

“How were they?”

“You’ll get to find out yourself in a few days, baby,” Rosamund said, stroking the back of Silk’s head. “We told them we’d get them on a private jet back home when we’ve all had our fun.”

Silk tightened the seal of her lips around me and really began to fuck me with her mouth. Thinking about those two beauties with my girlfriends, I was close. Rosamund slipped down a shoulder of her dress to feed me one of her nipples, and Winter gave me even more of a show when she started sucking two fingers on her free hand.

Best girlfriends ever.

I tapped Silk on the head three times, our universal sign that I was close to coming, and she gave a throaty moan around me and plunged as deep as she could go, keeping a frenetic pace. Her warm mouth and wet tongue were too much, and I came with a grunt. She slurped down my every drop, but didn’t swallow. Instead she leaned across to Rosamund and fed her some, then did the same with Winter. Rosamund and Silk plopped down beside my leggy girlfriend and gave me a similar show, their free hands all over each other, touching, loving as I stroked my softening shaft.

We’d turned off the intercom to the driver, but a soft ping in the passenger cabin let us know we were a few minutes out. My girls tucked their dresses down, and I zipped myself up as we slowed and eventually stopped.

The best thing that can be said about money is that doors open. That’s not just a metaphor. As I chased Rosamund, Silk, and Winter out into the night and across the parking lot, our assistants, who had been notified en route by our driver, held the doors open for us, had the elevator ready, and the door to our suite gaped for us. All I had to do was make sure my hands were occupied, and oh, they were.

The hotel suite’s shower was big enough for three but not four, so I stood back and watched while they scrubbed each other to shining perfection. Winter and Rosamund’s round bumps made it hard for them to negotiate but they had fun trying. When they washed up and hurried out to towel themselves off and blow-dry their hair, I took a quicker, much lonelier shower, but at least the view of their butts was spectacular.

The hotel bed wasn’t the massive sprawl of ours at home, where we usually split up into twos. We’d have to cuddle up here. I was completely okay with that. I liked what they’d started in the car, so I had them sit on the edge of the bed, their legs spread wide for me to kneel down and worship them with my mouth. They lounged back, chatting, laughing. The same exuberance I felt charged them too. It was more than the usual happiness after a wedding. We’d made it. There were hurts to be had on the long days ahead. Unimaginable losses were in all our futures. But in that moment, we were in our prime. Three children, waiting in the wings, ready to live whatever lives they chose. More on the horizon, if we were lucky. And we were. We were so very lucky.

I brought Winter over first, her talk fading away as she focused on me and what I was doing. She watched me with a faint smile, and I thought about our first time together, that wild moment in the storage unit when I knew I would never stop loving her. I told her that as I slid two fingers into her, and she breathed her love for me back as I dipped my mouth to her lips. She came for me, her face flushed, her breaths short, but all I noticed was my name on her lips.

Rosamund. My sweet, silly Rosamund, who had won me over with just the way she walked. With whom I would spend one of the sweetest nights of my life, who could have done anything, been anyone, and now she was choosing to be a mother, giving up her spot in the company gladly to raise our children and move on to a new chapter of her life. I loved her. I love her. She came too, with a cry so loud I’m sure the hotel staff on the first floor must have heard it.

And Silk, my shy one. I stopped first to kiss her newest tattoo, a compass with the first letter of each of our names in place of the cardinal directions. Mine was at the bottom – the foundation. Winter’s at the top, Rosamund and Silk’s on either side. Then I brought my lips to hers, and hummed a few bars of her song as my lips brushed the length of her pussy. She hummed back, and my other two girls joined in until someone screwed it up – probably me – and we broke apart, laughing.

“I love you,” I told my Silk.

“I love you too,” she whispered back.

She said nothing when I made her come, but fell backwards, and like that, we were all moving, shifting, breaking up into pairs. I took Winter just like I promised, or maybe the right way to say it would be that she took me, riding me with one hand behind her head, rocking the bed with every hard grind of her hips. I teased her body with one hand while the other went instinctively to her belly. She clasped that hand with her free one, and like that, she came again, this time with only a soft whimper.

Silk next, mostly because her enthusiastic licking of Rosamund’s pussy left her ass in a wonderful position. I took advantage of it and slid into her from behind. Rosamund rested underneath her, and the two shared a conversation with just their eyes, a pleading, needing one. They were always so close, those two. I wish I’d known then… no, this is not the place for that topic. Not yet. This was a joyous memory for me, one of the very best, and I will not taint it with sorrow.

Silk wanted to finish on her back and I happily obliged, taking one of her legs in my hands and kissing her ankles and her calves as I eased back and forth inside her. She got some help from both the other girls, Winter teasing her clit, Rosamund suckling lightly at her breasts and kissing her lips. Together, we helped her to a quaking finish, and she clutched at Rosamund and Winter until I pulled out and joined with my last beauty.

The hour was late, and so I ended up curled up with Rosamund in a simple spoon. My other girls lay facing us, Winter on the other side of Rosamund. She reached down to where our bodies connected and gave Rosamund butterfly kisses as she stroked both of us with just the pads of her fingers. Rosamund snaked an arm back towards my head and whispered for me to kiss her. She sounded so pleasantly exhausted. I nuzzled her neck, breathed her name, and joined my hand to Winters at her clit. And that was enough. Rosamund came with a pleased sigh. I finished not long after, and by the time I fetched a few wet towels, she was already asleep. I cleaned her gently, and Silk helped me tug the blankets up and over all of us.

It was a good night. It was the best life.

* * *

It has been six months since I picked this story up last to write in it.

Rosamund slipped away from us to be with Silk and Winter. I was asleep beside her in bed when the nurses came in to check her vitals. Rosamund’s hand rested on my hip. When I felt for it, I knew.

I asked for ten minutes with her alone, to hold her one last time. The nurses went to tell the children, and as the sound of them filled the hallways of the mansion, I began to weep into my Rosamund’s shoulder.

She rests now next to Winter and Silk.

The children come to stay with me here in shifts, like I might do something. I feel for them, being plucked from their homes like this, but I am pathetically grateful for the company. It is a crutch, though. I find myself slipping away from the things I promised Rosamund I would do when she passed. I must make up my mind soon, and that is why I must finish this.

It is time for me to tell you what happened to Silk and Winter, and then, we shall say goodbye.

* * *

Silk was nearing forty when she found out she was pregnant with Angelica. It was a surprise to all of us, especially me. Mya, her last child and the group’s last one as a whole, had come along five years prior, after which we decided we probably had a big enough herd. I got snipped, but apparently these things can heal.

By now, having had Kellen, Mara, and Mya, children were old hat to her. She kept up her public works, and even added a few more responsibilities to her plate throughout the pregnancy, including setting up a youth health program for the state. Obesity in children had come back with a vengeance the last few years, and we were trying to do our part to encourage youth sports and outdoor activities, as well as funding some public parks and kid-proof gyms. It was a great program, and it really made Silk happy to be a part of it.

She was on the road constantly for these sorts of things, in our state and elsewhere. It wasn’t the sort of thing I thought much about. We were all so busy with our own projects – Rosamund with raising a household of kids with the nannies, and Winter was always running at full steam with the company. I was locked in my workshop, having decided to take on a more hands-on role in the development of some ideas percolating in my brain.

Silk invited me to go to the function with her. I am ashamed to say it was my usual response by then to say no. I thought… God, I’m a fucking idiot. I thought then if I went to every function she attended, I’d never be home. But what I really thought was that I’d never be able to get work done. The job was my sanctuary from the chaos. In the workshops, I wasn’t interrupted. I wasn’t fighting the constant noise or having to split my attention a thousand ways.

The things I’d change… I’m sorry, Silk. I’m so fucking sorry.

She called me on her way home. I was walking back to my car with Samuel, who had dropped most his excess weight but still carried some dad heft to him. He was now gray, and happy with his own three kids with Tang. So caught up in conversation with him, I let Silk’s call go to voicemail. I can recreate it for you verbatim. I had the message downloaded and put into a dozen servers as backup. I listened to it probably thousands of times through the years. It was the last time I’d ever hear Silk’s voice.

“Hey, baby, just on my way home now. Long night. I really wish you were here. That’s… maybe that’s selfish. I don’t know. But I feel like being a little selfish. We should get away this weekend. Think about it. Love you.”

It was a half hour drive to my mansion from the office. Fifteen minutes in, the driver got a message over his radio earbud. “Yes sir,” he said. “Right away.”

Sir. There were only two other people my driver would refer to as sir – Samuel, or Rocco. Of those two, he would only deviate from our route for one of them, and he made an immediate turn. Rocco. Something was wrong.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“Sir, Rocco has asked that I divert you to the airfield. There has been an accident.”

“An accident… Silk,” I said. “Drive as fast as you fucking can.”

Rocco had the chopper ready for me. He was two years from retirement at that age, and he looked it even more that day. His face was impassive, but we knew each other too well for him to hide the emotion in his eyes as he guided me from the car, both of us staying low as the chopper’s blades began to whirl.

Inside, we donned a pair of headsets and the chopper lifted off almost immediately. In my ear, Rocco said, “It was an accident. They took a corner, someone crossed too far over the line. Wallace died on impact. Lucy is in the emergency room.”

“How bad?” I whispered.

He worked his mouth, and leaned forward to squeeze my knee. “It’s bad.”

We were seven minutes too late. I never got a chance to say goodbye. Or one final love you. Or tell her yes, of course, yes, we should run away together for a couple days.

I nearly decked the doctor until he shouted at me that my baby was still alive. She was struggling, and so premature I shouldn’t get my hopes up, but she was alive.

Silk and Winter, themselves in a chopper only eight minutes after mine, found me looking through the window at our Angel, tubes and masks keeping her alive.

The doctors and nurses wouldn’t let us see Silk, but they brought me one last note, something she’d scribbled with her last minutes.

Baby.

We buried her with that note in her urn. It was an unfairly beautiful day, and when we drove back, children played in the fields with kites.

* * *

Winter’s first brush with cancer came in her early fifties. She fought it with gritted teeth and a smile, and came away from it with a scar where one of her breasts had been. In a few months, she got plastic surgery to feel like her old self again, and that was that for about ten years, minus some huge donations to cancer foundations and research facilities across the nation.

It crept back, this time in her ovaries. Her pain reached new heights, and for a long time, it didn’t seem like she was going to beat it. But slowly, over a two-year fight, she managed to again conquer it, and on the anniversary of Silk’s death, she even got a tattoo over the spot where the cancer had been thickest – FC, or Fuck Cancer.

I loved that tattoo.

The third time, Winter lost. She was nearing seventy, and over the course of six months, she put her affairs in order with the same kind of calculated speed as she had when she set up the company. It was her defense mechanism. Her way of coping. Rosamund and I stood by, helping her when she asked for it, but mostly just loving Winter and staying out of her way. There were a lot of days she couldn’t get out of bed, but there she’d sit, three tablets beside her, a laptop on her small lap table. She stepped down, helped acclimate the next CFO, and still found time to manage two major acquisitions before she spent her last month focused on us and our by-then grown children.

Winter died with as much dignity and grace as she lived by. And four became two, for a very long time.

* * *

Time.

It whittles a little more off me each day. If I’m going to do this, I must do it now. I’m a little giddy at the prospect. One last grand adventure. I kept lockets of hair from each of my girls and they will go with me in the end to the places we once traveled to for our “honeymoon.” A month in each place, devoted to one more book, this one focused on the children and my love for them. I think I have it in me. I look forward to trying. If there is time afterwards, I will spend it traveling to new places with the lockets, to see new sights and tell my beauties all about them when we see each other again.

No one knows my plan except those who need to. I will be traveling with two nurses, a driver, and our pilot. That is enough. My children will worry, but I feel like we said the sweetest goodbyes we could at Rosamund’s funeral. They each gave me a card, filled with love and warmth, and at the bottom of each one was written, “We forgive you, Dad, whatever you think you need to be forgiven for.”

That is all I could wish for.

I fly out in the morning. I will leave behind the ghosts of this place, but I know the ones who love me will walk beside me in Hawaii, in Germany, in the Golden Triangle. I feel their presence now. Rosamund. Winter. Silk. Rocco. Jeremy. Samuel. Josie. That is silly, coming from a man who spent his life slavishly devoted to things that a man’s hands could shape and mold, but it is the truth. They long for me the way I long for them, but they are excited too.

I am resting in bed now, the lockets in my hand. One last adventure together. Tomorrow. I cannot wait.


Dream Book

Contains: MF, FF, MFF, anal, interracial.

Abigail Mills didn’t exist. Well, there were probably many Abigail Mills out there, but dozens-time-over bestselling steamy romance and erotica writer Abigail Mills was a pseudonym.  Jill Grandin, the real woman behind the name, leaned back in her office chair, her eyes closed as she rubbed the vibrator up and down the length of her slit.

In her mind’s eye, Jill was her heroine as she was pushed up against the door of the master suite in billionaire David Martinez’s vacation home in North Carolina. That might change to Rio, or somewhere more exotic. Martinez was kind of a cucumber when she needed a spicy pickle. Thoughts of the rugged bodybuilder from her gym she used as mental inspiration didn’t really add any more flavor to him either. She was stuck in Blandsville, and so frustrated, she shut the vibrator off.

“Goddamn it,” she muttered,

In her short career, Jill flew through twenty novels. She always liked reading erotica, and ever since her teenage years, she dabbled in writing short stories centered around her own fantasies and kinks. For a while, after college, she shelved the writing in favor of a conservative husband who believed writing such things meant she was bored with their sex life. As it turned out, he was a capital-A Asshole who also seemed to believe cheating was perfectly okay. She left him, and as a way to entertain the lonely, angry nights the first few months after their divorce, she picked up the pen again.

Jill’s first few novels received some praise from the handful of readers who stumbled onto them, but they didn’t exactly bolster her bank account. She joined a few online groups, quietly lurking and taking notes on what sold and what didn’t, and began to write to her market. Her next book sold more in its first day than all her previous books had in their lifetimes, and the next one doubled that. When she hired a professional editor and a cover designer, her sales skyrocketed. Real fame hit when a notoriously fickle big-name reviewer picked up her books – without prompting! – and wrote about them simply, “HOT. HOT HOT HOT.” The woman had never written a review of a book under two thousand words. Jill’s sales exploded
.

It was something she was still in shock about. With every book, her rabid fanbase demanded more, and faster. Up until that spring, she cranked books out every four months like clockwork. Every single one of them hit the bestseller list until her last one, which was greeted with a tepid reaction. Fans just didn’t buy the heat between the leads, and she couldn’t really blame them. She’d exhausted her personal fantasies by then, and was mostly relying on tropes written by other authors in her genre. The words were fine, mostly, but the spirit didn’t feel like hers.

It left Jill gun-shy, and now, months later, she hadn’t put out a single thing since then. Not even so much as a teaser. She just couldn’t find her magic. She stared the vibrator down and shook it firmly. “You let me down. You’re limp. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

The vibrator didn’t apologize, so she headed for her bathroom, wiped it down, and returned it to her nightstand. The thought of the mostly blank page in front of her back at her desk irritated her too much, so she stalked off to the kitchen to take out her emotions on a handful of salt and vinegar chips, her great vice.

But as she leaned against her kitchen counter and crunched her first chip, her phone rang. Jill gave the bag a shake, and muttered, “To be continued, baby.”

The phone rested on her desk. Her friend Harper was on the other end. Otherwise, Jill might have just let the damn thing go to voicemail.

“Tell me you want a latte,” she snarled into the phone.

“Um. Hi?” Harper said.

“I’m buying. Whipped cream, shaved chocolate, everything your heart desires.”

“Oooh, everything?” Harper teased. She was bi, and a shameless flirt. They’d never hooked up, mostly because Jill wasn’t sure if her friend was just kidding or not. Given Jill’s drought with fuckable men, she was leaning towards throwing herself at Harper’s mercy one of these nights. Maybe she’d even write about the experience under a new pseudonym. A male one, maybe. There was a certain market for that, male-dominant fantasies written by guys who actually knew where the clitoris and g-spots might be.

“I think you just gave me an idea for a book,” Jill said.

“What about? And where for coffee? Your place? I’m downtown so I’m close.”

By Jill’s place, Harper meant the coffee shop across the street from her condo. It was one of the reasons Jill settled on the overpriced three-bedroom place instead of a much roomier suburban monstrosity, her second pick. Jill liked being in downtown New Bainbridge, and specifically she loved that coffee shop.

“I’ll fill you in. See you there?”

“You got it.”

* * *

Owen gripped Cassandra’s ankles high in the air as he plunged in and out of her. Technically, the Italian restaurant was closed that day, but his coworker came in to sort out the schedule, and he’d joined her for one of their memorable sweat-fests. Last week he’d fucked her on one of the steel counters in the kitchen. The week before that, he had her begging for his cock as he ate her out from behind while she leaned over the manager’s desk in his office.

This would be their last time. Cassandra was getting too attached. Twice that week she’d called him, and texted him a half dozen times. If it had been about work, he would have been fine with it. But Owen had a firm rule about relationships – don’t get into one.

He had to admit, though, Cassandra was going to be hard to leave behind. Big, juicy, bouncing tits with nipples the size of walnuts. A little bit of a fleshy stomach led to amazing hips and a welcoming pussy oh so wonderfully wet almost any time he wanted it. A pristine face with tight red lips he loved wrapped around his prick.

A trail of her need spotted the red cloth on the table. They were fucking right in front of the windows, but the glass was tinted just dark enough that anyone passing by would only see the vaguest shapes of them. The table creaked and whapped as Owen fucked Cassandra hard enough to nearly send the whole thing tumbling.

“Harder!” she cried out, her hands rubbing her clit and her mound. “You goddamn stud, fuck me harder!”

He did, the table rocking so hard he was surprised no one pounded on the door to make sure everything was okay. Already Cassandra had come twice, and he thought she was on the verge of a third. She’d better be. He was close too, and the strain of holding on left him grunting with every slap of their skin.

Her eyes rolled up. He didn’t think he’d ever actually seen that before, but Cassandra did it now, her neck and upper back rising. “Oooh, fuck, ohhh, ohhh, baby, you fuck me so good!”

“You like this dick?” he grunted.

“Unnn hunh!”

“Whose pussy is this?”

“Yours! Fuck fuck fuck!”

“Whose ass is this?”

“Yours!”

“When you come again, you’re gonna get on your hands and knees and finish me off.”

She squeezed her eyes shut and gasped, “Yesss! Suck your dick! Suck your big fat black dick!”

