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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        Nick Scipio

        August 1, 2020

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

      And when you get to the end of the series, the Epilogue will wrap up the whole saga and answer the two big questions from the very beginning—who’s the wife and who died?
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      We didn’t have classes on Friday because of the Easter holiday, but all four of us spent the morning on schoolwork anyway. Trip had his own design project, although his was slightly different than mine. He was in his element with the details, though, so he didn’t need my help. Wren spread out a mass media communications project on the dining room table, while Christy headed to the A&A building to work on her maquette for the final piece of her Kanagawa series.

      I spent all morning in my studio adding structural elements to my Japanese building, which needed several changes to accommodate the various mechanical systems. I felt like I was defacing a work of art, but it was a good reminder that my designs weren’t entirely art. They were functional buildings that needed mundane details like HVAC, water and sewer, and fire suppression. I had to admire Joska, though. By making us modify our own designs, he’d made his point in a way that was both subtle and memorable.

      Christy came home a little before lunchtime, and the rest of us wrapped up our work as well. Wren threw together some amazing steak sandwiches and a grilled portobello one for Christy, and we relaxed around the kitchen table with the back door open and the breeze coming through the screen door.

      “You have any special plans for this weekend?” I asked Wren.

      She shrugged indifferently. “School.”

      Trip shot me a smug look. He’d bought flowers, chocolates, and a couple of bottles of expensive champagne. He’d stashed them in the third-floor bathroom, where Wren hardly ever went. He also had reservations for Easter brunch at one of the nicest restaurants in town. He’d spared no expense, and Wren didn’t have a clue.

      “Maybe you can take a bath and relax,” Christy said. “All work and no play makes Wren a dull girl.”

      “Whatever,” she said.

      Trip played along. “We’ll see. I have a ton of work this weekend too. It’s a good thing you all won’t be here to distract us.”

      Translation: Thanks for leaving so I can wine and dine and de-stress my girlfriend.

      “Glad we could help. And thanks for lunch,” I said to Wren. “It was delicious, as usual. Christy and I’ll do the dishes and clean up the kitchen before we go. How’s that?”

      She attempted a smile. “Thanks.”

      I picked up her plate and bent to kiss her cheek. “Christy’s right, get some rest this weekend. Blow off school and do nothing. Maybe go to the pool and work on your tan.”

      “Wish I could,” she said.

      I turned to Trip with faux resignation. “It’s up to you.”

      “I’ll do my best.”
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        * * *

      

      “Do I need to take a suit?” I asked Christy as I pulled our suitcase from under the bed. I grabbed the garment bag as well. “I thought I could go to Mass with you on Sunday. Maybe my light gray three-piece? With the pale lavender shirt with the white collar? And a purple tie?”

      “I think you’d look very handsome,” she said, “but you’d be a bit overdressed.”

      “I… don’t understand.”

      “We don’t go to Mass on Easter.”

      “Seriously? I thought it was one of the big holidays for Catholics.”

      “I suppose it is, but not for us.”

      “Why not?”

      “My mother’s father died when she was ten, a few days before Easter. None of the people from church ever visited while he was sick and in the hospital, but everyone came up to her family at Easter to express their condolences. People who never saw her otherwise and didn’t even know that her father had been ill. They were just doing the polite thing because everyone expected it, not because they actually cared.”

      Unfortunately, the world was full of people like that, and Catholics didn’t have a monopoly on that particular sin.

      “Ever since then,” Christy continued, “my mother’s… ‘hated’ is too strong a word, because she doesn’t really hate anyone. But she definitely doesn’t have any love for ‘CEO Catholics,’ Christmas and Easter Only. We’re real Catholics, she says, the everyday-Sunday kind.”

      I nodded gravely, but my respect for Anne went up a few notches. She refused to participate in a farce, even if it meant staying home on one of the holiest days of the year for her faith.

      “We do sort of dress up on Easter, though,” Christy said. “Not a suit and tie, but maybe your cream-colored slacks with the pale green shirt. And the pretty blue sweater, the one I bought you.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “And speaking of dressing up,” Christy said with a coy look, “I think I’ll take my school uniform. Brooke should still have hers. Sometimes we did it in our uniforms, after school. I never really thought about it at the time, but I guess it was our way to rebel against Sister Prune.”

      I didn’t need much imagination to picture the two of them going down on each other in their plaid skirts and white blouses. Christy grinned and leveled a pointed look at the sudden bulge in my shorts.

      “Hey, can you blame me?”

      “No,” she laughed, “not really.” Then she glanced at the clock. “Do we have time…?”

      “Are you kidding? I’ll make time.”
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        * * *

      

      We arrived at the airport with barely twenty minutes to spare. Christy seemed unconcerned and even a little proud of herself, while I felt semi-panicky, like the plane might leave without us. Christy’s parents had paid for our tickets, though, so we could check in almost any time before departure. Still, old habits die hard.

      The first two legs of our flight went smoothly. Christy and I chatted about school and projects and everyday things. Then we had a forty-five minute stop in Las Vegas, where she peered out the plane’s window and gazed at the lights of the airport.

      “I thought we’d be able to see the casinos,” she said. “They’re right there.”

      “You can’t really see anything from an airport.”

      “I know, but still…” She turned away and shrugged. “I want to come back here with you sometime.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. My dad and brothers used to tease me and say they were going to take me to Vegas when I was old enough.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m so lucky. I don’t think I am, but they do. I used to win board games and cards all the time. They stopped playing with me. They won’t let me play Florida with them at all.” She shrugged. “I don’t really do anything, though. Good things just happen to me.”

      “That’s sort of what luck is,” I chuckled.

      “Well, all I know is that I’m lucky to have you. The rest are things I can’t control.”

      “If you say so.” I grinned to show that I was teasing, but I had to admit that her father and brothers might have a point. She usually came out smelling like a rose any time something bad happened to her. Oh, she’d had her share of disappointments and losses, but she’d led a charmed life in many ways.

      The flight from Las Vegas to San Diego was short and uneventful, and we arrived a little before midnight. We emerged from the jetway to find Brooke waiting with Christy’s parents. The two girls ran to greet each other. Harold shook my hand and Anne gave me a hug.

      “Thanks for picking us up,” I told them. “I know it’s way past your normal bedtime.”

      Harold snorted. “I haven’t had a ‘bedtime’ since I wore short pants.”

      “You know what he means, dear,” Anne said.

      “I suppose.”

      “Anyway, thanks for picking us up.” I nodded toward Brooke and Christy. “And thanks for bringing Brooke. She and Christy have really missed each other lately.”

      Anne’s smile was polite, while Harold’s was self-satisfied.

      He explained, “She called earlier to ask if she could come with us. We invited her to spend the night, too.”

      “Since her parents are out of town and we’ll be getting home so late,” Anne added.

      I did my best to hide a grin, but Harold was entirely too sharp to miss it. He’d probably thought that having Brooke spend the night would keep Christy and me from sneaking into the other’s room, and he was entirely correct about that. But he didn’t realize that he’d just given the girls a head start on the rest of the weekend.

      Anne must have sensed something as well, because she glanced from me to the girls and back again. She didn’t know anything about our sex life, but she wasn’t naïve, especially where her daughter was concerned. Her eyes widened at some of the thoughts going through her head, and I tactfully looked away so she wouldn’t have to acknowledge it.

      The girls finished their reunion and Brooke hugged me in greeting. She felt a little tense and awkward, but not because of the contact. Her natural shyness had kicked in, and I almost laughed as she visibly tried to relax.

      “Thanks for coming,” I told her. “It’s great to see you again.”

      “Good to see you too.” She drew back and studied me. “Just your backpack? Where’s the rest of your luggage?”

      “The others are too large to carry on,” I said. I gestured toward the terminal, and the whole group started walking. “Besides,” I added, “it’s safe to check bags when we’re flying revenue.”

      “Safe?” Harold said in a tone of mild concern.

      I reminded myself that he lived in a world where hijackings and terrorist bombings were things he had to worry about.

      “Sorry,” I said quickly. “I just meant that we weren’t likely to lose our luggage. Not like last time. When I flew out in March, I packed everything in my backpack and carried it with me instead of checking it.”

      “Why?”

      “In case I got bumped.” He clearly didn’t know what I was talking about, so I explained, “I can fly for free because my dad works for the airline.”

      His eyebrows went up. “So we didn’t need to pay for your ticket?”

      “Well, yes and no,” I said guiltily. “I probably would have paid for it myself if you hadn’t.”

      “Still, you’d better explain.”

      “I can fly for free on a dependent pass, but I have to fly standby, which means I can get bumped in favor of a paying passenger. That isn’t a problem most of the time. But on busy holiday weekends, I run the risk of losing my seat every time the plane makes a stop.”

      He nodded for me to continue.

      “That’s what happened last time I flew out. The weather was bad and flights were delayed or canceled. I couldn’t even get on a flight.”

      “Anne said you were late, but she didn’t say why. I thought you’d just missed your flight.”

      “No, I spent six hours in the departure lounge until a seat opened up.”

      “Ah, I see.”

      “If I’d flown standby tonight, I could’ve lost my seat in Knoxville, Atlanta, or even Las Vegas. Christy would’ve had to continue without me.”

      “Hold on, you stopped in Las Vegas?” he said. “How much did Birdy win?”

      “Oh, Daddy,” she chided, “we didn’t even get off the plane.”

      “Maybe next time,” he said wistfully. “But if you didn’t get off the plane,” he asked me, “how could you have lost your seat?”

      “S— Harold, the airline doesn’t care. If they have a paying passenger and need my seat, they’d ask me to leave. They’d be polite and apologetic—not to mention discreet—but they’d still do it.”

      “But it’s your seat. Can’t you object?”

      “Sure. If I want my dad to lose his job. We represent the employee and the airline itself. We have a dress code and rules and everything. So it’s pretty serious. They drill that into all the families.”

      “I understand that completely,” he said. “It’s the same for us any time we’re in uniform. Good catch, by the way, calling me Harold.” He winked and nodded.

      “I sort of felt like it was an inquest.”

      “No, no,” he said quickly. “I’m just curious.”

      “And perhaps a bit blunt?” Anne suggested.

      “Yes, dear,” he said automatically. “But Birdy hasn’t told us any of this. So it’s interesting.”

      “Well,” I said, “Birdy doesn’t pay attention to money or time or other practical things.”

      “You can say that again,” he laughed.

      “Harold!” Anne said. “Be nice.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      Christy glared at me. “You too, Mr. Meanie.”

      “Yes, dear,” I agreed in exactly the same tone.

      Harold burst into laughter. “See?” he said to Anne. “I told you he was a smart one.”

      “Yes, dear,” she agreed. She even managed it without a hint of irony.
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        * * *

      

      Harold and Anne said goodnight and went to bed as soon as Christy and I were settled. I was ready for bed myself, but she’d found a reserve of energy. She’d eaten a snack on the flight from Las Vegas, but that wasn’t the real reason. She was happy to see Brooke.

      “Will you pour us drinks, dear?” she asked me.

      “Sure, no problem.” I looked at my watch. My body thought it was four in the morning, and my internal alarm would probably wake me at the usual time in a couple of hours. Still, I went to the kitchen for ice and then filled three tumblers with whiskey, although mine was mostly water.

      Christy and Brooke were sitting on the couch with their knees touching as they faced each other. I handed them drinks and then slid behind Christy. Brooke relaxed as she took a drink, but Christy seemed to vibrate with energy. I sipped my own watered-down drink and wondered why I’d ever thought a girlfriend with an abundance of energy was a good thing. Then I laughed at myself and in the process tried to snort some of Ireland’s finest.

      The girls looked up, but I cleared my throat and waved them off.

      “Sorry. Random thought,” I said. “And really dumb, now that I mention it.”

      “What was it?” Brooke asked, ever curious.

      “Honestly? I was wondering why I’m with Miss Metabolism here. She drags me across the country and then expects to stay up till the wee hours while she chats with her girlfriend.”

      Brooke grinned in amusement, while Christy’s eyes filled with alarm.

      “Then I felt like kicking myself,” I added. “I mean, duh! ‘Miss Metabolism’ is also ‘Miss Libido.’ Besides, she’s the best thing that ever happened to me. So… here I am, happily chatting. And, to be completely honest, feeling kinda proud of myself for realizing how lucky I am.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said, “don’t scare me like that!”

      Brooke smiled, although more at Christy’s reaction than my speech. “You two are really cute together.”

      “Yeah,” Christy muttered, “when he isn’t being a dork.”

      I nodded to Brooke and raised my glass. “And don’t you forget it.”

      “Oh, Chris!” she laughed. “He’s got your number!”

      “Thank you very much, Mr. and Miss Tag Team.” She rolled her eyes at me and returned her attention to Brooke, although she reached back and caressed my leg to show that she wasn’t really upset.

      They started chatting again, while I inhaled a deep breath in an attempt to fight off sleep. It was a losing battle, though, and at some point I closed my eyes. I opened them a couple of minutes later, or so I thought, to find Anne leaning over me.

      “Wake up, dear. It’s time for bed.”

      “Sorry, Mom,” Christy was saying. “We didn’t realize what time it was. We were talking, and…”

      Anne took the mostly full glass from my hand and set it on the end table. The ice had completely melted. Some alert part of my brain was a little surprised that I hadn’t spilled it when I’d fallen asleep.

      “Come along, dear. I turned down your bed for you.”

      I stood at her urging and asked, “What time is it?”

      “A little after two.”

      I scowled. “What? It was four— Oh, right. Sorry. Pacific time.” I glanced at my watch. Sure enough, it said five o’clock.

      Christy at least had the good grace to look chagrined. “Sorry. You know me. I lost track of time.”

      “It’s my fault too,” Brooke admitted.

      “No problem,” I said. “But if you don’t mind, I’m goin’ to bed.”

      “We are too,” Christy said. “Sorry. Again.” She reached out. “I can take him, Mom.”

      I was fine to walk by myself, but I let her accompany me down the hallway to the guest bedroom. Anne passed us and said goodnight on the way to the master bedroom. She opened the door, and I noticed Harold through the gap.

      He was sitting up in bed, and the bedside light spread a warm glow across a neat pile of official-looking papers. He lowered a report and met my eyes. Then his lips twitched with a wry grin, and I could almost hear his voice in my head, Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. I nodded to show that I understood. Anne must have been waiting for that moment—she’d probably planned it, I realized—because she gave me a goodnight smile and closed the door.

      Harold wasn’t my enemy, but he was still keeping an eye on me. Christy must have understood as well, because she was on her best behavior. She kissed me in the doorway and then slipped into my arms for a long, tight hug.

      “We probably shouldn’t…,” she said at last.

      “Uh, no,” I agreed.

      “Do you forgive me?”

      “Nothing to forgive.” I bent to kiss her goodnight. “See you in the morning. Well, later in the morning.”

      “Are you going for a run? I can meet you—?”

      “No, I’m going to sleep as long as my stupid body’ll let me.”

      “Okay. I love you.”

      “I love you too. Now go, before I forget that your parents are just down the hall and very awake.”

      “Oh my gosh, you can say that again.” She rose on tiptoe and kissed me. “I promise I’ll take care of you properly tomorrow. Err… um… later today. Whenever. Ugh! You know I stink at telling time.”

      “I know. And it’s one of many little quirks that I love about you. Now go.” I turned her toward her own bedroom and patted her bottom for good measure.

      She gave me a look that made Mr. Big stand up and take notice. Then she laughed and darted back for a final kiss. We lingered over it, and she caressed my hard-on through my pants. “Mmm, you’re a good kisser.”

      “Me or him?” I joked.

      “You. I kiss him with my mouth open.”

      “You kiss me with your mouth open too.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. Besides, I swallow a lot when I kiss him.” She glanced into the guest bedroom and then toward her parents’ room.

      “Better not,” I warned.

      “I know. You’re right. Goodnight. I love you.”

      “I love you too. G’night.”
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        * * *

      

      Much to my surprise, I slept until well after noon. Noon my time, that is. I even felt semi-normal, although my hard-on insisted on some attention.

      Pronto, tout de suite, and right away, he said.

      Hold your horses. I’m still waking up.

      Well, you were dreaming of… I don’t remember, but it was hot. And now I’m in the mood.

      I chuckled. You’re always in the mood.

      What’s your point?

      Maybe you should calm down?

      And maybe you should get a grip. On me, dammit! Or go find Christy. She’ll be happy to see me.

      Oh, sorry, I said in mock disappointment. That isn’t how this works. I’m in charge here.

      Says who?

      Says the guy with the bigger brain and opposable thumbs.

      So? What do they have to do with anything? I don’t need ’em anyway.

      You do if you want some attention.

      Oh, no, he gasped. You wouldn’t.

      I would.

      No! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it! Please? Just a quick handjob? I promise, I’ll behave!

      I chuckled evilly and rolled out of bed. My poor hard-on made a tent in my boxers, but I risked the half-dozen steps to the bathroom. No one saw me, and my dick eventually got the message that he wasn’t getting any attention until he let me pee.

      He was still sulking about it later, after I finished a shower and joined everyone else in the dining room. It was after ten thirty, but Harold and Anne were both still in pajamas and bathrobes. He was reading the newspaper and lingering over coffee, while she had a cup of tea and was talking to the girls.

      They were still in pajamas as well. Brooke wore a UCSD T-shirt and a pair of shorts that showed off her legs. I didn’t exactly stare at her chest, but her nipples made little shadows where they pressed against the thin cotton of her shirt. She saw my glance and turned pink, so I shrugged and gave her a look that combined equal parts apology and appreciation.

      Christy wore a Riverwood Wrestling T-shirt and her usual plaid pajama bottoms.

      “Hold on,” I said, “where’d you get that shirt? I thought I lost it— Ah, right. So that’s where it went.”

      “Yeah, sorry,” she said. “I might’ve stolen it.”

      “Might’ve?”

      “Okay, fine, I stole it. So sue me.”

      “I’d rather—”

      Her eyes went wide.

      “—get some breakfast instead.”

      Her panic turned into a glare. And even though her parents had no clue what I’d been about to say, they’d been married long enough to know an innuendo when they heard one. Harold frowned, but Anne hid a smile as she pushed back from the table and stood.

      “What would you like?” she asked. “An omelet? Toast and juice?”

      “That’s okay, I can fix something.”

      “Son,” Harold said, “she isn’t going to let you make your own breakfast, and it’ll be a lot easier on both of you if you just say thank you and sit down.”

      I said thank you and sat down.

      Anne’s smile was an older and wiser version of Christy’s. “I’ll get you started with juice.”

      “Coffee’s on the buffet,” Harold added with a nod.

      “He doesn’t drink it, dear.”

      “I know. But I thought I’d do my part.”

      She smiled and patted his shoulder fondly. Then she disappeared into the kitchen, while he retreated behind his newspaper.

      “So,” I said to the girls, “did you get any sleep?”

      “Not much,” Christy admitted.

      “We were up talking till almost four,” Brooke added.

      Harold innocuously turned the page on his newspaper, and I didn’t need to be a mind reader to know what he was thinking, Mission accomplished.

      “What time did you wake up?” I asked them.

      They glanced at each other, and I realized that “woke up” and “came out of our room” would be two different answers.

      “Um… about an hour ago,” Brooke said.

      I grinned and made her turn pink again.

      “We were… making plans,” Christy said. She followed it up with a semi-indignant, “Mr. Sleepyhead.”

      I ignored that and said, “Plans that include me?”

      “If you must know—”

      “I must, I must.”

      Harold snorted a laugh behind the newspaper.

      “—I thought—” Christy stopped and scowled at both of us before she continued, “If you must know… I thought we could go to the zoo.”

      “Sounds like fun,” I said.

      She gave me an intense look and said, “You know… the zoo.”

      I still didn’t make the connection.

      “The. Zoo.”

      Yeah, I understand it’s a code word, I thought at her. But I still don’t get it. (Honestly, she was a lousy conspirator.)

      Brooke stepped in at that point, and she was much better at it. “We thought we’d hang out. You know, just the three of us.” She didn’t put any extra emphasis on the word “three,” but her expression told me all I needed to know.

      “Yeah, totally,” I agreed. “The zoo sounds awesome.”
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        * * *

      

      After I finished breakfast, the girls went to get ready.

      “Is it okay that we’ll be gone all afternoon?” I asked Anne.

      “Of course, dear.”

      “Are you sure? Do you need help with cooking or anything for tomorrow?”

      “No, but thank you. We don’t really do much. Nothing as formal as Thanksgiving.”

      “Besides,” Harold said from behind his paper, “the girls can help in the morning.”

      I deliberately didn’t say anything, but I gave Anne a look that asked if she wanted help anyway. She smiled and shook her head.

      “The weather’s supposed to be lovely today,” she said aloud. “Would you like to take my car?”

      “That’d be nice, thanks. As long as you don’t mind.”

      “She wouldn’t’ve offered if she did,” Harold said.

      Anne cleared her throat. “He was being polite, dear.”

      “Ah, right.” He turned down a corner of the newspaper and said to me, “Sorry. Sometimes I forget I’m not the Admiral at home.”

      “Should I call you ‘sir’ when you do?”

      “No,” he grumped. Then, “What’s so funny?”

      “Christy does the same thing when I tease her. She even sounds like you.”

      “Smart girl.” He flipped the paper up.

      Anne did her level best not to grin at the two of us. “I’ll get the keys.” She returned with them a moment later. “Where are you off to?”

      “The zoo.”

      Her eyebrows rose in mild surprise. Then she thought about it and decided it was a cover story. She didn’t say anything, though, and we made small talk until the girls appeared from the back. I literally stopped in the middle of a sentence when I saw them.

      Christy wore a tight white halter top with pink stripes and a matching pair of pink shorts that showed off her tanned and firm legs. Brooke was the real conversation-stopper in a strapless terrycloth dress. It was teal, which highlighted her hair and complexion, while the top showed off her shoulders and chest. She blushed when she saw my awestruck expression.

      “I told you,” Christy said under her breath.

      Harold folded his newspaper and did a double take. Then he did his best impression of a robot. I actually felt sorry for him. Brooke oozed sex appeal, especially since her breasts moved naturally without a bra, and he was all too aware that she was his daughter’s age.

      “You look great,” I said as I stood. “Both of you. Ready to go?” They nodded, so I thanked Anne one more time.

      “You’re welcome, dear. Will you be home for dinner?” It wasn’t really a question.

      “Of course. What time?”

      “Seven.”

      “Sharp,” Harold added.

      “Yes, sir,” I snapped playfully.

      He scowled, but Anne let me get away with it.

      “Why don’t you join us,” she said to Brooke. Again, it wasn’t a question.

      “Thanks, Mrs. C.”

      “Have fun at the zoo.” Her eyes twinkled with a smile.

      “Don’t poke the bears,” Harold said.

      Anne gave me a bland, expectant look, and I had to stifle a laugh when I realized that it was a reminder to make sure our alibi was solid.

      “Roger that,” I said.

      She and Harold each heard what they wanted, and everyone was happy.
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        * * *

      

      “So, where are we really going?” I asked as soon as we were safely out of the driveway.

      “Ugh! How could you not understand?” Christy said. “I told you, remember?” She hinted again, “The store by the zoo?”

      “Sorry, still don’t get it.”

      “The one with the… um… special items?”

      “No clue.”

      “The sex stuff!”

      “Ah, right! Lingerie and toys and movies.”

      “I promise,” she said to Brooke, “he isn’t normally this dense.”

      “It was kind of obscure,” Brooke said. “I wouldn’t’ve known what you were talking about if you hadn’t said something earlier.”

      “Fine, take his side.”

      Brooke and I shared a smile in the rearview mirror.

      “Okay,” I said, “I need directions.”

      “Don’t look at me,” Christy said.

      “Seriously? You don’t know how to get there?”

      “She doesn’t know how to get anywhere,” Brooke laughed. “I’m not even sure she knows how to drive.”

      “I can drive,” Christy muttered.

      “Are you sure?” Brooke teased. “I’ve never seen you do it.”

      “You know, she’s right,” I said all of a sudden. “I’ve never seen you drive either. I mean, you always ride with me or someone else.”

      “I have my license,” Christy said indignantly. “I just… don’t like to drive. My feet don’t reach the pedals,” she added loftily.

      “Your mom’s do,” Brooke said, “and she’s even shorter.”

      “Stupid logic,” Christy grumped.

      Brooke and I shared another smile. Then she turned businesslike and said, “Take a right and head toward the interstate. South on I-5. I’ll give you directions from there.”
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        * * *

      

      We parked on the street and walked toward the store, and my first thought was that we were in the wrong place. The sex shop I knew in Knoxville was a drab little windowless building. The one in San Diego was on a main thoroughfare in a row of normal shops with a wide sidewalk and big plate-glass windows. I couldn’t imagine an adult store in one of them, but I was wrong.

      The shop had lingerie-clad female mannequins in one window and male mannequins in bondage gear in the other. And if those weren’t enough of a clue, the name of the shop was Adam & Eve and their sign proudly advertised “adult products, lingerie, bondage, and more.”

      I held the door for the girls and then followed them inside, where I received another shock. The store wasn’t dingy, small, and cluttered like the one I was used to. It had good lighting, room to browse, and signs over each department.

      One of the employees approached us, an attractive dark-haired woman several years older than us. She wore a black leather bustier, a short mulberry-colored skirt, and fishnet stockings, but she looked normal in almost every other way. Her ears were pierced several times and her lipstick matched her skirt, but I couldn’t really hold that against her, especially when I’d been expecting a creepy old guy with three-day stubble.

      “Can I help you find something?”

      I started to answer before I realized she was talking to the girls.

      “Um… lingerie?” Christy said tentatively.

      “Sure. Right this way.” She must have been used to dealing with nervous customers, because she realized the girls needed a bit more guidance than simply pointing them in the right direction. “Do you have something in mind?” she asked. “Everyday wear? A special occasion? Something exotic?”

      “Maybe the last one?” Christy said.

      “A woman after my own heart. Over here.” She glanced back and added, “I’m Amber, by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Christy said, and introduced herself.

      Brooke mumbled something polite.

      “I’m Paul,” I said when Amber looked my way.

      “Is he with you,” she asked Christy, “or are you with him?”

      “Um… we’re with him.”

      “So, no slave gear today?” she said to me.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said under her breath.

      “Not my style,” I chuckled.

      “That’s cool,” Amber said. We reached the first lingerie display and she said, “Well, here we are, ladies. What can I show you?”

      We spent the next hour looking at everything from relatively demure nighties to crotchless cutout teddies. Most of it was meant for sex or dress-up foreplay, so it wasn’t the same quality as Christy’s everyday lingerie, but that was sort of the point. It didn’t have to hold up to regular wear because it would never leave the bedroom.

      The girls slowly relaxed as Amber treated everything like it was just another part of life. She even made explicit things sound normal. She glanced at me a couple of times to see if I had an opinion on whatever Christy was looking at, but she clearly wasn’t flirting. She was a very good salesperson, too, and wasn’t afraid to give her honest advice, especially when something wasn’t a good look.

      “You’re too petite for that,” she said to Christy once, about a shelf corset, “especially up top. What do you think of this instead?” She held up a red satin and lace corset with a matching pair of panties.

      “Ooh, I like that,” Christy said. “What do you think, Paul?”

      “I think it’d look great on the bedroom floor. But what do you think? Does it make you feel sexy?”

      Amber nodded. “He’s right. How’s it make you feel when you think about wearing it?”

      “Very naughty.”

      “Add it to your collection?”

      “Yes, please.” She beamed before she made the mistake of looking at me. “Oh, sorry. Better not.”

      I’d been adding up price tags in my head, and my expression probably reflected it. Christy had already said yes to at least two hundred dollars’ worth, and we hadn’t even made it out of the lingerie section.

      Amber looked at me.

      “Do you want just lingerie?” I asked Christy. “Or other stuff too?”

      “Um… can we do other stuff too?”

      “Sure. Then pick three or four outfits here.” I’d meant to say two but had changed my mind at the last moment. I’d made things worse by saying three or four, which, of course, meant four.

      Christy bounced up and gave me a kiss, and I mentally doubled my budget.

      “And what about you?” Amber asked Brooke. “Would you like to pick out a few?”

      “I wish. I can’t afford it.”

      “Don’t worry, I can,” the little head said through my mouth.

      You treacherous little shit!

      It’s your own fault, he said. You should’ve given me some attention this morning. Now it’s going to cost you.

      Christy covered her mouth but couldn’t hold back laughter.

      “Did I miss something?” Amber said.

      Christy was comfortable enough by then to explain, “He talks to his penis.”

      “I see,” Amber smirked.

      “And I think he’s the one who said he can afford it.”

      “Is she serious?” Amber asked me.

      “Sadly, she is. He… um… has his own priorities.”

      She winked and smiled. “That’s okay. Most of them do.”

      I wished he had his own bank account too, but it was too late for that. Besides, I could imagine the looks he’d get if he tried to sign a credit card receipt.

      “Do you really mean it?” Christy asked. “You’ll get some for Brooke too?”

      I glanced at the redhead, who was torn between excited and anxious.

      “On one condition,” I said to her.

      “What?”

      “No strings attached.”

      She frowned uncertainly.

      “I mean it. Whatever happens this weekend—or doesn’t happen—is up to you. The lingerie and anything else is just something special because you’re Christy’s girlfriend. Okay?”

      She shot a furtive glance at Amber, who wasn’t the least bit fazed by the comment. Then she looked at Christy, who clasped her hands and beamed hopefully.

      “O-okay,” she said at last. Then, a bit shyly, “Thank you.”

      I nodded once, and the girls headed toward a rack of bra and panty sets. Amber hung back and watched silently.

      “Christy’s with me,” I replied to her unasked question. “Brooke’s her girlfriend.”

      “I worked out the first part, and the second’s obvious now that I know. How long have you been in the lifestyle?”

      “A while,” I answered vaguely. “Christy’s… new to it. This is Brooke’s first… um…”

      “Experience,” Amber filled in smoothly.

      “Yeah, good word. What about you? If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “I don’t mind. I’ve tried it, but I’m more into monogamy these days.” She glanced up at me. “You don’t sound like you’re from around here.”

      “I don’t have that much of an accent, do I?”

      “Not really. Somewhere in the south. Texas, maybe?”

      “Brooke’s from Texas,” I said.

      “Oh, in that case,” Amber revised, “maybe Alabama? I dunno, Kentucky? I’m just guessing,” she added. “I can’t tell any of ’em apart. I just know you’re from the south.”

      “Georgia, mostly. But we go to school in Tennessee.”

      “The Bible Belt?”

      “’Fraid so. But we’re a little more open-minded than all that.”

      “I can tell,” she said with a grin. “You seem like a cool guy.”

      “Thanks. I try.”

      “Well, you haven’t hit on me or tried to convince me to make your threesome a foursome.”

      “Um, no. I didn’t get that vibe from you, so…” I shrugged by way of apology in case I’d been wrong.

      “No, you’re right,” she said. “I have a guy I’m pretty happy with at the moment.”

      “That’s cool. I thought it was someone, but I wasn’t sure if it was a guy or a girl. Well, not until just now.”

      “I like girls occasionally, but mostly guys.” She smiled at me again. “You’re down with everything, aren’t you? That’s pretty radical for a guy from the south.”

      “Eh, we’re not all bible thumpers and prudes. Besides, California has its share of those, I’m sure.”

      “Yeah,” she laughed, “but they’re all up in Orange County!”

      “Fair enough.”

      “I’d better get back to the ladies.” She gave me an appraising look. “You won’t take it the wrong way if I offer to give you my employee discount, will you?”

      “Absolutely not!” I said with relief.

      Brooke eventually picked out four pieces of lingerie for herself. Amber took them and Christy’s to the register and then returned.

      “What next, ladies and gentleman?”

      “Maybe… the… um… bondage stuff?” Christy looked at me.

      The little head answered for me, “Sure.”

      “Right this way,” Amber said. “What’re you looking for? First-time gear or more hardcore?”

      “Um… first-time.”

      “Okay, so blindfolds, nipple clamps, maybe handcuffs?”

      “Oh my gosh, all of it.”

      “But no paddles, whips, or gags?”

      “Maybe just the first one?” Christy said.

      Amber nodded and then winked at me. “What about you?” she asked Brooke.

      “Nothing for me, thanks.”

      Amber looked to me for confirmation.

      The big head kept adding things up, but the little head overrode him. I reminded myself that it was only money.

      “Get whatever you want,” I said to Brooke, although the big head managed to add, “within reason.”

      “Thank you. Maybe just a blindfold.”

      Christy was a little nervous at first, but Amber worked her magic and made everything seem perfectly normal. She helped Christy pick out a pair of steel handcuffs, a set of padded wrist and ankle cuffs, a pair of nipple clamps with a chain, and (much to my surprise) a leather collar with nipple clamps. Then she and Brooke chose matching masquerade masks.

      “Don’t forget the paddle,” I told them. Or the little head did. By then I couldn’t really tell the difference between what he wanted and what I did.

      “Yes, sir,” Christy said immediately.

      “Do you want to try it first?” Amber asked me when the girls had chosen one.

      Christy looked at me with a mixture of fear and barely concealed arousal.

      I held her in suspense for several heartbeats before I said, “No, it’s fine.”

      She breathed again, and Brooke shot me a grin.

      “Okay,” Amber said, almost conversationally, “what’s next? Are we ready for toys?”

      Brooke looked momentarily hopeful, until Christy scrunched her nose and shook her head.

      “It isn’t the same now that I have the real thing.”

      “Maybe some lube or massage oil?” Amber asked.

      “Ooh, massage oil. What do you think, Brooke?”

      I silently doubled my budget again and hoped my credit card wouldn’t melt when we tried to use it, because the cash in my pocket wouldn’t even cover the lingerie.

      Can you sign a credit card receipt? I asked the little head.

      No. Can you fuck the girls with those fancy thumbs of yours?

      Probably.

      He snorted in derision.

      I rolled my eyes and waited patiently as the girls picked out bottles of massage oil.

      When Christy saw the flavored lubes, she worked up the courage to ask, “Do you have anything to help with… um… deep throat?”

      “Sure,” Amber said without missing a beat. “Here, try this. It numbs your throat.” She uncapped the bottle and held it up to Christy, who opened her mouth. Amber pumped several sprays, and Christy looked surprised.

      “Oh, wow, that was quick. Mmm, it tastes good too.”

      “It’s mint,” Amber said.

      “Ooh, yummy minty penis!” Christy blushed when she realized what she’d said.

      “That’s okay. I use it with my guy too,” Amber said.

      “So this will help me… you know?”

      “It’ll help, but it still takes practice.”

      “Can you do it?” Christy asked.

      “Uh-huh. Although it took me a while to learn. Just keep at it.”

      She winked at me, and I made a discreet “wrap it up” finger-twirl. She nodded and started to gesture toward the cash registers.

      “Um,” Brooke spoke up, “there’s one thing I’d like to look at.”

      “Sure. What?”

      She leaned forward to whisper in Amber’s ear.

      To her credit, Amber glanced at me first. Brooke had asked for so little that I couldn’t begrudge her anything, so I nodded.

      “Of course. Right this way.” Amber headed toward a section we’d skipped earlier, the sex toys. “Beginner?” she asked Brooke, who nodded mutely. “Then I’d start with this one.” She took down a box. “Once you’re comfortable with it, you can move up to a bigger size.”

      Brooke blushed but took the box and peered at the pink butt plug inside.

      “We also have a starter kit with three sizes.” She took one look at Brooke and changed it to, “Maybe just the small one to start, huh?”

      “If you think so,” Brooke said.

      “Yeah, this is what I started with. It feels a bit weird at first, but you get used to it pretty quickly. And if you like it, the bigger sizes feel even better. You can come back any time you’re ready to move up. How’s that sound? Oh, wait! You’re from Texas, aren’t you?”

      “She lives here now,” I explained.

      “Oh. Then I’ll definitely give you my name. I normally work weekends, and you can call to make sure I’m working before you come in.”

      “Thanks,” Brooke said.

      “You’ll probably want some lube to go with it.” She led us back to that shelf and picked out a small bottle. “This is like the spray we picked out for Christy. It’ll numb you and make it more comfortable to insert the plug. Or anything else, when you’re ready.”

      I gestured toward the register, a little more decisively.

      Amber nodded and said to the girls, “So, are we ready to check out?”

      “What about Paul?” Christy said.

      “What about me?”

      “We need to get something for him.”

      Amber’s eyebrows rose with amusement. “I don’t know if he wants anything.”

      “Of course he does,” Christy said.

      “Then… what would he like? We have penis rings, pumps, bondage toys, clothing…? Anything sound interesting?”

      “Penis rings.”

      “Right this way.”

      We surveyed the display, and I said to Christy, “You know I already have one of these, right?”

      “Oh my gosh, really? Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you show me?”

      “It never came up, I guess.”

      “It comes up all the time,” she said a little crossly. “And besides, you know what I like.”

      “A woman after my own heart,” Amber said. Then she asked me, “What’s it made of?”

      “Black rubber. With little nubs around it.”

      Christy gave me a look of exasperation. “And you haven’t been using it on me?”

      Amber chuckled and pointed out a box. “This is one of our sampler kits. It’s rubber like his and comes with a donut ring for extra endurance, a gear ring for clitoral stimulation, and a lasso ring that’s a perfect fit for any guy. It even comes with a small bottle of lube to help get them on and off.”

      “What about the metal ones?” Christy asked.

      “Surgical stainless steel. You feed his testicles through first, then his penis. You have to do it when he’s soft, though, since these don’t stretch.”

      “Wait… I can put it on him?”

      “That’s part of the fun, isn’t it?” Amber laughed.

      “And what about the leather one?”

      “My personal favorite. It adjusts with these snaps.” She showed her.

      “Can we get them all?” Christy asked me.

      “Pick two,” I said firmly. They weren’t that expensive, but at some point enough was enough. Besides, I only had one cock, and I didn’t need a different ring for every day of the week.

      “The kit and the metal one?” she said hopefully.

      “Two. Or the kit.”

      “Fine, Mr. Stingy—”

      Brooke winced, and even Amber looked embarrassed.

      “—just these two.” Christy kept the metal and leather ones and put the kit back on the display.

      “Better,” I said patiently. “Now, are we ready to check out?”

      “What about clothes?”

      “I don’t need anything.”

      “Please, please,” she begged. “Wait, I know! I’ll buy them for you!”

      I decided it wasn’t worth an argument, and Amber knew that I’d hit my limit. She showed Christy a couple of racks of thongs, briefs, and even some regular-looking pants. Fortunately, it was a much smaller selection than the one for women.

      “I like the lounge pants,” Christy said.

      “What size is he?” Amber asked.

      “Um… pretty big. Does that make a difference?”

      “No,” Amber laughed, “I mean his waist.”

      “Oh, sorry. Thirty-four.”

      “Medium. These should fit.” She took down a pair of black satin pants with a drawstring waist.

      “What do you think?” Christy asked Brooke.

      “They look comfy, but… are they really that special?”

      “You’re probably right.” Christy handed them back and asked, “Do you have anything more… um… revealing?”

      “Sure,” I muttered, “right this way.”

      “You could work here,” Amber said, although she tempered it with an apologetic smile. Then she pointed to another display, where Christy picked out a mesh “gentleman’s g-string” and a pair of pouchless briefs that were the male equivalent of crotchless panties.

      “You know it’s going to take us weeks to try all this stuff,” I said.

      “But… we have the rest of our lives,” she replied, saccharine-sweet. Then she broke into a smile and threw her arms around me. “Oh, Paul, I love you so much. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

      How could I say no to that?
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        * * *

      

      My credit card went through without a problem, but Christy’s plan to pay didn’t work out so well. Her checks were out-of-state (and out-of-date—they had her old address from when she lived in Andy Holt Apartments), and she didn’t have enough cash in her purse.

      “I can write a check,” Brooke said.

      “No,” I said, polite but firm, “I’ll do it.”

      “I’ll make it worth your while,” Christy promised.

      I faked a smile and handed Amber my card again.

      My mood improved drastically once we left the store with all our purchases. We loaded them in the trunk of the Mercedes and then decided to put the top down. Christy covered her hair with a scarf from the glove compartment, and Brooke tied hers in a pony tail to keep it from blowing all over the place.

      “That was fun!” Christy said as we pulled away from the parking spot.

      “But expensive, even with the discount she gave us,” Brooke added. She looked at me in the mirror. “I promise I’ll pay you back.”

      “No need,” I said.

      “Exactly,” Christy agreed. “Besides, we’ll pay him back in other ways.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said. “No, you won’t.”

      “Of course we will. We owe you.”

      I spotted an empty parking space and whipped into it. Then I turned to Christy.

      “No, you don’t,” I said deliberately.

      Her brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t ‘owe’ me anything. Neither does Brooke.”

      “Of course we do.”

      “We do,” Brooke echoed from the back seat.

      “Let me make this very clear,” I said. “You don’t owe me a thing. Ah-ah,” I said before Christy could interrupt me. “Just say thank you.”

      “Of course,” Christy said. “Thank you.”

      “We really appreciate it,” Brooke agreed.

      “But we’ll pay you back,” Christy added. “We’ll do whatever you want.”

      “I hope you do, but one thing has nothing to do with the other. You don’t owe me anything except a ‘thank you.’ You’ve already said that, so we’re even. Anything else is your choice. And especially yours,” I added to Brooke, who’d begun to understand. “That’s what I meant when I said ‘no strings.’”

      “I… understand,” she said.

      “I don’t,” Christy said testily. To me, “You bought it all and we’re going to pay you back.”

      I took a deep breath and kept a firm hold on my frustration level.

      “Chris,” Brooke said, “he means we don’t have to pay him with sex.”

      “But… he’s my boyfriend. Of course I pay him with sex.”

      “That’s different. You do that because you want to,” Brooke said. “And he’s saying that if I want to, I shouldn’t do it because I feel like I owe him for buying me all that stuff.”

      “Then why’d he do it?” She stopped suddenly and thought it through. “Hold on,” she said to me, a bit suspiciously, “is this one of your double standard things?”

      “Sort of. I don’t like the idea that a guy buying you gifts or dinner or anything else means he’s entitled to something, especially your body. So I hope we have sex, but that’s up to you. And me. But when have I ever said no to a beautiful woman? Whoa, that came out wrong! I say no all the time. Like that flight attendant.”

      Christy couldn’t help but grin. “You’re cute when you stick your foot in your mouth.”

      “But you get what he’s saying, don’t you?” Brooke said.

      “I suppose. We don’t owe him. I get it, but… I’m going to have sex with him no matter what. Duh! He’s my boyfriend. Besides… it’s really fun.”

      The girls shared a grin.

      Then Brooke turned serious and said to me, “I can’t promise anything, ’cause I still might chicken out, but I really wanna go through with it this weekend. And it has nothing to do with the stuff you bought.”

      “It’s ’cause you’re totally sexy,” Christy said.

      “That too,” Brooke agreed with a shy grin.

      “Besides,” Christy said, “you’re doing this for me, remember? For science!”

      “No, I’m doing it for me, ’cause I want to.” She looked at me. “Right?”

      “Right.”

      “And maybe for science. Just a little.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Oh, who’m I kidding?” she said. “I’m doing it ’cause I wanna get laid.”

      “That’s the spirit!” I said.

      We fell silent and traded grins until Christy blurted, “Oh my gosh!” out of the blue.

      “What?” Brooke and I said at the same time.

      “I can’t believe you bought a butt plug!”

      A woman on the sidewalk recoiled and hurried past, but neither girl noticed.

      “I know, right?” Brooke gushed. “I couldn’t believe it either!”

      “Hold on!” I said before the conversation could shock any more passers-by. “Let’s plan our alibi first. Then we can get excited about our new toys. Okay?”

      “Alibi?” Christy said. “We have an alibi. We’re going to the zoo.”

      “To see what?” I asked calmly.

      “Um… the animals?”

      “Just give it up,” Brooke said to me. “She’s terrible at this. Always has been.”

      “Terrible at what?” Christy squawked.

      Brooke ignored her. “Continue on this street,” she said instead. “Take a right on Park Boulevard. That’ll take us toward Balboa Park and the Zoo. We can check the signs and see what big exhibits they have. I think one is their Asian elephants, but I can’t remember.”

      “I’m not terrible,” Christy grumbled. “I just don’t think like you do, Miss Logical.”

      “Thank God for that,” I said with a sideways grin.

      “Amen,” Brooke agreed. “We wouldn’t love you half as much if you did. Now come on, let’s get our alibi straight and head back to my house.”

      “And then can we have sex?” Christy asked. “After all that teasing in the store, I need a wet pussy and a hard cock inside me. Oh, please! Don’t look so surprised! Either of you! I know the words.”

      “Yeah, but you never say ’em,” Brooke said. “Well, rarely.”

      “Blame him,” Christy said. “It’s his fault. He totally corrupted me. I used to be pure and innocent.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said dubiously.

      “Don’t believe her for a minute,” Brooke agreed.
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        * * *

      

      We saw a billboard for the elephants before we even reached the zoo, although we still cruised down Park Boulevard and confirmed it and some of the other exhibits. Brooke even made me stop so she could jump out and grab a fold-out map from a little kiosk.

      Then we drove home with the wind in our hair and the radio blaring. The convertible was fun to drive, especially with two pretty girls, but I was ready for more than just jealous looks from the people we passed. My excitement must have been contagious, because the girls were both grinning by the time I whipped into Brooke’s driveway and parked next to her BMW.

      “Do you think we should put on a show?” Christy said as we unloaded our shopping bags and took them inside.

      “Let’s make something to drink first,” Brooke said. “I bought all the stuff for mai tais. Real ones this time, with orange juice, lime juice, the whole works.”

      “Yum!” Christy said, although she tempered her excitement. “And… um… maybe something to eat?”

      “I’ll make sandwiches,” I laughed. I was hungry myself, and I’d eaten breakfast later than they had.

      “I can do it,” Brooke said.

      I shook my head. “I know the recipe for sandwiches. I don’t know the one for mai tais. So you’re in charge of those.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, although it was more offhand than Christy’s usual reply. “Bread’s in the pantry,” she added. “Everything else’s in the fridge.”

      “What should I do?” Christy asked.

      “Towels and sunscreen.”

      She disappeared toward the back.

      “Are you okay with everything so far?” I asked Brooke as I found the bread.

      “I think so.” She took three plastic plates and cups out of a cupboard and then began handing me ingredients from the refrigerator. “The store was fun, but I can’t believe how much you spent. Chris has always been really bad about money. She has no idea. That was, like, two months’ allowance for me. Thank you again, by the way.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “And I get what you said on the way home, but I still feel like I owe you.”

      “You don’t.”

      “Tell that to my conscience.”

      “Okay. But if you want to ‘pay’ me back, pay Christy instead.”

      “What do you mean? Like, sex? We do that anyway.” She stopped and stood bolt upright, and the refrigerator door swung closed on its own. “Damn,” she said softly.

      “What?”

      “I just realized what I said and how relaxed I am around you. It’s like with Amber earlier. She was really cool, by the way.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But it’s like with her. She made all that stuff—crotchless this and exposed that—seem perfectly normal. You do that with sex, don’t you?”

      “Sort of.”

      “No, for real. Chris said you’re really open about it, and now I see what she meant.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “No, not at all! It’s really cool. I just… hadn’t realized the effect it’s had on me. Like what I said just now, about me and Chris and sex.” She turned and gave me a serious look. “You’re really good for her, by the way. She’s happier than I’ve ever seen her. But I’ll kill you if you do what you did last summer.”

      “In my defense, I didn’t know how she felt about me. But… yeah, I get it.”

      “Okay, as long as you know. She’s totally in love with you. You’re all she talks about sometimes. She’s even talking about your wedding, and she never did that before, even with Simon.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what she ever saw in that guy.”

      “It’s complicated,” I chuckled.

      “You can say that again. She—”

      Christy interrupted us as she breezed into the kitchen and dropped a stack of folded beach towels on the little breakfast table.

      “Behold, the towel,” she said to Brooke. “Just about the most massively useful thing any nudist can carry. You can sit on it. You can dry yourself with it. You can lie in the sun on it. You can even wrap it around yourself if you’re cold.” She grinned and paused theatrically. “Always know where your towel is.”

      “Oh, God,” Brooke said, “please tell me you haven’t turned into one of those people.”

      Christy frowned. “Who? What? What’d I do?”

      “What’s the airspeed velocity of an unladen swallow?”

      “Huh?” Christy said. “I don’t understand. Swallow what?”

      “Oh, thank God,” Brooke said in genuine relief. “I thought he’d turned you into one of them.”

      “What’re you talking about?” Christy asked her.

      “I think I know,” I chuckled. “I went to high school with a group of guys who could quote The Hitchhiker’s Guide and Monty Python and a bunch of other really geeky things.”

      “Those guys’re in college now,” Brooke said, “and most of ’em are in the engineering department. I swear, they think that stuff’s hilarious. And they repeat it all the damn time! About a year ago I had a study group with two guys who could quote every line of Monty Python and the Holy Grail. Drove the rest of us crazy.” She shook her head in frustration at the memory. “And I think I’m a nerd? I’m practically normal compared to some of those guys. No wonder they don’t have girlfriends.”

      “Eh,” I said with a shrug, “the guys I knew were pretty normal once you got past their Monty Python schtick. And the Hitchhiker thing Christy said is something I told her back when she first tried being a nudist.”

      “I did more than try!”

      “Yeah, you did, Little Bit. Speaking of which…” I gestured at her shorts and top. “Off. Now.”

      She turned serious in a heartbeat. “Yes, sir.”

      Brooke’s eyes widened as Christy kicked off her shoes and unbuttoned her shorts.

      “What’d you just do?” Brooke asked me.

      “She likes being told what to do.”

      “Yeah, but it never worked for me. Not like that.”

      Christy slid her shorts and panties down her legs and kicked them after her shoes.

      “Maybe you weren’t forceful enough,” I suggested.

      “I guess.”

      Christy pulled her shirt over her head and then unfastened her bra. She dropped them both to the floor on top of her other things. Finally she clasped her hands behind her back and lowered her eyes.

      “Wow,” Brooke said quietly.

      “Mmm hmm,” I agreed. Then I studied her out of the corner of my eye. “You aren’t quite that submissive, are you?”

      “No, but I’ve never had a guy use that tone of voice with me.” She shuddered when she thought about it.

      “Do you want me to?”

      “Maybe.” She cleared her throat and repeated it, stronger. “Maybe.”

      “Okay. Do you know what a safe word i—?”

      “Tequila,” she said before I could even finish.

      “So you’ve thought about this,” I laughed.

      Christy laughed too, but for a different reason. “Seriously?” she said to Brooke.

      “Worst hangover of my life.” She shuddered at the memory. “I was sick for days.”

      “She was,” Christy agreed.

      “Makes me queasy just to think about it.”

      “Okay,” I chuckled, “‘tequila’ means no.” Unfortunately, the answer had changed the mood, so I nodded at the pitcher and bottles of rum. “Finish making the mai tais,” I told Brooke. “I think you’re going to need one.”

      “Or two, or three…”

      “Here you go, Little Bit.” I pushed two plates with sandwiches across the counter. “Take these outside. Then the towels. Make sure we have four.”

      “Four?”

      “Four,” I said without explanation.

      Brooke finished mixing ingredients while I put the final touches on my own sandwich and Christy carried things out to the patio. Brooke glanced at me nervously several times, but I merely smiled in return. Her own imagination would get her worked up better than anything I could do, so I let it do its thing.

      Christy reappeared and stood with her hands behind her back. After a moment she bounced to get my attention.

      “Do that again,” I said.

      Her lips twitched with a smile, and she gave her breasts a little wiggle.

      “We’ll have to try your nipple clamps later.”

      “Oh my gosh, yes!”

      “But first, we’d better feed you.”

      “Sorry.”

      “C’mon,” I said to Brooke. “Get the cups and ice. I’ll bring the pitcher and my plate.”

      We headed out to the patio, and Brooke looked at me expectantly. She was still wearing her dress, and she clearly expected me to tell her to take it off.

      “Have a seat,” I said instead. She did, and I filled our cups from the pitcher. “Go ahead and eat.”

      Christy looked a little confused as well, but she was too hungry to argue. I slid into my chair and picked up my sandwich. I pretended not to notice Brooke watching me as she sat there with her own sandwich in front of her, untouched. She eventually realized that I wasn’t going to give her any orders, so she picked it up and took a bite.

      We ate and drank in companionable silence. Christy was a little self-conscious at first, since she was the only one nude, but the food did wonders for her confidence and energy level. Brooke didn’t exactly relax, but she slowly grew less nervous and more aroused. She glanced at me several times, although I merely smiled and kept my thoughts to myself.

      “That hit the spot,” I said at last. Then I dusted crumbs from my hands and pushed my plate away. “Pretty good, if I do say so myself.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Christy said.

      “How was yours?” I asked Brooke. It was a perfectly normal question, but she reacted as if I’d pinched her.

      “Good, thanks.”

      “The mai tais are really good,” I added. “Much better than last time.”

      “Hawaiian Punch,” Christy muttered with a little scrunch of her nose. “Yuck.”

