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A married swinger, a divorced MILF, and a dead air conditioner. It sounds like the setup for a joke, but this is serious.

Summer is heating up, and Allie needs more than a new A/C. She needs a new M-A-N, and Paul might be the solution to both problems.

They’ve been dancing around their attraction for years, but things could blow up in their faces. Still, they can’t resist, even though they both know they’re…

Flirting with Fire.

If you love character-driven erotica with real relationships, you’ll love this new series from award-winning author Nick Scipio.

Get it now.
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Chapter 1 


Christy was running late, as usual, and she was packing for a trip, which only made things worse. So far, she’d pulled out a hanging bag for dresses, a rolling suitcase for shoes and regular clothes, and an overnight bag for all the other things she couldn’t live without—for a week.

The trip was actually two weeks, but she’d only need clothes for one of them, swim camp with Laurie. The whole family would be at the Pines for the other, where we’d only need sunscreen. Still, I knew better than to tease her. Dresses and shoes and jewelry made her happy.

“What time are you supposed to pick them up?” I said instead.

She reflexively glanced at her wrist before she scanned the nightstand and dresser.

“Bathroom counter,” I said helpfully.

She had a habit of leaving things wherever she took them off, and I had a habit of paying attention to them. I called them bunny tracks, and I could usually follow the trail to find her.

Be vewy, vewy quiet, I grinned to myself. I’m hunting wabbits.

“I heard that,” she warned. Then she disappeared into the bathroom and was gone for a couple of minutes. She returned wearing her watch, a necklace, and a matching pair of earrings, the Celtic trinity knots the girls had given her for her fortieth birthday.

“Much better,” I said, more or less sincerely. “Now, what time are you—?”

“Now! Of course. Mr. Punctual.”

I completely failed to suppress a grin.

“Ugh! Will you call her?”

I flipped open my cell phone and scrolled down to Wren. She answered on the second ring.

“She’s running late,” I said without preamble. “The usual.”

Wren and I both knew how Christy worked. We routinely added fifteen minutes whenever she said she’d do something at a certain time.

“Remind me why I believe her when she says she’ll be on time?” Wren laughed.

“No clue. You think we’d learn.”

“But she’s always so sincere,” Wren complained fondly. “Like this time she’s really gonna change.”

“Exactly.”

“Okay. About how long, do you think?”

I gave the suitcases a quick scan and then added time for loading the van and saying goodbye. Fortunately, Wren only lived next door, although it was still a three-minute drive.

“Twenty minutes?” I said. “Maybe thirty?”

Christy squawked indignantly, but Wren simply laughed.

“Is she sure she doesn’t want me to drive? We just had the oil changed in the van.”

“She’s sure,” I answered for her. “Besides, our van has the entertainment center for the girls.”

“Yeah, okay,” Wren said. “Tell her we’ll be ready when she gets here.”

“Will do.” We said goodbye and ended the call.

“Funny, ha ha,” Christy said. “It won’t take thirty minutes.”

She was right, but only because it was closer to forty by the time I wheeled and carried her suitcases outside. In her defense, we had to wait on Laurie too. She could wear makeup now that she was thirteen, and she’d inherited Christy’s sense of time. She packed like her too—or rather, she overpacked like her—so I loaded five suitcases into the back of the van, not counting Laurie’s backpack.

I returned to the house and opened the door. “Emily! Susie!” I hollered. “They’re leaving! Come say goodbye!”

Two dogs came running first, Spike and Buck, black Labs of the goofy variety. They barreled down the hallway and would have run through me if I hadn’t stepped aside. They spilled into the garage and then circled in confusion.

“Go on,” I told them, “Laurie’s out in the driveway.” I even pointed.

They couldn’t see the van because my Denali was in the way, so they didn’t believe me. Spike thought she might be hiding in the workshop, and Buck followed to investigate.

“Guys, outside.”

I was just about to tell Laurie to call them when their heads snapped around. I stepped into the house, and they bolted past me in a headlong rush.

Emily appeared from the direction of the stairs, followed by Molly, a yellow Lab who was the complete opposite of the other two. She was mothering and protective, like Emily herself.

“Where’s Susie?” I asked. Molly looked up, like she wanted to know too.

“Upstairs,” Emily said. “Why?”

I raised an eyebrow. Please go get her.

Emily huffed and headed upstairs to find her sister. Molly went with her. They returned a minute later with Susie in tow.

“What?” the younger girl was saying. “I didn’t hear! Ugh.”

“Chop-chop,” I said.

“Why do we have to rush?” Emily complained. “Weren’t they supposed to leave, like, an hour ago?”

“Preaching to the choir,” I said. “But Mom and Laurie are special. They don’t tell time like we do.”

“And me,” Susie chirped brightly. “I tell time just fine.”

“You do,” I agreed. Then I stepped into the garage and waved them past me.

“Come on, Mols,” Emily said, and the dog’s nails clicked on the concrete as she trotted to keep up.

Susie remembered to pull the door closed behind her. She beamed up at me, my bright-eyed princess. She could be moody too, especially when she didn’t get her way, but it rarely lasted. She and I shared the same basic temperament, more than either of her sisters. She also had a pragmatic streak that I took credit for, although I hadn’t found mine until my thirties.

Case in point, her name. She’d wanted us to call her Susan when her namesake godmother had died, but we’d struggled with the change. We’d called her Susie for years, after all. She also seemed to understand that “Susan” was another person, at least as far as I was concerned. And so she’d changed her mind with her usual sunny outlook.

“That’s okay. Teachers call me Susan at school, especially the first day. I suppose you can call me Susie. Or Boo. I like that too. It makes me sound scary!”

I returned from my woolgathering and realized she was waiting for me. She smiled again, tenderly, like she knew I’d been thinking about the other Susan. Then she gave me a hug. I returned it and marveled at the caring little person we’d brought into the world.

“What was that for?” I asked.

“I dunno. It just seemed like you needed it.”

“I did. Thank you. Now… let’s go say goodbye.”

* * *

I gave Laurie a hug and then held her at arm’s length.

“Do your best. And don’t forget to have fun.”

“Thanks, Dad, I will.” She forced a smile but was still anxious.

I hugged her again and kissed the top of her head. She was already two inches taller than Christy, yet still a girl, slim and self-conscious.

“I love you, and I’ll talk to you tonight.” Her arms tightened around me. I glanced at Christy, but she was busy saying goodbye to the younger girls. “Don’t tell her I told you,” I added to Laurie in a low voice, “but your mom’s talking about a cell phone for your birthday.”

Laurie nodded but still wasn’t ready to let go, so I held her, an island of stability in the whirlwind.

“You can do this,” I told her, and she nodded with more confidence than she actually felt.

Then Emily called out, and Laurie and I stepped apart. We looked up the driveway as Spike and Buck scrambled to investigate. They greeted Wren and Missy and wagged their tails furiously.

“We got tired of waiting,” Wren called, “so we decided to walk.”

Their house was only a few hundred yards away as the crow flies, but forest and a shallow inlet separated us. Humans with rolling suitcases had to go the long way around, at least a ten-minute walk. The dogs escorted them the rest of the way.

Wren and Missy handed me their suitcases, and I loaded them in the van without comment. Missy wore a backpack as well, but that was it.

“So sue me,” Christy said.

“What?” Wren blurted. “I didn’t say anything!”

“He did,” Christy said. “And you were thinking it.”

“Thinking what? Never mind. Are we ready to go?” She looked at her watch. “Registration closes at seven, so we’d better get going.”

“What? We have plenty of time! It’s only a six-hour drive.” She waved the MapQuest printout as proof.

“What about gas and bathroom breaks?”

“What about them?” Christy said stubbornly. “They won’t take long. Like… what? Ten minutes?”

Wren’s eyes widened in disbelief.

“Never mind,” Christy said. “Are we ready to go?”

“Didn’t I just say that?”

“It’s what she does,” I said.

Wren gave up and laughed, “Oh, my love… yes, we’re ready.”

I kissed Christy goodbye. “Drive safe. And call when you get to the hotel.”

“I will.”

I gave Laurie another hug and reassured her in a low voice, “You’ll be fine.”

“I know. Only…” She sighed. “I wish you were coming.”

“I know, sweetie. You and Mom’ll have fun, though.”

Laurie squeezed me again and then climbed into the van. Christy gave me a cheerful wave before she pushed the button to close the side door.

Spike and Buck immediately lost interest when the van pulled away. They decided to chase a black and orange butterfly instead. The poor thing fluttered across the yard as they took turns snapping at it. Molly yawned and settled to the warm concrete beside Emily. Dog and girl watched until the van disappeared into the forest. Then Emily huffed in frustration.

“I bet Mom forgot to tell you about the party, didn’t she?”

That wasn’t the question I’d been expecting. “Party? What party?”

“Ugh!” She stomped toward the garage. Molly leapt up in surprise and trotted after her.

Susie and I watched them go.

“Do you know what she’s talking about?” I asked her.

“Madison’s birthday party. Tomorrow.”

My thoughts immediately went to Madison’s mother. The little head perked up, but I did my best to ignore him. Christy hadn’t even been gone ten minutes. I could survive a week without sex.

Fortunately, Susie had inherited her mother’s eyes but not her telepathy.

“It’s at two,” she said. “I think. Only…” She frowned and tried to recall.

“Em will know,” I said. “Do you remember where?”

“Oh, that’s easy. Their house.”

“Got it. Thanks.”

“Mom really didn’t tell you?”

“She probably did,” I fibbed, “but I must’ve forgotten. No worries. We’ll make it work. Do we need to buy a present?”

Susie shrugged.

“Okay. Well, let’s go find out.”

The little head wasn’t ready to change the subject. Allie Ramos! Can you imagine—?

Yes, I snapped at him. Yes, I can. So I don’t need you to do it for me.

Suit yourself. But you know what I think. She’s a total MILF.

I sighed to myself. Forty years old and my dick is still leading me around.

* * *

Trip appeared in my office doorway. “Hey. What’re you doing here?”

He paused to unbutton his cuffs and then began rolling up his sleeves. He walked across the length of the room and reached my desk about the time he finished his sleeves.

“What’s so funny?” he said.

“You. I can tell what time it is just by looking at you.”

He wore a suit in the morning, removed the coat after lunch, and relaxed at the end of the day. As if he could read my mind, he reached up to loosen his tie.

“Whatever,” he said mildly. Then he gestured toward the front of the building to explain why he’d come looking for me. “I saw Emily raiding Shari’s candy drawer.”

“I told her she could,” I said.

“Yeah, sure, no problem. But… I thought you started your vacation today.”

“I did. But I had to take the girls shopping.”

“Girls…? I only saw one.”

“Susie’s around here somewhere, probably at one of the Revit workstations.” She had the architecture bug, even at age eight. “Anyway,” I continued, “we needed a birthday present for a party tomorrow. And since we were in the area, I decided to stop by. Barbara wanted me to look at the middle school plans. I can do it from home, but…”

I gestured at the array of monitors on my side desk, a trio of 21” flat-screen Sonys. They cost a fortune and weighed a ton, but they made my job so much easier, especially compared to my pitiful 19” dual-monitor setup at home.

“Ah, okay,” Trip said. “Do you wanna chat for a few when you’re done?”

“I’m done now. Your office?”

“Yeah, sure.”

I saved the job-tracking spreadsheet and followed him to the other side of the building. His office was half the size of mine but still large, a working office for the president. Mine had been designed to impress, a suite with an executive boardroom at one end and my sprawling desk at the other. I’d wanted a simple office like his, but Wren had overruled me. Worse, she’d done it by appealing to my vanity.

“You’re the CEO. Your name’s on the building. Literally. You can’t have a regular office. Go big or go home.”

Trip had agreed. That wasn’t surprising, although he’d never teased me about it. He had his flaws, but office envy wasn’t one of them. Besides, he used the difference to ruthless effect. He schmoozed with new clients in my office but negotiated fees and contracts in his.

Trip sank into his leather office chair and breathed a heavy sigh. He opened a sideboard and withdrew a crystal decanter, followed by a matching pair of tumblers. The crystal was Baccarat, a present from Wren for his fortieth birthday, and the whiskey was some kind of expensive Jack Daniel’s. He poured a generous splash for himself and then looked at me with raised eyebrows.

“No, but thanks.” I hadn’t said yes for almost two years, but he still made the offer. It was a gesture of camaraderie more than anything.

“No problem.” He set the decanter aside and lifted his glass in a toast. “Happy wife, happy life.” It would’ve been half-sarcastic a decade ago, but it was sincere now.

“Amen,” I agreed.

He sat back, inhaled the fumes, and relaxed. I gave him a moment to enjoy the first taste before I started on the project updates. I kept them to a minimum, since Emily and Susie had already been waiting an hour. They were content to play by themselves, but I didn’t want to keep them waiting any longer than I had to. That was my part of the bargain, wasn’t it? Happy wife, happy life?

Speaking of which…, the little head said. Have you thought about Allie? Now that she’s single, I bet she—

I ignored him and paid attention to Trip instead.

“Sounds good,” he was saying. “Alex can handle anything that comes up while you’re gone.”

“Yeah, or Whitney.”

“Absolutely.” He took a sip of whiskey and changed the subject. “Big plans next week?”

“Get ready for the board meeting.”

“Board meeting? Oh, right! The York-MacLean thing.”

“Yeah. It’s been a year—” My eyes stung and my throat closed up. Still, I tried again, “I mean, a year—”

Trip found something interesting in his whiskey glass, while I wiped my eyes and waited for the grief to pass. I still couldn’t think about Susan’s death with any kind of detachment.

“Sorry,” I said at last.

“No problem. It… um… it takes time.”

“Yeah.” I eventually cleared my throat and continued, “Anyway, it’s our full board meeting for the year.”

“What can I do to help?”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, of course. We get a lot of mileage out of the non-profit work. And not just tax breaks,” he added. “It’s a unique selling point, and it’s good for PR.”

He was right. Our work for Habitat for Humanity and AmeriCorps routinely brought in new clients who wanted to share the association. Most of it was the sort of empty activism that corporations pretended to engage in, but we were happy to take their money and use it to help actual people.

“I hate to say it,” Trip finished, “but your ‘socially conscious’ nonsense has infected me too.”

I grinned and then paused when I realized it was genuine. Trip could cheer me up when no one else could, including Christy. The fact that he cared spoke volumes about our relationship.

“Then maybe you shouldn’t call it ‘nonsense’?” I suggested.

It was a running joke. Trip still liked to pretend he was a ruthless capitalist, but it was mostly for show these days.

“Anyway,” he said into the silence, “let me know what you all decide. I’ll make sure we can pay our share.”

“Thanks,” I said, and meant it. I’d have been a socially conscious nobody if not for Trip’s business sense. He gave me a moment before he returned to his original question.

“Any personal plans for next week?”

“Yeah. Dance camp with Em and Suse.”

“Dance camp? Oh, yeah, I forgot. Sorry, I stopped paying attention when Missy dropped it for swimming.” He frowned in thought. “Hold on, do you have to go too?”

“No, but I have to drop them off and pick them up.” I paused and then asked, “What about you? Big plans while I’m gone?”

“Work. And baseball. We have a shot at the championship this year.”

I resisted the urge to say something snarky about the Super Bowl or the Final Four. Trip was fair game for teasing, but his son wasn’t. Franklin Davis Whitman IV was fourteen and a nice kid. I occasionally called him Quad, to his own delight and his mother’s annoyance, but everyone else called him Davis. He had all of Trip’s good qualities and only a few of his bad ones, although Wren deserved most of the credit for that.

“Congratulations,” I said. “And good luck.”

“Thanks. Although we still have to beat Warner Robbins. They’re good, as usual. But this might be our year. I mean, our pitching is something else.” He talked baseball for a couple minutes, and I actually understood most of it. “Anyway,” he finished, “you don’t really care.”

“I’m excited for Davis,” I said, “and the team. Especially their coach.”

“Coaches,” Trip corrected.

“Still, the others take their cues from you.”

Trip was still competitive, but he’d changed since he’d started coaching. He taught the boys that hard work was its own reward, and that fair play and sportsmanship were more important than winning. He was teaching life lessons as much as baseball, and the results spoke for themselves.

“Seriously,” I repeated, “congratulations. Win or lose, you should be proud.”

“Thanks, I am. We are,” he stressed. “And on that note… we might have a game next weekend.”

“Will you be able to make it to camp?”

“Yeah, but a couple of days late. I already told Wren, but I was hoping you’d look out for her till I get there.”

“She doesn’t need me to look out for her,” I said.

“Oh, I know. But you know how it is. I don’t want her to think I’m ignoring her.”

“You’re being a good father. Sometimes that’s part of being a good husband.”

“Yeah, absolutely. But still… I’ll feel better if you take care of her, if you know what I mean.”

“I know what you mean,” I chuckled. Emily and Susie were still waiting, so I glanced at my watch as a way to wind things down.

“Yeah, me too.” He rounded the desk and grabbed his coat on the way out. “I told Davis we’d do a guys’ night, pizza and a movie.”

“What’re you watching?”

“The Rookie.”

I shot him a sideways grin. “Isn’t that the one about the forty-year-old pitcher who gets a shot at the big league?”

“He was thirty-five, but yeah.”

“Wishful thinking?” I teased.

“Maybe. But it’s still a good movie.”

“It is,” I agreed. “C’mon, I’ll walk you out. I told the girls I’d take ’em to Tomo for sushi.”

* * *

I raised my head and looked around the restaurant for our server. Susie and I had finished eating, but Emily was still hungry. The woman saw me and came over.

“Can I get you another lemonade?” she asked Emily.

“Oh, um… yes, please. I’d also like a spicy tuna roll. And… um…”

The server wasn’t our regular one, and she gave Emily a look of surprise. My pint-sized daughter had already polished off an order of edamame, a salad, and a platter of sushi and sashimi. The server glanced at me for approval. Emily’s eyes narrowed dangerously, although she was too polite to actually say anything. Still, she was thinking it.

“Sweetie,” I told her, “you keep ordering till you’re happy.”

Emily’s relief was almost palpable. She hated her metabolism, and I couldn’t really blame her. She ate twice as much as the rest of us and was still small for her age.

“Well, okay,” the server said with a good-natured laugh. “What else besides the spicy tuna?”

“Two pieces of salmon nigiri, please. Oh, and maybe some eel.”

“You got it. Can I get you all anything else?”

I glanced at Susie. “Maybe some tempura ice cream?”

“Yes, please!”

“Make it two,” I told the server. “One for us to share and one for Emily by herself.”

“Yum!” Emily agreed.

“I wish I could eat like that,” the server said.

Emily might have been small for her age, but she had the maturity of someone much older. She recognized a peace offering when she heard one, and she didn’t tell the woman what a pain it was.

“I’ll put in your order and get you that drink.”

Emily smiled her thanks, and the woman left.

“Sorry, Em,” Susie said. “I know you hate it.”

“Thanks, Boo.”

The server returned with her lemonade and went to check on the sushi. The restaurant was busy, even for a Friday night, but she must’ve put a rush on the order. She delivered it a few minutes later.

“Do you all want your ice cream now?” she asked.

“Yes, please,” Susie said, although Emily shook her head around a mouthful of tuna roll.

“Bring hers when she finishes her sushi,” I said. “Please and thank you.”

“Sure thing. I’ll be right back with yours.”

Susie and I were full from dinner, but we managed to eat about half our dessert while Emily methodically polished off her sushi.

“Here,” Susie said to her, “you can have the rest.” She pushed the bowl toward her. Most of the ice cream had melted, but Emily didn’t care.

“Are you sure?”

“Go ahead,” I told her. “Enjoy.”

She did, and then she ate her own bowl when the server brought it. She eventually sat back, full for a change.

“Better?” I asked.

“Yes, thank you.”

I paid the bill and we left, and my cell phone vibrated in my pocket as we were climbing into the SUV. I pulled it out, glanced at the caller ID, and flipped it open.

“Hello, Sunshine.”

“Hi,” Christy said. “We just made it to the hotel. Where are you?”

“Just leaving Tomo. Have you eaten yet?”

“No,” she said, a little grumpily. “Registration took forever.”

“Do you wanna get something to eat and then call us back?”

“Yes, but no. I forgot to tell you about Madison’s birthday party. It’s tomorrow, from two to four.”

“Got it,” I said neutrally.

“Emily couldn’t decide what she wanted to buy her,” Christy continued, “so you need to take her shopping tomorrow. Please. I already bought queso and chips. Emily knows how to make the dip—”

“Hold on a sec,” I interrupted. “I need to drive. Do you want to talk to her?”

“Perfect.”

I handed the phone to Emily and then backed out of the parking space.

“Hello?” she said. “Oh, hi. Uh-huh… Oh. No, it’s okay. Yeah, we told him. No, we went shopping this afternoon. A bunch of places. I wanted to get her the new Harry Potter book, but it doesn’t come out till tomorrow.” She paused and listened. “Yeah. A bunch of little things at Bath & Body Works.” Another pause, and she brightened.

“Oh, you did? Oh my gosh, that sounds yummy.” She glanced at me. “No, I can do it. Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Okay. Thanks, Mom. I love you too. Yeah, okay. Hold on.” She turned and extended the phone to Susie. “She wants to talk to you.”

Susie chattered happily for ten minutes about shopping and dinner. Christy was probably getting hungrier by the minute, but she never stopped her.

Emily eventually turned in her seat. “I forgot to tell her something,” she fibbed to Susie. “Can I talk to her?”

“What? Oh, okay. Hey, Mom? Em wants to talk to you. Okay, I love you too. Bye!” She handed the phone to Emily, who raised it to her ear.

“Hi, sorry about that,” she said. “Yeah. No, she doesn’t understand.”

“Understand what?” Susie squawked from the back.

Emily ignored her and continued, “It’s okay. I do.” She listened and then glanced at me. “Okay, I’ll tell him. I love you too. Bye.” She closed the phone and handed it to me. I deposited it in the center console. “She said she’ll call you later, after they’ve had a chance to eat.”

I nodded.

“She also said she’s sorry she didn’t tell you about the party.”

“It’s my fault,” I said. “I was teasing her this morning about being late.”

“It’s kinda my fault too,” Emily admitted. “Mom asked me last week, but I didn’t know what I wanted to get her. Madison, I mean.”

“I think she’ll like the lotions and body wash.”

“Mom also bought the stuff to make the dip I like.”