He sighed inwardly. He hated when women said that. Oh well. Owen grabbed her waist and drilled her even harder, watching those big tits bounce. She beat at the table with her tiny fists, her words gone to primal grunts and moans. When Cassandra came, it was like a goddamn fountain usually, but she had nothing left in the tank. The only sign was her sudden breathlessness and a tightening of her whole body from head to toe. Her eyes closed and fluttered back open moments later, her mouth working. He leaned down and kissed her hungrily, wanting nothing more than to gush deep inside Cassandra. But she wasn’t on the pill and he wasn’t wearing a condom.

“What’d I say?” he asked her, his lips still pressed to hers.

“Suck… your dick…” she moaned.

“Good. Get on your knees. Show me how much you love this cock.”

Owen pulled out of her and Cassandra melted down and off the table, dropping to her knees and reaching for him. Her hands wrapped around his shaft and still there was plenty of room for her mouth. She sucked his first few inches down, tasting herself. Her tongue tickled his tip, his underside. Owen clasped the back of her head.

“Hands off.”

She glared up at him and didn’t remove them. He sighed inwardly. Goddamn it, but Cassandra could be weirdly prudish. She wouldn’t let him near her ass because it was for her future husband. She wouldn’t deep throat him because “good women didn’t do that.” But they apparently would fuck just about anywhere in a restaurant. Whatever. He was done with her anyways.

He came with a displeased grunt, as anticlimactic as it could have been with the beauty. He should have fucked her tits, or jacked off on her face. Oh well. He finished and she stood up in a hurry to grab a fistful of napkins. Cassandra spit into them as he headed immediately for his clothes.

“I was thinking maybe we could do this at my place sometime,” she said, cleaning up her pussy as he jerked up his underwear.

“Nah. Sorry, Cassandra, but I told you. This is the last time.”

“Oh come on. Because I wouldn’t deep throat you?”

“Because I’m done. Yesterday was the last of my two-week notice. Time for me to mosey on to the next job.”

She laughed, unbelieving. “You’re kidding. You’re earning twenty-two an hour. Where are you going to get that anywhere else?” When Owen didn’t reply, she stormed to him, her tits hypnotizing him. “What about us? You’re going to give this up?” she asked, gesturing at herself.

“Yes.”

She hauled back and slapped him. It wasn’t surprising, but no less irritating. “Bastard. You son of a bitch.”

Owen ignored the slap and tugged on his shirt. “Let’s not pretend I wasn’t temporary to you too,” he said calmly. “All the shit you wouldn’t let me do to you, there was no chance of a real relationship, was there?”

“There might have been if you’d take me out on a real goddamn date, you asshole.”

“I told you,” Owen said. “No dating. Nothing but fun. If you wanted something more, that’s on you. I never lied to you. I never led you on.”

“So you want to take my ass, but not take me to dinner.” She sniffed, and looked away from him. “Fuck.”

He grabbed up his socks and his shoes, and sat at a nearby table to stuff them on. The look on her face gave him pause. Shit. He’d really hurt her. “Look, for what it’s worth, this is me. I come into a job, I hang around a month or two, test the waters, and I leave. You’re fantastic. And whatever guy you let take that sweet ass is going to be one hell of a lucky dude.”

Cassandra laughed, but it was a cracked thing. When he stood up, he kissed her on the cheek. She tried to chase it into something more, but he pulled away and smiled. She slapped his chest, and walked away, muttering under her breath.

* * *

Harper read through the newest paragraphs for the novel. The way she pressed her lips together wasn’t a good sign. Jill sipped her frappe, groaning internally. All her fears were just confirmed. The book was garbage.

Her friend looked especially scrumptious that day in a light yellow top with a neckline that plunged past her cleavage down to her stomach. The hem of the top was ruffled, drawing the eye naturally to her legs in her skinny jeans. Harper was smaller framed than Jill but nearly as busty, leaving her looking almost obscene when she wore something even remotely flattering – which was always. She tugged at her braided black hair as she wrote, only stopping now and then to sip at her frosty drink.

Five minutes later, Harper pushed the laptop back towards Jill, and shifted her lips back and forth, wrinkling her nose.

“That bad?” Jill asked.

“You need to get laid,” Harper said.

Jill closed the laptop, moved her drink aside, and clonked her head down on the table. “Damn. I’ve been working on that a really long time.”

“I know. Stylistically, it’s another Abigail Mills book. I like your heroine, but those are never the problem, are they?”

Still with her head on the cool faux wood, Jill moaned, “No.”

“You need some passion. Some heat.”

Jill lifted her head and tugged a few errant strands of hair away from her face. “I don’t have time to date. The pages need to be cranked out or I’m going to start hemorrhaging money without a new release. And the advertising is drowning me. I’ve got… God, at least ten interviews to finish in the next week or two, I need to do a full keyword analysis and cut the fat, and I should really contact Vera about getting some new images for ads made up.”

Harper shrugged. “Hire an assistant. You’ve been talking about it for a year or two. Pull the trigger. That’d free up some time in the evenings, right?”

“And let someone in that I’m Abigail Mills? Apart from you.”

“Isn’t the risk worth the reward? You’re burning yourself out. When was the last time you had dinner in a real restaurant? Or went out for any fun reason”

“I ordered from that Irish restaurant a few days ago.” But the words rang false even to her ears. That had been two weeks ago, at least, and…

“Carry-out doesn’t count,” Harper said. She reached across the table and took Jill’s hand. “Think about it. I know an agency. At least three of our QA people came from there, and all of them have been reliable and super nice. I know you want your privacy, but if you have an NDA drawn up…”

“That’s not the point,” Jill said. “I mean, my God, imagine my parents finding out I write smut for a living.”

Her parents thought she was an editor. It made her feel guilty at times, but they were conservative and wouldn’t handle the news very well.

Harper squeezed her hand and let it go. “Your parents are better people than you give them credit for. Just because they wouldn’t understand right away doesn’t mean they wouldn’t be proud of you and you know it.”

The words stung, but only partially because of Harper’s usual bluntness. No. They stung because they were true. Jill’s hang-up about telling her parents was largely on her end of things. She’d never broached the topic before, never even tried to give them a chance. She sighed irritably, and Harper wiggled in happiness knowing she’d won an argument.

“Get me the name of the agency,” Jill said. ‘I’m not a hundred percent sold on the idea, but the help would be nice.”

“Good. Now on the phone, you told me I was inspiring a scene. What’s that about?”

Jill blushed, remembering her earlier thoughts on hooking up with her friend. “There are some… other things I was up to today before you called.”

“Don’t follow…” Harper’s eyes went big. “Oh. Ohhhhh. You were knocking the edge off.”

“Something like that,” Jill said. “Anyways, I thought… maybe if a man couldn’t do it…”

“Oh baby, don’t tease me like that,” Harper said. She rolled her head back and gave an overly-dramatic shiver of pleasure before dropping her chin again and grinning. “Because if you’re serious, I’ll make you come forty-eight ways from Friday.”

“It’s… another something I need to think about,” Jill admitted. “I’m not quite there yet, but you’re serious?”

“Yes. So long as you don’t fall head over heels in love with me. I’m a ghost, Jillsy. Can’t hold onto me for more than a night at a time.”

Jill snickered. “You’d be the one begging for it from me afterwards.”

“Every night.” Harper stared blatantly at Jill’s chest and smacked her lips. She picked up her cell phone and browsed it for a minute or two. “There we go. I sent you their website address. Reddington Recruiting.”

“I’ll take a look.” Jill caught Harper’s squinting, dubious stare, and raised her hands, laughing. “I promise. You know, you could come work for me.”

“Slut, we’d never get anything done if I was eating your pussy all day.” Their barista, in the process of walking over to see if they needed anything else, heard this and giggled. Jill blushed but Harper eyed the pretty blonde up and down appraisingly. “You could join in too, Candy.”

“Don’t tempt me,” their barista said, and dropped a hand to Harper’s. She smiled, sked if they needed anything, and Harper took the time to get the girl’s number. It was always so easy for her like that, Jill mused. Her friend really was going to inspire a whole new book. She grabbed her laptop, and set to work taking notes.

* * *

Reddington Recruiting took up a third-floor office in a gleaming skyscraper not all that far from Jill’s condo. She decided to walk there, dressed to the nines in a pin-striped skirt and blazer she decided she should wear more. Her flats were more sensible than flashy, but she’d taken some time to lotion her legs and give them a little glowing sheen. She thought she looked damn good, and even took a rare selfie of herself in the outfit.

The first truly warm day of the season, it was a beautiful one for a walk, and much of New Bainbridge seemed to agree. Long streams of pedestrians swayed easily to their own inner beats. Traffic, always thick, moved with a slow yawn as though just waking up. It was part of why she loved the city so much. Such a relaxed atmosphere, almost beach-like – even if they were nearly two thousand miles from the nearest beach.

A man held the door for Jill as she approached the skyscraper. His tall frame dwarfed hers, and his broad shoulders under a Hawaiian shirt hinted at lots of muscles underneath. His dark eyes gleamed with good cheer, and he gave her a brilliant smile as she stepped through and thanked him. He trotted behind her past a small fountain to the elevator, giving her another smile as they stood together and waited for it to arrive.

Her mind dropped easily into a pleasant game she played when she was bored – imagining a person’s backstory. She decided Hawaiian Shirt Guy was in public relations, maybe as a team moderator or something affable like that. His smile was natural and warm, and she found herself studying him more and more out of the corner of her eye. Yes. Public relations, and he probably owned a cat. Maybe two, because he wouldn’t want the first one to get lonely. Worked out three times a week, had parents from… hmmm. Philly.

The elevator doors opened and they both stepped in. Two other people stepped on with them, and the man punched their buttons for them. He glanced at Jill, an eyebrow raised.

“Four,” she said.

“Me too,” he said. “Not stalking you, I swear.”

She chuckled politely, and stepped back. He caught her looking and gave her a blatant once over too. Fair’s fair, Jill supposed, and felt a pleasant tingle of heat. Interesting.

As they got off the elevator together, she said, “I have to ask you something. Do you own a cat?”

“Uh. No. Why?” His voice was thick and deep, and only served to make her all the more ready to jump his bones.

“Just a game I play in my head,” she said. She stepped towards a sign on the wall detailing the offices while he chuckled and shook his head, already moving away. She called after him, “Don’t tell me you’re going to Reddington too.”

He half-turned, grinning. “I think it’s you stalking me. Come on, it’s the last one on the right.”

Jill caught up to him. It was unfair how good he smelled, a dab of sleek cologne invading her senses and tearing down her walls. She really did need to get laid. “Hiring, or looking for work.”

“The latter,” he said. “Just finished up a job at a restaurant. You?”

“Hiring,” she said.

“Well, if you’re looking for a guy who’s held about a thousand jobs,” he said, grabbing the door for her again, “just ask for Owen. They’ll know who I am.”

This time, Jill’s laugh was much more natural. Her hand reached out of its own accord – okay, so maybe she had a little something to do with it – and brushed his arm as she passed. Definitely a lot of muscle there. Good God, it was like steel wires under his skin.

The office was dominated not by the usual chairs, but a big L-shaped couch. Behind a desk that reminded Jill an awful lot of her dentist’s, a pleasant-looking woman with her hair done in short curls waved to Owen. He waved back, and plopped down on the couch, crossing his feet.

“This one’s looking for someone to help her deal coke,” he called.

Jill shook her head and gave the receptionist a long-suffering sigh. The receptionist grinned and said, “Ms. Grandin?”

“Yes, that’s me.”

“Come on back, we’re ready for you.”

Jill turned and gave Owen a raspberry. He chuckled, and folded his hands behind his head. The shirt tightened in some particularly tasty ways around his biceps and his pecs, and Jill had to rip her attention away from him before her wetness left a puddle on the floor.

Down a short hallway, the receptionist led her to a small room with an even smaller desk and a pint-sized woman with a pixie cut Jill liked. She stood up and held out a well-manicured hand.

“Jill Grandin?”

“Yes. Ms. Anderson?”

“Oh, Sonya, please. Have a seat.”

They both took a chair, and Sonya folded her hands in front of her on the desk. She smiled at Jill and said, “So based on your application, I’ve selected twenty potential candidates. We’ve got another fifty that fall within the eightieth percentile range of your parameters, but these are the ones that most closely matched up with your guidelines.”

With that, she produced an accordion-like file folder, wrapped with a band. Jill took it and slipped off the band. Twenty dossiers on glossy, high-quality paper were inside, and she pulled them out. On the front was a picture of the candidates, a short bio, and jobs relevant to the writing industry. On the back of the applications were special skills, references, and special notes as marked by Sonya or one of her staff.

Down the hallway, Jill heard Owen say something and laugh. She smiled to herself, and glanced up at Sonya who did much the same.

“That’s our Owen,” she said. “Probably our most frequent flyer. Lovable guy, but we can’t seem to match him up with the right employer.”

Temporary. That was a plus in Jill’s mind. She just needed an assistant long enough to get caught back up and satisfy Harper’s need to see her dating or out on the town. “We walked in and rode up the elevator together. He seemed very nice.”

“We’ve never received a complaint about him, except he just doesn’t stick around.” Sonya blushed, and leaned in. “Well… apart from a few indiscretions with his female coworkers.”

“Really?” Jill asked, hoping the heat running up her spine didn’t touch her cheeks.

Sonya said hastily, “Oh, nothing illegal. We wouldn’t allow anyone like that in our pool of potentials.”

“Does he have any experience in writing or editing? Maybe business?”

“Well… he does have a bachelor’s degree. But it’s in dentistry.”

“Do you have his file handy?”

“Yes. Just one moment.”

Sonya turned and tapped away at a keyboard. In a few minutes, a printer in the corner whirred to life. She rose, fetched a sheet matching the ones on the desk, and handed it over without a word.

Even Owen’s picture was goofy. He was giving the camera a thumbs-up, one eye closed in a wink. And his resume read like a crazy person’s. Restaurants. Office work. A llama rancher. Rodeo announcer.

“Rodeo announcer?” Jill asked, chuckling.

“He applied to be a merchandise vendor for them. The crowd loved his voice so much he wound up with the announcer’s job in a week.”

“Works fast.”

“That’s part of his problem. He’s very good at what he does. But Owen is… flighty. If you hire him, you have to understand that.”

“Could you call him in?”

“Sure.”

Sonya rose, left, and a few minutes later, came in with Owen in tow. He grinned at Jill as he took a seat beside her. “Just couldn’t get enough, huh?”

“I need a Bonnie to my Clyde,” Jill said. “But I need to ask you some questions.”

“Sure.”

“How good were you in English in college?”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Your English courses, um, basic writing-”

“No no, I mean, comprehension, writing, or… what, say, editing? I took classes in all of them. Did all right with most, but comprehension was a little rougher. Think I got a B plus? Sonya should have a copy of my records.”

Jill held up a hand to stop the other woman from looking that up. “Good enough. This one isn’t as important, but have you done any work in advertising? Or maybe PR work?”

Owen looked crestfallen. “No, sorry. But I’ve been a server and a host at a few different restaurants, and you can see from my file I’ve done some pitch work. Never seemed to get any complaints. What work are you looking for me to do?”

“I’m a writer, and I need an assistant to help with some of the more mundane business aspects, at least until I can get caught up on a work in progress. It would entail mostly advertising work, specifically with regards to keywords for search engines. It’s not all that complicated, actually. Sonya said you tend to pick up on jobs quickly?”

“I’d like to think so.”

“And you’re good on the phone? This sounds like a joke, but a large part of the job will be keeping my family and friends from annoying me twenty-four seven.”

“That I can definitely do,” he said, chuckling.

“No criminal record? Nothing I should be aware of?”

Owen drew a breath. “I’ve got a few misdemeanors. Mostly for pot, one for a fight I got into over an ex. It was stupid stuff. I was young. I’ve grown up, and I promise you I only smoke off the clock and I’m not nearly so hot-headed as I used to be.”

“Fair enough.” Jill folded her fingers in front of her, thinking. She’d intended on a woman working with her, but Owen was undeniably attractive, and her creative mind was already reacting to him with a roar of approval. Plus… he was just plain likeable. Maybe he moved on in a couple weeks. Maybe not. But either way, would it hurt to try him on? “Does fourteen an hour to start sound reasonable?”

“You’re serious?”

She nodded. “I was thinking a probationary period, where we see if we’re compatible, then I’d offer you health insurance if I decide to keep you on.”

“I’ll say it again, you’re serious?”

Jill laughed. “Absolutely.”

He stood up and offered her his hand. Jill stood and shook. Sonya watched all this, baffled but smiling anyways.

“Don’t you corrupt this one,” she said.

Owen looked as though he’d forgotten Sonya was in the room with them. “Yeah, yeah,” he said. Back to Jill, “When do you want me to start?”

“Tomorrow too early?”

“Works perfect for me.”

She gave him her address and instructions on how to reach her when he arrived so she could let him in. They headed out together, back down the elevator, and it pleased Jill to see his big grin never faded, not even a bit. Outside in the sunshine, he even hopped and kicked his heels together. And when they walked their separate ways, him to his car, her towards her condo, she glanced over her shoulder and definitely caught him checking her ass out. He waved sheepishly, and she waved back.

Oh yes. Already she was feeling much better about her next novel.

* * *

Owen powered through an early morning workout, unsettled. His was a small rental, part of a duplex on the first floor. Out of respect to his neighbors upstairs Landon, Alissa, and their newborn, he kept the workout low-impact so as to cut out the noise as much as possible. It was a core day, so using his biggest dumbbell, he did a lot of squats, twists, wood chops, and overhead presses.

But the whole time, his mind kept slipping back to the new job – and Jill Grandin. Those long legs, the sharp angles of her face, the wide, easy smile. But most of all, he thought about those eyes, the piercing intellect there, the way she watched him with a hunger to her he recognized in himself. She had to know his reputation. Sonya would have told her. And still she’d wanted him around. The most goddamn attractive woman he’d met in ages, and she wanted him immediately for a job.

And there wasn’t any real question as to why, was there? Their chemistry had been immediate, apart from that odd question about a cat. He wondered what the day would bring. Hell, the next few weeks, even.

He worked hard, building up a great deal of sweat, but stopped himself short of an injury. Thinking about Jill was dangerous. Good. It had been a while since he fucked someone that held his interest as much as he did theirs.

After a shower and a shave, he was ready to face his first day as a personal assistant. This was going to be weird. Fun? Maybe.

Okay, he thought later when Jill let him in through the front door to the condo building. Definitely going to be fun.

Jill was ready. Owen knew that much with the instinct of a man who’d been with a hundred women. The short skirt, the sleeveless too-tight top, those weren’t picked lightly. She guided him to the stairs, not the elevator, and when the door shut behind them, he was on her, pushing her back to the white concrete wall and his hand sliding down under her skirt. Jill watched him, not saying no, her dark eyes glittering with her own need as he yanked down the flimsy excuse for her panties. A thump from somewhere up above. They both looked up, waited about three seconds, and Jill whispered, “Hurry.”