      “I thought we’d go for a swim after we’ve had time to digest,” I said.

      “Um, okay,” Brooke said uncertainly.

      “In the meantime…” I rose and unbuttoned my pants. My dick had shrunk back to normal size, but it swelled to life as I kicked off my shoes.

      The girls watched in silence as I finished undressing and gave my semi-hard cock a couple of strokes to keep the blood flowing. Then I grabbed the stack of towels that Christy had set on a little side table. She was already sitting on one.

      “Should I sit on it?” Brooke asked when I handed one to her.

      “Not yet. Just hold on to it for a sec.” I spread another towel over my chair and sank into it. Then I dropped the final one to the ground between my feet. “Come here,” I told Christy. “On your knees.”

      Brooke’s eyes widened as Christy slid out of her chair and knelt between my legs.

      I stroked my hard-on and offered it to her. “Suck it.”

      She kissed my glans and then reached up to steady my shaft.

      “Uh-uh. No hands,” I said. “Only your mouth.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Brooke’s eyes never left us as Christy began sucking my cock.

      After a couple of minutes, I casually glanced at Brooke. “You like being told what to do?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. Then she cleared her throat and added in a stronger voice, “No one’s ever done it.”

      “Stand up,” I told her. “Now.”

      She shot to her feet. The towel fell from her lap and she immediately bent to pick it up.

      “Leave it,” I said. “I want to see your tits. You’ve been teasing me with them all day. That’s why you didn’t wear a bra, isn’t it?”

      She hesitated.

      “Isn’t it?” I snapped.

      “Y-yes. It was Chris’s idea.”

      “I thought so. Untie your dress. Take your top down.”

      She hesitated a moment but then reached up and tugged the little bow on the drawstring that held the dress in place. She pulled the top loose and lowered it to her waist.

      Her breasts were full and round, larger than Christy’s and with more curve underneath, but nearly as firm. She had a dusting of freckles across her chest, along with tan lines from her bikini top. Her pink nipples were already stiff with arousal.

      Christy moaned as my cock swelled in her mouth.

      Brooke darted a glance, but I focused on her instead.

      “Christy says you don’t like your breasts,” I said. “Why not?”

      “They’re too big. And… guys talk to them instead of me.”

      “They’re the perfect size, and most guys are idiots. Do I look like an idiot?”

      She met my eyes and shook her head.

      “Say it.”

      “You aren’t an idiot.”

      “Good. Now, take it off. All of it, panties too.”

      “But…”

      “Now,” I said with steel in my voice.

      Christy moaned again and took me as deep as she could.

      I glanced at her and snapped, “Did I say you could touch yourself?”

      She pulled her hand from between her legs and shook her head without releasing me.

      “Good. I’ll tell you when you can play with yourself.” I turned my attention back to Brooke. “I told you to strip, didn’t I?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “Yes what?”

      “Yes, sir.” She bunched the dress at her waist and then wiggled her hips to help slide it over them. A moment later she tossed it on the empty chair next to her.

      “Panties too.”

      “Yes, sir.” She slid them down her long legs and stepped out of them one foot at a time. I caught a glimpse of her smooth slit before she straightened uncertainly and held them in front of her.

      My expression tightened with annoyance.

      “W-what do you want me to do?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Show you my pussy?”

      “Mmm hmm.” I gestured with a touch of impatience. “Now, please.”

      She dithered a moment longer and then tossed the panties on top of her dress, although she clasped her hands in front of her and blocked my view again.

      “Go ahead and pick up your towel,” I said.

      She did. Then her eyes grew wide when she thought I was going to tell her to join Christy.

      I chuckled and let her think it for a moment. Then I said, “Spread it over your chair. Have a seat.”

      “Have a seat?”

      “Yes.”

      She did, and I let Christy suck me for another minute as Brooke watched with growing arousal.

      “Do you want to touch yourself?” I asked. She nodded, and I had to stifle a laugh as Christy did too. I hadn’t been talking to her, but she’d clearly been waiting for it. “Go ahead,” I said to both of them.

      Christy’s hand immediately went between her legs, and she moaned around my shaft as her fingers found her clit.

      Brooke moved a hand to her lap and discreetly touched the top of her slit. She was left-handed.

      I filed that away and told her, “Spread your legs.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Her shaved labia were pink with arousal, a darker shade than her blush when she was embarrassed. Her inner lips were even darker, a sort of dusky rose. She glistened with moisture as she began moving her fingers in small circles over her hidden clit. She slowly ran her middle finger up and down her channel. Then she slid it inside. She closed her eyes and chewed her lower lip.

      I almost came then and there, but I managed to control it before I accidentally drowned Christy. Still, she bobbed a little faster when she felt my cock swell in her mouth. I cupped the back of her head and forced her to slow down. Then I returned my attention to Brooke. She squeezed her breast and rolled her nipple between finger and thumb.

      I didn’t last long after that, and Christy made a surprised little squeak as I flooded her mouth with salty come. She swallowed it all and then nursed as I slowly caught my breath. She was looking up at me when I finally opened my eyes. Hers smiled and then slid to Brooke, who was masturbating quietly with her eyes closed.

      I silently asked if Christy wanted to go down on her friend, and she nodded eagerly. After a moment I slid up in my seat and pulled my semi-hard cock from her lips. She didn’t complain. Instead, she stood and picked up the towel she’d been using under her knees.

      Brooke’s eyes snapped open when she felt Christy between her legs. Then she relaxed and smiled. Christy set the towel on the ground and knelt again. She planted kisses on Brooke’s inner thighs before she pressed her lips to her pussy. Brooke rested her left hand on Christy’s head and returned her right to her breast.

      I watched for a couple of minutes while I stroked my cock back to life. When I was hard enough, I stood and folded my towel into a cushion that I tossed to the ground next to Christy’s calf. I sank to one knee behind her and propped my left leg next to hers. She looked back to see what I was doing but quickly returned her attention to Brooke.

      Christy’s pussy was more than ready, so I eased forward and rubbed my cock through her slippery channel. She groaned softly as I slid into her until my hips touched her ass. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the heat and moisture surrounding my shaft. Then I pulled her hard against me and slid another half-inch inside her. The head of my cock pressed against something firm. She squirmed and moaned but didn’t pull away.

      I had fucked her from behind, but never so deep. I’d always been afraid of hurting her, especially when she was still getting used to me. I’d also been thrusting faster, so I couldn’t control the depth like I could when I took my time. My cock was definitely hitting something deep inside her, because she bowed her back and didn’t relax until I started to withdraw. I thought I must be hurting her, but she didn’t act like it.

      I began fucking her with long, slow strokes. At the end of each, I thrust hard and felt the same pressure at the tip of my cock. I was still a bit worried, but she was definitely enjoying it. It felt better from my end too, a bit like deep throat.

      I eventually looked up and realized that Brooke was close to her own orgasm. She held Christy’s head with both hands and rocked her hips with mounting urgency. Her face and entire torso had turned pink with exertion and arousal. A moment later she stifled a cry and arched her back. Her pink nipples pointed at the sky and quivered as she strained through an intense orgasm.

      I slowly buried my cock inside Christy and then just watched as Brooke let out an explosive breath and sagged in her chair. Her skin was even redder than before, and she panted to catch her breath. Christy lifted her head and looked back at me. She was breathing hard too, but she pulled my hand from her hip and set it on her head.

      I took the hint and grabbed a handful of hair. Then I began thrusting again. I pulled her hair with one hand and gripped her shoulder with the other. I needed the leverage to bury my cock deep inside her. She arched her back and began whimpering as her pleasure grew. I picked up the pace and rammed deep and hard.

      Brooke sat up. “Stop! You’re hurting her.”

      “No,” Christy gasped. “Don’t— stop.”

      Brooke looked uncertain but I knew what I was feeling in Christy’s pussy. The temperature had shot up, and my cock was flooded with wetness. A flush mounted her back and shoulders. Her skin was hot to the touch, and her whole body practically vibrated with her approaching orgasm.

      At first I thought it was a little one, because she tensed up and stopped breathing. But then she didn’t start breathing again, and I began to panic. My cock was deep inside her, pressed firmly against the end of her pussy, and she began to convulse. A thousand thoughts ran through my mind, none of them good. I pulled out and she collapsed.

      Brooke caught her and looked at me with wide, scared eyes. But then Christy shuddered and started breathing again. Her body shook as she drew in a great lungful of air. She let it out again and continued breathing, although she twitched for nearly a minute as Brooke and I looked on helplessly.

      “Holy fuck,” she groaned at last.

      Brooke and I looked at each other with a mixture of fear and disbelief.

      “What the hell just happened?” she asked me.

      “How should I know? She’s never done that before.”

      “M’okay,” Christy said. Then an aftershock hit her and she held on to Brooke for dear life.

      “Do something!”

      I stood and scooped Christy into my arms. Her skin was burning and her breathing shallow.

      “Grab something to cover her,” I said to Brooke. “We’re going to the hospital.”

      “No,” Christy said weakly. “M’okay. Jus’ lemme catch my breath. An’ stop shaking. An’ maybe turn off the siren.”

      Brooke and I shared another confused look.

      “What siren, honey?” Brooke asked softly.

      “Don’t you hear it?”

      “No. I don’t hear a thing.”

      “Me neither,” I agreed.

      “Huh,” Christy said. “It’s like the ones in Hawaii.”

      “Okay, you’d better start making sense or we’re taking you to the hospital.”

      “No, m’okay,” she mumbled. Then she smiled. “Better’n okay. Never felt this good’n m’ life.” She shivered again and buried her face in my chest. “Jus’… cover me with something. Now I’m cold.”

      Brooke grabbed her own towel and draped it over Christy. “Let’s take her inside.”

      “Get the door. I’ll follow you.”

      I laid Christy on the couch, and some distracted part of me realized that my boner hadn’t gotten the message. He was still hoping to fuck someone, or maybe even something at that point.

      Brooke saw and couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Hey, he has a mind of his own.”

      “We’ll take care of him in a minute,” Christy said with a wan smile. She’d recovered enough to sound coherent again, and her breathing had started to return to normal. “Oh my gosh,” she said at last. “That was… I can’t even describe it. What’s a good word?”

      “Scary?” I said. “Terrifying?”

      “He’s right,” Brooke said. “You scared the living daylights out of us. What happened?”

      “Mmm, I came. Wow.”

      “You mean… that was an orgasm?”

      “Oh my gosh, like… a million of ’em, all at once.”

      “Sweetheart,” Brooke said softly, “I’ve seen you come a million times, and they wouldn’t all add up to that.”

      “You have no idea,” Christy said dreamily. “It was like a long wave. You know the kind that never breaks? You just keep riding until it shoots you over the top into calm water. That’s what this was like.”

      “She’s crazy,” Brooke said. “Certifiable.”

      “Clearly,” I agreed.

      “I’m not crazy,” Christy grumped, more like her old self. “It was an orgasm. The biggest, most awesomest ever. The big kahuna of orgasms.” She laughed and took a deep breath before she looked up at me. “You hit something inside me. It was… like you were filling me. But it didn’t have anywhere to go. It kept going till it exploded.”

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” I asked.

      “Mmm, very sure.” She noticed something all of a sudden. “See? The siren’s gone. Musta been ringing in my ears. Don’t worry, that happens sometimes.”

      “When you come?”

      “Mmm hmm. Usually not that loud, though.” She closed her eyes and sighed. Then she opened them again and stretched with one of her little squeaks. “Now I’m hungry again.” Her eyes fastened on my cock, which was still improbably hard. “Mmm, yummy penis. C’mere, Mr. Penis, I need you.”

      “Oh no you don’t,” I said. “Not until we’re sure you’re okay.”

      “Okay? I’m fine.” She tried to sit up but immediately fell back. “Okay, maybe not fine-fine, but I’m fine.” She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. I’m just weak. And a little woozy.”

      “Low blood sugar,” Brooke said immediately.

      “Yeah,” Christy agreed. “Maybe I should have a real snack before the liquid kind.”
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      She ate an orange, two small boxes of raisins (all we could find), and a Carnation Breakfast bar before she waved us away.

      “I’m okay,” she insisted. “Will you let me up now?” She sat up cautiously, and the towel fell away from her breasts. “Oh my gosh, I’m still tingling.” She gazed at me in wonder. “What did you do? You can’t do it all the time, but I definitely wanna do it again.”

      “Sweetheart,” Brooke said gently, “we thought you were having a seizure.”

      “Mmm, no. It was wonderful.” She smiled beatifically for a moment before she focused on Brooke. “But… what about you?”

      “What about us?”

      “I sort of remember that you came, but… Paul didn’t.”

      “I’m fine,” I lied. My hard-on had finally gotten the message that more action wasn’t forthcoming, but all that unused sperm had to go somewhere, and I could already feel a dull ache in my balls.

      “I don’t think I’m ready for another round,” Christy said, “but Brooke probably is.”

      “Or not,” I said. I glanced at her to confirm my suspicion. “You scared us,” I told Christy, “and neither of us is in the mood to fool around.” I glanced at my watch. “We have a couple of hours before we need to be home for dinner. Why don’t we just relax for a while and see where things go?”

      “That sounds like a great idea,” Brooke agreed. To Christy, “Can you walk? Or do you need Paul to carry you?”

      “I can walk,” Christy said a little peevishly. “I just had an orgasm. I didn’t hit my head.” She stood to prove it but then swayed unsteadily. “Okay, maybe I’m still a little dizzy. Can we go for a swim instead? I can’t lose my balance in the water.”

      “I’ve got her,” I said to Brooke. “You get the door.”

      She nodded.

      The little head rose at the sight of Brooke’s round, firm ass as she walked toward the patio door. Christy noticed out of the corner of her eye. She smiled up at me and then followed Brooke. Her balance came back fairly quickly, but I still kept an arm around her and a hand on her elbow.

      “I can walk,” she said. “Just let me go.”

      “You’re a stubborn little thing.”

      “And don’t you forget it.”

      She made it out the door and across the patio. I hovered close but she never wobbled, even when she descended the stairs into the pool. Once there, she swam around easily to show us that she wasn’t in danger of drowning.

      “I guess she’s fine after all,” Brooke said to me. Then she noticed my semi-hard cock. She blushed and said, “I can… um… you know. If you want me to.”

      “I want you to, but not out of pity.”

      “No, that isn’t—”

      “I know. Let’s work up to it. Okay?”

      She nodded gratefully and followed Christy into the pool. I joined them and relaxed as Christy swam over and gave me a kiss. Her body felt sleek and strong in my arms.

      “I’m fine,” she said quietly. “Will you relax? You’re worse than Rich.”

      “Yeah, okay. But… you really scared us.”

      “I’m sorry. Next time we’ll know.”

      “Was it really an orgasm?” I asked.

      “Oh my gosh, Paul, the biggest ever. I’ve never, ever felt anything like that, even by myself.”

      Brooke gave us some privacy and swam toward the deep end. I watched her for a moment and felt a surge of desire when she rolled to her back and her water-slick breasts broke the surface.

      Christy followed my gaze. “I told you she’s beautiful.”

      “Mmm,” I agreed noncommittally.

      “And she really liked you telling her what to do. I’ve known her a long time, and I could tell.” Christy’s hand found my nascent hard-on and began stroking. “You like her too, don’t you?”

      “Of course. What’s not to like?”

      “I meant what I said before, that I’d want you to be with her if anything ever happens to me.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

      “I know. I just want you to know.” She grinned and leaned close. “And I think I’m ready to watch you do it.”

      “Yeah, but is she?”

      Christy looked over her shoulder and studied her friend for a moment. “I think you’re right,” she said at last. “She really likes you, and I can tell she wants to, but she’s still a little shy.”

      “So… it’ll happen or it won’t,” I said. “You can’t force it. You aren’t Wren, remember?”

      “You can say that again.” Then she thought about it and eventually nodded. “You’re right. And… I guess… part of it is ’cause I really wanna watch. You know me.”

      “Mmm, I do.”

      “How’re your balls?” she asked all of a sudden. She released my cock and massaged them gently. “Are they full?”

      “Very.”

      “Will you let me suck you off? Oh, please! Don’t give me that look. I told you, I’m fine. More than fine. I’m horny. So sue me. Mmm, or use me instead.” She gave me a coy look before she glanced at Brooke. “We used to talk about giving head, back when that’s all we did. This was one of the things we talked about. A lot.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm, both of us doing the same guy.” She moved her hand to my rock-hard shaft. “Are you ready to call her?”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “What?”

      “You. You’re hinting again instead of just asking.”

      “Well, it’s what I do. You’re the man. It’s your job to seduce my friends. It says so in the Handbook. Page nine. Have we used that one before? I don’t think so.” She thought back. “Oh, wait, we have! Nude entertainment. So… um… page six. Sorry, I was mistaken before. It’s on page six. It says so right there, ‘It’s the man’s job to seduce the woman’s friends. Especially the ones she wants him to.’”

      I chuckled. “One day you’ll have to produce an actual, physical copy of this Handbook.”

      “Why? I have it memorized. Don’t you? No? Then you’ll just have to trust me.”

      “’Cause you don’t have any ulterior motives,” I teased.

      “So what if I do? You benefit from it, Mr. Double Blowjob.”

      “Can’t argue with that.” I caught Brooke’s eye and tossed my head for her to join us.

      She immediately swam back, and I watched her svelte body slide through the water. She was leaner and taller than Wren, but she moved with the same fluid grace.

      “How’re you feeling?” she asked Christy as she swam to a stop.

      “A thousand percent!”

      “Good.”

      “Horny, I mean.”

      “You don’t give up, do you?”

      “No, I’m an overachiever. You know that.”

      “Yeah, I do,” Brooke agreed. She gave me a flat look. “God help you when you get married or decide to have kids.”

      “You can say that again!” I laughed.

      “I’m not that bad,” Christy said.

      “You may be worse.”

      “Humph. All I want is my friends to be happy. What’s wrong with that?”

      “Now you really sound like you-know-who,” I said.

      “Who?” Brooke asked. “Wren? Don’t worry, I know about her. Chris’s never been able to keep a secret. Not from me, at least.”

      “I know,” Christy agreed. “And you have no idea how annoying that is. Both of you do it. Ugh! It drives me crazy sometimes.”

      “But in a good way,” I said.

      “Mmm, very good.” She glanced at Brooke. “Remember what we used to talk about? Both of us with the same guy?”

      “You don’t forget anything, do you?” Brooke said with mild disgust.

      “Not where you’re concerned. Paul too. I remember everything about you, a million times over.”

      “A million?” Brooke teased.

      “A million-billion.”

      Brooke rolled her eyes but then grinned at me. “You really can’t say no to her, can you?”

      I snorted a laugh. “I’ve never been able to.”

      “Me neither. Drives me nuts sometimes, how she always gets what she wants.”

      “Like now?” I asked with a grin.

      “Yes,” she admitted, “like now. She… knows me. She always has. I just never thought she’d use it against me.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said all of a sudden. “All this talk, talk, talk. Is anyone going to kiss me?”

      Brooke and I shared a look. She started to defer to me, but I beat her to it.

      “Ladies first,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes but leaned in to kiss Christy. I slid my arm around her and pulled her close. Her body felt good against mine, and she relaxed as she surrendered herself to the kiss. They shared a heated look that turned bashful when Brooke realized I was watching.

      “Put your hand on my cock,” I told her.

      She immediately squeezed too tight.

      “Easy,” I grunted.

      “Sorry, I—”

      I kissed her. She started to recoil but I held her close. Her right breast pressed against my chest, and her fingers tightened around my shaft. At first I thought she was trying to make me let her go, but then she started stroking me. She relaxed her grip after a moment and pressed her body tighter against me instead.

      “Mmm,” she said at last. “Chris was right, you are a good kisser.”

      “Told you,” Christy said smugly. Then she leaned in to kiss me. I felt her free hand move to Brooke’s breast and squeeze.

      I floated us toward the stairs. Then I slid my left hand along Brooke’s hip. She whimpered but didn’t resist when my fingers parted her thighs and sought the warmth of her smooth pussy. My heel hit the lowest step and I pulled the girls with me.

      Christy turned away from me and immediately kissed Brooke. I felt between Christy’s legs, but she almost leapt out of the water.

      “Sorry,” she gasped. “I’m still too sensitive.” Then she grinned at Brooke and me. “But I can do other things.” She planted kisses down my chest.

      I scooted my elbows onto the next highest step and raised my hips. My cock broke the surface. Brooke looked at it and then me. She swallowed hard and waited for me to tell her what to do.

      “Let Christy have fun for a while,” I said. “I’m still enjoying this…” I kissed her again, and she pressed her body against mine.

      Christy began licking and sucking my cock. After a moment she moved between my legs and nuzzled my balls.

      “Oh, you poor things,” she murmured. “Are you full of sperm? Don’t worry, we’ll drain you properly.”

      Brooke stopped kissing long enough to roll her eyes at Christy’s one-sided conversation.

      “Eh, it’s what she does,” I said softly.

      “I heard that, Mr. Blue Balls.”

      Brooke rolled her eyes again but moved in to kiss me. “I’ve missed this more than anything.” She moaned softly as we kissed with growing heat.

      Christy continued sucking my cock, although I felt her stop and stroke me a couple of times as she watched us. She was doing both—sucking and watching—when Brooke and I finally came up for air.

      “Are you ready?” I asked Brooke. Christy released my shaft and waited for the answer too.

      Brooke moistened her lips.

      “You’re really beautiful when you want something but aren’t sure.”

      She glared, although it was an admission more than an argument.

      “Do you want me to tell you what to do?”

      “Maybe next time. This time I want to do it because I want to. Isn’t that what you meant earlier?”

      “Mmm.”

      She nodded and kissed me again. “You really are a good kisser. As good as a girl.”

      “That good, eh?” I said with a touch of sarcasm.

      “I like guys too,” she said. “Duh. But… I’ve had a lot more experience with girls.” She grinned. “See what I mean? You make this stuff easy to talk about.”

      “I was hoping to make it easy to do,” I joked. “Christy told me you used to talk about this, both of you sucking the same guy.”

      “I’ll have to think of a really good secret to tell on her. Oh, wait, I know! Have you ever wondered why she doesn’t eat cucumbers?”

      “To be honest, I never noticed.”

      “Oh, no,” Christy said from between my legs, “you wouldn’t dare.”

      “You think I wouldn’t? Just try me!”

      I rolled my eyes and kissed Brooke before the friendly argument could escalate. Then I fumbled with my hand until I found Christy’s head. She didn’t take much urging to start sucking me again.

      “Mmm, that was nice,” Brooke said when we broke the kiss.

      “Very nice. But if you’re ready, I know a penis who could really, really use some attention.”

      “Why? It looks like Chris’s doing just fine.”

      “She might need some help. You’d better check.”

      She rolled her eyes but moved to my waist. I took the opportunity to slide my butt up to the next step so I wouldn’t have to hold my hips out of the water.

      “Unh!” Christy complained. “Come back.” She quickly scooted forward and recaptured my cock, only to pop her lips free and offer it to Brooke.

      The cock in question swelled in her hands as Brooke kissed the head. Then she gave it an experimental lick. Finally she wrapped her lips around it. Christy grinned up at me and massaged my balls before she tilted her head and sucked one gently. Brooke began bobbing on my shaft, so I closed my eyes and relaxed my neck. After a moment the girls switched, and Christy sucked my cock as Brooke tongued my balls.

      They switched again and I began paying attention. Christy used her lips and tongue more, while Brooke used her hands. She still seemed to enjoy it, although nowhere near as much as Christy did. I wasn’t about to complain, though, and did my best to keep from coming too soon.

      Did my best, that is, until Christy moved aside and Brooke replaced her between my legs. She stroked my cock and simply studied it, and I suppressed a grin when I realized she was comparing me to her ex. I must have passed muster, because she sandwiched it between her soft, full breasts.

      “I always wanted to do this,” she said as she adjusted her grip. “I’ve seen it in the movies, but Flet— my stupid ex never wanted to try anything different.”

      “And I thought he was an idiot before…,” I said.

      “I know, right?” It was another Christy-ism they shared. “Tell me if I hurt you.” She began sliding her breasts along my shaft. Water wasn’t the best lubricant, but I didn’t care.

      “Oh, God,” I groaned. “No, no, don’t stop. That feels amazing.”

      “Oh, sorry. I thought…” She fell silent and concentrated on fucking me with her tits. Her hands slipped off the sides a couple of times, until she figured out how to lock her fingers together.

      Christy climbed up beside me and watched from my perspective.

      “Wish I could give you a longer show,” I said, “but I’m about to come.”

      Brooke picked up the pace and then laughed in delight with the first spurt shot between her breasts and arced into the air. It splattered on my chest and stomach. The next one hit her in the neck and ran down her chest. The last two big spurts gushed between her breasts and over her laced fingers. She kept pumping until I had to push her away because the head of my cock was too sensitive.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said softly, “that was so hot.” Then she kissed my chest and licked up a drop of sperm.

      Brooke began to lick her own fingers clean, and my cock twitched with an aftershock.

      “Ooh, leakage,” Christy said. She sucked gently before she moved on to Brooke, where she wiped up a trail of sperm and swallowed it greedily. Then she kissed and licked her friend’s chest.

      Brooke closed her eyes as Christy began sucking her nipples.

      I knew an opportunity when I saw it, so I sat forward, sank into the water, and slipped an arm around Brooke’s waist. She turned toward me, and my lips found hers. She stiffened at first but then relaxed and sighed as the kiss drew out.

      “Are you okay?” I asked when it ended.

      “Yeah. Just… Fletcher didn’t like me to kiss him after I gave him head. He said it was gross.”

      I planted a whopper of a kiss as my reply, and she made a little sound of surprise before she surrendered to it. I kissed her until we both ran out of breath. Then I held it for a moment longer, just to make it clear what I thought of her ex-boyfriend.

      She slowly opened her eyes.

      “I told you,” Christy said in a quiet singsong.

      Brooke rolled her eyes.

      “Did he return the favor after you gave him head?” I asked.

      “Sometimes. But only if he wanted to do it again.”

      “Why were you dating this guy?”

      “I’ve been wondering the same thing, especially lately.”

      “Well, come on. I can tell you from experience that these stairs aren’t very comfortable. And if I’m going to go down on you, I don’t want to swallow a bunch of pool water.”

      “You don’t have to,” Brooke protested.

      “Have to what?”

      “Go down on me.”

      “Ah, but I want to. Now, come on. You too, Little Bit. Her nipples need some attention.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      Brooke lay back on one of the sun-warmed lounge chairs. I nudged her legs apart and then settled between them. Christy grabbed her folded towel from earlier and knelt on it next to the chair. The girls started kissing as I buried my face in Brooke’s pussy.

      She tasted like chlorine, but also the tang of arousal. I was trying to impress her, so I spent a lot of time getting her worked up before I teased her clit for the first time. It was small and semi-hidden under the folds of her labia, but the tip of my tongue found it and teased it gently.

      She eventually rested a hand on my head and began rocking her hips. I slid a finger inside her and sucked the fleshy hood at the top of her inner lips. Then I speared her with my tongue again and began moving my finger. She came almost immediately, a quiet, intense orgasm that passed quickly.

      Afterward, I gently kissed her thighs as she calmed down. When her breathing had almost returned to normal, I pushed myself up and continued planting kisses up her soft, smooth stomach. I licked and sucked her nipples until they were both stiff with renewed desire.

      Eventually, I settled between her thighs with my hips against hers. My dick was soft, but the message was clear: not now, but it’s going to happen. She automatically wrapped her long legs around me. I smiled at Christy and then we both looked down at Brooke.

      “Yeah, I know,” she said to Christy, “you told me.” She ran her hand down my side to where her leg touched my hip. “And thanks for not going all the way. I still want to, but—”

      “You aren’t ready. I know. I figured that out.”

      “I thought so. You’re… a lot better at this than whatsisname.”

      “I’ll be honest,” I said, “I don’t think he really cared. Not about you, at least.”

      “He only cared about himself,” Christy agreed.

      Brooke turned to her. “Thank you too. I remember talking about this stuff, but I never thought we’d actually do it. Did you?”

      “Never in a million years.” She smiled. “But then Paul and I started dating, and I thought… maybe it might actually happen.”

      “So you have been planning this all along?” Brooke accused playfully.

      “No! Only, maybe yes. I don’t know. Sometimes I don’t know why I do things. I just do them.”

      “Well,” I said, “I don’t think anyone’s going to complain.”

      “No,” Brooke agreed. All of a sudden she frowned and looked over her shoulder, back toward the patio and the table there. “I just realized something. I haven’t had anything to drink in, like, two hours. Not since before we started.”

      “Nope.”

      That made her smile. “So maybe I’m not such a nerd after all.”

      “I don’t think you ever were,” I said. “I think you just needed the right guy to pull you out of your shell.”

      “That’s Paul’s specialty,” Christy teased, “seducing shy virgins.”

      “Ha! Neither of you were virgins before I seduced you.”

      “Still, it’s your specialty.”

      “If anything,” I said, “my specialty is convincing women that it’s okay to like sex. Men do. Why shouldn’t you?”

      “Amen,” Brooke agreed.
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        * * *

      

      We eventually took a group shower to wash off the smell of sex, sweat, and chlorine. Then Brooke suggested a drive to give our hair a wind-blown look, so we hopped in the convertible and headed out. I drove up the coast road while the girls chatted, until Brooke sat back all of a sudden.

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      “Maybe.” She dug through her purse but then relaxed when she found what she was looking for, a small brown bottle. “I burn easily, and Chris’s mom knows it. She’ll know something’s up if I don’t smell like Coppertone.” She spread it on her arms and shoulders and then had another idea. “Hey, Chris, do you think I should put on a bra? Your dad nearly had a heart attack this morning.”

      “He did not,” Christy said. “He didn’t even notice.”

      “Yeah, he did.”

      “He did,” I agreed. I gave Brooke a reassuring nod and then whipped into a parking lot to turn around. I drove back to her house and parked in the driveway, although I put out a hand to stop Christy before she opened the car door. I turned in my seat and said to Brooke, “Let’s see ’em.”

      “See what?” she said uncertainly.

      “You know.” I silently counted to three and then put some force behind it. “Your tits. Now.”

      She jumped and untied the drawstring on her dress. Then she looked to either side to make sure none of the neighbors were outside before she lowered her dress just enough to reveal her stiff pink nipples.

      “All the way,” I said.

      She swallowed once and did it.

      “You like it when I tell you what to do, don’t you?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “And you like showing off in public.”

      “N-no. I mean… yeah. Can I cover up now? Please?”

      “In a minute.”

      She closed her eyes, and her nostrils flared as she tried to stay calm. I reached back and pinched her nipple. She flinched but didn’t pull away, so I teased her for another twenty or thirty seconds. Her breathing quickened with arousal and she completely forgot where we were.

      “Okay,” I said at last. “Run inside and put on a bra.”

      “Thank you.” She covered herself and held the dress in place with one hand.

      Christy opened the door and sat forward as Brooke released the seat and climbed out. She disappeared through the back gate.

      “How’d you know?” Christy said. “That she likes showing off?”

      “Just a guess. She didn’t mind going braless today, and her nipples were poking through her dress the whole time.”

      Christy grinned. “Things like that make me love you even more.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. You get us, her and me. You know we’re perverted and you like it. We’ve… had to hide it a long time. That’s one of the reasons we got along so well when we first met, like a house on fire. We both sort of knew. About the other, I mean.”

      I nodded.

      “But… I don’t know if you understand how much it means that you like us the way we are.”

      “Like you? I love you!”

      “I know. And… maybe it’d be weird to some other girl, that you want to do it with my best friend, but I don’t care. I know that you’re still coming home with me, to our house and our bed.”

      “That’s what it means to be a swinger. You can have sex with someone else, but—”

      “It’s just sex. It isn’t—”

      “What you and I have.”

      “No. And for the record, I really like it when we finish each other’s sentences.”

      “We’re really finishing each other’s thoughts,” I agreed.

      “I know.” She smiled and closed her eyes as I caressed her cheek. “I love you,” she said quietly. “Today more than ever.”

      “But less than you will tomorrow.”

      Her eyes opened with a smile. “How’d you know?”

      “I know you.”

      “Mmm, you do.”

      Brooke emerged from the gate but then stopped when she saw us. She approached the open car door slowly.

      “You were having a serious talk,” she said. “You had that look. Is… um… everything okay?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes!” Christy gushed. “It’s wonderful!”

      “Uh-oh. You’re in one of those moods.”

      “So sue me. No, use me instead.” She closed her eyes and imagined it. “Mmm, you and Paul, both using me at the same time.”

      “Oh, boy, here she goes,” Brooke said.

      I chuckled and tapped Christy’s knee. She opened her eyes slowly, and I gestured for her to scoot toward the center console. “We aren’t going far,” I said. “Let her ride up front with you.”

      Brooke climbed in and pulled the door closed after her. I leaned forward and surveyed her chest.

      “They look good,” I said. Then I made sure to look her in the eye. “And not because they aren’t a distraction anymore. I mean ‘they look good.’ They aren’t too big. They’re the perfect shape and size for your body.”

      “I told you,” Christy said quietly.

      Brooke rolled her eyes and ignored her.

      “How do you like a strapless bra?” I asked. “I’ve heard they aren’t very comfortable. They probably aren’t so bad when you’re Christy’s size—”

      The little blonde shook her head.

      “—but yours are bigger and need more support.”

      Brooke clearly hadn’t expected a guy to know or even care about bras and how comfortable they were.

      “They aren’t my favorite,” she said after a moment, “but they’re better than having guys stare at me.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense. Sorry you have to go through that, by the way. It’s a problem with guys, not you. It’s pretty widespread, though, and I have no idea how to fix it.”

      “I do,” Brooke said with a laugh. “And it should only take a few generations.”

      “Oh?”

      “Women just need to breed— err, have sex with guys who aren’t sexist jerks.”

      “If only you could find a guy like that,” I joked.

      She didn’t even roll her eyes, and her smile was full of warmth.

      “Okay, one last thing,” I said. “Let me borrow that sunscreen.”

      She reached into her purse and handed it over.

      “I’m as pale as you are,” I explained as I squirted some into my palm. “So I’d better come home with a sunburn or smelling like sunscreen.” I glanced at my face in the mirror and rubbed the lotion into my skin. “I’m actually paler,” I said, “since I don’t have your freckles.”

      “Must be nice.”

      “Nah. They’re like your breasts. They look good on you.”

      “Don’t even say it,” Brooke warned Christy.

      I capped the tube and returned it. “Are we ready?”

      “I suppose,” Christy said.

      “Do you remember our cover story?”

      “No offense, Chris,” Brooke said, “but let Paul and me handle it.”

      “Ugh! Fine.” Then she thought about it and reluctantly nodded. “Yeah, you’re probably right. My mom’s kinda scary now that I know how much she notices.”

      “Do you think she’ll figure out what we’ve been up to all afternoon?” Brooke asked.

      “I doubt it,” Christy said, and I didn’t have the heart to contradict her.

      “’Cause I was thinking,” Brooke added. “Maybe we can come back here after dinner. I… um… know a certain guy who isn’t a sexist jerk. If he’s interested, I thought maybe I’d have sex with him.”

      “Oh, he’s interested,” I said as I put the car in gear. “He’s very, very interested.”
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      The weather was so nice that we ate dinner with Christy’s parents on the screen porch. The temperature only dropped into the low sixties after the sun went down, which was perfect for sitting outside.

      “You got some sun today,” Christy’s mother said to her. “Your cheeks are pink.”

      She hadn’t gotten any more than the rest of us. Her cheeks were pink because she was still flushed from her intense orgasm. She couldn’t exactly admit that, so she tried to come up with an excuse on the fly. Fortunately, Brooke beat her to it.

      “Paul and I wore sunscreen,” she said. “Li’l Miss Melanin here tans at the drop of a hat.”

      “I’m the same,” Anne said. “My mother used to try to keep me inside when I was younger. Back then, ‘proper young ladies’ didn’t look like they worked outside. They were supposed to be pale, with creamy smooth skin.”

      “They still are,” Harold said. “Or, they should be.”

      “Oh, don’t be a stick-in-the-mud,” she told him fondly.

      He shrugged at the admonishment, which he’d obviously heard before. Then he changed the subject and asked, “Who’s ready for whiskey?”

      “We were thinking of maybe going back to Brooke’s house,” Christy ventured.

      “Sick of us already?”

      “Oh, Daddy, please. You know we aren’t. We… um… want to look at the stars.”

      Brooke suppressed a grimace as we both had the same thought. The stars were the same for hundreds of miles in every direction, so one place was just as good as another. Harold knew it too. He frowned and started to ask a question.

      “She means the Hollywood kind,” Brooke said quickly.

      “We want to watch a movie,” I added, and Brooke relaxed. We worked well together, especially where Christy was concerned.

      “Oh,” Harold said. “Something on TV tonight?”

      “No, on VHS,” Brooke said. “Flashdance.”

      Harold and Anne only had two televisions in the whole house—in their bedroom and in Anne’s day room—and neither of them had a VCR or even cable.

      “Sure, go have fun,” he said, but Anne cleared her throat in the vocal equivalent of a kick under the table. “On second thought,” he said, “why don’t you stay here tonight.”

      “We haven’t seen you all day,” Anne chimed in. “Brooke, dear, would you like to spend the night again?”

      “Sure. Thanks, Mrs. C.”

      “We should probably walk Brooke back to her house,” I said in a last-ditch effort. “You know, to pick up some fresh clothes.”

      “Of course,” Harold agreed.

      “Didn’t you want to talk to Paul?” Anne said to him.

      “Oh, right! The cabin.”

      I felt like we were in a tag team wrestling match, and our team was losing, even with the extra person. Brooke must have decided the same thing. She’d known Christy’s parents longer than I had, after all.

      “C’mon, Chris,” she said. “Your dad obviously wants to talk to Paul about something.”

      “Right you are.” He glanced at Anne before he turned back to me and said, “We bought a piece of property up by Lake Tahoe. We want to build a vacation house on it, big enough for family to use too.”

      “The whole family?” I said.

      “Oh, heavens, no,” Anne said.

      “Not at once,” Harold agreed. “Not unless we want to hot-rack and sleep in shifts. But more than just a one-room cabin.”

      I looked at the girls. “You go on. We can watch the movie some other time.”

      Christy sat up and protested, “But—”

      “I don’t know if I could stay awake anyway,” I told her. “I’m still worn out from last night. Not to mention the zoo all afternoon.”

      “We didn’t get much sleep either,” Brooke agreed.

      Christy couldn’t argue with both of us. “Fine,” she muttered.

      “We’ll be back shortly,” Brooke said to the rest of us. They stood and left through the screen door, and some perverse part of me wanted to congratulate Anne on how thoroughly she’d outmaneuvered us.

      “I’ll take care of the dishes and clean the kitchen while you talk,” she said.

      I handed her my plate and then Christy’s and Brooke’s, and she smiled her thanks.

      “I’m serious about a drink,” Harold said to me. “It’s a nice night, though, so I think we’ll stay out here.”

      “What,” I teased, “no interrogation in your office?”

      He shot me a dirty look that was the prototype of Christy’s. “Don’t push your luck, son. I still haven’t given you permission to date my daughter.”

      “Oh, Harold,” Anne laughed as she disappeared into the house, “that ship has sailed!”
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        * * *

      

      Sometime in the middle of the night, my bedroom door opened and then closed softly. I struggled to wake up as Christy lifted the covers and slid into bed. I scooted over to give her room. She was nude, and her body felt warm and soft next to mine.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” I mumbled.

      “I know, right?”

      “What time is it?”

      “A little before fellatio.”

      I chuckled and wasn’t the least bit surprised when she slid her hand under the waistband of my boxers. She stroked my hard-on to life while I finished waking up.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” I said at last.

      “No. Take these off.”

      “Insistent little thing, aren’t you?” Still, I lifted my hips and slid the shorts down my legs until I could kick them off.

      “So sue me. Or use me. Or let me use you. Mmm, penis. But if you must know, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I sort of need you. Like, I can’t relax.”

      “Did you and Brooke…?”

      “Of course. And for the record, sometimes it still feels weird to talk about sex like this. See? I even called it ‘sex.’ Are you proud of me?”

      “Very.”

      She picked up right where she’d left off. “But it isn’t the same with her. She gets inside my head like you do, but the rest is… I dunno… softer. I never thought I’d need anyone like I need you. And I don’t just mean emotionally and spiritually. It’s physical too.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “Do you? Really?”

      “I think so. This is probably gonna sound weird, but it’s like when I have a hard-on.”

      “Mmm, like now.”

      “Right. I feel… an urge. It’s like a yearning, but that’s more poetic than the real feeling.”

      She shrugged. “I just think, ‘I need him.’ And I don’t mean your penis. I need all of you. But sometimes, like now…”

      “You need penis more than anything?” I was teasing her, but only a little.

      “Yes, Mr. Smug.”

      “That’s okay,” I chuckled. “I need you too.”

      “Sometimes I’m not so sure,” she said a little grumpily. “I’m still a little scared about you going all the way with Brooke. That’s one of the reasons I couldn’t sleep. I kept imagining it. I get really hot and slippery when I think about it. Although I still wonder what’d happen if you like her better than me.

      “But before you get all defensive,” she continued, “I figured it out. You did it with your mom and it was just sex. You still came back. To me, I mean. That’s what we were talking about yesterday, about what we have together.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “You know me. I have to figure this stuff out on my own. But I’m better now. Only, I got all worked up thinking about you and Brooke. I didn’t want to wake her, so—”

      “You decided to sneak in here and wake me instead?” I teased.

      “Yes. I told you, it isn’t the same with her. I was thinking about that too, if you must know, about why it’s different with you.”

      “And what’d you decide?”

      “It’s like your words. Brooke and I make love. Sometimes we have sex. The same with me and Wren. But neither of them can really fuck me. Not like you can. So that’s why I need you, need your penis. I need it inside me. Usually my mouth is fine. More than fine,” she said with quiet intensity. “I love fellatio more than anything. But tonight I think I need more.

      “Don’t worry,” she added, “I still want to suck you off. I always wanna do that. But I also need you to fuck me. Not hard— And please not like yesterday. That was amazing, but I don’t think I’ll be able to walk back to my room if you do that to me again. Still, I need it. You. Your penis. Inside me.”

      “Ask and ye shall receive.” I pushed the covers down and she practically attacked my hard-on. The big head wanted to take our time, but the little head had other ideas.

      Christy sensed it too, because she didn’t make a sound when I held her head down and jerked my hips. The head of my cock entered her throat. Her muscles contracted automatically, and that set me off. Bursts of light erupted behind my eyes, while my dick went off like a Roman candle.

      Christy couldn’t make a sound at that point. She was too busy swallowing, but she held my hips and tried to force her mouth down on my cock. She didn’t manage it before I stopped spurting, but it wasn’t for lack of trying. Eventually, she pulled back and panted to catch her breath.

      “Oh my gosh, you came straight down my throat.” She was amazed instead of indignant.

      “It didn’t choke you?”

      “No. I was ready for it. And it was the best thing ever!”

      “Better than the super-orgasm?”

      “Okay, maybe not. But still! It felt like your entire cock was in my throat. It wasn’t, darn it, but I’ll get there. I’ll have to try that spray. Oh! And I can’t wait to try the rest of our toys. I forgot to tell you!”

      I blinked and felt a sense of whiplash as she changed direction and shifted into high gear.

      “That’s the other reason I couldn’t sleep. I was thinking about all the things we bought— Okay, the things you bought. Thank you again, by the way. I know you think I’m bad with money, that I don’t pay attention, but I really do. I just have to think about it, and usually I have more important things on my mind. Like your penis.”

      “Fair enough,” I chuckled.

      “Anyway,” she continued after barely a breath, “I can’t wait to try your rings. And I forgive you, by the way, for not telling me about the one you have already. But…! You have to use it on me. Like, a million times. Then I’ll forgive you for real.”

      “What if I die of sexual exhaustion before then?”

      “Then I’ll take you to my lab and do naughty experiments— No, wait! I’ll take you to my secret lair instead. Oh, oh! You can be Cockman! Brooke can make a bunch of gadgets and stuff. A cocksuit, cockmobile… everything. I’ll be your trusty sidekick, Suckin’. Brooke can be Cockgirl!”

      I burst into laughter.

      “Stop!” Christy hissed urgently. “You’ll wake the whole house.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      “Um… no, I suppose not.”

      “Cockman and Suckin’,” I mused with another chuckle. “That was pretty good.”

      “Thank you. But now I really need Cockman inside me. Pretend there’s a Cock-Signal on the ceiling or something.”

      “You’re a little sex kitten when you get worked up.”

      “Whatever.” She rolled to her back and guided me between her legs. Then she set the tip of my cock at her opening and stroked my shaft. “I have to think about something when I’m horny in the middle of the night. I have a vivid imagination, you know. It’s like my metabolism, only better.”

      “Better? How?”

      “I think of all these things I want to do with you. And not just vanilla things. Kinky and taboo ones too. That’s why you’re so perfect. You don’t think I’m a pervert. Well, I am a pervert, but you know what I mean. You don’t—” She groaned as I slid my dick into her. “Oh, no fair.”

      “Sorry,” I said unapologetically. “You were chattering.”

      “Was I?”

      “Mmm.”

      “Okay, I’ll behave. I promise. I’ll be nice and quiet as you fuck me. Except for moans, of course. And maybe a few sighs. I might say your name a couple of times, if that’s okay.”

      “You’re doing it again.”

      “Sorry. I’m full of energy. I ate a snack before I came to see you.”

      “A snack? Are you serious?”

      “Mmm, a yummy penis butter and honey sandwich. But—”

      “Hold on, did you just say ‘penis’ butter?”

      “Of course. But stop interrupting. Where was I? Oh, right, my snack. Sorry, I was hungry! And I knew I’d need my stamina. I had lots of plans. I— Uh-oh. I’m chattering again, aren’t I?”

      “Yes.”

      “Has it ever occurred to you that I might chatter less if you fucked me more?”

      “The thought had occurred to me,” I said mildly. “But I’ll be honest, I wanted to see where you’d go with it. You’re really cute when you’re horny. And you’re right, you have a vivid imagination. But we can talk about that later. Right now I need to fuck you.”

      “Yes, please.” She ran her hands over my chest and then arched her back as I began thrusting. “Oh, Cockman…”

      I rolled my eyes and bent to suck her nipples. I tugged one of them with my teeth, and she held my head with both hands. I switched back and forth until she pulled me up for a kiss. Our lips met, and the temperature in her pussy shot up.

      The little head wanted to fuck her harder, but the bed squeaked enough that I didn’t want to risk it. I settled on deeper instead, although I had to remind myself to stop if I met any resistance.

      “See?” Christy said after a couple of minutes. “I’m a lot quieter when you give me what I want.”

      “Note to self…”

      “And you know what I want now?”

      “Me to come inside you?”

      “Mmm,” she breathed. “You know me so well.”

      “I do. But… it’s still danger week, isn’t it?”

      “Stupid calendar.”

      “Right. So, where would you like it instead?”

      “Inside me?”

      “Uh-uh. Not gonna happen.”

      “I know. You’re right. This was so much sexier when it was just in my head.”

      “It always is. But… when it was just in your head, I couldn’t do this.” I pinned her to the bed and rocked my hips. My pubis ground into her hooded clit.

      “Oh my gosh,” she gasped, “it wasn’t like that in my head.”

      “No?” I teased.

      “Hold on, why do we end up talking so much during sex? Wren warned me about you!”

      I chuckled and kissed her. “We have some of our best conversations during sex.”

      “But we’re s’posed to have orgasms.”

      “We have those too.”

      “Mmm, I know. I have a little one coming. Keep doing that thing with your hips.”

      My eyebrows shot up. She didn’t normally tell me what to do. Still, I knew better than to ignore her, so I did that thing with my hips. She locked her ankles behind me as her pussy contracted around my cock. Then she held her breath as her pleasure peaked.

      “Oh my gosh, that was good,” she panted. Then she caressed my face. “I love you so much right now.”

      “I love you too.”

      “Mmm, I know. I can feel it. Are you ready to come?”

      “You still haven’t said where you want it.”

      “I was hoping you’d forgotten that,” she grumped.

      “No, sorry.”

      “Fine.” She took a deep breath and made one of her attitude adjustments. “Here goes. Please, sir, will you shoot your hot jizz in my mouth?”

      I barked a laugh.

      “What?”

      “Jizz,” I said. “I’ve never heard you use it before.”

      “So? I like the way it feels in my mouth.”

      “Mmm, I bet you do.”

      “Will you?” she repeated. “Shoot it in my mouth?”

      “Of course.”

      “I thought you’d see it my way.”
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        * * *

      

      I opened my eyes and blinked to clear them. Light from the hall shone through the open door. Christy had gone back to her own room a couple of hours earlier, so I was a little surprised that she’d returned.

      “Again?” I said with a stretch. “What time is it?”

      “Time for you to get up,” a man said. Then he realized what I’d asked. “You little shit stain!”

      I rolled out of bed and readied for a fight.

      Rich instantly dropped into a defensive crouch.

      Neither of us moved.

      “What’re you doing here?” I said at last.

      “Mom sent me to ask what you want for breakfast. Why? Who were you expecting?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Yeah, right. What kind of idiot do you think I am?”

      “That’s a pretty long discussion.”

      “Are we gonna fight instead?” he mocked. “Right here?” He didn’t wait for an answer before he straightened and lowered his guard. It was a dominance move, pure and simple, to show that he wasn’t afraid of me.

      Two could play that game. I relaxed and said, “Did you know I dated a psych major before Birdy?”

      “What’s that have to do with anything?”

      “You tell me.” I knelt by my backpack for a fresh pair of underwear. Then I stood and looked at him with a slight frown. “Oh, I’m sorry. I completely forgot why you were here. Tell your mom I’d like the usual for breakfast.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      Mine widened with a question. “Was there anything else?”

      He forced a laugh. “Breakfast at oh eight thirty. Sharp.”

      “Roger that.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy stuck her head out of the kitchen almost as soon as I joined Harold and Rich in the dining room. She gave me a quick smile and then immediately ducked back through the door.

      “He’s here,” she said to her mother as it swung closed.

      I glanced at my watch and waited for the second hand to sweep around. “Oh eight thirty,” I said. “Sharp.”

      “Coffee’s on the buffet,” Harold said with a nod. “I know. But one day you might say yes.”

      Christy appeared from the kitchen with two glasses of orange juice. She made a point to give Rich a stony look before she walked around her father at the head of the table. Her attitude changed completely as she handed me a glass. She smiled and stretched upward for a kiss. Then she rounded the table and set Rich’s glass just out of reach. Harold let out a soft chuckle as she disappeared into the kitchen.

      “Looks like you annoyed her,” he said to his son.

      “Why? I didn’t do anything. I didn’t even touch him.”

      “I don’t think that’s the point.”

      “Why do you even let him stay here?” Rich asked hotly. “You know what he and Birdy—”

      “That’s enough.”

      “But, Dad! He and Birdy—”

      “Richard! I said, that’s enough.”

      Christy reappeared from the kitchen with two plates. She waited for me to slide into a seat next to her father. Then she gave me a sunny smile, set an omelet and toast in front of me, and kissed my cheek.

      She headed back to the kitchen with the other plate, although she pretended to remember it at the last moment. She practically tossed it in front of Rich. The toast bounced off and skittered across the table, which didn’t even make her pause. She banged through the kitchen door instead.

      “Oh, boy,” Harold chuckled. “You really annoyed her this time. Hell hath no fury…” He sipped his coffee and shook his head in amusement.

      The door hadn’t even stopped swinging before Anne came through. She smiled at me and then took in the scene, from her husband’s smirk to Rich’s toast on the table. She glanced at my own breakfast plate, and her eyes narrowed as she figured out what must have happened. She controlled her temper and smiled for my benefit.

      “Sorry to wake you up,” she said. “But we’re going to start working on lunch in a few minutes. I wanted to make sure you and Rich had something to eat before we do.”

      “Thank you very much,” I said.

      “Yeah, thanks, Mom,” Rich agreed.

      “I have more toast coming for you,” she told him. “And fruit and cereal if you want.”

      “I ate breakfast earlier,” he said, “so this should be fine. Thanks, Mom.”

      She nodded once, smiled at me again, and then turned on her heel. “Christine Marie Carmichael,” she said as she banged into the kitchen the same way her daughter had.

      “Sorry for World War III,” Harold said to me, “but Anne has a rule about being polite, even if— no, especially if one of the boys did something to start it.”

      “I didn’t start a thing!” Rich protested. “Mom asked me to get his breakfast order. That’s exactly what I did.”

      “Then why does Birdy think otherwise?”

      “How should I know? Ask her.”

      Harold merely chuckled, and I understood where that part of Danny’s personality had come from.

      Rich gestured angrily at me. “Why’s he even here?”

      “You know why. Birdy invited him.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “No you aren’t. You don’t like him any more than I do.”

      “You’re wrong there, son. I like him just fine.”

      “But—!”

      “No buts, Richard.”