“That’s what she said.”

Susie interrupted mulishly, “What don’t I understand?”

“What? Oh, nothing,” Emily said. “I was talking about Madison. Do you wanna help make the dip when we get home?’

“Can I?”

“Sure. Then we can wrap the presents. Will you draw a card for her?”

“Seriously? You really mean it?”

“Of course,” Emily said. “You’re way better than I am.”

She was my guardian princess, protective and kind. I gave her a nod of approval, and her smile melted my heart.

* * *

Christy called the home phone a couple of hours later. They’d eaten dinner and returned to the hotel for the night. Wren was in the shower, and Christy was relaxing before bed.

“So,” I teased, “the girls are in one room and you’re in the other?”

“Yes, Mr. Nosy Parker.”

“Do you think they know their moms are planning to sleep together?”

“No, and we won’t tell them. Besides, I think Laurie might know already.”

“Oh?”

“Mmm. I was her age when I started fooling around.”

“Hold on,” I said. “You don’t think she—? I mean—”

“With Missy? No, of course not. She’s way too young.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. Missy was too young. We shared a birthday, and she’d only just turned eleven.

“But Laurie and Jessica…?” Christy said.

“Hold on… Jessica?” I blinked in disbelief. “The one who spent the night back in May? That Jessica? Her parents are diehard Bushies, super-conservative!”

“So were mine.”

“They were actually pretty liberal.”

“My father wasn’t.”

“He’s mellowed in his old age,” I conceded, “but you know what I mean. Your mother knew what you were up to.”

“She did. Only, she wanted me to have a life, so… she looked the other way. Besides, it wasn’t like I was going to get pregnant.”

“No.”

“Speaking of which—”

Some part of me envied her ability to mold the conversation like the clay she used for her models. I would’ve thought it was unconscious if I hadn’t known her for twenty-odd years. Then again, maybe it was. She had a vision of what she wanted, whether it was a sculpture or more children, and she kept scraping away and applying pressure until reality bent to her will.

“—have you thought about what we talked about?” she finished.

“Do you really wanna talk about this now?” I said, a touch irritably. “I mean, Wren’ll be out of the shower in a minute, won’t she?”

“She knows already. She thinks we should do it.”

My anger flared, volcanic and sudden. “Oh, she does, does she? And damn the consequences?”

“Paul, I want this,” Christy replied calmly, “more than anything.”

“And I want a happy wife!”

“This will make me happy.”

“You aren’t happy now?” I shot back.

“Of course I am. You know that. But I’d be happier with more children, especially now that I’m sober. It’s been two years, Paul.”

“No, and that’s final.” I regretted the words as soon as I’d said them. I normally wasn’t the overbearing type, and my normally submissive wife could be the exact opposite, especially when she wanted something.

“My doctor thinks—”

“I don’t care what she thinks.” Silence greeted my outburst, which made me feel even worse.

“Okay,” Christy said at last.

“Okay, what?” I snarled. “Okay, we won’t have any more kids? Or okay, you’ll stop asking?” I didn’t need to add “for now.” She knew.

“Paul, I can’t explain it. I wish I could, but I can’t. I just know that I want more children.”

“Well, I don’t! I’m happy with the ones we have.”

“But… I want a son.”

Part of me did too—an old-fashioned, sexist, irrational part. My daughters already carried my genes. Who cared about a name?

“I don’t want to argue,” Christy said into the silence.

Then why’d you bring it up?

“But we need to decide. Soon. I talked to my doctor. She knows about my depression, too. I’ll take meds. I’ll go to counseling. I’ll do whatever you want. Only… please, I need this. Besides, you know how I am.”

“You mean, you’ll keep asking until you get what you want?”

To her credit, she actually managed to sound apologetic. “Yes.”

I huffed in disgust. Since when was she the rational one?

“We’ll talk about it,” I grumbled. “But not now.”

“Okay.” She let my temper cool from spewing lava to a smoking caldera. Then she calmly changed the subject. “Did Emily make the dip?”

“Yes.”

“I knew she would. I’d’ve waited till tomorrow. I think it tastes better fresh, but…”

“She doesn’t like waiting till the last minute.”

“No,” Christy agreed. “She’s too much like you, Mr. Planner.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“No, no! I’m glad she is, even if she drives me crazy sometimes. She reminds me why I love you.”

I wanted to stay angry at her, but I just couldn’t.

“Because you drive me crazy,” she said in a low voice. “Maybe we can—”

“God,” Wren said in the background, “that was exactly what I needed.”

“To be continued,” Christy whispered into the phone. In a louder voice, “The network wouldn’t connect or something, so they had to do everyone’s registration the old-fashioned way.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, which did wonders for my mood.

“That’s why it took so long,” she continued as if I hadn’t said anything.

“You’re a terrible liar,” I told her. “Wren will know exactly what we were talking about.”

“I don’t think so,” Christy said, which was innocuous enough.

“Anyway, it’s probably good that you had to change the subject.”

“Oh, I suppose,” she said wistfully.

I rolled my eyes, Wren-style.

“I heard that,” Christy laughed.

“You know me too well.”

“Mmm, I do.”

“Still your favorite words?” I said.

“Yes. Even after all these years.”

“Oh, stop flirting,” Wren said in the background. Then she raised her voice to speak directly to me, “Get your own woman. This one’s mine! For an entire week!”

“Oh, brother,” I said, another Wren-ism. They’d been lovers since before I’d met them, so I couldn’t really begrudge her. “Do you want to talk to the girls?” I asked Christy.

“Yes, please. And would you give Laurie a call? She said she wanted to talk to you.”

“Sure. I can call her on my cell phone while you’re talking to Em and Suse.”

“Perfect. She’s next door, in 828. Here’s the number for the hotel…”

* * *

I stepped out of my office and surveyed the living room from above. It was empty, so I called toward the girls’ rooms. Emily yelled back.

“It’s your mom,” I said. “On the phone. She wants to talk to you.”

Emily stuck her head out of her room. I waved the cordless handset.

“Oh, that phone.” She disappeared and picked up her own phone a moment later.

“Hi, Mom. I made the dip. And I might’ve eaten some already.”

“I figured you would,” Christy said with a laugh, “so I bought extra. It’s pretty good, isn’t it? And you probably didn’t get enough at dinner.”

Emily sighed. “No.”

“I know, sweetie,” Christy said, “me too.”

“I’ll let you two talk,” I interjected. “Call us tomorrow after you finish for the day.”

“Okay,” Christy said. “I love you.”

“I love you too. Bye.”

I returned to my office and the notepad where I’d written the hotel’s number. I called Laurie on my cell phone.

She answered uncertainly, “Hello?”

“Hey, Flower.”

“Dad!”

We talked for fifteen minutes, and she told me about the pool and diving facilities. She sounded excited, without a trace of the anxiety from earlier.

“I can’t wait to hear about camp itself,” I said. “You can tell me tomorrow when you get back to the hotel.”

“I will. Do you need to talk to mom? I can go get her. She’s only next door.”

“No, but thanks. I talked to her earlier.”

“Oh, okay.”

“I love you, sweetheart. And I’m proud of you.”

“Thanks, Dad. I love you too.”

“Get some rest. And don’t stay up all night talking to Missy.”

“I won’t,” she promised.

We said goodbye and hung up. I picked up the home phone, but Christy had already finished talking to the younger girls. I went to check on them anyway. Emily was old enough to go to sleep when she was ready, but Susie needed prompting sometimes.

Sure enough, she was sitting cross-legged on her bed, drawing and listening to a CD. Spike and Buck lay sprawled on the floor beside her, quiet for a change. I listened to the song for a moment but didn’t recognize it.

“Who is this?” I wondered aloud. “Destiny’s Child?”

Susie shook her head without looking up from her drawing. “Beyoncé.”

“Is it new?”

“Yeah. Mom bought it for me. A couple of days ago.”

“Ah, okay.”

“She’s awesome, isn’t she? Beyoncé, I mean. Well… Mom too, I suppose.”

“They’re both awesome,” I agreed, “but it’s time for you to start getting ready for bed.”

“Unh! But, Dad—!”

“Ah-ah, no buts. Put on your nightshirt and brush your teeth.”

“Oh, all right,” she sulked.

“Chop-chop,” I added. “Then you can listen to the rest of the CD. But after that, you have to go to sleep. Fair enough?”

“I suppose.”

She set her sketchbook on the nightstand and left the colored markers scattered on the bed. Then she rolled toward the footboard, climbed over it, and disappeared into the bathroom. She shared it with Laurie, an arrangement that was better for everyone.

Laurie and Susie couldn’t understand Emily’s devotion to order, and Emily couldn’t keep her annoyance to herself. She had her own private bathroom instead. It was much smaller than the others’, but she didn’t care. It was clean, neat, and hers alone.

I chuckled to myself at how different they were. Case in point, Susie was the artist. She wasn’t a prodigy like Christy, but she had a natural eye for people and emotions. She’d been drawing Buttercup from the Powerpuff Girls, her favorite. She hadn’t mastered depth or realistic shading, but she’d captured Buttercup’s determination.

All of a sudden Buck leapt to his feet, and his tag jangled as he looked around. He wasn’t the brightest dog in the world, but he had a sixth sense about Susie. He scrambled over Spike in a rush toward the bathroom. Spike jumped up and ran after him, of course. Goofy dogs.

Don’t wanna miss the toothbrushing fun, I thought sardonically.

I stuck my head into the bathroom, just in case Buck had heard something I hadn’t, but Susie was fine. More than fine, in fact. She was quietly humming to herself as she brushed. Flecks of foam spattered the faucet, the mirror, and everything else within arm’s reach. I suppressed a shudder and empathized with Emily. Still, I needed to reward good behavior, no matter how messy it was.

“Thank you, sweetie,” I said, and Susie smiled through a ring of foam. “I’ll come check on you in a bit. I love you.”

“Wuv oo too.”

I crossed the hall to check on Emily. She was reading Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, and Molly lay curled on the end of her bed. The dog cracked an eyelid but decided I was probably okay.

“Hey, Dad…?” Emily said. “Can we buy the new one tomorrow? The Order of the Phoenix, I mean.”

“If we have time. If not, on Sunday, for sure.”

“Awesome! And… um… thanks for today. Shopping, I mean. But also tonight, at dinner.”

“My pleasure, sweetie. Lights out soon?”

She nodded, so I headed downstairs to the kitchen.

For some reason, I felt the urge to pour myself a stiff drink, even though I’d stopped drinking when Christy had gone into treatment. Still, sometimes I wanted to buy a bottle for myself and keep it locked in a cupboard in my office. Wanted to but didn’t, I reminded myself, since it wouldn’t have been fair to Christy.

I grabbed the next best thing, a Snapple from the fridge, and settled on the couch in the living room. I turned on the TV and scrolled through the guide before I turned it off again. Unfortunately, I couldn’t stop thinking about the call earlier. I replayed it in my head. Part of me was annoyed that I’d lost my temper, but part of me felt justified.

I didn’t ever want to go through postpartum depression again. My life had been bad enough, but Christy’s had been worse, a living hell. And now she wanted more children? Sometimes I still didn’t understand her. Worse, she had a way of getting what she wanted. This time I was determined to stand my ground.

Do you really think that’ll work? the little head wondered, serious instead of sarcastic for a change.

No, but it doesn’t matter. You’re shooting blanks, my friend.

When has that ever stopped her? Besides, you know what she means.

Mmm. And she doesn’t need you.

Nope, not this time.







Chapter 2 


On Saturday afternoon, Emily knocked on my door and then stuck her head into the office. I saved my work and automatically checked the time. It was only one o’clock, but she liked to be early.

“Ready to go?” I said, and she nodded. “What about Susie?”

“Her too.”

“Okay. Do we need to pick up anything on the way?”

“I can call them and ask.”

“I’ll do it.” I flipped open my phone and clicked the contacts. I didn’t call Allie very often, so I had to scroll down to R.

“It’s on the dance mom’s list,” Emily said helpfully.

“No, I have it. Home and cell.” I picked the home number and dialed.

“Hello!”

“Hey, Allie, it’s Paul Hughes. We—”

“Oh, thank God!”

My eyebrows rose, and Emily sharpened her attention. She didn’t like surprises. Fortunately, she was like me and looked for solutions instead of avoiding the problem altogether.

Allie barely paused, “Please tell me you’re coming early.”

I reassured Emily with a nod and soothed Allie with my tone, “We are. Do you need anything—?”

“I could kiss you!”

See? the little head said. She totally wants me.

“I’m guessing that’s a yes,” I chuckled. The little head turned smug, so I ignored him. “What do you need?” I asked Allie.

“Ice. Like, several bags. And something to put it in. And… I’m so sorry to even ask, but…”

“Go ahead.”

“Would you mind picking up drinks?”

“Coke or juice?”

“Beggars can’t be choosers.”

“Then you’re in luck. We have juice here. Snapple. A couple of cases.”

“You’re amazing! A lifesaver!”

“No, just a guy whose family drinks a lot of juice. Anything else?”

Like a long, hard—

Will you stop!

“No,” Allie said. “Just the ice and drinks. Thanks!”

“No problem. See you in twenty minutes.”

“Awesome.” She hung up.

I closed my cell phone and resisted the urge to glare at my crotch. The little head wasn’t likely to get the message, and my eleven-year-old daughter didn’t need to either.

“Drinks and what else?” she said. “Ice?”

“Uh-huh, and the cooler.”

She grinned. “Chop-chop.”

* * *

I pulled into the driveway and parked outside the open garage. Allie’s Lexus SUV filled the right side, but cardboard boxes and plastic totes cluttered the left, Ken’s normal spot. At least, it had been.

Out with the old, in with the new, the little head said flippantly.

I sighed and did my best to ignore him. Fortunately, Mother Nature helped—I opened the car door and stepped into a sauna. The air was so thick that I felt like someone was sitting on my chest, and my skin immediately prickled with beads of sweat that would never evaporate in the damp air.

“Ugh, disgusting.” Susie hopped to the ground and slammed the car door like it had caused the humidity. She was our Boston child, and she still didn’t like the weather in Atlanta. I had to admit that I didn’t like it either, and I’d grown up here!

The door at the back of the garage opened and then closed, and Allie’s daughters appeared a moment later.

Madison was long-limbed and coltish, with light brown hair and a dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks. She looked like a younger version of her mother, albeit without her curves. She and Emily made an unlikely pair, the beanpole and the pixie, but they’d been friends since kindergarten.

Carly was more like her father, solid and compact, and with the same dark hair and almond-shaped eyes. They weren’t the same brown as his, though, nor blue-green like her mother’s. Carly’s were honey-colored and striking, the first thing that anyone noticed about her. And, like Susie and her bright blue ones, she hated when people made a big deal about them.

“Hello, girls,” I said.

“Hey, Mr. H.,” Madison said. Carly smiled and gave a little wave.

“Happy birthday,” I added to Madison. “Have you had a good day so far?”

“Not really.”

My eyebrows twitched up.

“The air conditioner broke. My mom’s been on the phone, like, all day.”

“Well, that sucks,” I said.

“Yeah.”

“What? No air conditioning?” Susie complained.

“You’ll survive,” I said. “Now, c’mon, let’s unload. I bet we can get everything in one trip. What do you think? Can we do it?”

“I suppose,” she grumbled.

Sure enough, we unloaded the SUV in one trip and hauled everything into the kitchen. It was actually hotter than outside, even with the windows open. Allie called from somewhere deeper in the house.

“Paul? Is that you?”

“It’s us,” I hollered back.

“Sorry for the air! I just got out of the shower.”

“No problem! What can we do?”

“Can you finish setting everything out?”

The breakfast table was covered with bags of chips, serving bowls, and party supplies.

“We’re on it,” I called back.  “All right,” I said to the girls in a normal voice, “Maddy and Em, you’re in charge of the food. Carly and Susie, music, presents, and decorations. I’ll do the ice and drinks. Sound good?”

Nods all around.

“Okay, let’s get this party started.”

Allie joined us about ten minutes later. She wore a black sleeveless top, a pair of white denim shorts, and thong sandals. Her outfit was conservative enough that she wouldn’t catch any side-eye from the other moms, but the dads would definitely notice her long, tanned legs.

“What’s this?” she said in surprise. “It actually looks like a party. Thank you so much.”

“Not me,” I said. “The girls did all the work.”

They stopped what they were doing and beamed.

“They did all this?” Allie said.

“They did. I mostly supervised.”

“Wow, I’m impressed. And… I can’t thank you enough.”

“Happy to help,” I said. Then I shifted gears. “What’s the problem with the air conditioner?”

“Don’t get me started.” She cut her eyes toward her daughters, and I realized that part of it had to do with their father.

“Anything I can do?” I wondered aloud. About the air conditioner, about your ex, about your sex life…?

See? the little head crowed. You totally wanna fuck her. I bet she’s— Uh-oh.

Uh-oh? What uh-oh?

I snapped out of it and realized that Allie was doing her best not to grin.

I think she can hear us, the little head whispered.

Allie’s lips twisted into a smirk. Busted.

I winced an apology. “Anything I can do about the air conditioner?”

“I doubt it. It’s a broken thingamajig. They can’t fix it till Monday. That’s when the parts warehouse opens. Just my luck that it happened today, of all days. I mean, we’re supposed to have fifteen girls and their parents here.”

“We’ll make it work.” I swept my gaze over the girls. “Right?”

“Right!”

The girls went back to work, and Allie touched my arm. Her hand was soft and warm, and it sent a shiver through me in spite of the heat.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

“No problem. It’s what I do.”

Her eyebrows rose provocatively. Is that all you do?

The doorbell chimed, and Carly ran to answer it.

“Saved by the bell,” Allie smirked. “As usual. And literally, this time.”

* * *

The guests began arriving in a steady stream. I knew most of the girls from school or dance class. I knew about half the moms by name, and all of them by sight. I was the only dad until Mark and McKenna arrived.

“Hey,” he said. “What’re you doing here?”

“Christy and Laurie are in North Carolina—”

“Oh, that’s right! Leah mentioned it. At swim camp, right? Chapel Hill?”

“Yeah. They drove up with Wren and Missy yesterday. What about Leah?” I finished. “Why isn’t she here?”

“You aren’t excited to see me?” Mark teased.

“Always.”

We shared a grin before he turned serious.

“She had to fly to Washington last night.”

I didn’t have to ask DC or state. Leah had always reported on foreign affairs.

“Big story. A couple of senators wanna review the intelligence on Iraqi WMDs. They announced it yesterday.”

“Ah.”

“Anyway,” he continued, “since you’re here… d’you mind if I ask a favor? I have a client who’s on the fence about a big lease. They’re looking at the building again.”

“On a Saturday?”

“Commercial real estate,” he said with a resigned shrug. “You know how it is.”

“Yeah.”

“My assistant can handle it, but…”

“You’d like to be there to close the deal. No problem. You want me to take McKenna home?”

“Or you can take her back to your house,” he said. “I’ll pick her up there.”

“That works.” McKenna was practically our fourth daughter.

“Thanks, man. I owe you one.”

“Leah can pay me back.”

He grinned. “The usual?”

“Of course.”

“Thanks again. I’ll tell Mac.”

The rest of the party passed in a blur of conversation from the grown-ups and shrieks from the tween girls. Allie’s ex had rented a bounce house, a big inflatable castle, so the lack of air conditioning was only a minor nuisance.

The girls were having so much fun that Madison didn’t start opening presents until four o’clock. She received three copies of the new Harry Potter book, so I was glad we’d bought her Bath & Body Works instead. Afterward, we sang “Happy Birthday” and then ate cupcakes and ice cream.

Moms and daughters started saying their goodbyes, but the last ones didn’t leave until almost six o’clock.

“C’mon, girls,” I said to mine and McKenna, “let’s help clean up.”

“You don’t have to,” Allie objected. “You’ve done more than enough already.”

“Nah. That’s what friends’re for.”

With all seven of us working, we cleaned up the mess and put away the food in no time.

“Thank you so much,” Allie said. “You’re a lifesaver.”

“Our pleasure. And I was thinking…” I met her Caribbean eyes and felt like I was falling into them. I caught myself before I did it for real, but Allie’s smirk returned. “Anyway,” I continued, “since your A/C’s out, why don’t you come to our house. We can cool off in the pool. The girls won’t be hungry for a while—”

“Me either,” she agreed.

“—but we can order pizza if they are.”

“Are you sure? You’ve already done so much.”

“Please, Mom,” Madison said.

“Yeah, please!” Carly piped up.

Emily, Susie, and McKenna nodded hopefully.

“Well,” Allie laughed, “how can I say no to so much enthusiasm? Let’s do it.”

* * *

I kicked hard and launched myself onto the edge of the pool. I landed with a plop of wet fabric. I was wearing a swimsuit in deference to our guests, who weren’t nudists. The girls wore them too, including McKenna, who’d borrowed one from Susie.

I’d chosen a new pair of trunks that Christy had bought me a year ago, although I probably should’ve tried them on before I’d worn them in front of company. The wet fabric clung to my skin and outlined the shape of my dick. It wouldn’t have been a problem under normal circumstances, but I was half-hard from random thoughts of Allie.

Then again, maybe they weren’t so random. She’d worn a one-piece suit that accentuated her curves and showed a healthy amount of cleavage. The low-cut back revealed faint tan lines where she normally wore a two-piece suit. I could easily imagine her breasts in a bikini.

Or bouncing underneath you… swaying as she rides you… swinging as you fuck her from behind…

Will you stop! I half-shouted, half-pleaded. You’re obvious enough as it is.

The better to tempt her with.

I rolled my eyes. I hate to burst your bubble, but most women don’t care what you look like.

Christy does.

Yeah, and she’s the exception that proves the rule.

All of a sudden Allie turned and caught me watching her. I felt my cheeks heat like I was a teenager. Allie grinned and swam toward me, so I hopped off the side and into the water, although not before she caught sight of Mr. Big’s telltale outline.

“Are you okay?” she teased.

“Yeah, of course. Why?”

“You look a little, ahem, light-headed.”

Funny, ha ha. “Maybe too much sun,” I deadpanned.

“Do you need to get out?”

Or get off? the little head suggested.

“I’m fine,” I said aloud. “Maybe in a bit.”

“You’re probably right.” She leaned close and said in a mocking undertone, “Wouldn’t want to scare the children.”