He slid his fingers across her sex and she rolled her hips at him, encouraging him on. When he slipped them inside, she leaned her head forward, her forehead on his shoulder. She was wet, and so very tight. He needed her, but fingers were faster to pull away than his cock, and they were just feet away from the door.

Jill hissed when Owen used his other hand to find her clit and dance his thumb across the nub. “Little harder,” she whispered in his ear, and he kissed the side of her neck, working his fingers in and out of her wet depths. Her clit was a tiny thing, barely there, but she was wild for his touch. Her breathing came faster and faster, and she rolled her hips even harder at him. Something banged much closer and her thighs slapped together, clamping his hand in place. “Don’t you think about pulling out. I’m so close.”

“Come for me then, Jill,” he whispered back. “Come on my fingers.”

She whimpered and sucked at his shoulder. He pumped his fingers into her harder, and she finally pulled back to stare him in the eyes as she came, her body tightening, her mouth open in a look halfway between pleasure and shock. She gushed onto his fingers, and just in time. Someone cackled a couple flights up, and he thought they’d been discovered until a second voice joined the first. He jerked his fingers out of Jill’s pussy and tugged her skirt down into place. She cupped his face and they kissed as two young men took the stairs two at a time, rushing past without a bit of acknowledgment.

Owen pressed Jill’s face to his chest, and she laughed softly. He pulled away and looked her in the eye. “Even by my standards, that was pretty fast,” he said.

“You are so going to work out for this job.”

* * *

This time, it was Jill’s turn. She didn’t remember making the climb to her floor, or the pawing they did on the way to her door. She did remember tugging Owen along by his bulging cock through his pants as they made their way through her living room, down the hall to her bedroom.

“Nice place,” he croaked.

“Thanks. Nice prick.”

“Thanks.”

She got him naked, and hurried out of her own clothes. Owen was just as ripped as she thought, and she practically drooled staring at the hard ridges of his abs. She leaned down to run her tongue along one of them as he grabbed a fistful of her hair. She knew what he wanted, but he could get a blowjob later. Right now, she wanted to fuck him.

She pushed him back towards the bed and Jill told him to lay down. God, but she was desperate for him and that thick, proud dick of his. He feasted his eyes on her breasts, and as she spread her legs over his groin, she cupped them and pinched her nipples.

“I like it rough,’ she told him. “And I like it hard. Any time I’m not cranking out pages, you can use me. And I mean use me. Because I’m sure as hell going to use you. You okay with that?”

Jill didn’t wait for an answer. She let her tits go and reached underneath her to grip his prick. He moaned as she dropped down onto him, taking him deep.

Her pussy spread wide for him. Owen filled her like no other man ever had. She wanted him even deeper and ground down at him, feeling him hit her depths. There was a bit of pain with that but it was pain Jill wanted. She grabbed his hands and pulled them to her tits. He pinched her nipples and tweaked them just as she’d been doing. Jill started to bounce up and down, rising halfway on him, then driving her hips and her ass down until their flesh slapped together.

“Un hun, un hunnnnn…” Jill moaned, throwing her head back. “I love your dick.”

“Not so bad yourself,” Owen said, rubbing his thumbs around the edge of her nipples.

“Talk as dirty as you want to me,” she said. “Don’t hold back.” She peered down at him, grinning. “Never hold back.”

“You on the pill?”

“Don’t tell me you’re going to come already, Owen.”

He chuckled, let go of one of her tits, and smacked her ass, hard. That got a gasp out of her, and Jill ground hard on him. “Hell no. Just curious if I’m good to come in your cunt or if I should paint your tits later.”

“Nnngh,” she moaned, her hand sliding down to her clit. “In me. But not my ass. You’ll get that if you do well with your job.”

“Want my come dripping out of your pussy?”

“Yes!”

Owen smacked her ass again, hard. “You tell me to use you, I’m gonna want this cunt twenty-four seven. No one else touches you but me.”

She opened her eyes and glared down at him even as she bounced harder on his prick. “You don’t tell me who fucks me.”

“Oh yeah?” Owen asked, and then he was moving, pushing her sideways and shifting with her until she was on her back. He plunged his lips down to hers, and Jill’s eyes widened as he kissed her with a hunger and a passion she’d never felt before. His lips spoke his need more than anything else he’d done so far, and she couldn’t get enough of them. Her hands slipped around his back, went down to his flexing ass. So taut and muscular. She moaned into his mouth as Owen rocked back and forth, his cock hitting her depths the way she liked it. His hand slid down to her cunt and he rubbed her clit the way she had been, fast, but light. Her back arched and she moaned into his mouth. Already he was making her come again and she thrilled to it, crying out against him, her hips jerking, fingers digging into his cheeks.

She didn’t know she was moving, but the pleasure, the endless pleasure, made her twist instinctually, and Owen moved with her, resting now on his knees slightly to her side. Jill’s shoulders still more or less rested on the mattress, but her legs twisted to one side and she brought two fingers to her mouth, sucking them with her eyes closed as Owen slid into her that way.

“Oh my God,” she whimpered. The angle. Oh holy fuck, the angle. He rubbed her g-spot just right. Despite the pleasure of her last orgasm, new sparks roared to life in her body. Her free hand fell to one of her breasts and she cupped it, squeezed it, her eyes still closed, fingers all the way to the knuckles in her mouth.

“You like that?”

Her fingers slid out and she stared up at him, fire in her eyes. “Nnn, God, yes, you know I do.”

“Tell me.”

“I love it!”

He grinned down at her and tweaked one of Jill’s nipples hard. She gasped and writhed under him as his cock sank deep inside again and again. “Not good enough. Tell me.”

“Fuck! I love your cock! I love this fucking dick! Ahhhh! Owwwwwen!”

“Now who’s pussy is this?”

Sensations built up like water about to crest the damn. She fought against it, not wanting to admit it. Instead she kicked one leg up, nearly whacking his face. He grabbed her ankle and kept it high up in the air, splitting her wide. That angle was impossibly even better, and she panted out her lust.

“Nnn, fuck me, fuck me, fuck me…”

Jill expected him to make her beg for it again, but his face contorted. He was trying not to come. That made her ferally proud. He wasn’t the only one in control here. The only one with power. The thrill was the driving force behind yet another orgasm, a slower boil that swept from her toes to her neck, making her tingle long after it subsided. She watched him the whole time, knowing she had him.

“Come for me,” she said, and Owen’s eyes blazed as bright as hers as he slammed his cock in and out of her. “Fill my slutty pussy up, Owen. Make me drip you.”

“Ahhhhh, fuck!” he groaned, and hilted himself one last time deep in her pussy. His warmth rocketed out of him, filling her as he shook from the force of it. Finally he roared, “Christ!” and pulled out of her, panting from the effort.

Slowly Owen let her leg down, and Jill stared up at him, grinning with her fingers at her lips. “This is going to be one hell of a working relationship,” he panted, and she cracked up.

* * *

They showered separately, her in the master bedroom, him in the guest bath. When she emerged, Owen was already dressed again and going through her bookshelves. He pulled a copy of one of her Abigail Mills novels off the shelf and held it up. “Either you’re a big fan bordering on a stalker, or this is you.”

Jill nodded, smiling. “Yes. And it’s a secret only a few people know, so…”

“I can be discreet.” He studied the back matter of the novel as he headed for an armchair. She took a seat on the edge of the couch, still watching him. “I think a friend of mine was a fan of yours. I’m sorry I’m not certain, but it’s not really my genre. Looks interesting, though. A mortician and a music director. That’s not something you see in the movies.”

“I try to write characters that don’t feel too disconnected from reality,” she said. “Well… occasionally. Sometimes I feel like writing something a bit smutty and cliched, but that stuff pays the bills. Fantasies don’t tend to be a unique thing. We share experiences. The sexy authoritarian teacher. The handsome cowboy. We tend to think of our fantasies as being our own, but really, it’s more like molds, just with slightly different shades.”

“Sure, I can understand that,” Owen said. “I wouldn’t have thought sexy erotica writer was on my list of kinks, but now it definitely is.”

She grinned. “Thanks.”

“Can I take a couple of your extra copies home with me so I can brush up?”

That took Jill by surprise. “Of course. Which ones do you want?”

“Let’s go with this one,” he said, holding up the copy in his hand. “What’s your best smutty, bill-paying one? The one you’re probably best known for?”

“Sheriff’s Duty,” Jill said, rising to her feet. “It’s the first in a trilogy, and it’s still one of my best earners”. She headed to the bookshelf. “A sheriff has to arrest a man, and the convict’s sister falls for him even when she knows she shouldn’t.” She pulled a copy free and handed it over to Owen. He read the back quickly and nodded. “Owen, I feel like I need to apologize. I gathered from Sonya you were something of a playboy. I have to admit, that’s part of why I hired you. Writer’s block has been hitting me hard lately, and when I met you, all my mental batteries felt recharged. I don’t want you to think I just wanted sex out of you, though.”

“That’s just an added perk,” he said, smiling and setting aside the books.

“For both of us. But I feel like I’m taking advantage here. I’m honestly a little ashamed.”

He rose to his feet and took her by the elbow. “Hey. Jill. I hope not because of what we did. Because I think we both really liked that.”

“I did,” she said, smiling faintly. “But something you said, about my pussy belonging to you… I’m not sure a relationship is what I’m looking for. I don’t want to get attached. I don’t want there to be hurt feelings, or for this to get messy. I want my nights to myself.”

He nodded and kissed the corner of her mouth. “That’s fair. We enjoy this. I help you with your writer’s block, learn the other aspects of the job you need help with, and if this gets too complicated for either one of us, then we agree to be adults about it and go our separate ways, no hard feelings.”

“That seems reasonable to me too.” She gestured back at one of the guest bedrooms. “Our first step then is getting you an office ready.”

They spent the next couple hours dismantling one of the beds and moving furniture. Jill used her small one port garage at the base of the building as a storage unit, so they hauled the spare bed down there before taking off for an office supply store. There they bought a new computer and a comfortable office chair for Owen, along with some basic supplies like pens and notepads. By the end of the day, they had the computer hooked up with copies of the same software Jill used to write, edit, and do her graphic designing. By that point, much as they both wanted to fool around, it was quitting time.

Jill wasn’t quite sure how to end things between them, but Owen was a natural. He squeezed her arm and came in for a light kiss. Not quite chaste, but not as hot as their earlier one either. He grinned, and she returned it. “See you tomorrow?” she asked.

“Absolutely.”

Jill showed him out. When she was gone, she immediately ran back to her computer and dropped down into her chair. The bland story she’d been working on the last few months went bye-bye for the moment, and she brought up a new document. Already Owen made her mind burn with ideas, and she began taking down notes. A handsome boss and a sexy secretary were pretty established tropes in the romance game, but rarely was that situation reversed.

Her characters sometimes needed to be coaxed out of the pages she wrote, but not that night. These ones practically wrote themselves, and soon she abandoned her usual chapter breakdown and synopsis in favor of writing the story as it came to her.

As it always did with the best of Jill’s writing, time flew. Her fingers flowed across the keys, producing page after page of good, usable material. Within two hours, she wrote more than she’d managed all week. By the time her phone buzzed, she’d doubled that amount. She finally looked away from the screen, blinking at the darkness of the room around her. On a subconscious level, Jill realized it had become late. But the writing had so consumed her conscious mind she hadn’t really acknowledged it. When she stood, she grimaced at the tightness in her back. Definitely going to be a downside to Owen working with her, she thought, smiling to herself.

She fetched her phone. The message was from Harper.

How u gonna not call me and tell me how it went?

As Jill began to type, another message from Harper appeared.

Wait. R u sleeping with him? Ignore if u r. Want pictures.

She gave up and dialed her friend instead, heading for the bathroom and her clawfoot tub. Harper picked up before the phone barely began to ring.

“How’s the eye candy?” Harper asked immediately.

“Tasty,” Jill said.

A deep, shocked breath. “Oh my God, you really slept with him.”

“We barely made it inside the building before we did.”

Jill ran a hot bath while she filled her friend in. It finally hit her she hadn’t eaten since that morning, so she darted out to the kitchen and put together a plate of carrots, cheese, and a few pieces of a good German dark chocolate  By the time she made it back to the bathroom, the tub was a third full. She settled the food on the counter, dug out a TV tray beside the tub. Dinner while bathing was one of her greatest guilty pleasures, and one she indulged in frequently.

When she finished up her story, Harper said, “Oh my God, that’s the hottest thing ever.”

“Right? Right? It was freaking amazing. And he seems smart, too. Or maybe I’m just hoping. I don’t know yet. Anyways, Owen’s already broken my writer’s block. I put away the other novel for right now and started on a new one. I’m already eight thousand words in.”

Most anyone but Harper wouldn’t have known what the hell she was talking about. Because writers wrote with different eyes towards spacing and font sizes, page counts weren’t a really accurate way of measuring how far along in a novel they were. Instead, they generally used word counts. Harper had been a test reader since her first novel, and knew what she was talking about.

“No kidding? Holy cow.”

“If I’d started earlier, I’m sure it would have broken my best records.”

“Even more pages than when you were dating Scorchnuts?”

Scorchnuts was one of the bleakest marks in Jill’s short post-divorce dating history. The heavily muscled hunk won her over with a couple bashful stories from his time as a firefighter. They fell into bed nearly as fast as she had with Owen, just an hour into their first date. That had been a mistake of colossal proportions. When Jill relayed Scorchnut’s stories to friends over drinks, one of them blinked and told her it sounded like something from a movie. Jill laughed him off, but he pulled up his phone and sure enough, the story echoed almost spot-on the circumstances of an indie movie from the early 2000s. After a little more research and quite a few more drinks, they found the other story to be the plot of an episode from a 1980s police show. Someone may or may not have scratched STOLEN VALOR on the side of his car afterwards.

“Even more than him,” Jill confirmed.

“Jeez, this guy’s really got you going. I want to meet him.”

Jill laughed. “Soon, I promise. Let’s let him get used to the water before we circle him like sharks.”

“Says the woman who already took a bite out of him.”

“There may have been teeth involved.”

* * *

Owen showed up for work right on time, and Jill gave him one of her two keys for the doors to the building. It wouldn’t unlock her apartment door, something she was still reticent about, but he understood and this worked for him. He gave her a hell of a good morning kiss, and they pushed each other to the couch, clothes flying everywhere. Owen crashed on his ass and she mounted him.

“You love being on top, don’t you?” he asked, chuckling.

“So do you.”

He squeezed her ass with both palms as she ground against his hard cock, sliding her pussy lips up and down his length. “Yes. But I like every position.”

“So do I,” she said, and kissed him again.

“We’re going to make a hell of a team,” he grunted, and took one of her breasts in hand to suck at the nipple as she reached underneath herself and gripped him. She sank down with a pleased sigh.

“You have no idea. My writing dam burst last night.”

“Really?”

“Talk later. Fuck me now.”

Owen grinned up at her. “No no no. I want to hear this.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re buried balls deep inside me. And you really want to chat?”

“I want to have my ego stroked. Not just my cock.”

“Fine.” Jill began to rock on him, grinding him just right against her g-spot. She closed her eyes and shivered. “You may have inspired me to start a whole new novel.”

“Oooh, I want to read it. I got five chapters deep into that mortician one. It’s good stuff, Jill.”

Her eyes popped open and she stopped rocking. “You’re serious? You read it?”

“Why wouldn’t I? Even if I didn’t think it was important to the job, I’d still be curious. You seem surprised.”

“Maybe a bit? You’re kind of… great. You know that?”

He chuckled and squeezed her ass. “Yeah. I get that a lot.”

It wasn’t long before he wanted her to spin around so he could look at her ass. Jill happily obliged. She worked hard for that ass, but it never quite got the same attention as her show-stealingbreasts. Judging from Owen’s almost immediate flexing of his cock and his sharper breaths, he was a fan. That emboldened her, and she leaned back, bringing one arm up so she could stroke his face as he took over the bulk of the work. He ground up at her, kissing her neck and her cheek as his hands played at her clit, her breasts, her stomach. She came with a breathless cry, and he moved with her again, getting her up on her feet and twisting her so she had one knee up on the couch cushions while he fucked her from behind. Jill didn’t think she’d ever been taken like this and loved it, especially the hard pace Owen kept. When he found a rhythm she responded to particularly well, he kept it there, hitting her core over and over and over again while his hands played at her clit or squeezed her ass.

Jill came, and he kept fucking her through it. “Jill,” he grunted.

“Y-yeah?” she gasped.

“You ever taste yourself?”

“Yes.”

“Sit down. Suck me off. I want to finish in your mouth.”

She whimpered and he pulled out of her. She spun around and dropped down to a seated position. She grabbed his cock and guided it near her mouth. But instead of swallowing him down, she stared up at him, stroking his tip next to her cheek.

“You want my mouth on your dick, Owen?”

He grinned. “I just told you that.”

“What kind of a woman would I be, sucking my own juices off you?”

Catching on, he reached down to sweep up a fistful of her hair. She stared up at him as he nudged her mouth closer to his tip. “My dirty slut boss, that’s who.”

“Who’s in charge?”

“You’re killing me, Jill.”

“Say it. Who’s in charge?”

“You are.”

With that, she wrapped her lips around him. In just five pumps of her head, he warned her he was coming. Jill stared up at Owen, giving his tip a tongue lashing he’d never forget. He stiffened and groaned her name. Warm shot after warm shot streaked across her tongue. She couldn’t believe how much he came, and had to take the last few spurts across her face, her eyes closed. When he finally finished, she swallowed and swiped at a few globs on her cheeks and forehead. Her eyes opened, and watching him, Jill licked her fingers clean.

“I’m really liking how we’re starting out our days,” she said, and he collapsed backwards, laughing breathlessly.

* * *

Owen proved to be as sharp as Sonya made him out to be. It took Jill most the morning to show him the ropes on how to first access, then read through all the data on her keywords. He picked up on it swiftly – high performing, high cost keywords could be taken down incrementally until they started losing value, while underperforming keywords could be brought up to see if they produced results. If they didn’t, she told him to axe them altogether and try different tactics.

“So that’s going to require a deeper familiarity with my books,” she said. “I’ve sent you an email listing the plot for each of them, along with some general themes and the hotter moments. Then you need to find books with similar themes online, and add those to the keyword pile. From there, branch it out if you can. Authors, similar words I’m not thinking of, anything that can be related to my books.”

“That seems easy enough,” Owen said.

“Show me.”

Jill brought up the worst-performing of her books, and watched Owen work. As close as they sat together, the light dab of his musky aftershave sent her mind in dozens of delicious directions, but they really did need to get the training done. She offered him a few tips along the way, but largely kept silent. He was good. It would take him a long while to get accustomed to her books, and which genre categories they belonged to, but it was a hell of a start.