      “He’s a pantywaist!”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “He isn’t even in the military!” Rich glared daggers at me. “What’s the matter with you? Don’t you love your country?”

      I blinked in surprise. “Of course I do. I want to build things and make it stronger.”

      He scoffed.

      “Amateurs discuss tactics—” Harold began.

      “Yeah, I know,” Rich snapped. “The professionals discuss logistics. I studied Napoleon too, Dad.”

      “Then you know that logistics start with security at home.”

      I blinked in surprise. He’d paraphrased something I’d said to him.

      “Fine, whatever,” Rich said. “My food’s getting cold.” He cut a bite of omelet but then angrily tossed his fork. It struck the plate and bounced onto the table. “Fuck it. I’m going for a walk.”

      He stood and left through the door to the hall as Christy emerged from the kitchen. She looked thoroughly chastened until she spotted Rich.

      “Where’s he going?”

      “Out for a walk,” her father said. “Why don’t you go with him.”

      She shot me a questioning look.

      “Go.”

      She ran after him. “Rich, wait!”

      He slammed the front door, but Christy opened it and closed it again, more quietly.

      “Sorry you had to hear that,” Harold said. “Rich means well, but he’s always been protective of Birdy. Maybe even overprotective, although you didn’t hear that from me. It’s worse since Laurence was killed.”

      “I understand.”

      “And I meant what I said earlier. I like you just fine. No, you aren’t what I’d imagined for Birdy, but I’d have to be blind not to see how happy she is. That’s all I ever wanted. She has a good head on her shoulders, and at some point we need to trust her to use it.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I simply nodded.

      He sat back and gave me a thoughtful look. “My wife thinks you’re good for us. Not just Birdy, I mean.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “Till now, all the non-military people who’ve joined the family have been women. Don’t get me wrong, I love them, but they don’t have your… aggressive personality.”

      “I don’t mean to be aggressive.”

      “You can’t help it,” he said. “You’re just like your father, I suspect.” He paused for a moment and debated something. “I had a friend pull his personnel file. Interesting reading. I thought his name sounded familiar. I actually met him once, so to speak. We were in the same battle. Very different circumstances, but I’m proud to say that I fought alongside him. He saved a lot of men’s lives that day.”

      Harold stared into the past for a moment, while I burned with questions. Then he inhaled a deep breath and the moment passed, gone forever.

      “Birdy’ll bring Rich around,” he said quietly. “Or my wife will. Probably both, if I know them. But… maybe give him some space when he comes back. He knows how Birdy feels, but he isn’t ready for her to grow up yet.”

      I nodded.

      “Good man,” Harold said. “I thought you’d see it my way.” He rolled his eyes when I grinned. “You and your strange sense of humor. What’d I do this time?”

      “Nothing, really. It’s just… Christy’s so much like you that I can’t help but smile—”

      “When I do the same things?” he finished.

      “Yeah. Sorry.”

      “As long as you don’t expect me to sneak into your room in the middle of the night.”

      My lungs stopped working.

      “Birdy knows the rules,” he said with a piercing look. “So do you. Send her back to her own room next time. And don’t even bother with an excuse. ‘We were only talking’ might’ve worked once, but not the second time. We’re both men. The least you can do is not lie to my face.”

      “No, sir.”

      “And I trust we won’t need to have this conversation again?”

      “Not if I can help it.”

      “Good. See that we don’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Brooke emerged from the kitchen and caught my eye. She gestured for me to join her, so I gathered my plate and glass. Harold looked up and nodded. It wasn’t quite a dismissal, but close enough. I followed Brooke into the kitchen and set my dishes in the sink.

      Anne didn’t comment on my half-eaten omelet. “I’m sorry about Richard,” she said instead. “He’s—”

      “Birdy’s big brother. I get it. We’ll find a way to live with each other. In the meantime, thank you for breakfast. Can I help with anything for lunch?”

      “No, but thank you. I have the potatoes boiling now, and the ham’s in the oven. You and Brooke can relax on the porch. I’m going to have a cup of tea with Harold.” She smiled absently and headed through the door to the dining room and her husband.

      “Are you okay?” Brooke asked as we went out to the porch.

      “Yeah. Rich is just…”

      “A bully.”

      “He isn’t so bad.” I trailed off and decided to keep my thoughts to myself. Rich was angry at the world, at his brother’s death, at his sister’s growing independence, and probably a dozen other things besides. He didn’t know how to deal with it, so he took it out on the people who annoyed him. I understood that more than I wanted to admit.

      “You’re a better person than I am,” Brooke said. She sat on the wicker couch and stared straight ahead.

      I settled beside her and was a little surprised when she reached for my hand. It was a friendly gesture more than flirting, and she seemed relieved when I didn’t pull away.

      “Chris told me what she said to you,” she said after a moment. “If anything happens to her.”

      I nodded.

      “Nothing’s going to happen, but still… it’s a nice gesture.”

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know you that well. Although… that isn’t actually true. I’ve been hearing about you for… what? Two years now? Two and a half. So maybe I know you better than I think.”

      I nodded again, which made her smile.

      “I like that you know how to be quiet. Chris talks all the time sometimes. Drives me nuts. She does it when she’s nervous. Or excited. But you know that.” She looked at me for confirmation, so I nodded. “I’ve always been the quiet one,” she finished.

      “Still waters run deep.”

      She shrugged and then glanced down at our hands. “Thanks,” she said. “For this. For yesterday. For Chris. For everything.”

      I squeezed her hand instead of answering aloud.

      “I… um… want to ask you something before she gets back. I want you to spend the night. Chris too. Duh.” She shot me a quick sideways glance. “I talked to her about it this morning. It was her idea, actually. She’s pretty clever when she puts her mind to it. Anyway, I figured out the rest, but I want to run it past you first.”

      “Okay.”

      She outlined her plan, and I nodded through most of it.

      “That should work,” I said at last.

      “I thought so, but…” She looked at me sideways again. “You’re really good at this.”

      “It isn’t my first diversion and cover story,” I said.

      “Yeah. Chris’s told me a few things about you, about your past. So I kinda figured…” She gathered her courage and squeezed my hand for reassurance. “There’s one more thing,” she ventured, “that Chris doesn’t know about.”

      “Oh?”

      “I… um… want to try something. I hope you’re okay with it. I know you’re really open-minded about sex stuff, but I’ll completely understand if you don’t want to.”

      “Try me,” I said.

      “You know the plug you bought me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well… I’m wearing it.”

      My eyebrows did a backflip. “You want to try anal sex?”

      “Damn,” she said under her breath. “I didn’t expect you to just come right out and say it. How’d you know? What I wanted? Never mind. Dumb question. I’m just nervous.” She shot me a hopeful glance. “So… you want to do it?”

      “Hold on a second,” I said, calm and deliberate. Then I used my free hand to adjust my slacks and relieve the pressure on my sudden erection. “There, much better. Is that enough of an answer?”

      She grinned. “Have you done it before?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I kinda thought so. Not with Chris—she’d’ve told me—but you just seem like you’ve tried everything.”

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      She relaxed with a laugh. “Chris is so damn lucky. Sometimes I envy her.”

      “Thanks. But I’m the lucky one.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and Rich returned through the back yard and surprised Brooke and me on the porch. We weren’t doing anything we shouldn’t have been, but we still yanked our hands apart and stood.

      “Give us a minute,” Rich said to Christy. “You too, Brooke, if you don’t mind.”

      Christy smiled an assurance, and the girls went inside. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but Rich still managed to surprise me.

      “I was out of line at breakfast,” he said. “I owe you an apology.”

      “It’s okay. You love your sister.”

      “I do. Very much. And if anything happens to her—” He clenched his jaw and inhaled sharply. At first I thought he was angry at me, but then I realized he was thinking about his brother.

      “I understand,” I said into the silence.

      “No, you don’t. And I hope you never do.”

      Anything I said would’ve seemed like empty words, so I kept my mouth shut.

      “Danny said you’re a cool one.” He chuckled darkly. “Stupid comedian was right for a change.”

      “If it makes you feel any better,” I said, “you and I want the same thing.”

      “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “For Birdy to be happy.”

      “So you call her that now?”

      “Sometimes. When it seems appropriate.”

      We fell silent and simply studied each other, although I didn’t feel any hostility from him.

      “She told me a little about you,” he said at last. “She says she loves you. She also threatened to stop speaking to me if I hurt you. Hurt you for real, I mean. Not a little shiner like last time.”

      “I still owe you for that,” I said.

      “Don’t count on paying me back.” He held up a hand to keep things from escalating. “Look, I know you’re a fighter. And I’ll be honest, your reactions are pretty good. But this is a fight we’d both lose. Agreed?”

      “The only winning move is not to play.”

      “Danny also said you’re a smart one. And that I should ignore the fact that you aren’t in the military.” He looked at me calmly and let his words hang in the air. “For the record, I don’t like Danny sometimes, but I trust him.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly.

      “And you probably won’t believe this, but I trust Birdy too. Sometimes she doesn’t use the brains God gave her, but most of the time she has good instincts. And… she isn’t a little girl anymore.”

      He was talking through his feelings as much as anything, so I kept my comments to myself.

      “She reminded me of that. Several times. She’s worse than our mom, I swear.” His expression sobered and he met my eyes. “You and I need to cool it with the macho bullshit. You said you want her to be happy, and I’m going to believe you.”

      “I can live with that.”

      “Okay. Then we’re good. I’ll find a way to… coexist… with you. I don’t have much choice, do I?”

      “You know,” I said slowly, “this is the point in the after-school special where you figure out that we’re the same after all, right?”

      He laughed in spite of himself. “Must’ve missed that one.”

      The door to the house swung open and five-year-old Hal ran out.

      “Aunt Birdy says I’m s’posed to make sure you haven’t killed each other.”

      Rich’s attitude changed immediately. He smiled at Hal and picked him up.

      “Were you really gonna kill him, Uncle Rich?”

      “No, buddy. We were just talking about grown-up things. We worked it out.” Rich glanced at me and confirmed it with a nod that was so much like Christy and their father that I had to force myself not to smile. He caught it anyway. “Dad’s right,” he said mildly. “That smirk’d get you court-martialed.”

      He nodded toward the kitchen, and I followed him inside. He shifted Hal to his hip and accepted hugs from his nieces.

      “Did Grandma tell you I made cookies?” he asked them. “And cake! We need to save it till later, but I’m hungry now. Who wants to try the cookies?”

      Christy slid under my arm as Rich and the girls went through the swinging door to the dining room. Anne caught my eye and smiled. She didn’t mean anything overt, but it was a powerful reminder that she was the heart of the family. Then again, maybe she’d meant to remind me. She was subtle, after all.

      Brooke caught my eye next, and she did have an overt reminder. She made a slight gesture, and I saw a rolled-up slip of paper in her left hand.

      I used Christy as a diversion. “What kind of cookies?”

      “Oh my gosh, lemon tea cookies! They’re amazing.”

      We joined the others in the dining room. Harry and Marianne were there with Harold. Brooke’s hand brushed mine. I released Christy and shifted the little roll of paper to my left so I could greet Harry with a handshake. Then I gave Marianne a hug and stepped into the background as she said hello to Brooke.

      No one was paying attention to me, so I left the hubbub and headed to Harold’s office. I slid through the gap in the pocket doors and made a beeline for the desk. Brooke had written a phone number on the slip of paper. I dialed it and rehearsed what I wanted to say.

      After several centuries—about three seconds in real time—a woman at the airline ticket office answered.

      “Hi,” I said as calmly as I could. “Our plans have changed and I need to rebook our flights…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lunch was more of a picnic than a formal affair. The men set up folding tables in the back yard. The ladies loaded them with baked ham, potato salad, deviled eggs, and more. The food was delicious, the weather glorious, and the conversations interesting, as usual. Then Harry got our attention by clinking his fork against his glass.

      “Dad, Mom, everyone…,” he began. “Marianne and I have an announcement. I know we said we’d stop at four, but we always wanted a big family. Now it’s going to be a little bigger.” He cleared his throat from unexpected emotion. Then he smiled at his wife and said, “Marianne’s pregnant.”

      The family erupted with congratulations and questions. When was she due? In November. Had they been trying? No, it was a happy accident. Had they picked out names? After her father if it was a boy, after her favorite aunt if it was a girl. What did the other kids think? They were excited, especially Hal, who wanted a brother. The older girls were fine with that. The youngest, Rose, wanted a little sister or a puppy instead.

      I sat back and smiled as the others talked around me. Then I started doing the math. While Marianne had been giving Christy advice about birth control, her own birth control had failed in the most predictable way possible.

      What do they call people who practice the rhythm method? I thought with an awful sense of foreboding. Mommies and daddies.

      Brooke must have been thinking the same thing. She glanced at me and then flicked her eyes toward Christy.

      Yeah, I know, I replied silently. But what am I supposed to do?

      I don’t know. But we have to do something.

      We frowned in mutual frustration, although we’d just gained a powerful ally in the birth control argument. We didn’t know it at the time, but Christy’s world was about to turn upside down because of it.
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        * * *

      

      The desserts came out once things settled down after the big announcement. Marianne’s daughters had baked a marble swirl pound cake, and Rich had made strawberry shortcake. Christy hogged a huge piece for herself and threatened me with a fork when I tried to steal a strawberry.

      “No, stop, mine!” she snapped playfully. “Get your own.”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Brooke said when I eyed hers.

      Harry and Rich were camped out by the desserts.

      “So the girls wouldn’t share?” Rich said as he picked up a dessert plate and the cake server. “You’re braver’n I am. How big of a piece do you want?”

      My competitive streak reared its head. “Whatever you’d normally eat.”

      “Be careful,” Harry said. “Rich could eat that whole cake and still empty the fridge.”

      “Start with that,” Rich said as he cut a normal-sized piece.

      “You learned to bake in Home Ec?” I said.

      “Birdy told you about that?”

      Harry thought back. “Was that when you said a woman’s place was in the kitchen?”

      “Yeah, but Mom took it out of context.”

      “You’re lucky that’s all she did,” Harry laughed. He added to me, “In case you hadn’t figured it out, our mom’s the commander in chief at home. Dad even calls her that, CINC, but only where she can’t hear.”

      “Your dad’s a smart man.”

      “You can say that again,” Harry agreed with another laugh. Then he politely dismissed me with a smile. “Enjoy the cake.”

      “Thanks, I will.”

      Christy and Brooke were talking about Marianne’s announcement when I rejoined them. Christy herself didn’t see the irony in the timing, but Brooke did, although she knew better than to mention it with family around. We chatted about babies and families instead.

      “I want, like, six children,” Christy said.

      Brooke glanced at me. “How many does Paul want?”

      “We haven’t talked about it,” Christy said, “but he’ll see it my way, won’t you, dear?”

      “We’ll see,” I said neutrally.

      “Not me,” Brooke said. “I want kids, but only after I have a career.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll even have a career,” Christy said. “Unless I become a kindergarten teacher or something.”

      “You’ll have a career,” I assured her.

      Brooke looked wistful for a moment, although she blushed pink when she saw that I’d noticed. I figured it had to do with our plans for later. She’d already told Anne that she had to drive to campus and would be happy to take Christy and me to the airport.

      I glanced at my watch. “We’d better start packing if we want to leave on time.”

      “Right,” Christy said. “We need to pack. For our flight.” She didn’t actually wink, but anyone paying attention would’ve known we were up to something.

      Fortunately, Rich and the kids were playing freeze tag and making more than enough noise to drown us out. Christy’s parents and Harry and Marianne were chatting and watching from the sidelines.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” I said as we approached, “but Christy and I need to get packing.”

      “Are you sure you can’t stay longer?” Marianne asked.

      “No, sorry. This is the last flight of the day that gets us to Knoxville before midnight. And we both have class in the morning.”

      “Well, if you’re sure…”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “You don’t mind taking them to the airport?” Anne asked Brooke.

      “No problem, Mrs. C. I have a study group at school.”

      “On Easter?” Harry asked.

      “Yeah,” she lied easily. “We have our first midterm on Wednesday, and this professor’s exams are notorious.”

      “I had a few of those,” he said with a grimace.

      We made small talk for a minute, until I glanced at my watch.

      “We need to let them pack,” Harold said. “You know how Birdy is.”

      “Oh, Daddy. I only brought one suitcase this time.”

      “Only one?” Harry teased. “No dolls this trip?”

      “No, Mr. Meanie.”

      “We’d better let them go,” Marianne said to him. “They have a flight to catch.”

      “Right,” he said. “Come say goodbye before you leave.”

      “Of course,” Christy said.

      Brooke said her thanks and goodbyes as well. She walked toward the neighbor’s back yard, while Christy and I went into the house.

      “Do we really need to pack?” she asked as we headed toward the bedrooms.

      “We need to make it look real.”

      “Why? We’re only going to Brooke’s house.”

      “Just throw everything in your suitcase,” I said.

      She looked scandalized. “But I’ll wrinkle my outfits!”

      “Who cares? It’s mostly dirty clothes anyway.”

      “Uh-uh,” she said with a secret grin. “I have some special outfits in there, Mr. Principal. And I know two schoolgirls who’ve been very naughty.”

      “Sounds fun, but save it for later. I’ll put you in detention or something. Right now you need to get packing. Chop-chop.”

      “Yes, Mr. Hughes.”
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        * * *

      

      Our departure went mostly according to plan. Brooke returned with her car, Christy and I loaded our bags, and we said goodbye to her family. We even drove out of the neighborhood, just in case Rich decided to leave at the same time. But no one followed us, so we turned around at the end of the oceanside park.

      “Are you getting excited?” Christy asked Brooke.

      “I’ll be more excited when we’re home safe.”

      “Why? No one suspected a thing.”

      Brooke’s lips tightened but she didn’t comment. Instead, she said, “If anyone sees us, we’ll say we had to come back because I forgot my notebook.”

      “She thinks of everything,” Christy said to me.

      “She does.”

      Brooke turned into the neighborhood and checked her mirrors at the first stop sign. Then she turned toward her own house and checked the rearview mirror again.

      “Oh, relax,” Christy said. “We got away with it.”

      “Not yet we haven’t,” Brooke said tensely. She added to me, “The garage door opener’s in the glove compartment. It has a decent range. Hit it when we turn the corner.”

      Thirty seconds later we pulled into the garage and parked next to a larger four-door BMW. I didn’t wait for Brooke to turn off the engine before I pushed the button to close the door behind us. She grinned.

      “We’re a good team,” I said.

      “See?” Christy said. “I told you it’d work.”

      Brooke’s Irish temper flared. “No thanks to you,” she shot back. “I can’t believe how many times you said we were going to the airport! Your mom totally knew we were up to something.”

      “She did not!”

      “Yeah, she did,” I said. “Even your dad started to figure it out by the time we left.”

      “So? What’re they gonna do?”

      “Nothing,” Brooke said. “But what about next time? What happens if we want to do something like this again? They’ll be suspicious. You never think ahead!”

      “I don’t have to,” Christy said, unfazed. “I have you and Paul.”

      “Ugh! You drive me nuts.”

      “But you love me. You can’t help it, I know.”

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get our stuff inside and get something to drink. You both need it.”

      “You can say that again,” they said in unison, and that broke the tension for real. They looked at each other and laughed.

      “I’m sorry,” Christy said. “But you know I get excited and forget.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Brooke said. “I just wish…”

      I could almost watch her mind work as she reminded herself that Christy wasn’t going to change if she hadn’t already.

      “But she’s worth it,” I said to her quietly.

      “Thank you, Mr. Peacemaker,” Christy said.

      “Yeah, she is,” Brooke agreed.

      She and I climbed out of the car, and I helped Christy out while Brooke opened the trunk. Then we grabbed our bags and then headed into the house. Christy led the way to the guest bedroom.

      “We can sleep together for real tonight,” she said over her shoulder.

      “Is the bed big enough for all three of us?” I asked. “We won’t do much sleeping, but I’m sure we’ll relax and maybe nap between rounds.”

      “You’re serious, aren’t you?” Brooke said.

      “I told you,” Christy said, “he can do it, like, ten times a night.”

      “More like five or six,” I said.

      “For real?” Brooke said. “I thought they only did that in movies.”

      “Oh, about that…,” I said. “I need to thank you for introducing Christy to Penthouse and pornos and everything else.”

      “I’m a proper little pervert because of you,” Christy herself said cheerfully. She entered the guest bedroom and added, “Ta-da! Our little love nest. What do you think?”

      “I think,” I said slowly, “the whole house is a love nest.”

      Brooke grinned at Christy. “Especially the kitchen table.”

      “I know, right? The bathroom counter too.”

      “And the living room,” I added.

      “My bedroom,” Brooke said.

      “The patio.”

      “Don’t forget the pool,” Christy chimed in.

      Brooke shivered with a little frisson of anticipation. “I still can’t believe we’re just talking about it like it’s nothing.”

      “Well, right now we’re just talking,” I said.

      “I know. I’m still a little nervous, but more excited than anything.”

      “Should we take our clothes off or something?” Christy asked. “That’s how they do it in the movies.”

      “Let’s get something to drink first,” I said.

      “Good idea.”

      “Do you still have the mai tais from yesterday?” I asked.

      “Sure,” Brooke said. “In the pitcher in the fridge.”

      “Let’s have a drink and relax.”

      “Just… relax?” Christy said.

      “I dunno about you all,” I said, “but I worked up some adrenaline during our getaway.”

      Brooke nodded emphatically.

      “I guess you’re right,” Christy said. “Besides, I could use a drink anyway. What’s so funny?”

      “I was just comparing you to Wren,” I said. “She’d’ve argued. Or grumbled. Or sulked. Or something.”

      “No kidding. I’m really glad she’s busy with school this quarter.” She glanced at the clock and figured the time in Knoxville. “Although… I hope she had a good weekend. She drives me crazy sometimes, but I still love her. Huh. I can’t believe I just said that.”

      “Why not?” Brooke asked.

      “Let’s put this conversation on pause and move to the patio,” I suggested. “With the appropriate beverages.”

      “Yes, please.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay,” I said as I filled the girls’ cups, “where were we?”

      “Hold on,” Christy said. She raised her cup and Brooke followed suit. They took a long drink together. My eyebrows crept a little higher with each gulp. The ice rattled in the girls’ empty cups when they finally lowered them.

      “Who’s ready for a refill?” I asked facetiously.

      “I am.” “Me.”

      “Right.” I poured and then made a show of waiting, just in case.

      “Funny, ha ha,” Christy said. She sank into a chair, and Brooke and I did the same. “Right,” Christy said, as if she hadn’t just downed a full cup of alcohol, “we were talking about Wren. I said I love her, but I can’t believe it was so easy.” She turned to Brooke to explain, “So, I used to think I could only love one person at a time. It seems ridiculous now, but I really believed it.”

      “I must be strange,” Brooke said. “I don’t see a problem with it.”

      “You weren’t raised like I was,” Christy said.

      “Close enough. Except the Catholic part. Which reminds me—”

      I cut her off with a headshake.

      “Why not?”

      “Now isn’t the time.”

      “The time for what?” Christy asked.

      “To gang up on you about birth control,” I said.

      “Oh my gosh.” She gulped and took a long drink.

      “If we’re going to gang up on her,” I said to Brooke, “let’s make it a gangbang instead.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy repeated, but it was mostly for effect. Her eyes already shone with the effects of the alcohol—her metabolism wasn’t always a bad thing—and her nipples were faintly visible through her dress.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Brooke said to me. “I guess I just don’t understand why she’d ignore science in favor of religion.”

      “I’m right here, you know,” Christy grumbled.

      “Yeah, I know, Chris. But we’ve had this discussion before. If—”

      I overrode her, “Let’s not have it again.”

      Christy gave me a look of pure gratitude.

      “Let’s just chill out instead,” I said. “Go for a swim. Maybe watch a movie.”

      “Um…,” Christy said, “I think you forgot something.”

      “What?”

      “You know.”

      “Oh, that,” I said, as if I’d just thought of it. “Yeah, of course. I’m going to fuck you both.”

      Brooke looked surprised but not panicked.

      “Speaking of which,” I added, “you’re wearing the wrong outfit.”

      “Huh?”

      “You still have your school uniform, right?”

      “School uniform? We don—? Oh! You mean from Uni? Yeah, of course. But I told Chris already, I don’t know if they still fit. The skirts probably do, but…” She blushed. “I’m bigger up top now.”

      “She’s lying,” Christy said. “She was big back then too.”

      “You’re just jealous.”

      “Nuh-uh. I like my itty-bitty titties, Miss Melons.”

      “And I like my melons,” Brooke shot back.

      “I like ’em all,” I said before the friendly argument could escalate. “But I wanna see ’em and play with ’em. So, why don’t you change into your uniforms and show off a little?”

      Brooke surprised me with a wry laugh. “I don’t think you’re going to like them as much as you think. They aren’t like the ones in movies and magazines.”

      “The woman makes the outfit sexy,” I said, “not the other way around.”

      She blushed.

      “Still,” I suggested, “let’s spice ’em up a bit. Christy, no bra, no panties.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Brooke, no bra.”

      “Hey,” Christy complained, “why’s she get to wear panties?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Brooke smirked.

      “I’ll fix more drinks while you change,” I told them. Then I gave Brooke a significant look. “And don’t forget the stuff that goes with the thing.” Translation: bring the lube for the butt plug.

      Christy scowled at the code words, but Brooke nodded that she’d understood.

      I shooed them inside and toward the bedrooms. Our towels from the day before were sitting by the back door, along with our bags from the sex shop. I rummaged through them until I found the steel cock ring. My dick was semi-hard already, but I managed to get the ring on without too much trouble. I zipped up and arranged my rod so it wouldn’t bind when I sat down again. Then I went looking for a recipe for mai tais.

      The liquor cabinet had a couple of bar manuals, so I picked one with pages that were wrinkled from spills. The one I wanted even had a helpful red stain on it. I had to hunt for a couple of ingredients—grenadine and orgeat syrup?—so I was still mixing when I heard the girls giggling in the living room.

      Christy called into the kitchen, “We’re ready for detention, Mr. Hughes.”

      “Yes, Miss Carmichael, come in.”

      She stepped through the doorway and clasped her hands behind her back. Her stiff nipples showed through her white blouse, but Brooke had been right, the uniform wasn’t anything like I’d imagined. The skirt was pleated and plaid, but they were the only things it had in common with the fantasy schoolgirl costumes. It was knee-length and not the least bit sexy. Still, it would make a nice visual when it bunched around her waist while I buried my dick in her shaved pussy.

      “You too, Miss O’Neill,” I said.

      Brooke appeared from around the corner. Her skirt showed more leg because she was taller, but her blouse was even more revealing. The buttons strained to hold it together across her full breasts, and her pale skin showed where the placket stretched. My expression alone made her blush.

      Christy grinned but then remembered her role. “I’m sorry we’re late, Mr. Hughes.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “Let me finish this and we’ll start your detention.” I brandished the half-full measuring cup. “I normally don’t drink with students, but since you’re the only ones here…”

      I finished the mai tais and ushered the girls toward the patio. Brooke grabbed the stack of towels on the way by. Outside, Christy grinned at the bulge in my trousers.

      “Mr. Hughes, is something wrong?”

      “No, it’s just a detention rod.” I refilled our cups and gestured at them. “Drink up.”

      “Mmm, yum! Special detention juice.”

      Brooke decided to play along, so she eyed the cup suspiciously. “Mr. Hughes, is there alcohol in this?”

      “Uh-huh. It helps the detention go faster.”

      “You won’t tell our parents, will you?”

      “No, of course not. Here, let me top that off for you.”

      “Are you trying to get us drunk?” Christy asked as innocently as she could.

      “Why? Don’t you drink with your boyfriends?”

      “We don’t have boyfriends. We’re pure and innocent.”

      Brooke snorted into her drink. “I’m sorry,” she said as she wiped mai tai from her lips and nose. “This is like a bad porn script.”

      “That’s because you have no imagination,” Christy sniffed.

      I chuckled. “She’s sorta right. It is like a porno.”

      “How would you know? You said you haven’t seen many.” All of a sudden she balled a fist and stomped her foot. “Ugh! I hate it when you do this. It’s always so much sexier in my head.”

      “Sorry, Chris,” Brooke said immediately. “It’s my fault.”

      “No, he does this. I have a really fun idea and he ruins it.”

      “In my defense,” I said, “I usually fuck you afterward.”

      Brooke arched a perfect copper-colored eyebrow.

      “Fine, whatever,” Christy said. “But… is it too much to ask for you to play along? Both of you! You’re just alike.”

      “And you love us,” I said.

      “Of course. But that doesn’t mean I like you all the time.”

      I set my cup on the table, pulled her roughly against me, and kissed her, hard. Her eyes opened slowly when I pulled back.

      “What about now?”

      “Better.”

      I kissed her again and squeezed her ass through her skirt.

      She moaned into my mouth.

      “Now?”

      “Mmm, too soon to tell.”

      I kissed her, backed her into the patio table, and reached for the hem of her skirt. I lifted it slowly, until my fingers found the heat and moisture at the junction of her thighs. Her smooth labia parted at my touch, and she spread her legs to give me better access.

      “Damn,” Brooke said softly.

      I pulled back and lifted Christy onto the table. She spread her knees when I moved between them. Her nipples strained through the white blouse as I lowered her to the table. Then I lifted her legs, and the skirt slid to her waist, just like it had in my imagination.

      “Come here,” I said to Brooke. My lips met hers in a hungry kiss. At the same time, I felt for Christy’s pussy and teased her clit with my thumb.

      “Unzip my pants,” I told Brooke. “Take out my cock.”

      She gave me a smoldering smirk. “Yes, Mr. Hughes.”

      “Kinda fun, isn’t it?” I said softly.

      “I guess.” Her fingers found my zipper and lowered it. Then she reached into my trousers and fumbled at the fly of my boxers. Her eyes widened when she found my cock. “Mr. Hughes, your detention rod is so hard!”

      “Don’t worry, it’s supposed to be.”

      She rolled her eyes but said in a breathy porn voice, “We’ve never done this before. You’ll have to teach us.”

      Christy moaned—from the cheesy dialogue or my thumb on her clit, maybe both—and I raised an eyebrow at Brooke.

      Yeah, okay, I get it, she replied with a look. But I’m only doing it for her.

      Oh, really?

      I’m a serious person, her look said.

      I doubled down with a skeptical eyebrow.

      Okay, fine! You win. Yeah, it’s kinda fun.

      I grinned smugly and said, “I’m glad you agree. Now, take out my cock.”

      She tried but the head stuck on my boxers, so she used both hands to gently bend and pull it out.

      “Oh, Mr. Hughes, it’s so big. Are you sure you aren’t a porn star?”

      “No, I’m just a well-hung principal alone with two sexy students in detention. That happens every day in real life.”

      She snorted a laugh but then did her best to stay in character. “Are you going to punish us with your detention rod?”

      “Now I know you’re having fun,” I accused in a low voice.

      “Yeah, I am.”

      I kissed her again, and she returned it with real heat.

      “I’ve never done it with a man.” She fluttered her eyelashes, ingénue-style. “What should I do?”

      “I’ll show you. Rub my cock along her slit. Get it wet.”

      Her eyes flashed with excitement.

      “Now set it at her opening.”

      She did, and I eased into Christy’s pussy. Her smooth labia spread to accommodate my cock, and I rocked my hips to move it back and forth.

      “Damn,” the real Brooke whispered. “That’s hot.”

      After a moment I pulled back, and she caught my dick as it slipped out.

      “Oh, no fair!” Christy panted. “You’re teasing me. Put it back. Please, please. I’ll behave, Mr. Hughes, I swear.”

      “Smack her pussy with it,” I said.

      Brooke gave Christy’s smooth labia a couple of good whacks. The little blonde writhed with frustrated desire.

      “Tease her with it. Make her beg.”

      Brooke wasn’t as submissive as Christy, but she wasn’t quite dominant either, which made her the perfect assistant. She used my cock like a sex toy and rubbed it through Christy’s slippery channel.

      “Oh, please,” Christy begged, “put it in.”

      Brooke looked a question at me, so I nodded.

      Christy gasped as my glans spread her open. Then I eased forward until my hips met her soft inner thighs. Brooke sighed, so I bent to kiss her. She responded eagerly and moaned into my mouth when she felt me start to fuck Christy.

      “Open your blouse,” I said. “Both of you.”

      Brooke blushed and took a deep breath.

      “Nervous or excited?” I asked in a low voice.

      “Both.”

      I kissed her and ran my hands over Christy’s smooth thighs. When I looked down, she was watching us as she finished unbuttoning her own blouse. She met my eyes and deliberately bared her breasts. Her nipples were dark and stiff with arousal. Brooke finished unbuttoning her blouse. She spread the halves and showed me her breasts.

      “You’re proud of those, aren’t you?”

      “I like the way you look at them. Chris too.” She glanced down at Christy and then leaned close to whisper, “Besides, she’s jealous of me for a change.”

      “Of course. You’re beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Sexy as hell, too. I can’t wait till it’s your turn. I’m going to bend you over, lift your skirt, and slide into you.”

      She closed her eyes, and her nostrils flared as she imagined it.

      Christy brought us back to reality when she tensed up and squeaked with one of her mini-orgasms. Brooke watched her for a moment and then glanced at me for orders.

      “Get on your knees,” I said. “Both of you.”

      Brooke nodded and then grabbed a couple of towels from the stack. She dropped them on the concrete to use as kneepads. I pulled out of Christy. She sat up and then slid to her knees in front of me. Brooke sank to her own towel.

      “Suck it,” I told them. “And make it good, or I won’t fuck you.”

      Two mouths made a beeline for my cock. The steel ring trapped blood in my shaft and made it feel like I was constantly on the verge of an orgasm. I wasn’t, but I could feel the pressure building for real. Christy reached into my trousers to pull out my balls. She felt the ring and looked up in surprise.

      “Oh my gosh, I love it.” She tilted her head and sucked my balls, while Brooke caressed my shaft with her lips and tongue. She stroked me at the same time, and I enjoyed the view as the girls double-teamed me. They weren’t used to sucking a guy at the same time, but they made it work.

      “I’m going to come,” I said eventually, my voice tight with strain. “Brooke, where do you want it? Mouth or face?”

      “O-on my face.”

      I began stroking myself and felt a wave of desire at the thought of covering her pretty face with semen. The pressure built until I could barely stand it. My cock felt harder than ever, primed and ready to explode. And then it did.

      Brooke flinched as the first spurt struck her cheek and traced a line over the hair at her temple. She turned her face and leaned closer. The next spurt splashed over her cheek and dripped down. She turned the other way, and I coated her left side as well. I squeezed the last drop from my shaft and brushed it onto her full lower lip. She smiled up at me so I could admire my handiwork.

      I wiped a trail of come off her chin, and she sucked it off my knuckle. I did the same with a line from her cheek. Then I offered a semen-covered finger to Christy, who licked it clean and kept sucking. Brooke used her own fingers to clean the rest of her face. She even wiped up drops from her shoulder and chest.

      The ring at the base of my shaft meant that I didn’t go soft immediately, so I lifted Brooke to her feet.

      “Take off her panties,” I told Christy.

      “Yes, sir.”

      The day was warm enough that I’d worked up a sweat, so I unbuttoned my shirt and tossed it aside. Then I kicked off my shoes, unbuckled my belt, and unfastened my trousers. I had to carefully bend my cock to get it through the fly of my boxers.

      “Last chance to say no,” I said to Brooke.

      She took a deep breath, sat on the table, and lay back. Then she raised her knees and spread her legs. Her pussy lips were swollen and shiny with arousal, and her skirt bunched at the waist like Christy’s had. The pink base of the butt plug peeked from between her cheeks.

      I paused a moment to admire the view. My eyes roamed upward, over blue-green folds of skirt. Brooke’s breasts flattened under their own weight but were still generous mounds. Her nipples were larger and puffier than Christy’s, and her skin had gone pink from the heat of the day, but also from arousal.

      She met my gaze and didn’t flinch, so I slid my cock along her channel. She was wet and very ready, and her chest rose and fell with her rapid breathing. She gasped when I gripped her thighs and held them open. Her labia parted easily, so I angled my hips and slid into her silky smooth warmth.

      I glanced sideways at Christy to gauge her reaction. She stretched upward and leaned in for a kiss. I released Brooke’s thigh and pulled Christy closer. She was still wearing her own skirt and blouse, so I told her to take them off.

      “Yes, sir.” She tossed them onto a chair and returned to my side. “Thank you, Mr. Porn Star Boyfriend.”

      “So… you’re okay with everything?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes!” She grinned. “Only, didn’t you promise her a good, hard fucking?”

      “I love it when you talk dirty,” I teased.

      “Be nice. I’m a proper young lady… who wants you to fuck her friend.”

      I rolled my eyes and began moving my hips. Christy watched as my cock slid in and out of Brooke’s smooth pussy. I could feel the butt plug inside her, a bulge that pressed against the underside of my cock with each thrust. I wasn’t in danger of coming any time soon, but I could easily see myself pounding away until I exploded inside her.

      Christy must have read my mind. “This is so much hotter than I imagined.”

      “So you like watching me fuck her?”

      “What do you think?” She pulled my hand from Brooke’s thigh and gently guided it between her own. She gasped when my finger parted her slippery labia and slid inside. Then she closed her eyes and whimpered softly as I fingered her.

      Brooke moved a hand and started playing with herself. I fucked her with long strokes as she rubbed her clit. The flush had crept all the way down to her forearms, and her skin glistened with perspiration.

      Christy carefully withdrew my finger from her pussy. “I can’t think straight,” she said softly. “I want to watch instead.”

      I nodded and spread Brooke’s thighs even wider. Then I began fucking her with single-minded intensity. She moaned and gasped with every thrust, and her breasts bounced hypnotically until she cupped them herself and pinched her nipples.

      Unfortunately, the table itself eventually became a distraction. It had scooted several feet already, and the drinks were in danger of bouncing off the edge. I stopped thrusting and swallowed hard to moisten my mouth. On a whim, I grabbed my own cup and drained it. Brooke opened her eyes and took a moment to focus.

      “Time for a break,” I said. “And to move to a better location.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      I grinned. “The guys in your fantasies don’t take breaks, do they?”

      She was so red that I couldn’t tell if she was blushing or not, but her guilty look was answer enough. All of a sudden she laughed.

      “What?”

      “Fletcher never lasted long enough to need one.”

      “Well, part of it’s your fault,” I said.

      “What? How?”

      “You’re so sexy that I wouldn’t’ve lasted either,” I chuckled. “The cock ring helps, and I focused on other things, but I’ll be honest, the table is just an excuse. If I’d kept going, I’d’ve come by now.”

      “Oh.”

      Christy grinned down at her. “I told you.”

      “You’re like a wet dream come true,” I said to Brooke. “Even better, you’re smart.”

      She blinked at the seeming non sequitur.

      “Almost any woman is interesting for a while. The smart ones are interesting forever.”

      “Oh, boy,” Christy said. “You’re getting better, but that line is still pretty bad.”

      “No one asked you,” Brooke snapped. To me, “Ignore her. You were saying…?”

      I grinned at both of them. “Come on,” I said, “let’s have a quick drink and then move to a lounge chair.” I patted Brooke’s thigh and gently eased my swollen cock from her tight opening. We groaned together and shared a grin. “Besides,” I added, “I wanna try your ass.”

      Christy’s expression shone with eagerness and not a trace of surprise.

      “So you figured it out?” I said.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “She figures everything out,” Brooke said as she sat up. “Drives me nuts sometimes. She lies worse than all get out, but she never forgets stuff. She can’t do math, either, but she puts two and two together just fine.”

      “Yep,” I said cheerily, “that’s our girl.” Then I grinned to take any sting out of it. “But we love her.”

      “More than ever,” Brooke agreed.

      “Come on,” I said. “Drinks first. Then the lounge chair. Anal sex to follow.” I grinned and glanced sideways at Christy. “You know I like it, right?”

      “Seriously? We’ve been dating how long? Almost a year?”

      “More like six months. But… yeah.”

      “Whatever. Of course I know you like anal sex.”

      “And… do you?”

      “No,” she said sweetly, “but one of us really should.”

      “I’ll tell you about the cucumbers later,” Brooke said dryly.

      “Brooke Eileen O’Neill, don’t you dare!”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “I can probably figure it out.” I grabbed the pitcher of mai tais and started filling cups. “Drink up. We have lots of fluids to replenish.”
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        * * *

      

      After our break, we moved from the relative shade of the patio to the concrete deck by the pool. I dragged over one of the lounge chairs, a big wooden thing with hibiscus-pattern cushions straight out of the seventies. It was sturdy, though, and the back reclined flat, so it was more like a bed than a chair.

      “How do you want me?” Brooke asked.

      “Hands and knees.”

      “Where do you want me?” Christy asked.

      “By her head. You can play with her nipples.”

      “Ooh, I like nipples, especially hers. They feel good in my mouth.”

      “Everything feels good in your mouth,” Brooke teased.

      “And don’t you forget it! Besides, you never complained.”

      “Ladies,” I said, “On the chair. Now.”

      “Yes, sir,” they said together.

      My dick was still mostly hard, thanks to the cock ring. A paranoid part of me wondered how long it was safe to wear, but I decided to worry about that later. Brooke knelt and swept her ponytail over her shoulder. She watched me anxiously as I gripped the base of the butt plug and pulled gently. She whimpered as it came free.

      I flipped open the top of the special lube. Brooke’s sphincter was pink and tight, but my finger slid inside her easily. She let out a little sigh of half-pleasure, half-surprise. I coated my dick with another squirt of lube and felt it go slightly numb. I gave her ass another squirt, just to be sure. Then I sank to my knees between hers.

      “Go slow,” she said.

      “He’s done this before,” Christy reassured her. “And I’m right here.”

      I set the tip of my cock at her anus and gently pushed. It slipped inside far easier than I’d expected, so I stopped abruptly. Brooke groaned, but it was mostly pleasure. I held her hips and eased another inch into her, and she panted to catch her breath. Christy shot me a “hold on” look.

      “It feels good,” Brooke said, “but… damn.” After a moment she looked over her shoulder. “How much is in there?”

      “Two inches. Maybe a bit more.”

      She didn’t believe me, so she reached between her legs and felt around until she touched my shaft and balls.

      “You weren’t kidding.”

      “Nope. You want me to stop? Pull out?”

      “Uh-uh. I always wanted to try this. Fletcher thought it was gross.”

      “Remind me again why you were dating him.”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “You ready for me to keep going?”

      She nodded.

      I slid another couple of inches into her, very slowly, before she groaned again.

      “No, keep going,” she panted. “It feels good.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. It was just… the initial feeling. Being so… unh! Full. He isn’t a cucumber.”

      “Fine, he gets it,” Christy said waspishly. “We tried to put cucumbers in our butts.” She looked at me. “We were drunk. And it seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled, “I have some stories like that.”

      “I’m sure you do. And if you must know—” She glared before I could say anything. “We used condoms, but it was still disgusting.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Brooke said.

      “And it hurt.”

      “But you like pain.”

      “Not that kind, not back there. Uh-uh, no way.”

      Brooke looked back at me and grinned. “Now you know why we never tried anal again. Li’l Miss Oral here had other ideas.”

      “Which you probably never complained about,” I chuckled.

      “Um… no.”

      “You ready to try again?” I said.

      She nodded, and I pulled out a little and began moving my hips back and forth.

      “Oh, damn! That’s good. Keep doing that.”

      I kept doing that.

      Christy smiled at me over Brooke’s back. Her eyes shone bright with affection. Then she turned her attention to Brooke, who was panting with pleasure more than pain. I held her hips and gently fucked her ass until I buried my entire cock inside her. She reached between her legs and felt my balls tight against her pussy.

      “You ready for me to keep going?” I asked.

      “I… think so. Slow, though.”

      “Slow and steady wins the race.”

      I withdrew and then eased into her with short thrusts that went a little deeper each time. She groaned and hung her head as I shifted my hands to her waist and started fucking her for real. I didn’t slam into her, but I thrust hard enough that my hips made slapping noises against her soft, round buttocks.

      Christy reached under her and teased her nipples, but she didn’t really know what to do otherwise. I had a thought, so I caught her eye and gestured for her to stand. Then I stopped thrusting and snaked an arm around Brooke’s middle.

      “Roll with me,” I told her. “I want you on top.”

      We carefully lowered ourselves to the cushions and then I lifted her on top of me.

      “Just lie on my chest,” I said as she breathed hard from exertion and excitement. Her skin was hot and sticky where it touched mine. “You doing okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m getting close.”

      I nodded to Christy, who knelt between our legs. She caressed my swollen balls as she began licking Brooke’s pussy.

      “Damn,” Brooke said softly, to me, “it’s really nice to have a guy who knows what he’s doing. Now I’m super-jealous.”

      I gently turned her head toward me and kissed her. She groaned into my mouth when I started rocking my hips. Her ass was hot, tight, and smooth, and I felt my own orgasm building. I kissed her again and cupped her breasts. She moaned as I squeezed and pinched her nipples.

      “Harder?”

      “Uh-uh, that’s good. Just like that.”

      I nodded and concentrated on not coming before she did. I wouldn’t have to wait long, I thought, especially with “Li’l Miss Oral” between her legs. I chuckled to myself at Brooke’s Texas version of the nicknames Christy used, and a distracted part of me wondered who’d started it.

      Seriously? the little head said. Now? You pick the weirdest times to wonder about things.

      What else am I s’posed to do? I’m basically a joystick at this point.

      I don’t know why I put up with you, he said in a near-perfect imitation of Wren.

      Because you can’t seduce girls like Christy and Brooke.

      Wanna bet? he shot back.

      Buddy, girls aren’t like guys. We see a nice pair of tits or a hot ass and we don’t care what the girl’s like.

      Yeah, so?

      Girls want a guy who cares about them as people, not body parts. Besides, most girls think dicks are kinda funny-lookin’.

      Who’s funny-lookin’?

      You, my friend. Yeah, I like you, but girls don’t see a dick and decide to go to bed with the guy.

      Some do, he sulked.

      True, but we don’t want girls like that. We want girls like Christy and Brooke.

      They like me.

      Yeah, but only ’cause you’re with me.

      Aren’t you special, he grumbled.

      “Mmm hmm,” I said aloud, but softly. “And lucky as hell.”

      Fortunately, Brooke wasn’t paying attention to me. Christy had just done something to push her over the edge, and she arched her back in the buildup to orgasm. All of a sudden it hit and her muscles clenched, including her butt. I felt like my cock was being crushed in a vise.

      She relaxed after a short eternity.

      Being a joystick is hard work, I thought as blood flow returned to my cock.

      “Are you okay?” Brooke panted.

      “Yeah, sure. Why?”

      “You made a noise. Like, in pain.”

      “Oh, that. No, it was just a little intense there for a while. I hope I didn’t ruin it for you.”

      “No. I was more worried about you.”

      “I’m fine, but thanks.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. I’m ready to come, though. Where—?”

      “In my butt. I’ve always wanted to know what it’s like.”

      “You might be disappointed,” I chuckled.

      “It’s the guy that makes it special.”

      “Ha! Fair enough. In that case, here goes.”

      I held her hips and started moving my own. I didn’t want to pound into her, but she urged me on with sighs and moans of excitement. My orgasm had been a long time coming, and the steel ring had delayed it even longer.

      My cock felt like a cannon going off when I finally came. I arched my back and cried out from the force of it. The pleasure seemed to last forever, long after I actually stopped spurting. I eventually sagged to the cushions and inhaled great lungfuls of air.

      My cock finally began to soften, and she sighed as it slipped from her ass. I swallowed to moisten my mouth, and Christy’s smiling face appeared above us.

      “Well?” I said after a moment, “how was it?”

      “Me or her?” she said.

      “Either. Both.”

      “She’s awesome,” Christy said. “I know that look. Me? I’m awesome too. And I hate to bother you, but I really need some attention.”

      My brow furrowed. “Anal attention?”

      “Oh my gosh, no!” She shuddered with revulsion. “No. Just… no.”

      “Then… what?”

      “What does she always want?” Brooke said. “Something in her mouth.”

      I glanced at Christy, who replied with a goofy, enthusiastic nod.

      “Ha! Okay,” I said. “A joystick’s work is never done.”

      “Huh?”

      “Long story. Don’t ask.” I helped Brooke stand. “Let’s go for a swim first, to rinse off.”

      The afternoon sun was hot enough that the cool water was a welcome relief. Christy swam into my arms and kissed me playfully. Then she reached for my limp manhood.

      “Have you had enough time to recover?”

      “You’re insatiable,” I teased.

      “Oh, that reminds me. Hey, Brooke?”

      “Yeah?” She swam over to us.

      “Did you copy those movies for us?”

      “Last week, after my parents left. I did the three you asked for, plus one more I think you’ll like.”

      “Are you going to tell me what they are?” I asked Christy.

      “I thought I’d surprise you. I have to keep you interested, you know.”

      “You keep me very interested.”

      “Mmm, I know. And now… can I interest you in a blowjob?”

      “I thought you’d never ask!” I hoisted myself out of the water and sat on the sun-warmed concrete coping. Christy immediately went for my cock and moaned as it grew harder in her mouth. Brooke swam closer. She watched in silence for nearly half a minute before she realized that I was watching her.

      “Chris and I used to talk about this stuff,” she said, “but I never thought it’d happen. Not for real. Just her luck that she’d start dating a guy who’s an actual swinger.”

      “At least she shares,” I hinted.

      Brooke looked up and smiled a little bashfully. “Step into my parlor…?” she said, although she hopped up beside me.

      I pulled her closer and bent to kiss her. She leaned into me, and we made out for several minutes. She was a good kisser, and her smooth body felt incredible in my arms, but I could sense a sort of tension growing in her. It wasn’t shyness, so I pulled back to let her watch.

      “You always seem to know what I want,” she said.

      “I pay attention.”

      “He does,” Christy said. She bent her head and nuzzled my balls as she stroked my shaft. “It’s kinda scary how much he knows about me.”

      “Yeah,” Brooke said, “but you’re perfect for each other.”

      “He’s perfect for you, too, but I got him first.”

      “Girls,” I said facetiously, “there’s enough of me to go around.”

      Brooke chuckled, while Christy grinned and returned her lips to my cock.

      “She really likes sucking dick,” Brooke said. “I knew she did, but it’s different when you see it in person. We used to talk about what we did with our boyfriends, back in high school, but it was kids’ stuff compared to this. This is something straight out of Penthouse.” She laughed softly. “I always thought half of those letters were made-up. They just seemed too wild to be true.”

      I shrugged. “It’s all in your head anyway.”

      “What is?”

      “Sex. It’s about ninety percent mental. Yeah, the physical stuff’s important, but it’s just body parts, and they’re the same for everyone. The stuff in your head matters more.”

      She nodded at the wisdom of it.

      “That’s why Christy and I are perfect for each other. Same with you and her.”

      “I still think it’s cool that you don’t have a problem with it. With us, I mean. It’s even starting to seem normal, what we’re doing now.”

      “You mean you don’t do this every day?”

      “No,” she laughed, “but I could get used to it, pretty fast.” She had a thought and said, “Chris said you never make her feel dirty, and now I get it. That’s part of the mental thing, isn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      Her eyes flashed. “I keep thinking of things I wanna try.”

      “Oh? Anything specific?”

      “Watch me play with myself?”

      “I’d love to.”

      She grinned and scooted away from me so she could raise her foot to the side of the pool. Her pussy spread open and made her self-conscious for a moment, until she saw my expression.

      “Yeah, now I get it,” she repeated. “You make me feel sexy, not dirty.”

      Christy stopped sucking long enough to say, “I told you.”

      Brooke rolled her eyes but smiled fondly. Then she looked directly at me. She moved her hand between her legs, and her expression transformed with pleasure as she began playing with herself. Her perfect breasts jiggled as her hand and arm moved.

      After a couple of minutes, I had a thought. She’d put on similar shows for her brother, but they’d never done anything together. I was pretty sure he was part of the fantasy going through her head at the moment, and I wondered how she’d react if I acted out his part.

      I reached out and touched her pussy with two fingers. She gasped and then moaned as I slowly slid them inside her. Her own fingers went into overdrive on her clit, and she compressed her lips as she concentrated. I began finger-fucking her and immediately felt a surge of heat and moisture.

      The mutual fantasy must’ve had its effect on me too, because my dick swelled in Christy’s mouth. She moaned and began sucking like she was ready to taste me. I had grand plans to keep Brooke simmering until I was ready, but she had other ideas. She cried out and grabbed my hand. I stopped moving my fingers and simply pressed them into her G-spot. She bucked against me as her climax peaked.

      After several moments she relaxed, and I slowly withdrew my fingers. Her chest rose and fell with her heavy breathing, and she moistened her lips as she savored the post-orgasmic high. Then she grinned and deliberately ran a finger through her damp channel. She gazed at me as she tasted herself and sucked her finger like a little cock.

      Christy massaged my balls and swirled her tongue around my glans. A moment later she plunged her lips over my shaft as it swelled and then erupted down her throat. She swallowed when I finished and pulled back a little to squeeze out the remaining drops.