For a moment I thought about playing dumb. Then I decided to roll with it. She was a grown woman, after all. Besides, she started it.

“Sorry,” I said. “They’re new. I’ve never worn ’em before.”

She feigned confusion. “The shorts…?”

“Yes,” I chuckled. “Of course, the shorts.”

“Okay. I was wondering. For a moment I thought you were talking about… you know.”

“Nothing new there, I’m afraid. It’s all original equipment.”

Her eyes flashed. “You said equipment.”

“You’re as bad as Christy.”

“Maybe worse.” Her next thought was obvious, I haven’t gotten laid in how long? “Why?” she added aloud. “Is that so wrong?”

“It depends.”

“On what?”

“Oh, no,” I chuckled. “I’m gonna plead the fifth on that one.”

“On the grounds that you might incriminate yourself?”

“Exactly.”

She laughed softly, and I caught the silver flash of her tongue stud, which was probably what she’d intended. Then she moistened her lips, in case I’d missed the first hint. I knew other women with their tongues pierced, but most of them were in their twenties. Allie was the only mom besides Christy. They both liked teasing me about it, and Allie had done it almost from the moment we’d met.

“Oh, boy,” I said, “is it getting hot in here?”

“I dunno, you tell me.”

“Think I’ll take your advice and get out of the sun. I’m going over there.” I nodded toward the table and chairs on the breakfast patio. “You’re welcome to join me.”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

I waded toward the stairs and climbed out. The conversation had only made things worse, and my dick was harder than ever. Fortunately, my towel covered the bulge in my suit as I dried my face and chest.

I kept my back to the kids, but they were too preoccupied to notice. They’d finally run out of energy and were floating on pool noodles in the deep end. Even Spike and Buck had settled down. They watched me from the shade of the master bedroom patio without a care in the world, for my hard-on or anything else.

Allie moved beside me and picked up her own towel. She didn’t say anything, but I felt her presence like a hot wind. She was nearly my height, and I watched her chest out of the corner of my eye as she dried off.

She waited until I looked at her directly before she gathered her hair over her left shoulder and squeezed out the water. The trickle ran down her chest and disappeared into the valley between her breasts. Her nipples made little shadows in the material of her swimsuit. She gave me a coy smile and practically dared me to look.

“Hey, Dad…?”

Allie held my attention and wouldn’t let go, so Emily raised her voice with eleven-year-old impatience.

“Dad…? Dad…? Dad!”

“Saved again,” I said to Allie, who grinned. I put on my dad face and looked toward the girls. “Yes, sweetie?”

“Can we order dinner soon?”

“Of course.” I glanced at Allie, as a parent this time. “That okay with you?”

She shifted gears just as quickly. “Only if you let me buy. I still owe you for the drinks and ice.”

“Good luck paying me back,” I said.

Allie raised an eyebrow. The hairs were fine and light brown, but my brain didn’t stop there. I wondered about the rest of her, of course. Her swimsuit was modest enough, but I didn’t think she wore her bush au naturel, unless she was one of those women with sparse pubic hair to begin with. So, did she trim the sides? Shave completely? Wax? Something else?

All of a sudden she laughed, low and throaty.

“Yeah, I gotta stop that,” I said.

“Stop what?” she asked disingenuously.

“Like you don’t know. You’re as bad as Christy.”

“You said that already.”

“Mmm.” I decided to change the subject to something safe. “Is cheese pizza okay? For the kids, I mean.”

“Sure, or pepperoni.”

I nodded, and we walked around the pool toward the breakfast patio. The sun was still a couple of hours away from the horizon, although the house itself shaded this side of the pool. The air wasn’t any cooler, but at least we could pretend.

“What about you?” I asked Allie. “What kind do you like?”

“Whatever you want.”

“Whatever I want?”

She heard the leer in my voice and laughed, “Pizza!”

So much for parental, I sighed. “What can I say? It was worth a try.”

I spread my towel on the chair and sat. My dick hadn’t returned to normal, but it had softened to the point where it wasn’t so obvious. Allie sat as well, and her towel parted when she crossed her legs. The movement drew my eyes to a tanned stretch of thigh. Then I scanned upward, to her stiff nipples. She looked as sexy as ever, although she arched an eyebrow at my lingering gaze.

“Sorry. I’ll stop.”

“It’s okay.” She smiled. “In fact, it’s nice to be noticed for a change.”

“Oh, I don’t think you’re in danger of not being noticed any time soon.”

“You’d be surprised.”

“Probably. Anyway, pizza. What do you like?”

“Whatever you normally get.”

“Veggie deluxe?”

“I thought Christy liked meat.”

“Not that kind,” I said without missing a beat. “What about you?”

“I like both kinds.”

“Oh, boy. We have to stop.”

“You’re right,” she laughed. “Sorry. I’ll behave.”

“Me too. Anyway, Giorgio’s has a pretty good special. It’s a bit of everything, including meat.”

“Perfect.”

I grabbed my cell phone from the table, flipped it open, and scrolled through my contacts. Then I hit the button to dial the restaurant. A girl answered and took our order—two cheese, one pepperoni, and one special—while Allie nodded along.

“About forty-five minutes,” I told her when I hung up. Then I called across the pool and repeated it for the girls’ benefit. “Hey, Em?” I added. “Do you need a snack before then?”

She thought about it but then glanced at the other girls and shook her head.

“Maybe yes?” I suggested. “A shake, at least?”

“I’m fine.”

“Five two,” I reminded her.

“Oh, all right.” She climbed out of the pool and found her towel.

Spike and Buck thought she wanted to play. They trotted around the pool and jostled for attention until Emily scratched their heads. Then Molly rose from her own patch of shade and moved to Emily’s side.

Spike was the alpha and larger than Molly, but he knew better than to come between her and Emily. Instead, he decided to check out the landscaping by the pool house. Buck followed, in case someone over there wanted to play.

I watched them go and couldn’t help but chuckle. Poor Spike had learned his lesson the hard way. Molly had only bitten him once, years ago, but he’d needed stitches and had had to wear one of those plastic cones for a week. These days, he gave her a wide berth when she was guarding her human.

The human in question wrapped her towel around her small body and sank to her knees to give Molly a hug. Then she stood and walked behind the rocks that formed the waterfall. She was short enough that they hid her entirely, although she appeared a moment later with the cream-colored dog at her side.

I watched them both and felt a pang of love. Emily already had Christy’s natural grace, plus her hair, complexion, and supercharged metabolism. Christy’s parents and brothers all swore that Emily was a little Birdy, and I couldn’t really argue.

“Five two?” Allie wondered.

“What? Oh. Emily wants to be a pilot. In the Navy. She needs to be at least 5’2”.”

“Ah.”

“Do you need anything?” Emily asked as she approached us. “Something to drink?”

I glanced at Allie. “Snapple?”

“Sure.”

“Two Snapples,” Emily said. “Coming right up.”

“Thanks, sweetie.”

She and Molly returned with a couple of bottles and a can of Boost.

I nodded at the protein shake. “Much better.”

“I know. Thanks for reminding me.”

She set our drinks on the table and shook the can as she walked around the pool. Susie and the other girls had finally decided they’d had enough swimming for one day, so they’d pulled several lounge chairs together and were enjoying the late afternoon sun. Emily sat demurely on the end of the chair where Madison half-reclined in a gangly sprawl of arms and legs.

“She’s so mature,” Allie said about Emily. “I keep hoping she’ll rub off on Maddy, but…”

“Kids mature at different times,” I said. “Besides, Em’s mature for a different reason, a not-so-good one.”

“Ah, right,” Allie agreed. Then she turned thoughtful. “Did it really affect her that much? I mean, she was… what… eight or nine when Christy went to treatment?”

“Nine,” I confirmed. “But it was bad for a couple of years before that. It affected all of us, just in different ways.”

“I know, but— Sorry,” she said abruptly. “We can talk about something else.”

“No, it’s okay.”

Allie sat back and shook her head in mild disbelief. “I still can’t understand how she hid it all those years. I mean, I saw her almost every day, and I never realized…”

“She hid it from me too. That’s what alcoholics do.”

“I guess you’re right. I’m glad she’s better now, though.”

“Me too.”

“Sorry,” Allie repeated after a moment. “I didn’t mean to get so serious. Let’s talk about something else.”

“Sure. Anything in particular?”

“Yes, actually. How much would it cost to design a place like this? Just the house,” she added quickly. “I don’t think I can afford the rest.”

“Well,” I said slowly, “the design would be free. The rest depends on what you want. Why do you ask?”

“Long story. The short version is that I’m ready for something new.”

“Ah. Okay,” I said diplomatically. “Well, in that case…”

* * *

Mark called before the pizzas arrived. His clients had agreed to the lease and taken him for drinks.

“Now they’ve invited me to dinner,” he explained. “It’ll probably be late when we finish. Would you mind if McKenna spends the night?”

“Sure, no problem.”

“Thanks, man. I’ll pick her up tomorrow. Is ten o’clock too late?”

“That’s fine.”

“Leah wanted to talk to her tonight.”

“Have her call my cell,” I volunteered.

“Awesome. Thanks again, man. I owe you, big time.”

I heard a car door in the driveway at the same time as someone said something to Mark in the background.

“Hey, I’d better let you go,” he said. “Tell Mac I love her. And her mom’ll call before bed.”

“Will do.”

We said goodbye and hung up.

“Be right back,” I said to Allie. Then I called across the pool, “Girls! Pizza’s here!”

I went inside to grab my wallet and then headed out to the driveway through the door by the garage. The pizza delivery guy must have been new, because he was nowhere in sight. I skirted the landscaping and walked around the front of the house.

The main entry was the one thing I regretted about the design. It was literally my dream house, a Craftsman ultimate bungalow that looked amazing from the driveway and even better in the pages of Architectural Digest. The front door, however, was not my proudest achievement. In fact, it was a pain in the ass most of the time.

Like most people, we lived our lives around the kitchen, breakfast area, and living room, along with the patio and pool. They were technically the back of the house, but I thought of them as the front. The actual front of the house was a seldom-used guest bedroom, a sitting room, and the formal dining room. We only used it for holiday sit-down meals and the occasional birthday party. It was a project room the rest of the time, and I thought of it and the others as “the back” of the house.

Sure enough, the pizza guy was waiting at the front door. He looked annoyed and rang the doorbell again.

“Over here,” I called. He jumped in surprise, and I sighed to myself.

That was my other major regret about the house. It was deep in the woods and looked older than it was, so it looked like it belonged in a slasher film. Fortunately, I didn’t. I looked like what I was, a friendly suburban dad in a polo, shorts, and canvas deck shoes. Still, I approached with my wallet in view.

“How much do I owe you?”

He told me and then relaxed when I pulled out cash instead of a butcher knife.

“Sorry if I scared you.” I handed it over. (The cash, duh! Don’t slash your first victim until the cheerleader takes off her top. I thought everyone knew that. Right, moving along.) “It’s all good,” the guy said. He counted the money and frowned at the extra.

“Keep the change,” I said helpfully.

“Yo! Thanks, dawg.”

I chuckled to myself. I’d gone from would-be slasher to dawg in less than a minute.

“Next time come to the side door,” I said as we walked back to the driveway. I pointed it out when we reached his car.

“Sweet.”

“Thanks again,” I said. “Have a good one.”

“Yeah, peace out.”

I returned to the kitchen and set the stack of pizza boxes on the counter. Allie had already pulled out plates and napkins.

The girls wanted to eat inside and watch a movie, so we sent them into the living room. Emily turned on the TV, loaded Ice Age into the DVD player, and turned the volume up to eleven. Trip had specced the sound system, and I was pretty sure he’d been thinking in terms of Who concerts instead of suburban home theater.

“Do you wanna take ours outside?” I suggested to Allie.

She surveyed the scene in the living room. She loved her kids as much as I loved mine and McKenna, but five girls and three dogs made a lot of noise. Even Molly wasn’t immune to the girls’ energy. The animated squirrel added to the cacophony, and the subwoofer vibrated the entire room as the glacier in the movie cracked and began raining shards.

“God, yes!” Allie laughed over the din.

I signaled to Emily to turn the volume down. She glowered in true Christy fashion but jabbed the button. The sound came down to the heavy construction range. I gave her a measured look, and she aimed the remote like she was casting the Cruciatus Curse. I did my best not to grin as she glared at me instead of watching the volume level. It dropped to zero, and the other girls complained. Emily hastily returned the volume to a comfortable level.

“Much better,” I said. “Thank you.”

Allie and I retreated to the kitchen, and I gestured at the fridge.

“Sorry I can’t offer you wine or a cocktail—”

She twitched her eyebrows.

“—but we have an astonishing variety of juice, everything from pomegranate to açaí berry, whatever the hell that is.”

“It’s okay,” Allie chuckled. “I completely understand. I’m fine with Snapple.”

“We have a variety of that, too. Lemonade, kiwi strawberry, or cranberry raspberry? That’s what we have cold. We have more in the pantry, but I’m not sure what.”

“Cranberry, please,” she said. “Got to keep the plumbing in good order.”

“Oh, I’m sure it’s fine,” I chuckled.

Wouldn’t you like to know, the little head snickered.

Allie pursed her lips, and her eyes said the same thing.

“Oh, boy,” I added under my breath.

“What?” she teased. “Was it something I said?”

“Outside.” I gestured imperiously, part command, part request.

Allie grabbed the pizza box, plates, and napkins, and I followed with the drinks. The evening wasn’t any cooler than before, but at least it was quieter. Well, quieter in a relative sense.

The rhythmic song of frogs filled the air, along with the splash of the pool waterfall and the low growl of a passing speedboat. Our part of the lake was miles from the nearest public boat ramp, so it was probably one of our neighbors coming home.

Allie bent over the nearest chair and set the pizza box on the table. She was still wearing her towel around her waist, although she hadn’t covered her top with anything. I noticed her tan lines again.

“Why’d you decide to wear that suit?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

We settled into our chairs and scooted them in.

“You normally wear a two-piece,” I said.

She furrowed her brow. “How’d you—? Oh, my tan lines.”

“Yeah.”

“What about them?”

“Not that I’m complaining,” I said. “You look great, but… I think you’d look amazing in your regular suit too.”

She snorted in polite disagreement, so I made a point to admire her. She was tall and curvy, padded in all the right places without being plump. Most men (and quite a few women) noticed her D-cup chest and stopped there, but I thought her eyes were her most striking feature. They were a lagoon blue that turned to green at the iris.

Even more than her looks, she had a healthy attitude about sex. In a way, she reminded me of Susan. Allie wasn’t a widow, but she might as well have been. She even looked a bit like her. She was taller, bustier, and wider through the hips, but close enough that I noticed the similarities more than the differences. And I’d been attracted to women like her for as long as I could remember.

She opened the pizza box as an excuse to avoid my gaze. “I’m hungry all of a sudden.”

“Fair enough. Let’s eat.” My stomach agreed as soon as the aroma hit me.

We devoured half of the pizza before either of us came up for air. I’d eaten with her before but never alone, and she took the opportunity to steal a piece of pepperoni from my plate.

“I told you, I like meat.”

“Just pepperoni?”

“No, sausage too.”

“Lemme guess,” I chucked, “Italian?”

“I prefer American.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah. It’s the casing.”

“I’m sure,” I said dryly. “But we should probably change the subject.” Before my own sausage gets me in trouble.

Spoilsport.

I pasted on a smile and tried to ignore him. I was a grown man, not a horny teenager.

“You’re right,” Allie said, almost like she’d heard. “What should we talk about instead?”

“Why don’t we just enjoy the view.”

* * *

The sun had already disappeared behind the house, but its dying rays glowed in the treetops on the eastern edge of the clearing. The trees were just visible over the roof of Christy’s workshop, a hundred yards away. Off to the northeast, between the house and the pool house, the light created a natural chiaroscuro in the forest.

“The woods are lovely, dark and deep…,” I said.

Allie looked at me sideways. She had an English degree from Brandeis, and she knew the classics as well as I did. It was another thing we had in common.

“But you have promises to keep?”

“Something like that,” I agreed. “Although… it isn’t a snowy evening.”

“No.” She fell silent for a moment before she sighed in contentment. “This is nice.”

“Yeah, thanks. Our little slice of heaven.”

“Ken wanted to buy one of the lakefront lots…,” she mused. “Several years ago.”

“Why didn’t you? They were going for a good price back then.”

She shrugged. “Wrong time. Wrong reason. Wrong everything.”

“Mmm.”

Ken was her ex-husband, Filipino American, Catholic, and much older. He was a traditional male chauvinist, and I didn’t understand what Allie had seen in him. Christy certainly didn’t like him very much, and I took my cues from her.

I’d only met him a dozen times in the six years we’d known them. He was a hotel executive who traveled for work, so Allie was a single parent for all practical purposes. He’d shown up for holiday parties and the occasional backyard get-together, but I’d never seen him at a dance recital, birthday party, or anything else to do with his daughters.

“I don’t wanna talk about it,” Allie said. “Sorry I brought it up.”

“No need to apologize.”

She thanked me with a smile that had nothing to do with innuendo, sexual or otherwise. We were still friends, even if we flirted all the time. She sighed heavily and stared into the gathering gloom. I didn’t want her to sink into a funk, so I changed the subject.

“Do you wanna go for a swim?”

“Has it been thirty minutes?”

“That’s an old wives’ tale. Besides, I’ll save you if you get a cramp.” I punctuated it with a roguish grin, but she didn’t rise to the bait. “C’mon,” I said, friendly this time. “The water’s nice this time of night.”

I stood and checked on the girls through the glass in the doors. Emily gnawed on a pizza crust, but the others had finished, and they were all engrossed in the movie. Allie followed my gaze.

“They can’t see us. The glass acts like a mirror. Safety precaution,” I added.

Allie had known for years that we were swingers and nudists, although she’d never tried either. According to Christy, that was Ken’s influence more than any reluctance on her part.

Now’s the time to find out, the little head said, and for once I agreed with him.

“We don’t need to wear our suits…”

Allie pretended shock and switched to a drawl straight out of Gone with the Wind, “Why, Mr. Hughes… are you makin’ an immoral suggestion?”

“That comes later,” I joked. “Right now I’m just trying to get you naked.”

“Why, whatevah for?”

“Why do you think?”

“And what would your wife say?”

“Seriously? You know what she’d say.”

“Crap,” Allie said in her normal voice. “You’re right. She’s been trying to get me to try it for years.”

“Now’s the perfect time.”

“I…” She hesitated and then glanced toward the girls inside. “Maybe some other time.”

I hid my disappointment. “No problem. Just thought I’d ask.”

“You can do it if you want,” she said quickly. “I mean, it’s your house, after all.”

“Nah. It’s more fun if we do it together.”

She caught the hint but dismissed it with a laugh that didn’t sound convincing.

“Come on,” I said after a moment.

I slid behind her and felt her stiffen. I couldn’t tell if it was anxiety or desire, but it didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to force her. She exhaled softly when I kept going, relief or disappointment or something else entirely. Still, it didn’t matter.

I stopped at the lounge chairs in front of the master bedroom. I dropped my towel on one and felt Allie move close beside me. She unwrapped her own towel and laid it next to mine, half-on, half-off. I thought it might be a suggestion, especially when she didn’t move away immediately.

“Are you sure you don’t want to…?”

Her indecision was almost palpable, but then she shook her head. “No, sorry.”

“No problem.” I paused for a moment in case she changed her mind. She didn’t, so I turned, gave her a friendly smile, and walked down the steps. The water was still warm from the day, but at least ten degrees cooler than the air. Allie followed.

“Wow, this is nice.”

I sank up to my neck, turned, and moved backward so I could watch her. I had to admit that most men (and quite a few women) were right—her chest was nice. Oh, not in a Pamela Anderson way, but more like a real woman, a thirty-something MILF.

Allie waded toward me and then sank to her neck as well. I pushed off toward the deep end and kicked backward until the bottom dropped away. Then I rolled over and swam toward the waterfall and the little alcove with the submerged bench. It was deeper and wider than the swim-outs, and two people could sit comfortably, while the water cascaded over their shoulders. The sound didn’t drown out conversation entirely, but it made it almost impossible to overhear from more than a few feet away.

I slid onto the bench and slicked water out of my hair. Then I watched as Allie swam toward the deep end. She wasn’t a natural like Christy, but she was confident enough. She stopped and treaded water about five feet away.

“You aren’t angry, are you?”

“Why? That you wanted to wear your suit?” I shook my head. “Maybe a little disappointed, but not angry. I mean, it’s your body. You can show it to who you want. Or not.”

“It isn’t that,” she said. “I want to give it a try. It’s just that I…”

“You don’t have to explain.”

She nodded and fell silent before she glanced up hopefully. “D’you mind if I join you?”

I scooted to the side and made room. She lifted herself onto the bench and then closed her eyes as the water hit her shoulders. Her height was more in her legs, and her shoulders didn’t reach mine when we were sitting. I had a decent view of her cleavage, but I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. I gazed at the house instead.

“Did you design the pool too?” she asked.

“Mostly. The bench and waterfall were Christy’s suggestion.” For some reason I felt the urge to explain. “You know the camp we go to?”

“The nudist camp?”

“Yeah. There’s a lake there, an old quarry.”

“The one with the waterfall. Christy’s told me about it. That’s where you asked her to marry you, isn’t it?”

“Ah, so you do know. Yeah, that’s the place. Anyway, part of the rock wall sheared away and made this little bench.”

“And that’s what gave her the idea,” Allie finished.

“More or less. This one is a lot more comfortable, and the water isn’t as cold…”

“So you don’t have to worry about shrinkage?”

“Ha! No.”

“Not that you have much to worry about in the first place.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” I demurred. “I mean, the water’s pretty cold.”

“There. Not here.”

“No.”

“Is that why…?” She grinned at me sideways. “You know, earlier? Did the warm water… excite you?”

I raised an eyebrow and kept my thoughts to myself.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’ll behave.”

“Christy says the same thing.”

“Does she? Behave?”

“Not really.”

“So you won’t be surprised if I don’t either.”

“No, probably not.”

“Good.”

“Mmm.”

We fell silent and enjoyed the water as it splashed over our shoulders.

“This was a good idea,” Allie said at last. “And I’ll be honest, I’m not looking forward to going home.”

“You’re welcome to stay.”

“How—?” She cleared her throat. “I mean, how would that work?”

Some instinct told me to go for it.