After that came lunch, and Owen showed her a different kind of skill by making her a divine chicken salad sandwich and a small side salad. They ate at the kitchen table while she went over her dietary likes and dislikes, as well as her workout schedule and other regular weekday activities. They agreed he would do her laundry and dishes, but any more cleaning than that would be handled by her or a service. That led Jill to running down the contacts he’d need to know.

He scored big points when he thought to ask about her favorite local restaurants and coffee shops. She took that as an opportunity to introduce him to the coffee shop across the street, and there learned he was a complete monster who added way too much creamer to his coffee. A light rain fell by the time they returned back to her place, and they opened up her balcony door, wrapped up in each other’s arms as they listened to the soft patter.

Both their previous times, they fucked, but this time, Owen guided her to the thick rug by the kitchen table and took Jill almost gently, his eyes locked on hers. She usually preferred it far more active and enthusiastic, but there was something to that moment, some intangible thing she felt too. And when he finished inside her, she worried for a moment he was falling for her. But the man had said it himself. Owen would likely be moving on in a few weeks or a month or whenever the urge struck him. He was intangible.

And Jill realized with a sinking feeling that very well might break her heart.

* * *

“Hey, you okay?”

Owen snapped out of his fugue and glanced aside at Margery. His half-sister studied him carefully, a bottle of beer raised halfway to her lips. They were built a lot alike, big bodied, angular faces. Whereas he always looked amused, Margery always looked dour, though that couldn’t be further from the truth. Even after the accident that left her with one leg, she was cracking jokes with the doctors, nurses, and physical therapists.

They both rode stools at their favorite bar, a big, airy cheerful place that took up a corner on a mildly trendy street. Floor to ceiling blue windows on two walls gave the feel of being underwater. Good music always thumped from the house speakers, but not so loud people couldn’t hold a conversation.

“Yeah. Fine.”

“What’s going on? You’ve been weird all night.”

He supposed he had, and his smile fitted back into place. “New job. It’s got me distracted.”

“Aw, no more lasagna discounts? Where are you working now? Please say I can get free beer.” To emphasize the point, Margery drank deep from her own bottle.

Owen chuckled. “A writer needed an assistant. Jill. She’s good people.”

There was little chance of Margery asking what Jill wrote. His sister was about as much of a reader as he was an ice sculptor. “So… what do you do?”

He filled her in on some of the details, leaving out the part where he was Jill’s fuck buddy. It was that last session after the coffee shop that left him unsettled. Why had he made love to her? They had an agreement. Good, fun sex. Jill told him herself she wanted it hard and rough. Perfectly fine by him. That was how he liked it too.

So when the chance arose, why had he wrapped his arms around her and taken her on the floor so gently and so calmly? Why did it feel so goddamn right?

Margery listened to Owen talk about work, not interrupting. When he finished, she pulled the plate of chicken nachos towards herself, and peeled off a great big cheesy chunk that might have once been a tortilla chip. She studied him as she chewed, then polished off her beer and waved it in his direction.

“Nope.”

“Nope what?” Owen asked, pulling the nachos back in his own direction.

“You’re not telling me the whole story.”

“I can’t,” he said, and stabbed a chip at a pile of sour cream and jalapenos. “There are aspects I promised I wouldn’t discuss.”

“Not anything illegal?”

“No.”

Margery nodded and took another monstrous glob of chips and cheese. Through a mouthful, she said, “Then it’s her that’s got you distracted.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” he said, doing just that.

She stuffed even more chips into her mouth. “Mwawawawwaaa,” she said around them.

He laughed and nodded at the bartender when he approached the siblings. A moment later, they had two fresh bottles, and he drank deep from his. “All right, truth is, she’s crazy attractive. And there’s some chemistry there, yeah.”

“You’re sleeping with her? Your boss?”

He shrugged. “We’re adults. She’s not taking advantage of me.”

“Nah, I mean, it’s kind of hot. A little taboo even. I’d totally sleep with Gareth if I could.”

“Don’t think Gareth would mind one bit.”

“Oh ha ha,” Margery said. She looked away at that and fiddled with her ear. She always really had a crush on her boss, and was the worst about hiding it.

“That weekend up at the campgrounds, he was looking at you in some pretty un-boss-like ways. I thought you knew.”

Margery’s gaze shifted back to him. “Wait. You’re serious.”

The weekend had been a fun one. Margery worked with a small team specializing in forensic auditing. After a particularly big contract was completed, Gareth arranged for a weekend retreat, both to welcome a pair of new employees and to get some much-needed rest and relaxation. Margery’s then boyfriend had planned on going with her, but after he got a job offer in New Orleans, they decided to break things off amicably. In his stead, Owen went with his sister. It was a great time. Steaks on an open fire. Long, lazy hikes. Canoeing out on a lake.

“I am.”

“No, you’re not. And stop making this about me. So you’re sleeping with your boss. That can’t lead to anything good.”

“I’ve slept with some of my bosses,” he said, shrugging. “It’s not a problem until people make it a problem.”

Margery stuffed a bite into her mouth and chewed as she studied him. “No,” she finally said. “Something’s the matter with this one. She too attached?”

“No.”

“Are you?”

He stood up, and dug out his wallet. Almost out of cash. “Hey, thanks for dinner and drinks.”

“You ass, you’re paying me back.” Owen grumbled something noncommittal as he walked away. Margery called after him, “And you didn’t answer my question!”

He flipped her the middle finger over his shoulder as he walked away. But the words unsettled him. Was he falling for Jill?

How could he not?

* * *

“So… advertising.”

Jill was naked and sweaty on Owen’s lap. He cupped her tits as he stared at the computer screen in front of them. Thank God they’d bought a sturdy office chair, because the things they just finished doing nearly broke the damn thing. Watching her ass bounce on his dick was quickly becoming his new Zen.

“I’ve sent you a copy of my spreadsheet. This lists out the books I generally have the best results for when it comes to advertising through bloggers and book deal sites. I’ve included the dates of when I last scheduled big advertising pushes for each of the books. Use that to create a digital calendar to remind me when I need to advertise again.”

“Is that similar to the keyword stuff? Something I can do for you?” he asked.

Jill kept looking straight ahead. “I don’t know if teaching you would be the best use of my time. You’ll probably be gone by the time the next advertising period rolls around.”

Owen’s heart fell. That was a none too subtle message, and he received it loud and clear. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s true.”

“Tell you what, though. It’s been a while since I tried some smaller advertisers and I’ve never much pushed one of my lower sellers. Why don’t I run you through the process, and you can fiddle around with… say a budget of a thousand dollars?”

Owen let go of her tits. “I’d like to learn. But if it’s not a good use of your time, Jill, get back to it. I can work on whatever else you need me to. Dishes still probably need to be cleaned.”

“No, it wouldn’t be a waste.” She glanced back at him and smiled tentatively. “Maybe you’ll wind up with another writer or something somewhere down the line. Couldn’t hurt to know all this.”

“Yeah.”

They spent the next hour like that, nude, working together on the advertising. Despite the distraction of her body, Owen concentrated on the job at hand, and asked the right questions. When she felt he had a good grasp of the basics, she grasped another part of him and guided him to the master suite’s shower.

Owen wanted to be face to face when he fucked her. He wanted it so badly it hurt. But looking into Jill’s eyes when they connected was dangerous. There had never really been anyone who made him feel this conflicted and he still didn’t really understand why. Oh, sure, there was the physical – the spectacular sportiness and curves of her body, the wide smile, the spill of her auburn hair – but why was he growing so attached to this one? He’d known funny, intelligent women before. Had fucked quite a few of them. But none of them captivated him the way Jill did.

No. Owen couldn’t take her face to face. Not that day, not until he figured out this strange trepidation around Jill.

She started the shower, and he took the opportunity to run his hands over her ass. She glanced back at him and grinned, but he didn’t smile back. When the water was hot, they both stepped in and her lips parted as she leaned up. Owen wanted that kiss. He wanted to take her with his lips, claim her as his. But he remembered her words about wanting this to be professional. About her nights and dating life being her own. Instead, he gripped her waist and spun her around so she was facing the shower wall.

“Owen, I…” Jill started, sounding hurt.

“No talking. Just fucking,” he said, and dropped down to his knees. Her butt right in front of him, he took her cheeks in hand and spread her wide. She looked back, and he drove his tongue to her bud.

“Oh shit,” she gasped as he tongue-fucked her asshole. “That’s so dirty.”

His tongue sank as deep as it could, then he pulled back and immediately pushed back in, building up speed.

“No man’s ever… hunnngh, done this to me,” she whispered.

He squeezed her ass and couldn’t help muttering, “You’ve never been with anyone like me.”

“No. I haven’t.”

His tongue slid back into her. As Owen kept licking, he brushed her sex with his hands. One he kept at her mound and her clit, sliding between the two, caressing her most sensitive spots. The other he brought to Jill’s slit. When his tongue pushed deep inside, so did his fingers, and she lurched back at him so hard they nearly fell backwards into the spray of the water.

“Ohhh, wow,” Jill gasped. “Oh, fuck, oh fuck, that feels so good. Finger my pussy and lick my ass, baby.”


Don’t call me baby
, he wanted to shout at her.

Instead, he said, “You like that, my dirty whore?”

“Yes! God yes!”

“Gonna be my ass slut soon, aren’t you?”

“Yuh huh!” She rocked her ass back against his tongue. Her pussy throbbed around his fingers, and the liquid soaking them definitely wasn’t from the shower.

“This big cock is going to fill you up.”

“Yessss!”

He drove his tongue into Jill again and pinched her clit. She thrashed on his fingers, trying to keep her balance as her orgasm threatened to take her completely. When he pulled back out, he said, “If I told you right now I wanted to take your ass…”

“Do it,” she whimpered. “Fuck my ass, baby. Get me ready for you, I’ll take it, I’ll do it, I want your dick in my ass, I’m such a slut for you.”

He shot to his feet, his eyes wild. His fingers slid out of her and he grabbed her by the waist, bending Jill over so she balanced against the wall with her hands. He slid his cock along her cleft. Her head threw back when he gripped his tip and placed it at her bud. God, how he wanted this. But Jill’s own words floated back to him. She wanted him to take her ass when he’d done a great job. This wasn’t the time. Not yet.

He groaned and inside aimed at her pussy. With one hard push, he was balls deep in his sexy boss, and she screamed with the pleasure of it.

“Oweeeen!”

He punched in and out of her, gone over to his own lust now. Jill lasted only a minute, her fists balling up, her wail echoing in the bathroom. He wasn’t long either, and sank deep inside her when she’d settled down, coming hard, filling her for the second time that day.

When he finished and pulled out, Jill turned. There was a delirium of pleasure in her eyes. She grabbed his spent cock and dropped to her knees, taking his soft member in her mouth. Her tongue cleaned him lovingly, taking her time with it. He hated staring into her eyes like that. Hated knowing he was falling for her. Jill finally pulled away and murmured, “Thank you. I was a little… crazy in the moment. Thanks for not taking advantage.”

“Yeah,” Owen said, and turned away from her to the shower’s blast, missing the pain that flashed across her face.

* * *

A few days later, Jill moved through the farmer’s market, picking up a lot of things but not really looking at any of it before she settled it all back down. Going there was something of a tradition for her, and Harper liked to tag along when she could. Clouds threatened rain again, and most the vendors started to give their cars appraising looks as the customers dwindled.

Harper watched Jill out of the corner of her eye, and finally said, “Okay. I know you’re not about to turn down blackberry honey.”

Jill chuckled. “Just not all that hungry, I guess.”

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing. Everything is fine.”

“Family okay?”

“Family’s fine,” Jill said. They started down the last line of vendors “Mom’s coming for a visit in a few weeks.”

“Oof. I want to be around when you try to explain Owen around the house.”

Jill forced a smile. “Yeah. I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”

“What? Why?”

“Do you want to get out of here? He left me some yogurt soup to try this weekend. It sounds weird, I know, but-”

Harper took her arm and stopped her. Jill turned to face her, shivering, and Harper did something that stunned her. She leaned up and kissed Jill. It was gentle, sweet, and definitely more than the friendly pecks she normally gave.

When she pulled back, Harper said quietly, “If I can be brave enough to do that, you can be brave enough to talk about what’s going on. Did he hurt you?”

“Not like that.”

“Okay. Then how?”

Jill looked away and shook her head. “He’s just who he said he was. We have great sex, we get our work done, and then he goes away. I think he’s already counting down the days until he leaves.”

“I don’t understand,” Harper said as they started walking again. “That’s what you wanted. You’re writing tons, you’re getting his help catching up on the business end. You’ve got your nights free. And at the end of it, no messy exits… oh… oh honey.”

Jill nodded, and hot tears rolled out the corners of her eyes. “I’m an idiot. I knew not to fall for him. The woman at the agency warned me, he warned me, I even warned him, and now I’m the one feeling like the idiot.”

“Jill, I’m so sorry.”

“He was so sweet to me one day. Made love to me right on the rug.” Jill caught Harper’s raised eyebrow and chuckled as she dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “It’s more romantic than it sounds. I thought it was, anyways. He was on top and I usually don’t like that, but he was so gentle and I thought…”

“That he might be falling for you too.”

“Yeah.”

“We’re going back to your place. Then we’re going to taste that soup, pretend we don’t like it, and throw it off your balcony.”

“It looks like really good soup.”

“Aren’t men assholes?”

They were both silent on the way back to Jill’s place. When they walked into her living room, Harper headed straight for the bathroom to pee and wash up. Jill settled her purse on the couch, and slowly began to undo the buttons on her blouse.

Harper came bouncing back out. “He even cleaned up your…” She stopped dead in her tracks as Jill turned towards her, dropping the blouse to the floor. “Oh holy hell. This is happening?”

“Yeah,” Jill whispered. “This is happening.”

* * *

Owen kissed like he couldn’t get enough of Jill’s lips and tongue. Harper kissed like she was scared of her friend. Light brushes before she’d pull away, giving Jill questioning looks even as they stumbled towards the bed. They stopped just before they hit the mattress. Harper’s deft fingers undid the button on Jill’s slacks, and she slid her fingers down along her panty-clad sex as the pants dropped.

“Are you sure?” Harper asked. “Because if we do this once, I’m going to want it again. Please don’t lead me on.”

“I’m tired of telling myself we shouldn’t,” Jill said. “I love you, Harper. Maybe not that way yet, but I want to explore what we mean.”

“And Owen?”

“Do you mind that I keep fucking him?”

Harper knelt, and kissed Jill’s pussy through the fabric. She used the time to think, and finally looked up again. “No. But I wouldn’t mind being a part of that too.”

Jill smiled. “Now that would give me book inspiration for years.”

Down came her panties, and Harper studied every inch of Jill’s cleanly shaven pussy. Slowly, still watching her friend, she leaned in and gave Jill’s mound a soft, loving kiss. Then lower. Jill closed her eyes and shivered pleasantly as Harper’s soft lips nudged her clit.

“Hello there,” Harper murmured. “I’m coming back to you.”

Jill ran her hands through Harper’s hair as her mouth slid down to her pussy. “Ohhh, I should have given in to you a long time ago,” she said.

“Yeah you should have,” Harper said. “I’m the best.”

Jill laughed, and Harper nudged her back towards the bed. Jill sat and spread her legs wide for her friend. Harper leaned in to begin to love her with her tongue.

“Ohhh, you’re so gentle,” Jill whispered.

“Oh just wait. Pretty soon I’m going to want to motorboat your boobies.”

Jill laughed so hard she fell backwards, and Harper took the opportunity to boop her clit. She lifted one of Jill’s legs over a shoulder, then the other, gently stroking her thighs as she returned to Jill’s pussy with her mouth. She began to eat her out, the smiles fading as her mouth moved up and down Jill’s slit.

She was tender and sweet in a way Jill wasn’t anticipating Harper would ever be. Gone was the playful girl for the moment, and in her place was the friend who’d been waiting so long for this. And like with Owen earlier that week, Jill found herself loving it. She usually liked sex more physical, but this tiny moment in time, this first fruition of her feelings for Harper, this was as perfect as she could imagine, save for one thing.

“I want you too, Harper. We can help each other.”

Harper finished a languid lick with a saucy flick of her tongue at Jill’s hood, and shook her head. “No. This is how I dreamed about it. Loving you first. Then you loving me. Unless you don’t like it.”

“Baby, of course I do.”

“Good,” Harper murmured, and pressed her mouth to Jill’s folds again.

Her rapturous pace left Jill slowly undulating on the bed, squirming for more. Off in the distance, thunder rumbled, but it was a soft thing yet, matching the pace of the two women. She traced her own body, gentle flicks across skin so sensitive already. Harper’s hand rose to join hers at one of her breasts. Jill ran her nails along the back of Harper’s hand.

“My Harper,” she murmured, flying so very high.

Thunder again, as if to agree with her, and Harper shivered. Jill remembered a story about Harper being terrified of thunder and lightning as a kid, and smiled softly to herself. She’d help with that fear now, she resolved to herself, and brought her own fingers to her lips to moisten them before running them along Harper’s hand again.

Two fingers slid into Jill’s pussy, and Harper began to focus on her clit with her mouth. Sweetness crumbled to passion, and she tossed her hair over a shoulder before returning to Jill’s clit, her wet fingers sliding in and out easily.

“Oooh, I love that,” Jill moaned. “I love you fingering my tight little pussy, Harper. I love you licking my clit.”

“Good,” her friend purred, and sucked her clit into her mouth again. Her tongue darted across the sensitive nub and Jill’s shoulders rocked with it. Release was so close. Butterflies took wing inside her and she reached down with her free hand to Harper’s hair, her knees arching, her breath coming faster and faster.

“Oh Harper, baby, I’m coming, I’m coming so hard for you.”

When she felt Jill stiffen, Harper shot up to kiss her, her fingers still buried inside Jill’s pussy. That was a thing Owen didn’t know to do, to kiss her when she came like she loved so much. Jill grabbed the back of Harper’s head as her orgasm still rolled through her, pulling her lips to hers, half laughing, half crying with the pleasure and the sensations flooding through her.

Before she came down, she was moving, spilling with Harper on their sides, her fingers all over her friend as she fought to get Harper’s clothes off. Harper laughed and they sat up together, kissing, touching, loving one another. Finally Harper managed to get naked and Jill chased her up the bed, kissing her feet, her calves, her thighs. Harper’s breath caught when Jill lowered her mouth towards Harper’s pronounced clit, but instead of kissing it, Jill just blew gently on it and winked up at Harper.

“Ohhhh, you tease,” Harper said, propping herself up on her elbows.