      She eventually let my soft penis slip from her lips. Then she rested her cheek on my thigh. She planted a soft kiss and caressed my leg. Brooke turned and leaned against me when I gestured. I put my arm around her, and we all three heaved a sigh of contentment.
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        * * *

      

      Christy wanted to swim and stay out longer, but Brooke and I talked her out of it.

      “I’m burned already,” I said, “and I’ll turn into a lobster if I stay out any longer.”

      “Same here,” Brooke agreed.

      “Fine, whatever. Mr. and Miss Spoilsport. I need a snack anyway.”

      Brooke and I shared a grin. Inside, she wrapped a towel around herself but then looked a little self-conscious when she realized that Christy and I weren’t doing the same. So she took it off and draped it over a kitchen chair as I surveyed the contents of the fridge and grabbed bunny-type sandwich ingredients.

      “You want one?” I asked Brooke.

      “No thanks. I’m still full from lunch.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “Stupid metabolism,” Christy mumbled.

      I shot her a grin and pulled out the pitcher of orange juice. “Looks like we have enough for one more batch.”

      “Don’t worry,” Brooke said to Christy, “my parents stocked up before they left, so we have more whiskey.”

      “Oh, thank goodness.”

      I made Christy’s sandwich while she and Brooke chatted and mixed the mai tais. Then we spread our towels on the kitchen chairs and sat while Christy ate. Brooke shifted in her seat several times before she found a comfortable position.

      “Penthouse never says a thing about this part of it,” she groused.

      “I was sore for a week,” Christy said, “after Paul and I started doing it. Good sore, but still…”

      “I’ll get used to it,” Brooke said, “but right now it’s a little uncomfortable. Anyway, let’s talk about something besides my butt.”

      I glanced at my watch and asked, “Is it okay if I call long-distance?”

      “Call home?”

      “Yeah. I need to let Trip and Wren know about the change of plans.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” Christy said. “I completely forgot.”

      Brooke shot me an “of course” look and then glanced at the cordless phone on the kitchen counter. I dialed our number, and Trip picked up on the third ring. I gave him the news and then we talked for a couple of minutes about his and Wren’s weekend.

      “You shoulda seen her face,” he finished with a chuckle, “when I told her where we were going for brunch. Perfect end to an awesome weekend, dude.”

      “Glad to hear it. She really needed the break.”

      “No kidding.”

      He didn’t know about our weekend plans, so I told him a version that left out Brooke completely. I used Harry and Marianne’s announcement as our excuse for staying an extra day.

      “So Christy’s gonna be an aunt again?” he said. “Cool. How many does that make? Fifteen? Twenty?”

      “They’re Catholics, not rabbits,” I chuckled. “The new one will be number eight.”

      “Whatever,” he said. “That’s still a lot of kids.”

      “I’ll tell her you said that,” I said dryly.

      “No, don’t! I still wanna get lucky with her. No offense.”

      “None taken. But hey, I’d better get back. We’re about to have dessert, a couple of beautiful pies.” I glanced at the girls and added, “Lemon meringue and strawberry. The lemon’s my favorite, although it can be a little sour.”

      Christy narrowed her eyes dangerously, while Brooke clapped a hand over her mouth and shook with silent laughter.

      “The berries on the other one are big and ripe, though. Totally mouthwatering.”

      “Whatever,” Trip said. “Enjoy.”

      “I will, thanks. I might go wild and have one of each.”

      “Don’t eat too much,” he laughed. “We’ll see you tomorrow night.”

      We said goodbye and hung up.

      “Funny, ha ha,” Christy deadpanned.

      Brooke laughed so hard that she actually snorted, which was cute and nerdy at the same time. “Oh, Chris,” she gasped when she could talk again, “he’s got your number.”

      “Thank you, Miss Obvious.”

      “Aw, sweetheart, don’t be upset.”

      “I’m not upset at you. He’s the one who said it.”

      “Can I make it up to you?” I asked with a barely suppressed grin. “I’ll eat your pie.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy wasn’t actually in the mood to be eaten, so we lounged around the patio table, relaxing and drinking and chatting as the sun slowly sank toward the ocean.

      The conversation was mostly about sex and the past couple of days, but Brooke also talked about her relationship with Fletcher. Most of it was just the normal venting about an ex, although I caught a couple of hints about things she’d wanted to try (that he hadn’t). Anal was only the tip of the iceberg. She also wanted to dip her toes into bondage and maybe even sex in public.

      The bottle of whiskey came out once we finished the pitcher of mai tais. Brooke didn’t drink quite as much as Christy, but I knew better than to try to keep up with either of them. Instead, I filled my cup with ice and added water from a little pitcher every time I refreshed the alcohol.

      The girls were both pretty buzzed by the time the sun finally set, and their normal inhibitions disappeared. Christy turned affectionate, while Brooke became a little more competitive.

      “Aren’t you embarrassed,” she asked in an attempt to tease me, “that us girls are drinking more than you?”

      I shrugged. “It isn’t a contest. As long as we’re all enjoying ourselves, who cares?”

      “But don’t you wanna drink like a man?”

      “Not really. Besides, what does it mean to do something ‘like a man’?”

      “Give it up,” Christy told her. “You won’t win. He’s, like, super-cool about men and women.”

      “Sure,” Brooke said doggedly, “but if he’s a real man—”

      “What exactly is a ‘real man’?” I interrupted. “A guy who drinks a lot? Fights other ‘real men’? Treats women like dirt? Has to prove how macho he is?”

      “Well… yeah, I guess.”

      “No.”

      “Here we go,” Christy said to Brooke with a smug look. “You’ll see.”

      “That guy sounds like a jerk,” I continued calmly. “A ‘real man’ doesn’t need to prove it. And he treats women with respect. Not because they’re women, but because they’re people. You want equal rights? It starts with guys who know what it means to be a ‘real man.’”

      “I told you,” Christy said in her soft singsong.

      “Oh,” Brooke said abruptly. “Well. When you put it that way…” Then she thought about it and said, “But you seem like one of those guys when you fuck us.”

      “That’s different,” I said. “It’s sex. Besides, it’s mostly an act. Yeah, I have a dominant personality, and Christy’s submissive—”

      The little blonde nodded emphatically.

      “—but I’m only in control because she wants me to be. The same with you. And you do it ’cause it gets you hot.”

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

      “But,” I continued, “I don’t do it when we aren’t having sex.”

      “No, I guess not,” Brooke admitted.

      “D’you remember what I said? That sex is ninety percent mental? I put on the act for your pleasure. Yeah, I do it for mine too, but I try not to be a selfish jerk about it.”

      Christy dipped her finger in her whiskey and ran it around the rim of her tumbler. “I told you…”

      Brooke ignored her and said to me, “You aren’t.” She downed her remaining whiskey and stared at the empty cup. “I’m disgustingly sober all of a sudden.”

      “I can fix that.” I reached for the bottle and poured.

      “You can fix a lot of things,” she said semi-distractedly, “starting with my you-know-what.”

      “Strawberry pie?” I teased.

      Brooke’s cheeks were pink from the sun, but the rest of her face turned the same color.

      “I still can’t believe you said that,” Christy complained. “I’m not sour!”

      “No, but it was too good to pass up.”

      “It kinda was,” Brooke agreed. Her color faded and she gave Christy a speculative look. “I could really go for some pie right now.”

      Christy’s eyes widened.

      I gently moved her feet from my lap. “This is one of those times I really enjoy being a guy. No one has to wonder what I’m thinking.” I stood and stroked my resurgent erection, in case either of them did wonder. “Come on,” I added, “time for a swim.”

      “Lights or no lights?” Brooke asked.

      “Huh? Oh, in the pool. Lights, I think. I wanna see what I’m doing.”

      The pool glowed when she flipped the switch. Then she jogged toward the water, and I watched her breasts bounce as she passed. Her firm ass held my eyes after that. Christy grinned, so I swatted her firm ass and swept her into my arms. She playfully kicked her feet as I walked down the stairs and into the water.

      Brooke surfaced, and her perfect breasts shone in the light from below. I set Christy on her feet, although she submerged completely and then rose in front of Brooke. They started kissing and playing with each other’s water-slick breasts. I was content to watch for a couple of minutes, until Brooke gave me a look.

      “Are you ready for pie?” I asked.

      “Mmm hmm.”

      I lifted Christy to the side of the pool and then moved out of the way. Brooke immediately replaced me between her legs. I teased Brooke’s pussy from behind, until she reached back and gripped my hard-on. She stroked it insistently, so I pulled it from her grasp and set it at her opening. I slid into her and groaned as silky heat caressed my shaft.

      After a moment I started fucking her slowly. Christy held Brooke’s head and eventually stiffened with one of her mini-orgasms.

      “Switch places,” I told them.

      Then I fucked Christy from behind while she licked Brooke, who caressed her breasts and squeezed her nipples while I watched. I didn’t want to come too soon, so we moved to the flat lounge chair. Christy sat on my cock while Brooke straddled my face. They kissed and made out while they rode me, and a distracted part of me wished I’d had a camera.

      Will you focus? the little head said peevishly.

      Pun intended?

      No, you idiot! Come intended.

      I chuckled at my own wit. Then I patted Christy’s flank and had the girls switch places.

      “How do you do it?” Brooke asked me.

      “What?”

      “Stay so hard without coming.”

      “I told you,” Christy said, “he can do it ten times a night.”

      “More like five or six,” I repeated.

      “Who’s counting?” Brooke asked as she straddled my hips and reached between us to steady my hard-on. She sank onto it. Then Christy knelt over my face and lowered her pussy to my waiting lips. Brooke leaned forward, and they picked up where they’d left off earlier.

      Christy came after several minutes, and her juices coated my lips. She supported herself with her hands on my chest and slowly caught her breath. Brooke continued grinding her pussy on my shaft. It felt good, but I was ready for more control.

      “Hop up,” I said as I patted Christy’s thigh. “You too, Brooke. On your back. Spread your legs.”

      Brooke’s smooth pussy glistened with arousal, and her dark inner labia spread invitingly. I set my cock between them and slid into her. Then I braced myself on my hands and began thrusting. Christy started kissing her but quickly moved to her nipples.

      I fucked Brooke steadily as the pressure built in my balls. She still hadn’t come yet, but I didn’t think I could hold out any longer. Some distracted part of me remembered that we hadn’t actually talked about birth control, but I was pretty sure she was on the pill. The little head was willing to risk it, of course, and the big head wasn’t inclined to argue.

      “I’m gonna come,” I said, my voice tight with the effort to hold back, just in case.

      “Inside me,” Brooke gasped, and that was all the little head needed.

      I rammed home and arched my back as my cock erupted deep inside her. Pleasure overwhelmed my senses, and I lost touch with reality until I eventually stopped shooting. I slowly caught my breath and came back to my senses. Then I climbed off and told Christy to finish her.

      She didn’t waste any time. She straddled Brooke in a sixty-nine, and they began licking each other with moans and sighs. To my surprise, Christy came again, another of her mini-orgasms. Then she licked and sucked Brooke’s clit until the redhead tensed up and cried out softly.

      Neither girl moved for a long time, until Christy turned around and lay beside Brooke. She rested her head on her friend’s arm and idly toyed with one soft, pink nipple. Brooke had a thought and glanced at me.

      “That’s four, right?”

      “Who’s counting?” I teased.

      “Me.”

      “Well, I lost track,” Christy said.

      “Li’l Miss Arithmetic,” Brooke said fondly. She squeezed Christy and then looked at me out of the corner of her eye to gauge my reaction.

      I nodded my approval.

      “Thanks. Do you think you can manage six?”

      “Oh, at least,” I said with only a touch of false bravado.

      “What about ten?” Christy asked. “For real?”

      “With you two? No problem! But… you probably need to eat something first.”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “Dinner?” Brooke said. “I have fish sticks in the freezer, and we can make a salad.”

      “Mmm, yum. Maybe Paul can supply the dressing.”

      “My God, woman,” I cried, “you’re insatiable!”

      “Ooh, good idea! We can watch it after we eat.”

      “Watch what?”

      “Insatiable,” she said, as though I should’ve known. “It’s the one— Never mind. You’ll see.”

      “I’m not going to get any sleep tonight, am I?”

      “Well, you could…,” Brooke teased.

      “But we’d miss you,” Christy added.

      “She’s right. I kinda like this sharing thing.”

      “I told you.”

      “Yeah, I know. But you know how I am,” Brooke said. “I have to figure it out for myself. So sue me.”

      “I’d rather use you instead,” Christy shot back.

      “Can I… um… try your handcuffs?”

      “Of course. And we can both try the nipple clamps. Oh my gosh, I can’t wait!”

      “I created two monsters,” I said under my breath.

      “I know, right!” Christy said, completely unabashed. “We’re bondage and penis monsters.”

      “Bondage and penis monsters?” Brooke said with a laugh.

      “Yeah, I’ll show you. It’s so much better with a penis.” She grinned at me. “As a matter of fact, everything’s better with a penis.”
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      I felt guilty about missing classes on Monday, but the extra time with Brooke had been worth it. She’d opened up a lot in just a few days, and we were already making plans to get together in June for her graduation. We’d also invited her to spend some time at camp after her summer internship. She said she wanted to try swinging for real, but she was honest enough to admit that she still might chicken out.

      I was fairly sure she had an ulterior motive as well—she wanted to meet Wren and size her up. She didn’t actually call Wren “the competition,” but I knew her well enough by then to understand her thinking. I’d have done the same thing in her position. Christy had a certain type she fell for, and each of us wanted to know who the others were.

      At least Brooke and Wren understood the difference between partners and lovers. Partners came and went, sometimes without any emotional attachment at all. Lovers were more than just sex, although Christy had slightly different definitions. She still didn’t think of sex with another woman as real sex (or even cheating, for that matter). She didn’t think of blowjobs as sex, either. She said she did, but I wasn’t convinced. Penis in vagina was the only sex that mattered to her, end of discussion.

      So, according to her logic, I was her only lover, which made me wonder how she’d handle swinging for real. She wasn’t the least bit interested in sex with Trip. I was pretty sure she wouldn’t mind blowing him, but anything more was an open question. Fortunately, I wouldn’t have to answer it any time soon, especially with Wren’s grueling school schedule. Still, I couldn’t help thinking about it.
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        * * *

      

      School and life and routine kept me busy for the next few days. I played catch-up with Freddie and Rosemary for the classes I’d missed, and I returned to dance practice with Terri, while Christy did the same with the main group.

      “Does it bother you,” Terri asked, “that you aren’t with them?”

      We were taking a break at the end of the gym while the others practiced in the center. They were learning a new waltz routine. I could follow the figures when the instructors went through them slowly, but they looked impossibly complicated at full speed.

      “Not really,” I said. “I’m getting better, but I’m not there yet.”

      “You will be. You learn quickly.”

      “Thanks. But what about you? Does it bother you to be stuck here with me?”

      “No, not at all. I like teaching.” She smiled hesitantly. “And… I like spending time with you.”

      “You must be a glutton for punishment.”

      “I’m a glutton for something.” She ignored my arched eyebrow and said, “Come on, let’s work on something more advanced. It’s Bronze-level, the basic weave. Start in the closed position…”
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        * * *

      

      On Thursday I met with Professor Joska to discuss my project. He was happy with my progress but pointed out that the building still didn’t have a real purpose. I’d always thought of it as an office building, but I realized I didn’t want to break it into discrete spaces. I wanted an open floor plan instead, one that would show off the wood and laminated structural members.

      “It started as a temple, correct?” Joska said. “Perhaps it could complement one instead.”

      “How?”

      “What would you want if you visited a large temple complex?”

      “I dunno. Maybe a gift shop? Or a snack bar? Although… now that I say it, those sound crass and commercial.”

      “Mmm, yes. Then perhaps something else, more in line with the site’s historical nature?”

      “I know! A visitor’s center.”

      “Just so.”

      I made a note and then grinned.

      “Is this amusing?” he asked, intrigued rather than irritated.

      “No, sir. But… I know what you just did.”

      He gestured for me to explain.

      “You didn’t tell me what to do. You guided me to my own solution instead. Still, it was the one you’d already thought of.”

      “Mmm.”

      “You did the same thing with this project. Instead of telling us to think about our designs in terms of systems and structures, you’re showing us what happens when we don’t.”

      “You’re learning,” he said.

      “How to be an architect or how to be a good teacher? Or… how to be a mentor?”

      “Perhaps all three.” He sized me up. “You might not believe it, but I was once a young man such as you. And my mentor took the time to guide me instead of forcing me down a certain path.”

      “Would you have rebelled?” I teased gently. “Like I do?”

      He flashed a wry smile. “Perhaps.”

      “Was he as critical and demanding as you are?”

      “Oh, much worse.”

      We shared a moment of camaraderie.

      “Since you’re in a helpful mood,” I ventured, “I’d like to ask you something. It isn’t school-related.”

      “Go on.”

      “I have this project… for a friend.” I gave him an overview of Susan’s camp renovation.

      Joska sat back and steepled his fingers when I finished.

      I waited as long as I could before I said, “Do you think it’s too much?”

      “Absolutely,” he said immediately. “You cannot manage a project of this scale.”

      “Oh, no! Sorry. I should’ve mentioned… Trip and I are doing it together. He’ll be in charge.”

      “You and Mr. Whitman? Ah, that is different.” He fired a series of questions at me, about the phases and what type of work they entailed.

      I answered them as well as I could, but some of my replies raised more questions than they answered.

      “We have someone else to advise us,” I said at last. “Trip knows him. He’s a retired project manager for a big construction company. We also have a consultant lined up in South Carolina. He worked for the WPA— Sorry, the Works Progress Administration.”

      “I’m familiar with them,” Joska said. “Part of Roosevelt’s New Deal. A very ambitious series of public works. Parks, schools, and the like.”

      “Exactly. And even though the guy’s in his eighties, he should be able to offer lots of advice.”

      “And now you would like my advice?” Joska asked.

      “Yes, sir. We have a meeting with the owner this weekend. Trip and I’ll be looking at the site and the buildings and everything else. We have a fairly good idea of the overall requirements, but we need specifics before we can move forward. Still, we know it’s a big job. A huge one, really. Maybe not for a big company, but we’re just two college students.”

      “Yet you have experience with this sort of project.”

      “Not really.”

      “You renovated houses the past two summers, did you not?”

      “Yes, but this isn’t the same. We’ll be doing more management for this project.”

      “Similar to what you did recently? With the houses in Fort Sanders?”

      “You know about those?” I asked in surprise.

      He smiled. “I like to follow the careers of my students. The most promising ones, at least.”

      “Oh. I… didn’t know. Still, how’d you find out about the houses?”

      “The architect is a former student of mine. She called and asked if you were serious or just meddling.”

      “What did you tell her? Never mind. I think I know.”

      “Yes,” he replied succinctly. “And about this new project, for your friend. It sounds very ambitious, but you already know what I would say to you.”

      “That I should aim too high and maybe fall short. Better than aiming too low and hitting the mark.”

      “Just so. Still, you must work very hard if you wish to succeed, and you mustn’t neglect your studies.”

      “No, sir.”

      “You might have to give up some of your extracurricular activities.”

      For a panicked moment I thought he was talking about my sex life, but then I realized that he meant dance class and the ballroom team.

      “That isn’t going to happen,” I said with a laugh. “Christy loves dancing, and I love her. So I’ll have to find more hours in the day.”

      “The number is finite, I believe.”

      “Then I won’t sleep. It’s overrated anyway.”

      “I thought so myself once.”

      “And…?”

      “The project was successfully completed. Eventually. But you cannot maintain such a pace for long.”

      “My candle burns at both ends. It will not last the night. But ah, my foes, and oh, my friends, it gives a lovely light!”

      He frowned in thought.

      “Something my mother used to say. She was quoting a poet. Edna St. Vincent Millay, I think.”

      “Ah. But she is right, your mother and this poet of hers. The candle gives a lovely light… for as long as it burns. So you mustn’t let it burn out before you finish.”

      “The project? It’s only two years,” I said.

      All of a sudden he laughed.

      I thought he was mocking me, but then he smiled fondly.

      “Not many people think in such terms,” he said. “Not at your age, certainly.”

      “I’m not like people my age.”

      “No,” he agreed, “you are not.” We fell silent for a moment before he pointed to my Japanese building plans. “You have your immediate answers?”

      “Yes, I think so.”

      “And you’ll learn more about your long-term project this weekend?”

      “I hope so.”

      “Come discuss it with me next week.” He shifted papers on his desk until he found his calendar. “Perhaps… Wednesday after your lab period?”

      “Sorry, I can’t. I have dance class and then ballroom practice.”

      He gave me a pointed look.

      I ignored it and said, “I’m free Tuesday, late afternoon.”

      “Mmm, no. I will be terrorizing first-year students.”

      “Huh?”

      “I have a class,” he said dryly.

      “Ha! Okay. Architecture is a serious business for serious people.”

      “Yes. I still hope that some of them might take it to heart.”

      “Only the best,” I agreed. “How about after your class?”

      He glanced at his calendar. “Five o’clock?”

      “Isn’t that when you normally leave for the day?”

      “I believe I can stay late for a student with an ambitious project.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re welcome.” Then he smiled, a conspirator rather than mentor. “But please don’t tell the others. They mustn’t think me soft.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip stuck his head out of his office when Christy and I returned from dance practice on Friday evening.

      “Hey, come in here,” he said to me. Then he paused and looked at Christy instead. “Sorry, do you mind if I borrow Paul for a few minutes?”

      She stiffened in surprise but recovered quickly. “No, of course not.” She touched my arm. “I’ll be upstairs when you’re done.”

      “Sure.” I kissed her and sent her up with a pat on the bottom. Then I dropped my backpack and duffel bag on the dining room table as I walked by. I stepped into Trip’s office and sank into the side chair. “What’s up?”

      “I was talking to Susan and going over the to-do list for tomorrow. Wanted to run it by you to see if we’d missed anything.” He handed me three pages of neat notes on yellow lined paper.

      I started reading and asked a few questions, but he had most of it covered. The list was daunting, to say the least.

      “Can we really do all this in two days?” I asked.

      “I hope so. The cabin inspections alone will take most of the day tomorrow, but they’re the biggest unknown.”

      “What about the clubhouse?”

      “Susan wants to build new, so we don’t need much of an inspection.”

      I nodded. “I’ve also been thinking about the motel buildings.”

      “How to add the plumbing?”

      “Yeah.” I sketched out my plan to build a wet wall along the central load-bearing wall.

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Trip said, “but I wanted to run it by you first. We’ll have to do a raised floor to make the toilets work, but it’s a lot more cost-effective than jackhammering through the foundation.”

      “No kidding. And I was thinking of furring the other walls and adding insulation and drywall.”

      “Oh? Why?”

      “To make them more homey. Cinder blocks are kind of institutional.”

      He nodded.

      “Also, the insulation will help if we add wall-unit air conditioners. They don’t make sense for the cabins, but the motel buildings are where most short-term campers stay. Susan’s competing against traditional vacation resorts, so the A/C will make the Pines more attractive.”

      “Now you’re thinking like a project manager,” Trip said with a grin.

      “Do you still think we can do it?”

      “I’m getting more confident as I get more information.”

      “I talked to Joska about it.”

      “What’d he say?” Trip asked sourly. “That we should focus on school instead?”

      “Not at all. He thinks we should do it.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. He told me to stop by his office next week and he’ll take a look at what we find this weekend.”

      “For real?” His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Wait, does he want to get paid or something? As a consultant?”

      “No,” I said with exaggerated patience, “he wants to help.”

      “Teacher’s pet,” Trip teased, but it had an edge of resentment to it.

      “Whatever. You’re better at the management and planning, but you don’t hear me complaining.”

      “No, you’re right,” he admitted. “I guess I’m just a little jealous. I’m used to being the MVP. I don’t like being the runner-up.”

      “Well, I wish I could do what you do,” I said. “But I can’t, and I’m okay with that. To each his own. Now, was that all? I’d kinda like to shower before we eat. And then I have a ton of reading to do.”

      “No, one more thing,” he said. “Susan wants to talk to Christy.”

      “Talk to Christy? About what?”

      “If she’d told me that,” he said with his own brand of exaggerated patience, “she wouldn’t need to talk to her, now would she?”

      “No, I guess not.”

      “She talked to Wren for a while too. Sounded like PR stuff and advertising. So I suspect she wants to talk to Christy about art and decorating.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense. It’s a big project—”

      “With a lot of requirements,” he added.

      “And Susan’s the real project manager here.”

      “Right. You and I are just the construction managers. We have the biggest share of the budget, but—”

      “We aren’t the only ones working on it. Got it. Okay, I’ll tell Christy.” I stifled a yawn and scrubbed a hand over my face.

      “You okay?” Trip asked.

      “Yeah. Just tired.”

      “Same here. I’m worried about Wren, though,” he continued. “She’s burning the candle at both end— What’s so funny?”

      “I said the same thing to Joska.”

      “I guess we all are. Well, except Christy.”

      I bit back a peevish reply. “She’s busy too,” I said instead. “You don’t see it ’cause she’s in the studio most of the time.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” He paused for a moment and chose his next words carefully. “Did I do something to annoy her?”

      “No,” I lied, “not at all.”

      “I thought maybe I had. I know I was sort of a jerk about Sayuri and the gifts, but…” He shrugged. “Wren accused me of taking her for granted.”

      “Who? Sayuri?”

      “No, Christy!” he laughed. “God, no. I don’t wanna… you know… with Sayuri.”

      “Well,” I said diplomatically, “if you wanna ‘you know’ with Christy, you might be a little less… presumptuous.”

      “So Wren was right?”

      I shrugged instead of confirming it and making him feel bad.

      “Oh, man, I’m sorry.” He paused and then sighed. “I guess I’m just eager ’cause Wren’s been too tired to… you know.” He laughed. “Well, not as much as usual, at least. She still has needs, if you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I do.” She and Christy hadn’t been spending time in Siobhan’s office, which said a lot about her level of exhaustion.

      “Tell Christy I’m sorry,” Trip said, although he immediately changed his mind. “No, don’t. I’ll try to be more…” He searched for the right word.

      “Respectful,” I said when he couldn’t come up with it.

      “Yeah, that’s it.”

      “Is that why you asked her if you could borrow me?” I asked.

      “Yeah, sort of. I’m trying to do better.” He grimaced. “Wren also accused me of being bossy.”

      “Ha! That’s the pot calling the kettle black.”

      “That’s what I told her,” he agreed, “but you can imagine how that went over.”

      “Fireworks?”

      “Sort of, but not really. She was too tired. She sulked a little, but…” He shrugged.

      “Anything we can do to help?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Oh?”

      He shot me a glance and then decided to go for it. “She wants to start looking for a job. I told her she’s crazy, especially on top of everything else, but…” He shrugged. “You know her. She’s so stubborn.”

      “No kidding.”

      “So I’ve been thinking about what she can do after she graduates. I have a couple of ideas, but I need to talk to her father first.”

      My eyebrows ticked up.

      “Yeah, I know,” he said. “I still don’t like that she’s Daddy’s Princess, but this is my idea. Besides, I don’t have enough money or the right experience to pull this off.”

      “Oh? What’re we talking about?”

      “I’m not sure if it’ll work, but I wanna get my hitters lined up first.”

      “And I’m one of those hitters?”

      “Yeah,” he said, a little guiltily. “But I don’t wanna seem… presumptuous.”

      I grinned at the word.

      “It’ll mean some design work, which we’ll pay you for,” he added quickly.

      “What kind of design work?”

      “I’ll tell you more after I talk to her father. But… are you up for it?”

      “Of course,” I said. “You know I am.”

      “Thanks. I was hoping you’d say that, but…” He shrugged again and sighed with more than simple exhaustion.

      “Hold on,” I asked, “are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” He thought about it and decided to say what was on his mind. “I guess it seems like me and Wren and you and Christy are going different directions lately. Spring break, then Easter… We do our thing and you do yours.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I shrugged in silent agreement.

      “I guess I always thought, you know, once you and Christy started sleeping together…”

      “That we’d all just hop into bed and have a big orgy?”

      He winced guiltily. “Something like that.”

      “I dunno if that’ll ever happen,” I admitted. “Christy’s… weird… about sex.”

      “She doesn’t like it? But Wren said—”

      “No, it isn’t that. She likes it fine. Loves it, in fact. But… she’s weird about guys and sex.”

      “Ah,” he said slowly. “So it is me.”

      “It isn’t personal.”

      “Are you sure? I know I rub her the wrong way sometimes.”

      “As long as you understand that swinging is her choice, not yours or mine.”

      “Of course,” he said, although it sounded pro forma.

      The phone rang before I could reply.

      Trip sighed and leaned forward to grab the handset. “Hello? Oh, hi! Yeah, sorry. They got home a while ago, but I’ve been talking to Paul.” He listened for a moment. “Sure, hold on.” He covered the mouthpiece and said to me, “Susan. She wants to talk to Christy.”

      “Be right back.” I pushed myself out of the chair and went to the bottom of the stairs. “Hey, honey?” I called up. “Phone, for you. It’s Susan.”

      Light feet pattered across the floor, and Christy’s head appeared over the railing. “For me?”

      “Yeah. She wants to talk about decorating, I think.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She disappeared.

      I returned to Trip’s office, where he was nodding into the phone.

      “Okay,” he said, “we’ll see you tomorrow morning. Yeah, bright and early. Paul and I are leaving at six.” He glanced at me for confirmation before he said, “So we’ll see you at eight. Sound good? Okay, bye.” He replaced the handset in its cradle. “Sorry. Where were we?”

      “You,” I said as I sank into the chair. “And Christy.” I drew a deep breath and marshaled my thoughts. “Don’t worry, she’ll come around.” I wasn’t as convinced as I sounded, but he didn’t pick up on it. “Just… don’t take her for granted.”

      “And don’t be so bossy?”

      “I don’t mind,” I said, “but—”

      “She does. Got it.”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “That’s cool,” he said. Then he laughed. “Now I know how you and Wren must’ve felt when you were waiting for me to come around.” He laughed again. “Serves me right, huh?”

      “Hurry up and wait,” I agreed.

      “Yeah, all right. I’ll be cool. Besides, it’s not like I have a shortage of women in my life.”

      “Uh, no.”

      “But… I’ll be honest,” he added, “a partnership’s only as good as the silent partners.”

      “Meaning that you and I are only as good as you and Christy and me and Wren?”

      “More or less. So I’ll work on it from my side,” he said. “And… I’ll be patient. That’s what you and Wren did for me.”

      “It worked.”

      “Yeah, but Christy isn’t me.”

      “Thank God for that!” I laughed.

      “No kidding. I like you a lot, but you aren’t my type.”

      “I have a dick.”

      “Deal breaker,” he agreed with a grin. Then he drew a deep breath. “I’d better let you shower and eat. Don’t worry about me and Christy. We’ll make it work.”
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        * * *

      

      I woke up at my usual time the next morning. Christy felt me stir and scooted closer. She was a little furnace, so I kicked my right leg free of the covers.

      “Are you going for a run?” she asked.

      “Thinkin’ about it.”

      “Can I convince you to stay?”

      “Mmm, probably.” I smiled when her hand found my penis. Then I turned serious and asked, “How long’ve you been awake?”

      “A while.”

      “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

      “I like watching you. You’re so peaceful.”

      “The sleep of the innocent.”

      She scoffed but didn’t stop stroking me.

      I yawned and stretched. “So,” I said when I felt more awake, “why couldn’t you sleep?”

      “I was thinking.”

      “About…?”

      “This and that.”

      “Anything I should worry about?”

      “No, not really. Only…”

      Several seconds passed.

      “Only…?” I prompted.

      “Only, I think you should do whatever it takes to get the job. With Susan.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Just… make sure she’s happy.”

      “Why? Did she say something? Last night?”

      “Sort of. Mostly we talked about decorating,” she lied. She felt my reaction and moved her hand to my chest to pacify me. “Please don’t ask. No, I’m not telling you everything. ’Cause… um…” She had a sudden inspiration and said, “It’s a surprise!”

      “A surprise?” I repeated suspiciously.

      “Yes. So don’t ask any more questions. Please.” She returned her hand to my manhood and tried to stroke it back to life. “What’s the matter?” she said after a fruitless minute. “You were hard earlier.”

      “I wasn’t worried earlier.”

      “And you shouldn’t be worried now.” She pushed the covers down. “Are you sure I can’t distract you?” She planted kisses toward my semi-hard cock.

      “You can try,” I agreed.

      “Oh, I’m sure I’ll suck seed.”

      I chuckled at the pun. “Okay, fine, have it your way.”

      “I usually do.”
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        * * *

      

      Unfortunately—or fortunately, depending on how I looked at it—I had to rush to get ready to leave for the airport, so I couldn’t brood about Christy’s “surprise.” Then Trip ignored my one-word replies during the flight to South Carolina. He insisted on talking about the project, and he went over most of it again with Susan as we drove to camp. She wanted to know my thoughts, of course, so I gave up trying to figure out what Christy had meant.

      I didn’t have time the rest of the day, either. We spent six hours in, on, or under the smaller cabins, all twelve of them. We poked, prodded, and pried nearly everything. We discovered some surprises, including a family of possums living in the crawlspace of one, but most were in pretty good shape.

      We couldn’t say the same for the two-bedroom cabins. We already knew that some weren’t worth saving, but we discovered problems with all six, including the one where we’d stayed the previous summer. Its drainage trench had never been maintained. It had filled over the years, and water had caused rot all along the back and sides.

      The other large cabins had similar problems, but the last was the worst. Its drainage was fine, but something about it seemed odd, although we couldn’t decide what. Then Trip checked it with his four-foot level, and we discovered that the entire building sat at a slight downhill angle. He frowned and removed the lattice from the crawlspace entrance so he could check underneath.

      “You aren’t gonna believe it!” he called almost as soon as he disappeared.

      I stuck my head and torso into the opening and followed the beam of his flashlight.

      “The whole thing came off its foundation pads,” he said. “It’s sitting directly on the ground.” He played the light over the rest of the underside, but we’d seen enough.

      I stood and dusted off my jeans while he wriggled through the opening I’d just vacated.

      “How’d that happen?” I wondered aloud.

      “Who knows. Maybe a tree.”

      Susan nodded. “Several years ago. A big pine fell and hit it. The winter of ’80, I think. Jeremiah had to replace a big section of roof and part of the back wall.”

      “Did he replace the water and sewer lines?” Trip asked.

      “I don’t remember.”

      “He must have,” I said. “If it came off the foundation…”

      Trip didn’t want to speak ill of the dead, but he gave me a look that spoke volumes. “It’s our fault,” he said instead. “Paul and I should’ve noticed.”

      “No,” Susan said wearily. “I should’ve had a licensed contractor look at it. I—”

      “We’re all to blame,” I said. “But that’s why we’re here, to fix things.”

      “And to make sure it doesn’t happen again,” Susan agreed. She asked Trip, “Can we lift it back onto the foundation?”

      “If we had a big enough crane. But it still wouldn’t be worth it. The central floor beam is cracked, so the whole cabin has sagged and warped. Besides, the log posts have been in contact with the ground for years.” He rubbed his jaw and thought about it. “The foundation pads are fine, but the wood is just…”

      “Old,” Susan said with a sour look. “Like everything else around here.”

      “Some things are better preserved than others,” I said into the silence.

      “I’m glad you think so—”

      “I know so.”

      “You’re sweet,” she said.

      We fell silent until Trip heaved a sigh.

      I checked my watch. “Do we have time to look at the clubhouse?”

      “Yeah. We don’t need to finish going over this cabin,” he added with mild disgust. He marked through a line on his notepad. “Total write-off.”

      “I hope it’s the only write-off,” Susan muttered.

      I shot her an exasperated look and said, “Stop. Just… stop.”

      “Sorry. This makes me feel old.” She waved a hand at the cabins around us. “I remember when these were brand-new and beautiful. The years haven’t been kind—”

      “To the cabins,” I stressed. “They’ve been plenty kind to you.”

      Trip nodded agreement.

      “Besides,” I added, “you’ve taken better care of yourself than the camp.”

      “I should’ve done both.”

      “You didn’t know,” Trip said. “Neither did we. Hell, I should’ve spotted some of these things a mile away. But I was too busy with my own… uh… life.”

      “We all were,” I said. “Come on, let’s take a look at the clubhouse before it gets dark. I wanna get some measurements and start thinking about the new design.”

      “And there’s a hot tub with my name on it,” Susan added. “I don’t know about you two, but I’m dusty and sore.”

      “And ready for a beer,” Trip said.

      “At the very least,” Susan agreed.
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        * * *

      

      We finished about an hour later and walked down to Susan’s house. Trip and I took turns in the guest bathroom, although the water for my shower never made it past lukewarm.

      “Maybe you should think about renovating this house,” I said to Susan when I joined her in the kitchen.

      She had showered as well. And instead of jeans and a flannel shirt, she wore a short terrycloth robe that clung to her curves. She normally didn’t wear anything around the house, but the temperature was cool after the heat of the day.

      “You mind if I turn up the heat?” I asked. I only had a towel around my waist, and my skin already prickled with goosebumps.

      “Oh, sorry,” Susan said. “I forgot. I turned it down when I left this morning.”

      “Why?”

      “To save money. The house never gets direct sun, and it costs a fortune to heat.”

      I chuckled in amusement and disbelief. She was worth millions but scrimped on her electric bill.

      “Besides,” she added defensively, “it was warm today.”

      “It isn’t now. It’s bordering on chilly.”

      “So? Turn the heat up.”

      “That isn’t the point. It shouldn’t cost that much to heat this place,” I said. “It’s built well, no obvious leaks. When’s the last time you upgraded the system?”

      “I don’t know. I can look in my files, but…” She thought back and winced. “It’s been a while.”

      “Mmm hmm. A modern heat pump would cut your bill in half. While we’re at it, we could install a new water heater.”

      “Why?” she protested. “The one I have works fine.”

      “Maybe for one person. Or two. But my shower was… a little colder than I’m used to.”

      “You never complained about cold showers before.”

      I laughed when I realized she’d changed the subject. She was talking about our first time together. We’d had sex in the patio shower, which didn’t have hot water at all.

      “True, but I had someone to keep me warm. Well, certain parts of me. Hold that thought,” I said before she could reply. “I’m gonna turn up the heat. Be right back.”

      I jogged to the back hallway and rotated the thermostat. The heat kicked on with a satisfying click as Trip emerged from Doug’s old bedroom. He took one look at me and stopped.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked.

      “I wasn’t sure…,” he began. He was wearing jeans and a sweatshirt. He gestured at my bare torso. “Isn’t it a little chilly?”

      “She had the thermostat turned down,” I explained.

      “Okay. But I still wasn’t sure if I should wear clothes or not.”

      “I’m not,” I said. “Duh. And Susan’s only wearing a robe. You won’t be out of place or anything, but if we’re going in the hot tub later…”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Towels in the hall closet?”

      “Yep. See you in a few.” I returned to the kitchen, where I surprised Susan as she bent in front of the oven. She was nude underneath her robe, of course.

      She straightened and set a bubbling casserole on top of the stove. Then she rolled her eyes when she realized I’d been maneuvering for a better view.

      “Hey, can you blame me?”

      She smiled and started to say something, but then Trip joined us, wearing only a smile and a towel around his neck.

      “Oh, my,” she laughed. “You sure know how to make an entrance.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Ma’am? Since when am I a ma’am?”

      “Since you’re our new boss,” he said. “Well, if we get the job.”

      “You have excellent references. And your equipment comes highly recommended,” she joked.

      Trip shot me a grin.

      “We’ll have to discuss the work schedule,” Susan added. “I know you have regular commitments, but I like to, ahem, stay on top of things.”

      “Of course,” Trip agreed. “We’ll give you frequent… um… ‘reports.’ And whatever else you want.”

      “Including personal service?”

      “Very personal. It’s our specialty.”

      “Close your mouth, dear,” she said to me. “You’ll catch flies.”

      I closed my mouth and felt like I’d swallowed a fly instead. Trip wasn’t normally so brazen, and I had a sneaking suspicion that he knew something I didn’t. Then I realized what Christy had meant by “do whatever it takes to get the job.” She hadn’t been talking about my skills as an architect.

      The little head was all for it, of course. He was eager to prove his qualifications in the personal service department. The big head wasn’t so sure. Were we being offered the job because we were young and horny? Did Susan expect us to service her as part of the agreement?

      “Don’t overthink it,” she said. She switched gears almost immediately and said to Trip, “Will you grab some beers from the fridge? And fetch the salad while you’re in there.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She grinned. “I could get used to this.” She turned businesslike and used oven mitts to move the casserole dish to a trivet on the table. “I hope you don’t mind Chicken à la King. I was feeling nostalgic. And I hope you’re okay with biscuits from a can.”

      “Of course.” “No problem.”

      “Every respectable southern woman should know how to make them from scratch,” she added, “but I don’t pretend to be respectable. Besides, I never mastered the art.”

      “You mastered other things,” I said.

      “Exactly,” Trip agreed. “But who cares? I’m starving. I could eat a horse.”

      “Anything else you’d like to eat?” Susan teased.

      “Yes, ma’am!”

      “Oh, boy,” I sighed, “it’s getting thick in here.”

      She blinked coquettishly and asked, “Is anything else getting thick?”

      “I thought your ‘special friend’ was taking care of you,” I said.

      “Oh, he does. But I have my eye on someone else tonight.” She glanced at Trip. “Maybe two someones…?”

      “Do you mind if we eat first?” He spread his towel on a chair and slid into it without waiting for an answer.

      “Of course. You’ll need your strength. Both of you.” She gestured at my chair and pulled out her own.

      “Step into my parlor,” I said under my breath, “said the spider to the fly.”

      “It isn’t all that bad,” she laughed. She spooned casserole onto my plate. “Besides, you don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      “Oh, I want to. As a matter of fact, I sort of have orders.”

      “Orders?” She glanced at Trip as she filled his plate. “From you?”

      “Uh-uh. Probably Christy.” He grinned. “She rules the roost these days.”

      “And Wren doesn’t rule your roost?” I shot back.

      “Never said she didn’t. I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

      “And what about you?” Susan asked me. “Does Christy approve?”

      “You know she does. That’s why you talked to her, isn’t it?”

      “I hope you don’t mind,” she said. “I wanted to clear it before I… um… ‘suggested’ anything.”

      “And what if she’d said no?”

      “Don’t worry about him,” Trip spoke up. “I’m happy to fool around. He’s weird about sex these days.”

      “No,” Susan said, very deliberately, “he and Christy are still deciding what works for them. You and Wren have had more time to think about it.”

      “If you say so.”

      “You weren’t so sure last summer,” she said.

      “I’m sure now, though.”

      “Mmm,” she agreed noncommittally. Then she smiled at me. “Go ahead and eat. I won’t attack until later. I won’t attack at all if you don’t want me to.”

      “I didn’t say that. I just… need some time to get used to the idea.”

      “Really?” she teased. “I thought you liked it.”

      “No, the idea that Christy’s okay with it.”

      “Didn’t she tell you?” Trip said testily.

      “Not in so many words.”

      “Why not?”

      “What’s it to you?” I snapped. Then I drew a deep breath and tried to relax. “Sorry.”

      He accepted my apology and offered his own.

      “Sometimes Christy hints instead of telling me outright,” I explained to Susan.

      “She’s very traditional.”

      Trip looked like he wanted to say something, but he decided to keep it to himself.

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “I told you,” he said, “I’m trying to do better. I guess I’m more like Wren than I wanna admit.” He thought about it and sighed. “Maybe that’s why you’re a better architect. You’re patient. And you take the long view.”

      “You do too,” I said, “just not about certain things. We wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you and all your planning and hard work.”

      Susan grinned.

      I sighed. “What now?”

      “You. And Trip. I like hearing you work out your differences and come to a consensus.”

      “We normally don’t do it in front of clients,” Trip admitted.

      “But I’m not a client yet,” she said. “You still have to convince me.”

      “I’m sure we will. Once we give you some personal service.”

      “Oh, please!” I blurted. “You two are the worst. We all know what’s going to happen.”

      “Yes, dear,” Susan said patiently, “but sometimes the negotiation is part of the fun.”

      “And we still have lots of negotiating to do,” Trip added.

      “Speaking of which,” I said, “do you mind if we eat first? And maybe talk about the actual project instead of all this flirting and innuendo?”

      “I thought you liked flirting and innuendo,” Susan said. “But you’re probably right.” She glanced at Trip and changed the subject. “What kind of costs are we talking about with the initial phase, at the Retreat?”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner we moved the conversation to the hot tub, where Susan dropped her robe and surveyed the steaming water. The little head twitched at the sight of her body, but the big head overruled him. We hadn’t finished talking about the project, and Susan clearly agreed. She climbed into the tub and immediately picked up where we’d left off inside.

      “Do you think you’ll rebuild the clubhouse with the same layout?”

      Trip hopped into the water, popped the top on his beer, and nodded at me to answer.

      “I don’t think so.”

      Susan sank into the water up to her breasts, and the bubbles swirled around them. She smiled at the direction of my gaze. Then she boldly returned the favor, and her eyes lingered on my pride and joy. She didn’t seem surprised that I shaved, which wasn’t exactly a surprise itself. She and my mom talked several times a week, after all.

      “Have a seat,” she offered, and her eyes glinted with amusement as she watched me realize that she didn’t mean in the water.

      I sat on the side, as requested. Then I casually spread my legs and adjusted my cock to give her a better view. Two can play that game, I thought at her.

      Her eyebrow arched in reply. Then she tried to ruffle me by returning to business. “Why not the same layout?” she asked, curious instead of contradictory.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” I said without missing a beat, “especially if we add bathrooms to the motel rooms. We’ll still need a bathhouse for the people in campers and RVs, but I think we should add a dedicated building up there.”

      She gestured for me to continue.

      “The clubhouse should be a social space,” I explained, “for meals and recreation. I don’t want a large, open space, either. We have that outside. We’ll also have to worry about acoustics if we build an open structure.”

      “Acoustics?” She looked at Trip for confirmation, but he simply grinned and gestured for her to listen to me.

      “Yes,” I said. “That many people get loud, and we’ll have to add acoustic tiles and maybe baffles to absorb it. Better to break up the space into smaller areas. Not with separate rooms,” I added before she could ask, “but with partition walls and planters and things like that.”

      Trip gave her an I-told-you-so look.

      She deliberately ignored him and said to me, “Go on.”

      “I don’t want to build a simple steel box. I’m thinking about engineered wood instead. And I don’t mean plywood or fiberboard. I’ve been reading about a guy who’s using this stuff called Microllam. It’s laminated veneer lumber, and I think we can use it to…”

      I talked for ten minutes and sketched out designs that had only been vague ideas up to that point. My excitement grew as the building took shape in my head, until Susan finally nodded that she was satisfied.

      “I want to see something on paper,” she added, “but I like what you’re saying. And I like that you use the word ‘we.’ When you talk about camp. You don’t mean you and Trip and this project, do you?”

      I thought about it. “Not really. I guess I think of the camp as my own. Not in any official sense, but…”

      “You care,” she finished. “That’s why I want you and Trip to manage the renovation. It’s just a job to the other companies.”

      “Christy said the same thing.”

      “Yes. She mentioned that.” She turned to Trip. “She’s the one who finally convinced me.”

      His eyebrows flew up.

      “I was already leaning your way,” Susan explained, “especially after we talked about the second estimates, but Christy made the case that you and Paul love the Pines as much as I do.”

      “I could’ve told you that,” he said, a little defensively.

      “But you didn’t.”

      “No, I guess not. It’s really Paul,” he added. “I like the camp well enough, but I didn’t grow up here.”

      “You and I don’t have the same connection, either,” she said. “Not like Paul and I do.”

      “No.”

      She looked at me. “I’ll be honest, I wouldn’t give you the job if I didn’t think you could handle it. This is business. The other is personal.”

      “I understand,” I said.

      She turned back to Trip. “I also wouldn’t give you the job if Wren and Christy didn’t support you. I hope you realize that.”

      “I— we do,” he said quickly.

      “Do you?” She let the question hang in the air. “I don’t think you understand what kind of assets they are, especially Christy.”

      “Of course, she—”

      “Doesn’t like you very much,” Susan said bluntly. “Not at the moment, at least.”

      “That’s my fault,” he admitted.

      “Not entirely. But she argued in your favor. You specifically, not you and Paul.”

      “She did?”

      “Yes. She said no one else will work as hard as you.”

      I spoke up, “She’s right about that.”

      “So I hope you understand,” Susan continued, “that I’m not hiring just you. I’m hiring your team, all of you. Christy and Wren are as important as you are.”

      “He knows,” I said in Trip’s defense. “He said the same thing to me.” I repeated his comment about silent partners.

      “But they aren’t exactly silent,” Susan said, “are they?”

      “No, not really.” Trip thought about it and added, “Wren is—at the moment—but only ’cause she’s busy with school.” He glanced at me. “And I probably need to give Christy more credit.”

      “Mmm,” Susan agreed. “So, back to the project,” she said after a moment. “We’re in agreement?”

      “Absolutely.” “We are.”

      “Good. I also want to discuss the bonuses and milestones you mentioned. We’ll write up something formal when we finalize the budget and schedule.”

      Trip nodded.

      “But for now I think a handshake is enough.” She set her beer aside, rose, and extended her hand. “Congratulations. I’m looking forward to working with you.”

      Trip stood and shook her hand very formally. Then he suffered a moment of vertigo, followed by a goofy grin as he steadied himself.

      Susan shook my hand as well. She waited a moment before she asked, “Happy?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good. I’m glad.” She sank into the water and eyed me with more than friendly interest. “Now can we talk about the fringe benefits?” Her grin turned wry. “I know you were wondering earlier if that was the only reason I wanted to hire you.”

      I winced. “Was it that obvious?”

      “Maybe not to anyone else, but I know you. Remember?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “I’ll be honest,” she said after a moment, “I almost didn’t offer you the job. I really don’t like to mix business and pleasure.”

      “What changed your mind?”

      “Lots of things. But mostly how serious you are. Also, Christy and Wren support you. Completely,” she added for Trip’s benefit. “Besides, I think we can keep things separate.”

      “I think so.” “We can.”

      She grinned at Trip again. “So, you mentioned personal service…?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said on cue.

      Some weird part of me still felt that we were moving too quickly—and that business and pleasure were inextricably linked in this case—but the little head firmly overruled the big one. He was ready for some action and didn’t care why it happened.

      Trip clearly had the same idea, and with fewer second thoughts. He moved across the tub and lifted Susan to the side. She parted her legs and revealed her shaved pussy.

      “Nice,” she said. “Lip service…”

      She ran her fingers through his hair as he kissed her thigh. Then he began kissing her pussy, and she closed her eyes to enjoy it. After a moment he gently urged her to lie back to give him better access. She raised one foot to the side and propped her knee up.

      Trip began licking in earnest. Susan rested one hand on his head and used the other to pinch her stiff nipples. Her breathing grew heavier, and she moistened her lips in anticipation. I knew an invitation when I saw it, so I moved to her side and aimed my hard-on at her mouth.

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” I said, “I’m looking for a ’job.”

      She opened her eyes and smiled at the pun. Then she kissed the head of my cock. I twisted her nipple and gently tugged. She rolled toward me, grabbed my hip, and raised her head to swallow me deeper. I groaned as her lips closed around my shaft. She sucked for a moment and then withdrew slowly.

      We continued like that for several minutes, until Trip stood back and stroked his erection. I pulled my cock from Susan’s mouth.

      “Hop down,” Trip said to her. “Let me fuck you from behind.”

      She slid into the water, and I scooted into position on the side of the tub. I offered her my hard-on, and she groaned as Trip slid into her from behind. She began sucking me again.

      “What do you think?” Trip said. “Best job ever?”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty nice.”

      Susan agreed with a moan.

      Trip began thrusting, and soon waves lapped at the sides of the hot tub. Susan tightened her lips around my shaft and sucked gently as Trip pounded her from behind. I enjoyed the show and the blowjob until he pulled out and gripped the base of his shaft.

      “I’m gonna come,” he said. “Where do you want it?”

      “In my mouth,” Susan panted.

      “Switch places with me,” he said.

      I hopped into the water, and he replaced me on the side of the tub. Susan started sucking him as I moved into position behind her. I aimed my cock at her opening and slid into her, but I didn’t start thrusting right away. Instead, I simply held her hips and enjoyed the feeling of warmth around my shaft.

      Susan massaged Trip’s balls and stroked his shaft. A moment later he threw back his head and grunted. She captured the spurting tip of his cock and swallowed his load. I began thrusting at the same time. Susan’s pussy felt warm and smooth, and I knew I wouldn’t last if I went much faster. Instead, I settled in for a long, slow fuck.

      Trip propped himself on his hands and watched. Susan had stopped sucking, but he didn’t seem to mind. He tossed his chin at my thrusting hips.

      “How’s it feel,” he asked, “to be back in the game?”

      I was tempted to tell him that I’d never left, that I’d been fucking Christy and Brooke while he’d been having fun with Wren, Leah, Mark, and whoever else. I didn’t want to brag, especially about my love life, so I simply grinned instead. Besides, Trip deserved to enjoy the role reversal, even if it was only in his head.