“Well,” I said slowly, “McKenna’s already spending the night. The girls could have a slumber party in the living room. Or the pool house.”

“And where would I sleep?”

“The guest bedroom.” She furrowed her brow, so I explained, “Not the one over the garage. That’s for the girls and their friends. I mean the bedroom downstairs.” The one down the hall from the master bedroom.

Allie grew very still. Our arms and hips were almost touching, and I watched her out of the corner of my eye.

“I guess it depends,” I added.

“On what?”

“Whether you’re serious or not.”

“Serious? About what?”

“Spending the night.” I turned to look at her.

“I—” She cleared her throat again. “Sorry. I don’t know what you mean.”

I felt the moment slipping away, but I knew better than to try to force it. She wasn’t ready.

“That’s okay,” I said. “It was just a suggestion.”

We fell silent, and I could feel her wrestling with her conscience.

“I’ve made you angry again,” she said, very softly.

“No, not at all. Besides, this was my mistake.”

“What? How?”

I looked at her again. She met my eyes and moistened her lips, a nervous gesture instead of a come-on.

“I misread the signals,” I said after a pause. “Sorry. I thought we were flirting for real.”

“Oh. No. I—”

“That’s cool,” I said. “It was just friendly flirting. Like I said, I misread it. I apologize.”

“No, I—” She swallowed hard but then nodded. “You’re right. It was just friendly. Sorry. I shouldn’t’ve done it.”

“No! I like flirting with you. It’s fun. I just need to remember that it’s only banter, nothing more.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize. And don’t worry, it won’t happen again.” I gave her a moment to collect herself before I glanced at her. “I hope this doesn’t change our friendship. I’d hate to lose that.”

“Yes, absolutely! I thought I’d messed that up too.”

“No. It’s all good.”

“Oh, thank God.”

I gazed across the pool and into the lighted living room. I watched the girls’ rapt expressions and guessed that the movie was almost over.

“You’re still welcome to spend the night,” I said. “No strings attached. The girls can have their slumber party in the living room, and you can sleep in the pool house.” Alone.

“That’s tempting,” she said after a moment, “but we really shouldn’t.”

I knew better than to press her.

“Thank you,” she said, so quietly that I almost didn’t hear it.

“Well, let me at least offer you some ice cream before you go.”

“What? Ice cream?”

“Yeah. So you can cool off before you have to go home to a house without air conditioning. I’m sure the girls would like it too.”

She followed my gaze across the pool and realized I was trying to make things normal again.

“Sure, let’s— I mean… that’d be nice.” She forced a smile. “Thank you.”

“That’s what friends are for.”

Stupid friends, the little head grumped.







Chapter 3 


Allie told her daughters to get ready to leave after they finished their ice cream. Unfortunately, my own daughters had been drilled since birth to be polite, so I probably shouldn’t have been surprised when Susie spoke up.

“But… it’s so hot at their house. Why can’t they spend the night here?”

For a moment Allie thought I’d put her up to it, although she calmed down when she saw that I was just as surprised (and annoyed) as she was. She thanked us for the offer but said they couldn’t stay, and I immediately backed her up. Madison and Carly weren’t having it. They complained until Allie lost her temper.

“Get in the car,” she snapped. “Now! Go.”

They gathered their things and left in a cloud of childish resentment. I followed them out to the car and waited until the girls had closed their doors. Allie turned to face me, keys in hand.

“Sorry about that,” I said lamely. “I should’ve said something sooner. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”

“Don’t worry about it.” She gave me a smile that was only a shade warmer than her eyes. Then she climbed into the SUV, and I closed the door behind her. At least she waved goodbye before she pulled away. I returned it with a smile that I didn’t feel either. In reality, I was pretty sure I’d screwed up, big time.

Back inside, Susie, Emily, and McKenna were still scratching their heads over what had just happened, although they shrugged it off with the speed of innocents. Then they decided to move their slumber party to the pool house. They’d done it before, so I wasn’t worried. Besides, they’d have the dogs with them.

Spike and Buck weren’t the best guard dogs in the world, but they’d investigate anything unusual and make a racket in the process. Molly, on the other hand, would literally die before she’d let anything happen to Emily.

The girls gathered blankets, pillows, stuffed animals, DVDs, and snacks. The dogs followed eagerly from room to room. Then, with arms full and tails a-wagging, they noisily decamped to the pool house for the night.

* * *

I returned to the main house through the kitchen and turned off lights on my way to the bedroom, where I stripped off my shirt and shorts. I was just about to turn on the shower when my cell phone buzzed. I’d forgotten about it completely in the excitement of the past hour.

It buzzed again, and the little screen showed the voicemail icon next to the caller ID. I flipped it open before the current call went to voicemail too.

“Hey, Little Bit,” I said. “How’re you?”

“Grumpy. Tired. Hungry. Again. Ugh!”

I sat on the bench at the end of the bed. “You wanna talk about it?”

“Not really.” Then she did anyway. “Why do we let Lauren live?”

Lauren, not Laurie. So it had been one of those days.

“Because she’s our daughter,” I said, “and we love her?”

“I’m not so sure. I don’t like her very much right now.”

“The usual?”

“Hold on,” she said with one of her leaps, “who were you talking to earlier?”

“Ah, so you’re the voicemail?”

“I called, like, a dozen times—”

I mentally adjusted for Christy-math and revised the calls down to, like, three or four.

“—but it went to voicemail every time.”

“Sorry about that,” I said. “I left my phone on the patio when the pizza got here. And then McKenna was talking to Leah after that.”

“Oh,” Christy said, pacified if not exactly satisfied. “Okay. Well, you can ignore them. The voicemails, I mean. Anyway, where was I? Oh, right. Your daughter.”

“So… she’s my daughter now?” I suppressed a grin, but she heard it anyway.

“Funny, ha ha, Mr. Daddy’s Girl. That’s all I heard tonight. ‘Dad does this…’ and ‘Dad does that…’ According to her, I can’t do anything right. I swear, Paul… One of these days she’s going to have a daughter of her own, and then she’ll see!”

“Probably,” I agreed. “Was it just the usual huffs and eye-rolls?”

“Of course. Only, now she’s started to ignore me when I tell her something she doesn’t like.”

I didn’t point out where she’d learned that annoying little habit. Christy’s headstrong chickens were definitely coming home to roost.

“Mmm,” I said instead. “You want me to talk to her?”

“No. She’s asleep, thank goodness. Missy too. Almost as soon as we came home after dinner.”

“Worn out?”

“Of course. I told her she could call you in the morning, before we head to the pool.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said. “Is that the only reason you’re grumpy?”

“Isn’t it enough?” she shot back. “I can’t believe I wanted children in the first place. And now I want more? Ugh. I swear, Paul, sometimes I think I’m crazy.” She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Her mood went from feisty to glum. “Maybe this time I’ll get it right.”

“You got it right the first time. The first three times.”

“No. No, I didn’t. Laurie doesn’t trust me, Emily does everything on her own, and Susie might as well be your child.”

“That isn’t true and you know it.”

“I suppose. But I really messed things up when I was drinking. I’m trying to make amends, but…” She took another slow, calming breath. “It’s just so difficult.”

“No one ever said being a parent was easy.”

“I know. Only, I want at least one child who loves me.”

“You have three.”

“You know what I mean. Yeah, I know,” she added before I could reply, “we’ll talk about it next week.”

I decided to change the subject. “How was camp today?”

Christy brightened immediately. She wasn’t very happy with Laurie at the moment, but her pride hadn’t suffered a bit.

“Good. No, great! Laurie even started having fun. When she wasn’t annoyed with me, I mean.”

“How are the instructors?”

“Oh my gosh, they’re amazing. Two Olympic medalists and a coach from the US National team.”

“Wow!”

“Mmm. That’s why Wren wanted to come here instead of the other camps. The coaches are a lot better. The other girls, too. Some of them are really fast, especially the older ones. Two have scholarships already, to Duke and UNC. Laurie figured it out pretty quick, and she’s already started to push herself.”

“That’s awesome. But be careful,” I cautioned. “You know how she is. She’ll do the opposite if she thinks you want something.”

“I know. But Wren and I have a plan. Laurie will do anything for her, so I’m going to fade into the background.”

“Are you okay with that?”

“No,” she said immediately, “but I want what’s best for Laurie. Besides, I think she finally understands what I’ve been trying to tell her. What it’s like to be a little fish in a big pond, I mean. She’s used to winning easily, and she doesn’t like it when she doesn’t.”

Wren’s voice sounded in the background, “I bought ice cream and Chex Mix. Which—?”

“Oh my gosh, ice cream,” Christy said. “Yum! Gimme. No, the other one, the drumstick.”

“Who’re you—? Never mind.” Wren raised her voice, “Hey, Paul! I’m taking care of her, don’t worry.”

“Tell her thanks,” I chuckled, and Christy repeated it as she tore open the drumstick wrapper.

“Thank you, my love. This is perfect, exactly what I wanted.” She continued with barely a pause after she’d taken a bite. “Okay, Mr. Voicemail, you’ve heard about my day. How was yours? Did you have fun at the party? It’s been, like, a million years since I told you.”

“I know what you mean. Anyway, the party was fine. We…”

She ate her ice cream while I gave her a rundown of everything that had happened since our last phone call.

“Hold on,” she said when I finished, “why didn’t you ask her to spend the night?”

“Who?” Wren demanded from the background.

“Allie.”

“Oh, brother.” Wren raised her voice again, “That was quick! We haven’t even been gone a whole day. Did you at least get lucky?”

“No,” I said, more disgusted than I realized.

“Hush, Wren. Sorry,” Christy said to me. “What happened?”

“Nothing. I just read the signals wrong. She was flirting for fun. She wasn’t serious.”

“Maybe while she was still married,” Christy insisted, “but that was because of Ken. She’s been pretty serious since they separated. She tries to hide it, but I can tell.”

“I don’t know what to tell you,” I disagreed mildly. “I invited her to spend the night. I even gave her the option to pretend it was just a sleepover for the girls. She declined.” Firmly.

“Hmm. She must’ve panicked. She knows about us. Our relationship, I mean. I even told her she’s welcome to borrow you.”

“Borrow me?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Wish you’d mentioned it to me,” I grumbled.

“Paul, dear…”

“I know,” I sighed. “It’s what you do.”

“Yes. Besides, she hasn’t slept with anyone since Ken. It wasn’t very good even before they split. She has toys, but it isn’t the same. She needs a penis, Paul.”

“You oughta let me try,” Wren said in the background.

Christy sighed. “Wren, please… this is serious.”

“I know! I can totally turn her. I’ll add her to my collection.”

“She’s a person, Wren,” Christy said, “not a trophy.”

I couldn’t help but smile. I’d said the same thing to Trip, countless times. But he had matured, while Wren had regressed. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same.

“Don’t worry,” Christy told her, “Paul can do it.”

“Yeah, but who’s gonna do me?” Wren play-whined.

“Later. I told you. Now… if you don’t mind?” She paused before she returned to me. “Maybe you can try again tomorrow?”

“We’ll see,” I said noncommittally.

“Her air conditioner won’t be fixed till Monday, will it? So, invite her to the pool to hang out.”

“We’ll see,” I repeated. Christy called me Mr. Positive, but I wasn’t so sure this time. I knew a no when I heard it, and Allie had given me a hard one.

The little head did his Beavis and Butt-head impression, Hehe, hehe, she gave you a hard one.

“Oh my gosh,” Christy laughed. “I totally heard that! What did he say?”

I sighed.

“Something about a hard-on?” she guessed.

“Am I really that predictable?”

“No,” she said with a smile in her voice, “but he is.”

“You can say that again.”

“No, but he is.”

I ignored her teasing. “Anyway, I love you—”

“I love you too.”

“—and I’ll put my phone on the charger by the bed.”

“Okay. I’ll give Laurie mine before breakfast. Then maybe she won’t be so rude. I swear, Paul… One day…”

I chuckled and smiled. “I know. Anyway, I’d better let you get some sleep.”

“Or something,” she agreed, and Wren whooped in the background. “Oh, boy,” Christy sighed. “She’s turning into a teenager again. I swear. Anyway… where were we?”

“Saying goodnight.”

“Right. I love you. Sleep well. And tell Mr. Big I said hello.”

“I love you too,” I said. “G’night.”

“Goodnight.”

I closed the phone and ended the call.

“Christy says hello,” I said to the little head. “But it looks like it’s just you and Rosy tonight.”

And whose fault is that?

Not mine, I shot back.

Uh-huh. Whatever. Now, do you wanna do it in the shower for old time’s sake or in bed like a lonely bachelor?

I decided to call his bluff. Or not at all. I mean, if—

No! No! I didn’t mean it. I swear. The shower, in bed, whatever you want. We can even put in a sex tape.

I sighed. Forty years old and still jerking off.

At least the porn’s better. I mean, home movies… who doesn’t love those?

True. Speaking of which…

Yes!

* * *

My days of early morning runs were a thing of the past. I wasn’t a twenty-something anymore, or even a thirty-something. These days I did yoga instead of full-contact martial arts, and I occasionally reminded myself that getting older meant wiser too. That was the theory, at least. Sometimes I even believed it.

In any event, I didn’t get up early for workouts anymore, and especially not on a Sunday. So I was sound asleep when Laurie called at six thirty. Still, I answered on the third ring and came awake fairly quickly.

Laurie chattered about her instructors, the girls in her age group, and even the pool. Her comments mostly amounted to, “Oh my gosh, Dad, they’re so cool,” while mine were fatherly encouragement.

“Hey,” I said before we wrapped up, “do me a favor. Be nice to your mom. She’s spending a lot of time and money for your benefit.”

“I know.”

“I’m serious,” I said. “You might not know this, but she paid for this trip herself, with her own money.”

“What? I thought… I mean…”

“I offered to pay for it, but she wanted to do it herself. She wanted to go with you, too,” I added. “She didn’t need to. You could’ve gone by yourself with Wren and Missy.”

“Why? Did she come with us, I mean.”

“Why do you think? She loves you and she’s proud of you.”

“I know.”

“Then maybe you should act like it?” I suggested.

She fell silent, surly this time.

“Lauren…”

“Fine,” she huffed, “whatever.”

“Lemme give you a piece of advice,” I said patiently. “You won’t listen now, but you’ll remember it in five or ten years and have an aha moment. Trust me, I still do it.”

“Do what?”

“Remember things my dad told me when I was your age. He was right about most of them, but it took me a while to realize it. Anyway, the advice… Your mom and I don’t treat you a certain way and then hope you’ll act like it. It’s the other way around. So, if you want us to treat you like a grown-up…”

She sighed in resignation. “I’m supposed to act like it?”

“Yep.”

“Unh! That isn’t fair.”

“Maybe, maybe not. But think about this… Have you ever won a trophy before you swam in the race?”

“No,” she sulked.

“Exactly. The race comes first. Then the recognition. That’s the way the world works. You’ll figure it out. Hopefully sooner than I did.”

“I suppose.”

“You will,” I said. “I have faith in you. And I love you.”

“I love you too, Dad.”

“I’m serious, though… be nice to your mom.”

“I’ll try.”

“Ah-ah,” I corrected. “Do or do not. There is no try.”

The girls had all grown up watching the original Star Wars movies with me, so Laurie knew exactly what I was talking about.

“Yoda? Seriously?”

I did a passable impression, “Good advice it is.”

She laughed, which was what I’d wanted.

“Okay,” she said. “I will.”

“Thank you.”

We talked for a moment longer and then said goodbye.

I thought about going back to sleep—it was Sunday, after all—but I was too awake. I decided to go for a swim instead. I rolled out of bed and felt a guilty sense of relief that Allie and her girls hadn’t spent the night, since I didn’t need to bother with a suit. The air was already warm and sticky when I stepped onto the patio, but the water felt nice.

Emily and Molly emerged from the pool house a little while later. I wiped my eyes and slicked the water out of my hair.

“Good morning, Froggy,” I said.

She was wearing a Naval Academy T-shirt that Rich had given her. Christy and I slept in the nude, but we wanted the girls to sleep in nightshirts or pajamas, at least until they were Laurie’s age. Then they could decide for themselves.

Emily rubbed an eye and brushed back her sleep-tousled hair. It had already started to lighten from its normal blonde. It would be the color of flax by the end of the summer, and her skin would turn a rich honey-brown, even if she wore sunscreen. (Christy and the older girls used it to prevent skin cancer. Susie and I used SPF 1,000 to prevent third-degree lobster jokes. Sometimes I really hated my pale ancestors. But I digress.) “Care to join me?” I offered.

“Do I have to wear a suit?”

“I’m not.”

She took off her shirt and laid it neatly on a lounge chair. Then she skinned off her panties and tossed them on top of her shirt.

“Come on, Mols.” The dog obediently joined her and splashed down the steps. Emily gasped, “Oh my gosh, it’s cold!”

“Eh, you get used to it.”

“I know. At least it’s not as cold as the lake. At camp, I mean. But you’re sort of ready for it there.”

Emily waded toward me, while Molly dog-paddled confidently beside her. The girl wasn’t much bigger than the dog, and the water came to just below her chest.

“Hey, Dad…?” she said.

Molly paddled over and checked me out, just to be sure. I could’ve been a stranger with a full-body disguise, after all. I smelled like me, so she circled back to Emily.

“Hey, Dad,” she repeated, “I was thinking… Do you think we could invite Madison and Carly to camp?”

My eyebrows rose a notch. “What do you mean?”

“Only that I was talking to her yesterday. Madison, I mean. She asked what we were doing after dance camp, and I told her. She said it sounds fun.”

“I don’t think so,” I said automatically.

“Why not? She said her mom goes nude around the house sometimes, especially now that her dad isn’t there.”

“It’s a bit more complicated than that,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because they aren’t nudists.”

“Madison wants to try, though. Carly too. They said so. Yesterday, I mean. Only, not just yesterday. We’ve talked about it before. You said it was okay, remember?”

“I remember,” I said calmly. We normally didn’t tell other people we were nudists, but Allie and her girls were an exception.

“So… can we?” Emily pressed. “Invite them, I mean.”

“We’ll see.”

She huffed. “That’s what you always say, ‘We’ll see,’ when you really mean, ‘No.’” She had a point.

“Tell you what,” I said, “I’ll talk to Madison’s mom and see what she thinks. No promises,” I stressed. “I meant what I said, it’s a bit more complicated, especially for grown-ups.”

“Why? Sex stuff?”

My eyes didn’t quite pop out of my head, but they certainly tried.

“’Cause I know all about it,” Emily continued with child-like confidence.

I kept my expression neutral. “Oh, you do? Okay.”

“Yeah. I know it’s what grown-ups do. Normally, I mean. When they’re naked.”

“Sometimes,” I agreed, “but not always. I mean, your mom and I are nude all the time. The same with our friends. Sometimes we just like to hang out that way.”

“Yeah, but that’s ’cause we’re nudists. I’m talking about being naked. I know all about it. We learned in Health and Wellness. The sex stuff, I mean, and why it’s complicated.”

I knew better than to step on that little land mine, especially with my eleven-year-old daughter.

“But Madison’s mom’s cool,” she continued. “I don’t think she’d mind. Being nude, I mean, especially around us.”

I couldn’t argue with her logic.

“So… you’ll ask her? About camp?”

“We’ll see—” I gave her a sheepish grin, and she rewarded me with a smug one. “I’ll talk to her,” I said instead. “No promises, though. And I don’t want to hear any whining if she says no. Okay?”

“Okay. Thanks, Dad.” She thought of something and changed the subject. “Do you think we can have pancakes for breakfast? Banana ones like Grandpa makes? With strawberries and bacon?”

Just to be clear, it was turkey bacon. None of the girls ate beef or pork, and Laurie claimed to be a vegetarian. In her case it had started as teenage rebellion against her mother, but lately I wasn’t so sure. Her last science fair project had been about industrial farming. Since then she’d lost her appetite for anything raised on land. I’d seen her project, and I couldn’t really blame her.

Fortunately, Emily’s metabolism couldn’t afford to be picky.

“Sure,” I said, “I think we can manage that.”

“Oh, and maybe some scrambled eggs,” she added thoughtfully. “Cheesy ones.”

“Good idea.”

“Yeah. I think I wanna be 5’3”. Just to be sure.”

* * *

My cell phone rang almost as soon as Mark left with McKenna after breakfast. At first I thought they’d forgotten something, but then I saw the caller ID.

“Hello?”

“Hey,” Allie said. “How’re you?”

“I’m fine. And you?”

We made small talk for a moment before she came to the point.

“I want to apologize for last night.”

“What? Why?”

“The way I handled things,” she said. “I was annoyed at the girls, not you.”

“I kinda figured. Besides, you don’t need to explain.”

“I know, but I wanted you to know.”

“That’s cool.” I had a thought and chuckled at the way my mind worked. Maybe I was more like Christy than I wanted to admit. “Speaking of cool…,” I continued, “do you have plans today?”

“Not really,” Allie said. “Why?”

“You’re welcome to come over and hang out.”

“We couldn’t,” she said automatically.

“Why not?”

“We don’t want to wear out our welcome. And I’m sure you have things to do.”

“Not really,” I said. “And you’re welcome any time. Besides, it’s supposed to be even hotter today. I know you have to be miserable without air conditioning.”

“Last night was awful,” she admitted.

“Did you sleep at all?”

“Not really.”

I chuckled. “You can take a nap in the pool house if you want.”

“That’s tempting.”

I could join you, the little head said in his bedroom voice.

Will you stop! She isn’t interested.

“Come on over,” I said aloud. “The girls can hang out, and you can cool off.”

“If you’re sure…?”

“I’m sure. Any time.”

“Is right now too soon?” she laughed.

“Nope. I’ll tell the girls. See you when you get here.”







Chapter 4 


I grinned to myself when the driveway alarm beeped twenty minutes later. Allie must have left almost as soon as we’d hung up. I yelled upstairs to the girls and then headed out to greet them.

I’m telling you, the little head insisted, that’s why she called. She wanted you to invite her over.

I couldn’t argue, but I didn’t want to get my hopes up, either.

The little head was an eternal optimist. She totally wants it, man. She wants us!

You realize there’s no such thing as “us,” right? We’re the same person.

No, you’re the person, he said pedantically. I’m a talking penis, a figment of your imagination. Dumbass.

“Ha!”