“Oh yes. Going to make you beg for it before I’m done.”

“I’ll beg you right now. Please Jill? Please, won’t you suck and lick my pretty cunt until I’m coming all over your perfect pink tongue?”

Jill laughed throatily, and licked Harper’s belly button instead, making the other woman yelp. She ran her tongue in long playful strips up along Harper’s tummy, then the swells of her underboob, but again, when it came to Harper’s nipples, Jill only teased with a breath. When Harper opened her mouth again, Jill darted up to kiss her.

“That’ll do too.”

With one hand, Jill stroked Harper’s cheek. Her other slipped down to cup one of Harper’s perky breasts. She teased the nipple as the thunder rumbled even closer. Harper shivered again, and Jill shook her head gently.

“Be with me,” she whispered against Harper’s lips. “That’s all out there. The only thing that matters is right here.”

“You are such a romance writer.”

Jill grinned and kissed her again. There were no more words for a while as she traced Harper’s side with her fingers. Soft skin, so warm, and all hers. How had she ignored her feelings for Harper this long?

Their lips made music, and Jill’s fingers crept lower, down to the fine line of trimmed fuzz along Harper’s mound. She traced Harper’s clit, and the other woman strained towards her, pleading with her eyes. Lower Jill’s fingers went still, sliding along Harper’s wet folds, waiting, waiting. Their tongues swirled together, gentle brushes. There. A boom, much closer, and as Harper’s eyes widened, Jill sank her fingers inside her friend.

“Ohhhh, Jill…” Harper whispered.

Jill kept her lips at Harper’s, sliding over her on her hands and knees. Harper wrapped her arms around Jill’s back. They rocked together, Jill’s fingers finding Harper’s sensitive spot of flesh. Harper moaned against her, their hips moving together in slow rolls. Thunder rumbled again but this time neither of them noticed it, lost in each other and the sway of their bodies together.

“Like that,” Harper breathed.

“Close?”

“Yesss.”

Jill pressed her lips to Harper’s ear. “Tell me what you need.”

“You.”

“Always.”

Her thumb brushed Harper’s clit and the other woman stretched like she was waking up. Her hands went high, her toes down, and she cried out, a soft, breathless thing that sent shivers up and down Jill’s spine. Slowly she removed her fingers, and Harper brought them between their lips. Together they licked and sucked them when their lips weren’t chasing each other.

Hunger got them to finally leave the bed. The plastic jug of yogurt soup sat right there in front.

Harper folded her arms across her nude breasts as they stared at it. “Say the word, and we go dump it off the balcony. I’ll say I puked if your landlord gets upset.”

Jill thought about it. She really thought about it. Instead, she grabbed the container, opened it, and took a sniff. “Goddamn him, it smells amazing.”

“One bite?”

“Yeah, I suppose we could just taste it.”

Two empty bowls later, and they both stared into the sink at the equally empty container. Harper grumbled, “I hate that it was so good.”

“It’s really unfair how great he is at everything,” Jill agreed. “He even gets my underwear drawer right.”

“That sucks. I mean… it’s great. But it sucks.”

“Mm. Nap time?”

“Nap time.”

They rushed back to bed and nestled together, legs tangled. For a while, they talked, but it was quiet sleepy stuff that soon trailed off into mumbled nothings. Jill brushed the hair from Harper’s eyes, and Harper gave a soft murmur. She nestled her head tight against Jill’s breast. Jill stroked her back, and when Harper’s breath evened out, she pulled the blankets up around them both and closed her eyes too, expecting not to sleep.

But sleep they did, and woke again sometime in the early afternoon. Harper slid out of bed to use the bathroom, and when she returned, Jill rested on a stack of pillows, playing with herself. Harper grinned, and darted not for Jill, but for her nightstand.

“What are you doing?” Jill asked.

“Getting Beefmeister.”

“Beefmeister?” Jill sat up sharply. “Wait. My dildo? How do you know about my dildo? And where I keep it?”

Harper jerked open the drawer and withdrew Jill’s favored sizable sex toy. The neon pink thing could hardly be confused for a cock. In her friend’s hands it looked massive, but then again, in a giant’s hands, it still would have looked massive.

“A, you’re single, you’re a woman, there’s a dildo in your nightstand. And B, and don’t get creeped out here, I kinda spied out your sex toys when you had me condo-sit for you.”

Jill gasped. “You didn’t. That’s so creepy!”

“Oh relax, I washed everything when I was done. I’m kidding, I’m kidding. I didn’t touch anything. I was going to get you a birthday present and this was all I could think of, but I saw you had more damn toys than I did, so I went with the lava lamp.”

“I love that lamp.”

Harper hopped on the bed and held the tip of the dildo to her lips. “I know. World’s best gift giver right here, babe.”

“Ha!”

“You say that so derisively, like you didn’t like the hot sauce cookies.”

Jill shuddered theatrically as Harper began to suck on the tip of the dildo. “There’s lube in the drawer too.”

“Oooh, thank you. Not sure there’s enough spit in the world for this guy.”

Harper applied a liberal amount of lube to the giant beast of a dildo. When it was ready, she slid it along Jill’s pussy lips, leaving a trail of the lube glistening on her pink folds. “So… is this bigger than his?”

“Owen’s?”

“Mm hm.”

“He’s not as long, obviously. But thickness… it’d be pretty damn close.”

Harper gaped at her. “No way.”

A wicked idea came to mind. Jill gripped the dildo and helped Harper ease the first inch into her. “You should take a sick day and come find out for yourself.”

“You’re serious.”

“Absolutely.” The dildo slid deeper and Jill leaned back. Her hips spread wide instinctually. “If us together is inspiration enough for a few novels, seeing the two of you would be mind fuel for the rest of my life, I think.”

* * *

Jill wasn’t so much cold towards Owen as Arctic levels of frigid. He didn’t know what had changed over the weekend, but when he went to kiss her that morning, instead of her lips, he got her cheek. When he tried to squeeze her ass, she pulled away from him.

Owen wasn’t one for drama, and didn’t play into the game, whatever the hell one they were playing. Instead, he busied himself with the tasks Jill gave him, and set about cleaning up after her. She locked herself away, and wrote and wrote and wrote. By ten, Jill still hadn’t come out of there, and now he was getting annoyed. He made a pot of coffee, poured two mugs, and added a healthy splash of half and half into his. Jill was a maniac who liked her coffee black most the time, so despite his better judgment, he didn’t touch hers, save to add a cinnamon stick.

He knocked, and she didn’t respond, so he let himself in. Jill sat behind her computer, hunched over just a bit. She didn’t look up, but said, “Don’t interrupt when I’m on a roll, please.”

“Yeah, no. You’ve been in here over two hours without getting up and stretching. Come on. Five minute break. Your assistant demands it.”

Jill looked up, and for a moment, she seemed… pained. Really had been sitting too long, he supposed. She stood up, and he led the way to her balcony.

“How’d you end up liking the soup?” he asked.

She took the coffee from him and sipped. “It was as good as you mentioned. Unusual. But I liked the flavors.”

They sipped in silence and looked down at the street below. The city moved sluggishly that day, and there wasn’t a lot of traffic, either by car or on foot. The rain gave way early that morning to a sunny haze just starting to cook off.

“Did you have a good weekend?” he asked.

Jill smiled to herself. “Yes. Yourself?”

“Quiet. I finished another one of your books.”

She took another drink of coffee and studied him. “I didn’t even know you’d finished one.”

“Yeah, well, you’ve been a little distant.”

He expected her to be pissed at the comment, but instead, Jill leaned on the rail and let out a long breath. “I suppose I have.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“No,” she said quietly. “It’s nothing. And you’re one to talk, by the way. The last few days, you walked out of here like you couldn’t get away from me fast enough. So. You want to talk about that?”

“No,” he said. “I suppose that makes us even.”

“I suppose it does.”

He finished off his coffee and thought for a brief insane moment about just throwing the mug over the rail and pinning Jill to the wall to take her right there where anybody could see. Instead, he set it aside on a small table she kept out there with a pair of iron chairs. “I liked them, for what it’s worth. They were sexy as hell, but the dialogue hooked me.”

“Yes?” she asked. At least she was looking at him again. That was something.

“It’s sharp. It sounded like real people in my head. But like… amplified? I don’t know the word.”

“Amplified,” Jill said, tasting the word. “I like that. That’s as good a word for it as any I have.”

“What are you working on this morning?”

“New thing I started last week.”

“Can I read it?”

She smiled faintly. “Promise you won’t sue?”

“Why?”

“You’ll see. Come on. Yes, you can read it.”

They headed inside. From her bedroom, she produced a Kindle, and within a few minutes of sitting down at her computer, she sent a copy of the latest file to the device. She handed the e-reader over, and sat back down behind her desk.

“It’s going to be rough, obviously, and I think Nikki’s name has changed at least eight times, so that might get a little confusing.”

Owen chuckled. “I’m taking it out to the living room to read. Can I get you anything?”

Was it him, or did she hesitate? No. She definitely hesitated. “No. Thank you.”

It was easy to understand what Jill was talking about when she said the lead male character was based on him. Reggie was the new driver for Nikki, a powerful executive. She faced a crisis of conscience about a landfill her bosses wanted to open too close to a popular stream in a small town. Both Reggie and Nikki were seeing other people, but the chemistry between them left them both practically dripping with sweat from the effort of not sleeping together. It was a hot read, and Owen felt little guilt about unzipping his pants during one particularly thrilling scene involving Reggie having to watch Nikki in the backseat as her significant other made love to her and knowing he could do the job far better himself.

He stroked himself idly reading the story until a sultry voice said, “I take it that’s a good sign.”

“Come here,” Owen said.

Jill obeyed, undoing the buttons on her blouse. By the time she reached him, she was left in her skirt and bra. “The car scene?”

“It’s hot,” he said, spreading his knees wide.

“I thought so too.”

Without prompting, Jill knelt between his legs and pulled his boxers down. His tip already glistened with precoma. She leaned forward to suck him down, brushing her hair out of the way. When her tongue ran along his tip, he groaned and stroked the back of her hair. Remembering her words to use her, he rocked his hips up at her mouth and pushed her gently down at the same time. Jill engulfed him, her gaze locked on his cock.

“You’re going to take every drop, cock slut,” he told her.

“Mmm!”

“You want me to use you, I’ll use you.”

“Esss,” Jill hissed around him.

He gripped a fistful of her hair and rose up with his cock still an inch inside her mouth. She stared up at him, her mouth spread wide around his big prick. With a grunt Owen plunged his cock deep into her mouth, all the way to her throat. It was further than Jill had ever taken him, and she struggled to accommodate his thickness and his length. When he pulled back, she managed to take a deep breath through her nose. This time when he fucked her throat, she was ready for him and stared up, eyes watering.

He fucked her mouth as hard as he’d fucked her pussy the week before. It drove her wild to be used so basely like this. Owen was usually so cocky and a bit silly in bed, but this was animalistic and raw, and she loved it. His cock hit depths of her throat no man had ever made it to, and there was just too much of him to use her tongue. This show was all his, and he made it count, building up speed until he was slamming her mouth down on his length.

“Fuck yes, take that cock, Jill, take every inch of it you can.”

“Mmmmf!”

Back and forth he went, using her, defiling her in the way she craved. What little of his cock Jill wasn’t taking inside her mouth she gripped with her fingers and began to jack Owen off, hard. That did it for him, and he grunted, “Jill. Close. Swallow it all down now, like a good slut.”

Her breath shot out through her nose in a snuffle. Tears blurred her vision as he plunged three more times into her throat, her hands sliding across his sensitive skin. He let out a grunt that set her pussy on fire, and fired deep in her throat before he pulled back, letting her take the rest on her tongue, in her mouth. There was so much of him and she tried to swallow him down, but soon he was flowing out of the sides of her mouth around him, drizzling her chin and her breasts.

Finally, he reached his end and pulled back, dropping down on the couch again, boneless. He leaned his head back and laughed shakily. “Jesus, Jill. You do things to me no woman’s ever done.”

She ran her fingers along the come at the corners of her mouth and sucked them clean before climbing up and dropping down beside him. “Why are we mad at each other?” she asked hoarsely.

“I don’t really know,” he murmured, and kissed the top of her head. “You tell me.”

“I don’t know.”

“Throat okay?”

“Sore. But it will be.”

“Got a little carried away.”

“I’m definitely not complaining.”

Owen grunted a laugh and she snuggled in tighter, shivering. It took him a long moment to realize why. She was crying.

“Oh shit, Jill…”

“No, it’s okay. What we just did was exactly what I wanted. This isn’t… it’s not that.”

“What is it then?”

She was silent a long time. He wrapped an arm around her and kissed the side of her head, enjoying the scent of her shampoo in a distant way.

“Tomorrow I’ve got a favor to ask you. And it is a favor. It’s not a work thing. Well… it kind of is, but let’s face it, it’s more a pleasure thing.”

“Well… consider me intrigued. But you didn’t answer my question. What are you crying for?”

“Let’s just… focus on tomorrow.” She sniffed and wiped away her tears. “You should know my friend Harper and I kind of, mm, hooked up this weekend.”

“Oh,” Owen said. “Okay. I get it.”

“Owen.”

“No. I’m the daytime fling. I know my role.”

“Oh, stop being an ass. I told her about us and she wants to join in. I thought it’d make for some great mental candy for the writing.”

“Is that all it is?” he asked her. “Okay. I get it. I can do that.”

She pulled away and stared at him, her own fire coming back. “You want to talk about me, let’s talk about you. Why were you so cold last week?”

“Why were you so mad when I came in this morning?”

Jill ground her teeth. “You know what? I have work to do. So do you.”

“Yeah. That’s what I figured.”

* * *

They circled around each other like wary cats the rest of the day. Owen tried to find make-busy work, checking on the keywords, cleaning up a light lunch he made for Jill, running some of her errands around town. By the time he left for the day, he came to a realization. She was hiding from him.

That unsettled him. Badly. He spent hours that night at the bar, slowly sipping on three bottles of beer and contemplating himself in the mirror-like sheen of a panel of chrome beside the liquor bottles. He came to one conclusion. This wasn’t healthy. The sex was amazing. The job was one of the best he ever had. But the emotions ran too high. He didn’t want to move on and Jill kept pushing to find out when he would.

Tomorrow, he decided. Tomorrow, after the thing with Harper. He couldn’t take much more of this. Of his soul burning so bright when he saw her in the morning, only to be doused when she went cold on him.

But goddamn, it was going to hurt.

* * *

“I think we should call it off,” Jill said, parading around Harper’s room completely naked. “This is a mistake. I’ll tell him I’m sorry it’s not working out, and then I’ll just… I’ll just… it’ll be you and me. That’s so much more than enough for me.”

Harper rested on her stomach, cleaning off her toys with wipes. They’d made good use of a twin-nubbed vibrator. Her ass and pussy still tingled from the sensations. Jill had been too worked up to come.

“You really seem like it,” Harper said. “You’re definitely not head over heels for him.”

“Harper, I love you. Just because I’m pissed about Owen doesn’t change that.”

“I think you love him too.”

That stopped Jill cold. “You’re not serious.”

“Tell me I’m wrong.”

“I barely know him.”

“The heart knows what it wants. You wrote that. First sentence, if I remember right.”

“Fiction is so much different than reality.”

Harper shrugged. “You haven’t stopped talking about him since you came over. It’s okay, by the way. I meant to talk to you about that. I don’t want a closed relationship with you. I like dong too much.”

Jill cracked up and came over to flop on Harper’s bed. “I’m in trouble, aren’t I?”

“Maybe. I mean, he warned you he’s a playboy.”

“And that he’s going to move on.”

“Have you guys set a firm end date?”

Jill shook her head. “No. But I mean, that’s the implication. At most he lasts a few months at any job.”

“Wait. Wait wait wait. You have asked if he’s going to move on, haven’t you?”

“He’s mentioned it off-handed.”

“How?” Harper asked, sitting up.

“I mean, he said… he… um…” Jill propped herself up on an elbow. “Look, I don’t remember the specifics. But it’s definitely been implied.”

Harper let it go. But in her heart, she knew the truth. And although she’d already been excited about tomorrow and the potential for a great three-way, now there was an added thrill underneath the current.

Harper was going to help her best friend realize what a dumbass she was.

* * *

Owen made breakfast for them both, and they sat down to eat outside on the balcony. His stomach was all knotted up and he had a hard time looking at Jill as he ate. At least he wasn’t the only one. Jill’s focus seemed a million miles away.

“Owen?” she asked as he swapped his plate for a cup of coffee.

“Hm?”

“Why do you leave?”

“What do you mean?”

“The other places you’ve worked. Why do you always quit so fast?”

He took a long sip, contemplating the railing and jumping over it. Not today, he supposed. “I always make my own fun wherever I work. But I was never really happy with anywhere I wound up.”

“Oh,” she whispered. Her hand trembled as she reached for her own mug, and she spilled it all over the table. “Damn it.”

“Let me.”

He got up and headed in for a rag. When he came back out, she was leaning over the balcony, shuddering again. He knelt to clean up the coffee and she said so quietly, “You’re going to quit here too.”

“I… yeah.”

She shuddered harder. “When?”

“I was going to give you my two weeks after we finish up with Harper.”

She nodded and sniffed. When he got up to take her arm, she turned around instead and stormed inside, shoving him out of the way.

“Goddamn it, Jill,” he said, following her in. “Would you tell me what it is you want from me?”

“You’re leaving. What does it matter?”

A knock. They both looked towards a clock on the wall, and Owen snarled, “She’s early.”

“That’s Harper for you. I’ll send her packing and then we can get your things,” Jill said. “Don’t bother with the two weeks. I’ll pay you for them.”

Keys jingled and the lock twisted. Harper strolled in, looking stunning in a barely-there skirt and a pink crop top under a light jacket. She pushed a pair of sunglasses high up on her head, and stared between the two of them.

“You,” she said, pointing at Owen. “Stay right there.”

She rushed for Jill and grabbed her hand. Jill was too startled to do anything but follow. Harper guided her to Owen, and she grabbed him not by the hand, but by the dick through his pants.

“Ngh,” he grunted. “Little forceful.”

“Shut up,” Harper said. She pulled them towards the bedroom that way. They stared at each other, confusion winning out over their anger. “I’ve been out there for a long time listening in on you two ding-dongs. It’s time an adult entered this conversation.”

In the bedroom, she finally let them go and pointed at the bed. They both sat on the edge, and she kicked the door shut behind her.

Harper snapped, “Owen. Jill thinks you want to leave. Do you?”

“He just told me he’s quitting today.”

“Oh piss off,” Harper said. “Why?”

“Because it’s what she wants!” Owen said. “She’s made that abundantly clear.”