      “Pretty nice, isn’t it?” he continued.

      “Very,” I agreed.

      He started stroking himself and then offered his semi-hard dick to Susan. She moaned and started sucking again. He brushed her hair back and watched, while I concentrated on not coming too soon.

      After several minutes he said, “Lemme know when you’re ready.”

      “Getting close,” I said.

      “I thought so. Switch with me.”

      I pulled out and hopped to the side of the tub. Susan immediately captured my cock and tried to swallow me whole. I groaned and thrust my hips at her. Trip shot me a grin. Then he moved behind her and began playing with her pussy. Susan knew I was getting close, so she bobbed on my cock with single-minded intensity.

      Trip must have known me better than I realized, because he timed it perfectly. The pressure built in my balls until I couldn’t hold back any longer. He fingered Susan hard from behind, and she moaned with her own orgasm as mine erupted down her throat. She held her breath and clamped her lips around my pulsing shaft, and her face turned red from the effort.

      My cock stopped spurting after what seemed like forever, and she released me with an explosive gasp. She breathed hard through her nose, while I panted to catch my own breath. Trip slowly withdrew his fingers from her pussy.

      “Take a minute to recover?” he said.

      I swallowed to moisten my mouth. “More like five.”

      “Ten for me,” Susan said. She reconsidered and laughed weakly. “How about twenty?”

      “Fine by me,” Trip said. “But let’s move inside for round two. I wanna take my time and fuck you properly.”

      She grinned. “I could get used to this.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Whitman-Hughes, at your service.”

      I didn’t feel the need to correct him.
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        * * *

      

      I went for a run early the next morning, before Trip or Susan were awake (or so I thought). The morning air was cool and damp, but not so cold that I needed a sweatshirt. I jogged up the hill and then turned toward the Retreat. I could see well enough in the predawn light, and I enjoyed the quiet of the forest as I ran.

      I thought about Christy mostly. I was a little surprised that she’d adjusted to swinging so quickly. As a matter of fact, she’d adjusted to the whole lifestyle, although I realized it was only a partial adjustment. She was willing to let me fool around, even on my own, but she hadn’t made the leap to sex with other men.

      Baby steps, I reminded myself. It took her months before she was ready to have sex with me. And that was only ’cause we were talking about getting married.

      In other words, the little head said, once she realized you were in it for the long run.

      I was never looking for a notch on my bedpost, I protested.

      Speak for yourself, he said.

      That’s why you aren’t in charge anymore.

      Says you.

      Yeah, says me.

      He sulked until we reached the Retreat. Then I forgot about him as I jogged around the site. Little had changed since the last time I’d seen it. Trip and I would have our work cut out for us over the summer, but we could handle it. Our first task would be to finish at least two of the bungalows, if only to the point where we could sleep in them and use the bathrooms. Then we could tackle the rest at our leisure.

      I jogged to a stop in front of the clubhouse and surveyed the pool. The crew had finished the shell, coping, and concrete deck, but that was all. The pump and filter were still in boxes in the clubhouse, and the basin itself was full of pine needles and other debris.

      We wouldn’t want to hike all the way back to the main camp for a swim, so we’d have to clean out the pool and get it running as our second order of business. I added it to my mental list and headed back the way I’d come.

      The forest around me had come to life while I’d been distracted by the mundane world. Sunlight glowed in the tops of the trees, and birds called to each other. The air smelled clean and fresh, and even the sandy soil seemed softer than usual. I let my thoughts wander.

      Unfortunately, the mundane world intruded as I approached the main road. I could see headlights through the trees, so I slowed to a walk at the sandy intersection. I wondered who might be coming to camp so early, and my confusion only deepened when Susan’s station wagon squeaked to a stop in front of me. She leaned across the seat and rolled down the passenger window. I had a nice view of her cleavage down her terrycloth robe.

      “Hello, stranger.”

      “Hey,” I said. “What’re you doing here?”

      “I ran out to get the papers.” Her elbow rested on the New York Times, the Washington Post, and five or six more.

      “Hold on,” I said, “you drove into town? Dressed like that?”

      “No, I drove to the box. I have them delivered.” She frowned playfully. “Still a bit slow on the uptake? Your mom said you were getting better.”

      “I need to think before I speak,” I muttered.

      She laughed. “Come on, get in. I’ll give you a ride to the house.”

      “Yeah, okay. Thanks.” I opened the door and tried to move the stack of papers. I had to use both hands. “Holy crap! These things weigh a ton. Do you actually read all these?”

      “Of course. Well, no, not exactly.”

      I slid into the car and closed the door.

      “I get the Journal through the week, for money and investing. The others are weekend editions. I usually read the front page, editorials, and business sections. Politics and international in the major ones. I skim arts and style. And I read the local paper front to back. The same with the State.”

      “How long’s it take? A week?”

      “Mmm, sometimes.” She shrugged. “I like to stay informed. Besides, I have varied interests, business and otherwise.”

      “Don’t you have anything better to do?”

      “I live by myself in a nudist camp that’s deserted half the year. What do you think?”

      “Oh. Yeah. Right. Okay. Well, I’m ready when you are.”

      “Not yet.” She eyed my running shorts. Then she deliberately moistened her lips.

      My eyebrows ticked up. “Seriously?”

      “Why not? Besides, you know how I am.”

      “Horny? All the time?”

      “Of course. Especially with two men in the house. I’ve missed it.”

      “What?”

      “Having young men in the house,” she said patiently.

      “Wait. Are you talking about me and Trip?”

      “Mmm, maybe you aren’t so quick after all.”

      “Hold on, you don’t mean… Kirk and Doug?”

      “Of course,” she laughed. “Your mom isn’t the only one with fantasies.” She eyed my crotch again. “Speaking of which… take those off.”

      My brain struggled to process it, so I stalled. “You’re pretty bossy this morning.”

      “I’m your boss, remember? Now, are you going to take them off?”

      “Why?”

      “Why do you think? And why’re you suddenly clueless again?”

      “I’m not clueless,” I said defensively. “I just…”

      “I think I understand,” she said. “We don’t have to do anything.”

      “No, it isn’t that. I want to. I just…” I thought about it and sighed. “I guess I’m not used to Christy… um… ‘arranging’ things for me.”

      “She didn’t ‘arrange’ anything. I did.”

      “True. But she agreed.”

      “She’s a lot more open-minded than you give her credit for.”

      “She says the same— Oh, right. I get it.”

      “Mmm hmm,” Susan agreed. “We talk. Remember?”

      “‘Talk’? As in… regularly?”

      “Not as regularly as your mom and I do, but more than just once.”

      “Okay, how regularly?” I demanded.

      “More lately,” Susan said with a sly grin, “because she wanted my advice.”

      “About what?” I glared before she could call me clueless again. “Never mind. Deep throat.”

      “Mmm, yes. We’ve had a couple of, ahem, long conversations.”

      I rolled my eyes at the pun. “Deep too?”

      “Ooh, you are getting better. Would you like me to show you?” She nodded at my shorts. “It’d be a shame to let that go to waste.”

      “Stupid penis. He has a mind of his own.”

      “Christy said you talk to it. I hadn’t really noticed before, but she’s right.”

      “She’s right about lots of things.”

      “Including this.” Susan’s blue eyes glinted with amusement. They were darker than Christy’s, but just as piercing. “So, you like a blowjob after your run?”

      “How’d—? Really? You talked about that too?”

      “Of course,” she laughed. “That was the whole point.”

      “I dunno why I thought I had any secrets,” I muttered. Then I untied the drawstring on my shorts. I lifted my hips and slid them down.

      My hard-on sprang up, and Susan leaned across the seat. She rested on the stack of newspapers and gripped my shaft.

      “I’ve missed this,” she said.

      “Giving head?”

      “Yes, but more than that. You and me.”

      “For real?”

      “Mmm hmm. I like being part of a group, but I also enjoy our time alone together. That’s one of the reasons I wanted to talk to Christy, to make sure she’s okay with it.”

      “I wish she’d told me,” I said, a bit petulantly.

      “She’s telling you now… with my mouth.”

      “Well?” I prompted. “Shouldn’t you stop talking and start sucking?”

      “Now who’s being bossy?” She swirled her tongue around my glans and silenced any comeback I might’ve had. “Much better.”

      “You’re the boss,” I agreed.

      She laughed softly, and her breath felt hot on my shaft. “I wasn’t sure I’d like it,” she said after a moment. “Your new look.”

      “Well?”

      “It’s nice. Very neat.” She thought of something and chuckled. “Turkish girls. Who knew?”

      My brow furrowed. “Huh?”

      “How one thing leads to another,” she said cryptically. “Never mind.”

      She bobbed on my shaft, and I stopped talking. Then she slowly took me deep. The angle made it a bit harder, but she didn’t let that stop her. I groaned as my cock entered her throat. She closed her lips around the base.

      “God, that’s good.”

      She nodded agreement, and my cock swelled in her mouth. She held it as long as she could before she had to come up for air.

      “You have to teach Christy,” I gasped.

      “She’ll get the hang of it,” Susan said. “She’s very determined.”

      “She says— Ah, right. She told you that too.”

      She chuckled again. “Not so slow after all.”

      “No. I still talk too much, though. I get it from you. You’re a bad influence.”

      “You say the sweetest things.” She started sucking again, and I forgot what I wanted to say.

      I came after only a few minutes, but Susan didn’t seem to mind. She swallowed my load and then sucked gently as I caught my breath.

      “That’s enough for now.” She gave my cock a final kiss and sat up. Then she looked at herself in the rearview mirror. She delicately wiped the corners of her mouth and shot me a sideways grin. “I haven’t done that in a while.”

      “What? Given head in a car?”

      “Mmm. I need to do it more often. Are you available?”

      “I’ll check my calendar,” I said dryly.

      “Good. In the meantime, you promised me a ride.” She shifted the car into gear and started over the hill.

      “Did I?”

      “No, but you were going to.”

      “It’s a good thing you can read my mind.”

      “Yes, isn’t it?”
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        * * *

      

      Trip was drinking coffee at the kitchen table when we returned. He smirked when he saw Susan’s disheveled robe and my missing shorts. I dropped the stack of papers on the table and tried to ignore him.

      “I thought you went for a run,” he said.

      “Yeah… I… um…”

      “Helped me instead,” Susan said. “I needed to top up the fluids. In my car.”

      “In your car,” Trip chuckled. He didn’t believe a word of it, but he wasn’t meant to.

      “I’m still a quart low,” she added with a smug look at me.

      “A quart!” I blurted. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      Trip grinned. “Want some help?”

      “No, but thanks,” Susan answered before I could. “I’m still a bit worn out from last night. I can only handle one this morning. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Don’t mind at all. And if you don’t mind,” he added to me, “I’m going to get to work.”

      I started to say that I’d hurry and join him as soon as I could, but a clue came hurtling out of nowhere and whacked me in the head. Susan wasn’t a chore I needed to take care of before I could get to work. Score one for maturity.

      “It might be a while,” I said instead.

      “Take your time.” He drained his mug and stood. “It’s all stuff I can do by myself. Measurements and materials lists and things like that. You take care of the client. I’ll borrow the car if you don’t mind.”

      Susan handed him the keys.

      “Need to get some distance estimates for running the new utilities. Then I’ll head to the Retreat and look at things there. Catch up with me whenever.”

      “Sounds good,” I agreed. “Are you sure…?”

      “I’m sure,” he said. “Y’all have fun.”

      He headed toward the bathroom to shower and get dressed, while Susan and I went to her bedroom.

      “Okay, what’s going on?” I said as soon as she closed the door behind us.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not entirely clueless. Well, not all the time. You could handle Trip and me in your sleep. So you wanted me alone for a reason. I don’t mind, but… why?”

      “I told her you’d figure it out.”

      “Who? Christy?”

      “No, your mom.”

      “What’s she—? Oh, I get it. She wanted you to ask about us, about… spring break.”

      “You really are getting better,” Susan said. She unbelted her robe and let it fall to the floor. The little head started to rise to the occasion, even though she’d taken care of him less than fifteen minutes earlier. “Come on,” she said, “let’s get comfortable.” She crawled into the unmade bed and scooted over to give me room. Then she patted the spot next to her.

      “Are you trying to seduce me, Mrs. MacLean?”

      “It’s a bit late for that!” she laughed. “But I will if you want me to.”

      “No, you’re right. We’re past that point.” I stripped off my shirt and then sat on the bed to take off my shoes and socks.

      “I’d like to think I still could,” she said. “Seduce you.”

      “Oh, you could, all right.” I turned and settled with my back against the pillows. Then I eyed her body and made my cock twitch. “See?”

      She laughed and began playing with it.

      “It wouldn’t take much, either,” I added. “I’m notoriously easy.”

      “That’s not what Christy said.”

      “I was playing hard to get with her,” I said.

      “And you weren’t with me?”

      “No. That was a different kind of hard. From the moment I saw you.”

      “Oh, I’ve missed this,” she sighed. “The back-and-forth and flirting. You make me feel young again.”

      “You are young.”

      “Maybe in my head, but the rest of me is falling apart. Like the camp. But we can talk about that later. Right now, we need to talk about—”

      “Mom and me,” I said.

      “Right. She wanted me to be subtle, but I don’t work like that. So I’m just going to ask.”

      “I’m okay with it. What happened. Between us.”

      She nodded seriously. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. I’ve had a lot of time to think about it.”

      “And Christy’s fine with it.”

      I blinked in surprise. It was a statement instead of a question. “So Mom told you?” I said. “That I told Christy?”

      “Yes. She wanted me to make sure she’s okay too, but I don’t need to. I heard it in her voice. She didn’t mention your mom at all, but she was talking about your future together and the things she wants to do for you. That isn’t the kind of thing you talk about if you aren’t sure about someone.”

      “No.”

      “She loves you,” Susan said quietly. “Very much.”

      “I know. I love her too.”

      “So, she’s really The One?”

      “Yeah, she is. She… gets me. And she obviously doesn’t have a problem with my lifestyle.” I gestured at the two of us as proof.

      “Not even the taboo parts?”

      “No. Believe it or not,” I added with a laugh, “she’s even talked about asking Erin to join us.”

      “Oh, my!” Susan said. “She is perfect for you.”

      “No kidding.”

      She paused and then said delicately, “Your mom also wanted me to ask… She said it was an itch and you scratched it, but…” Her eyebrows rose with a suggestion.

      “She wants to do it again?”

      “Maybe. If the situation’s right. But she won’t if Christy…”

      “She’d be fine with it.”

      “Would she want to join in?”

      “Probably not. She’s weird about a—” I swallowed the word “age” and finished lamely, “Who she likes.” I plowed ahead before she could think about it. “I’m not, though. You know that.”

      She understood anyway. “I do,” she said. “And you’re sweet.”

      “Christy’s just… weird. Don’t take it personally.”

      “I don’t,” she said, which was a polite lie. “Different strokes…”

      “She wants to watch. Does that count?”

      “Of course.”

      “Sorry if I killed the mood,” I said into the silence.

      “You didn’t. Reality did. I’m a big girl. I can take it.”

      “All of it,” I joked. My dick had gone soft when the conversation had turned serious and she’d stopped playing with it, but she followed my glance and smiled for real.

      “You’re good for me.”

      “I’m good for you… in you… on you…”

      “Under me?”

      “That too!” I gestured for her to straddle my hips.

      “And talk about the first thing that comes up?”

      “Yeah, it’s an old joke. But sometimes the old ones are the best.”

      “Present company included?”

      “You aren’t old. You’re… mature. Confident. Sexy. Now, climb aboard. You need more fluids.”

      “Mmm, yes. I’m a quart low.” She swung her leg over mine and sat back on my thighs.

      I paused to admire her. She wasn’t a teenager, but she wasn’t a frumpy hausfrau either. I saw her clearly, too, not like I had when I was fifteen. She had a few more lines around her eyes, and maybe she sagged a little, here and there, but she was still a beautiful woman.

      “Well?” she said when I finished my appraisal.

      “Christy’s working on a project now,” I said, “a series about time and beauty.”

      She frowned at the non sequitur, but she trusted me to make sense eventually.

      “She’s sculpting a girl in the flower of youth, a woman in her prime, and an older woman in her golden years. She’s done a good job with it. The girl is beautiful and innocent. The woman knows she’s attractive but still has doubts. The older woman has an inner beauty. Her outer one has faded, but she radiates confidence.” I paused to let my words sink in.

      “I don’t understand,” Susan admitted. “I’m the older woman, clearly, but—”

      “The older woman is the most interesting. Not just in general,” I stressed, “but the way Christy’s sculpted them.”

      “How?”

      I had a sudden inspiration. “The girl is cotton candy. She’s sweet but doesn’t last. The woman is a full meal. She’s enjoyable for a while but then you’re done.”

      “And the older woman?”

      “A banquet. You can’t take your eyes off her. You don’t know where to start, and you don’t ever want it to end. I know I’m not saying it right, but—”

      “No,” Susan laughed tearfully, “you’re saying it just fine.”

      “Oh, thank God! I thought I’d—”

      She leaned forward and kissed me.

      I froze in surprise but recovered quickly.

      “Thank you,” she said as she sat back. “I needed that. You reminded me that beauty isn’t always physical.”

      “No. And neither is love.”

      She smiled.

      “Well, sometimes it is.” I gestured at my dick. “Any chance you could…?”

      “Leave it to a man to spoil a beautiful moment.” She wasn’t really upset, though. She wiped her eyes and decided to tease me. “Your equipment isn’t ready.”

      “And yours is?”

      “Well, no,” she admitted.

      I put my hands on her hips and drew her toward me. My cock had already begun to stiffen at the first sign of action, and it grazed her pussy as she moved into position.

      “Much better,” I said. “We’ll start slow. Then I wanna watch you ride me until you come.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We caught up with Trip at the Retreat a couple of hours later. He didn’t seem the least bit annoyed that he’d been working while we were having fun. Of course, Susan was in a good mood, which counted for a lot.

      “Fluids all topped up?” he said.

      “Oh, yes. I’m very happy with the service so far. I still want regular updates from you, though.”

      “Any time.” He shot me a roguish grin. “It’s a tough job, but someone has to do it.”

      “Speaking of jobs…,” I said. “Where are we with the real one?”

      “You’re no fun.”

      “All play and no work makes Trip a poor boy.”

      “Ha! You’re right about that.” He turned serious and gestured at the site. “I’ve looked at everything here. You wanna go over it?”

      We took a quick tour, and he reviewed his list for Susan’s benefit. Then we hopped in her car and drove back to the main camp, where we did the same at the RV and camping area.

      “We’ll need to hire an engineer or geologist to do a soil analysis,” Trip finished. “They’ll tell us how much ballast we need for the heavier RVs, but an ordinary paving company should be able to do the work.”

      “Paving?” Susan said. “I thought we agreed, no asphalt.”

      “Gravel, not asphalt,” he explained, “but it’s the same company. And we may be able to use soil for the top layer, but I’ll have to check. It depends on the drainage. I made a note.”

      “Ah, okay.”

      “And we’ll have to do some research on campgrounds in general,” he added. “Well, Paul will.”

      “Me? Why me?”

      “Because you’ll need to design the layout. Heavier RVs are bigger, and they need more room to maneuver.”

      “Oh, yeah. I hadn’t thought of that.”

      Trip had, but he was too polite to rub my nose in it.

      We took a break at that point. Susan had brought sandwiches, and we sat on her station wagon’s tailgate to eat them. She and Trip talked about phases and cost estimates, while I ignored them almost completely. I was already designing the RV and camping bathhouse in my head. I decided to add a small community room, and the others were happy to leave me to it.

      We started with the motel buildings after lunch. Susan followed along and nodded as I described our plans for the wet wall and other renovations.

      “I like the idea to make them more homey,” she said, “but I don’t like window units for the air conditioners. Can we install normal ones instead? Or the kind they use in hotel rooms these days?”

      “Probably,” Trip said as he made a note, “but it’ll drive the cost up.”

      “I don’t really care.”

      “Hold on, what?” I said. “Are you the same woman who turns down her thermostat because it costs a fortune to heat her house?”

      “That’s personal,” she said defensively. “This is business. Besides, the budget’s already over a million. Another few thousand won’t make a difference.”

      “A few thousand here, a few thousand there,” Trip cautioned. “It adds up.”

      “I want nicer air conditioners.”

      “You’re the boss.” He made another note and underlined it. “Okay. Are we ready to look at the vacant houses?”

      We were, and we spent several hours going over four of them. They were all typical postwar construction, solid, dependable, and utterly boring. We couldn’t do much with the exteriors, but we could update the interiors and make them more attractive to modern visitors.

      “I wish you’d let us renovate your house as well,” I said when we finished.

      “He’s right,” Trip added. “We could make small changes or gut it completely and start fresh.”

      “No!” Susan cried. “That was my parents’ house. I grew up there.”

      “Okay,” he said judiciously, “start small and work our way up.”

      “Small how?” Susan asked.

      “New water heater,” I said immediately.

      “Mmm,” Trip agreed, “something more energy efficient. And you were complaining about heating costs?”

      “Yes, I—”

      “She needs a new heat pump,” I said.

      “New windows would help.” He made a note. “We can blow more insulation in the attic. That’d help too.”

      “What would all this cost?” Susan asked.

      I threw up my hands. “Now she cares about cost?”

      “Dude, chill out,” Trip said reasonably. Then he continued to Susan, “We can keep the initial costs down, but you’ll start seeing savings almost immediately. Lower electric bills, for sure, especially with the heat pump Paul mentioned.” He made a couple of notes. “We’ll do everything with an eye toward efficiency and cost savings. I’ll run some numbers and show you.”

      “Better,” she said, although she added a reproachful look for me.

      “He’s great at design,” Trip said, “but not so good at sales.”

      I muttered resentfully, “I’m good at customer service.”

      “You are,” Susan said, “and I’m sorry. You only want what’s best—”

      “We both do,” Trip agreed.

      “—but you need to convince me instead of giving orders.”

      “Yeah, sorry,” I said.

      “You’re a very good architect,” she assured me, “but Trip could sell ice to an Eskimo.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said confidently.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Christy and Wren were sitting in the living room when we came home. They stood and waited for us to drop our backpacks.

      “Welcome home,” Wren said. She waited half a heartbeat before she added, “How’d it go?”

      “How d’you think?” Trip said.

      Christy rolled her eyes at his bravado.

      “We got the job,” I said.

      Her expression changed immediately. “Oh, that’s wonderful! Congratulations!”

      “We knew you would,” Wren added.

      “Thanks to you all,” I said.

      “What did we do?” She huffed at the sound of a buzzer from the kitchen. “Hold on. I have to take the meat out.” She touched Christy’s arm. “I’ll put yours in and we’ll eat when it’s ready.” She shot Trip a warning look. “Don’t start till I get back.”

      He grinned. “Your wish—”

      “Don’t you dare,” she warned. “You won’t get laid for a week, and definitely not tonight.” She pretended to glare at me, but I saw through it easily. She was excited and happy, and not just for us.

      I glanced at Christy and knew why. They both had a satisfied glow about them.

      “Go on,” Christy told her. “I’ll make sure they wait.”

      Wren gave her a smile full of affection and headed toward the kitchen.

      Trip waited until she was out of earshot, although he still lowered his voice when he said to Christy, “I owe you an apology.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Why?”

      “I didn’t realize how much you believed in us, in me. Susan told me what you said—”

      “It was nothing,” she said.

      “—and I know how much you support Paul. We couldn’t do this without you and Wren in our corner.”

      He’d caught her off guard, but she recovered quickly. “Thank you.”

      “He really means it,” I added. “Susan said she wouldn’t’ve hired us if it weren’t for you.”

      “Thank you, but I didn’t really do anything.”

      “Yes, you did,” Trip insisted. “And we— I appreciate it.”

      We abruptly fell silent as Wren reappeared from the kitchen.

      “Okay, it’s resting. About fifteen minutes.” She smiled at Christy. “I put yours in with the potatoes— Hold on, what’d I miss?”

      “Nothing,” Trip said smoothly. “What’s for dinner?”

      She eyed him skeptically but said, “Chateaubriand and pommes frites.”

      “With a yummy portobello for me,” Christy added.

      “How about wine?” he asked. “We should celebrate, with champagne.”

      “No, red,” Wren said automatically. “And we are celebrating. With a nice Bordeaux. From Saint-Julien.”

      His eyebrows went up. “The case you stole from your father?”

      “I wasn’t going to mention that,” she said.

      “And… um… we might’ve started early,” Christy admitted. “Only, we didn’t know exactly when you’d be home,” she added in a rush. “Besides, you can’t expect us to talk without a glass of wine!”

      “Perish the thought,” I said dryly.

      “Mr. Meanie.”

      “Yeah, Mr. Meanie,” Trip said as he clapped me on the shoulder. “Lighten up.”

      Christy’s eyebrows rose but she didn’t say anything.

      “Come on,” Wren said, “we’ll open another bottle. You can tell us about your trip.”
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        * * *

      

      “That was amazing, babe,” Trip said after dinner. He picked up an empty wine bottle and read the label. “And these Gruaud Larose guys really know how to make wine.”

      I didn’t know Gruaud Larose from Guy Laroche, but I knew what tasted good.

      “Yeah, it was nice,” I added, “but the steak was the best part. Absolutely amazing, Wren.”

      “The best steak I’ve ever had,” Christy said with a wry smile.

      “Better than tube steak?” Trip joked.

      “That depends,” Christy said. Her smile hardened. It was an invitation to keep digging, and he reached for a shovel.

      “On what?”

      “Whether I like the owner or not.”

      “Oh, burn,” I said, as lightly as I could.

      “Ouch,” he agreed. “No kidding.”

      “Don’t mess with my girl,” I added. “She grew up with older brothers. She punches above her weight.”

      She relaxed slightly once she realized I was on her side.

      “Whatever,” Trip said. “I was trying to be funny, but…” He drained his wineglass and attempted to play it off. “She’ll come around.”

      I cut him some slack because he’d been drinking, but I still felt the need to say something. “Remember what we talked about the other day,” I cautioned. “One step forward, two steps back.”

      “That one of your fancy dance moves?”

      “Yeah. It’s called the ‘crash and burn.’”

      He realized I wasn’t kidding, and he stopped himself before he made things worse.

      “Oh, man,” he said instead, “I blew that save. Time for me to get off the mound.” He inhaled sharply to clear his head. “Sorry.”

      My eyes tightened. His apology had been for me.

      “Uh-oh,” he said quickly. “Now I really need to stop pitching.” At least he realized why I wasn’t happy. He turned to Christy. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “It’s all right.”

      “Not really, but thanks.” He took another deep breath and said to Wren, “Get me outta here, babe. Can I help with the dishes?”

      Three sets of eyebrows hit the ceiling. We were so shocked that the tension turned into disbelief.

      “What?” Trip protested. “I can change. I can be a New Age guy too.”

      “He can,” Wren agreed. She touched his hand and smiled at him fondly. “He doesn’t let others see it very often, but I know it’s there.”

      “Well, that’s our cue,” I said at the same time as Christy touched my knee under the table. “Are you ready to head up?”

      She smiled for real when she realized we’d been thinking the same thing. She told Wren, “Thanks for dinner. It was wonderful.” She added to Trip, “And congratulations on the job. I know you’ll do well.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “We’ll see y’all tomorrow. And… um… I’m really sorry about what I said.”

      Christy slipped her hand into mine, and we headed upstairs together. She waited until the bedroom door closed before she balled her fists and stomped a tiny foot.

      “Ugh! He drives me crazy sometimes.”

      “Yeah, but I thought his apology was sincere.”

      “I suppose,” she admitted, “but only ’cause he wants to get lucky.” She shook her head in annoyance. “I don’t wanna talk about it anymore.”

      I pulled her into my arms and smiled down at her. “Anything you do want to talk about?”

      “Yes, please.” She took a deep, calming breath. Then she stretched upward for a kiss.

      “I missed you,” I said after.

      “I missed you too.”

      I decided to tease her to lighten the mood. “Are you sure?”

      “What do you mean? Of course I’m sure!”

      “Uh-oh,” I said immediately. “My turn to apologize. Sorry, I just meant that you and Wren had fun this weekend.”

      “Oh, that,” she said a little guiltily. “I can’t hide anything from you, can I?”

      “Nope.”

      “Hold on,” she flared, “why’re you giving me a hard time? You had fun with Susan! Why shouldn’t I—?”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Calm down.”

      “I’ll calm down when you—!” She closed her mouth and simply glared.

      “When I what?” I said as evenly as I could.

      “Nothing.” She took a deep breath and forced herself to relax. “Sorry, I’m still mad at Trip. And I’m taking it out on you. Hold on, why’m I apologizing? He’s the one who treats me like a prize in a box of candy!”

      “He knows. He’s trying to do better. Wren talked to him. So did I.”

      “Good,” she grumped. “And for the record, this is not how I wanted this evening to go.”

      “Oh? You didn’t want a fight with your boyfriend?”

      “I didn’t want a fight with anyone. Only, he doesn’t respect me.”

      “Of course he does. He—”

      “No, he doesn’t, Paul. He thinks I should swoon at the chance to sleep with him. He’s just like the guys in high school. Stupid jocks. But I’m not like that, thank you very much!”

      “Hold on, what’s the matter with jocks? I’m a jock. So were your brothers.”

      “Yes, but you respect women. So do they. Trip doesn’t. You heard him tonight! ‘Can I help with the dishes?’” she mocked. “Like it’s Wren’s job in the first place, and he’s doing her a favor by helping. Ugh! Rich spent a whole year in Home Economics for less than that.”

      I blinked at her vehemence but realized she was right.

      “Mmm hmm,” she said. “Now you understand why he annoys me so much.”

      “I… hadn’t thought about it like that,” I admitted.

      “Because you aren’t a woman. You haven’t spent your whole life fighting for respect and worrying what people think. Or what’d happen if they found out what you’re really like.”

      “Now hold on. The last part isn’t true,” I said. “I’ve always worried what people think. And I’ve always had to hide parts of my life.”

      “Name one,” she demanded.

      “The nudism.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “The swinging,” I added.

      “I suppose.”

      “And now I have to hide that I’m into bondage and discipline.” I gathered her in my arms. “No, I don’t understand what it’s like to be a woman,” I said, “to have to fight for respect when you’ve already earned it. But I do know what it’s like to have a secret life, to enjoy something that most people don’t understand.”

      “I know.” She sighed and hugged me tight. “And that’s why I’m your girlfriend and not his.”

      “Forget about Trip,” I said. “He isn’t here.”

      “He isn’t here now, but he’s part of your life, part of our lives. And I know he wants me to be a swinger—Wren too!—but it isn’t that simple.” She looked up with genuine worry in her eyes. “What if he doesn’t understand? What if Wren doesn’t?”

      “Give them some credit. They understand.”

      “Yes, but what if you don’t?”

      “Ah,” I said in surprise. “That’s the real question, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” she admitted glumly.

      “Trust me. I’ll never make you do something you don’t want to.”

      “You promise?”

      “I swear. I’d sooner cut off my own arm.”

      “Which one?”

      “The left,” I chuckled.

      “You’re right-handed.”

      “Ha! All right, I’d sooner cut off both arms, my nose, and my dick.”

      “Now you’re just being silly,” she said. “Besides, I don’t want you to cut off your penis. What’m I saying? I don’t want you to cut off anything!”

      “I would before I’d force you to do something you don’t want to.”

      She looked up with hope in her eyes. “You really mean it?”

      “I do.”

      She smiled. “I like hearing you say that.”

      “I know. That’s why I say it.” I held her in silence, until the tension finally drained out of her.

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I know this isn’t what you wanted to come home to,” she said. “It isn’t what I had planned either.”

      “Oh? What did you have planned?”

      She shook her head.

      “That’s okay,” I said. “We don’t—”

      “No, I still want to!”

      I leaned back and looked down at her.

      “You’re going to make me say it?”

      “You know I am,” I chuckled.

      “Fine! Mr. Insistent. Will you please take me to bed and do naughty things?”

      “What kind of naughty things?”

      “Sex things. Bondage and discipline things. The kind we don’t tell anyone about.”

      I grinned. “You’re a kinky little thing.”

      “No, I’m your kinky little thing. There’s a difference.”

      “There is,” I agreed. “Now, turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy waited calmly as I unlatched the handcuffs and removed them. Then she rolled to her back and rubbed her wrists. After a moment she removed the clamps from her nipples and gasped.

      “You okay?”

      “Just… tingly.”

      She paused to catch her breath. Then she unfastened the leather collar the clamps were attached to, although she had to stop and untangle her gold chain from one of them.

      “Do you think we can go back?” she asked. “To that store, I mean.”

      “Adam & Eve? Sure. Next time we’re out there. Why?”

      “I think I want another collar. A real one. With a leash.”

      My eyebrows went up, but I didn’t say anything.

      “Yeah,” she said to my unspoken question, “like a slave collar. They had them in the bondage section. Riding crops, too.”

      “Riding crops?”

      She nodded absently. “So you can spank me while I suck you. I think I’m going to need it.”

      “Need it?” I said.

      She looked at me and smiled. “You’re cute when you don’t know what to say. You just repeat what I said and make it a question.” She thought back. “We were talking about Terri last time. I told you we were comparing our bodies.”

      “Ah, right. I think I remember.”

      “Do you think she’s on the pill?”

      “Huh? How should I know?”

      “She’s half Catholic. On her father’s side. She was baptized and everything.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know that.”

      Christy nodded.

      “Well,” I said, “I don’t know what kind of birth control she uses. It… um… hasn’t come up. She doesn’t have a boyfriend, though. So it probably doesn’t matter.”

      “She has a dildo. Does that count? No, I suppose not. You can’t get pregnant from a dildo.”

      “Not the last time I checked.”

      “Do you think I should get one?”

      “What? A dildo?”

      “Yeah. Brooke thinks I should, but…” She scrunched her nose. “I like the real thing too much.” She thought about it and sighed. “That’s sort of the problem, though, isn’t it?”

      “What’re you talking about?” I finally asked.

      “What? Oh, nothing, dear,” she lied. “Just thinking out loud.” She realized she was still holding the collar, so she handed it to me. “I definitely want another one. They have them with wrist cuffs, too. Did you see those?”

      “No.” I put the collar on top of the handcuffs and other toys in the nightstand. We had quite a collection already. “We need to find a better place to store all this stuff,” I said. “Especially if we’re talking about getting more. Maybe a suitcase under the bed.”

      “Why?”

      “We don’t want our entire sex toy collection on display. What if someone opens the drawer?”

      “Oh. I hadn’t thought of that.”

      I closed it and turned to sit with my back against the headboard.

      Christy scooted closer but immediately regretted it. She squirmed and found a more comfortable position.

      “You okay?” I asked again.

      She nodded. “Just a little sore. I’ll be fine, though.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes. I’m still tingly all over. And I came, like, a million times when you pulled my hair.”

      “A million times?” I teased.

      “A million. I counted.”

      I laughed and let it drop.

      “Are you upset?” she asked.

      “About what?”

      “That tonight wasn’t what I had planned?”

      “No, of course not. Why? What did you have planned?”

      “To be your sexy secretary. You know, since you’re a big professional now. I have the perfect outfit,” she added. “Do you remember my gray houndstooth miniskirt? The high-waisted one with the pleats? Right, that one. I was going to wear it with some black seamed stockings and a sexy pair of fuck-me pumps. Oh, and a see-through blouse, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “Laugh all you like,” she said.

      “I’m not laughing at you.”

      “Mmm hmm,” she said, unconvinced. “I do all this stuff for you, you know. I don’t want you to get bored with me.”

      “I’ll never get bored. Besides, you like playing dress-up,” I teased.

      “Of course. But I can play dress-up by myself.”

      “True. So… what else did you have planned?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      I waited.

      “Ugh! I hate it when you do that. Fine, Mr. Patient! I was going to pour you a glass of whiskey and rub your shoulders. You know, ’cause you’ve had a long day.”

      “Mmm hmm,” I prompted.

      “Then I was going to kneel in front of you and ask if you wanted me to rub anything else.”

      “What if I’d said no? That I was too tired?”

      “Sometimes you’re infuriating. Especially when you’ve had your way with me.”

      I chuckled and kissed the top of her head. “I’m sorry, Little Bit,” I said. “I like teasing you. I can’t help it.”

      “Try harder,” she grumped. “I put a lot of effort into this relationship.”

      “I know you do. I do too.”

      “Sometimes I’m not so sure. It’s all so easy for you. And it seems like I have to make all the sacrifices.”

      Something in her tone made me forget what I was going to say next. “What do you mean?” I said instead.

      “Nothing. Forget I said anything.”

      “Uh-uh. Tell me.”

      “Just forget it. Please? I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “No, tell me,” I said, a bit more forcefully.

      “Can we change the subject?”

      “No, I—”

      “I’ll tell you when I’m ready,” she promised. “I… have to work up to it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure. In the meantime, can I do something to take your mind off it? I’ll suck your cock,” she said faux-sweetly. “Susan gave me some tips. And I have that spray. I’m very determined, you know.”

      “I know, but… I’m not in the mood. Sorry.”

      “I’m sorry, Paul,” she said softly. “I just can’t tell you. Not yet.”

      “Will you at least give me a hint? Is it good or bad?”

      “I suppose it depends.”

      “On what?”

      “Whether God will forgive me or not.”
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      I sat in shock for a moment before I reacted. “What do you mean, ‘if God will forgive you’?”

      Christy shrugged.

      “Tell me.”

      “Only, I can’t really ask him, now can I? I can’t ask a priest, either.” She laughed bitterly. “Like they’d know anything about it.”

      “About what?”

      “Never mind. Forget I said anything.”

      “You tried that already. It didn’t work the first time either.”

      “It’s just something I have to deal with.”

      I did my best to suppress any hint of uncertainty. “Are you pregnant?”

      “No, of course not. Why—?” She sat up and looked at me. “What would you do if I were?”

      “Find a priest,” I said immediately.

      “No, I’m not pregnant,” Christy said. She relaxed and smiled. “But I’m glad you’d still marry me.”

      “You know I would. Err, will.”

      “Thank you.” She returned to my side and hugged me.

      “But when we’re ready,” I added, and she nodded. “In the meantime, what’re you talking about?”

      “Nothing. It’s… personal.”

      “And getting married isn’t?”

      “Of course, dear,” she said absently.

      “Listen, you’re going to have to tell me eventually. And it’ll keep getting worse in my head until you do. So, if you aren’t pregnant, what the hell is going on?”

      “If you must know, I talked to my mom today.”

      “And…?”

      “She called me.”

      “Wait,” I said, “you usually call her.”

      “Mmm hmm. She had to do it while my dad was at the McFaddens’. I’m sure she came up with some excuse to get him out of the house.” She sighed and added, “I hope we never get like that, where I have to send you on an errand so I can talk to our daughter.”

      “We won’t. But I swear I’m going to explode if you drag this out any longer.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, genuinely contrite. “We talked about… Well, she talked. I listened. I was too shocked to say much.”

      “What did she tell you?”

      “That…” She took a deep breath and finished, “I have to get on the pill.”

      I was too stunned to reply.

      “Yeah,” Christy agreed. “That’s what I said.”

      My brain finally started to process again. “Lemme see if I have this straight,” I said. “Your mother told you to get on the pill? The birth control pill.”

      “I know, right?”

      “Did she tell you why?”

      “Why do you think?” Christy said sullenly. “She knows. About us. Duh.”

      “Of course she knows,” I almost snapped. “She knew before it even happened. But this is your mother we’re talking about. She’s a good Catholic!”

      “That’s what I thought. But she said times have changed. She didn’t have a choice when she was my age. They didn’t have the pill back then. She started having babies almost as soon as they were married. But she wants more for me.”

      “She told you that?”

      “In those exact words. She wants more for me. And it should be my choice when we have children.”

      “It should,” I said. “Well, our choice.”

      “But it’s against my beliefs. The pill, I mean.”

      “It’s against hers too,” I pointed out. “But she feels strongly enough about it to go against the Church.”

      “This is all Marianne’s fault,” Christy sulked.

      “Because she was giving you advice?”

      “Yeah. But then she had to get pregnant. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy for her, but… Ugh!”

      “The rhythm method isn’t foolproof,” I said, as tactfully as I could. “It doesn’t account for human nature.”

      “It works fine for us!” Christy protested. “I’m not pregnant, am I?”

      “No, but… it’s only a matter of time.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Never mind. I know.” She added plaintively, “But… I have my calendar! I count the days! We’re doing fine!”

      I didn’t mention any of the times she’d wanted me to come inside her, even though it was danger week. I also didn’t mention how many times I’d almost done it, in spite of knowing better.

      “What’re you going to do?” I said instead.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.”

      She knew what I wanted, but I was diplomatic enough not to point it out. Besides, I didn’t want to make her feel like we were ganging up on her. She could be a stubborn little thing, especially if she felt cornered.

      “It has to be your decision,” I said. “You have to live with it. But I’ll support you, either way.”

      She sighed, unconvinced.

      “I mean it. I’ll never force you to do anything you don’t want to, including this.”

      She didn’t answer with words, but she hugged me even tighter.

      I simply held her, although a part of me felt guilty for what she was going through. I certainly wouldn’t want to face her mother’s displeasure. Stronger men had tried, and stronger men had paid for it.
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        * * *

      

      I returned from my run the next morning and climbed into bed, but I knew immediately that Christy wasn’t in the mood for sex. She was preoccupied with her dilemma. I couldn’t really blame her, but the little head wasn’t happy.

      This is why you aren’t in charge anymore, I told him.

      That’s what you think.

      He’d get us both in trouble if I stayed in bed any longer, so I kissed Christy’s temple and slid from under the covers.

      “I’d better start getting ready,” I said.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You’re preoccupied. You wouldn’t enjoy it anyway.”

      She watched from the bed as I tossed my clothes in the hamper and then picked up hers as well. I did my best to hide my erection, but she saw anyway.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked.

      “Positive.”

      She glanced at my hard-on.

      “Don’t worry about him. He’ll figure it out. In the meantime, you’d better shower.”

      “You go on,” she said morosely. “I’ll shower when you’re done.”

      “You probably won’t get any hot water,” I warned. “You’re welcome to join me, though. I promise I’ll behave.”

      She shrugged. “Cold water’s fine. It’s my penance.”

      Arguing with her wouldn’t do any good, so I headed to the bathroom, where I turned on the shower and waited for the water to heat up. It barely reached tepid, and I realized that Trip and Wren must have just finished their own shower.

      “Serves you right,” I said to my flagging erection.

      What’d I do? he groused. Then, She was right there, man! All you had to do was poke her a couple of times, and—

      “Just for that…” I turned the water to full cold and pulled the diverter.

      Hey, whoa! Be reasonable!

      I opened the shower curtain.

      No, don’t, please! I beg you!

      The water hit me with a shock that took my breath away. The little head did his best, but it was a fight he couldn’t win.

      Fine. Have it your way, he muttered.

      I will, I replied, unperturbed. Well, unperturbed except for the cold water sluicing down my back and legs. I lathered my hair with shampoo and rinsed as quickly as I could. Then the bathroom door opened and closed. I heard Christy moving around. The shower curtain moved.

      “Don’t—” I warned, but it was too late.

      “Oh my gosh!” She retreated to the far end of the tub. “That’s freezing.”

      “I tried to warn you.”

      “Try harder next time.” Then she gave me a suspicious look. “What’re you doing?”

      “I wanted you to have some hot water.”

      “So you’re taking a cold shower?”

      “Well… yeah.”

      “Don’t be silly. Turn it off.”

      “Just hop out,” I said. “I’ll be finished in a minute.”

      “I don’t want to hop out. I want you to turn it off.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do you think? I came to make up with you.”

      My eyebrows flew up.

      “Please, turn it off.”

      I reached back and turned off the water.

      “Thank you.” She moved into my arms. “Oh my gosh, you’re freezing!”

      The little head nudged her hopefully, although he was probably interested in her warmth more than anything else.

      “Treacherous organ,” she said with a fond laugh. Then she pulled back and looked at him. “Did mean old Paul try to freeze you? He did?” She shook her head sadly. “What’re we going to do with him?”

      “He has a few suggestion,” I said hopefully.

      She heard the singular and laughed as she sank to her knees. “He does?”

      “Yeah.” I pretended to stutter, “F-f-f-fellatio.”

      She laughed again and kissed him. “Mmm, I like him when he’s like this. I can get him in my throat easier.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy’s attitude improved a little after she finished me off, although she wasn’t in the mood for me to return the favor.

      “Let’s just get ready,” she said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      I turned on the shower. The water heater had done its job, so we didn’t have to rush. Unfortunately, Christy’s good mood turned to thoughtful and then distracted as we finished getting ready.

      “Hey, I’m the one who’s supposed to brood,” I teased. “Remember?”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “Eh, it’s okay. You have a lot on your mind.”

      “No. Only one thing.”

      “You wanna talk about it?”

      “Not really.” She forced a smile. “I’ll be okay.”

      We headed out and joined the flow of students walking to campus. Then a familiar voice called to us from behind.

      “Hey,” Terri said as she caught up with us. “I thought that was you.”

      “Yep, it’s us,” I said. “Morning.”

      “Morning.” She smiled. “You look nice.”

      “Thanks. You too.”

      She glanced at Christy. “You— Uh… is everything all right?”

      Christy shrugged.

      Terri glanced at me, but I shook my head to warn her off.

      I changed the subject and asked, “Where’re you headed? To campus, duh. But are you going to class or teaching one?”

      “I’m done with classes,” she said. “I just have to finish my dissertation and then defend it.”

      “When will you do that?”

      “Sometime in the fall. I’m scheduled to graduate in December.”

      “Then you’ll be Doctor Cortez?”

      “You can still call me Terri.” We shared a grin. “What about you? Where’re you going?”

      “Structural and Mechanical for me—”

      “Sounds interesting.”

      “—and the studio for the little one here.”

      “Hey, watch who you’re calling little,” Terri warned playfully. “We might have to gang up on you. Then you’ll be sorry.” She grinned and nudged Christy.

      “I suppose,” she said.

      Terri shot me a look of concern.

      “She has a lot on her mind,” I explained. “Big project and an exhibition to get ready for.”

      Terri knew it was a fib but went along with it. “Oh? When is it?”

      “The end of the month. You should come. Christy’ll be the star of the show.”

      “I’d like that,” Terri said.

      “And tomorrow’s her birthday,” I added.

      “Oh, wow. Congratulations!”

      Christy smiled politely.

      I decided that I had to do something, so I made up a party on the spot. We hadn’t planned one, only a special dinner with Trip and Wren, but it seemed like a good idea.

      “We’re having a little get-together,” I told Terri. “Nothing fancy, just a few friends. Would you like to come?”

      She glanced at Christy. “Is that all right?”

      “What? Oh, sure, of course.”

      “Then… yeah,” Terri said. She looked at me and added warmly, “I’d love it.”

      “You know where we live?” I said.

      “The big old house next to the other big old house?”

      “That’s the one,” I laughed. “Eight o’clock?”

      “I’ll be there. What should I bring?”

      “Wine, beer, whatever. We have plenty,” I added, “but bring anything special you want.”

      “Perfect,” she said. Then she touched Christy’s arm. “Hey, cheer up, okay?”

      “Thanks. I’ll try.”

      “All right,” Terri said. “This is where I leave you.” She veered toward the Sports Bubble and called back cheerfully, “See you in class.”

      “Yep. See you.” I glanced down at Christy and added, “I hope you don’t mind. That I just decided to have a party.”

      She shrugged indifferently.

      “Remind me to tell Wren and Trip.”

      She nodded.

      “Who do you want to invite?”

      “No one special.”

      “What about Freddie and Rosemary? The more the merrier.”

      “Yeah, thanks,” she said. “And thanks for trying to cheer me up.”

      I put my arm around her and hugged her. “We’ll get through this.”

      “You might,” she sulked.

      “You will too.”

      “But will my beliefs?”

      “God knows what’s in your heart,” I said.

      “Then He must be really confused.”

      “We all are. It’s the human condition.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy was in a better mood by the time we saw Terri again for dance class. And she actually seemed to enjoy herself at ballroom practice. She and Roberto rehearsed a new routine with five other couples. They were planning to visit local dance studios, and Christy had been picked for the demonstration team.

      Terri and I and several others watched from the sidelines as they whirled through a complicated Viennese. Christy glided along effortlessly, and I found myself jealous of Roberto’s confidence in the lead.

      “Uh-oh,” Terri teased. “I know that look.”

      “What? Oh, no,” I said, “I’m jealous of his ability. I wish I could dance like that.”

      “You’ll get there.”

      “Eventually.”

      She looked around and then tugged me toward the back wall, away from the others.

      “What’s up?” I said.

      “Are you sure she’s okay?”

      “Yeah. She has a lot on her mind. Well, not a lot, but…” I shrugged.

      “She asked about my birth control,” Terri said. “While we were changing in the locker room. Is that it?”

      “Yeah. What did you tell her?”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Are you asking about my birth control?”

      My cheeks heated.

      “It’s okay,” she laughed. “I don’t mind telling you. I use condoms.”

      “Not the pill?”

      “No. They give me migraines. And I don’t like how they affect my… interest level.”

      “Oh?”

      She shrugged and didn’t answer, although her vagueness was a pretty good hint.

      I wanted to ask but decided to play it safe instead. “So, tomorrow night…”

      “Are we still talking about birth control?”

      “No, the party.”

      “Ah, okay.” She grinned and asked, “Should I bring a date?”

      “If you want, although you don’t have to.”

      “Will I be lonely? By myself?”

      “I’ll keep you company.”

      “You promise?” Her dark eyes sparkled.

      “Of course.”

      We fell silent, and some part of me enjoyed the sexual tension. I didn’t need another layer of complication in my already complicated life, but I definitely enjoyed the thrill of the chase, even if I wasn’t likely to catch her for real.

      I nodded toward the others before the silence turned awkward. “We should probably get back.”

      “Wouldn’t want to give them the wrong idea,” she agreed.

      “Or the right one.”
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        * * *

      

      I returned from my run the next morning and wondered which Christy I’d find upstairs, the mopey one or the normal one. Part of me didn’t want to badger her, but the selfish part wanted her to make a decision and get it over with, one way or the other. I wanted my happy girlfriend back.

      I shouldn’t have worried. She smiled and silently pulled back the covers when I slipped into the room.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” she said. “I started without you, so I’m already warmed up.”

      I yanked off my T-shirt and untied my running shorts in record time. Mr. Big had already gotten the message, and he sprang up eagerly. The rest of me was eager too, so I tried to kick off my shoes and step out of my shorts at the same time.

      I fell on my face instead.

      Christy bolted upright. “Oh my gosh! Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I rolled over and swung my feet around.

      “Oh, Paul,” she laughed brightly, “take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I deliberately untied my shoes and then untwisted the fabric around my ankles.

      “You should see yourself,” she said as I stood. Her eyes danced with amusement before they locked on my hard-on. “Is that for me?”

      “If you want.”

      “It is my birthday,” she said coyly. Then she pretended to pout. “You didn’t wrap it for me? That’s okay, I still want it.” She lay back and smiled. “Give it to me.”

      “Insistent little thing.” Still, I slid into bed, and she guided me between her legs.

      “Yes. And I insist that you— Ah! Oh!” She closed her eyes, and her nostrils flared as she caught her breath. “No fair,” she said when she could speak again. “You have to let me finish.”

      “I knew what you were going to say.”

      “So? You still have to let me finish.”

      “I can pull out if you’d like.”

      “No!” She grabbed my butt and held me in place. “I like you right where you are. Him too.” She waited to make sure I wasn’t going anywhere. Then she released me and smiled instead. “Thank you for being patient with me. I know I haven’t been easy to live with.”

      “You’re fine. Besides, I want you to be happy.”

      “I know. And thank you for not trying to push me.”

      “Well, you know what I think you should do.”

      She nodded.

      “But you also know that I’ll respect your decision, whatever it is.”

      “I know. That makes it easier.” Her smile slowly morphed into a frown. “Why do we always end up talking when you’re inside me?”

      “I dunno. I like talking to you.”

      “You like teasing me,” she accused.

      “That too.”

      She pulled me down and kissed me. “Make love to me.”

      Some puckish impulse made me ask, “Once for each year? Twenty-one times?”

      “Mmm, yes, please.”

      “And how long do I have? A couple of days? A week?”

      “No, the rest of our lives. Oh my gosh, it’s bad even when I say it.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty bad,” I admitted with a laugh.

      “Maybe we should stop talking.”

      “What should we do instead?”

      “You know,” she said softly.

      I began thrusting.

      She closed her eyes, and her breathing grew heavier again. “You always know.”
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        * * *

      

      I met with Professor Joska at five o’clock, and we discussed Susan’s project. He had some pointed comments about how the camp had deteriorated in the first place.

      “It wasn’t Gunny’s fault,” I said. “He was a good Marine, but not a great handyman.”

      “Then perhaps he should have—”

      “Stop,” I said firmly. “Right there.”

      Joska blinked in surprise at my tone.