Allie stopped with one foot on the ground and the other still in the car. Her smile faded to uncertainty.

“Sorry,” I said quickly. “Random thought. Never mind.”

She couldn’t read me as well as Christy, but my sheepish expression was enough. She figured out who I’d been talking to, and her smile returned, wry this time.

Car doors slammed on the other side, and Madison and Carly appeared.

I smiled a greeting and hooked a thumb at the house. “The girls are upstairs. Go on in.”

“Thanks, Mr. H.” They disappeared inside.

“Pop the back,” I said to Allie. “I’ll grab your stuff.”

She did, and she’d brought her laptop bag in addition to her usual pool bag.

“In case you need to work,” she explained. “Then I can get some work done too.”

“You probably won’t need it. I’m on vacation. Besides, it’s Sunday.” Still, I slung the laptop bag over my shoulder, grabbed the pool bag, and closed the lift gate with my free hand. Allie frowned when I faced her again.

“Sorry, I was just thinking about your work,” I said.

“What about it?”

“You only need a laptop. I always pictured you with a big pile of manuscripts or something.”

She laughed in relief. “A slush pile? No, not me. I’m all electronic these days, emails and Word documents.”

“Oh, okay.”

“I thought you had to work, though. You have a board meeting, right? For your big foundation?”

“Yeah, but it’s mostly reading. Scholarship applications, grant requests, that sort of thing.”

“Ah, okay.”

I opened the door to the house and gestured for her to precede me. I could already feel the sweat trickling down the small of my back, just from a few minutes outside, so the air conditioning was a welcome relief.

“Oh, God, thank you,” Allie said as we walked through the living room and toward the kitchen. She wore her hair in a loose French twist that kept it off her neck. It was her go-to look, especially in the summer. “We were blasting the A/C on the way over,” she continued, “but it still wasn’t enough. This is nice.”

“Environmental control,” I quipped. “One of my specialties.”

She gave me a curious look.

“Inside joke,” I said. “Long story.” And I still have the radio.

“You’ll have to tell me sometime,” Allie said. “I love a good story.”

“I dunno if this one’s any good,” I demurred.

“Ooh, now I’m intrigued.”

I set the laptop bag on the breakfast table and slid the larger bag into a chair. It was bulkier than usual, probably because she’d brought dry clothes for later. Madison and Carly had arrived in their swimsuits and shorts, and I realized that Allie had done the same. She wore a patterned cotton shirt and khaki mom shorts over her one-piece from the day before.

I started to answer her about the radio story, but a fight broke out between Thor and the Jötnar on the floor above us. The skirmish thundered down the stairs a moment later. Four girls burst into the room, followed by a pack of dogs. So, not the giants after all.

The kitchen suddenly felt crowded, especially when Spike and Buck barged through the group with tails a-wagging. Molly was almost as excited but more singled-minded about it. She sniffed Allie and then greeted her affectionately.

I wondered (not for the first time) why I’d thought three Labs had been a good idea. And all at once? Why not a small breed? Or a cat? Or fish! They were quiet, weren’t they? Fortunately, Emily piped up before I had time to question my other life decisions. Unfortunately, Emily was Emily.

“Hey, Dad… have you talked to her yet?”

Allie realized she was talking about her, but Spike got her attention in typical Spike fashion—he stuck his nose in her crotch.

Can’t fault him for his taste, I chuckled silently. Allie even rewarded him with a pat on the head. Note to self…

“Dad…? Dad…! Have you—?”

“No, not yet,” I said.

Emily gave me a pointed look that was straight out of her mother’s playbook. And, big surprise, she’d already been maneuvering behind the scenes.

“Can we, Mom?” Madison begged. “Please.”

Carly chimed in, “Yeah, please.”

“What’re you talking about?” Allie bent over to greet Buck. He was so excited that his tail thwacked my leg. Repeatedly. Allie scratched his ears and looked up at me for an explanation.

“The girls wanna go swimming…,” I began, but Emily couldn’t wait for me to finish.

“And we don’t wanna wear suits.”

Allie straightened, and her brows rose in surprise when her own daughters nodded emphatically.

“C’mon, Mom, please,” Madison begged. “You said we could.”

“I don’t know…” Allie deliberately didn’t look at me, but I felt the weight of her attention. “I mean, now isn’t the time—”

The girls exploded with a chorus of complaints.

“Why not?”

“You always say that!”

“Unh, Dad! You said!”

“Aw, c’mon, please!”

Spike and Buck barked encouragement, and the girls yelled even louder.

“Hey!” I shouted over the racket. “Everyone, settle down!”

Buck’s rump landed on my foot like he was back in obedience school. Spike stopped barking too, although he thought it was a new game. Fortunately, he and I had settled the question of who was the real alpha in the family. He took one look at me and immediately lowered his eyes. Molly watched the whole thing with mild amusement.

The humans fell silent as well, although Emily bristled with indignation, all seventy-five pounds of her. I tried to warn her, but she came from a long line of headstrong women.

“Unh! You said!”

“I know what I said,” I replied coolly.

“Then why can’t we—?”

“Because it’s complicated.”

“Ugh! No fair!”

I inhaled slowly and exhaled with exaggerated patience, for Emily’s benefit more than my temper’s. She’d pushed me about as far as she could without consequences. She could push harder in private, but she knew better than to do it in front of others. She and I had settled that question the same way Spike and I had, and with the same results. I was the dad, end of discussion.

“I said I’d talk to her, and I will,” I said. “But I’m not going to do it in front of you.”

Allie was made of softer stuff. “It’s okay.”

Emily saw her opening and pounced. “Dad said we don’t have to wear—”

“That isn’t what I said!” I bit back the rest. I wasn’t going to argue with an eleven-year-old.

“Tell me what you want,” Allie said reasonably, “and we’ll talk about it.”

Madison spoke up, “We don’t wanna wear our suits. You said we could try.”

“Yeah,” Carly echoed, “you said.”

Emily simply didn’t know when to quit. “And Dad said—”

“I said we’d talk about it!”

“Okay, okay,” Allie soothed. “Everyone… just calm down.”

Emily and I traded glares, even though I knew better. (For the record, I loved all my daughters, but I wouldn’t have been upset if one of them joined a convent, preferably soon, and definitely before her twelfth birthday.) If she actually makes it that far, I grumbled to myself.

Allie read me perfectly and did her best not to smile. That was enough to break the tension between Emily and me, and we both relaxed ever so slightly.

“Do you really wanna do this?” Allie asked her daughters.

“We don’t see what the big deal is,” Madison said.

“Yeah. What’s the big deal?” Carly agreed. “It’s just us.”

“Besides, it’s natural,” Emily interjected.

Susie nodded.

The dogs watched the whole thing like spectators at a soccer match. Their heads swung to each new speaker and waited for one of us to score.

“I think it’s probably okay,” Allie said, “but your dad’s right, we need to talk about it first.” She stopped Emily with a look. “You need to respect that. Okay?”

Emily would have argued if I’d said it, but she was too polite to face off with Allie. Well, almost.

“Ugh, fine.”

I cleared my throat with a warning.

“Sorry! I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” She turned to Allie. “I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“That’s okay,” Allie said. “Sometimes I get upset too, especially when things don’t go my way. Isn’t that right, Maddy? Like the air conditioner yesterday?”

“I thought you were gonna break something after you talked to Dad.”

“I wanted to,” Allie admitted, “but it wouldn’t’ve done any good.” She looked at Emily. “Like now, with your dad. Arguing won’t help. As a matter of fact, it’ll probably make things worse.”

“I know,” Emily said. “I’m sorry. Only—” She caught herself and looked chagrined. I decided to meet her halfway.

“Tell you what…,” I said. “Why don’t you all go swimming. In your suits, just for now. Allie and I will talk. We’ll let you know what we decide. Before lunch.” I glanced at Allie for confirmation.

“Right,” she agreed. “But you have to respect our decision, okay?”

All four girls nodded, although it had really been directed at Emily.

“Run upstairs,” I told her. “Get your suit.”

“You can wear one of mine if you want,” Susie said. “Maybe the two-piece with the boy shorts?”

“The green one?”

Susie nodded, and Emily brightened immediately. She loved anything green.

“C’mon,” Susie said. “I’ll get it for you.”

* * *

“Thanks for backing me up,” I said after the girls had gone upstairs.

Allie nodded. “Crisis averted.”

“More like deferred.”

“Yeah, the girls’ve been bugging me about it for a while.”

“Sorry about that. Emily can be…”

“Just like her mom. It’s okay. I know how Christy works.”

“Yeah.”

“She’s been trying to get me to try it since Ken left.”

“He was the reason you didn’t before, right?”

“He was the reason I didn’t do lots of things.”

I shot her a sideways look. “Maybe one day I’ll figure out the attraction between you two. I mean… Catholic conservative meets Jewish liberal? How does that work?”

“We’re both lapsed.”

“I know. And I get it, opposites attract, but that’s a fairly wide gap. I’m sure you had other things in common, but… I mean… I never saw it, whatever it was.”

She shrugged. “It was complicated. And… it was better in the beginning.”

“People change.”

“Ken didn’t. That was part of the problem. Anyway, I don’t wanna talk about it.”

“No problem.”

We fell silent and listened to the sounds of the girls upstairs. Madison was the only one even close to a hundred pounds, but they made enough noise for a herd of elephants.

Or giants. I chuckled to myself.

“Yeah, I know,” Allie agreed. “I don’t remember being that loud when I was a girl.”

“I probably was, but I don’t remember either. I was pretty clueless.” I thought back and shrugged. “About lots of things.”

“At least you got a clue. Some guys never do.”

I glanced at her again but decided not to ask.

“Thanks.”

“Mmm.”

We waited in silence until the girls came downstairs. They were slightly quieter this time, although Spike and Buck circled eagerly when they stopped in the kitchen. Molly sank to her haunches and waited.

Emily wore the green two-piece, and Susie had changed into a purple and teal one-piece. Madison and Carly had left their shorts and shoes upstairs and wore their suits from the day before.

“Thank you, girls,” I told them.

Emily smiled with resignation more than enthusiasm, but at least she smiled.

“Are you coming with us?” Susie asked.

“We’ll be out in a bit,” I said automatically, and Allie nodded agreement.

“Okay.”

“Don’t forget sunscreen,” I added.

“You too,” Allie told her girls. “It’s in the bag with your towels.”

Emily headed toward the patio door with Molly at her side, and the other girls followed. Spike and Buck scrabbled to catch up. The girls left the door open, of course, and I was about to yell after them when Susie ran back.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t—!”

She slammed the door with the force of a hurricane. I had to give my eardrums a moment to recover.

“You know,” I said at last, “I always thought it’d be better with girls instead of boys. They wouldn’t be so loud, I thought. They wouldn’t break things. They wouldn’t make a mess. Ha! Silly me.”

“No kidding,” Allie laughed.

“At least they’re well-behaved.”

“To a point.”

“Mmm.”

We watched through the windows as the girls coated their arms and legs with sunscreen. Emily didn’t, but I wasn’t worried about her. Instead, she helped Susie do her back, while Madison and Carly did the same for each other.

“And helpful,” I added.

“Heathens one minute, civilized the next,” Allie agreed.

They tossed the bottles of sunscreen on the table, and both of them fell over. I had visions of sunscreen oozing onto the wood—it was teak!—but all four girls raced away without a second thought. The dogs followed and leapt into the water with wild abandon, even Molly.

I sighed. I was turning into my parents. In fact, my mother had once said that they’d waited until Erin and I had moved out before they’d bought nice things. My own children were just as careless, thoughtless, and destructive as I’d been.

I brooded for a moment before I reminded myself that it was just stuff, and we could buy more. Then I adjusted my attitude, like I always did. I heard Christy’s voice in my head, Thank you, Mr. Positive.

Mmm. Harumph, harumph.

Allie was smiling at me, which improved my mood a thousand percent.

“Can I offer you something to drink?” I asked.

“Cranberry Snapple?”

“Have to keep the plumbing clean.”

“Oh, it’s clean. That isn’t the problem.”

I shot her a look.

“Yeah, sorry,” she admitted, “we’re flirting again.”

“That’s cool. As long as it’s just friendly.”

“It is.”

I handed her the Snapple and opened one for myself, a lemonade. We drank in silence and watched the mayhem in the pool. I pointedly ignored the sunscreen bottles and focused on the girls instead. They were having fun, and we couldn’t buy that.

“Thanks again for inviting us,” Allie said.

“My pleasure.”

“And I guess we should talk about the swimsuit thing.”

“We don’t have to if you don’t want to,” I said. “I mean, I’m fine telling the girls they need to wear them. We do it all the time when we have company who aren’t nudists.”

“No, that isn’t fair. Besides, it’s your house.”

“Well, yes,” I agreed, “but you’re our guests. So we’ll do what makes you happy.”

She gave me a sideways look that I couldn’t interpret. Regret? Annoyance? Desire?

“No,” she said at last. “The girls’ll keep bugging me. Besides, it isn’t a big deal.” She gestured at the yard and the forest beyond. We could see the lake through the trees, but only in a few places, and only because the sun scattered off the waves in pinprick flashes.

“I mean, no one can see,” Allie finished.

“No. That’s why we built here, the privacy.”

“It’s nice.” She paused and watched the girls for a moment. “I don’t want them to be ashamed of their bodies. I mean, not like I was.”

“I think we all were,” I said.

“But it’s worse for girls, especially when they start developing. They become women all of a sudden.”

“Only they aren’t,” I agreed.

We’d had this discussion before, several times, in fact. The last one had been recent, too, back in May, when I’d hired a new group of summer interns. I’d chosen four young women, third- and fourth-year architecture students from around the state. I wanted them to start their careers at a company that valued them as architects, not as token hires or ornaments to some executive’s vanity. In spite of that, I had few illusions about their maturity. They might look like women, at least on the outside, but they were still girls on the inside.

Whereas Allie…

I inhaled slowly and kept my libido in check. She wasn’t interested either. She’d made it clear, and I needed to respect it.

She must have been thinking the same thing. “Sorry, I…”

“No need to apologize,” I said evenly.

“Yeah. Thanks.”

“Anyway… back to the original question. Do we want to let the girls be nudists?”

“I think it’s probably okay, but I’ll support whatever you decide.”

“It’s up to you,” I countered. “I mean, they’re your daughters. Mine grew up with it, so it’s no big deal to them.”

“No, you decide. It’s your house.”

“Okay,” I said slowly. Part of me wanted to err on the side of caution. But part of me—

Me, me, me!

—wanted to see Allie without her swimsuit.

“I think it’s okay,” I said at last. “But… what about you?”

She feigned ignorance. “What about me?”

“Your suit. You should set an example. For the girls.”

“Oh, is that it?” she laughed.

“Of course!”

“You just wanna get me naked.”

“Duh. I even said so.”

“What about you?” she shot back.

“I’ll take off mine right now.” I flipped up the hem of my T-shirt and grabbed the shorts’ drawstring. Allie pursed her lips in anticipation, so I decided to tease her instead. “Well…?”

“Go ahead.”

“And what about you?”

She clearly wanted to, but something stopped her. “I… don’t think so,” she said at last.

I hid my disappointment. “That’s okay.”

“Sorry. I hope you aren’t upset.”

“Nope,” I lied. “I told you, it’s your body.”

“Thank you.”

“Let’s go ahead and tell the girls, though.” At least we can make them happy.

* * *

The girls stripped as soon as we told them. I wasn’t surprised at mine, but Allie’s didn’t even hesitate. All of a sudden I realized that they’d tried it before, probably during a sleepover, and maybe more than once. I glanced at Allie and watched her come to the same conclusion.

Emily drew us back to the present. Her swimsuit landed on the side of the pool with a soggy plop-plop. The other girls tossed their own suits, and water darkened the flagstones in spreading circles where they landed.

Then Susie splashed Carly and streaked up the stairs. Carly raced after her, and they shrieked toward the deep end. At some unspoken signal, they both cannonballed into the water. Spike and Buck paddled after them, and the girls kicked away in a game of chase.

Emily and Madison went the opposite direction, toward the shallow end. Molly climbed the stairs and shook the water from her coat in a rainbow spray of droplets. Then she lay on the warm stone, while the girls stopped on the steps in front of her.

Overhead, the sun climbed toward its zenith and blazed down steadily. The summer haze did little to stop it, and sweat prickled at the small of my back.

“Let’s have a seat.” I gestured toward the shade on the breakfast patio.

Allie joined me, and I righted the sunscreen bottles before I settled into a chair. We watched the girls in silence. The younger ones were playing a game that only they and the dogs understood. The older girls rested with their elbows on the stairs and chatted about who-knew-what. They were pretending to be grown-ups, doing the exact opposite of the younger girls.

“I… had no idea,” Allie said. “I mean, they couldn’t care less. I thought they’d be self-conscious or something. At the very least that they’d need some time to adjust.”

“It’s ’cause they’re kids. They adjust quickly.”

“No. You saw it too. They’ve done this before.”

“Probably,” I agreed. I watched her out of the corner of my eye. “Are you okay with that?”

“I guess,” she said after a moment. “I mean, it could be worse. They could’ve been playing doctor with boys or something.”

I chuckled and didn’t mention Christy’s suspicions about Laurie, that she’d been “playing doctor” with girls. At least Laurie and her friend were teenagers. The other girls were all too young.

Allie and I were on the same wavelength.

“They grow up so quickly,” she said. “I mean, they already know about sex. Well, Maddy and Em. I didn’t learn until high school! Not for real, at least. Even then, it was only the stuff they taught in Health class.”

“Exactly. Fallopian tubes and vas deferens.”

“I didn’t figure out the rest until college.”

“Me either,” I fibbed.

“They learned about it last year. In fifth grade! Not just the body parts, either. Consent and everything! I’m not complaining,” Allie added quickly, “but I don’t know if I’m ready for Maddy to deal with that stuff.”

“It could’ve been worse,” I said. “Christy wanted our girls to go to Catholic school, Holy Spirit.”

“Ken too.”

“Sex Ed there is nonexistent.”

“It’s asinine.”

“It’s both! I mean, ‘abstinence pledges’? What the fuck?”

“Literally!” Allie agreed with a laugh.

“Ugh. Don’t get me started.”

We fell silent and radiated agreement.

“So, yeah,” I said at last, “you and I might think fifth grade is too early, but the people with the education degrees say otherwise. Besides, I think they’re doing it the right way.” I told her about my conversation that morning with Emily.

“Is that what we’re supposed to do?” Allie laughed. “No wonder you keep trying to get me naked!”

“Of course!” I shot her an unrepentant grin before I nodded toward Emily and Madison. They were still reclining on the stairs, still relaxed, nude instead of naked. I mentioned it to Allie.

“I guess you’re right,” she said. “‘Naked’ has a connotation of ‘exposed’ and ‘vulnerable.’”

“Exactly.”

“So… you want me to be vulnerable?” She had a habit of moistening her lips when she wanted to remind me of her tongue stud. She did it now. Then she smiled, sly and suggestive. “Vulnerable to what?”

To me, duh!

I ignored him. “I want you to be comfortable. How is up to you.”

“You don’t wanna see me naked,” she said matter-of-factly.

My expression said otherwise, but I didn’t pursue it. We were just friends, after all. Right?

“Hey, Dad…? Dad…? Dad!”

I sighed. “Fair Juliet calls…”

“Saved by the bell,” Allie said, although I wondered who she thought had been saved this time.

“Dad…! Dad!”

“What!” I suppressed my annoyance and feigned a smile.

“Come play with us,” Emily begged.

“Yeah, come play!” Susie said.

The others joined in.

“Please, Mr. H.?”

“Please, please?”

“We want you to throw us,” Emily added.

“Yeah, come throw us!”

“I think there’s an echo in here,” I joked to Allie.

“It’d be a shame to disappoint them.” She added in a low voice, “Or me.”

“It’s a good thing we had a talk last night,” I said.

Allie batted not-so-innocent eyelashes. “Why, whatevah do you mean?”

Brandeis education or not, she was still an Alabama girl at heart, a coquette with a honeysuckle drawl and a ribbon from the county fair, Miss Blue Balls ’86.

“Uh-huh,” I replied in a monotone. “Just friends.”

She smiled sweetly.

“Be right there!” I called to Emily before she could start up again. She was ten times as tenacious as her mother, yet without Christy’s adult filter. Worse, she didn’t understand that I’d been trying to get laid.

Yeah! the little head harrumphed.

Allie’s blue-green eyes glittered with amusement. She couldn’t hear my inner monologue, but she could figure it out from my expression.

I stood and removed my T-shirt, and her amusement turned to frank admiration. I didn’t have a wrestler’s physique anymore, but I was in pretty good shape for a guy who’d just turned forty. My wife certainly thought so. Allie did too, and she’d decided to take her flirting to the next level.

Two can play at that game. I paused and gave her a long look before I started to turn away.

She stopped me with a coy, “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I turned back, and she lowered her gaze to my trunks. “It only seems fair,” she added. “I mean, the girls aren’t wearing them.”

“You are.”

“A woman’s prerogative.”

“Uh-huh,” I said dubiously.

“Well…?” She arched an eyebrow. “Care to put your money where your mouth is?”

“Now who’s trying to get who naked?”

Fortunately, the girls were too far away to overhear. They were watching us, though, and part of me wondered if Emily and Madison could read our body language.

“Well?” Allie said playfully. “What’s it gonna be… big boy?”

“Big boy, huh? All right, we’ll play it your way.” I turned to face her, untied the drawstring on my shorts, and slid them down in one smooth motion. Then I kicked them off and straightened. My dick flopped into view, semi-hard and completely smooth. Allie gulped.

“Happy?”

Her nostrils flared.

“Didn’t think I’d do it, did you?” I folded my trunks and draped them over my T-shirt. “Well? See anything you like?”

Behind me, Little Miss Megaphone lost her battle with patience. “Dad…? Dad…? Dad…! Are you coming?”

“Saved by the bell,” I said to Allie, low and suggestive.

For the first time all day, she didn’t have a comeback.

* * *

The girls and I played for an hour, a game that involved me throwing them into the air or flipping them toward the deep end. Emily even managed a one-and-a-half back somersault. Madison wasn’t as daring, and I didn’t push her. She was a good dancer and a decent swimmer, but her coordination hadn’t caught up with her latest growth spurt. She stuck to regular dives instead.