“Wait… you don’t want to leave?” Jill asked.

“No! I’m falling pretty fuckin’ hard for you. But you made it clear to me you don’t want me around. I’m a worktime fling. You’ve got your real relationships at night.”

“I… but that was before I realized…” Jill said.

“What?” he asked, hoarse.

“Before I started falling for you too.”

Harper jabbed a finger into Jill’s chest. “You’re so used to writing drama that you made some up when there wasn’t any.” She jabbed another into Owen’s chest. “And you, you delicious piece of man candy, you’re so used to women hating you that you thought she did too. You goddamn drama queens are perfect for each other.”

“Man candy?” Owen asked.

Ignoring both of them, Jill stared at Owen. “You’re… falling for me?”

He took her hand and squeezed it. “Yes. I am. You drive me crazy half the time trying to figure out what mood I’m going to get minute to minute, but I’m always excited to see what comes next. You’re the first woman I’ve ever met that’s made me think about more than the next few days.”

“Maybe the next few weeks?” Jill asked softly as his lips moved towards hers.

“Oh, I want a lot longer than that.”

They kissed, and Harper made an, “Awwww.” Quick as a snake, Jill’s hand shot out and grabbed Harper’s arm. She pulled away from Owen, eyes blazing.

“Well, I’m kind of a package deal.”

Owen grinned up at Harper. “Want to get to know each other better, woman candy?”

“Judging from what I felt when I grabbed you, let me think.” Harper’s head bobbed up and down. “Uh huh uh huh uh huh, yes please, I would like that very large thing in my very tight pussy.”

Jill let Harper go and her friend bounced up onto Owen’s lap. Everyone was still dressed, but Harper gave an immediate moan when she ground on Owen’s cock through his pants and the thin strip of fabric stretched across her pussy.

“What are the rules here?” Owen asked Harper, then glanced over at Jill.

“I guess the question is… what are we?” Jill said.

“You two are in a relationship,” Harper said. Jill opened her mouth and Harper pressed a finger to her lips. “No. Just wait. I know you, Jill. You’re a romantic. Sooner or later you’re going to settle down, get married again, and have kids. You’ve told me that’s what you want and I love that about you. But it’s not what I want. And don’t get me wrong, what I want is you, but you’re not all I want. That’s where I stand. I want to be your fuck buddy.”

“I love you, Harper,” Jill said. “In all the ways that can mean.”

“I love you too, baby. But I’d be miserable locked in to just the three of us. I don’t want to be miserable. I want to come over, screw your brains out occasionally, and walk out the door again the next morning. And maybe sometimes hook up with Owen here too, if we hit it off.”

“I’d be okay with that,” he said, chuckling. “Assuming Jill is too.”

Jill studied Owen, then Harper. “Okay. But understand this. I’m going to want you over here a lot.”

Harper pulled off her jacket and tossed it across the room. “Yeah, done, good. I’ll come over and ride your stupid face if that’s what you want. Jeez, talk a girl into it.”

Owen took Jill’s hand. “I want you,” he said. “However I can get you, so long as I have you, I’m happy with whatever else.”

“I want you too,” Jill whispered, and leaned in to kiss him long and hard. They held each other as Harper added her top to the jacket, her breasts bared now. They both looked up at Harper for a moment then back at each other. “I love you. I think I knew that when I first hired you.”

“I think I knew when you asked me about my cat.”

Jill grinned and they kissed again, softer, sweeter. She breathed against his lips, “Now fuck her silly.”

“Yes, sexy boss lady,” he murmured back. He turned his attention to Harper, and she leaned down to kiss him. His big hands cupped her ass through the skirt and he lifted the material up so he could squeeze her cheeks. “Mm. I could get to like you, Harper.”

“Could be a serial killer,” she said, grinding his cock through the fabric of his pants.

“Just promise to stab me after I’ve come all across this tight little ass.”

She grinned and gave him a light kiss. “Done.”

“You can do better than that.”

Owen brought one hand up to the back of Harper’s head and pulled her face back in. While he didn’t feel the burning passion as with Jill, there was definitely more than a spark there and it kindled quickly. Soon he was sitting up, still gripping her ass and the back of her head, and twisting with her so she was on her back, her legs dangling off the edge of the bed.

He tugged away Harper’s panties and slid down her body, trailing his lips along her skin as she arched her back in pleased anticipation. Her skirt he tugged up to her waist. His hand roamed down to cup her freshly shaven pussy and she shivered at his touch. His mouth continued trailing down her body as she let out a soft moan. When he sucked her hood into his mouth, Jill dropped beside her friend and cradled her cheek with one hand.

“He’s, mm, very good at this, isn’t he?” Harper asked, kicking as Owen nudged aside her hood and licked her clit.

“Oh, you’re just getting started.”

The two women kissed, and Jill reached down towards Owen. He took her hand in his and squeezed. She let him go to tickle the underside of Harper’s boob. The other woman giggled, the tension releasing from her as Owen lifted her legs over his shoulders and brought his lips to Harper’s cunt.

“Lick my pussy,” Harper whimpered.

Owen watched the two of them kiss and kiss again. Harper’s pussy tasted sweet and clean. He played with her clit with fingers on both hands, circling it, tweaking it. She responded immediately, writhing in an attempt to get more of his tongue in her delicate pink folds. Jill eventually broke away to rise up on her knees and free herself of her top and a strapless nylon bra. She noticed Owen’s eyes on her and cupped her breasts, winking at him. Still looking at him, Jill leaned down to feed one of her nipples to Harper.

“Fuck,” he groaned, and drove his mouth back against Harper’s pussy.

Harper sucked and licked the nipple. Lost in the sensation, Jill almost didn’t notice when the other women snagged her own skirt and tried to pull it down. She laughed softly and pulled away. Harper tried to chase her boob on instinct, but Owen reached up and none to gently pushed her back down so he could continue his feast. Jill slipped down the skirt and her panties, and Harper curled a finger at her.

“I want to taste you again.”

Jill crossed the bed and lifted one knee over Harper. She settled down onto her friend’s waiting tongue, watching Owen. The sight of his gorgeous boss grinding down on her best friend’s mouth hardened him in a hurry and he ached to fuck one of them. But Harper was close, and he wasn’t going to let her get away from him with just one orgasm from his mouth. Her clit beckoned his mouth and he sucked on it again, flicking it, making love to it with his mouth. Jill ran her hands all over her body, giving a soft, “Mmmm,” when Harper’s tongue teased her just right.

Harper’s legs flexed and tensed, and she cried out into Jill’s pussy. It only took a little nudge before she came, her butt driving down into the mattress, her hands pawing weakly at the air and Jill. Jill came up off her face and she cried out, “No no no, I need you, need to taste you.” So Jill plopped right back down and Harper’s wavering hands clutched at her friend’s ass and abs.

Owen kept right on going, giving Harper no reprieve. Her feet kept kicking and her moans steadied into a rhythm under Jill’s pussy. This time, he slid two fingers into her glistening wetness, and she went absolutely ballistic, shouting out her pleasure with an, “Oh, fuuuuck! Owen!”

Her orgasm overwhelmed her, drowned out her senses until something pressed against her cunt. Harper dug her fingernails into Jill’s ass as Owen drove his cock into her tight depths, Still riding the cusp of her last orgasm, arcs of wild electricity bolted through her body, making her kick, arch, cork up. He used her like a machine, fucking her with an intensity she’d never felt from another man. Her knees kipped up of their own accord, bouncing up and down as he brought her up and over again. Harper cried out into Jill’s pussy, the mattress soaked underneath her with her pleasure.

Owen pulled out and got up on the bed, first on his hands and knees, then on his feet. Jill watched him approach with a gleam in her eyes, her hands reaching for his cock immediately. He stuffed it into her mouth, driving deep on the first thrust, and she stared up at him, eyes watering as she held him deep and clutched his ass. “Did I do a good job?” he asked her.

She came off his cock, a line of spittle running down her chin. “Yes,” she gasped. “Yes, take it all now, take whatever you want.”

He jumped off the bed and dug in her nightstand. The lube was in his hand in moments and he was back on the bed, pushing Jill facedown into Harper’s still-quivering cunt. Dollops of the lube glistened on his fingers, and soon they teased her asshole as her head came back up, a sharp breath escaping her.

“Harper, he’s going to fuck my ass while you…” Owen’s fingers slid inside her just far enough to spread the lube, and she hissed with the pleasure of the dual sensations of having her pussy eaten while her ass was fingered.

“That’s so fucking hot,” Harper moaned against her.

The sensations washed over Jill. She rocked back and forth, trying to lick Harper’s pussy but she was too far gone to her anticipation. Could she even take Owen in the ass? She trusted him to be gentle, but the trepidation of that initial push still crossed her mind right up to the point where he stood with one knee bent, like he was doing a lunge. The tip of his cock slid through the cleft of Jill’s ass. Her breath caught as his tip rested at her entrance.

“You’re sure?” he asked.

“Try.”

Owen pushed. And wonder of wonders, he fit. Barely.

“Oh… oh… fulllll…” Jill whimpered. “Keep, nuuuuh, keep going, just go slow.”

Her ass gloved his prick tight, and through the membranous wall, he could feel the stirring of Harper’s actions. Not her tongue, not exactly, but he could feel Jill’s body react to the pussy licking. It was strange and fascinating and not a little hot. He held himself there for a long while, just a quarter inch or so of his prick inside Jill, experiencing it.

Slowly, he nudged in. Jill made a strangled sound and he stopped again, meaning to let her get used to him or pull out, whatever she needed. Instead she waved a hand back at him and gasped, “More.”

Never one to ignore a woman’s request, Owen traveled deeper. Harper shifted and focused on Jill’s clit. Jill nearly flopped forward on her face, her arms quivering with the effort of keeping herself upright as Owen went a bit deeper. He retracted as slowly as he’d entered, added more lube, and sank back in. Jill nodded, her words cut off. Slowly Owen began to work himself in and out of her butt like that.

Jill’s mostly indecipherable moans solidified a few minutes later when Owen gripped a fistful of her hair and pulled back on it as he pressed in yet again. “Ohhhh, oooh, yes, tug it, tug my hair back, be a little rough. Fuck, I’m close.”

“My ass slut boss,” Owen said.

“God, I love it,” Jill moaned. He tugged her hair harder, bringing her head back, and she gasped. When his hand cracked her ass, she yelped and squirmed on Harper’s face. “Unnngh… Harper, you make my pussy feel so good…”

Harper raised a hand of her own and smacked Jill’s ass. Owen grinned and did it again to her other cheek. They kept up a rain of spankings, and Jill rocked back and forth, hard, her mouth open in a keen of pleasure. She finally stopped and gasped, “Oh fuck! Fuck! Com-ING!”

She gushed on Harper’s face. Her friend gripped her even tighter, sucking and slurping at the juices. Owen’s cock throbbed for its release. “Jill,” he gasped. “Get on top.”

He pulled out of her and sat on the edge of the bed, his muscles cramping from having held that awkward position for so long. He barely noticed though as his girlfriend hurried across the bed and down to him, kissing him hard and stroking the base of his cock. Without another word, she spun and dropped her ass down on top of him. He leaned back and guided his prick to her bud again. Harper crawled on her hands and knees beside him, burying her lips on his shoulder as Jill began to bounce slowly up and down on his cock, taking him deeper than he’d been willing to go.

“Good ass slut,” Harper murmured. “There’s a good girl. And you, don’t you think I’m going to let you go too far today. I want you deep in my pussy again later.”

Owen grinned at her. “Can’t wait.”

She ran her tongue along his shoulders and his upper back. The sensation was strange and a huge turn-on, and he grunted his pleasure when Harper reached around him to grab the inches of his cock not buried in her friend’s ass. He was still well-lubed so she jerked him fast. Combined with the beautiful woman slamming her ass down on his cock, Owen knew he wasn’t going to last long.

“Jill.”

“Come in me, come in me, come in me,” she chanted breathlessly.

He gripped her waist and did just that, stopping her on a down-thrust and holding her there as his hot seed filled her taboo hole. Both of them gasped their pleasure, and when she slowly climbed off him, Owen collapsed backwards.

Jill fell beside him onto her chest. They caught their breath. Owen looked aside at her, and said, “I meant it. I’m crazy in love with you.”

“Me too. Things just got really complicated, didn’t they?”

He chuckled. “I think they just got uncomplicated.”

Harper helped her friend up. Jill winced as she felt her bottom. Owen sat up and started to say something, but Jill put a finger to his lips. “No. This is what I wanted. And I’m going to want it again sometime.” He nodded and kissed her finger.

Harper said, “So. Um. Writer’s block officially broken?”
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Five minutes. Just five minutes before Margery embarrassed herself into losing her job.

Nah. Gareth wouldn’t fire her. Well… maybe. Was it a firable offense? Shit. She should look it up in the employee handbook. There was time. Margery ripped open the bottom drawer of her desk and flung everything in there on her desk. Notepads. Ledgers. A book of erotica disguised with a glued-on cover from Of Mice and Men.


“Oh, I love Steinbeck!” Diane, her desk neighbor said.

“Uh, yeah, me too,” Margery said. She squinted into the desk. Couldn’t bring out the flask she kept tucked away, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to wake whatever slumbered in the baggie that had once been food of some kind. That explained the smell from a few months back. She thought it was just a stinky neighbor. Whoops. Where was the damn employee handbook?

“I loved Of Mice and Men
 as a kid. What was your favorite of his?”

“Um, I was a pretty big fan of Catcher in the Rye
, I guess.”

Diane scrunched up her nose at that. “Uh, hon, I think that was J.D. Salinger.”

Margery realized she’d been caught in the lie, so she did what she did best under these circumstances – confuse the everloving hell out of them. She looked up, eyes narrowed. “Of course it was, Diane.”

The other woman’s eyes nearly crossed thinking about that. Margery ripped a sheet of paper from a notebook, leaned back down, and used the paper to fetch the plastic bag and dump it into her garbage can. Thankfully it didn’t bite, but unfortunately, the depths of the desk drawer didn’t magically produce the handbook. That was rude.

Margery slammed it shut as Diane sniffed the air, scowling. “I think Wilson brought in tuna fish again. God, that’s ripe.”

“It sure is,” Margery said, shaking her head and scowling. “People should be better about keeping their food in the break room.”

“Get ‘em,” Diane said.

“Oh, they got it,” Margery said. She leaned across and they high-fived. She hoped there were no spores or anything on her hand, but hey, maybe if Diane got sick, it would be like a mini-vacation.

From the offices down the hallway came Gareth’s laugh. It was one of Margery’s favorite things about him. He laughed exactly like a person would read it – a hard emphasis on the “ha ha HA hah ha ha.”

Margery glanced at Diane and hissed, “Diane. Do you have the employee handbook?”

“Uh. At home, maybe? I think I threw mine out. I’m sure Gareth has one in his office.”

“I… ugh.” Margery dug through another drawer, now not looking for her handbook, but her deodorant. She was in serious danger of breaking out into mad nervous sweats. Like… lakes worth of them. Diane watched, mouth open, as Margery swatted at her armpits with the stick. She sniffed herself experimentally, forgetting the stink of the sandwich corpse growing wings in her garbage can. No way to tell if she was okay or not. Had to wing it.

Gareth came out as he did at the end of every day. He always wore a suit and almost always took the jacket off the moment he hit the office, unless they were welcoming a new client. Today was white slacks, a white button down she thought might be canvass, and a blue sport coat so bright it almost hurt to look at. A few months back, Gareth corrected his mildly bad vision with laser surgery, and Margery missed his glasses. They gave him something of a boyishness. Not that he wasn’t handsome without them. His tightly trimmed goatee and tapered black hair framed a face just coming into a few well-placed lines. He grumbled a lot about how susceptible he was to sunburns, and it was true. He had the sort of skin that never seemed to tan, but would cook in about three minutes outside. Once, he came back from a vacation in Mexico with such scorched skin that the office took to calling him King Crab. Everyone except Margery, who was still new, and crushing hard on her kind boss.

And she still was. Crap. Crappity crap crap.

“All right, everybody have a good night,” he said. “And winery people, remember tomorrow’s all business. If you’re going to get blitzed, at least make sure I don’t read your names in the newspaper for streaking.”

The mass exodus started with everyone saving and logging off for the night. Before she did too, Margery stood up and headed for Gareth. He gave her a quizzical smile, and she damn near turned and ran for Tahiti.

“Gareth, could I talk to you for a minute?”

“Sure. Everything okay?”

“Yes. Yeah. Maybe in your offnass?”

He blinked at her. “My what now?”

Margery stamped her prosthesis, fought the words trying to get free in her throat, and said much more carefully, “Your office.”

“Because it sounded like you said offsnass.”

She scrunched up her lips and gave him her very best squint of doom. He seemed unphased, but he did beat a retreat back to his office. Margery closed the door behind her.

His office was tiny, but tastefully decorated. It smelled like vanilla and something woodsier, a plug-in he preferred. A few pictures hung on the wall, largely of him with his two children. Get a few drinks in Gareth and he’d say just enough about his two ex-wives to convince a person he might be capable of murder. Word around the office was both had cheated on him.

Gareth gestured to a pair of chairs at his desk. Margery sat down, and played with her skirt. She wore it specifically that day because it was the tiniest bit short and she thought it showed off her leg. The sleeveless shirt didn’t do terrible things to her boobs, either. She wondered if she smelled like the fetid sandwich and shuddered.

“Everything okay?”

“My brother’s getting married,” Margery blurted.

Gareth blinked at her. “Oh? Congratulations to him.”

“Uh huh,” Margery said. She stood up again, and nearly bolted for the door. Instead, she took one of the hard candies from a bowl on his desk, and fiddled with it before sitting back down.

“Well,” Gareth said, looking wildly confused, “let me know when it is and if they have a registry. Or if they prefer cash…?”

“I… no, that’s appreciated, but that’s not…” She skinned the candy and popped it into her throat. Not her mouth, but her throat. Margery’s eyes went huge and she shot to her feet for a second time. She pointed at her throat, and Gareth rushed to his feet and around the desk to grab her around the waist. With one sharp thrust of his hands, the candy shot out of her mouth like a rocket, plinking off his monitor and falling on the ground. They both dropped to grab it, and conked heads.

“Jesus, ow, are you okay?” Gareth asked, coming back upright with the candy in hand.

“Sorry, I’m sorry,” she gasped. Margery coughed, and grabbed a tissue, thinking she was going to puke. Gareth hurried out to grab her a bottle of water from the conference room’s mini-fridge and came back to her sitting down and laughing into her hands. Or sobbing. Or laughsobbing.

He squeezed her shoulder and offered the bottle. When Margery had a sip, she cleared her throat and said brightly, “Well, this is going better than I expected.”