      “He did his best. That’s more than anyone else did.”

      “Perhaps he should have realized his limitations.”

      “Do you realize yours?” I shot back. “Or do you see a job that needs doing and pick up a hammer?”

      Joska studied my expression and sat back. “This Gunny,” he said after a moment, “he was your friend?”

      “Yes.”

      “Your loyalty is admirable but—”

      “I mean it,” I warned him. “You’re on dangerous ground here.”

      His grizzled eyebrows rose.

      “I’ll fight for my friends. I did it for Gracie, and I’ll sure as hell do it for Gunny. He did his best,” I repeated. I set my jaw and dared him to argue.

      “I see,” he said instead.

      “It’s the past and we can’t change it,” I added in a softer tone. “So, let’s focus on the present instead.”

      He thought for a moment and then asked, “Gunny… he was the one who passed away last year? You attended his funeral, did you not?”

      Emotion swelled in my throat. “I did.”

      “Then I apologize,” Joska said. “I should not have spoken as I did.”

      I inclined my head by way of apology.

      “And you are correct—we should focus on the present instead of the past. Shall we start with the clubhouse?” he said, as if nothing had just happened. “You are thinking of engineered wood?”

      “Yes. I like its aesthetic properties.”

      “Mmm, I agree. And its structural ones as well.”

      I pulled out my sketches, and Joska sat forward. We were student and mentor again, and he was as excited as I was.
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        * * *

      

      Happy Christy greeted me when I came home after my meeting. She was upstairs in the bedroom, and she rolled to her feet as I set my backpack next to the dresser. She waited just long enough for me to straighten before she bounced up and wrapped her arms around my neck. I caught her automatically, and she kissed me.

      “What’s gotten into you?” I asked. “Not that I mind, but…”

      “I just got off the phone with Danny and Sabrina. They say hello, by the way. They called to wish me a happy birthday.”

      “Ah, okay.”

      “Talking to Danny always makes me happy. And Lynne called earlier. The kids sang to me. It was really cute. James is on cruise, but he sends his love. And I talked to my mom.”

      “Everything okay?” I asked cautiously.

      “Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “You know why.”

      “Everything’s fine. We had a long talk.”

      “About…?”

      “She wished me happy birthday.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know.” She waited a half-second before she kissed me again. “You can set me down now.”

      I did.

      “Thank you for planning my party,” she continued. “I invited someone. I’ve seen her at church a couple of times, but I only met her properly today.”

      I didn’t know where the conversation was headed, but Christy was in a good mood, so I decided to tease her a little.

      “Well?” she said impatiently. “Aren’t you going to ask where?”

      “Where what?”

      “Where I met her?”

      “Met who?”

      “My new friend.”

      “Oh, her.”

      “Don’t you even want to know her name?”

      “Whose name?”

      “Ugh! You’re so infuriating! Fine, I’ll tell you. You’ll meet her soon enough anyway.” She waited. “You still aren’t going to ask?”

      “Ask what?”

      “Her name.”

      “Whose name?”

      “The guy on first,” Trip said from the open door.

      I frowned at the non sequitur. “Huh? Who?”

      “The first baseman.”

      Christy snorted a laugh.

      “What’re you talking about?” I said to Trip.

      “No, What’s on second.”

      I shot a suspicious look at Christy, but she merely arched an eyebrow and waited for me to answer.

      “Sorry,” Trip said when he realized I was lost. “I couldn’t resist.”

      “That’s okay,” Christy told him. “I thought it was funny.”

      “Yeah, thanks. Anyway, sorry to interrupt. Wren wants my help with dinner. So if you hear lots of banging and swearing from the kitchen, it’s just me. I’m supposed to ask y’all to stay out, though.”

      “Sure, no problem,” I said.

      He glanced at Christy. “Happy birthday, by the way.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Okay, I’ve delivered my message, so I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone.” He grinned and pulled the door closed as he left.

      “What was that about?” I asked Christy.

      “Dinner,” she said disingenuously.

      “No, before. First base, second base… that nonsense.”

      She grinned. “Who’s on First?”

      “How should I know?” I said suspiciously.

      “You aren’t very good at this. You’re supposed to say, ‘I don’t know.’”

      I didn’t rise to the bait.

      “You never played baseball? Never mind. You still haven’t asked my friend’s name.”

      “Oh, no,” I said, “I’m not getting into that again.”

      “Why not?” she wheedled. “Never mind. Come sit with me. I have lots to tell you.” She led me to the bed. “Not like that. With your back to the pillows. Mmm hmm, and your feet up. There you go. Scoot in a bit. Perfect.” She climbed onto the bed and sat astride me. “Much better. Now, where were we?”

      “You were about to tell me what your mom said.”

      “Oh, no! Not so fast. I’m going to start at the beginning. Well, not the beginning-beginning, but you’ll figure it out.”

      “I hope so.”

      “You’re really cute when I turn the tables on you.”

      “Thanks, but…” I arched an eyebrow. “Your mom?”

      “We’ll get there. Just be patient. We have the rest of our lives,” she added, saccharine-sweet and utterly facetious. Then she grinned and kissed me. “Oh, I love you. Now more than ever, especially since— Uh-oh, I’m getting ahead of myself. Okay, so… Where were we? Right, my new friend.

      “Her name’s Lily and we go to church together. Well, not regularly, but I’ve seen her before. We weren’t really friends until we met. Earlier today, I mean. Anyway, we were both at the clinic and started talking, ’cause—”

      “Hold on, ‘clinic’?”

      She ignored me and kept going, “We started talking, ’cause we recognized each other. She’s really nice. And, oh my gosh, Paul, she’s totally my type! My radar started going off— That’s what Leah called it, by the way. I don’t really know what it is, but I guess I have to call it something. So, radar.”

      “Radar?” I said.

      She rolled her eyes. “You know, my radar. Ugh, never mind. This’s going to take a lot longer if you keep interrupting. Save your questions till the end.”

      “Yes, dear,” I said wryly.

      “Better. Now, where was I? Right! So, Lily. My radar started going off, but then they called me for my appointment. I—”

      “Appointment? Clinic? Hold on, the Student Health Clinic? As in…?”

      “Are you going to let me finish or not?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Not really.”

      “Then, by all means,” I said, “continue.”

      “Thank you. So they called me for my appointment. It was a lot quicker than I thought. The nurse asked me a bunch of questions, about my sex life and history and stuff. Then the doctor did an exam. That part was a little weird, especially when he saw I’m shaved. He asked if I’d had surgery. Then he asked if I’d had crabs. Can you believe it? Crabs, Paul! What kind of girl does he think I am!”

      “The feisty kind,” I chuckled.

      “Darn right I am!”

      “Did you tell him why?”

      “No! It’s none of his business. Besides, I don’t do it for him.”

      “No,” I agreed.

      “He was old anyway,” she added dismissively.

      “What happened next?”

      Her anger still hadn’t cooled, but she continued, “He asked why I was there, and I was still so annoyed after the crabs comment that I just told him. ‘The pill,’ I said, ‘and don’t try to talk me out of it!’”

      “Did he?”

      “No, but my mother warned me.” Her expression changed to amazement. “I wasn’t even scared or anything. You’d’ve been so proud of me!”

      “I am proud of you.”

      “Thank you.” She silently congratulated herself. Then she picked up where she’d left off. “He just nodded and told me how the pills work and when I could start taking them. Right away, you’ll be happy to know. Then he wrote me a prescription for three months. I have to go back and see him after that.”

      “He probably wants to see how they affect you, if you have any side effects.”

      “Probably.” All of a sudden she scowled. “I wish I could be as nonchalant as you. It’s weird, though. I’m excited but still kind of scared. I feel like I’m abandoning my beliefs. First sex, then our lifestyle, now the pill. How’s that being a good Catholic?

      “But then I remember that God knows what He’s doing,” she added seriously. “He brought you into my life for a reason, Paul. My mom thinks so. My dad too. My whole family! Even Rich is starting to come around.”

      Something made me ask, “What about Laurence?”

      “He’d’ve loved you,” she said with total conviction. “And I know you think I’m crazy, but I really believe he’s watching over me. I feel him sometimes, like a guardian angel.” She thought about it and smiled. “I know he approves. Even today. He’d be fine with it. The pill, I mean.”

      “But are you fine with it?” I pressed.

      “I am,” she said after a moment. “It just feels… right. Scary, but right.” She thought of something and laughed softly. “Like when I decided to go all the way with you. That’s how it felt when they gave me the bag with my pills. I couldn’t wait to get home and take the first one. I had to, but— Oh, don’t look so surprised,” she said. “You know me. Once I decide something…”

      “Heaven help anyone who gets in your way.”

      “And don’t you forget it, mister!”

      We shared a smile.

      “It was weird, though,” she added. “My mom called right after, like she knew or something. That’s why I think God maybe wants me on the pill. He told her to call me. Well, He didn’t tell her, but you know what I mean. And please don’t tease me about it. You know I take this seriously.”

      “I know. And thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said automatically, although she thought about it and frowned. “I’m not really doing it for you, though, am I? That’s what my mom meant. She wants it to be my choice, like it was my choice to sleep with you.”

      “Your mom’s a smart woman.”

      “Smarter than I realized. No, that isn’t true. I always knew she was smart. But she’s more… I dunno. What’s a good word?”

      “Worldly.”

      “See? I knew you’d know. Worldly.” She tasted it. “Yeah. She’s definitely worldly, in lots of ways. Only, I never realized…”

      “Nope,” I agreed.

      We fell silent for a moment, and then she smiled.

      “So, now you know why I’m in a good mood,” she said.

      “Well, I know the majority of it. You still never told me about Lily.”

      “Oh my gosh, Paul, you’re going to love her! I stayed after my appointment and waited for her. She was there for the same reason, by the way.”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Duh! She had a little bag with pills too. But I asked her. She and her boyfriend haven’t been using anything, and they had a little scare last month.”

      I diplomatically kept my mouth shut. Christy and I would’ve had our own scare if we’d kept going with the rhythm method. And a scare would’ve been the best possible outcome. I wanted children, but not until we were ready.

      “She talked to her roommate,” Christy was saying, “who told her to go to the clinic. She was worried they’d tell her parents, though. She kept putting it off, until her roommate got a pamphlet for her. They don’t tell your parents or anyone. I made sure of that myself when I made my appointment. Can you imagine if they called and my dad answered instead of my mom?” She shivered at the thought. “Oh my gosh, no. Just… no.”

      “Hold on, you mean the clinic treated you like a grown up?”

      “Funny, ha ha, Mr. Sarcastic. This is all so easy for you. But it’s a big deal for me! I still feel guilty. I’m going through with it, but I can’t change how I feel overnight.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry.”

      “You should be,” she grumbled. “I’m doing this for you.”

      “No,” I reminded her, “you’re doing it for you. It’s your body. Heck, it’s your life.”

      “Let’s compromise,” she said. “I’m doing it for us.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Anyway, stop interrupting. I was talking about Lily. I totally have a crush on her.”

      “Seriously? You just met her!”

      “I had a crush on you when we first met,” she shot back. “You see how that worked out.”

      “Yeah, after two years of stupidity on my part!”

      “Well, let’s hope Lily isn’t as dense.”

      I snorted a laugh. She had me there and she knew it.

      “Oh, Paul,” she said, “I hope she comes tonight. You’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was a disaster. In Trip’s defense, it wasn’t exactly his fault. It wasn’t really Wren’s either. She was up against a deadline for the first draft of her honors thesis, and she needed to work on it instead of cooking. But she still wanted to make something special for Christy’s birthday. Her solution was fairly clever. She’d planned a meal where everything cooked in a single pan in the oven. Then she’d asked Trip to keep an eye on the kitchen while she worked upstairs on the computer.

      Wren smelled dinner burning and bolted downstairs to try to save it. Christy and I heard her go but didn’t understand why. Then we caught a whiff of smoke and made the connection. We ran downstairs, and Trip emerged from his office at the sound of the commotion. We were all too late.

      Wren emerged from the kitchen, took one look at Christy, and dropped like a marionette whose strings had been cut. She sat in a heap on the floor and sobbed with rage, disappointment, and exhaustion. Trip knelt with his arm around her, while Christy sat in front of her and consoled her. They eventually calmed her down.

      “Let’s take her upstairs,” Trip said.

      Christy nodded, and they helped her to her feet. She looked worse than I’d ever seen. Her eyes were puffy from crying, but she had dark bags under them too. Her nose was red and runny, and her hair was a mess.

      “Bath?” Christy suggested.

      Trip picked Wren up. She clung to him and looked like a child in his arms.

      “I’ll be right behind you,” Christy told her.

      Wren snuffled and nodded miserably.

      Christy turned to me once they were on the stairs. “Can you salvage dinner?”

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      “Clean up the mess and cook something. It doesn’t matter what. I’m going to take care of her.”

      “Take a bottle of wine,” I said.

      “Good idea.”

      “And don’t forget the corkscrew.”

      She gave me a reproachful look. “I love you, Paul, dear, but now isn’t the time.”

      “Sorry.”

      “We’ll laugh about it later.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “Better.” She stretched up for a kiss. “And thank you.”

      She could be a little dictator when she wanted to be, and all of a sudden I understood why Harold called Anne the Commander in Chief.

      “Don’t look so surprised,” Christy said. “I’m my father’s daughter.”

      “Your mother’s too.”

      “And don’t you forget it.” She kissed me again. “I’d better get going.”

      Trip came downstairs a few minutes after Christy went up.

      “Shit,” he muttered. “That was all my fault.”

      “What happened?”

      “I thought she’d set the timer, and she thought I had. Rookie mistake! I should’ve double-checked. I knew she had her mind on her thesis.”

      “No sense crying over spilled milk,” I said.

      “Or burned duck?”

      “Help me clean up and we’ll figure out something for dinner.”

      “Christy suggested fish sticks,” he said. “She said we have a box of Mrs. Paul’s in the freezer. She took charge. Upstairs. Just like that.” He snapped his fingers. Then he added soberly, “I think maybe I underestimated her.”

      “Oh?” I mocked. “Do tell.”

      “Yeah, all right, I get it. No need to rub it in.”

      “You’re right. Come on, let’s air out the kitchen and start cleaning up.”

      He chuckled at a thought. “Nothing like a good crisis to pull us together.”
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        * * *

      

      The girls came downstairs about an hour later. Wren looked more human but still wrung out. Her damp hair hung limp, although Christy had combed it. And she’d made an attempt at makeup, but it would take more than eyeliner and a little mascara to hide the dark smudges under her eyes. At least her shirt and sweatpants were clean.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said.

      “It’s my fault,” Trip said. “You put me in charge, and I blew it.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Christy said.

      “But… the duck,” Wren said. “The skin was going to be crispy and everything.”

      “It’s my birthday, and I want fish sticks.”

      “They’ll be ready in a few minutes,” I said on cue.

      “We both checked the timer this time,” Trip said.

      “And he did the dishes,” I added.

      Wren looked up in surprise.

      “Yep. He scrubbed the roasting pan and cleaned the stove from where you tried to save things. He even took out the trash.”

      “It smelled disgusting,” he said bashfully.

      Wren gave him a look of pure devotion.

      “I’m so sorry, babe,” he said. “I know you wanted everything to be perfect—”

      “It is perfect,” Christy insisted. “I’m the birthday girl, and I say so.” She glanced at me. “Will you open another bottle of wine, dear?” She pulled the corkscrew from her pocket and held it up with a wry grin.

      Wren laughed and blinked back tears. “Y’all’re the best.”

      “Darn right we are,” Christy said.
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        * * *

      

      “I feel a thousand percent better,” Wren said after we’d eaten. “I never thought I’d say this, but that was the best dinner I’ve had in a while.”

      “Sometimes simple is best,” Trip said.

      “The wine didn’t hurt,” Christy added.

      “And the company,” I said.

      “Thank God for the company!” Wren laughed. Her smile lingered for a moment before it faded.

      “Uh-oh,” Trip said. “What’s wrong?”

      “I just remembered… we have company coming. The house’s a mess, I’m a mess—”

      “Paul and I’ll clean up down here,” he said.

      “Are you sure? I know you hate—”

      “I’m sure. You and Christy go upstairs and do…” He waved his hand vaguely.

      “Girl stuff,” Christy said.

      “Right, girl stuff. Make yourselves beautiful. More beautiful,” he amended. He stood and picked up his plate. “You coming?” he said to me.

      I shot Christy a look of bemusement.

      “You heard him.” She grinned. “Chop-chop.”

      The doorbell rang as we pushed back from the table.

      “I’ll get it,” I said. “You all go upstairs and get ready. Trip…”

      “Yeah, I know,” he said with faux resignation. “Do the dishes.”

      “The things we do for love,” I said.

      “I dunno ’bout you,” he shot back, “but I’m doing it to get laid.”

      Wren rose on tiptoes and motioned him down for a kiss. “You will.”

      “See?” he said with a goofy grin. “Works every time.”

      Trip began to clear the table, the girls headed upstairs, and I went to answer the door.

      “Hey,” Terri said cheerfully. “I hope I’m not too early.”

      “No, come on in.”

      She brandished a bottle of wine as she stepped inside. “I hope you like it. I didn’t know white or red.”

      “We’re color-blind here. We only see alcohol.”

      “Ha! Okay.” She held up a gift and added, “I also brought this. I hope she likes them. I had to guess her size.”

      “Small,” I chuckled as I swung the door closed.

      “You don’t even know what they are.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Everything about her is small.”

      “And what’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing. I happen to like small.”

      Terri’s dark eyes sparkled with amusement. Then she wrinkled her nose. “Uh…?”

      “Burned duck,” I said flippantly. “Long story. Don’t ask.”

      “Okay, I won’t,” she laughed.

      I led her toward the kitchen. “The girls are upstairs getting ready. Trip’s cleaning up. He’s feeling guilty.”

      “The duck?”

      “It was a tragic loss.”

      “Cremated?”

      “Very funny,” Trip said as we entered the kitchen. Then, “Hey, Terri. Thanks for coming.”

      “Paul said I shouldn’t ask…”

      “But he told you already?” He pretended to glare.

      “Can I fix you a drink?” I asked him. “As a peace offering?”

      “It’ll take more than that, but a Jack and Coke’d be awesome.”

      “Coming right up. You want one?” I asked Terri. “Or stick to wine?”

      “Uh… whatever you’re having.”

      “Sounds good. Three Jack and Cokes, coming up.”
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        * * *

      

      Freddie and Rosemary arrived a little while later with a bottle of sambuca and a four-pack of wine coolers.

      “Ay, paisan,” he greeted Trip. “Good to see you.”

      “You too, Freddie.”

      “I brought some of the old country for you to try.” He held up the bottle.

      “Not too much,” Rosemary cautioned. “We have class in the morning.”

      “I’ll behave,” he promised. Then he saw Terri. “Oh, ay, who’s this?”

      I introduced them and added, “She’s a friend of ours from the dance team.”

      “Oh, right!” he said. “Twinkletoes here was tellin’ us about that. Ballroom. Too swanky for me.”

      “Anyone can learn,” Terri said smoothly.

      He shrugged and changed the subject. “Say, where’s the birthday girl? We brought her somethin’. You have it, hon?”

      “Right here,” Rosemary said calmly. She held up a gift bag. “We didn’t know what to get—”

      “But booze is always appropriate,” Freddie finished.

      “You got that right,” Trip agreed. “Come on to the kitchen. I’ll share some of my old country, Tennessee’s finest.”

      “Go on,” Rosemary told Freddie. She grabbed a wine cooler and sent the rest with him. She waited till he was out of earshot before she said to me, “Thanks for inviting us. It means a lot to Freddie.”

      “It means a lot that he’s my friend,” I said.

      “Thank you.” She frowned and looked around. “Freddie was just being polite, but where is Christy?”

      “She and Wren are upstairs,” I said. “Still getting ready. We… um… had a bit of an adventure earlier.”

      “They burned a duck,” Terri added.

      “Oh, okay,” Rosemary laughed. Then her forehead wrinkled. “Is that a joke or something?”

      “Unfortunately not,” I laughed. “But Terri’ll have to explain. If you’ll excuse me a sec, I’m gonna check on Christy and Wren.”

      “Sure,” Terri said with a smile. “We’ll be here.”

      I left them making small talk and headed upstairs. The girls were in the master bathroom, where Christy was putting the finishing touches on Wren’s hair.

      “Wow, total transformation,” I said to her in the mirror.

      She still looked tired, but it was her attitude more than her looks. Christy had done a great job with everything else.

      “You mean it?” Wren asked.

      “Absolutely. You look fantastic.”

      Christy thanked me with a smile and unplugged the curling iron. Then she glanced at her watch. “Is everyone here?”

      “Terri, Freddie, and Rosemary,” I said.

      She frowned. “I hope Lily and her boyfriend come. She said she would.”

      “We’ll have fun no matter what.”

      “Fun?” Wren said. “What’s that?”

      “It’s a strange thing people do when they aren’t working all the time.”

      “Do we know anyone like that?”

      “I don’t think so,” I chuckled. “We’re all pretty busy. So let’s relax and blow off some steam tonight.”

      “I wish I could,” she said.

      “Lorelei Wren Hilliard,” Christy said, “I refuse to let you ruin my birthday.”

      “You heard her,” I chimed in. “Besides, it’s one night.”

      Wren looked at herself in the mirror and made a decision. “Yeah, I need this more than I need honors when I graduate.”

      “That’s the spirit!”

      “Thank you, Mr. Positive,” Christy said sincerely.

      “Thank you both,” Wren said. “And Trip too. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      We shared a quiet smile before the doorbell cut it short.

      “Perfect timing,” I pretend-griped.

      “Oh my gosh, that’s Lily,” Christy said. “You’re going to love her.” She caught my eye and practically begged me to like her new friend.

      Seriously? I asked.

      Oh, Paul, she answered with a look. Wait till you meet her. You’ll see.

      “All right,” I said aloud. “We’d better go down.”

      “Here?” Wren teased. “Now?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Later. After everyone leaves.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” she said.

      “Mmm. I’m sure you will. But in the meantime, let’s get downstairs and greet our guests.”

      “We finished the wine anyway,” Christy said to Wren. “And I’m ready for something stronger.”

      “Amen,” Wren agreed.

      “Well, the bar’s open,” I said, “and Freddie brought a bottle of sambuca.”

      Wren’s eyes lit up. “Really? We have Baileys. I can make Slippery Nipples.”

      “Sounds yummy,” Christy said.

      “Yeah,” Wren smiled, “this is exactly what I need.”
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        * * *

      

      Lily and her boyfriend were talking to the others downstairs, and I suppressed a smile when I saw her. She was definitely Christy’s type, at least in the body department.

      She was dark-haired, dark-eyed, and attractive. I immediately thought of a farmer’s daughter. She didn’t have huge tracts of land, but they were big enough to keep a farm boy happy. She reminded me of Kendall. She was slimmer through the hips and not quite as tall, but her hair and chest certainly matched.

      Her boyfriend was about Trip’s height and build. He was good-looking, with chiseled features and sandy hair. His name was Will, and he seemed like a nice enough guy. We made small talk with Trip and Freddie while Christy and the others went through to the kitchen.

      Lily appeared after a few minutes and handed Will a drink. She smiled at him, shot me a quick smile, and returned to the kitchen. Will didn’t seem to notice his girlfriend’s look, and I wasn’t about to ask. He pointed to the front room instead.

      “Is that your guitar?” he said to Trip.

      “Yeah? You play?”

      “Yeah. Only a church band, but…”

      The conversation moved away and took Freddie with it. I decided to refill my drink, and Terri met me coming the other way.

      “You having fun?” I asked.

      She smiled. “I am now.”

      “Cool. I was just going to get another drink.”

      “Here, have mine.” She pressed a full Jack and Coke into my hands.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. I’m going to switch to wine.”

      “You want me to get you a glass?”

      “In a minute.” She looked up at the house. “Will you give me a tour first?”

      “Sure. You know where the kitchen is. And this is the dining room. Duh. Trip’s office is there. The living room’s here. We call the front room the octagon room. For obvious reasons.” I looked around and shrugged. “It’s pretty much standard for an upper middle-class Victorian home.”

      “And upstairs?”

      “Bedrooms.”

      “The third floor?”

      “They used to be the servants’ rooms, but now they’re Christy’s and my studios.”

      “Sounds interesting.”

      “Want me to show you?”

      “Sure.”

      We headed upstairs, where I gave her a brief tour of the second floor before we headed to the third. She glanced at Christy’s studio and went into mine instead. She climbed onto my drafting stool and smiled. I returned it and simply admired her.

      She was wearing a purple dress that complemented her olive skin and dark, lustrous hair. The neckline dipped to show her cleavage, and the skirt rose above her knees when she sat. She followed my eyes and pursed her lips with a smile. Then she held her skirt in place and kicked her feet like a kid. Her legs were strong and silky smooth.

      “Very nice,” I said. “The whole package.”

      “Good things come in small packages.”

      “They do,” I agreed with a chuckle that I didn’t explain.

      “So, this is where you work?”

      “Yep. This is where the magic happens.”

      Her eyes glinted. “I thought that was downstairs.”

      “Huh?”

      “In the bedroom?” She laughed, tinkling and musical. “You’re super-cute when you’re embarrassed.”

      “It’s the alcohol,” I lied.

      “I’m sure.”

      “We’d better head back down.”

      “Why? You don’t want to be alone with me?”

      “It isn’t that,” I said lamely.

      “Christy doesn’t mind, does she? That we’re alone?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Okay. Just making sure. I don’t wanna step on any toes.”

      “No, it’s cool.”

      “She seems in a better mood. Did she solve her birth control problem?”

      “What? Oh, yeah.”

      “What’d she decide?” Terri asked. “Never mind. I can ask her if you’re embarrassed.”

      “No, I’m fine. She started taking the pill. Today, as a matter of fact.”

      “Oh, cool. But… why the change?”

      “She didn’t tell you what we were doing before?”

      “No. She only asked about mine. Why? What did she use?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Seriously? Whose dumb idea was that?” she accused.

      “Whoa, not mine!”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “I swear. I wanted to use the pill, condoms, a diaphragm… anything but the rhythm method. Even an IUD would’ve been better.”

      “You seem to know a lot about it,” she conceded. “For a guy.”

      “It’s my responsibility too. I mean, it takes two to tango…”

      “I’m glad you agree.” Her expression softened. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to get on my feminist soapbox.”

      “It’s all right. I’m a feminist trapped in a man’s body.”

      “Lucky for me.”

      I took the opportunity to change the subject. “You ready for that glass of wine?”

      “And some company?”

      “Of course.”

      We went downstairs and found the others in the kitchen. Wren was pouring shots that looked moderately difficult—clear liquid with a neat layer of Baileys on top. She was using a straw to add several drops of grenadine to each. She ignored us and concentrated on what she was doing.

      “You’re just in time,” Trip said.

      “For what? Those things look toxic.”

      The grenadine sank to the bottom of each glass and made them look like something I didn’t want to drink.

      “Get da fuck outta here,” Freddie said. “They’re Slippery Nipples, a New York specialty.”

      I kept my mouth shut and wondered who came up with layered shots anyway. The B-52s that Mark had made had been just as finicky. Didn’t anyone just shoot whiskey anymore? I chuckled at myself when I realized I sounded like Christy’s father.

      Wren stood back to admire her handiwork, and everyone applauded. The shots were impressive, even if I didn’t want to drink one. Still, I knew better than to refuse, so I accepted a glass when Trip handed me one.

      “To the birthday girl,” he said.

      We toasted and drank, and I regretted it almost immediately. “Oh, God, what’s in that?” I gasped. “Licorice?”

      “You and I,” Freddie said dramatically, “are no longer friends.”

      “I’ll drink his,” Christy said.

      “I just like saying the name,” Lily said. “Slippery Nipple.”

      “I know, right? It feels good in your mouth.”

      “Everyone loves a slippery nipple,” Trip agreed.

      “I like sex on the beach,” Wren said.

      “Are we still talking about cocktails?” I asked.

      “You should try a slow, comfortable screw.”

      Everyone laughed at my expression.

      “Wren, 1. Paul, 0,” she added with a friendly grin.

      “Attagirl,” Trip said. Then, “Who’s ready for some music?”

      “Me. Let’s rock this place,” Will said.

      “You gotta hear this guy’s stereo,” Freddie said to him. “It’s amazing.”

      Christy hung back as everyone filed out of the kitchen and headed toward the octagon room.

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      “About Lily? She’s nice. Very cute.”

      “Will’s nice too.”

      “He is.”

      “His father’s a preacher. Can you believe it? He’s a Baptist, but still…”

      I chuckled. “Baptists are people too. Judgmental hypocrites, but still people.”

      “Some of ’em don’t even think we’re Christians. Catholics, I mean.”

      “Will seems all right,” I said.

      “Yeah. He’s kinda cute, too.”

      My eyebrows went up.

      “Oh, relax,” she said softly. “I just said he’s cute. I didn’t say he makes me tingle all over.”

      Terri appeared in the doorway. “Oh, sorry. Do you want me to give you a minute?”

      “No. We were just talking,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “I forgot my wine.”

      Christy smiled. “Paul will take care of you. Won’t you, dear?”

      “Absolutely.”

      She stretched upward for a kiss. Then she smiled at Terri and went to join the others.

      “What can I fix you?” I asked.

      “Whatever you’re having.”

      “I thought you wanted wine.”

      “I changed my mind. What’re you drinking?”

      “Probably wine,” I laughed. “It beats the alternative.”

      She made a face. “I didn’t really like it either.”

      “You don’t like licorice?”

      “Liquor in general.”

      “For real?”

      “Does that surprise you?”

      “Not really,” I said.

      “I’m very choosy about what I put in my body.”

      “You should be. It’s a nice body.”

      “Thank you. Yours is pretty nice too.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t have your curves.”

      “Now who’s flirting?” she laughed.

      “Guilty as charged. But you know what you look like.”

      “Yes. And thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, about that wine…?”

      “Right. Christy said you’d take care of me.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” I opened the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle. “White okay? We have red if you want something with more body.”

      “No,” she said with a grin, “more isn’t always better.”

      “Especially in the body department?”

      “Just like a guy,” she said playfully, “hung up on size.”

      “It isn’t the size.”

      “It isn’t?” she teased.

      “No. Besides, I’m fine in that department. It’s how you use it.”

      “Oh, please! Will you open the wine already?”

      I grinned and pulled the cork. “How much do you want?”

      “Are we talking about the wine, or…?”

      “You tell me.”

      “The wine.”

      “Okay. Then… how much?”

      “Do you want to walk or carry me home?”

      “You’re pretty small, but let’s start with walking.” I poured half a glass. “On second thought…” I topped it off. “It might be fun to carry you.”

      She pursed her lips with a coy grin. “And they say chivalry’s dead.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy opened her presents a little while later. She started with the obvious ones, a bottle of Chardonnay from Lily and Will and a bottle of Crown Royal from Freddie and Rosemary.

      “Whisky, my favorite,” she lied smoothly. “And I love the bag it comes in.”

      She opened Terri’s gift next.

      “I had to guess your size,” Terri said. “I have the receipt if you need to exchange them.”

      “No, they’re perfect!” Christy gushed. “Thank you very much.” She held up the box to show us a pair of ballet slippers.

      “You should practice with me sometime.”

      “Oh my gosh, I’d love to.”

      She opened a present from Wren and Trip next, a large set of Faber-Castell colored pencils.

      “Exactly what I needed. Thank you.” She opened their second gift, several bottles of bath oil. “Ooh, I’ll definitely enjoy these too.”

      “Maybe with company?” Wren suggested. She was tipsy enough that she didn’t care if anyone else picked up on her meaning.

      “How’d you know?” I joked. “I love Opium.”

      “That’s nice,” she said sweetly, “but I wasn’t talking about you.”

      Trip grinned. “Wren, 2. Paul, 0.”

      “Man, I’m getting my butt kicked.”

      Everyone laughed at my expense, but Christy leaned over and said, “I’ll make it up to you.”

      “That’s okay,” I told the group. “She saved the best for last.”

      “And the biggest,” Lily said. She gave me a look that made me wonder what Christy had told her.

      Will missed it completely. “Yeah, open the little one first,” he said.

      Freddie picked up the smaller of the two boxes and handed it to Christy.

      “It’s heavy.” She grinned in anticipation and tore into it. “Oh my gosh!”

      “What is it?” Will asked.

      “A VCR!”

      “Open the other one,” I said.

      Freddie scooted it across the floor, and Christy ripped the paper.

      “And a TV! Oh, Paul, thank you, thank you, thank you!” She flung her arms around my neck and kissed me soundly. “Exactly what I wanted.”

      “Now you can watch porn in your room,” Freddie said.

      Rosemary shrieked, “Freddie!”

      Everyone else roared with laughter.

      “Ay, I’m just sayin’!” he said.

      “Well, I wouldn’t know,” Christy said primly.

      Wren and Lily both grinned.

      “Uh-huh, sure,” Trip said.

      “I wouldn’t,” she protested. “I’m a proper young lady.”

      “With a proper sex drive,” he added under his breath.

      “I wouldn’t know about that, either.”

      “I would,” Wren said.

      Lily grinned, and even Will noticed, although he looked shocked. I chuckled and reminded myself that he was a nineteen-year-old Baptist preacher’s son. At least Rosemary and Freddie hadn’t heard. She was busy scolding him for the comment that started everything. I glanced at the last member of our little group, Terri.

      She was watching me. She arched an eyebrow and sipped her wine to cover a smile.

      “Is that it for the presents?” Trip asked. “I have some new music for us. It’s called Alternative.”

      “Alternative to what?” Will scoffed.

      “Second Invasion, synth-pop, traditional rock,” Trip said. He leaned toward the stereo and hit play on the cassette deck. “These guys are from your back yard, Paul. You’ve heard ’em before.”

      “If you say so.”

      “They’re called R.E.M.—”

      “Oh, yeah. Right.”

      “—and they’re about to be huge. Listen.”
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        * * *

      

      The party lasted until about midnight, when Rosemary gently separated Freddie from his drink and said they needed to go. He didn’t argue, and I followed as she guided him toward the front door.

      “You want help?” I asked her. “Getting him home?”

      “No, I can manage.”

      “She knows how t’ han’l me,” he slurred.

      “You’re a lucky guy, Freddie.”

      “You better believe it.” He leaned close and breathed licorice fumes. “She can do better’n me, but I wanna marry her.”

      I shot her a glance. She blushed and looked pleased, so I shifted my attention back to him. “Have you asked her yet?”

      “Uh-uh. Too scared. But shh, don’ tell her.”

      “Oh, I think she knows.”

      He looked up hopefully. “Do ya think she’ll say yes?”

      “If you ask her.”

      Rosemary agreed with a smile. “Thanks again for inviting us,” she said aloud.

      Freddie jumped in surprise but leaned in to whisper, “Will you be my bes’ man?”

      “Freddie,” I said earnestly, “nothing would make me happier.”

      “You really mean it?”

      “Absolutely. But in the meantime, you need to go home and get some sleep.”

      “An’ sober up,” he agreed. “Class t’morrow.” He burped. “Fuggedaboutit.”

      “You sure?” I asked Rosemary again. “I can call a taxi.”

      “No, but thanks. My place isn’t far. Besides, it’ll do him good to walk.”

      “Clear his head,” I agreed.

      “Clear m’ head,” he echoed. He allowed Rosemary to duck under his arm and help him down the stairs to the sidewalk.

      “You’re a good friend,” Terri said from behind me.

      She’d drunk even less than I had, so we were the only sober people in the house now that Rosemary had gone.

      “I like Freddie,” I said.

      “I can tell. You’re going to make a great architect someday. People respect you.”

      “What about you?” I asked. “Do you still respect me? Now that you’ve seen me outside of class?”

      “Of course. And I think I understand you better.”

      “Well, you haven’t run away.”

      “No,” she agreed with a laugh.

      “Although… you look like you’re ready to leave.”

      “I think so. Walk me home?”

      “Sure you don’t want me to carry you?”

      She grinned. “I’m fine to walk.”

      “Okay. Lemme tell Christy where I’m going.”

      The girls were giggling together on the couch in the octagon room. Will was only semi-coherent, and Trip wasn’t much better. They’d finished a nearly full bottle of Jack Daniel’s by themselves.

      “Hey,” I got the girls’ attention. “I’m gonna walk Terri home.”

      “Okay,” Christy said. “Make sure she’s safe.”

      “Don’t be long,” Wren said. “You made a promise, remember?”

      “Ooh, what kind of promise?” Lily wondered.

      Wren smirked. “The going down kind.”

      “He’s a hard licker,” Christy agreed.

      They collapsed in a fit of giggles.

      “Okay,” I said to no one in particular. “I’ll be back in a little while.”

      “What was that about?” Terri asked when I rejoined her.

      My cheeks heated. “What did you hear?”

      “Something about a promise. Do you need to stay?”

      “No. We’re good.”

      She nodded and slipped her arm through mine as we walked down the steps. The night air was cool and refreshing, but Terri hadn’t worn a jacket.

      “Hold on.” I ran back to the house and grabbed mine from the rack by the door. I jogged back and draped it around her shoulders. It practically swallowed her.

      “Thanks.” She pulled it tight. “Mmm, it smells like you. What cologne is that?”

      “Lagerfeld.”

      “It’s very masculine.”

      “Thanks.”

      She slipped her arm through mine, and we set out toward her apartment.

      “Thanks for inviting me tonight,” she said. “I had fun.”

      “I’m glad. I did too. But I was kinda worried.”

      “About what?”

      “You didn’t drink very much.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t like to be out of control.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “What about you? You didn’t drink much either.”

      “I do sometimes. I guess I wasn’t in the mood tonight.”

      “I hope I didn’t stop you.”

      “No.” I thought about it and shrugged. “I’m a bit of a control freak too.”

      “I didn’t say I was a control freak,” she laughed. “I said I don’t like to be out of control.”

      “Is there a difference?”

      “Of course there is. A control freak has to be in control. I… don’t mind if someone else is in control. As long as I trust them.”

      “Ah. Okay. Do you trust me?”

      “Of course,” she said. Then she grinned. “I’ll show you a shortcut.”

      We walked between two houses and down a gravel alley. We came out beside her building, and I walked her up the stairs. She turned with the keys in her hand. Then she moistened her lips. She leaned toward me and tilted her face up. I reacted automatically, and we kissed.

      “I’ve been thinking about that all night,” she said when it ended. “Would you like to come in?”

      “I don’t—” I said. “I mean, I’m not— I didn’t—”

      “Don’t worry, I have them.”

      “Huh? Have what?”

      “Condoms.”

      “No, it isn’t that. Wait, what?” I was irritated at myself, but she misread me.

      “Did I misunderstand…?”

      “No, not at all! I— Hold on, what’re you talking about?”

      “I thought… Tonight… Christy said you have an open relationship.”

      That threw me for a loop. “She what?”

      “Said you have an open relationship.”

      “When?”

      “Is this some kind of joke? It isn’t very funny.”

      “No, it isn’t a joke. And you’re right, it isn’t funny. Can we talk inside?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said warily.

      “Listen, I…” A dozen thoughts flashed through my mind. All of them made me sound like a jerk, so I told her the truth instead. “Listen, I screwed up. Big time. I wasn’t expecting… this, an invitation. That’s why I reacted the way I did.”

      Her expression didn’t soften, but she relaxed slightly.

      “I can probably explain, but I don’t want to wait till tomorrow. The short answer is that I like you. And I want to sleep with you—I mean, if I didn’t misunderstand—but not unless you know what’s going on.”

      “You’d better come in.” She unlocked the door, and I followed her into the apartment.

      It was two hotel rooms that had been knocked together to create a one-bedroom apartment. It hadn’t been a classy hotel to begin with, and the conversion hadn’t improved it much. On the upside, Terri had done wonders with furniture and decorations. The place looked cozy and comfortable.

      She laughed in disbelief. “You’re looking at the apartment, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, sorry. It’s a habit.”

      “I meant what I said. Earlier. You’re going to make a great architect someday.”

      “Thanks. And I must be doing something right if you still think that.”

      “Honesty helps.” She took off my jacket and handed it back. Then she turned on a light. “Would you like something to drink? Beer? Wine? Soda?”

      “Whatever you’re having.”

      “Wine, probably.”

      “Want me to open it?”

      She laughed. “It isn’t that kind.” She opened the refrigerator and pulled out a green jug. “You can get the glasses, though.”

      They were hanging in a rack above the front window. I had to stretch over the small kitchen table to grab them.

      “How do you get these?” I said.

      “I stand on a chair.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’ve had to adapt. I’ve been this size since I was thirteen.”

      I tried to lighten the mood. “I bet some things are bigger.”

      “What? Oh, them.” She glanced down at her breasts. “No, they came later.” She arched an eyebrow and dared me to make another comment.

      “Right, got it,” I said. “Terri, 1. Paul, -1.”

      She glanced down and tried to hide a smile.

      “I like your place,” I said, a neutral subject.

      “Thanks. I’ll be sorry to leave it.”

      We sat on the couch, and she filled two glasses with pink wine. She took one and sat back against the armrest. She wasn’t being defensive, but she definitely didn’t want me close to her. I took the hint and turned to face her instead.

      “Have you decided what to tell me?” she asked. “How to dig yourself out?”

      “Start with the truth.”

      “That’s a new one.” She sipped her wine and studied me over the top of the glass.

      “Christy and I do have an open relationship,” I said after a moment. “Sort of. But it’s more complicated than that. We sleep with other people, but we usually talk about it first.” Our relationship wasn’t open, per se, but it was easier to explain than the actual truth.

      Terri processed for a moment before she said, “So, you don’t mind if she sleeps with other guys?”

      “No, but it’s only girls.” That came as a surprise.

      Terri started to recover before the penny dropped for real. “Now I get it,” she said. “Tonight. With Wren. She was serious about the bath thing?”

      “Yeah. They’re girlfriends.”

      “And not the way most people mean it.”

      “You aren’t shocked?”

      “Maybe a little.” She shrugged. “But I’ve been around dancers all my life. Some of them are… that way.”

      “So you understand?”

      “Of course. I don’t care if people are like that. And you’re clearly okay with it.” She snorted derisively. “Why wouldn’t you be?”

      “Now, hold on, Miss Feminist. Why shouldn’t women be able to choose who they sleep with? Men or women, how often, and under what circumstances.”

      “You don’t live in the real world,” she accused.

      “I live in the same world you do. But I choose to play by different rules.”

      “You can. You’re a guy.”

      “Women can play by the same rules. Christy does. Wren too.”

      “What do your rules say about you and me? About… that?” She glanced toward the bedroom.

      “Not unless Christy knows about it.”

      “But… she practically threw you at me. Said you have an open relationship. That I’d enjoy it. She even described your…” She waved vaguely at my crotch. “Equipment!”

      “Yeah, but she didn’t tell me any of that.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then why’d she do it?”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” I admitted. “But part of it— Well, she likes you.”

      “I like her too. But— Uh, you don’t mean like friends, do you? You mean… the other way.”

      I nodded slowly.

      “But I like men.” She gulped her wine. “Men only.”

      “She figured that out,” I said. Which explains Lily, I added to myself.

      Terri followed the trail of logic. “Ah, now I understand. She wanted to get to me through you. And when that didn’t work, she moved on. But she’d already called the tune.”

      “Exactly.”

      She huffed in frustration. “You didn’t realize I was serious? Tonight. I thought you did. You were flirting too.”

      “I was. I was having fun. I thought you were coming on a little strong, but—”

      “I was! I’m not… like that. Not normally. But I thought…”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I didn’t realize. That’s why I reacted the way I did. Like a jerk.”

      “I feel like such a fool.”

      “It isn’t your fault. If anything, it’s mine.”

      “At least you didn’t go through with it. Most guys would’ve.”

      “That wouldn’t be fair. To you, to me, to her.” I paused and then added, “I still want to, though.”

      She snorted again, but softer.

      “I wasn’t toying with you. I meant it.”

      “So did I,” she said, so low that I almost didn’t hear.

      “I wish we could, but… not tonight.”

      “Not ever.”

      I let her words hang in the air until she felt guilty. Then I said, “If you really mean that, I’ll go now.” I even started to get up.

      “No, don’t.” She thought about it and deflated. “I can’t believe I just said that.”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      “For all the good it does.”

      “Tonight isn’t forever.”

      She understood what I meant.

      “So,” I said after a suitable pause, “what do we do now?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’d like to be friends.”

      “Friends. Great,” she said sarcastically.

      “It’s a start. And I enjoy dancing. Especially with you.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “I’d like to be lovers, but on even terms. And not till you trust me again.”

      She looked at me with such desire that I almost reached out to her. She caught herself and blinked back tears. “It’s probably a good thing,” she said at last. “That we didn’t sleep together. I’m technically a professor. And you’re my student. The University frowns on that sort of thing.”

      “I didn’t even think of that.”

      “I did,” she said. “But I was willing to ignore it. I thought— Well, you know what I thought.” She closed her eyes and sighed heavily. Then she drained her wineglass.

      “You want more?”

      She shook her head without opening her eyes. Then she sniffed and wiped away tears. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to cry.”

      “It’s okay. You’ve had an emotional evening.” I set my glass on the coffee table. Then I took her empty one and straightened in my seat. “Come here.”

      “I don’t know if I should.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      She didn’t answer with words. Instead, she uncrossed her legs and scooted toward me. I put my arm around her and rested my cheek on top of her head as she hugged me.

      “This feels so good,” she whispered.

      “It does.” Then I chuckled softly. “We can’t have sex, but—”

      “No,” she said, immediate and firm.

      “Yeah, you’re right. That was the little head talking.”

      “That isn’t an option tonight. Not anymore.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “But this is.”
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        * * *

      

      I returned home and expected to find everyone right where I’d left them. Christy and her metabolism could drink all night, and Wren had clearly decided to blow off class in the morning. Lily seemed to be a party girl, not really serious about anything but a good time. Trip and Will had already been out of it by the time I’d left, but the girls were having enough fun by themselves.

      I was a little surprised to find a quiet house instead. The downstairs was dark and deserted. No one had cleaned up, but we hadn’t really made a mess except in the kitchen and front room. I went upstairs and halfway expected to find Lily and Will passed out in Christy’s old bedroom, but it was empty. I wondered how they’d gotten home, but not enough to go looking for them.

      I wasn’t entirely surprised to find Wren in our bedroom. I was surprised that she and Christy were simply talking. They were nude and lying under the covers, but Wren had her head propped on her hand, while Christy faced her from her own pillow. The bedside light was even on. Christy saw me first, and her expression lit with a smile.

      “Mmm, you’re home.”

      Wren looked over her shoulder. “What took you so long?”

      “Nothing.” I lied easily. “Terri and I were talking and lost track of time.” I peevishly wondered what would’ve happened if we’d actually had sex. Would Christy have missed me? I knew better than to mention it, though. It wasn’t the time or place. So I faked a smile and said, “Why? Were you waiting on me?”

      “Not really,” Wren said. “We were just talking. Although… you promised. To go down on me.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Are you serious?”

      “Why do you think I’m here?”

      “Honestly? Because you’re drunk and horny and wanna fool around with Christy?”

      “You’re such a romantic.”

      “And for the record,” Christy added, “we aren’t drunk.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Wren said. “I’m pretty wasted. But it feels good.” She let out a heavy sigh. “God, I’m so sick of school. I don’t care anymore.”

      “Shh, don’t talk about it,” Christy said. “Not tonight. You’ll ruin my birthday.”

      “I’d never do that, my love.”

      I cleared my throat softly. “Want me to leave you alone?”

      “No!” “Of course not.”

      “We want you to join us,” Wren added.

      “I want my birthday penis,” Christy said. “I saved the best for last.”

      But he wasn’t the last present. I had one more, although I couldn’t give it to her until later. She read my expression and started to ask, but I warned her off.

      Why not? she asked with a slight frown. Then she glanced at Wren and figured it out. Oh. Okay. Never mind. “Wanna help me unwrap him?” she asked her instead.

      “Sure.” Wren kicked off the covers and stood.

      I hadn’t seen her nude in several months, so I admired her body. I was used to Christy’s small, firm breasts, which made Wren’s normal ones seem large. The rest of her was larger and softer as well, especially compared to Christy’s almost boyish figure. My eyes traveled lower, to her pubic hair. It was still shaved in a neat triangle above her slit. She looked down at herself.

      “Business up top, party down below.” She ran her fingers through the tuft of hair. “Trip likes it, and that’s all that really matters.”

      “I like it too,” Christy said as she climbed out of bed. “Does that count?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good.” She looked at me, and her eyes shone with eagerness. “Are we ready to unwrap him? I’ll get his pants—”

      “Duh.”

      “—you do his shirt.”

      “I’ll do more than that,” Wren said with a grin.

      “Does Trip know you’re here?” I asked idly.

      “Not exactly.”

      “Then… um…”

      “I’ll tell him,” she said. “Besides, he knows about us.” She cut off discussion and began unbuttoning my shirt. Then she reached the bottom and said, “I just realized… We haven’t had sex in almost a year. And we haven’t done anything since New Year’s.”

      “We’ve been busy.”

      “And you were holding off ’cause of me,” Christy said. She lowered the waistband of my boxers. My pride and joy flopped out. “Mmm, penis.”

      Wren rolled her eyes. “She’s goofy about dicks. Especially yours. That’s all she talks about sometimes.”

      “So sue me,” Christy said. “Besides, you never complained. I thought you liked hearing about him.”

      “That’s because I don’t have a choice. I’m usually recovering.” She chuckled and said to me, “Have you ever noticed how she starts talking the moment she gets you off? I mean, not even a half-second later. She just picks up right where she left off.”

      “I’m not listening to you,” Christy said in a singsong. She lifted my foot and pulled off my pants.

      “She chatters when she’s excited,” I said.

      “I thought it was only when she’s nervous,” Wren said.

      I shook my head and lifted the other foot. “When she’s excited too.”

      “See, Miss Meanie?” Christy said. “Besides, I can’t help it if I have a lot to say.”

      “I also have a secret weapon to keep her quiet,” I said.

      Wren arched an eyebrow. Then she figured it out. “Seriously? God, sometimes I wish I had a dick.”

      “Mmm, I have one,” Christy said. She drew me closer and began sucking.

      “Goofy,” Wren said again, but fondly. Then she raised her lips for a kiss.

      “Are you sure?” I asked quietly. “About Trip? I don’t wanna cause problems.”

      “I’m sure. Now kiss me. Please.”

      I did.

      “I’ve missed that,” she said after. “I’ve missed you. And not just ’cause I’m horny. I can have sex any time.”

      “Oh? Then what’s this?”

      “Can we stop the game?” she asked plaintively. “It’s fun sometimes, but not all the time. Right now I just wanna have uncomplicated sex with my two best friends.” She glared before I could tease her with my usual reply. “Please don’t. Just kiss me.”

      I did, and we lingered over it.

      “Mmm,” she said at last. “Now, take me to bed and make love to me.”

      “Hey!” Christy squawked. “I’m the birthday girl.”

      “I don’t know why I put up with her,” Wren said.

      “Because you love me, that’s why.” Christy stood, and Wren kissed her. She held on to my cock and stroked it gently as the kiss heated up.

      I felt a bit like a third wheel, but I wasn’t about to complain.

      “Mmm, birthday threesome,” Christy said at last. Then she hummed quietly, almost to herself. “Happy birthday to me, happy birthday to me…” She climbed onto the bed and flopped to her back. She wasn’t demure or subtle, either. She spread her legs and gestured for us to join her.

      I climbed onto the bed and scooted forward. Then I rubbed the head of my cock through Christy’s folds. Wren settled beside us, in the exact position she’d been in when I’d joined them. I slapped Christy’s smooth mons with my shaft, just to tease her. Wren took the hint and began sucking her nipples. We tormented her until she couldn’t stand it.

      “Please,” she begged, “put it in.”

      I grinned and told Wren, “Sit on her face.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said with a touch of sarcasm and none of Christy’s submissiveness.

      I silently reminded myself why she was Trip’s girlfriend and Christy was mine. Still, I’d already blown one chance to get laid. I wasn’t about to open my mouth and blow a second. Instead, I set my cock at Christy’s opening and slid into her. Wren smirked at me and then closed her eyes as Christy started licking her. I leaned forward and captured one of Wren’s nipples.

      Christy’s pussy heated up as I fucked her slowly and she licked Wren’s pussy. Wren wasn’t as drunk as she’d said, but she was still buzzed enough that I knew she wouldn’t come quickly. That was fine by me, especially since I wanted Christy to come first. She was the birthday girl, after all. So we continued like that for several minutes, until I pulled out and patted Christy’s thigh.

      “Scoot down,” I told her. “Switch places with me, Wren.”

      She climbed off and moved between Christy’s legs. “Mmm, nice and juicy and pink,” she said. “Just like I like it.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Christy said as she rolled toward my cock. “She makes these awful food jokes.” She closed her eyes and moaned softly. “But then she does that. Oh my gosh, Wren, if I didn’t love you before…”

      She closed her eyes again and concentrated on what Wren was doing. After a moment she opened them and swirled her tongue around my cock. She moaned when she tasted her own juices. Then she swallowed me halfway and began sucking in earnest.