The younger girls simply shrieked and tried to make the biggest splash. The goofy dogs thought that was a splendid idea. Spike leapt from the side of the pool and paddled around until it was Susie’s turn again. Buck, short on brains but with balls to spare, flung himself from the diving board. Molly hung out in the little pool that was part of the waterfall. It was cool there, and she could keep an eye on Emily.

Allie watched it all from the shade of the porch, where she laughed and shouted encouragement to girls and dogs alike.

“All right,” I said at last, “I need to take a break.” I shrugged off a chorus of complaints. “Hey, there are four of you but only one of me.”

“Unh! Please!”

“Yeah, Mr. H., please?”

“Nope, sorry,” I said. “Unless your mom wants a turn.”

“Not me!” Allie laughed.

“Come join us anyway,” I said.

The girls turned their high-wattage enthusiasm on her instead.

“Yeah, Mom, c’mon!” Madison said. “Please?”

“Please, please!”

“Sure, all right.” Allie had removed her shirt earlier, but she stood now and slid her shorts down her long, tan legs. Then she adjusted the legs of her swimsuit and started toward the stairs.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” I said.

Her eyes narrowed.

“I mean, we’re all nude. Shouldn’t you be too?”

Madison turned on her. “Yeah, Mom. You said you’d do it.”

“Please,” Carly added. “You said you would.”

“It’s fun,” Madison added. “And no one can see. Except Mr. H., but he doesn’t count.”

Allie’s lips compressed, and I read her easily: He most certainly does count.

“It’s cool,” Emily said. “Really. You should try it.”

Carly delivered the coup de grâce, “You said we shouldn’t be ashamed.”

“That’s different,” Allie said patiently. “I’m the mom.”

“So?” Madison said. “Their mom does it.”

“Yeah! All the time,” Carly agreed.

“Girls… I said no.”

“She’s right,” I said. “Remember, girls, it’s your choice, just like it’s your mom’s. Okay?”

They grumbled anyway.

“You have to respect her wishes if you want her to respect yours. And if she wants to wear her suit, that’s her prerogative.”

Carly frowned at the big word.

“It means her choice,” I explained. “And it’s her right to make a choice in the first place.”

Allie nodded.

“Yeah, they’re right,” Emily said, although she didn’t seem too happy about it. “Remember what they told us in class?”

About consent, I imagined, and Allie confirmed it with a glance.

“Oh, all right,” Madison huffed.

Allie waded into the water and then toward me.

“Thanks,” she murmured.

The girls realized I’d shifted from dad to grown-up, so they kicked toward the deep end. They were worn out too, even if they hadn’t been doing the heavy lifting.

“No problem,” I said to Allie. “We aren’t husband and wife, but we’re a team.”

“And a pretty good one,” she agreed. She looked past me and called, “Girls, time for more sunscreen, especially without your suits.”

“Oh my gosh, yes,” Susie said immediately. “I turn into a lobster if I don’t.”

“Hey, Dad…,” Emily said, “I think we’re gonna get out for a while. Then maybe can we have lunch?”

“Sure. Why don’t you get a shake now, though.”

“Okay.”

The girls climbed out of the pool and dripped toward the breakfast patio. Molly rose, shook off the water, and trotted around to join them. Spike and Buck traded a couple of confused looks.

For the umpteenth time I wondered how three dogs from the same litter could be so different. Labradors were supposed to be a smart breed, but I couldn’t tell by looking at ours. Molly had all the brains and the common sense to boot. Spike and Buck reminded me of teenage boys, and not in a good way. I didn’t want to blame testosterone, but the evidence was pretty clear.

As if to prove my point, Buck started licking himself. I couldn’t blame him, though. I’d tried it myself, and more than once. (Hey, I was a teenage boy at the time. Don’t judge me.) Even today, I sometimes wondered if well-hung guys like my brother-in-law Tom had tried it too.

Did he… succeed? Get it? Suck seed?

Fortunately, Allie snapped me out of it before the little head could really get going.

“Wow, that was easy,” she said.

“What was?”

“The girls. They didn’t argue.”

“Yeah,” I chuckled, “that’s my secret, wear them out first. Then they’re easier to manage. Works every time.”

“Does it work on grown-ups too?”

My eyebrows twitched upward. “Why? Do you know someone who needs it?”

“No,” she fibbed. “Just asking.”

“Mmm.”

Up on the patio, Emily wrapped her towel around her slender body and went inside with Molly. Madison and Carly took Susie’s advice and used the blue bottle of Coppertone Sport, SPF 100. They were both pale where their swimsuits normally covered, although I didn’t think they’d had time to burn.

I spared a glance at my own skin. I had a decent tan, but I could still burn if I spent more than an hour or two in the sun. I normally didn’t forget sunscreen—too many bad sunburns as a kid—but Allie was a serious distraction. She was a pleasant one, to be sure, but still a distraction.

Speaking of which… “You wanna help me fix lunch?”

“Sure,” she said brightly. “But let me cool off first.”

“Sounds good.”

“You go ahead. I’ll join you in a few minutes. I wanna enjoy the quiet.” She tried not to grin, and I took the hint.

“Right. Okay. Well… enjoy.” I climbed the stairs and felt her watching my ass. It was one of Christy’s favorite things about me, and I was pretty sure she bragged about it to her girlfriends.

I dried my face with my towel and let Allie have a good look. Then I turned for a front view, and my penis began to swell. Fortunately, I wasn’t a teenager anymore, so I didn’t have to worry about a full erection. Unfortunately, the increased blood flow created a different problem, snark.

I thought you said she wasn’t interested.

She isn’t, I replied. She just wants a show.

So… what? Now you’re a Chippendale?

Whose side are you on? I griped.

Allie smiled and kicked off backward. I had a perfect view of her body, even though it was covered by a swimsuit. Unfortunately, “look but don’t touch” was the order of the day. Besides, we were just friends, right?

“Hey, Dad,” Susie asked when I joined them, “is it okay if we lay out for a while?”

Madison corrected her, “Lie out.”

“That’s what I meant.”

“Then why didn’t you say it?”

“Ugh. You’re worse than my grandma.”

“I am not!”

“Are too. C’mon, Carly, let’s go over there.”

They took their towels and headed to the other side of the waterfall.

Madison watched them go, nonplussed.

“Don’t worry about it,” I chuckled.

“‘Lay’ is a transitive verb,” she said stiffly.

“Exactly. It requires an object. ‘Lie’ is intransitive.”

She wrinkled her forehead. She knew I was right, but she was wondering how I knew.

I leaned toward her and confided in a low voice, “My mother was an English major too.”

“Really? Cool. Mom says it’s important to use the right word.”

“The lightning bug and the lightning,” I agreed.

Madison’s eyes flew wide. “You know that one too?”

“Mark Twain, of course.”

She beamed.

“What about him?” Allie asked from behind me.

“Mom, he knows about Mark Twain and the lightning bug!” Madison gushed.

“What’re you talking about?” Allie laughed. “Ah, right. The almost-right word and the right word.”

“You know,” I deadpanned, “like… ‘enjoy the quiet’ versus ‘enjoy the view.’”

Madison wrinkled her forehead again, while her mother gulped like she’d swallowed a lightning bug.







Chapter 5 


Emily emerged from the house with a can of Boost and gathered Madison with a look. Molly’s nails clicked on the flagstones as she followed them. The girls stuck to the shade under the eaves until they reached the master bedroom. Then they ventured into the noonday sun and settled on the pair of lounge chairs. Molly sank into a slice of shade beside Emily.

“Sandwiches okay for lunch?” I called out. The older girls nodded, so I turned to the younger ones, who’d spread their towels on the chairs in front of the pool house. “Suse? Carly? What about you?”

“Yes, please.”

“And for Mom…?” I said to Allie in a normal voice. “Ahem. Some kind of meat?”

“Yeah… I mean, I guess so.” She adjusted her towel and used it as an excuse to avoid my lecherous grin.

I wrapped my own towel around my waist and covered the meat in question. I didn’t bother with a shirt. Instead, I opened the door to the house, and cold air washed over us. It felt good after the heat and humidity. I gestured for Allie to go first and then followed her inside. She was still distracted.

“Are you okay?” I wondered aloud.

“What? Yeah, sure. Sorry, I’m fine.”

I moved past her and realized that her nipples had stiffened. I told myself it was only the air conditioning.

“Sorry,” she repeated. “I was just thinking.”

“About the girls?”

“No.”

“Uh-oh. Did I go too far? With the meat comment?”

“What? Oh, no! No, not at all. I thought it was funny.”

“Okay. If you’re sure…?”

“Yeah, it’s fine.”

I started taking condiments out of the fridge, while Allie went to the pantry for bread. I returned to the fridge and grabbed clear plastic containers with sliced turkey, cheese, and bunny food (lettuce, tomatoes, and carrot sticks). I turned with my hands full, but Allie was right there. I pulled up short instead.

“Sorry about that,” I said automatically. I moved past her and set the containers on the countertop. “You wanna grab a couple of knives?”

Allie knew where they were. In fact, she had followed me from the fridge and was standing in front of the drawer. She didn’t move.

“Are you okay?” I asked again.

She nodded. After a moment of indecision, she moved into my personal space.

I took an involuntary step back and bumped into the counter by the sink.

Allie moved forward to kiss me. Our lips met, and I froze in surprise. She ran her hands up my bare torso, and I felt her breath on my cheek. The big head still wasn’t processing, so the little one took over. I returned the kiss, and we went from zero to sixty in a matter of seconds.

She pressed her body against mine, and my cock rose to the invitation. She felt my hard-on through the towel and began rubbing it, while I cupped her neck and pulled her face to mine for another kiss. She moaned into my mouth, and her breathing grew heavy.

The rational part of my brain rebelled—we were just friends!—while the animal part insisted that she had kissed me. She was also giving me a handjob, but something about it felt weird.

The towel, dumbass! Get me outta here!

I reached to my waist, tugged the end free, and the damp fabric fell to the floor. That was the signal for Allie to sink to the floor as well, although she wasn’t in a hurry. She planted open-mouthed kisses on my neck, my collarbone, my chest. Then she circled my left nipple with her tongue and bit down gently. I hissed in surprise, although I relaxed when she kissed it again and caressed it with her tongue.

She switched to the right nipple and bit down hard enough to make me gasp. I started to push her away, but she caught my nipple with her teeth. Then she flicked the sensitive little nub with the tip of her tongue, and my gasps turned into a groan of pleasure.

After a moment she reached for my cock and began stroking for real, skin on skin. Her hands were warm and soft, and she added a little twist at the end of each stroke. Then she swirled her tongue around my nipple. Her tongue stud made me shiver, and my poor brain couldn’t decide whether to be aroused or scared of the next bite.

I shouldn’t have worried. Allie sank to her knees, and I felt her hot breath on the base of my cock. She closed her eyes and rubbed my shaft against the soft skin of her cheek. Then she dragged the glans in an oval around her mouth. She moaned as pre-come coated her lips.

I leaned back against the counter to steady myself. Allie tilted her head, and her lips caressed the underside of my shaft in an open-mouthed kiss. My cock jerked in her hand, and she moaned again. Then she pressed her face into my body. She stroked gently and licked my balls at the same time.

I risked a glance through the patio doors. I couldn’t see the older girls, but the younger ones were still on their lounge chairs. The noonday sun reflected on the windows and masked the darker kitchen. Besides, the kitchen peninsula hid Allie almost completely. She stopped when she realized I wasn’t paying attention to her.

I looked down, and our eyes met. She moistened her lips, seductive and teasing at the same time. Then she steadied my shaft and held my gaze as she licked from the base to the tip.  Her tongue stud sent another shiver of pleasure racing up my spine.

My breath came in short gusts through my nose. Allie watched my reaction as she planted a wet kiss on the tip of my cock. I groaned, a mixture of anticipation and frustration. I wanted her to suck, not lick, so I thrust my hips toward her. She still wanted to play.

She turned her head, and my cock grazed her cheek. She gripped my shaft with one hand and planted kisses on the base. After a moment she pressed her nose into the soft skin there. Her chin nudged my balls, and I felt the warmth of her breath as she opened her mouth. She licked and sucked, first one ball and then the other, while she continued stroking me.

At that point I’d had enough teasing. I grabbed the back of her head and shoved my fingers into the mass of her twisted hair. I tilted her head up and levered my hips backward. Allie groaned and caressed my shaft with her lower lip.

The head reached her open mouth, and her lips closed around me, warm and soft and wet. Her tongue stud teased the underside of my glans. I thrust gently and pulled her head toward me. My cock touched the back of her throat. She moaned and pressed her hands into my thighs to stop me. Then she closed her lips and sucked.

The pressure immediately started to build in my balls. Allie sensed it too and sighed in pleasure. She paused to enjoy it before she caressed my thighs and began sucking in earnest. I closed my eyes and felt a weird sense of déjà vu, new and not-new.

Allie had her own style, but her tongue stud fooled me into thinking she was Christy. It didn’t happen when my eyes were open, but I felt it again when I closed them. Fortunately, I was too worked up to analyze it. Instead, I simply enjoyed it.

Allie made love to my cock with her mouth, and it didn’t take long before I felt the first twinges of orgasm. She sensed it too and began stroking the base. She massaged my balls with her other hand, and her tongue stud hit the sensitive spot under my glans. I grunted and tightened my fingers in her hair.

The pressure built until my whole body thrummed with pent-up desire. Then the dam burst, and I grunted at the force of it. Allie moaned when the first spurt coated her tongue. She stopped moving her head and used her hands instead, stroking and squeezing as I unloaded into her willing mouth.

The spurts turned to gushes and then slowed to a trickle. Allie waited a moment before she pulled back and swallowed. Her breathing came heavy through her nose, a rush of warm air that flowed around the head of my cock. She teased the underside with her tongue stud, and a jolt of pleasure threatened to overwhelm me.

Allie took pity on me and stroked my shaft instead. She milked a final gush of semen onto her tongue. I felt a wave of exhaustion, like she was draining my entire body through the hose of my prick. In a way, that was exactly what she was doing.

I breathed hard through my nose and swallowed to moisten my mouth. Then I mustered the energy to open my eyes. Allie gazed up at me and smiled, a cat with her cream. I lifted her to her feet. Her lips found mine, and I tasted myself. Her cheeks were wet and sticky, but I didn’t care.

She kissed me again, harder than before, and pressed her body against mine. She felt soft and warm in my arms, and much bigger than I was used to. I slid my hand under the leg of her swimsuit and cupped her ass. She nuzzled my neck, and we held each other as our breathing slowly returned to normal.

* * *

“To be continued,” I sighed.

Allie inhaled softly and then nodded. She still hadn’t spoken, not since she’d started things. I didn’t feel any tension in her body, but she managed to surprise me with a soft laugh.

“What?”

“You didn’t have to get me naked after all.”

“Um… no. Although I didn’t realize that was an option. I mean, I really didn’t see it coming.”

“I did,” she said, with what sounded like resignation.

“Well, duh.”

She pulled back and looked into my eyes. I tried not to smile at the ring of dried semen and saliva around her mouth.

She grimaced. “Is it that bad?”

“Nothing we can’t take care of.”

“I’m always so messy when I give head.”

“Oh, I’m not complaining,” I chuckled.

“I know. I didn’t think you were.”

“Good. But… I have to ask…?”

“What happened to ‘friendly flirting’?” She grimaced again, wryly this time. “I thought I could, but…”

“What changed your mind?”

“Lots of things. The final straw was how you are with the girls.”

“Mmm. The ‘good father’ thing.”

“I don’t want to steal you away,” she blurted. “That isn’t it at all!”

“I didn’t think so.”

She relaxed and then nodded, although she tensed again when I chuckled.

“Sorry, I was just thinking,” I said. “About earlier, when I was showing off. It’s the difference between men and women. I thought it was physical, but it was emotional all along.”

“Oh, no, you have a really nice body. Your chest and arms… mmm.”

“I used to have a six-pack,” I boasted, “but not anymore. Now it’s a couple of two-liters.”

She snorted. It was my standard joke, and she’d heard it before.

“I like your two-liters, too,” she said, “but you’re right, it was mostly emotional.” She dithered a moment, so I turned serious. She was working up to something. “God, you have no idea,” she said at last. “I mean, how long I’ve wanted to do that.”

“You and me both. I wanted to before, but…”

She shook her head, and I wondered how long her ex would cast his shadow over us.

“Yeah, I know,” I said aloud. “I thought this weekend was gonna be the same.”

“Me too. I mean, I— I wanted to, but then I didn’t. I kept going back and forth. I’m so sorry.” She paused. “I guess… I mean… I had to, you know, work up the courage.”

“I’m glad you did.”

“I was going to say something…” She laughed. “I even had it planned out. Last night, when I couldn’t sleep.”

“I like this way better.”

“Ha! I bet you do!” She fell silent and slowly returned to the mundane world, the one with children who wanted lunch.

I checked my watch. “Believe it or not, it’s only been about fifteen minutes.”

“You came so quickly,” she teased.

“Don’t worry, I’ll last longer next time.”

She arched a puckish eyebrow. “Who says there’ll be a next time?”

“Me. Unless I read you wrong. I don’t think you’re the wham-bam type.”

“No.” She lowered her eyebrow but then smiled. “Not anymore, at least.”

“Oh?”

“I wasn’t always a boring housewife.”

Oh, I know, I chuckled to myself. Aloud, I reassured her, “You still aren’t. You’re a mom I’d like to fuck.”

“Oh, God… we have to stop.”

“Yeah, you’re right. We’d better start making sandwiches instead, before Little Miss Metabolism comes calling.”

“I love how you are with her. I mean, she drives Christy crazy, but you handle her easily.”

“She’s a daddy’s girl.”

“They all are.” Allie leaned in for a parting kiss. “Do you have a problem with it?”

* * *

Ten minutes later we headed outside with four plates of sandwiches and veggies.

Helios gazed down on us, and his blazing chariot slowed to a crawl atop the hazy blue dome of the sky. Zephyr faltered under the weight of the titan’s attention. Instead of a refreshing breeze, the west wind clung to the earth like a lover, like Eros after a tryst with Psyche.

I gave a snort at my own imagination.

The word you’re looking for is “grandiloquence,” the little head said. Besides, Zephyr delivered Psyche to a meadow. She didn’t meet Eros until later.

Everyone’s a critic, I griped, and Allie shot me a sideways frown. “Sorry. Just the way my mind works.”

“Mmm.”

“It’s part of my charm.”

“Uh-huh.”

The older girls rose from their lounge chairs by the shallow end of the pool. Emily said something to Madison, who went back for her towel. It was a nudist’s best friend, after all.

Allie and I set the food on the table by the corner of the pool house. The umbrella described a circle of shade, but it was only an illusion of cool, an island in the sweltering Sea of Celsius.

Stop! the little head cried.

No one asked you.

“Girls,” Allie said to the younger ones. “Would you care to join us?”

Susie and Carly climbed over the rocks of the waterfall instead of walking around. Madison rolled her eyes, but Emily just shrugged.

“Is juice okay for everyone?” I said. “Cran-apple?” No one objected, so I nodded toward the house. “Run and get it, please, Boo.”

“Why do I have to do it?” she grumped.

“Because it’s cool inside, and I thought you’d enjoy it.”

“Oh. Okay. In that case…”

“Mmm.”

Allie’s eyes twinkled with a grin.

The other girls spread their towels and settled into chairs. Susie returned with the bottle and four cups. She poured for everyone.

“Do you need anything else?” I asked.

Emily finished chewing her carrot and said, “No, thank you,” very politely.

“Thanks for lunch,” Susie said.

Carly chewed her sandwich and beamed with honey-eyed thanks.

“Yeah, thanks, Mr. H.,” Madison added.

“What about me?” Allie laughed.

“Oh, yeah. Thanks, Mom.”

Carly nodded around a second bite.

“I think we’re going to eat inside,” I told them. I had plans that didn’t include four young ladies, so I nodded toward the pool house. “Do you all wanna watch a movie after lunch? You still have a bunch of DVDs from last night.”

Emily’s eyes lit up, and she looked at Madison, who was thinking the same thing.

“Harry Potter?”

“Chamber of Secrets?”

“Is that the one with the big snake thing?” Susie said. “I don’t like that one. It’s scary.”

“So?” Madison said.

Allie started to react, but I stopped her with a slight headshake.

“Be nice,” Emily said to her friend. “We can watch it later. Why don’t we watch The Sorcerer’s Stone instead. How about that, Suse?”

“Ooh, I like that one!”

Carly nodded agreement.

Madison sulked, “Babies.”

Emily cleared her throat with a warning, and Madison reacted as if she’d been slapped. Allie had to bite her tongue to keep from laughing.

“Yeah, all right,” Madison said. “I guess we can watch whatever.”

Emily nodded. As far as she was concerned, she was the only one who could fight with Susie. Anyone else would have to go through her first, and my money was on her. My little princess was small, but she was tougher than anyone I knew, including her uncle Rich. (Yes, that Uncle Rich, former Navy SEAL and all-around badass. She put him to shame for pure stubbornness, and he’d be the first to say so.) “Oh, that reminds me!” Allie said out of the blue. “Maddy, do you wanna tell Em about the book?”

“Oh, yeah! We brought Order of the Phoenix. I got three for my birthday. You can have one.”

“Oh my gosh, thank you,” Emily said.

“I started reading it last night,” Madison gushed. “It’s a-mazing! You aren’t gonna believe what happens. Harry and Dudley get attacked by dementors—”

“Seriously? Where?”

“At home. In Little Whinging. Harry has to…”

I nodded to Allie, and we returned to the cool of the house.

“Thanks for the book,” I said. “I promised Emily we’d buy it today.”

“Well, now you don’t have to.”

“Good, ’cause our plans changed.” I shot her a grin. “Definitely for the better.”

“Definitely.”

“So… what do I owe you?” I asked, and she quirked an eyebrow. “For the book! Sorry. Not for the other.”

“I wouldn’t know what to charge. I mean, what’s the going rate for a blowjob these days?”

“How should I know!” I laughed. “Besides, I’ll pay you back a different way for that. Lemme grab my wallet first.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “You bought the pizza last night.”

“No, I insist.”

She shook her head. Then she looked into my eyes, and the temperature in the room went from parental to carnal. Even the air seemed to crackle with sexual tension.