Gareth gave a minute shake of his head. “Better?”

“Yeah. I had a mental betting pool going on. Haven’t set fire to anything yet, so I’m ahead of the game.”

Chuckling, he headed around his desk and sat back down. “What’s up? I’m not losing you, am I?”

Margery took another, much longer drink. Only when there was absolutely nothing left in the bottle but drops did she pull the bottle away from her lips. “I’m really going to need to pee later.”

“Is that why you’re here?”

“The peeing? No. I do that in the bathroom. Wait. Do you pee here?”

“No. I mean, are you quitting? Is that why you wanted to talk to me?”

Margery squinted at him, and he spread his hands wide, grinning. “So my brother’s getting married. And I don’t have a plus size.” She smacked her own cheek. “Plus one. I don’t. Have one. A plus one.”

“Ohhhh,” Gareth said. He leaned forward and grabbed the address book off the corner of his desk. “Hang on, I’ve got a cousin you’ll really like. His names George, he’s a garbageman, hell of a nice guy…”

“No!” Margery squawked. “I… oh, you’re messing with me, aren’t you?”

“A bit.” He studied her, smiling faintly. “So…”

“I mean… we wouldn’t have to… it wouldn’t have to be, you know, a date.” What was she saying? Yes, it was supposed to be a date! It was going to be romantic and wonderful and maybe a little bit dirty if they could find a closet to sneak off to! “We could, jurrrrrm, I mean, just go as friends, or lovers…” She smacked the chair’s arm as Gareth’s grin widened. “Friends! Let’s go as friends!”

Without waiting for a response, Margery stood up, and rushed for the hallway and the safety of the world beyond the office. Gareth called after her, “I don’t know when or where this is, or the details, or if it’s formal!”

“Text you,” Margery bellowed back.

“I haven’t even said yes yet.”

“No choice! I’m too invested now. You’re in, Gareth.”

* * *

Gareth studied himself in the mirror, wondering if he shouldn’t ditch the Hawaiian shirt under his cream-colored jacket. Margery told him casual dressy. He wondered if this leaned towards too casual.

“You’re overthinking it,” he muttered to himself. It had been a while since he bought himself a new suit. Margery had him so tied up in knots he spent two hours one day looking over the racks of his favored store. When he finally made his purchases and stepped outside, he was sure he heard the clerks cheer. The oxfords he wore with it weren’t new, but if he got a chance at all to dance with Margery, he wanted comfort, not something that would cut into his feet.

A dab of cologne went on his wrist, which he dabbed at with his other. Then one spritz to his chest, and he opened wide to check his teeth again. “Go, you idiot.”

Margery was at the condo where the bride and guests of honor were getting ready. Gareth was to meet her at the church, so he headed there, On the way, he called his second wife. Lexi. They gritted their teeth through a faux-friendly exchange for the kids. Usually Gareth called later in the evening, but because he was going out on a date, they agreed to have him call the kids earlier. His daughter Christina was still too young to be anything but joyful when she heard her dad, but his son Ron was nearly ten and started to drift away. It broke Gareth’s heart. For a long while they split custody, but the year before, Lexi married a guy from Boston, and they could provide a better life for the kids than Gareth could alone.

Everyone in the office believed Lexi cheated on him, and before her, Pam. Pam had, yes, with two men on a work trip. That had stung, but the truth was, they got married too young, and he was sort of grateful for the excuse to get out of the relationship. Lexi, though, was venomous and ambitious, two traits that meant pure misery for him. Whatever they had, she always wanted more, and racked up exorbitant bills to get it. From the day they married until six months after they divorced, his credit cards were maxed to the gills. She was the one who pushed him to go for the promotion at the accounting firm, one of the few things apart from the kids he was grateful for, but she hadn’t wanted it to stop there. The thirty thousand extra he was making wasn’t enough. She wanted him working for a bigger firm, with more potential to move up. Lexi wanted to be on the invite list to his clients’ biggest parties. She wanted vacations overseas, extravagant clothing, a better car. It wore him down to the point where he couldn’t take it anymore.

Her new husband was a county politician. After too many drinks when Gareth flew out for Thanksgiving, Pearson confessed to him that he was at the end of his rope too. She wanted him to run for state senate against an entrenched incumbent. If they lasted the year without a divorce too, Gareth would be surprised.

Now Margery… Margery was fascinating. Sweet, but subtle about it so as to not draw attention to herself. One morning, she asked him quietly if she could sneak in to leave a present at the desk of a female coworker fighting cancer. She didn’t want to draw attention to herself, she told him. Gareth had been the tiniest bit infatuated with the gorgeous woman before that day, but that was the moment he suspected his feelings might run deeper than physical attraction.

Time and time again, Margery had proven herself to be worth it. She was, at times, the most brash of his crew. When college basketball and football seasons came around, she was a bullhorn of barely muted swearing and cheering. When a coworker’s abusive significant other showed up yelling for his wife, Margery was the one who fought him off like a pissed-off skunk fighting for its territory.

Gareth had been thinking about asking her out for a couple years now, off and on. He almost went for it at a company retreat, but Margery had just gone through a breakup and he wasn’t sure it was appropriate yet. Plus, he was her boss. He was pretty sure she felt the same way given her furtive looks, but he didn’t want to pressure her or put her in a weird spot. Now she’d come to him, and he nearly shouted his yes in the office.

It didn’t hurt that Gareth liked her brother, too. Owen came along to that same retreat as moral support for his sister, and the two men hit it off well. The big man was as funny and smart as his sister, and a couple of his stories about his numerous jobs had the whole group rolling around the campfire. Gareth was surprised someone had roped him into marriage. Owen seemed like something of a playboy.

Before he headed to the church, Gareth made one stop. He didn’t want to saddle Margery with a bouquet of flowers, but he made arrangements with a florist to pick up a lilac corsage. Maybe it was a bit silly and over the top, but if it was, oh well. If he was going to go for it, he was going to go for it.

Gareth arrived at the church about fifteen minutes early. Already small groups of people had gathered, and he had to wait for three cars ahead of him to park. No sign of Margery, but that wasn’t a surprise. The bride, Jill something-or-other, invited her to be a bridesmaid, so she was probably either arriving in a few, or was tucked away somewhere in the church with the others. An usher confirmed they were in the building, and ran to fetch Margery for him.

The church had two floors, and from the basement, Margery called his name. He thumped down the stairs as quickly as he dared, his heart thumping a pleased beat to see her in her dress. He wasn’t disappointed. The daffodil sleeveless dress clung to her curvy frame, and drove home just how much he wanted to kiss every inch of her. Her hair, usually messy on its best day, now came down half her face in carefully cultivated waves that left her looking mysterious and sexy all at once. Her pouty lips widened in a natural, honest smile, and he grinned in response, nearly tripping and falling off the last step in his haste to get to her.

“We make a pair,” Margery said. “I nearly choke, you nearly break your nose falling.”

“One of us is definitely winding up the night in a hospital,” Gareth agreed. “Margery, you’ve never looked so beautiful.”

“Aw, you’re sweet,” she said. “And you shaved.”

He rubbed his freshly cleaned chin and grinned. “Yeah. Special occasion and all. You know, getting to eat cake.”

She reached out and tweaked his jacket. “I love the outfit.”

“The shirt too much?”

“No. Not one bit. I like seeing you looking… fun?” Margery smiled and shook her head. “Got me all confluzzled.”

“Well,” Gareth said, stepping in close and noticing her eyes widening and her nostrils flaring. “You don’t need to be confused.” He leaned in, and her breath caught in her chest as her lips parted. He longed to kiss them the way they deserved to be kissed, but he knew how he wanted to play this, and torturing Margery for a little while seemed like so much fun. He turned his head just slightly and pecked the corner of her mouth. “Just a couple of friends, having some fun.”

When he pulled back, Margery looked somewhere between amused and angry. Gareth grinned. She pointed at the small box in his hand. “What do you have?”

“Oh! Almost forgot. Hope it’s not too weird, but I bought you a corsage. Didn’t want you having to carry around a bouquet of flowers all day, so…”

“Flowers… for just a pair of friends?” she asked, her amusement winning out over her frustration.

“Yup,” Gareth said, opening the box. “And hey, seriously, if it messes with the wedding or you think it’s too much…”

“No,” Margery said. “I think you’re… it’s perfect.”

He pinned the tiny floral arrangement to her chest, watching her eyes the whole time. He kept it chaste, even when every particle in his body told him to tease those curves. Instead, he finished, and stepped back.

“Gareth… thank you,” she said.

“Hey,” he said, his smile dropping. “For you, anything.”

She nodded, staring up at him, and his plan be damned, he was going to kiss her. But someone poked their head out a doorway, and called, “Margery. We’re going to get lined up. Oh, is that a corsage? It’s so pretty!”

Margery looked at Gareth again with a secret smile. “I guess you did okay.”

He chuckled. “I guess so.”

“Sorry to ditch you during the wedding, but I’m yours right after. I mean… I’ll join you… yeah, you know what I mean.”

Gareth laughed, and gave her another peck. “I do. See you in a bit.”

* * *

From the moment she made it to the altar with the other bridesmaids, Margery couldn’t stop taking furtive glances at Gareth. He sat in the third row, right next to an older woman, some distant cousin of Jill’s. She was quietly gabbing his ear away, pointing out people in the crowd. Gareth listened and murmured back on occasion, but his eyes always strayed back up to Margery. Oh, but he was being the devil that day. Sweet and charming, and playing this whole thing like they were just friends. Well… were they just friends? He did want this as much as she did, right? Ugh. She thought so down in the basement, but now, with a wedding about to happen, she wasn’t sure.


Focus
, she told herself. Your brother’s about to get married. Your very favorite person in the whole world.
 She turned and waved at Owen. He waved back, but his attention was solely on the back of the church.

The Bridal Chorus started, and oh God, Margery’s ovaries now captained the good ship. She was a sucker for weddings and no moment so much as this, the bride coming down the aisle. Jill was so beautiful in her silky white dress and veil. She strolled down the aisle alongside her father with a grace Margery couldn’t imitate in a thousand years. The maid of honor, Harper, let out a soft, loving sigh, and Margery’s smile widened. Her brother casually mentioned his marriage to Jill might not be such a closed-off thing. Almost every time Margery went over to their condo, Harper was there. Margery had a sneaking suspicion the young woman was the “other” in Owen and Jill’s relationship.

Jill’s father gave her a long hug, and shook Owen’s hand before settling down in the front row. Jill took Owen’s hands, and the age-old ritual began. The ceremony lasted just over twenty minutes. Margery cried when she heard her brother’s sweet vows to Jill. Someone pressed a tissue into her hands, and when she dabbed at the tears, she couldn’t help a furtive glance at Gareth. His faint reciprocal smile melted her from her heart all the way to her toes.

Jill’s vows were just as tender, and soon the happy couple slipped rings onto each other’s fingers and smooched in a way hardly appropriate to the church around them. Margery laughed with everyone else. Owen and Jill turned to the guests, and everyone cheered and clapped. Margery caught Gareth’s eye again. He winked, and she grinned back at him.

The processional followed the bride and groom out into the sunshine. Margery caught up to Owen and threw her arms around him. He accepted a smack on his cheek graciously, and she hugged Jill in turn.

“Oh, I’m so happy for you guys,” she said.

“Thanks, Margery,” Owen said. He wrapped an arm around Jill’s waist as people started to stream out. “So glad you and Gareth finally are hooking up.”

“We’re just friends,” Margery said. “Just a friendly… you know, wedding thing.”

Jill and Owen glanced at each other and grinned. “Uh huh,” Owen said.

“It is!” Margery insisted.

“We definitely believe you,” Jill said, nodding.

The mob was on them before Margery could respond to that, including Harper, who was bouncing on her feet to get to the bride and groom. Margery accepted some hugs from family and close friends. Through the crowd, she spotted Gareth, his faint smile back. He gestured for people to go ahead of him, but his eyes were only for her.

Just a friend thing.

Sure.

* * *

The reception took place in a lakefront event space just on the outskirts of New Bainbridge. It was a gorgeous location. Windows from Owen’s knees nearly all the way up to the ceiling lookout out upon the dappled waters. People clustered out there on the veranda, drinks in hand as they waited for the first dance to begin. Inside, the dark cherry flooring and warm, friendly hues combined modern with rustic in a way that he wouldn’t have expected to work. He took some pictures with his phone, idly hoping to someday be able to emulate the look when they eventually made a much-needed move to a bigger office space.

Margery and the wedding party were in one corner of the room, getting some last-minute photos done with family and friends as the DJ got the sound system ready. At another end of the room was an open bar. Catering staff buzzed in and out of one door. People weren’t yet attacking the appetizer tables, but they would as soon as someone made the first move and made it socially acceptable to feast.

The wedding party broke apart. Margery glanced in his direction, waved, and held up one finger. Just a second
. Gareth nodded back. He’d wait forever, if he had to. Weddings always put him in such a mood. He supposed that was part of why he already had two of them.

Margery headed towards the restrooms with a couple others. Gareth found a stool at a small table and hopped up on it, zoning the world out for a moment while he snacked on a handful of nuts and dried fruit from a dish at the center of the table.

“Hey, Gareth. Got a second?”

He had noticed Owen coming in his direction, but assumed the other man meant to head outside and tell everyone they were about to get things going. Gareth finished off the mouthful of food, pointing at his mouth and grinning. Owen chuckled and waited for him.

Finally, he said, “What’s up, Owen?”

“Wanted to talk to you a minute about Margery.”

“Ah.”

Owen grin widened. “Ah.” He pulled out another stool and hopped up beside Gareth. He picked over the bowl to find a particular piece of fruit, and tossed it back. “Look. She keeps telling me you two are here as friends. Or maybe she’s trying to tell herself that. I kinda get the feeling it’s the latter.”

“And you want to make sure I’m going to be a gentleman to her.”

“Gareth, she’s cared a lot about you for a long time now. I’ve seen her date a lot of guys… I mean, not a lot, she’s not…” Owen sighed and rubbed his nose. “I’ve seen her with other guys. Nope, that does not sound any better.”

Gareth chuckled. “I know what you mean.”

“Point is, I’ve never seen her this twisted up over anyone. I know my sister. I know when she’s got her whole heart and soul invested into something.” Owen studied him. “If all you’re after tonight is friendship, I’m asking you as a friend, let her down gentle. Then I’m going to come after you with a baseball bat, but if you’re kind to her, it’ll just be a tap or two as opposed to me beating your head in.”

Gareth glanced towards the bathrooms. Margery still hadn’t emerged yet. To Owen, he said quietly, “I’m wildly, completely in love with your sister. If we ended tonight as friends, there’s not enough violence in the world you could do to me that would make me feel worse, but if it’s what she needed or wanted, that’s what I’d give her. I love her that much. Does that settle your fears some?”

“Get on up, because I’m gonna hug you.”

The two men rose, and Owen delivered as promised, complete with a back-popping thump from his fists. Gareth had little doubt the other man would have no need of the baseball bat to pulverize him in a fight, so he was immensely glad to have Owen on his side. Margery emerged from the bathroom as the two men broke apart. She gave them a quizzical look as she crossed the room.

“I miss something?” she asked.

Gareth gripped Owen’s shoulder. “Your brother was just telling me how after tonight, he’s going to hook you up with a guy from his gym.”

Three or four emotions crossed Margery’s face until she finally settled on serene. “Oh good. Nothing I like more than a big beefy musclehead.”

Owen hugged her and kissed her cheek. “I need to get things going.” He looked at Gareth and grinned. “You two… you have fun tonight.”

They waited until he was gone. Gareth reached out to take Margery’s hand, and kissed it. She lost her smile, staring up at him. His free hand rose to the side of her neck and she nestled into him, relaxing. God, she was warm, and so damn beautiful. Her dark eyes fluttered as he leaned in and whispered into her ear, “Margery?”

“Mm?” It was more of a moan than a whisper.

“What’s on the menu tonight?”

“Anything you want. I’m yours, Gareth.”

“Uh, no,” he said, pulling back and looking innocent. “I meant, what’s on the actual menu? I’m starving.”

“You’re… you’re…” Margery sputtered.

“Chicken, beef, what are we looking at?”

“Gareth,” she said.

“Hm?”

This time, she leaned in close, and her teeth found his earlobe. He couldn’t help a certain part of him stirring. He stroked the small of her back as she let his lobe go and whispered into his ear, “I think it’s… pasta, crab cakes, or flank steak.”

She started to pull back, but he didn’t let her go. Instead, Gareth pulled Margery closer, and her lips parted again. Quietly, he murmured, “Those are the sexiest words I’ve ever heard.”

The lust in her face broke, and she started to crack up. It infected him too, and they laughed together, holding onto one another. It would be a long while before they let go.

* * *

The first dance ended with Owen and Jill practically making love right there in front of the whole world to see. They were electric together, their hands all over one another, barely containing themselves from rushing off to consummate things. The audience cheered when the song wrapped up, and more than a few women in the crowd looked flushed. The next song pulled everyone onto the dance floor. Margery grabbed Gareth’s hand, and they took up a spot near the front.

It was a lively party song, something to get the mood really thumping, and Margery did her very best whirling stork impression. She never had as much rhythm as Owen, but she loved to dance anyways, and Gareth didn’t seem much better, waving his own arms around like maybe he was impersonating someone trying to swim out in the lake. They moved and touched as awkwardly as teenagers. Lots of nervous twitches. Lots of wondering if they were doing something wrong.

But by the end of the song, Gareth’s hands went to Margery’s waist, and they found their rhythm. The handsome boss, the beautiful young employee who had always pined for him. The friends, yes. But also the lovers, just waiting to come together. In the moment of quiet as the song faded into the next, Margery’s nervous smile widened, and Gareth’s mirrored it. She laughed, and clung to him, burying her head against his shoulder. As the dance floor lit back up all around them to another peppy, fast song, Gareth stroked Margery’s hair, and kissed her between the eyes. She stared up at him, and he went to bring his lips further down. Down, perhaps, to kiss hers.

But the universe had other ideas. Someone bumped into them, and Gareth’s lips instead found Margery’s chin. She burst out laughing again, took his arm, and they started up their mad shuffle one more time.

The songs blurred together. They stayed out on the dance floor, not always together – Owen wanted a dance with his sister, and the older woman who sat by Owen cut in for a dance with him. They came back together when Margery held Gareth’s hand as they watched Jill dance with her father. When the next song played, Margery and Owen’s father wanted to dance with her, so Gareth gave her a peck on the cheek and bowed out to catch his breath, grab them a drink, and hit the restroom.