      I pinched and tugged and rolled her nipples while Wren worked her magic on her clit. She came fairly quickly. I was a bit surprised until I realized that she’d been worked up from all the teasing and innuendo at the party.

      Wren and I shared a grin. We were a good team, even if we sometimes clashed. She must have been thinking the same thing. She glanced at my hard-on.

      “You ready?” I said. “Hold on, stay there.” I moved down, straddled her thighs, and reflexively slapped her ass.

      “Ow!”

      “Sorry,” I said, a little sheepishly. Note to self: Keep your women straight. Christy likes pain. Wren doesn’t. Duh.

      Christy must have read my mind. She laughed and immediately clapped a hand over her mouth.

      “What’s so funny?” Wren said.

      I parted her thighs and teased her pussy.

      “Never mind. Forget— Oh! That’s nice.”

      I grinned to myself and probed deeper. I added a second finger and fucked her gently to coat them. Then I used her juices to lubricate the tip of my shaft. I scooted forward, set my glans at her opening, and gently pushed into her. She raised her hips, and I sank into her until my balls rested against her thighs.

      “God, you’re hot.” I breathed hard through my nose, until I could concentrate again. Then I braced my arms and began fucking her with short strokes.

      Christy raised her head and silently scolded me. You almost got us both in trouble.

      Yeah, sorry.

      Her eyes softened. It’s okay. But save the spankings for me.

      Will do. Now, I should probably pay attention to Wren.

      Yes, please. And thank you.

      My pleasure. We shared an affectionate smile. Then I said to Wren, “Is this what you wanted? A slow, comfortable screw?”

      She groaned incoherently.

      I started to tease her, but Christy cleared her throat.

      What? I complained, as innocently as I could.

      You know. Be nice.

      You’re entirely too good at reading my thoughts, I glared.

      In the irony of ironies, she didn’t understand.

      Never mind. I’ll be good.

      Thank you. She held my eyes for a moment to make sure I was going to stick to my promise. Then she smiled and ran her fingers through Wren’s hair.

      Wren took the hint and began licking her pussy again.

      I did my best not to smile. Christy was a master at getting people to do what she wanted without actually asking. She wasn’t as good as her mother—yet—but she was definitely headed that direction.

      I gradually stopped worrying about it as Wren’s pussy grew hotter and wetter. She was getting close, and I was too. I didn’t want to come inside her, although I wasn’t sure why. I didn’t want to pull out and come on her back, either. I stopped thrusting, and she hissed as I slowly withdrew my cock.

      “Roll over.” I patted her ass—gently—and swung my leg over hers.

      She flipped to her back and automatically spread her legs. I climbed between them, scooted forward, and aimed my stiff prick at her opening. She closed her eyes and arched her back as I slid into her.

      “Play with her nipples,” I told Christy.

      “Yes, sir,” she said, the exact opposite of how Wren had said it earlier.

      I began fucking her with long strokes at first, but she grabbed my hips and urged me to go faster. Soon I was pounding into her, and the pressure built until I couldn’t take it any more.

      “Get down here,” I said to Christy.

      She didn’t move quickly enough. Semen threatened to boil out of my balls, so I pulled out. My cock swelled, and a jet of come arced over Wren’s stomach. I leapt over her leg and stroked myself. The second spurt hit her in the face and surprised her.

      “Sorry.” I adjusted my aim and thrust my hips toward her. The rest of my come splattered her breasts. I squeezed my cock and coated her nipple with the final gushes.

      She still hadn’t come yet, so I moved between her legs and settled on my stomach. She gasped when I thrust two fingers into her sodden pussy. Then she cried out as I went to work on her clit with my mouth. She came with a muffled cry a few minutes later.

      I gave her a moment to recover before I slowly withdrew my fingers. Then I looked up her body. Her chest rose and fell with her breathing. Christy had spread my come over her breasts, and they were still shiny with it. Christy herself grinned when she caught my eye.

      “Me next.”

      “You’re insatiable,” I chuckled. I pushed myself up and sat between Wren’s legs.

      “What’s wrong with that?” Wren said between breaths.

      “Nothing. But I need a little time to recover.”

      She chuckled and lay back. Her head rested on Christy’s thigh. “I wouldn’t know. I don’t have that problem.”

      “You don’t have a penis, either.”

      “So? I don’t need one.”

      “I do,” Christy said. Then she smiled down at Wren. “I need you both.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” I said to Wren.

      “No.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’d better go,” Wren said through a yawn, “before I fall asleep.”

      I felt the same, but Christy had found her second wind. Her metabolism was a wonder to behold, even if it wore me out sometimes.

      “Besides, I’m getting my nighttime chills,” Wren added. “I have a nice warm boyfriend across the hall.” She looked down at her bare breasts and searched for traces of semen. “Did we get it all?”

      “I better check again,” Christy volunteered.

      Wren smiled fondly. “What would I do without you?”

      “You’d find someone. Probably some bimbo with big boobs who doesn’t like half the things I do.”

      I snorted a laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” Wren said. “She’s probably right.”

      “She said the same thing to me once.”

      “He’s right. I did. We were talking about sex. It was before we starting having it. Well, not according to him. He was telling me that oral sex is still sex. Even jerking off is sex. It’s solo sex, but it’s still sex.”

      “Hold on,” I said. “I think that’s exactly what I said.”

      Christy frowned. “Of course it is. Why would I—?”

      Wren yawned again and then shivered. “You two can fight it out. I’d better go.” She kissed Christy. “Happy birthday, my love. I hope we spend the next forty together.”

      “Oh my gosh, no! Then we’ll be old.”

      “That’s the point,” Wren said. “Never mind. You explain it to her, Paul.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “And thank you,” she added. “I’m sorry we haven’t gotten together much in the past couple of months. But I’m really looking forward to this summer. I owe you a good blowjob or two, especially after you let me monopolize Christy all night.”

      “She’s your girlfriend too.”

      “Okay, so I owe you a dozen blowjobs.”

      “Maybe two dozen,” Christy chimed in.

      “I’d better get out of here,” Wren said, “before it turns into a ‘million-billion.’” She snorted a laugh. “I think you were absent the day they taught math at school.”

      “I can do math,” Christy protested. “One plus two equals happy me.”

      “She has you there,” I told Wren.

      “God, she does.” She kissed Christy again and lingered over it. “I love you. Now, let me get out of here before you say something else adorable. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Christy said softly. “And I love you too.”

      Wren gathered her clothes and slipped out of the room.

      Christy waited almost a millisecond before she rolled to face me. Her eyes blazed with curiosity. “What did you get me?”

      “A TV and VCR.”

      “Oh my gosh! I can’t wait to watch our movies. But what else did you get me?”

      “A threesome with your girlfriend.”

      “Paul, please,” she begged, “tell me. You know I can’t stand it when you do this.”

      “Okay,” I relented, “look under the bed.”

      She immediately rolled away from me and thrust her entire upper body over the side. Her ass and pussy were too tempting to pass up.

      “Oh! No fair!” she cried. “Stop!” She pushed herself upright but then gasped as I began fucking her with my thumb. “No, please, Paul. Stop. I’ll do anything you want.”

      “Anything?”

      “Anything,” she panted.

      I decided to let her off easy. “Love me forever?”

      “Seriously? Of course.”

      I withdrew my thumb and caressed her tight little bottom. Then I gave it a firm slap.

      Her butt tightened, and her whole body went rigid.

      “Are you okay?”

      She started breathing again and nodded. “One of my— little orgasms.”

      “Seriously? Just from spanking you?”

      “I don’t think— you understand,” she panted. “What it does to me.”

      “I’m starting to.” I gave her a moment to catch her breath.

      “Better,” she said at last. “Thank you. Okay. Where were we? Right. Under the bed. What’m I looking for?”

      “A plain brown suitcase.”

      “Huh?”

      “A plain brown suitcase,” I repeated.

      “But… that’s my suitcase. You can’t give me a gift that’s already mine.” She pushed herself up and glared at me over her shoulder. “No fair!”

      “It’s what’s in the suitcase,” I said calmly.

      “Oh. Why didn’t you say so?”

      “I just did.”

      “Ugh! You’re infuriating sometimes.” Still, she went over the side again and tugged the suitcase from under the bed. The contents thumped and rolled around as she swung it up and set it between us. Then she popped the latches. Her eyes widened with anticipation, and I almost laughed when she opened the lid and her excitement turned to confusion.

      “But… it’s our toys.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Is that my gift? You put them in a suitcase?”

      “No,” I said patiently. “They’re all mixed up now. Look for one with a red bow.”

      She dug through the jumble. “Oh my gosh! Where’d you find it?”

      “There’s an equestrian shop out toward Farragut.”

      “Where’s that? Never mind. You mean you just… bought it? What did you tell them?”

      “That I needed a riding crop for my girlfriend.”

      Her eyes flew wide. “Oh my gosh! Please tell me you aren’t serious.”

      “I didn’t tell them why I needed it,” I chuckled. “I’m sure they assumed it was a gift.”

      “Ugh! It really bugs me how easy this is for you.”

      “Yes, but I make it easy for you too.”

      “Don’t use logic against me,” she play-grumped. Then her eyes slowly lit with enthusiasm. She held up the riding crop and said, “Use this against me!”

      “My pleasure. Get the handcuffs.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good girl.”

      All of a sudden she grinned. “Uh-uh. I’m a bad girl.”

      “Oh?”

      “I have sex and use birth control and everything.”

      “That makes you a good girl.”

      “But only for you.”
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      Terri emerged from the locker room and approached me before ballroom practice began. Her dress wasn’t as sexy as the one she’d worn to the party, but it still clung to her body and showed a fair amount of cleavage.

      “Hey,” she said, a little awkwardly.

      “Hey yourself.” I paused and then added, “You look nice.”

      “Thanks. You too.”

      We both hesitated and then spoke at the same time. That broke the tension and we laughed.

      “You first,” I said.

      “No, you.”

      “I wanted to ask how you’re doing.”

      She shrugged. “Fine. A little tired. I didn’t sleep well. You?”

      “I’m okay. Sorry you couldn’t sleep. Because of me?”

      “Us. It takes two to tango.”

      “Still, I feel like it was mostly my fault.”

      “It wasn’t. So don’t feel bad. I do the same thing after a performance. I go through it in my mind and try to figure out where I messed up.”

      “Nowhere.”

      “No, I did. I read too much into it. Also, I should’ve known—it was Christy’s birthday. I don’t care how open your relationship is, she wouldn’t let you spend the night with someone else. Not on her birthday.”

      I suppressed the impulse to tell her about our threesome with Wren.

      “So, yeah,” Terri finished, “I messed up. I’m still disappointed, though.”

      “Me too. And I’m sure that’s part of why you couldn’t sleep. Because of the… um… tension.”

      “You think I was horny?” she laughed. “I can’t believe I’m even having this conversation.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you aren’t my boyfriend.”

      “So? Everyone gets horny.”

      “Well, yeah,” she admitted. “But I don’t normally talk about it.”

      I shrugged. “It isn’t a big deal. Sex is a part of life.”

      “Maybe for you. You’re a guy.”

      “For you too.”

      “Yeah, but it’s private.”

      “I think we’re past that point,” I said. “We aren’t lovers, but we’re more than friends. For now,” I added. “I still want to sleep with you, and I’m pretty sure you do too. You’d’ve pushed me away if you didn’t.”

      “Yeah, probably.” She thought of something and laughed darkly. “I thought this’d be so simple. ‘He has an open relationship,’ I thought. ‘He’s a cute guy, nice body. We have chemistry. Go for it.’ I didn’t think it’d turn into… this!”

      “We’ll figure it out. Whatever happens, I’d still like to be friends. And I’d still like to be your dance partner. If you’ll have me.”

      “That’s easy,” she said. “Yes to both.”
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        * * *

      

      The next few weeks were more or less normal for the end of the quarter. Everyone had too much to do and not enough time to do it.

      Wren spent the majority of her time on her thesis, but she had papers or presentations in several other classes. One night she asked me if she could move the computer and printer down to the dining room table. She needed the space to spread out her media exhibits while she worked. I agreed, of course, since I barely touched it anymore. (Christy already knew how to use it better than I did, and I’d had the thing for years!)

      Trip had his own end-of-quarter rush, and not only with schoolwork. He also had to finish the estimates for Susan’s project, which mostly involved calling subcontractors in South Carolina and sending out requests for bids. I helped as much as I could, but I still felt like he was doing all the work while I was riding his coattails.

      “Don’t worry,” he told me, “you’ll have plenty to do. Most of my work is on the front end, planning and scheduling. You’ll pull your weight when the time comes, especially when I get the budget approved and give you specs for the designs. Speaking of which,” he added, “do you have that info about the RV parking?”

      “Not yet.” I’d been putting it off because it was boring.

      “Get it to me,” he said bluntly. “I need to know if we’ll have to clear more land. Susan’s guy says we can sell timber to offset some of the cost, but I’ll still have to add it to the schedule.”

      “Yeah, all right.”

      “Hustle up. Time is money.”

      “Yes, sir,” I snapped, only half joking. “Anything else?”

      “Hand me those estimates, fix me another drink, and leave me alone. In that order.”

      “Your wish is my command.”

      He snorted a laugh and started scanning the estimates. “Go on,” he said. “Fetch me that drink.”

      Christy spent most of her time in the A&A building, where she worked on the casting models for the Kanagawa pieces. I stopped by to check on her between my own classes, but she was in her own little world. I usually gave her a hug and a kiss and made sure she had enough to eat.

      One day I showed up and found a visitor.

      “Oh, hi,” Lily said.

      “Hi yourself,” I said. “What’re you doing here?”

      “I just got here. I didn’t want to go back to the dorm, so I stopped by to hang out. I said hi, but…” She shrugged. “I don’t think she knows I’m here. Is she always like this?”

      Christy sat hunched over one of the clay models, young Sayuri. She was fussing with the sleeve of the kimono. I looked closer and realized she was adding the line of a seam. I wasn’t sure the mold material would pick it up in the first place, much less transfer it to the marble mixture for the final casting, but Christy knew what she was doing.

      “Yeah, sorry,” I said to Lily instead. “Did you need to talk to her? I can get her attention.”

      “No, it’s okay.”

      “How’d you know where to find her?” I asked. Siobhan’s studio wasn’t a secret lair, but it wasn’t exactly a tourist destination either.

      “I asked around,” Lily said. “She’s famous, isn’t she?”

      “Around here? Yeah.”

      “She’s amazingly talented. I can’t believe how pretty and lifelike her statues are. And she makes it look so easy.”

      “It isn’t. It’s hundreds of hours of hard work.”

      “Really? That much?”

      I did some quick math. “She’s spent three hundred hours on this series alone. Thousands, if you count all the years it took to get to this point.”

      “That’s, like, a lot. What about you? Do you have a big project too?”

      “Nothing on this scale, but yes. I’m already finished with most of it, though. I have a few things left to do, a couple of models, but they’re small. They won’t take long.”

      “Wow. You’re done already? You must be super-organized.”

      “Something like that. I also know how Christy works. I need to have my own project done so I can help her when she’s ready.”

      “That’s really nice of you. I wish Will cared that much about me.”

      “I’m sure he does,” I said.

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “To help Christy? Not really, but thanks.”

      She shrugged and changed the subject. “She says you’re into ballroom dancing too. That must be so romantic.”

      “I dunno about romance,” I said, “but it’s fun. It’s stress-relief more than anything.” I nodded toward Christy. “She has a lot of pent-up energy, especially after a day like this. She needs to wear herself out or she doesn’t sleep.”

      “She said you take good care of her,” Lily said. Then she shot me a sly grin. “Especially in the wearing-out department.”

      A peevish part of me wondered if Christy discussed our sex life with all of her friends, even the ones she’d known less than a week. I let it drop, though. She obviously liked Lily and was trying to get her into bed. I wouldn’t complain if it happened, but I wondered if she’d thought beyond that.

      Lily brought me back to the present. “Is that true?”

      “What?”

      “You wear her out? Twice a day? Sometimes more?” She laughed at my expression and flitted to another subject. “I wish Will and me could do that. At least sometimes. But his parents made him live in the Vault, so he can’t even have female visitors. He can visit my room, but not overnight.”

      My own dorm experience felt like the distant past, although it had only been a couple of years. Then again, a couple of years could make a huge difference. I glanced at Lily and reminded myself that she might look older, but she was only nineteen. She made me feel positively grown-up.

      “I remember those days,” I said aloud. “It gets better.” Then I checked my watch and said, “Sorry, I have to go.”

      “Class?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is it okay if I stay here?”

      “Sure.” I nodded at Christy and added, “She tends to ignore everything that isn’t work. Don’t take it personally. She does it to me too. If you don’t mind, give her these occasionally.” I handed over several baggies of snacks and added, “Pretend you’re at the zoo. Just toss in some food and stand back.”

      “It won’t bother her that I’m here?”

      “No, not at all,” I assured her. Then I smiled a goodbye. “It was nice talking to you.”

      “Yeah. Nice talking to you. See you later.”
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        * * *

      

      On Sunday Lily came home with Christy after church.

      “Hi again,” she said.

      “Long time, no see,” I replied sardonically.

      Christy frowned at my tone, although Lily was oblivious.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Sorry I missed you yesterday. I had to do laundry, so I went home.”

      “Morristown, right?” I said.

      “Yeah! I didn’t think you’d remember.”

      “How far is that?”

      “About an hour.” She shrugged but then brightened. “Christy says you’re going dancing this afternoon. At a local studio or something?”

      “She is,” I said. “I’m not good enough yet.”

      “Oh. So you aren’t going?”

      “No, I’m going. I just won’t be dancing.”

      “Do you mind if I come along?”

      Christy’s eyes lit up, and I had to swallow a laugh. She’d wanted this all along, which was why she’d invited Lily home after church.

      “Sure,” I said. “You wanna invite Will?”

      “He went home for the weekend. He goes to church with his family.”

      “Ah, okay.” I said. “So, just the three of us today?”

      Ooh, a threesome, the little head said.

      Not yet, I told him. But that’s what Miss Libido wants. Duh.

      Have I told you how much I like her?

      I believe you mentioned it, I replied dryly.

      Christy read my expression and frowned. She didn’t know exactly what I’d said, but she understood the gist.

      So? she said with a look. I have needs too, you know.

      I raised an eyebrow, but she broke off with a glare before Lily realized we were talking about her.

      “Yeah, totally,” she was saying. “I’m dying to see what it’s like. Will isn’t interested, so it’s probably a good thing he isn’t here.”

      “Well,” I said, “as long as you don’t mind hanging out with me.”

      “I’d love to. If it’s okay with you,” she asked Christy.

      “I don’t mind sharing him.”

      Lily didn’t catch the double entendre, but it hadn’t been intended for her anyway.

      “Isn’t that right, dear?” Christy added.

      “Of course. But we’d better get ready. We need to leave soon.”

      “Oh my gosh,” she said to Lily, “wait till you see my dress and shoes.”

      I chuckled and slid past them. “I’ll grab my clothes and change upstairs.”
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        * * *

      

      Terri pulled me aside in the middle of the performance, right as “The Skater’s Waltz” began. We retreated to a corner of the dance studio, where no one could overhear.

      “You don’t waste any time,” she accused. Her tone was polite enough, but it had an edge I hadn’t heard from her before.

      “About what?” I said.

      “Not what. Who.”

      “Lily?”

      “Who else?”

      “Yeah, but she wasn’t my idea,” I said lightly.

      “I’m sure.”

      My attitude changed abruptly, and I gave her a flat look. “Have I ever lied to you?”

      “How would I know if you had?”

      “I think you know me well enough. Besides, all you have to do is ask.”

      “It’s none of my business.” She took a calming breath and closed her eyes as she exhaled. “Sorry. I’m not like that. The jealous type. Not normally. Besides, I don’t have any right. It’s not like we’re sleeping together.”

      “It’s okay. You’re nicer’n some of the women I have slept with.”

      She laughed ruefully. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      “Yeah, kinda.”

      “It doesn’t.” Her gaze shifted to the dancers, and she tracked Christy. “Doesn’t it bother you? That she can do what she wants but you have to follow the rules?”

      “Maybe a little,” I said. “But it’s new to her.”

      “What? The open relationship?”

      “Yeah. I’ve done it before.”

      “For real?”

      “I actually had two girlfriends in high school and for a while here. Two girlfriends at the same time, I mean.”

      “Typical,” she said derisively. Then she caught herself and visibly calmed down. “I apologize. I don’t have any right to judge you either.”

      “Eh, I’ll survive.”

      “So, these girlfriends…? They knew about each other?”

      “Yeah. But that was part of the problem. It’s a long story—maybe I’ll tell you someday—but the short version is that I didn’t handle it well. It ended badly.”

      She snorted agreement.

      “Anyway, our arrangement’s still new to Christy, so she’s… testing it out.”

      “You’re clearly okay with that.”

      “Well, yes and no.”

      “What? She doesn’t let you sleep with them too? Sorry,” she said immediately. “What’s wrong with me today? I hate being sarcastic and judgmental.”

      “No, it’s okay.”

      “I guess I’m still trying to understand.” She sighed in frustration as much as anything.

      “That’s fine. I’ll try to explain, but… it’s complicated.” I paused and thought about what I wanted to say. “No, Christy doesn’t mind if I sleep with Lily. The same with you, before she figured out you weren’t interested.”

      “But I am interested. Well, I was. But… only in you.”

      “Right. And I’m interested in you. But sex is only part of it. I like an emotional connection before I sleep with someone.”

      “That’s a new one.”

      I kept my expression neutral. “Is it?”

      “Yeah. Especially for a guy.”

      “Are you like all the other women in the world?”

      “Yeah, okay,” she conceded, “you aren’t like most guys.”

      “Nope. So, sex is only part of it,” I repeated. “And I want some kind of connection. Friendship at the very least. That usually means having things in common.”

      Her eyes followed mine to Lily, who was enthralled by the dancers.

      “You don’t have anything in common with her?” Terri said.

      “Maybe. But she’s nineteen.”

      “You aren’t much older. Twenty-one?”

      “Close enough. But I think I’m more mature.”

      “Yeah, you are. Still, what does that make me? Old enough to know better.”

      “You aren’t that old,” I said. “What? Twenty-six?” I laughed at a sudden thought. “This is gonna sound like a pickup line, but you look my age. Asian women are beautiful till they’re sixty.”

      “Thank you. But I’m only half-Asian.” She answered my unspoken question, “Korean.”

      “Cool. What’s the other half, Ms. Cortez? Mexican?”

      “Not Mexican,” she said immediately. “American. My father makes a big deal about it. His side’s Hispanic, but our roots go back to the conquistadors. We’re probably more American than you.”

      “Wow. That’s pretty cool. My family’s Scottish, English, a little Dutch. Who knows what else.” I grinned at her. “You have a pedigree; I’m a mutt. I guess that makes us Lady and the Tramp.”

      She tried not to smile. “It doesn’t make us anything.”

      “Fair enough. But you still didn’t answer my question.”

      “I’m twenty-six.”

      “Which is why I like you more than Lily. She’s a girl in a woman’s body. You’re a woman in a girl’s body. Except for those.”

      “Why are guys so hung up on breasts?”

      “Because we don’t have them?” I suggested.

      “And why are we even talking about them? You aren’t going to see mine any time soon. Why’re you grinning?”

      “Because you said ‘any time soon.’ That means I might see them. Just not today.”

      “Not today, not this week, probably not ever.” She sighed and decided to explain. “Now that I’ve had some time to think about it, I’m glad we didn’t sleep together. You’re my student and you’re about to move away for the summer. So even if we did get involved, it’d only be for a few weeks. I don’t want that.”

      “That isn’t why you pulled me over here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were jealous.”

      “Yeah,” she admitted. “I’m still convinced we did the right thing. But then I saw her, and I guess I kind of snapped. ‘What’s so special about her?’ I thought. ‘Why does she get to have him and I don’t?’ That kind of thing. It won’t happen again.”

      “That’s okay. But you know how I feel. I’d much rather have you than her.”

      “For all the good it does.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy finished her lotions and potions and then studied herself in the mirror. She was working up to something, so I slid my bookmark into place and set the book on the nightstand. I watched her from behind as she turned left and then right.

      After a moment she faced the mirror. She cupped her breasts and pushed them up, but it wasn’t her usual sag test. She pressed them together and formed a small valley. It was a nice valley, but hardly the Grand Canyon. I did my best not to smile, although she was too preoccupied to notice. Instead, she turned sideways to study her profile. She repeated the whole process and didn’t like the results any better.

      “Do you ever wish I was bigger?” she finally asked. “Up top, I mean. I know what you’re thinking, but I’m serious.”

      “I think they’re fine,” I said. “Better than fine.”

      “Thank you. But do you wish they were bigger?”

      “Not really.”

      “Never?”

      “Never.”

      She lifted them again. “I can’t help but compare them to others. Terri’s my size but hers are a D cup. They’re so firm, though. Oh my gosh, Paul! You wouldn’t believe what they look like without a bra. They don’t sag at all.”

      I wouldn’t know, I thought crossly, although I managed to keep it off my face.

      “She doesn’t have to wear a push-up bra or anything. And her dresses always show cleavage.” She sighed. “I wish she was more like me. Or Brooke.”

      Once again, I kept my real feelings to myself.

      “Speaking of which, hers are perfect too. Brooke’s, I mean. Better than any of the ones in Playboy or Penthouse. Oh, that reminds me. You still need to get a subscription to those. And Penthouse Letters. Maybe Variations too. It’s in the Handbook. Page two.”

      “I’ll get right on it,” I chuckled.

      “I’m serious. I want to keep our sex life interesting. Marianne says it’s the secret to a happy marriage.”

      I kept my mouth shut about her as well. Some of Marianne’s advice was good, some not-so-good. The rhythm method would’ve been a failure for us too, especially if Christy’s mother hadn’t intervened when she had.

      “You know I like to look at the pictures and read the letters,” Christy continued. “You’ll be the one who benefits, so take care of it, please.”

      “Yes, dear,” I said, with only a hint of a grin in my voice.

      “I heard that,” she warned. “Anyway, where was I? Right, Brooke. Hers sag a little but they’re perfect, better than the magazines.”

      “You can’t have sex with a magazine.”

      “You know what I mean. Even Wren’s are nicer than mine.”

      “Bigger,” I corrected. “Not nicer.”

      “Leah’s are.”

      “Hard to argue with that,” I said. “Leah’s are about perfect. But so are yours.”

      “What about Erin’s? Hers are bigger. And your mom’s? Susan’s? You grew up around big breasts. So I worry that you’ll get tired of mine.”

      I rolled out of bed and went to stand behind her. I put my hands on her shoulders and deliberately held her eyes in the mirror.

      “I love you for more than your breasts,” I said. “If I only cared about size, I’d still be with Kendall.”

      “I’m glad you aren’t,” she said softly.

      “Me too.”

      “Only, I worry sometimes. I don’t mind being small—my body, I mean—but sometimes I wish my breasts were bigger. Like Lily’s.”

      Somehow I’d known all along that we’d end up talking about her.

      “Hers are nice,” I said. “But they aren’t yours. They aren’t going to bed with me tonight. Or tomorrow night. Or the next night. They aren’t going to marry me. And they aren’t going to grow old with me.”

      She smiled and turned in my arms. “I love you so much sometimes.”

      I hugged her and kissed the top of her head in agreement.

      After a moment she laughed, soft and affectionate. “I can feel you thinking.”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “About what? Never mind. I probably know. Lily, right? I really like her. Don’t you?”

      “Yeah, she’s cute,” I said.

      “Uh-oh.” Christy relaxed her hug and looked up at me. “What’s the matter?”

      “I guess I’m wondering what you plan to do with her?”

      “What d’you mean?”

      I hadn’t rehearsed any part of the conversation, and a half-dozen questions raced through my mind. I wanted to avoid a repeat of the Terri fiasco, but anything I said was likely to start an argument. I had to choose my next words very carefully.

      “Should I help?” I said at last. “Stay out of the way? Run interference with Will? What?”

      “I don’t know,” Christy admitted.

      “Well, you obviously want to sleep with her—”

      “Oh my gosh, yes!”

      “—and I’m fine with that. But… I’d like to know what your plans are. Before you spring them on me.”

      “You make me sound like Wren.”

      “That isn’t what I meant. I know you don’t have some grand plan and a marketing campaign. But you do have a plan, even if you haven’t thought about it consciously.”

      “I suppose,” she said, a little stubbornly.

      I wasn’t going to get anywhere by arguing with her. “Just… think about it,” I said. “And talk to me before you do anything. We’re partners, remember?”

      “Equal partners,” she agreed. “Only, you’re in charge.” She thought of something and frowned. “Hold on, it says in the Handbook that you’re supposed to seduce my friends. Even the ones I just met. It says so. On page six.”

      “I thought it was page nine,” I teased.

      “No, page nine is nude entertainment. Strip clubs, burlesque shows, et cetera.”

      “I need a copy of this Handbook.”

      “Don’t worry, I memorized it.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said dubiously. “I think you’re making it up as we go.”

      “I am not!” She cut me off before I could reply. “Don’t argue. It says in the Handbook that you’re supposed to do whatever your wife or girlfriend asks. That’s me, by the way.”

      “Ah. So you’re in charge now?”

      “No, of course not. You’re the man. You’re in charge.”

      “Except when I’m not,” I teased.

      “Ugh! Why do you have to be so infuriating and cute at the same time?”

      “It’s part of my charm.”

      “Can’t you be charming and quiet?”

      “That depends,” I said. “I’m pretty quiet when you kiss me.”

      She did.

      “I’m quiet when you play with me.”

      She gripped my cock and began kneading it gently.

      “I’m really quiet when you—”

      “Shh.” She held a finger to my lips. Then she glanced down. “Mr. Big says thank you. He couldn’t get a word in edgewise.”

      Oh, really? I said with a look.

      “No,” she said aloud. “And he’s very upset about it. I should console him.” She grinned and sank to her knees. “I think he’ll be happier in my mouth.”

      He was.
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        * * *

      

      Christy spent several days working on her casting models, and Lily stopped by every day for a couple of hours. I wasn’t exactly tired of her, but she’d sort of invaded our lives. She reminded me of some of the younger kids from high school, the ones who liked to hang around with us older kids, because they thought we were cool. They hadn’t been obnoxious or anything, but they hadn’t been close friends either.

      Lily was like that. Worse, she flirted for the attention more than any real interest. Oh, she was friendly enough and clearly attracted to me, but I never felt a spark of connection like I did with Terri. I didn’t give Lily the cold shoulder, but I didn’t go out of my way to encourage her either. She had a nice body, and part of me wanted to sleep with her, but we really didn’t have a lot in common otherwise.

      Christy eventually decided that her clay models were finished and ready for the molding process. I didn’t have time during the day, so we planned to start the following evening, after dance practice. Lily invited herself, and Christy recruited her friend Nikki (“punk girl” from the Replicant project) and another artist to help. The new guy was a spacey freshman named Zoah.

      “Like Noah,” he explained, “but with a Z.”

      Gee, I thought sarcastically, I never would’ve figured that out.

      He was eager to help but a bit clueless. I suspected that Siobhan wanted to get him out of her hair so he could find what he was good at.

      I quickly made a list of things he wasn’t good at, such as following instructions, paying attention, and thinking ahead. At least he didn’t have a problem being quiet, but that was only helpful in the abstract.

      “Listen,” I told him at last, “these boxes are really a two-person job. Any more and we get in each other’s way. Nikki and I can handle it. Christy and Lily could really use your help.”

      They were in the process of mounting the first clay sculpture on a base that Nikki and I had already cut. They were struggling because of its size and weight.

      “Sure,” Zoah said cheerfully.

      “Thank God,” Nikki said under her breath.

      “Be nice,” I told her.

      “Whatever. Let’s get a move on.”

      She and I worked well together. She was a little militant about her politics, especially anything feminist, but I didn’t have a problem with that. Besides, she worked hard and didn’t make snarky comments about me. Instead, she wanted to learn everything I could teach her. Her own art was constructed more than sculpted, which probably explained why Siobhan had asked her to help us in the first place.

      The time passed quickly as we measured and cut all the wood according to my sketches. We labeled the pieces and then stacked everything so we could assemble the boxes the following evening.

      Christy and I returned after dance practice on Friday and found the others waiting for us. Nikki and Lily were chatting, while Zoah was eating some kind of homemade nut bread. He looked even spacier than usual.

      “’Bout time,” Nikki said. “Y’all ready? We don’t have all night.”

      She and I set to work. The others didn’t have much to do, so they fetched pieces for us and helped hold the larger sheets of plywood while Nikki and I screwed them to the frame. We assembled the sides and top of each box first. We wouldn’t enclose the bases until the following day, and only after we’d liberally sprayed the clay models with release agent. With all five of us working, we finished by ten o’clock.

      “What’s your schedule tomorrow?” I asked Nikki as we cleaned up.

      “Any time after noon. I don’t do mornings.”

      “Fine by me,” I said. “Does that work for you, Little Bit?”

      “Sure.”

      “I can make it,” Lily said.

      Zoah piped up, “Me too.”

      Nikki rolled her eyes and shot me a baleful look. Zoah wasn’t my favorite person either, but he was nice enough when he wasn’t trying to be helpful.

      I looked at my watch and said, “It’s still early. Anyone want a drink to celebrate?”

      “You buying?” Nikki asked.

      “I’d be a lousy boss if I didn’t.”

      “You aren’t the boss,” she said, “but you can buy me a beer.”

      “Deal. Christy, I know you’re in. Lily? Zoah?”

      “Sure!” Lily said immediately.

      “Thanks, but I’m bushed,” Zoah said. “You guys have fun without me.”

      We said goodbye to him and headed down to the Strip. Most of the bars were packed, so we ended up at the Old College Inn. It hadn’t been my first choice or even my second, but Lily suggested it and I couldn’t really say no unless I wanted to explain why.

      I’d had a brief relationship with one of the waitresses a year earlier. I privately called it my “notches on the bedpost” phase, because Christy invariably used that phrase when she mentioned one of the girls I’d dated at the time. The waitress in question had quit the bar and my life at the same time, but the bartender recognized me. She was a redhead who sort of reminded me of Brooke, only not quite as pretty and with an Aussie accent instead of a Texas-California hybrid.

      “Hey, wild man!” she called over the crowd at the bar.

      I waved and tried to remember her name.

      “How do you know her?” Christy shouted up at me.

      “I used to hang out here,” I yelled back. “It was a good place to do homework in the afternoon.”

      “When?”

      “About a year ago. Maybe more.”

      “She’s cute,” she shouted innocuously.

      Nikki grabbed a booth just as several people left it. We chatted and drank a pitcher of beer over the next hour. I was ready to go home at that point, but none of the girls were, so we ordered another pitcher. I settled in, sipped my beer, and decided to relax and enjoy myself.

      The bartender kept an eye on us and sent over a new pitcher whenever we ran low. We left a couple of hours later, around one o’clock. I’d remembered the bartender’s name by then, so I stopped by to say goodnight.

      “Miranda!” I shouted over the noise. “Thanks for taking care of us.”

      “No problem, mate! Good to see ya. Take care.”

      “You too!”

      “She was nice,” Christy said once we reached the sidewalk and could talk without shouting.

      “Cute, too,” Nikki agreed. “Those freckles…”

      Lily just grinned.

      Nikki looked at her watch. “I’m’a stop by a friend’s place on the way home. I’ll see y’all tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good,” I said. “G’night.”

      She shoved her hands in her pockets and started up the Strip.

      “You want us to walk you home?” I asked Lily.

      “That’s all right.”

      Christy gave me a look, so I insisted.

      “Sure,” Lily said. “Thanks. I live in Hess.”

      “So, where’s Will tonight?” I asked as we headed that direction.

      “He went home for the weekend.”

      “That’s a shame,” Christy said. “He’s missing all the fun.”

      Lily gave her an encouraging smile, and we made small talk until we reached her dorm. She and Christy hugged goodnight, and I got one as well. The little head wanted to get to know her better, but the big head wasn’t convinced.

      “I had fun,” she said. “Thanks again for the beers. See you tomorrow.”

      We waited until she made it safely into the building. Then Christy slipped her arm through mine.

      “I wanted to invite her to spend the night,” she said as we walked, “but I couldn’t think of a way to ask you without making it obvious.”

      “Hold on,” I said, “spend the night?”

      “Yes, dear. In my old room.” She felt me relax and then laughed. “Oh my gosh! You didn’t think…?”

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “No! What kind of girl do you think I am?”

      “Well… I thought…”

      “Oh my gosh, no. I wouldn’t even know how to ask her to spend the night with you and me.”

      “You don’t have a problem asking Wren or Brooke.”

      “Yeah, but they already know. About me, I mean.”

      “I think Lily’s figured it out,” I chuckled. “Nikki too. You were the center of attention tonight. My hair could’ve caught on fire and no one would’ve noticed.”

      “That isn’t true!”

      “Yeah, it is. I don’t think you realize what kind of effect you have on people.”

      “I do not,” she grumped. “Have an effect.”

      “Yeah, you do. Lily worships you, and even Nikki was hanging on every word you said.”

      “I can’t help it if I’m friendly. You should try it sometime, Mr. Sourpuss.”

      “I’m friendly,” I said. “I just don’t have your personality. You’re… enchanting, especially when you’ve had a few drinks.” I chuckled again and put my arm around her. “It’s cute. You’re cute.”

      “Thank you,” she said, a tad ungraciously.

      I grinned and continued, “Let’s get home. I’ll fix you a snack before bed.”

      “You know me so well.”

      I shot her a sideways grin. “And then you need to unwind.”

      “How’d you know?”

      “I know you, remember? Tonight you’re going to ride me.” I leaned down and whispered in her ear, “Then I’m going to hold you down and shoot you full of semen.”

      “Yes, please.”

      “That’s the benefit of taking the pill,” I added. “No more danger week.”

      “I changed my mind,” she said. “I don’t need a snack after all.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent Saturday afternoon in the casting studio, mixing buckets of pink mold goop. The statues themselves weren’t all that large, but the boxes around them were. So we mixed and poured, mixed and poured, until the goop reached the top of the first one. Then we pounded the sides with mallets and pieces of scrap lumber. Christy climbed atop the box and watched the pour hole until bubbles stopped appearing.

      We repeated the process two more times, and then Siobhan appeared as if summoned by magic. She peered into the molds, checked the bracing on the boxes, and generally approved of everything.

      She talked to Christy a few minutes longer, while the rest of us cleaned up and tried to remove flecks of dried goop from our skin, hair, and clothes. The stuff was everywhere.

      “I miss Wren,” Christy said after Siobhan had gone. “I could really use a good home-cooked meal about now.”

      “Yeah, she can cook,” Nikki said. “But dinner’s no problem. Hey, Paul, you wanna be a good boss?”

      “So I’m the boss now?”

      “If you’re payin’.”

      “Sure.”

      She grabbed a piece of scrap paper and tugged a pencil from her pocket. “My friend delivers pizza. I’ll call him. What do you want?”

      Zoah spoke up first, “No meat for me, please.”

      “A vegetarian,” Nikki muttered so only I could hear. “Why’m I not surprised?”

      “Christy doesn’t eat beef or pork,” I said.

      “Oh. In that case, one large veggie.”

      “Better make it two.”

      “Yeah, that’s right. Little B can pack it away. What about you? Can you finish a whole pizza?”

      “By myself? Maybe.”

      “All right. Two large veggies, two large specials.” She wrote it down. “You want beer?”

      “They deliver beer?” I said in surprise.

      “No, but my friend’ll stop and get some if I ask.”

      “Sure,” I said. “A six-pack of whatever.”

      She glanced at Christy and Lily. “Two six-packs…”

      “Right.”

      She raised her voice, “Hey, Z-man. You drink?”

      “What? Alcohol? Goddess, no.”

      “Again, why’m I not surprised?” Nikki muttered. Then her head snapped up. “Did he just say ‘Goddess’?”

      “Sounded like it,” I said.

      “I’m glad you’re normal.”

      “As normal as you are.”

      We shared a grin.

      “All right,” she said. “I’ll call this in.”

      I paid for everything when it arrived and made sure to give the delivery guy a good tip. He was Nikki’s friend, a fellow punk, but he’d also gone out of his way for us.

      “Thanks, man,” he said. Then he kissed Nikki’s cheek. “You’re my girl.”

      I watched him go and then looked at her. “Are you and he…?”

      “Get bent,” she said, friendly but dismissive. “Why? What’s it to you?”

      “Well, I thought you were… um…”

      She arched her pierced eyebrow.

      “You know…” I glanced at Christy and Lily.

      Nikki snorted a laugh. “Just because I don’t like you doesn’t make me a lesbian.”

      “Fair enough,” I agreed.

      “Besides,” she added, “I object to the male-dominated patriarchy and its attempts to label my sexuality.”

      “Ha! I knew I liked you for a reason.”

      “Are you for real?”

      “Yeah, totally.”

      “But you’re an agent of the patriarchy.”

      “Get bent.”

      “Too late,” she said. “Let’s eat.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy met Lily the next morning and went to church, and I took the opportunity to call home.

      My mom answered sleepily, “Hello?”

      “Happy Mother’s Day!”

      “Thank you. What time is it?”

      “Almost ten. Why? Were you asleep?”

      “Aren’t I entitled to sleep in? It’s Mother’s Day.”

      “Yeah, sorry. Want me to call back later?”

      “No, I’m awake now.” She yawned and asked, “How’re you? How’s Christy?”

      “We’re good. She’s…” I told her about Christy’s project and then my own.

      “I’m proud of you, honey,” she said. “And I’m glad you called.”

      “Oh? Why?”

      “So I can RSVP for Christy’s graduation. She sent us an invitation. That was very nice of her. Also, to remind you about Erin’s graduation. She sent you an invitation…”

      “Oh, crap! That’s right. Sorry. Was I supposed to RSVP?”

      “No. We expect you anyway.”

      “Um… remind me when it is.”

      “The twenty-fifth.”

      I counted forward. “That’s a Friday. We have class. It’s the end of the quarter, Mom.”

      “She’s your sister, Paul.”

      “But it’s only a high school graduation.”

      “Which happens once. In a lifetime. Besides, she came to yours.”

      “Yeah, all right,” I said. “We’ll be there.”

      “We’re taking her to dinner with Leah and her family.”

      “And you’d like Christy and me to be there as well?”

      “It’d be nice,” she said.

      “Can we spend the night?”

      “Of course. You know you don’t have to ask. And it’s Memorial Day weekend. We’re planning a cookout with the Coulters.”

      “One of those cookouts?” I asked.

      “What do you mean, ‘those cookouts’?”

      “You know what I mean, Mom. The kind where everyone gets naked and has sex.”

      “Of course,” she laughed, although she must have heard something in my voice. “Why? Christy’s okay with it, isn’t she? I thought— I mean, Susan said…”

      “I don’t think she’s ready,” I said. “Not for that.” I didn’t want to hurt Mom’s feelings, but I didn’t think Christy would ever be ready for a swinging party with their group. Besides, she hadn’t even tried swinging with another guy, much less a whole crowd of them.

      “Okay,” Mom said, although she sounded disappointed. “I just thought I’d ask.”

      “Thanks. We appreciate it, but we’re still taking things slow.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “Um… that does bring up another question. Will Gina be there?”

      “At the graduation? Of course. Why?”

      “Well, she and Christy haven’t met. I want them to like each other, but…”

      “Oh, honey,” she said with a laugh. “This is straight out of Jane Austen.”

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “Your love triangle.”

      “It isn’t a love triangle.”

      “It isn’t? With Gina as Wickham and Christy as Darcy.”

      “Mom, I love you, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Then you won’t mind if I call you Elizabeth?”

      “Coulter?”

      “Bennet.”

      “Gotta go, Mom. Tell Erin we’ll be there. Love you, bye!”

      She was still laughing when I hung up.
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        * * *

      

      Christy returned from church by herself, and I resisted the urge to ask where Lily was.

      “It’s a beautiful day,” she said as she threw the curtains wide. Then she tried to open the window. “Ugh! Stupid thing.”

      “I’ll get it,” I chuckled.

      “Thank you, Mr. He-Man.” She bounced up and gave me a kiss. Then she clasped her hands behind her back and batted her eyes. She changed her mind almost as quickly. “Oh my gosh, what’m I doing? We can’t fool around. I have calls to make. I won’t be long, I swear.”

      “No problem. I think I’ll—”

      “No, stay! Um… please? I’ll make it worth your while.” She moistened her lips.

      “Do you need some attention before you make your calls?”

      “No. I’ll behave.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course.” She picked up the phone and dialed. “Hi, Mom. Happy Mother’s Day!”

      They exchanged a few pleasantries, but then Christy’s eyes bulged, and I nearly hurt myself trying not to laugh at her side of the conversation.

      “I did,” she said. “On my birthday. I swear. I told you… No, I really did. Mom, I am,” she insisted. “Every day. Can we change the subject? Please? No, Mom— Yes, I know it’s important. I know.” She listened for a moment before her shoulders fell. “Yes, Mom. It’s my body,” she said in a defeated monotone. “It’s my life. It’s my choice. Mom!” She shot me a nervous glance. “Can we talk about this later? Paul’s here, and—”

      Her face went from disbelief to alarm to defeat. She held out the phone. “She wants to talk to you.”

      The color in my face drained away, along with my amusement. “Hello?”

      “Hello, dear,” Anne said. “I never thought I’d have this conversation, but someone has to.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I agreed, and she didn’t correct me.

      “I trust I don’t need to explain what we’re talking about.”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Good. Did she really go to the doctor?”

      “Yes, ma’am. On her birthday, like she said.”

      “And she’s taking the pills?” she pressed. “Every day?”

      “Every day.”

      “Have you seen her do it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I glanced at Christy and decided to elaborate. “She does a little ‘all gone’ thing.”

      She’d stick out her tongue, show me the pill, and swallow it with a sip of water. Then she’d open her mouth to show it was empty. She occasionally did the same thing with semen, and I smiled at the connection.

      “I know the one,” Anne said calmly. “Make sure she keeps taking them. She’s a big girl, but she’s stubborn. And it pains me to say this, but she thinks the Church has her best interests at heart.”

      I snorted and didn’t trust myself to say more.

      “They do in most ways,” Anne continued, “but not in this. You and I do, though. So I’m going to hold you responsible.”

      I gulped. “Me?”

      “Yes, you. You’re the man, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” I said feebly, “but this isn’t about me.”

      “It is if you want to continue sleeping with her.”

      I goggled at her bluntness. Christy began to panic, so I controlled my expression and reassured her with a gesture.

      “You know I like you,” Anne said, “and you make Christine very happy. But she’s my little girl, and I’ll never forgive you if anything happens before she’s ready. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, ma’am. We’re in complete agreement.”

      “Good. Now, Harold will be home soon, so I need to go. Take care of Birdy. And give her my love. To you as well.”

      “Thanks. And… um… Happy Mother’s Day.”

      “Thank you, dear. Goodbye.”

      “Bye.” I hung up and took a moment to recover.

      “I don’t even want to know,” Christy said.

      “She loves you. And she wants you to be happy.”

      “She has a strange way of showing it,” she grumped.

      “No, she has a grown-up way of showing it.”

      “But… does she have to talk about it?”

      “That’s what grown-ups do. Besides, she’s your mother. And you’re her only daughter.”

      “Can’t I be her only daughter she thinks is a virgin until her wedding night?”

      “It’s a little late for that,” I chuckled. “Now, who else do you need to call?”

      She glared. She knew I was trying to distract her, but she decided to go along with it. “Marianne.”

      “And…?”

      “Lynne.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “My granny. My nana. And your mother.”

      My eyebrows ticked up.

      “She’s going to be my mother-in-law. Of course I’m going to call her.”

      “She’ll be happy to hear from you.” I smiled and waited. “Is that all?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Make your calls. Then take off your clothes when you’re done.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m going to tie you to the bed and give you a million little reasons for taking the pill.”

      She frowned at first. Then she figured it out, and her mood improved dramatically. “You should probably make it two million. I’m very stubborn, you know.”

      “Oh, I know. Very horny, too.”

      “Exactly! So… four or five million?”

      I laughed. “As long as it isn’t a million-billion.”

      “No. Even you can’t come that much. Although…”

      “Yes?”

      “We have the rest of our lives.” She laughed. “That’s still the worst line ever. Worse than ‘talk about the first thing that comes up.’”

      “So sue me,” I said.

      “I’d rather use you. Mmm, like a semen fire hydrant.”

      I snorted at the mental image.

      She turned serious and slipped into my arms. “Thank you,” she said softly. “For being patient with me. For making me laugh. And for not getting upset when I feel guilty.”

      “It’s what I do.”

      “Mmm. And thank you for loving me.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and her helpers went to work on the molds once they’d set completely. I was busy with classes and my own project, but Nikki had enough experience to take apart the boxes, and I trusted her to do it right.

      I stopped by to bring them lunch and check on progress. Lily was there, of course, and she made sure I noticed her. She didn’t do anything silly, but she smiled and waved. On Tuesday she ran up and gave me a hug. Christy was more sanguine about it. She stopped what she was doing and came to give me a kiss, but she was clearly focused on work.

      “I think we’ll be ready to pour the marble tomorrow.” She listened to herself and frowned. “That sounds weird, but you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then I have a ton of work to get them ready for my review. The show’s just an afterthought.”

      Nikki finished cleaning a mold section and joined us.

      “Good job on the boxes,” I told her. The parts were all stacked neatly in the corner, ready for the casting process. “The patriarchy approves.”

      “Whatever,” she said, although she enjoyed the compliment.

      “What do you think?” Christy asked her. “Can we cast tomorrow?”

      “No way. We have to rebuild the boxes and then reassemble the molds.”

      “That won’t take long,” Christy argued.

      “She’s bad about time,” I said before Nikki could reply.

      “Yeah, I noticed that.”

      Christy glared but didn’t interrupt as Nikki did some work in her head. I did the same, just to double-check her.

      “We should be ready on Thursday,” she said at last. She looked to me, and I nodded agreement. “Will you be here?” she asked. “We can use the hoist, but it’s faster by hand. The buckets weigh about fifty pounds.” She rolled her eyes at Zoah. “He tried to lift one, but he isn’t good at that either.”

      “Be nice,” Christy chided.

      I grinned at Nikki. “Are you saying you need an agent of the patriarchy?”

      “They have their uses.” She pursed her lips with a grin, and I decided that she was pretty, in a punk-maybe-lesbian way. Her grin turned to exasperation when she saw my interest. “Get bent.”

      Christy frowned.

      “I’ll explain later,” I chuckled.

      “Don’t listen to him,” Nikki told her. To me, “Will you help? We could really use you.”

      “Of course.” I glanced at Christy. “Okay if we skip modern dance practice?”

      She nodded reluctantly. “Will you tell Terri?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Cool, thanks,” Nikki said. Then she smiled at Christy. “I’m’a get back to work.”

      “Okay,” Christy said. “I’ll be right with you.”

      “Take your time.”

      Christy turned to me, and her look of confusion returned. “What was that about? ‘The patriarchy’?”

      “Men. In general.”

      “Oh. Right.” Her brow furrowed again. “What about them?”

      “Nikki’s rebelling against society and the male-dominated patriarchy.”

      “Is that one of your weird science fiction things?”

      I laughed. “No, it’s the real world.”

      “Now I think you’re teasing me. I need to get back to work.” She stretched up for a kiss. “I love you. And I’ll see you later. Now go.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She rolled her eyes but couldn’t hide a smile as she turned away.
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        * * *

      

      I finished my own project while Christy was working on the molds. And on Wednesday I gathered my drawings and models. I visited Professor Joska during office hours to review everything. He quizzed me on several of my design changes, but the questions were mostly to confirm that I’d thought things through. He eventually nodded and sat back.

      “Excellent work, Mr. Hughes.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Is there a reason you’re this far ahead of schedule? No, let me guess. Miss Carmichael needs your help with her own project. I understand she has three pieces this time. A series on time and beauty?”

      “Yes, sir.” He was a lot better informed than I thought he’d be. He must have been keeping tabs on Christy too. Huh.

      “She’s very talented.” He paused and considered his next words. “Do you mind a personal question?”

      “No, go ahead.”

      “Do you, perhaps, see yourself with her in the future?”

      “I think so. I hope so. Why?”

      “I believe she is good for you. You are more disciplined, more focused. More creative, too. You are perhaps more tired, but we discussed that.”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. “And now do you understand why I was willing to give up my free time to make her happy?”

      “I believe so,” he said. “I also believe this is one of your greatest strengths, your ability to sacrifice in the short term in order to achieve more in the long term.”

      “Thank you, sir. That means a lot, especially from you.”

      “Just so,” he said with a nod. “Now, was there anything else you wanted to discuss?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Then I must prepare for class.”

      “Terrorizing first-year students?”