Allie moistened her lips. I stepped close and slid my hand over her hip. She didn’t move away, so I leaned in for a kiss. I pulled her toward me, and she sighed into my mouth, although she pushed me away almost as quickly. She stepped back, lowered her eyes, and dried her lips.

“Oh, crap,” I said. “Sorry. Did I misread things again?”

“No! No. It— It isn’t that.”

“Okay,” I said slowly. “Then… what?”

She winced when she couldn’t explain, and I didn’t press her. I looked around the kitchen instead and found the distraction I was looking for.

“Let’s just make lunch. Then we can relax, no strings attached. Sound good?”

“Thank you. And… I’m sorry. That’s it. Just… thank you.”

* * *

The girls moved to the pool house after they finished their sandwiches, and I went to check on them when Allie and I finished ours. The older girls lay at opposite ends of the couch, while the younger ones stretched in front of it with their heads propped on pillows. They all had their towels wrapped around them and looked like colorful little sausages.

“Allie and I are gonna hang out,” I said to Emily, who nodded. “You need anything before then?”

“No, thank you.”

“All right. Enjoy.”

I left them to the movie and gathered their plates and cups on the way back to the main house. Allie had already cleaned up our mess.

“We really are a good team,” I said as I handed her the dishes. She put them in the sink with the others.

“Were the girls okay? Everyone getting along?”

“Like pigs in a blanket.”

“What?” she laughed.

“Sorry, it was a visual.”

“Ah, right. I think I know what you mean.”

“Yeah. So… what do you want to do? I mean, the girls’ll be occupied for a couple of hours. We can watch a movie ourselves. Or…?”

“Or… what?”

I glanced at her cleavage.

She rolled her eyes but didn’t try to put me off.

“Sorry, I can’t help it,” I said unapologetically. “I’m a guy. I’m impressed by visuals.”

“I’m not that impressive. Not anymore, at least.”

I cocked my head and considered her for a moment. She tried not to fidget, but she wasn’t entirely successful.

“You’re worried about a mom body?” I said.

“That’s a polite way to put it.”

“Is that all?”

“It’s a lot. I mean—”

“You’re very sexy. Your body, for sure, but your mind too.”

She lowered her eyes. “Thank you.”

“And you know I want to have sex with you.”

“I do too. But… I mean… I’m not exactly…”

“Not exactly what?” I ducked to look into her eyes and sighed at what I saw. “Ah. Now I get it. Ken?”

“Who else?”

I didn’t know exactly what had happened, but I could imagine. Men liked women who were young and firm and bouncy, but a lot of them never saw beyond that. I felt sorry for them, and especially the ones like Ken, who blew up their marriages because their wives’ bodies changed. They never figured out that a woman’s sex drive changed along with her looks.

So their wives weren’t young and firm anymore? So what? They made up for it with experience. They also had fewer inhibitions. Personally, I would have chosen a horny mom over a whole harem of eighteen-year-olds. The mom would do things the younger women couldn’t, wouldn’t, or shouldn’t. Hell, even Trip had figured that one out!

“Yeah, well… Ken’s an idiot,” I said.

Allie snorted a derisive laugh.

“Come on, I’ll prove it.”







Chapter 6 


Allie entered the guest bedroom and then waited as I closed the door. I moved behind her, and she exhaled softly as I put my hand on her right shoulder. Her skin was soft and smooth, covered with freckles almost too faint to see.

I fingered the strap of her swimsuit and then slid it down to reveal the pale skin underneath. She sighed again as I kissed her bare shoulder. The air between us crackled with anticipation.

After a moment she leaned back against me, and I nuzzled her neck. At the same time I slid the strap from her left shoulder. Allie pulled her arms free and pushed the swimsuit down to her waist. I cupped her bare breasts from behind. They were soft and full, and her breathing picked up when I caressed her nipples.

“I was thinking about them yesterday,” I told her. “Last night, too. And this morning.”

“Oh, God.”

“Mmm. The real ones are even better.”

She spun in my arms and kissed me full on the mouth. Her breasts flattened against my bare chest, and her arms circled me. Her tongue found mine, and our breathing grew heavy as our kisses heated up.

I guided her toward the bed with my body and then stepped back to admire her. Her breasts sagged predictably, but they were big enough to hold their round shape. Bikini-shaped triangles framed large, pale pink nipples.

She held her breath and waited for my reaction.

“You know my policy.”

“Yes,” she sighed, “but go ahead.” She sounded relieved more than annoyed.

I grinned. “Big or small, round or flat, saggy or perky…”

“You only care if you can touch ’em,” she finished.

“Yep.”

Allie rolled her eyes at my teenage boy expression, although she pursed her lips with amusement. Then she put her hands on her hips and stuck out her chest.

“Go ahead.” Her eyes flashed when I moved in like a groper, although she relaxed when I simply slid them around her waist.

“Yeah, okay,” I admitted, “maybe I’m not a teenage boy after all. Although…” I tugged the end of my towel loose and let it fall to the floor. My erection sprang up between us. “I guess I am. In one way, at least.”

Allie glanced between us and unconsciously moistened her lips.

“Oh, no, not yet,” I chuckled. “I wanna see the rest of you first. Time to get you naked. And I mean it this time.”

I tugged her towel loose, and it fell on top of my own. Then I gently pushed her backward, until her legs hit the bed.

She sat down and lay back automatically, and I realized she was holding her breath. Her stomach wasn’t tight and smooth like a teenager’s, but she wasn’t fat. Far from it, actually. And her breasts flattened against her chest instead of floating majestically, but I didn’t care about that, either.

She was a beautiful woman and deserved to feel like it, so I met her eyes and smiled. She returned it with genuine relief and reached for me.

“Uh-uh. First things first.”

The top half of her swimsuit was bunched around her hips. I gripped it, and she raised them. I slid the stretchy material under her butt, lifted her legs, and pulled the stretchy material toward her knees.

I caught my first glimpse of her pussy and breathed a silent sigh of relief. She was completely smooth, her skin much lighter where her bottoms normally covered.

“For me?”

She rolled her eyes with a look that hadn’t changed in a thousand years: Men!

I slid the swimsuit over her ankles and tossed it aside. Then I sank to one knee, spread her legs, and pushed them toward her chest.

Her pussy parted easily and glistened with moisture. Her outer labia were smooth and thin, a rosy pink that faded to pale flesh. Her inner lips were the same pink, slightly darker. They formed a crease at the top and flared at her opening.

She flinched when I ran my palms up her thighs, although she relaxed again quickly. My touch was intimate and insistent, but she was still in control, could still say no. She didn’t, so I gently probed her opening. She squirmed with growing desire as I lubricated the tips of two fingers.

After a moment I teased her clit. It was hidden under the fold at the top of her inner lips, but it grew firmer as I rubbed in small circles. Then I slid my index and middle fingers into her warm, smooth pussy. Her breasts rose and fell as her breathing grew heavier.

Part of me wanted to fuck her now, but I held back. We weren’t ready for that. Besides, I didn’t want to take the time to fetch a condom. Instead, I fingered her gently and rubbed her clit with my thumb. Her moans grew louder as her pleasure built.

“Move up,” I said at last. “I wanna taste you.”

She scooted toward the headboard, and I climbed onto the bed after her. Then I rolled to my back and guided her toward me. She gripped my erection and rubbed it over her face. I gave her a moment before I gently urged her to swing her leg over my head. She did, and the scent of her washed over me, strong and feminine.

I raised my head and buried my face in her pussy. She gasped and used my hard-on as a handgrip. I wrapped an arm around her middle and held her in place. Then I gave her hooded clit another lick. She groaned softly, and her juices began to flow for real. Moisture soon coated my nose and cheeks.

She eventually started sucking me, and the little head demanded even more oxygen. My vision actually dimmed, and I saw spots. I ignored them and concentrated on Allie instead.

We kept going until I felt her breathing change. She stopped sucking and simply held my dick against her face, so I focused on her clit. It was still hidden under its hood, but I could feel it under my tongue.

Allie began rocking her hips. Then she gasped and held on to my cock for dear life. Her breath came in bursts that washed over my abdomen, and her thighs began to tremble. All of a sudden she tensed up and held her breath. Pleasure surged through her in waves, until she finally cried out.

She relaxed slowly and then sagged forward, drained and panting. She also relaxed her death grip on my shaft, although she didn’t let go completely.

She eventually caught her breath and stirred. Then she shook with a silent laugh. I started to ask, but the little head overrode me. Allie rubbed him over her face and coated her lips with saliva and pre-come. I thrust my hips toward her, and she took the hint.

She’d been sucking for a couple of minutes before I started to feel guilty about ignoring her. I wasn’t sure how sensitive she was, so I gave her clit an experimental nudge. She gasped and practically ground her pussy into my face.

I grinned at the discovery, raised my head, and began licking again. Allie groaned around my cock and sent jolts of pleasure racing up my spine. Then she started bobbing in earnest, so I concentrated on getting her off before she did the same to me.

She raised her hips after a couple of minutes, and I had to crane my neck to follow her. Then she took me as deep as she could, about halfway. She squeezed my thighs at the same time, and I got the message—she wanted to take care of me first.

I patted her flank, and she gradually lowered her hips. Then I played with her pussy without trying to make her come, while she did the opposite to me. She sucked with long, slow strokes, and swirled her tongue around the head. The pressure built in my balls until I couldn’t hold back any longer.

Allie held my hips as I unloaded in her mouth. Then she pulled back and swallowed. She panted to catch her breath before she recaptured me and sucked gently.

I started to lick her pussy again but stopped when she shook her head. She wasn’t ready to come again, and I was fine with that. I kissed her inner thighs instead, and she relaxed as her juices slowly dried on my cheeks.

She eventually returned her attention to my slowly deflating cock. She kissed it a couple of times and then rested her cheek on my hip. Her breathing settled into a rhythm, and we lay together in companionable silence until she stirred.

“That was nice,” I said.

“Mmm.” She swung her left leg over my head and climbed off to the right. I beckoned her closer and patted the bed next to my hip. I was used to Christy on my left, but I wasn’t about to complain. Allie turned and started to get settled before she stopped.

“Do we have time? I don’t want to get caught,” she worried aloud.

“We have time.” I checked my watch anyway. “At least an hour.”

She nodded and settled beside me. I wrapped my arm around her, and she relaxed into the comfort of my body.

* * *

We dozed for a while, but neither of us slept. I was a creature of habit more than I realized, and having Allie along my right side felt weird. Also, I didn’t want the girls to catch us in bed together. The older ones would figure out what we’d been up to, and the younger ones would ask awkward questions. Still, we managed to relax and enjoy the quiet for a while. Then Allie heaved a sigh of contentment.

“God, I’ve missed this.”

Our bodies were warm where they touched. Hers was curvy and feminine, soft where mine was hard. I could’ve lain there a while longer, but she had other ideas.

She rolled away from me and stretched like a cat, completely unconcerned about her body for a change. Then she cocked an elbow and rested her head on her hand. She gazed at me with a playful look, more of the cat. After a moment she circled my nipple with a finger. I didn’t react, so she did it again, with the same lack of results. She took it as a challenge instead of being put off.

I tensed when she moved again, although I relaxed when she only brushed her fingertips over my stomach. Then she traced the contour of my soft penis. My breathing quickened when she spread a bead of moisture around the tip. She raised her finger to her lips, and her eyelids drooped as she tasted it.

“Mmm, I’ve missed that more. It’s been so long since I had a dick in my mouth.” She studied me with feline amusement again. Then without warning she tickled my foot with her big toe. I jerked reflexively. She did it again, so I moved my foot away and glared. “Sorry,” she laughed. “I’ll behave.”

I wasn’t so sure.

“I will. I promise.”

Her expression settled into friendly amusement, and I sensed a longer conversation. I rolled to face her and propped my head on my fist. I let my eyes explore the lines of her body. She knew she was attractive, but she hadn’t been reminded lately.

She blushed and lowered her eyes. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure.”

After a moment she effectively changed the subject and turned her attention to the room itself.

My plans for the house had always included a guest bedroom and bath on the ground floor, although my first designs had them near the kitchen. The kids’ bedrooms were all upstairs on that side of the house, so it made sense to put guests there too.

Then Christy had looked at my sketches and asked a couple of innocent-sounding questions, like she always did. At that point the room over the garage had become the main guest suite, the formal dining room had taken over downstairs, and the bedroom had moved to the other side of the house.

These days, guests reached it through a nondescript door at the end of the colonnaded hallway that spanned the living room. A short passage under the main stairs led to a perpendicular hallway that connected the guest bedroom at the front of the house with the master suite at the rear.

The hallway served another purpose, a sound barrier between the living room and the bedrooms, along with the cavernous room we called the grotto. It also gave us the privacy to move around without anyone noticing. That was what Christy had wanted all along, although she gave me credit for thinking of it.

Allie finished her survey and drew me back to the present.

“So, this is the famous swinger suite?” She quirked her lips in a grin. “Come here often?”

I’d made the same pun a dozen times, but it didn’t get any better when someone else said it.

“As often as I can,” I said, completely without irony.

“Mmm, I noticed. Since we’re on the subject… can we sneak into the grotto, through there?” She pointed toward my feet and the door beyond.

“No. It’s just a regular bathroom. The grotto is down the hall, through a separate door.”

“Ah, okay. I thought— I mean…” She searched her memory. “I guess you’re right. It’s been a while since you gave me a tour. Like, when you first moved in. Oh, wow! Has it really been four years?”

“Just about.”

“I guess I don’t remember as well as I thought. Though I could’ve sworn… I mean… Christy’s always talking about…”

“We have an entrance through our bathroom.”

“Ah, right!”

“We use this room for normal guests, too, ones who aren’t swingers.” Like my in-laws. “We don’t want them to wander into the grotto unannounced. Besides, it might raise questions if we had two bedrooms connected by a hallway and a pass-through from the spa.”

“Makes sense,” Allie agreed. “And since I’ve never been asked to spend the night, much less to the grotto…” She was teasing, although she had the good grace to admit it with a wry smile. “Yeah, I know… my fault.”

“Mmm.”

She looked around the room again. “It’s nice.”

“You’re welcome to stay.”

“Tonight? I’d love to, but… How would that work? I mean… what about… you know, your wife?” She frowned at the evasion. “Sorry. What about Christy?”

“What about her? You know about our relationship.”

“Yeah, I know. But… for real, how does this sharing thing work? Do I need to ask first? Do you? Don’t ask, don’t tell? I don’t wanna overstep any boundaries…”

“You aren’t. We have a list.”

“Of playmates?” She grinned, so it was another pun.

“Ha! Yes. Unfortunately, you aren’t a small-p playmate—not officially, at least—but you sort of are. Sorry, I know it sounds like I’m making this up as I go along…” I was pretty sure that Ken had muddied those waters as well.

“No, it’s okay,” Allie said. “I know Christy’s MO. She’s all about hints and suggestions… doublespeak.” She shrugged. “She has to be. She’s a woman.” She sounded annoyed more than condescending.

“Yeah, sorry about that,” I said.

“What? Sexism? The patriarchy?” She dismissed it with a shrug. “You aren’t the problem. If anything, you’re trying to make a difference.”

I have three daughters.

“Anyway, about this list,” Allie continued. “I’m on it, sort of, but not?” She thought about the situation and laughed to herself. “Christy doesn’t do anything simple, does she?”

“Nope. Not if she can help it. She works behind the scenes, pulling the strings.”

“She sure pulled mine,” Allie muttered, although she didn’t sound resentful.

“Mine too.”

“Yours? How?”

“Well, she was probably hoping this would happen. That’s part of the reason she decided to go with Laurie to North Carolina.”

“For real?”

“Yeah. She had other reasons—”

“Like being a good mom.”

“—but she knew I’d see you at Maddy’s party.”

“Do you think she sabotaged my air conditioner?”

I gave it some serious thought.

“Oh my God,” Allie laughed, “for real? Do you actually think she’d do that?”

“No, but only because she doesn’t know how. I mean, she’s pretty determined when she wants something.”

“No kidding.” Allie fell silent and then nodded. “She has been dropping more hints lately. For the past couple of months, I guess. She also mentioned you’d be alone this week. You know,” she added wryly, “in case I wanted to ‘drop by.’”

I grinned. “To suck me off?”

“Or sixty-nine in the swinger suite.”

“We’re two for two.”

“Mmm.” She moistened her lips and then gave me a speculative look. “Are we going to make it three for three? Not now,” she added quickly, “but tonight?”

“More like five for five—”

“Ha!”

“—but yeah,” I finished. “I just need to talk to Christy first. We were talking about it last night—”

“Wait. You were talking about us? This? You and me?”

I nodded.

“For real? What did she say? Never mind, I can probably guess. Wait, on second thought, tell me.”

“I told her what you said, about just being friends—”

Allie grimaced, more apology than remorse.

“—but she said you were serious. About sex, at least.”

“I was. I am. I mean… yeah. Here we are.”

“Here we are,” I echoed.

“Sagging and stretch marks and everything,” she muttered.

I grabbed my abdomen and searched. “What! Where?”

“No!” she laughed. “I meant me.”

“I know,” I said, serious again. “But you know I think you’re sexy. I’ll prove it if you want.” I reached for her breast. She batted my hand away, but not with any real conviction.

“No, I believe you. And thank you, by the way.”

I decided to play dumb. “For what?”

“You know. For making—” She cleared her throat and scowled into the past.

Fucking Ken, I muttered to myself.

“For making me feel… you know… desirable.”

“You are. Very.”

“I’m not so sure. At least… I wasn’t.”

“I can’t fake a hard-on. Trust me, I’ve tried.”

“No,” she agreed quietly.

“And speaking of hard-ons…” I had a thought and started to laugh before I caught myself. “Sorry,” I said quickly. “It’s just… I mean… I’m turning into Christy.”

“What? How?” She gestured. “Not with a dick like that. I mean, it’s kinda obvious. And your chest is totally bigger than hers. Your arms, too. Goodness gracious, yes!”

“I’m serious,” I protested, but only mildly. “I’m turning into her. She has a knack for manipulating a conversation.”

“‘Knack’ might be an understatement. She’s really good at it.”

“And I just did it.”

Allie furrowed her brow. “How?”

“I said, ‘I can’t fake a hard-on.’”

“Ah, right. Now I get it. ‘Can’t fake a hard-on.’ It’s a good segue to talk about tonight.” She fell silent and considered it. “No, I don’t think so. I mean, I think it was just a good transition. So… let’s talk about it.”

I grinned. She was as eager as I was, especially now that she’d overcome her initial objections.

In for a penny, in for a pound.

“Yeah, I know,” she said, semi-ruefully, “I’m such a needy slut.”

“That’s a good thing. You know what you want.”

“And I’m willing to sleep with my friend’s husband to get it?”

I nodded enthusiastically.

“You’re definitely good for my self-esteem,” she laughed.

“I’m good for the rest of you, too.”

“I wish I had your confidence.”

“You do. You just need a refill. And I’m happy to oblige. Several times, as a matter of fact.”

She snorted a laugh.

“Seriously, though… let’s talk about tonight. The logistics, I mean. I need to call Christy first. Duh. She won’t have a problem with it, but she needs to know that you’re officially on the list.”

Allie nodded comically, and it was my turn to laugh.

“Now you know how I feel!”

“I know how you taste, too. Mmm.”

“Hold that thought. I still need to tell Christy.” I had a thought and winced for effect. “She’ll probably tell Wren. Are you okay with that?”

“I guess,” Allie said after a moment. “She tells her everything anyway. I mean, we all do. Tell each other. Christy knew all about Ken and me. And I know more about you than anyone but her.” She read my polite doubt. “Yeah, okay, maybe not Leah.”

“No, sorry.”

“That’s okay. You’ve known her since you were Maddy’s age. But I still know more about you than anyone else, including Wren.”

“You think so?” I taunted.

“Yeah. I mean, I know everything.”

“Everything?”

“Everything.”

“You’re gonna have to prove it,” I said.

“And you’re gonna have to wait.” She grinned, rolled to her feet, and disappeared into the bathroom.

* * *

The bathroom door opened, and I realized that my feet were vulnerable. I was lying on my back with my head on the pillow and my fingers laced behind my head. I resisted the urge to squirm, but Allie wasn’t in the mood for mischief.

“Oh, my,” she drawled, “aren’t you a sight.”

I chuckled at her delivery but then smiled, almost a leer. “You aren’t so bad yourself.”

“I’m not usually the jealous type, but… mmm-mmm!”

“I know what you mean.”

“You’re jealous of Christy too?”

“Ha! No, I was always jealous of Ken.”

Allie snorted in derision. Then she moved out of the shadow of the doorway and into the light from the window. She paused to look through the blinds, but it was really an excuse to let me admire her.

She must have done some modeling in the past, because she knew to keep her chin up and shoulders back, which made her chest stand out. She even managed to look seductive when she crawled onto the bed, although her expression dissolved into a grimace.

“How am I supposed to sit? Never mind. You’ve seen everything anyway, and you’re still here, so…” She sat cross-legged but frowned again.

“What? I can’t really see anything. Not unless…”

I raised my head to see over her crossed legs. Her outer labia parted enough to show her thin inner lips, but nothing more. They were still slightly pink, although it looked like her natural color instead of arousal. The rest of her bikini area was so pale that the difference was more obvious.

“No, not that,” she said. “I don’t care about being modest. I meant they never show this part in books. After the afterglow, sitting awkwardly, wondering what to talk about.” She paused. “Wondering if we made a mistake.”

I rolled to face her and propped my head on my fist. “I don’t think we did. Do you?”

“No,” she said quickly. “But… I thought you might’ve. Especially now that…” She sighed. “Okay, maybe I am worried about the way I look.”

“I think you look great.”

“Even if my ass is too wide and tits aren’t where they’re supposed to be?”

I knew what she meant, but I played dumb anyway.

“You mean… in bed with me?” I reached out and caressed her nipple. She didn’t bat me away, so I pinched gently. She replied with a low sigh of pleasure. “See? Everything’s right where it’s s’posed to be.”

“Thank you.”

Time to change the subject, the little head said. He was fairly perceptive when he wasn’t horny.

Allie read my distraction but not its source. “What?”

“Oh, nothing. Just that you have bigger things to worry about.”

“Bigger? Like what?”

“You made some pretty outrageous claims before you ran away—”

“‘Ran away’? I didn’t run away! I had to pee!”

“Yeah, whatever,” I teased.