The lines to the bar and the can were both full, but out towards the main entrance to the venue were bathrooms with far more stalls and urinals. He headed in that direction, stopping to say hello to a few people he met throughout the day. As it turned out, the bigger bathrooms were just as occupied, so he thought he’d just meander down the road a bit and go behind one of the trees out there. Not an elegant solution, but when a man had to go, a man had to go.

One of Margery’s cousins or uncles, he wasn’t sure which, hooked him around the neck and pulled him down a side hall for a long, vigorous talk mirroring drunkenly what Owen told him earlier. Gareth assured the man he’d be very kind and sweet to Margery, and that seemed to satisfy the guy. He slapped Gareth on the back and tottered away, but Gareth saw something that gave him pause. Darting by outside was the beautiful maid of honor. Harper, he thought her name was. She turned around and grabbed someone’s hand. Owen’s.

Maybe she just had wedding business with him, Gareth thought. But he headed that way anyways, hoping like hell this door wasn’t for emergencies only or something. No alarms sounded, save the one in his head. Hurrying towards the sleek car borrowed that day for the bride and groom was the groom… but definitely not the bride.

“Ah, Jesus, Owen,” Gareth groaned. He wondered if he should stop them or shout or… something. It ate at him as he headed for the copse of trees beyond the big gravel parking lot. He did his business, deeply troubled, and headed inside. The crowds around the bathrooms abated somewhat and he managed to cut in with the assurance that he was only washing his hands.

By the time he returned to the dance floor, Margery was dancing with a trio of kids no older than ten or eleven. She caught his eye and waved. He waved back, and muttered again, “Oh hell.”

Food was being brought out. Margery begged away from the kids and came to Gareth, grinning. He kissed her cheek again, but she noted the perfunctory nature and glanced at him quizzically.

“Can we step outside?” he shouted over the music.

“Sure!”

They grabbed a couple glasses of champagne, and headed out to an empty spot along the railing looking out over the lake. Margery watched him warily, sensing the mood.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I don’t know if I should say. I think maybe we might want to talk about it tomorrow.”

“Okay, you’re kind of scaring me.”

“No, it’s nothing you should be scared of.” He lowered his voice and looked around. “It’s about Owen.”

“Gareth, you’re freaking me out.”

“I saw him. And the maid of honor, um…”

But before he could get Harper’s name out, Margery exhaled sharply and grinned. “Oh, thank God.”

“What? I thought I was ruining your evening.”

“No, I’m sorry, I should have mentioned. Owen and Jill aren’t exactly, um, exclusive. They’ve never told me it’s her specifically, but I’ve always assumed the third in their relationship is Harper.”

He groaned. “Oh, wow.”

Margery squeezed his arm. “I really am sorry.”

“No, no, that’s…” He squinted at her. “Is that… uh, is that how you do relationships?”

“I hope you don’t mean with my brother.”

That surprised a laugh out of him. “No, no no. I mean… I have to tell you, I’m a one-woman man.”

“I’m a one-man woman,” she said, losing her smile and staring up into his eyes. “And I’m just saying this, you know, to a friend. But I’d like someday to be married and have kids. Maybe not that long from now, either.”

“I’d like to have more,” he murmured back. “You know. Assuming I found the right woman. The right gorgeous woman, with the kindest heart I’ve known. But I come with complications, Margery. My kids. My exes.”

“I know.”

They turned and sipped their champagne. Behind them, somewhere, the DJ announced the cutting of the cake and the speeches would take place soon. Margery’s hand found Gareth’s, and she leaned her head against his shoulder.

“Gareth?”

“Hm?”

“I need to know the truth. Because I’m having the best day of my life, and if you’re going to break my heart, do it now before I wake up tomorrow even more in love with you than I already am.”

He turned, and she stared up at him. Her gaze was steady, and her hand on his firm. Gareth cupped the back of her head and kissed her, long and slow and good, their souls comingling for the first time.

When he pulled away, Gareth said quietly, “The truth is, if I didn’t think it would take some of the spotlight from your brother and his wife, I’d propose to you tonight, Margery.”

Her eyes glimmered. She blinked away the tears, and whispered back to him, “And I’d say yes, forever, yes.”

They were called back inside, and sat together, both of them only with eyes for the other, even as Owen crammed Jill’s face full of cake and she rubbed her slice all over his nose, his chin, his cheeks. They didn’t pay attention to a word Owen’s best man or a very flushed Harper said. Instead, Margery took his hand, and whatever playfulness had been there, vanished.

They ate cake. They had another drink. Some of Margery’s relatives tried to talk to them, but they could barely manage speech. Owen and Jill saw, and she whispered into his ear. He nodded, and came over to them, squatting down next to his sister.

“I think you two have something you need to go tend to.”

Margery squeezed Gareth’s hand, and smiled fondly at him before returning her attention to her brother. “Can you manage the rest of it without me, dork?”

Owen grinned. “Oh, I think Jill and I can figure it out.”

“Owen,” she said. “I love you. I’m so proud of you.”

“I’m proud of both of us,” he said. “We both found the people we love.”

Margery smiled faintly. “I didn’t tell you I told Gareth I love him.”

Owen squeezed her shoulder. “You didn’t have to.”

“I wasn’t going to tell you. I didn’t want it to take away from your night. He proposed to me,” Margery said, her attention returning to Gareth. Gareth raised her hand to his lips, and kissed it for a long time.

“No,” Owen said. “That only makes my night mean so much more. Congratulations to you both. Get on out of here. Go make me an uncle.”

Margery laughed and cried all at once. She rose to her feet and clung to her brother, kissing his cheek. Jill came over and she got a hug and a kiss too. Gareth mirrored his love, though minus the kissing to Owen, and soon they were racing towards the parking lot, hands together.

* * *

Margery’s place was closer.

Gareth sat on the edge of her bed, trying to decide if he should strip while she freshened up. His suit jacket rested on Margery’s couch, carelessly thrown in that direction when he couldn’t keep his hands or his lips off her as they stumbled towards her bedroom. The only real impression he got of the place was that it smelled like fresh lilacs.

Now he decided on undoing the buttons on his shirt and pants, and sliding down his zipper. He didn’t want to seem too eager, even if his whole body drew to Margery like a magnet

Engaged. They were engaged. Well… sort of. In the morning, he’d run out for a minute or two, grab breakfast for them both, and swing by a jeweler’s for a ring. He wanted to do this right. Go for a walk through the park, maybe, find a quiet spot, and kneel to reaffirm…

His thoughts trailed off as Margery stepped back into her bedroom. Her hair still hung in those waves he loved so much – and had told her so in between frantic kisses – but she stripped down to a pair of rose-colored bikini briefs and a strapless bra. The prosthetic was gone too, and she walked for the moment with a crutch. Skin hung loose from the fist-shaped nub, and widened up to her shapely hips and spectacular thighs. Margery was far more athletically toned than her everyday dress suggested. 

“Hey,” she murmured, watching him look her over like he was starved.

“Hey yourself, sexy,” Gareth said back.

With that, she crossed the few feet to him. She passed the crutch off to her other hand and leaned against Gareth’s shoulder to let it drop beside the bed. He brought her closer, and she hopped up onto his lap, giving a deep, “Mmm,” when his hands splayed across her ass.

“You’re even more beautiful than I thought,” he said, working at the clasp to her bra.

She kissed him softly, and murmured against his lips, “I’ve wanted you for so long.”

“Me too. Since you came in to apply for a job.”

Their lips met again and again, and she ground her pussy through the fabric against his hardness through his slacks. She worked his Hawaiian shirt off him as she said, “Owen told me he thought you had eyes for me on the retreat.”

Gareth chuckled. “Guilty. But I’ve had eyes for you every day. Timing just never felt right, and I didn’t think it was all that appropriate for me to ask.”

“Same,” Margery said, sighing pleasantly as he gripped her tight and lifted her to settle her on her back. “Ooh, you’re very strong.”

“I eats my spinach.”

Her laugh went soft and throaty as Gareth pulled her panties down. His own pants dropped, along with his boxers. She looked him up and down, and threw back her head with a mock sigh of irritation. “Oh, I guess you’ll do.”

“You guess?” he growled, and hopped on the bed to lean over her. “You guess?”

She giggled and wrapped her hands around his neck to pull him in for a kiss. “We’re engaged,” she whispered against his lips.

“We are.”

They made out with a slow assuredness that couldn’t have been any more completely at odds with the race to get to her bedroom earlier. He cupped her neck, she roamed his pecs and his abs. His lips explored her face slowly, kissing every inch with all the love and attention he’d always wanted to give her. She reached lower, stroking his hardness and parting her thighs for him.

“Gareth?”

He brought his lips back to hers, tasting her, claiming her. “Yes?” he murmured.

“I’m not on the pill.” She studied him carefully. “If you don’t want to, if you want to take your time, explore what this is…”

“No. I’m sure. Are you?”

“Yes.”

“Okay,” he breathed, and kissed her again.

“Okay,” she replied, smiling against his lips.

Gareth wanted to eat her out first, but when he started to drop down along her body, Margery stopped him with a soft murmur.

“Please. No teasing this first time. Make love to me.”

He came back up, cupping her cheeks to kiss her once more before reaching down to grip his cock. Her hand joined his, and together, they guided his tip to her entrance. When he slid into her, Margery’s breath stuttered. She clutched him around his back, pulling him deeper, deeper. He squeezed her ass and she twisted her head into his neck, her lips against whatever skin they could find as he began a slow, easy pace.

Their bodies moved together so naturally. The absence of her leg gave him a great angle for both of them, especially when she twisted her body, still clutching to him, still sucking at his neck. Her heel dug into the mattress as he worked to her depths, her breath catching and letting loose in shudders.

“Deep, so deep,” she whispered. “Uh huh, please, just a little faster.”

Gareth listened and pumped into Margery faster, his body straining to take in every inch it could of her. They fit together well. Her leg came around his and twined up and down, the friction adding to the pulsing need to come in Margery, to fill her and give her what they both wanted so desperately.

“Ahhhh, ah ah, nnn, like that, just like that.”

She jumped when his fingers brushed her clit. Her pleasure arched and her breath caught for longer than just a hiccup. Her release finally burst forth from her core, all the way up and down her spine. Her head thrust back and Margery twisted side to side, her lips driving along his shoulder until she finally cried out.

“Yes! Unnnngh! Yes!”

She clutched him as she came, mouth wide open against his neck. Tears born not just from a physical release but a spiritual one streaked down her face. Gareth jerked out of her before she could realize what he was doing. Low he dipped, his lips, his tongue trying to taste everything as he whipped down to her pussy. He pressed a hand to her thighs and she parted them for him, her tummy fluttering both from the pleasure she was still rolling through and what he was about to do to her. No man had ever eaten her out in the middle of sex. This was new and so wildly pleasurable her orgasm crested again just from a few quick flicks of his tongue against her clit. She gripped his head, a hoarse cry on her lips. His lips, his tongue went wild against her folds. He was too far gone to his own pleasure for any sort of subtlety or skill. He wanted to taste all of her, and all of her he did taste, even gripping her leg and tilting Margery back far enough that he could tease and kiss her tiny bud.

But it was her clit he hungered for. Gareth licked and flicked it with an enthusiasm and a drive he hadn’t felt in his whole life. His soul roared to make Margery come again, and again, and again. Her pleasure was his pleasure. She twisted his hair in her fingers, her leg arching and coming down in fast rhythms as she squirmed against his tongue. Two fingers into her wet sex and she thrust her chest out, crying out with her satisfaction again. Her pussy gleamed with her orgasm and he bent his head to suck at it hungrily, loving the sweet salty taste of her, loving her reactions, loving her.

Gareth could take no more. He had to have her again. Margery was nearly spent, but she gasped at him, “Would looking at my leg from behind be too weird-”

He cut her off not by words, but by grabbing Margery’s waist and nudging her over onto her hands and knee. He sheathed himself hard inside her, his head rolling back as his cock was once again bathed in his gorgeous fiancé’s pussy.

“God, baby, you feel so good,” he gasped.

Margery thrust back at him, those round curves slapping against his thighs as he filled her cunt. He grabbed her waist, and abandoned all control, fucking Margery with hard, swift strokes as he grunted his need, his closeness. He grabbed one of her arms and she offered the hand back to him. He pulled it as he thrust in again and again.

“Uh huh, uh huh, mmmm, come in me, baby, come for me…”

“So close.”

“Let me see you.”

He flipped her back over one more time, kissing her as he slid back in. Margery clutched his head, the love crackling between them with unspoken words. It had never been this good for either of them.

“Let me have it, fill me up, Gareth…”

It was his name on her lips that finally did him in. He let go of her hand and gripped her waist one last time, plunging in and letting loose. Everything he was went into those few seconds, every rope of warmth filling Margery deep. He pulled out of her with a sigh, and she tugged him down beside her. They roped their bodies together, kissing, nuzzling, making quiet promises to one another. Neither of them remembered drifting off, but eventually, the day’s excitement washed out the last of their reserves, and in each other’s arms, they slept.

In the morning, Gareth kept his promise to himself. He watched Margery sleep, and eased away from her after a few minutes to grab a quick shower and scribble out a note. The jewelry store was his first stop, and surely the woman behind the counter thought he must look crazy, given his uncombed hair and the exhaustion in his eyes. But Gareth didn’t care. The clerk pulled out half a dozen engagement rings for him before he was satisfied. He paid and nearly got in a wreck driving to a grocery store to pick up everything for breakfast. As he hurried through the self-checkout aisle, his cell buzzed and he answered it.

“Take off on a girl the morning after we get engaged?” Margery asked, sounding more amused than pissed.

“Trust me, I can’t wait to get back and I think you’re going to like what I’m bringing with. Bacon. Eggs. Bagels.”

“Oooh. Oooh. You know me so well.”

He grinned. “Yeah. I do. I’m five minutes out.”

“Mm. Lot of things I can do in five minutes. Let me amend that. Lot of things I can do to myself in five minutes.”

“Maybe three minutes.”

“No rush. Mm. Just thinking about you, and how hot it was having you take me from behind. Wish I had something to put in my mouth. Breakfast. Maybe something else.”

“God, Margery,” he groaned. “Be there as fast as I can.”

Her soft, sultry laughter made him shiver as he hung up. He rushed through, ran to his car, and got back to her apartment in a grand total of four and a half minutes. Margery lounged on the bed, a toy between her legs as she grinned up at him. Her hair was still damp from a shower, and spread across her pillow beautifully. He dropped off the bags in the kitchen, and rushed to her, peeling off his clothes.

This time, their lovemaking was joyous and frenetic, and Gareth ended up carrying her halfway around the apartment, taking her on the kitchen table, the loveseat, even up against her front door. It was there she came, and he wasn’t far behind, taking her from behind as she leaned against the door. They took a lazy bath together, finally got around to the food, and Gareth could take no more waiting.

“Wanted to spend all day using your penis as my pogo stick,” Margery grumped as Gareth drove her to the city park. He knew exactly where he wanted to propose – really propose. If only he’d thought to buy flowers that morning too. Oh well. At least a couple friends had the time to come and get pictures. “Hey. Is that Owen’s car?”

“What? No, can’t be,” Gareth said serenely as they pulled in next to Owen’s unmistakable beater. They hurried out, and Margery eyeballed him with a quirk to her lips.

“Just so happens to have the same dents as Owen’s. And the same dumbass bumper sticker.”

“What a weird coincidence.”

“And that’s definitely not Owen and Jill pretending to hide behind that tree over there.”

“You are a crazy person.”

“You’re going to propose again,” she said as he took her arm.

He winked at her. “Totally insane.”

They walked to the giant fountain right in the middle of the park, two figures following them. Margery glanced back and waved, and the woman who looked very suspiciously like Jill waved back.

“They’re supposed to be all up in each other’s business today,” Margery told Gareth.

Gareth chuckled and raised Margery’s hand to his lips. When he brought it back down, he said, “I may have gotten a text this morning wanting to know the details. So I told him I wanted another chance. He and Jill volunteered for this.”

“Volunteered for what?” Margery asked innocently. “I thought we were just going for a walk.”

“Volunteered for this,” Gareth said, his smile disappearing as he dropped to one knee – and ripped his slacks.

“Was that…?” Margery snickered.

Gareth winced. “Um. Yep. My ass is hanging out.”

“And my brother’s getting pictures.”

“Uh huh. We’re developing a really dangerous habit whenever we ask each other anything.”

“Do it anyways.” Margery laughed and cried. “Propose to me.”

So Gareth did.

* * *

“Now that takes some panache,” Winter said.

Marshall stared at the couple, his hand entwined with his first love’s. “With ripped pants and everything.”

“Oh… oh no,” Winter said as the ring went flying up in an arc and plinked down into the fountain. “Do they need help?”

“I feel terrible for saying this, but I kinda want to watch to see how bad it gets.”

“Aw, it’s so cute they’re laughing together about it.”

“Reminds me of us,” Marshall said, and leaned over to give her cheek a kiss.

“Mm.” Winter nestled her head into his shoulder. “We should really get going.”

“The meeting can wait. Let’s watch a few minutes more.” Marshall kissed the top of her head as they watched the man lose his balance as he climbed into the fountain to grab the ring. He came up spluttering, and the gorgeous beauty waiting for him laughed so hard she nearly fell over.

“It’s kind of beautiful,” Marshall said.

Winter snuggled in tighter. “Love like that, it could change the world.”

* * * * *
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Wisps
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On a quiet Christmas Eve in New Bainbridge, twelve men and women are about to be given gifts of love and lust in this steamy holiday collection. Featuring everything from ultra-sweet one-on-one romances to raw, frenetic orgies, there’s sure to be a present under this particular tree to satisfy your Christmas cravings.
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A crazy hot collection of novellas and short stories focused around games of all kinds – (fictional) video games, pen-and-paper games, massively online games, and even a simple game of basketball with a scorching conclusion that will leave you breathless and ready for more.
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What worlds would open up to you if you could control someone’s mind? For one man, that means becoming a billionaire playboy with nothing better to do than scores of gorgeous women… right up until the point when he falls in love with an alluring guest at his sex club. Combining a full-length erotic novel about mind control and coming to terms with the costs of the ultimate power with a sweeter short story about opening up to saying yes, Strings commands you to check it out. Yes, I hate myself for that joke.


Trio Trysts and Twists


When two just isn’t enough! Contains five steamy stories and novellas about threesomes, if that wasn’t readily apparent. Two beautiful women stumble across a cabin in the midst of a snowstorm and find that the stranger inside may be just what they’re looking for. A pop star looks for some after-show entertainment from her two newest bodyguards. Hard on his luck, a man calls upon the one who got away and her lovably silly sapphic partner for a place to stay. At the end of her rope, a woman cheats on her husband to free herself of the loveless marriage. And in the collection’s centerpiece, a beautiful young nanny comes to live with a couple looking for more than just care for their infant.
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