      “Yes. One of the perks of the job.”
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        * * *

      

      Siobhan joined us on Thursday evening for the final casting. She and Christy weighed the marble dust and added polyester resin from a big barrel of the stuff. Then they measured a small amount of catalyst into each bucket. Zoah and Lily mixed them. I hauled them to the boxes and hoisted them up to Nikki, who carefully poured them into the molds.

      The whole process took several hours. It was tedious work, and especially exhausting for me, but we felt an enormous sense of accomplishment when the final bucket went into the last mold.

      “I’m ready for a beer,” Nikki said. “You buyin’, boss-man?”

      “How come I’m the boss whenever you want something?”

      “I’m exacting payment for years of oppression.”

      “What! I never oppressed you.”

      “Your gender did. Now, are you buyin’ or not?”

      “Of course I am,” I said. “But I’m not going to make it easy for you.”

      “Typical agent of the patriarchy.”

      “Yes,” Christy said, “but he’s my agent, and I happen to like him.”

      “I’d question your loyalty to your gender,” Nikki said, “but I’m too tired.”

      “Oh, Goddess,” Zoah said, “I know what you mean. I’m bushed. But you guys have fun without me. I’m going home.”

      “Raise a glass for me,” Siobhan agreed.

      After a little more cleanup, the girls and I headed down to the Old College Inn. The place wasn’t very busy, so we grabbed an empty booth. Miranda had the night off, but another bartender sent over a pitcher of beer. We only finished one before Nikki yawned and looked at her watch.

      “Time for me to go. Y’all have a nice night.” She tossed her chin at Christy. “Give them seventy-two hours to cure completely.” She glanced at me.

      “Got it,” I said. “Over the weekend.”

      “Right. We’ll unbox them Monday and get to work.”

      “Thank you,” Christy said. She automatically leaned over.

      Nikki kissed her cheek and left with an exhausted wave.

      “She’s… weird,” Lily said. “I like her, though. I never thought I would. I mean, someone like her…”

      “People are people,” I said. “Some’re punks, some’re preps, but most of ’em are nice enough once you get to know ’em.”

      “Wow, that’s really profound.”

      “Mmm.” I glanced at Christy. “You ready to head home?”

      “Not really. But I suppose we should.”

      “We’ll walk you to the dorm,” I said to Lily.

      “Um…,” Christy ventured, “can we…?”

      I raised an eyebrow with a question.

      Please?

      All I really wanted was to go home and to bed. I’d been up since dawn and spent the evening hauling and lifting buckets, almost half a ton.

      I’ll make it worth your while, Christy added with a look. I promise.

      We have class tomorrow. Early.

      You can go late. Please, please, please.

      Lily watched the silent conversation and laughed nervously. “You’re like my parents.”

      “Yeah, sorry.” I adjusted my attitude and said, “Let’s celebrate. Would you like to come back to our place? We—”

      “Sure!”

      “—have plenty… Oh. Okay,” I finished lamely.

      Christy hit me with a mind control ray, in the form of a desperately hopeful look.

      “And since it’s late already,” I told Lily, “you’re welcome to spend the night. We—”

      “I’d love to!”

      “—have a spare bedroom. Okay. Well, that was easy.”
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        * * *

      

      The house was dark and quiet when we arrived. At first I thought Trip and Wren had gone to bed early, but then I found a note on the kitchen table.

      
        
        Needed a break. Gone to see a band. Don’t wait up for us. - Trip

        

      

      “What’s that?” Christy asked.

      I told her.

      “So it’s just the three of us?” Lily said.

      “Yeah. Small party. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “No, it’s cool.”

      “Whiskey?” I asked. “Wine? Beer?”

      “I’ll drink anything,” she said. “Whiskey’s fine.”

      “A good Catholic. Three whiskeys, coming up.”

      “Thank you,” Christy said. “C’mon, Lily, I’ll show you to your room.”

      The girls headed upstairs while I poured the drinks. I made mine half water. Then I wondered what we were doing. Lily was fun to hang out with, but she was living for the moment, a party girl.

      But she’s a party girl with big tits and a nice ass, the little head said. And don’t forget her smile!

      Yeah, she’s cute, I agreed. But she’s more than just tits ’n’ ass. She’s a person. You know, with actual feelings. Besides, she’s a kid. Nineteen!

      Who cares? She’s legal. You aren’t going to marry her. You’re just going to fuck her. Why do you have to make everything so complicated?

      Yeah, maybe you’re right.

      I’m sorry, what’d you say?

      I snorted and didn’t answer.

      Something about me being right, he insisted.

      I don’t know what you’re talking about, I replied blandly.

      Lying to yourself now? We both know— Wait! Here they come! Remember, it’s your job to seduce her. It’s in the Handbook.

      Not you too, I thought. Whose side are you on?
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        * * *

      

      We hung out and listened to music in the octagon room until Trip and Wren came home. They stumbled through the front door, and Wren burst out laughing.

      Trip shushed her, but he was almost as loud. “You’ll wake the whole house.”

      “Don’ care. C’mere.”

      The door thumped shut, followed by the sounds of drunken groping and kissing.

      “I can’ find the zipper,” Wren panted.

      Lily covered her mouth to stifle a giggle.

      I decided to interrupt before things went too far, but Trip stopped them first.

      “Not here,” he told Wren. “Go on up. I’ll be right behind you. I left my stereo on.”

      “Who cares?”

      “I do. I don’t wanna blow a tube.”

      “Oh, all right. But hurry.” She started up the stairs, stumbled back, and then continued at a deliberate pace.

      Trip appeared in the doorway but stopped abruptly.

      “Hey,” I said, a bit lamely. “Sorry ’bout that. I was going to say something, but…”

      “We thought y’all were asleep,” he said.

      “No. We finished casting Christy’s pieces tonight. We decided to celebrate.”

      He glanced at Lily and was tipsy enough to suggest, “Hey, if y’all wanna—”

      “No,” I said quickly. “We’re just hangin’ out.”

      He realized his mistake with comical embarrassment. “Oh, right! I didn’t mean— Yeah. Sorry. Hangin’ out.”

      “FYI,” I told him, “Lily’s spending the night in Christy’s old room.”

      “That’s cool. But I’d better not keep Wren waiting.”

      Right on cue, she called down from the top of the stairs, “Where’d you go? Trip?”

      “Be right there!” he shouted back. “Duty calls,” he said to us. “Don’t stay up too late. Get it? ‘Stay up’?”

      The girls laughed and watched him go, and I used the distraction to pour the last of the whiskey into my own glass. I wasn’t going to drink it, but Christy and Lily were drunk enough already.

      “I know,” Lily said, “let’s play Spin the Bottle!”

      Christy loved the idea. “Please, please, Paul. Can we?”

      “Sure, why not.”

      “Me first,” Lily said. She grabbed the bottle, set it on the floor, and spun it across the room. It clanked into the wall. She snickered and crawled after it, and my gaze tracked her ass. It was round and firm and looked fantastic in tight jeans.

      It’d look even better without ’em, the little head said, completely predictable.

      “Oh, boy,” I muttered to myself.

      Christy’s eyes glittered with a smile. I told you so, she added silently.

      Fortunately, I was sober enough that the big head was still in charge. Don’t get your hopes up, I told her.

      She frowned but accepted it.

      Lily returned with the bottle and sat on the floor in the middle of the room. Christy and I joined her.

      “Okay,” I said, “let’s try this again.” I spun the bottle gently. It stopped on Christy, who sighed with disappointment. “Want me to spin again?” I teased. “Till it stops on Lily?”

      “Funny, ha ha.” Christy leaned over and kissed me, quick and chaste.

      “Your turn,” I said.

      She spun and sighed again when it stopped on me.

      “My lucky night.” I gave her a real kiss instead of a quick one.

      “Mmm.” She opened her eyes slowly. “That was nice.”

      I spun the bottle and stopped it with my toe. It pointed at Lily, and Christy’s eyes glinted with excitement.

      Lily nervously moistened her lips. I kissed her hard enough that she moaned, although she broke off and glanced at Christy as soon as she realized she’d done it.

      “It’s okay,” Christy said. “It’s only a game.”

      Lily nodded uncertainly.

      “Your turn,” I told her.

      The bottle stopped on me. I kissed her again and leaned into it. Her chest heaved gently as I sat back. My next spin stopped on her, no toe required, and our kiss heated up quickly.

      I gave her a moment to recover before I turned the bottle so she could spin it. She swallowed hard when it stopped on Christy.

      “You have to do it,” I said.

      Lily nodded uncertainly, although the kiss lasted several heartbeats before she sat back and opened her eyes.

      “That was… nice,” she said at last.

      “Looked pretty nice from here too.” I grinned.

      Christy spun next, and my foot twitched again.

      “Sorry,” I said insincerely. “Leg cramp.”

      She shot me a grin and leaned across to kiss Lily. It lasted longer, and they were both breathing heavier when it ended.

      We spun several more rounds, and each kiss grew more intense. I touched Lily’s thigh during one, and she was so worked up that she had to stop herself from using tongue when she kissed Christy. I didn’t hold back when Christy’s spin stopped on me. She squeaked in surprise when I cupped her breast.

      “Oh my gosh.”

      “Is it getting hot in here?” I teased.

      “Hot and slippery,” she said under her breath.

      Lily grinned.

      A sound from upstairs interrupted us, and I laughed when we realized what it was. The ceiling in the living room began to creak in an age-old rhythm.

      “Is that…?” Lily said.

      “Yep,” I said. “And that’s my cue to take Christy to bed.”

      “I wish Will was here,” Lily said.

      Christy shot me a look, but I shook my head.

      Why not? she asked, almost petulantly.

      Because. I know what I’m doing.

      She nodded but didn’t look too happy about it.

      “It’s his loss,” I said to Lily. I stood and didn’t bother to cover the bulge in my jeans. It was right at Lily’s eye level.

      She noticed and swallowed hard, while Christy silently watched.

      “Trust me,” I whispered in her ear as I helped her to her feet.

      “Yes, sir.”

      I extended a hand and helped Lily as well. My foot bumped the whiskey bottle, so I nudged it with my toe and made a show of looking down. It pointed at Lily.

      “One last kiss?” I suggested. “Before bed.”

      She moistened her lips, closed her eyes, and tilted her face up.

      I kissed her gently and then pulled her close. Her breasts touched my side, and I moved my hand on her ass. She moaned softly and leaned into me. Then she opened her mouth, and her tongue found mine. We kissed for a long, breathless moment, until she pulled away and opened her eyes. I caressed her ass before I let my hand drop.

      “Sorry,” she said to Christy. “I didn’t mean to get into it like that.”

      “It’s only a game,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Lily agreed. “It isn’t for real.”

      None of us believed it.

      “Are you ready for bed?” I asked her. “Christy’ll get you settled.”
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        * * *

      

      I sat on the bed and stroked my erection as I waited. I couldn’t hear a sound from next door, but my imagination ran wild as the minutes dragged out. The little head was afraid they might start without us. The big head wasn’t convinced. Lily wanted to do something with Christy, but she probably wouldn’t have the guts to make the first move.

      I was right. Christy slipped through the door a couple of minutes later.

      “Take off your clothes,” I told her without preamble.

      She did it in record time, and her eyes never left my hard-on. I slid down in the bed and guided her into a sixty-nine. She started sucking immediately. Her pussy was practically dripping, so I parted her pink lips and slid two fingers into her. She groaned around my shaft and bobbed a couple of times.

      Then she held my hips for leverage and forced my cock into her throat. The glans passed the tight ring of muscles. She gagged once but didn’t pull back. Instead, she swallowed another inch. I held very still and forced myself not to jerk my hips. She breathed hard through her nose for several heartbeats. Then she slowly lowered her mouth.

      I gasped as her throat muscles tightened around my shaft. She forced herself down. My dick slid another inch into her throat, and her nose touched my balls. An electric surge of pleasure threatened to overwhelm me. I tried to hold back, but she bobbed her head, and a geyser of semen erupted from my cock.

      Christy gagged reflexively but overcame it and held on as I emptied my balls straight down her throat. My cock swelled with each spurt, and I had to resist the urge to fuck her mouth. Heat and moisture flooded her pussy. Then her whole body tensed as her own climax swept through her.

      My cock eventually stopped spurting, and Christy pulled off with a gasp. She panted for a moment but then swallowed me again. The head of my cock was incredibly sensitive, and I cried out as the muscles in her throat resisted. She forced me deeper. I saw stars and arched my back as jolts of pain-pleasure radiated from my groin.

      I forced myself to relax and breathed hard through my nose. Christy’s lips closed around the base of my cock. Another wave of pleasure assaulted my senses. She sucked gently, and her throat muscles contracted around my shaft. The sensations were almost too intense, and my dick softened in self-defense.

      Christy came up for air but immediately swallowed me again. My semi-hard cock slid into her throat without a pause. She groaned and plunged deeper. Her lips tightened around the base, and she bobbed until she had to breathe again. She only pulled back halfway before she swallowed me to the root again.

      She continued deep throating me for several minutes, until my dick stiffened again. Then she had to force it into her throat, but she was determined now that she knew she could. Her throat muscles adjusted, and she grew more confident. She started fucking me with her mouth, and I groaned incoherently as her lips and tongue sent shivers of ecstasy up my spine.

      I eventually came to my senses and decided that I had to distract her if I wanted to last more than a minute or two. I thrust my fingers into her soaked pussy. She whimpered as I began fucking her with them. Her lips caressed my shaft as she pulled back, and she paused to catch her breath. Then she started sucking me normally.

      After a couple of minutes, I patted her hip and told her to turn around. She sucked me deeper instead. Then she held my hips and forced my cock into her throat.

      “Now!” I slapped her ass, hard enough to leave a pink handprint.

      She yelped and lifted her head.

      “Turn around,” I repeated.

      “Yes, sir.” She pushed herself up and climbed off my chest. Then she straddled my hips. She steadied my cock, set it at her opening, and sank onto it. Her pussy felt like a sauna, and I gave up trying to prolong the inevitable.

      I pulled her roughly against my chest and pinned her arms behind her. Then I began fucking her with short, hard jabs.

      “Don’t— ever— dis— obey—” I said through clenched jaws.

      I held her against me and fucked her as hard as I could. Slapping sounds filled the room, and she cried out with every thrust. I cranked her arms higher, and her face contorted with a mixture of pain and pleasure. Moisture flooded her pussy and coated my shaft. She arched her back to try to relieve the pressure on her shoulders, so I grabbed a handful of her hair. The tendons in her neck stood out, and her mouth formed a silent scream.

      She came suddenly, and her face went crimson with exertion. I rammed my cock as deep as I could. My vision dimmed at the edges, and the pressure built in my dick until I thought it might explode. Then the dam burst, and jets of semen coated her insides. Her pussy gripped my shaft as her climax peaked. She held her breath and rode the waves of pleasure until they began to recede.

      I breathed hard and blinked to clear my eyes. Then I relaxed and let my hips fall. I released Christy’s arms. She went limp and clung to my chest as her breath came in soft gusts. I wasn’t sure where my body ended and hers began.

      “Oh my gosh,” she panted.

      I swallowed to moisten my mouth. “No kidding.”

      “I don’t think I can move.”

      “That’s okay, neither can I.”

      I wrapped my arms around her, and we relaxed in the afterglow, until she lifted her face and grinned.

      “I did it! Are you proud of me?”

      “Very.”

      “I didn’t even need my spray or anything.”

      “Nope.”

      “I can’t wait to do it again!”

      “You’ll have to.”

      She frowned. “Why?”

      “Because I can’t recover that quickly.”

      “Not right away.” She rolled her eyes. “Duh. But in a few minutes.”

      I chuckled. “More like twenty or thirty.”

      “I don’t care. As long as we do it again.” Her eyes flashed. “Oh my gosh! You came straight down my throat. It’s all warm in my tummy. Mmm, in my pussy too.” She shivered with an aftershock. I held her as she buried her face in my chest and caught her breath.

      “Are you okay?” I said at last.

      “I think so.” She relaxed for a moment, but then her mood changed again. She pushed herself up and glared down at me. “You were supposed to seduce her. It’s in the Handbook.”

      “Relax,” I said. “I’ll seduce her when she’s ready.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” she admitted. “I thought she was, but…” She shrugged. Then her eyes lit up, and she grinned.

      “What?”

      “She kissed me. Oh my gosh, Paul. I knew it was coming, but it was still a surprise.”

      “I thought she might,” I chuckled.

      “I wanted her to keep going, but…” She shrugged again. “She’s never done anything with a girl. She didn’t say it, but I could tell.”

      I nodded.

      “She wanted to do something with you, though. You should’ve seen her expression when she saw your erection.” She rested her cheek on my chest and grew thoughtful. “I think she’s just fooling around with me, though. I knew girls like that in high school. They wanted to see what it was like, but they weren’t really into it. Not like Brooke and Wren. They’re about half and half, guys and girls. Lily’s mostly into guys, but about half into girls too.”

      I started to point out the problem with her math, but I knew what she meant. Still, I couldn’t help myself.

      “I’m mostly into you,” I said, “but about half into sleep. Are you ready?” I rubbed her back and tried to lull her into it.

      “Mmm, that feels nice. But I don’t think I can sleep. I need something to settle my nerves. Did we drink all the whiskey?”

      “Yeah, sorry. Trip has some Jack Daniel’s.”

      “No.”

      “Sambuca? Rum? Vodka? Wren’s cognac?”

      She shook her head at each suggestion.

      “Okay, then what?”

      She lifted her face and grinned. “Semen?”

      “Ha! That’ll settle your nerves?”

      “An extra-long blowjob will. The semen’s just a bonus.” She scooted up and kissed me. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “Thank you for seducing Lily.” She sighed and grew thoughtful. “You’re very good at it. I suppose I should worry, but…” She laughed softly. “I worry about everything else, but not that. It’s just sex with her.”

      “Mmm.”

      “It makes me tingle all over just to think about it. Anything with you does. And you know what else makes me tingle?”

      “No, what?”

      “Sucking you till you fall asleep.”

      “Then it’s your lucky night.”

      “Mmm, I know. Every night is.”
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        * * *

      

      I called Sara a few days later. I hadn’t talked to her in a while, but I also wanted her opinion on my increasingly complicated sex life.

      “Hey,” I said when she answered. “Did I wait long enough? I know it’s before noon on a Sunday, but…”

      She laughed, rich and throaty. “It’s fine. I just came home, as a matter of fact.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Spent the night at Tasha’s.”

      “That answers my next question. So, things’re good with you and her?”

      “Yeah. A little stressful at times, especially with her home life, but we make it work.”

      “Cool.”

      “Although…?” she began. “You remember that thing we talked about? How she occasionally wants a guy? Well, we talked about planning something, which is better than the shit Daphne used to pull.”

      “How is she, by the way?”

      “Daphne? Fine, last I heard. Planning her wedding.”

      “So, banker guy popped the question?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you okay with that?” I asked.

      “Are you a shrink?”

      “No, I’m your friend. And I care about you.”

      “Sometimes you make me feel two inches tall,” she muttered.

      “It’s your fault. You’re the one who let me into your life.”

      “Worst mistake I ever made.”

      I smiled at the fondness in her voice.

      “Am I okay with it?” she mused. “I don’t have much choice. I still love her, but…”

      “You want her to be happy,” I finished.

      “Yeah. She’s had such a fucked-up life, way worse than mine. She deserves to be happy, if anyone does.”

      “We all deserve to be happy,” I said.

      “I’m not so sure.”

      “You’re happy, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah, I am,” she said, as if it surprised her.

      “Because you deserve it.”

      “You’re always so fucking positive,” she laughed.

      “It’s a character flaw.”

      “Whatever. Let’s change the subject. I told Tasha I know someone. She wants to meet you first, though.”

      “Good idea. Lemme talk to Christy.”

      “Bring her with you.”

      “No shit, Sherlock. Isn’t that the point? I fuck your girlfriend while you fuck mine?”

      “At least I’m not trying to steal yours,” she shot back. “Unlike some people.”

      “Hey, I never tried to steal Daphne.”

      “Tried and failed.”

      “Whatever,” I said. “I’ll talk to Christy. We’ll be out there in a month.”

      “In San Francisco?”

      “No, San Diego. Brooke’s graduating from UCSD.”

      “She’s Christy’s other girlfriend, right?” She laughed. “How do you keep them straight?”

      “It’s pretty easy, actually.”

      “So, you’ll be out here in June…?”

      “Yeah, maybe we can fly up and have dinner or something.”

      “Maybe. We have to be careful, though. She can’t let her in-laws find out. San Francisco’s a big place, but they’re well-connected. They hear about everything.”

      “You wanna meet us in San Diego?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. No rush. Besides, Max is talking about putting on a show of my work. And I have a bunch of new clients after the cologne thing.”

      “Cologne thing?”

      “I didn’t tell you? I shot an ad for Giorgio Beverly Hills.”

      “Wow, congratulations!”

      “Yeah, thanks. It was only print ads around the Bay Area, but still a big deal. They wanted someone ‘edgy and new.’” She snorted dismissively. “That usually means ‘inexperienced and cheap,’ but my style fits their campaign. Besides, Max knows the creative director for their ad agency. She’s sort of like my agent now.”

      “Max?”

      “Yeah. She takes her cut, but she’s getting me a lot of work. Tasha’s mother told people too. All these women know each other. It’s crazy. They’re a lesbian cabal. Some of ’em are even married. And not to losers. To rich and powerful men.” She laughed darkly. “The kind of guys who used to drop a couple’a grand in the clubs without batting an eye. Not mob guys, either. CEO-types. So these women know people who really know people.”

      “Sounds like you’re doing well.”

      “I am, but sometimes I wonder when I’m gonna get fucked.”

      “Maybe never. You’re smart, talented, and hard-working.”

      “I don’t know,” she wondered aloud. “It seems too good to be true. Anyway, let’s talk about you. I’m sure you didn’t call to hear about my life.”

      “That’s exactly why I called. But yeah, I also wanna ask you about something.”

      “Lemme guess, the little princess? Is she pregnant yet? Jesus, I sound like such a bitch! Sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I chuckled. “But no, she isn’t pregnant. As a matter of fact…” I told her about Easter and Marianne’s announcement and the fallout since.

      “No shit?” Sara said. “Her mom told her to get on the pill? And she just… did it?”

      “Yep. She still feels guilty sometimes, but—”

      “You still don’t understand.”

      “What? Catholic guilt?”

      “Yeah. They fuck you up.” She snorted in derision. “Birth control would be a fucking sacrament if men could get pregnant.”

      “Preaching to the choir,” I reminded her.

      “Yeah, I know. At least her mom’s rational about it.”

      “She is.”

      “I think I like this woman,” Sara said. “And no wonder I like Christy. I wish I’d had someone like that growing up. Maybe I’d’ve been more like her.”

      “And maybe you’d’ve been a militant lesbian with a thriving career and a happy relationship.”

      “Fuck you,” she laughed. “Besides, I’m not thriving yet—”

      “You will be.”

      “—and ‘happy’ can change in a flash.”

      “It won’t.”

      “Oh, and watch who you call militant,” she added. “I’m a mild-mannered girly-girl compared to some of the dykes around here.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Anyway,” she continued, “we were talking about birth control. I’m glad Christy’s taking it. I know it makes your life easier.”

      “Yeah, it does,” I said. “That’s good, because this other thing makes it more complicated.”

      “What other thing?”

      “Well… there’s a girl,” I said.

      “Ha! That’s what you said last time, about Christy.”

      “It’s a different girl this time.”

      “No shit. Hold on, not a third girlfriend?”

      “No,” I said, “but Christy still wants to sleep with her.”

      “What’s the story?”

      I told her how Christy and Lily had met, and most of what had happened since then.

      “And now they want us to get together next weekend,” I finished. “It was Lily’s idea, but Christy probably planted the seed. That’s how she works.”

      “What do they want to do?”

      “Rent a cabin in Gatlinburg. For Memorial Day weekend.”

      “Do you have time? I thought Christy was working on her final project. And she has her portfolio review, right?”

      “She’s been killing herself to get it done early. That’s how much she wants to go.”

      “Is it a romantic getaway?”

      “More like a party than a getaway,” I said. “But still… two couples? In a cozy little cabin?”

      “Been there, done that,” Sara said. “Mostly against my will, though. Men are such assholes.”

      “Well, I’m not one of them,” I snapped.

      “Yeah, no, sorry.” She returned to the original question. “So, this party? Is it your kind, a swinger party?”

      “Not explicitly,” I said, “but I think that’s what Christy’s hoping for. Who knows about Lily. She just wants to have a good time.”

      “You think she might be into that, though?” Sara asked. “The swinger thing?”

      “I think so, yeah. Maybe not a full-blown orgy, but two couples getting naked in a hot tub and fooling around? Sure, it’s possible.”

      “What about her boyfriend, this Will guy?”

      “He’s nice enough,” I said. “He’s still a Baptist preacher’s son, though. Not exactly the swinger type.”

      “Maybe it isn’t that kind of weekend. Then what’s the problem?”

      “Well, part of it is that Will’s nineteen too. He can’t afford it. Not even half. Christy said we’d pay for it. But what she really means is I’ll pay for it. Her father’d kill her if she wrote a check for a weekend getaway.”

      “Wait. He doesn’t know you’re living together? Her mom does.”

      “He probably does,” I said, “but he doesn’t want to think about it.”

      “How very Catholic,” Sara said acidly.

      “Denial. It’s not just a river in Egypt.”

      “Sometimes I think the Church runs on it.”

      “No kidding. Anyway,” I continued, “I’m a little irked that Christy spends my money so easily, but it’s only money.”

      “Jesus, only a rich kid would say something like that.”

      “Hey, I can’t help it.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m mostly giving you shit.” She paused for a moment and then went on, “I don’t see why the party’s a big deal. No one’s forcing you. But if you have a problem with it,” she added, “why’re you talking to me? Why not Christy?”

      “I… don’t know,” I admitted. “I guess I just wanted to vent to someone who cares.”

      “That’s me, all right, the Caring Hotline.” She laughed, sarcastic and affectionate at the same time. “You’re a real asshole. For making me care.”

      “I’m glad you do.”

      “Yeah,” she said, and her tone was an extra tug on the ol’ heartstrings.

      The silence threatened to turn awkward, so I cleared my throat and said, “What do you think I should do?”

      “It’s only a weekend. If it’s just a regular party, get drunk and enjoy yourself. And if it’s a swinger party, you know how to handle that too. As long as Christy’s okay with it.”

      “She is.”

      “Then I don’t see the problem,” Sara said.

      “I don’t either. Not when you put it like that. So it’s just me overthinking things. As usual.”

      “Why do you have to make everything so complicated?” she teased.

      “You aren’t the first person to ask that,” I said dryly.

      It’s good advice, the little head said. You should listen to her.

      No one asked you.
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        * * *

      

      I never talked to Christy about the party. Instead, I decided I’d blown things out of proportion. Besides, she was busy with her Kanagawa pieces. She and Nikki took them out of the molds on Monday morning and immediately went to work with angle grinders, files, and rasps.

      I talked to Lily instead, and she offered to handle the cabin reservation. Will knew a guy who knew a guy who could get us a deal, she said. I just wrote the check, which wasn’t that big after all. I’d been expecting to pay what the inn in West Virginia had cost, but it was a fraction of that. I was so surprised that I gave Lily cash to buy food and alcohol for the weekend.

      My ego didn’t exactly suffer through the whole process either. Lily made me feel like a big man because I could pay for things. She wasn’t simply flattering me either, although that was part of it. Worse, I knew what she was doing and fell for it anyway. Some part of me was still a pudgy, insecure teenager who craved the attention, especially from a pretty girl like Lily.

      Sara teased me about it when I told her.

      “You were a fat kid?” she laughed.

      “Pudgy,” I said testily. “I thought you knew.”

      “No. And you were shy too? Wow, makes me feel better about the world.”

      “I’m glad my suffering brings you joy,” I said.

      “Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Isn’t that what you tell me?”

      “Practice what I preach?”

      “You said it, not me.”

      “I don’t know why I called,” I grumbled. “All you do is give me a hard time.”

      “Yeah, but you deserve it. Anyway, how’s the little princess?”

      “She’s good,” I replied automatically. “Still working all the time. This is the third night in a row.”

      “Is that why you called? You were bored?”

      “No,” I lied, and she laughed at me again.

      “Uh-huh, I see how it is,” she added. “Don’t you have a project of your own?”

      “Yeah, but I finished it. I thought Christy’d need more help with hers. But she has Nikki—”

      “Jealous?”

      “Not really. She’s a better assistant than I am. She’s an artist too, so Christy doesn’t have to explain things to her.”

      “We did the same thing back when I was in school,” Sara said. “I had a friend, another photography major, who used to help me in the darkroom.”

      “Yeah, you told me.”

      “So, you aren’t jealous of this Nikki girl?”

      “No. She reminds me of you,” I admitted. “I think that’s one of the reasons I like her.”

      “She’s a dyke bitch lesbian?” Sara said in surprise.

      “She’s a punk. And I thought she was a lesbian, but now I’m not so sure. She’s definitely into girls, but maybe guys too. She’s a militant feminist, though, so I’m afraid to ask. Besides, we don’t have that kind of relationship. We’re just friends.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” Sara said. “But I still have to give you shit about it.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Since we’re talking about Christy… What’s she doing after she graduates? She should come out here. Maybe not full-time, but for a couple of months. Max could represent her. She doesn’t work with straight artists very often, but I think she’ll make an exception for Christy. She’s bent enough to qualify.”

      “So bi counts for lesbian?”

      “It does if we say so. You straights have had your say for long enough. It’s about time we decide who’s one of us.”

      “Now you sound like Nikki!” I laughed.

      “Whatever. I’m serious about Christy. And not just so I can steal her from you. She’d do well out here. The art world is exploding. And it’s real art, not the for-hire stuff I do. She could do what she wants and sell most of it.”

      “I’ll mention it to her,” I said seriously. “But don’t expect anything soon. She has to graduate first. And then we have a summer project.”

      “Yeah, no rush. Anyway, I need to go. I have a date. I’m on beard duty.”

      “With Tasha’s husband and his boyfriend?”

      “Yeah.”

      I laughed. “I can’t believe I’m so blasé about it. A couple of years ago, I’d’ve been afraid someone might think I’m gay.”

      “Ha! No way. You’re so straight it hurts to look at you.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. But I gotta go. Call me next week and let me know how it goes this weekend.”

      “Will do. Talk to you later.”
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        * * *

      

      I called Gina the following evening, and I had a better excuse than boredom.

      “Happy belated birthday,” I said when she answered.

      “Paul, hi! I’m on the other line.”

      “Want me to call back?”

      “No! It’s only my dad. We’re about finished. Hold on.”

      The line clicked, but she returned about ten seconds later.

      “Hi!” she said again. “How’re you?”

      “I’m good. Sorry I didn’t call last week. Things were a little hectic around here.” I didn’t elaborate, especially since I’d been playing kissy-face with Christy and Lily at the time.

      “And you forgot?” Gina said. “My birthday? Sniff, sniff.” She laughed. “I’m kidding. Things were crazy here too.”

      “So, how’re you?” I asked.

      “Good. Better now. It’s great to hear your voice. I wish I could talk longer, though. Regan’s driving me to the airport in, like, five minutes.”

      “Then I won’t keep you long,” I said.

      “You’re coming to Leah and Erin’s graduation, right?”

      “Of course. We’re flying in tomorrow.”

      “Christy’s coming? Will you be at dinner?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “’Cause I’m dying to meet her. I’ve heard lots of good things, and I want you to be happy.”

      My throat suddenly felt thick with emotion. “You’re better than I deserve,” I managed.

      “Tell that to the guys around here!” she laughed. “Oh, Paul, I miss talking to you. Now more than ever, when there’s so much going on in my life.”

      “You’ll have to tell me all about it tomorrow night.”

      “No! I wanna talk about you and Christy. You’re such a goof! But not mine anymore. Que lástima,” she added with an overblown sigh.

      “Whatever that means.”

      “It means I miss you. Duh!”

      Regan called to her in the background.

      “Hold on,” Gina said. She covered the mouthpiece but returned a moment later. “Hey, I’m sorry, I have to go. We’re late already, and traffic’s a nightmare around LAX. I can’t wait to see you, though.”

      “Me too.”

      “And I can’t wait to meet Christy. She sounds wonderful.”

      “She is.”

      Regan yelled again.

      “I have to go. See you tomorrow. Bye!”

      “See you tomorrow,” I said, but she was already gone.
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        * * *

      

      Christy came home late from the studio. She was covered in marble dust and completely worn out.

      “I’ll fix you a drink,” I said. “You head on up. I’ll be there in a few minutes and we’ll run a bath.”

      She nodded blankly and trudged up the stairs.

      I wasn’t sure when she’d eaten last, so I grabbed a box of raisins for some quick energy. I fixed her a peanut butter and jelly sandwich as well. She was just sitting on the bed when I came upstairs. I handed her the box and set the plate and glass on the nightstand. Then I went to start the water. I returned to find her with the raisins open but mostly untouched.

      “Everything tastes like marble,” she complained. “It’s yucky.”

      “Oh, boy. Come on.” I grabbed the food and ushered her into the bathroom. “Can you undress yourself? Or do you want help?”

      “I can do it.”

      I stripped off my own clothes and tested the water. “In you go,” I said. “Shower first. I’ll wash your hair.”

      “Thank you.”

      She stepped under the water, and I rinsed off the worst of the dust. Then I shampooed her hair and massaged her scalp. She swayed drunkenly.

      “Dizzy?”

      She nodded.

      “Uh-oh.” I rinsed her hair as quickly as I could. Then I shut off the water and swept the curtain aside. I grabbed the raisins. “Eat. Now.”

      “Yes, sir.” She chewed and swallowed mechanically. Then her metabolism started to process the sugar in the raisins, and she perked up a bit.

      “You going to live?” I asked, not entirely as a joke.

      She nodded and didn’t stop chewing. I fed her the sandwich next. And when she finished that, I turned on the water and plugged the drain. I scooted past her and sat. She sank between my legs.

      I reached for the glass of whiskey, but she shook her head. Then she turned on her side, laid her head on my chest, and heaved a sigh of exhaustion. She was asleep almost before I realized it.
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        * * *

      

      She slept like the dead and didn’t wake up until I shook her gently the next morning. Even then, she burrowed into the pillow and tried to ignore me. I shook her again.

      “Go away,” she grumped. Then, “What time is it?”

      “Almost ten thirty. We need to leave by noon.”

      She sighed.

      “What do you want for breakfast?” I asked. “Cereal? Toast? Fruit? Eggs?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I chuckled and headed downstairs to make it—all of it. I returned with a tray full of food and a glass of juice. I’d even found a bud vase and made a tissue-paper flower to stick in it. Christy sat up and smiled when she saw.

      “Sorry we didn’t have real flowers,” I said.

      “That’s okay. This one’s perfect.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and picked up the napkin. She ate quietly, and her energy grew with each bite. She was like a flower herself, one that simply needed a little sunlight and nourishment.

      “Better?” I asked when she finished.

      “Yes. Thank you.” She grew thoughtful and then said, “I need your help. I’m almost done, but I bit off more than I can chew. Nikki’s super-helpful, but…”

      “She doesn’t take care of you like I do.”

      “No one does.”

      “I’ve sort of taken over for your brothers, haven’t I?”

      She smiled but then turned melancholy.

      “What?”

      “Laurence. He died three years ago. On Tuesday. I didn’t even remember.”

      “You’ve been pretty busy,” I said.

      “I still feel him sometimes, watching over me. I know he’s happy.” She blinked back tears and forced a smile. “He always was, but now he doesn’t have to worry about anything.”

      “No.”

      “Sometimes I want to tell him everything that’s happened since he died. But then I realize I’m being silly. He’s in heaven. He knows.”

      I didn’t share Christy’s faith, but she believed with all her heart, and I wasn’t such a skeptic that I couldn’t take comfort from it as well.

      She thought of something and smiled for real. “Do you know the Serenity Prayer?”

      “God, grant me the serenity…? That one?”

      “Yes. Have you ever heard the whole thing? It’s Protestant, but I still like it. The second verse especially.”

      I frowned in thought. “Courage to change the things I can?”

      “No, that’s still the first. The second’s longer. It’s about accepting the sinful world as it is. About putting your faith in God and trying to be reasonably happy. I think that’s what Laurie wants me to do,” she added. “I can’t talk to God directly, but he can. And I’m sure he made me think of that just now.”

      I cleared my throat and asked, “Why?”

      “To remind me that I’m a sinner but still allowed to be happy.” She moved the tray aside and smiled. “Come back to bed?”
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry we’re late,” I said as we burst into the airport waiting room in Atlanta.

      Mom closed the magazine she’d been reading. She smiled, but it was brittle.

      “It’s fine,” she said. “I’ve been catching up on my reading. Aviation Week. USAir changed their business strategy after deregulation. Everyone did, but they’re doing well.”

      “Um… okay.”

      “Braniff too. They just resumed operations.”

      “I wondered what happened to them.”

      Christy gave me a sideways glare for my tone, but I’d already apologized once.

      “Mmm,” Mom agreed. “Delta introduced a new flight planning system. I knew that already, but it was nice to read quotes from people I know.”

      “I said we’re sorry.”

      “It’s my fault,” Christy blurted. “I kept changing my mind about which dress to bring.”

      That was a complete lie, but the truth wasn’t something we could admit in public.

      I decided to offer a flag of truce. “How long have you been waiting?”

      “Oh, about five Weeks,” Mom said.

      It was a good pun, but I felt too guilty to laugh. I winced instead.

      “I’ll survive,” she added, “but now we need to hurry. We’re taking pictures at the Coulters’. You can change clothes there.”

      She didn’t quite drive like a bat out of hell, but close enough. She was venting her frustration, and I knew better than to tease her, even when we screeched to a halt in the Coulters’ driveway. A cloud of burned rubber floated forward and swirled around the tail of my dad’s Stingray. Mom climbed out of the station wagon, slammed the door, and walked toward the house without a backward glance. Christy and I watched in silence.

      “Um… is she okay?”

      “Yeah,” I said heavily. “Although… we probably should’ve stopped after round two this morning.”

      “Sorry. I couldn’t help it.”

      “Neither could I.”

      “But… why was she waiting so long? At the airport, I mean. You called, didn’t you?”

      “I did. But I had to leave a message. She must’ve been out running errands.”

      Mom stopped on the front porch and shot us a peremptory look.

      “Uh-oh,” I said. “We’d better get moving.” We climbed out of the car, and I told Christy, “You go on. I’ll grab the suitcase.”

      “I’m not going in there. Not without you.”

      “We’ll be right in!” I shouted to Mom, who stormed into the house.

      All of a sudden Christy laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You,” she said. “You’re just like her. You get the same look when I make us late.”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “No, it’s cute. Well, it’s cute on you.”

      “That’s because you love me.”

      “I love her too. But it’s different.”

      “We’d better get a move on,” I said. “Hell hath no fury…”

      “Like a mother-in-law scorned?”

      I grinned. “Something like that.”
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        * * *

      

      Mom had mastered her temper by the time Christy and I changed into dress clothes and joined everyone else in the back yard. I introduced Christy to the Coulters first. They introduced us to Mark’s mother and stepfather. Finally, I introduced Christy to Gina. I held my breath as they shook hands and exchanged pleasantries.

      “Do you mind if I give him a hug?” Gina asked.

      “No, not at all,” Christy said.

      “She’s beautiful,” Gina whispered as she did. Then she released me and stepped back. “Thank you,” she said to Christy. “We’ve been friends a long time.”

      “I hope we still are,” I said.

      “Of course you are,” Christy said. Then she slipped her hand into mine.

      Gina lowered her eyes and hid a smile.

      At that point Mom and Elizabeth saved us from awkward small talk. They brandished cameras, and Elizabeth chivvied us toward the laurels by the pool. Chris cracked a joke, which earned a glare.

      “Crash and burn,” my dad teased, loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “Don’t start,” my mom warned him. “Paul’s already on my shit list. You can join him if you’d like.”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Good. Then stand over there, next to Erin. Paul, you and Christy get on her other side.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, the perfect counterpoint to my father.

      “Good job, son.”

      Mom gave us a dangerous look. “I’m warning you. Both of you. I’ve had just about enough of Hughes men today.” She looked at Christy. “Are you sure you want to sign up for this?”

      “Make a break for it,” Chris Coulter said. “I’ll distract ’em so you can get away.”

      “Dad!” Gina and Leah blurted together.

      Christy’s hand tightened around mine. “I worked too hard to let him get away.”

      “That’s the spirit!” my dad agreed. Then he caught my mom’s scowl. “I mean, let’s get this show on the road. Paul, stand by your sister.”
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        * * *

      

      The graduation ceremony was the usual. The usual people made the usual speeches with the usual jokes and the usual encouragements to Do Great Things. Then the school superintendent presented the usual awards. We sat and listened for nearly an hour before they handed out the first diploma.

      We clapped and cheered when Leah received hers. Mark sauntered across the stage a few minutes later, and the student section erupted with applause. He laughed and waved to the crowd. Erin received her diploma with less fanfare, but we made as much noise as we could. At that point our part was done, but the ceremony lasted another hour.

      Erin, Leah, and Mark found us in the parking lot afterward, and we drove to the restaurant, a Japanese place that Leah had chosen.

      “Ooh,” Christy said, “I love hibachi.”

      “Have you been here before?” Gina asked her.

      “No, but I used to eat it all the time when we lived in Japan.”

      Our group was big enough that we needed two tables. Our parents sat with a random couple on one side, while the rest of us sat on the other. Their chef was American, but ours was actually Japanese. He went from impassive to friendly when Christy spoke to him in his own language. They talked for several minutes as he prepared his knives and the grill, and I did my best not to look as proud as I felt.

      “How long did you live there?” Gina asked Christy after the waitress had taken our drink orders. “Long enough to learn Japanese, obviously.”

      “Only three years. But I went to a Montessori school off-base, and most of the students were Japanese.”

      “I speak a little Spanish—”

      “More than a little,” Kara said from Gina’s other side. “She’s practically Mexican.”

      “They aren’t Mexican,” Gina said stiffly. “They’re Latinos. And most of them are from El Salvador, Honduras, or Guatemala. They’re completely different countries.”

      “Jeez, Sis, don’t get your panties in a wad. I was just trying to stick up for you.”

      “I can stick up for myself.”

      “Evidently,” Kara sniffed. She returned her attention to the conversation on her other side.

      Gina rolled her eyes and said to Christy, “You don’t have sisters, do you?”

      “No, only brothers.”

      “You’re lucky.”

      “I think so. But I was the only girl, so it was a little lonely at times.”

      “At least you didn’t have to share the bathroom.”

      They chatted and got to know each other during dinner, and I gradually relaxed. Everyone else did too, especially at the other table, which kept the bartender busy.

      Toward the end of the meal, Chris and my dad started trying to one-up each other and pay the bill. Mark’s stepdad stayed out of it, until the waitress delivered a fait accompli with the credit card receipt for him to sign.

      “Hold on,” Chris asked her, “how’d he manage that? When’d he give you a card?”

      “When he first came in, sir.”

      “Easier that way,” Mark’s stepfather said. “Avoids the argument.”

      “We’ve been suckered,” Chris said.

      “Bushwhacked!” my father agreed.

      “Better luck next time, gents.”

      Everyone thanked him for dinner and then we lingered at the table for a little longer, until Mark stood.

      “Thanks again for coming, everyone. We have an after-party with our friends, so… we’d better say goodnight.”

      We headed out to the parking lot, where his parents said goodnight and left as well.

      Chris waited until they were safely in their car before he said, “You all wanna head back to our place?”

      Dad glanced at Mom, but they’d obviously been expecting it. “Fine by us,” he said.

      “Thanks,” Kara said, “but I think we’re going home. I’m dead tired, and Victor starts his shift in a couple of hours.”

      They said goodbye and headed to their car.

      Mom turned to us and smiled. She was in a much better mood than before, and I silently thanked the gods of the vine.

      “Do you want to come to Chris and Elizabeth’s with us?” she asked. “Or we can drop you at home.”

      “It’s a beautiful night for a swim,” Gina said.

      I knew better than to answer without Christy’s input.

      “Please?” Gina added. “I won’t have anyone to talk to if you don’t.”

      “Hey, what’re we,” her father objected, “chopped liver?”

      “She means someone her age, you old ninny,” her mother said. “She doesn’t want to talk to us.”

      “No, I do,” Gina insisted.

      “But not really,” my own mother said.

      “No, not really. Sorry. It’s nothing personal.” She looked at us again. “Please? I really enjoyed talking to you at dinner.”

      I glanced at Christy and left it up to her.

      “Of course,” she said. “We’d love to.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked as we turned into the Coulters’ neighborhood. My parents were talking in the front seat, but I still kept my voice low. “We don’t have to.”

      “I want to,” Christy said. “I kind of like her. Besides…”

      “You want to check her out?” I chuckled. “Nude?”

      “You know, sometimes I really don’t like you.”

      “When I read your mind?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, Gina’s a lot like Leah,” I said, “and I know how you feel about her.”

      “I don’t want to do anything,” she added, “but I like to look.”

      “I know. So do I.”

      Dad parked behind his Corvette. We climbed out, and he tossed me the keys to the station wagon.

      “What’re you doing?” Mom asked.

      “I figure we might spend the night,” he said.

      “And when were you going to ask me?”

      “Right now. You wanna spend the night? That is, if I’m off the shit list.”

      “Yes, you’re off it.”

      I didn’t ask. Silence is golden, I told myself. And ignorance is bliss.

      Words to live by, the little head said.

      I didn’t reply. He was the reason we were on the shit list in the first place.

      I heard that, you know.

      I sighed.

      Christy shot me a curious look, but I shrugged her off and gestured for her to follow my parents through the gate to the back yard. They headed toward Chris and Elizabeth, while Christy and I joined Gina. The older couples drifted toward the hot tub, so we took over the patio. I draped my jacket over the back of a chair, kicked off my shoes, and loosened my tie. The girls started taking off their dresses.

      “Wow,” Gina said when I lowered my boxers. “I wasn’t expecting that. I mean, I knew Christy’d be shaved, but you too?”

      “Yeah. She likes the look. So we’re a matched pair.”

      “I’ll say,” Gina laughed. “I’m back to natural. Mostly.” She stepped out of her panties. “I trim my bikini line, but that’s about it.”

      “Well, you look nice,” I said. Then, “Have you lost weight?”

      “A little,” she said. “Mom thinks I need to eat more, but…” she shrugged. “I’ve sort of become a vegetarian.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. I still eat shrimp and some fish, but no beef, pork, or chicken.”

      “I’m a Buddhist vegetarian,” Christy said.

      “One of my sorority sisters is a Buddhist,” Gina said in surprise. “She’s the one who got me started. It’s much healthier.”

      “I think so. And better for my soul.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Gina laughed, “but…”

      I listened with half my attention and followed them toward the pool. Gina already had tan lines from her bikini, where Christy was an even honey color all over. And even though Gina was thinner than I’d ever seen her, she still made Christy seem pint-sized by comparison.

      The girls continued chatting as we waded into the water. The little head had delusions of a threesome, but the big head knew better, even if Christy hadn’t said so. She hadn’t drunk any alcohol at dinner, which said a lot about her mindset. I’d have done the same thing if I were about to step onto a judo mat. Gina wasn’t an opponent, but Christy wasn’t going to underestimate her either.

      It didn’t matter in any case. Gina wasn’t trying to win me back. She was gracious in defeat, although “defeat” wasn’t the right word. Mostly she wanted to be friends. I felt guilty that I hadn’t been able to make her happy, but relieved that she still wanted me in her life. We’d been through too much together, and neither of us wanted to throw it away simply because things hadn’t worked for us.

      Some insecure part of me wondered what would’ve happened if Christy hadn’t been so determined. What if she’d given up in disgust and started dating some other guy? Would I have gone back to Gina? I probably would’ve been happy, but I couldn’t imagine life without Christy. Not now, not ever.

      “Paul…? Earth to Paul…?” Gina was saying.

      “Sorry, what?”

      “Wow. I’d give more than a penny for your thoughts,” she said. She and Christy shared a smile. “You were in your own little world.”

      “Yeah. Sorry. Just thinking. What if…? That sort of thing.”

      Her dark eyebrows twitched up. “For real?”

      “Yeah. And how lucky I am.”

      “No kidding,” Gina agreed. “Now that I’ve met her, you’re even luckier than I thought.”

      “You don’t know the half of it,” I said. “I feel bad for saying that, though, ’cause you’re wonderful too.”

      “Thank you,” she said, so softly that I almost didn’t hear it. Then she forced a smile. “I promised myself I wouldn’t cry. I’m really happy. Happy for both of you.”

      “Thank you,” Christy said. “That means a lot.”

      “Let’s change the subject,” I suggested, and both girls nodded. “What’re you doing this summer?”

      “Me?” Gina said. “Didn’t Leah tell you? One of the doctors at the clinic invited me to El Salvador.”

      “Okay…,” I said tactfully, “but that doesn’t sound very romantic.”

      “It isn’t!” she laughed. “I’ll be working. They’re called Doctors Without Borders. They…”
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        * * *

      

      We eventually moved the conversation to the patio chairs. We talked for another hour, about summer plans, school, and life in general. The older couples continued their own party in the hot tub, although they moved to the privacy of the guesthouse sometime after eleven. I glanced at my watch and caught Christy’s eye.

      “We should probably head home,” I said.

      “You’re welcome to spend the night here,” Gina offered. Then she read my expression. “Never mind. It was just a thought.”

      I chuckled. “I forgot. You can do it too.”

      “Do what?”

      “Read me.”

      “Yeah. Sorry. I can’t help it.”

      “He does the same thing to me,” Christy said. “I can’t lie to him. It drives me crazy sometimes.”

      “For sure!” Gina laughed. She stood and extended a hand to Christy. “Thanks for coming tonight. I didn’t want to like you at first, but now I can’t imagine Paul with anyone else. I heard it in his voice before, and it’s even more obvious in person. He loves you. And I’m truly happy for you.”

      Christy rose and bypassed Gina’s hand. She hugged her instead.

      I had to choke down a sudden wave of emotion.

      “So, now do you believe it?” Gina asked her as they separated. “That I’m not the competition?”

      “I never thought you were,” Christy lied easily.

      “I’m glad,” Gina said. Then she smiled at me. “It was great to see you again.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Great to see you too.”

      “You’ll have to call me next time you’re in San Diego. It’s only a couple of hours down the coast.”

      “Or we can come see you in Los Angeles,” Christy said. It wasn’t entirely a lie—more like a banal pleasantry.

      “I’d love that,” Gina said.

      Yeah, what do you say in a situation like this? I wondered.

      I know what I’d say, the little head offered.

      That’s nice. Keep it to yourself.

      Christy’s eyes widened in disbelief.

      “Did I miss something?” Gina asked.

      “Oh, no,” Christy lied again. “I was just thinking about the last time I was in LA. We got lost on the way to a competition. It was horrible.”

      It wasn’t the worst cover story I’d ever heard, but it wasn’t very good either. Gina accepted it at face value, though. I started breathing again and gestured toward our clothes. Gina wrapped her towel around herself as Christy and I donned the minimum for decency.

      Gina walked us to the gate and then kissed my cheek. She hugged Christy. “It was a pleasure to meet you.”

      “The pleasure was all mine,” Christy said.

      “Have a safe flight home,” I told Gina.

      “You too.”

      We said goodnight and then Christy and I headed out to the car. She waited until we were safely out of the driveway before she rounded on me.

      “Oh my gosh! What were you thinking?”

      “What?”

      “I should probably ask him the same thing!” She shook her head in disbelief. “Seriously, Paul?”

      “Sorry. I’ll try to do better.”

      “It’s all right,” she said after a moment. “He has a mind of his own. But it’s never going to happen. Do you hear that, Mr. Big? You can have a threesome with anyone else, but Gina’s off limits.”

      “‘Yes, ma’am,’ he says.”

      “Better. At least he knows what’s good for him.”

      “I do too,” I said. “Which is why I’m going home with you instead of spending the night with Gina.”

      She nodded and sat back. After a moment she relaxed for real. “I feel like I just finished a swim meet and a dance recital, back to back.”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. “And I noticed you didn’t drink anything at dinner.”

      “Oh my gosh, no!”

      “So I’m thinking,” I said slowly, “you need a stiff drink and a stiff dick, in that order.”

      “You know me so well. Are there any liquor stores open this late?”

      “No, but my parents’ll have something. Maybe not Jameson, but—”

      “I don’t care, as long as it’s eighty proof. I’d even settle for tequila.”

      “And the rest?” I ventured.

      “You know I always feel better with something in my mouth. And I definitely need a couple of doses of relaxation serum.”

      I chuckled. “‘Relaxation serum.’ Nice.”

      “And… I’ve been thinking.”

      “About?”

      “Tomorrow night. Lily. You know we’re planning a surprise, right?”

      “I kinda figured,” I said neutrally.

      “I’ve been thinking. If Gina’s my competition—”

      “She isn’t.”

      “You might believe that,” Christy said, “but I don’t. So I need to up my game.”

      “Up your game?”

      “I’m ready. To do something. With a guy.”
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