“I did! What? You want me to prove it? How much I know? Okay, how’s this…? You like getting your dick sucked.”

“That’s easy!” I laughed.

“You like women who swallow.”

Duh. Who doesn’t?

“You like things smooth, down below, no matter how much it hurts.”

“At least I’m not a chauvinist about it. What’s good for the goose is good for the gander.”

I’d switched from shaving to waxing several years earlier. Christy liked the results better, and Leah agreed, so my wishes didn’t really matter. Happy wife, happy life, right? (I don’t have a snappy saying for “Happy lover who’s practically a second wife.” I’ll work on that. But later, hmm?) “Besides,” I added to Allie, “it gets easier the more you do it. Well, less painful.”

“I hope so. At least I can do something about the situation down there. I can’t do anything about these… poor things. Unless I get surgery.”

I shivered theatrically and shook my head. “They’re perfect. I mean, I can touch ’em.” I suited action to words, and Allie suffered my groping with a half-tolerant, half-amused smile.

“Well, you’re a breast man,” she said. “Obviously.”

“I like women. The whole package.”

“Maybe, but only a certain type.”

“Oh?”

“Bisexual.”

I raised my eyebrow, but she ignored the question.

“You like them submissive, too. Maybe not damsels in distress, but not bossy types.”

“I don’t mind bossy women, but—”

“Not in bed.”

“Guilty as charged, I suppose.”

“You like piercings, obviously, but not tattoos.”

“I like yours,” I said quickly. She had a heart-shaped ink bottle and a fountain pen on her left ankle.

“Thank you.” She paused and thought back with a frown.

“What’s the matter?”

“I learned most of that from you. Christy added details, but most are things you told me. Well, ‘told’ is the wrong word, but I learned them from flirting with you.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m sure you—”

“You like bondage.”

My eyebrows shot up. I normally didn’t flirt about that.

“But only because Christy does,” she confirmed. “She likes discipline, and she likes being choked.”

My stunned silence was a confirmation of sorts, and Allie warmed to her revelations.

“She doesn’t like anal, which is a little surprising when you think about it.” Her lips compressed in a wry smile. She had me hooked, and she knew it. “Because she likes pain, even though you don’t. Well, not really, but you do it because she does. It’s okay, you can admit it. I told you, we talk about everything.”

“Evidently.”

“She doesn’t sleep with other people, but that’s her code word for ‘having sex.’”

“Penis in vagina,” I confirmed, and Allie nodded.

“You do, though.” She glanced around at the room, down at the bed, and then at me. “Obviously.”

“Obviously.”

“Let’s see,” she mused in a singsong, “what else do I know? You don’t mind a friendly blowjob, but you don’t sleep around, and you won’t sleep with anyone you work with.”

“No.”

“You sound so firm when you say it, so… determined.” Her eyes crinkled with amusement. “But you’re willing to bend the rules. Oh, I know all about it. Or should I say her.”

I cocked my head with feigned curiosity. “Her?”

“The intern?”

“Which one? We have—”

“Tiffanie.”

I sighed. I didn’t see any reason to keep up the evasions, especially when she knew her name, but I wanted to set the record straight.

“Former intern.”

“But current girlfriend.”

“Friend-friend,” I countered.

“You’re sleeping with her, aren’t you? Still?”

We’d hired Tiffanie the year before as one of the company’s first summer interns. She’d been a fourth-year at Tech, cute and kind of geeky, with a cheerleader’s personality more than an artist’s.

At first I thought she was style over substance, but the rest of the interview changed my mind. She had the spark, all right, and she was our top choice, along with a third-year from UGA. They worked for us for ten weeks, and Tiffanie impressed everyone, from CAD operators to department heads.

I enjoyed working with her, but our relationship had been strictly professional, even when she started flirting when we were alone. Her outfits changed too, tighter tops and shorter skirts. She didn’t do anything so obvious that Shari or the other women would notice, but she always found a way to remind me that she had a nice body. She even started dropping hints about “personal mentoring,” after hours, of course.

I’d been tempted, but I’d used my judgment instead. Tiffanie’s internship had ended without drama, and she’d gone back to school in the fall. We’d kept in touch afterward in emails and the occasional phone call. Then she’d stopped by the office, late on a Friday afternoon in early December.

She chatted with Shari and Trip and several others as she made her way back to my office. I was happy to see her, of course, and didn’t think twice about the reason for her visit, much less the timing.

We talked for more than an hour, about school, projects, and life as an architect in the real world. Then Trip stuck his head into my office.

“I’m headed out. I think y’all’re the last ones here. ’Tis the season.”

“We should probably head out too,” I said.

“Sure thing. Anyway, it was great to see you again, Tiffanie.”

“Thanks. You too.”

“You graduate in May, right? Send us your résumé. Paul isn’t the only one who’d love to have you back.” It was genuine praise instead of a come-on. “I don’t know if we’ll have a position available, but we’ll do our best.”

“Thanks! I really appreciate it.”

“All right. Well, I’d better go. Wren’s out Christmas shopping. She found a new restaurant she wants to try. It’s a tough life,” he laughed. “Anyway, y’all have a good night.”

“You too,” I said.

“I’ll lock up behind me, just in case.” He waved and disappeared from the doorway. He began whistling a Christmas tune that faded as he jogged down the main staircase.

Tiffanie asked to use my bathroom to freshen up and change clothes. I didn’t even think twice about it, or that we were alone in the building. She reappeared a few minutes later wearing only a smile and a pair of panties with mistletoe on the front. Then she dropped her real bombshell.

“I know you’re a swinger. So… do you need to check with your wife first? Or can we get down to business?”

I returned to the present, and Allie gave me an expectant smirk.

“We’re friends with benefits,” I said.

“I know. She sounds nice. In fact, she reminds me of me. What I’ve heard about her, that is. My parents weren’t swingers, but I had a fling with my boss when I was her age.”

“The doctor you worked for?”

Allie flinched in surprise, although she recovered quickly and then laughed. “Yeah, I guess Christy tells you things too.”

“Mmm. You were younger, though, still in high school.”

“I was old enough,” she countered, “eighteen.”

“But you never—?”

“Oh, no,” she laughed, “we’re talking about you. And speaking of… I know about the others, too.”

“What others?”

“The other women. Before Tiffanie.”

“None that I worked with. Besides,” I demurred, “there really aren’t that many.”

She decided to call my bluff. “The heiress? What was her name?”

Alexa. My smile tightened. And she hates being called an heiress.

“Fred’s assistant, at the gallery?”

Margie.

“Oh, and the teacher at the girls’ school—”

Genevieve.

“—Miss Li. Too bad she moved. I liked her.”

“Mmm.”

Allie cocked her head and pantomimed thought.

“Okay, I get it,” I said abruptly. “You know all about me.”

She sobered just as quickly. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t tease you.”

“No. Besides, you’re talking about people, not characters in one of your books.” I still cared about the women, even though they were in my past.

“You’re right,” Allie said with genuine contrition. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t’ve been so flippant about it— about them.”

“Mmm. Especially when you might be one of them.”

“I— I… hadn’t thought about it like that. And you’re right, I did think of them as characters. Still, that’s no excuse. It’s just— I mean… I guess I was sort of living vicariously. I liked hearing about your girlfriends. Still do, I guess.”

“That’s fine. As long as you understand they’re real people, with real emotions.”

Her expression softened, and she snorted a laugh. She’d heard my speech before. We fell silent as the friction between us gradually faded.

“I guess I should be grateful,” she said at last. “I mean, I’m not as young as your usual… um… friend with benefits. And I’m definitely not in the same league, looks-wise—”

“I don’t care about looks. Well, I do,” I admitted, “but not as much as you think. And I definitely don’t care about age—sagging or stretch marks or anything else. You should know that by now. Besides, I’ve met twenty-year-olds who weren’t half as exciting as you.” I paused to let that sink in. “I care about people, not bodies.”

“Yeah, I know. But… I guess…” She sighed.

“Listen,” I said softly, “quit obsessing about your looks. None of us are perfect. The only thing that matters is, ‘Are we perfect for each other?’ Right now, the answer is yes. At least, I hope it is.”

She nodded and sighed again, admission instead of defeat.

All of a sudden the door chime sounded from the direction of the security panel in the master bedroom. Allie’s head came up, and I checked my watch.

“Too early,” I said. “It’s probably Emily.”

“Time for a snack?”

“I think so.”

Seconds stretched into hours, until the chime sounded again.

“Oh, thank God,” Allie breathed.

“Nah, we weren’t in any danger.” I shot her a grin that was more relief than anything. “Although… we should probably get cleaned up.” I checked my watch again. “We still have time to shower together, if you’re interested.” She was. “And then we need to talk to the girls.”

“About spending the night? I’m sure they’ll be okay with it.”

“Probably. Then I can call Christy, while you run home and grab what you need.”

“Wait, I have a better idea. Why don’t we all go out to dinner?”

“Sure, family night.”

“Or family date night.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, you can buy us dinner, and I’ll pay you back.” She made a sweeping gesture at her nude body. “All night… with this.”







Chapter 7 


My girls were fine with another sleepover, and Allie’s were more than fine with it. They hadn’t enjoyed the night without A/C any more than she had. They were also excited when they realized she wasn’t wearing her swimsuit under her towel wrap.

“You’re gonna do it?” Madison said.

“I’m gonna try.”

“You’ll like it,” Carly added. “And you won’t get weird tan lines.”

“Especially when you switch suits.” Madison shuddered with tween revulsion.

“They aren’t that bad,” Allie laughed.

“They’re pretty bad. I mean, I look so dumb when I wear a tracksuit, all white in the middle.”

Emily scrunched her nose, her version of Madison’s shudder.

Allie scoffed. “When’s the last time you saw me in a Juicy tracksuit? Uh-uh, no.”

“Why not?” Susie said. “Our mom wears ’em all the time.”

And spends a fortune on them, I added. It was her money, but a $400 tracksuit? Then again, my business suits cost $1,000 or more, and I had a closet full of them.

“Because she’s built for them,” Allie was saying. “I’m not.”

“Why not? ’Cause your tummy isn’t flat?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I cut in. “Clothes don’t make the person.” I suppressed a wince and waited for lightning to strike, but the sartorial gods didn’t bother with the likes of me. (They had bigger things to worry about, like whatever Elton John was thinking up.) “Right,” Allie said. “I’m the same person on the inside, no matter what I wear.”

“You still look weird,” Carly muttered.

“I think she looks fantastic,” I said.

“Yeah, but you’re a grown-up. You don’t know what it’s like.”

“You’re right,” I agreed. “Things were different when I was an eight-year-old girl.”

Carly started to congratulate herself before she realized what I’d said.

“That’s okay,” Susie said to her. “He does the same to me. Ugh! So annoying.”

“Well then,” I said to them, “I’d better make it up to you.”

Carly narrowed her eyes, but Emily perked up.

“Launch Dad?”

“You got it.”

The dogs sensed the girls’ excitement and leapt to their feet, tails a-wagging and tags a-jangling.

“Last one in’s a rotten egg!” Emily cried.

Four towels flew in a spray of colors as the girls streaked toward the pool. Three sets of claws scraped the flagstones when the dogs bolted after them. Seven bodies splashed into the water before I even started to move. Sometimes I hated getting older.

Still, I tossed my own towel, trotted after them, and launched myself into an arc that even Christy would’ve admired. It carried me over girls and dogs and into the churning water beyond. I broke the surface near the diving board and endured their teasing with good humor. Only Molly felt sorry for me. She paddled over and let me scratch her head.

“Come join us,” I called to Allie.

“Yeah, Mom, please!”

“Please, please!”

“Oh, all right.” She tossed her towel on the foot of a lounge chair and waded down the steps.

The girls weren’t the least bit interested in her body. It was natural to my daughters, and hers had seen her before. Besides, they didn’t know what a body like Allie’s could do, especially with the right kind of encouragement, which I was more than happy to give her.

Still, they were right about one thing—her tan lines were weird. The pale triangles on her breasts were sexy, but the overlapping lines from the one-piece made me think of a Cubist painting. Les Demoiselles d’Avignon wasn’t exactly jerk-off material.

The little head spoke up, Who cares? It’s just the packaging. You care about the person inside, remember?

Hold on… Who’re you and what’ve you done with my penis?

Dumbass, he muttered, and I managed to hide my inward disappointment before Allie glanced my way. She swirled the water around her and offered a tentative smile.

“This is nice.”

I returned it, without the doubt I’d felt a moment ago.

“We told you,” Madison said.

“Yeah,” Carly piped up, “we told you.”

“You did,” Allie agreed.

I kicked toward the shallow end to give her a break.

“All right, who’s first?” I said. “Carly?”

Almond eyes flashed, and she swam toward me. I locked my hands into a stirrup. Carly slid her foot into it and braced herself on my shoulders.

“Ready? Three… two… one… launch!”

* * *

We spent the rest of the afternoon in the pool, and I did my best to wear out the girls without doing the same to myself. Allie watched and shouted encouragement from the side, completely comfortable with her body and nudity. She even joined us for a game of Marco Polo. Neither of us were very serious about it, and I took advantage of the girls’ distraction for a little surreptitious groping. Allie dodged or fended me off every time, but she never moved very far away.

“You’re so bad,” she said at last. “We’re going to get caught.”

“That’s half the fun.”

“Not if they start asking questions.” She added in a little girl voice, “Mommy, why is he touching you there? And why is his thing hard?”

“I’ll show you hard,” I muttered playfully.

“Oh, no you don’t.” She laughed and backed away, hands at the ready.

Unfortunately, Marco and the Polos moved toward us from the deep end. Madison ran into Spike, and Carly tagged her.

“No fair! The dog got in my way!”

“So?”

“You were cheating, too! You opened your eyes! I saw!”

“Nuh-uh!”

“Nuh-huh!”

I waded forward to break up the squabble. “All right, one more round and then it’s time for dinner.”

I started playing for real and managed to stay just out of Madison’s reach for several minutes before I deliberately lingered on the surface a moment too long. She tagged me and whooped.

“Congratulations,” I told her. “Good game, girls. Now, let’s get ready for dinner. Rinse off, get dressed, you know the drill.”

Emily simply vaulted to the side of the pool and climbed out. It was an unladylike maneuver that her mother didn’t approve of, especially without a swimsuit. I personally thought it was fine, but Christy and I were a team. Emily’s defiance wavered when she saw my disapproval.

Madison hopped up beside her. “What?”

“Nothing.”

Molly had taken the stairs, and she trotted up to them, loyal and obedient as ever. Poor Emily. Her shoulders sagged as she made the connection. She could be pigheaded and stubborn, but she was also honest with herself.

“Sorry,” she muttered in my direction.

“For what?” Madison said.

“Nothing. Let’s just rinse off.”

Susie and Carly provided a welcome bit of comic relief to lighten the mood. They were chasing Spike and Buck in the deep end, and the dogs thought it was a game.

“I mean it! Come on!” Susie pleaded.

“Yeah, c’mon,” Carly said.

They climbed from the pool using the mother-approved method, the swim-out. The dogs circled a couple of times before they lost interest.

“Time to get out.” Susie stomped her foot. “Bucket Rothchild Hughes… now means now!”

Allie and I traded grins.

The dogs went to investigate a pool noodle caught under the waterfall.

“Ugh. Suit yourself. Goofy dogs.” She turned her urgency on us. “C’mon, Dad, you too.”

“Yeah, Mom, let’s go.”

I did my best Susie impression. “What? We’re coming! Ugh.”

She was not amused.

“Go ahead,” I laughed, “we’re right behind you.”

I followed Allie up the stairs and resisted the urge to pat her bare bottom. Then again, Susie and Carly had turned their backs and were waiting in line for the shower.

I moved so my body shielded us. Allie realized what I’d done and raised an eyebrow. I cupped her smooth pussy. After a moment she caught my dick and began stroking gently. Her breathing quickened as I teased her hidden clit. She was wet already, and not from the pool.

The sound of the girls in the background eventually brought us back to reality. Allie released my semi-hard cock, and I withdrew my finger from her pussy.

“To be continued,” I said in a low voice.

“Not soon enough.”

I silently agreed, and Allie inhaled a couple of slow breaths. Her arousal cooled, and my dick softened to normal. I glanced over my shoulder, but the girls weren’t paying attention to us.

I grinned roguishly. “See? I told you.”

“Yeah, I guess. We got away with it… this time.” Allie’s expression softened into a smile. “Today’s been really nice. Thanks again for inviting us.”

“It’s what I do.”

“Mmm. And later, I’ll do what I do.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“Looking forward to what?” Carly asked. “Dinner?”

My mother’s laughter echoed in my mind, Little girls have big ears.

Allie covered her mouth to hide her own laugh at my utter disbelief. Carly had heard us over the sound of the shower hitting flagstones, the older girls talking, the dogs’ tags jangling, and everything else.

Un-fucking-believable.

Allie’s eyes crinkled agreement, and I smoothed my expression before I turned to face the girls.

“What about dinner?”

“You said…” Carly’s frown deepened. She knew we’d been talking about something else, but her suspicions bounced off my dad armor.

Emily and Madison moved from under the shower and left it running.

“Come on,” Susie said to her friend. “He’ll never tell you what they were talking about. He does it to us all the time.”

I rewarded them with a bland smile.

“See?” Susie said. “Ugh!”

“Speaking of dinner…,” I said, “where do we want to go?”

We eventually decided on the Cheesecake Factory. It wasn’t my favorite, but I’d learned to pick my battles. Besides, the portions were so large that Emily might actually get enough to eat.

Twenty minutes later we were all dressed and shod, brushed and combed, lotioned, potioned, and assembled in the kitchen. Susie had even brought the new Beyoncé CD for our listening pleasure. The dogs circled in excitement, their tails thwacking indiscriminately.

“Sorry, guys,” I told them. “Humans only.”

Molly took it in stride, while Spike and Buck sat obediently, licked their chops, and double-teamed me with puppy-dog eyes. I had a heart of stone, but that didn’t stop them from trying.

“It’s okay,” Susie told them. “We’ll bring you a snack.”

“We’ll see,” I said. “Now c’mon, I’m getting hungry.”

We trooped out to the garage, climbed into the Denali, and drove to town. Dinner was about what I’d expected, but the girls enjoyed it. Sometimes that was enough.

We stopped by Allie’s house on the way home. She and the girls packed bags for the night, along with things they’d need for dance camp in the morning. The place was hotter than ever, especially after being closed up all day. The family cat didn’t seem to mind, but the humans did.

“Oh my gosh,” Susie complained, “that was disgusting.”

“Try sleeping there,” Carly said.

“Ugh. No, thank you. Hurry up, Dad, start the car.”

I did, and the air conditioning blasted with hurricane force. We let it wash over us for a moment before I backed out of the driveway.

“Hey, Dad,” Emily ventured, “since it’s so hot—?”

I knew exactly where she was going, but I still couldn’t believe it. She’d eaten bread, a salad, and an entire plate of pasta. Then she’d polished off a piece of cheesecake that rivaled Stone Mountain for size. Yet she was still hungry? After all that? She must have been going through a growth spurt.

“—can we stop for ice cream?”

The rear of the car erupted with a chorus of pleas, even though the other girls had eaten cheesecake too. Granted, they’d shared a single piece among them, but it clearly hadn’t hit bottom yet.

“What do you think?” I asked Allie.

“I’m full,” she said.

“So?” Madison complained. “We aren’t.”

“Yeah, we’re starving!” Carly said from the back.

“Starving!” Susie agreed.

Allie couldn’t help but laugh, although she glanced my way and sketched a nod.

Four sets of eyes bored into the back of my head.

“He’s gonna say yes,” Susie stage-whispered to Carly.

“How d’you know?”

“I just do. Trust me.”

She sounded so much like me that I couldn’t help a smile.

“See?” she said triumphantly.

“All right, we’ll stop for ice cream,” I said. “But cups instead of cones. And we’ll eat at home.” I had to maintain at least a pretense of being in charge.

The back of the Denali erupted with talk about flavors, and Allie shot me a speculative look.

“On second thought…,” she grinned.

“Oh? You want some after all?”

“Mmm, but I want the special cream.”

* * *

I tried calling Christy when we got home, but it went straight to voicemail.

“Hey, it’s me,” I said. “I hope you had a good day. Ours was fun. Allie and the girls came over and spent the day. They’re going to spend the night, too.” I kept my voice deliberately neutral, but Christy would hear the excitement in what I didn’t say.

Allie herself smirked.

I replied with a quick grin and finished the voicemail, “Give me a call when you get this. I love you. Tell Laurie I love her too. Talk to you soon. Bye.”

I ended the call just in time, mere moments before the Jötnar thundered down the stairs. Four girls burst into the kitchen instead of giants. I was tempted to look for Thor behind them, but they wouldn’t understand. I heard my mother’s laughter, yet again, Someday you’ll understand.

I sighed. Maybe Hobbes had meant children instead of life? They too were nasty, brutish, and short.

Emily pulled up short. Lately she’d been paying attention to other people’s thoughts—their expressions, at least—although she dismissed mine in true eleven-year-old fashion.

“Can we watch a movie while we eat our ice cream?”

Susie piped up, “Harry Potter. The one me an’ Carly like.”

“Carly and I,” Madison said.

Emily’s eyes narrowed, but Susie beat her to the punch.

“That’s what I meant,” she replied breezily.

“Then why—?”

“Of course!” Emily said. “It’s out in the pool house.”

“Why can’t they watch it there?” Madison complained. “Then we can watch something grown-up here.”

Emily gave her an “eat shit and die” look.

(My little frog princess was actually a basilisk in disguise. I blamed her uncle Rich. He had an entire repertoire of scathing looks, and he’d probably taught her when I wasn’t around. Yeah, that’s the ticket—it was all Rich’s fault.) Madison scowled and looked away.

“I’ll go get it,” Emily said. “Come on, Mols.” She and the dog left through the patio door.

Madison looked a question at her mother, who replied with a raised eyebrow, Well, what did you expect?

Spike woofed, and Buck sank to his haunches. They both looked at me, like I was going to explain what had just happened.

“Sorry, guys… humans. Speaking of which—”

Susie panicked and started looking for an escape.

“Ah-ah, not so fast,” I said. “Nice try, though.”

“Ugh! Do I have to?”

“I’m afraid so. It’s your job.”

“But what about our ice cream? It’ll melt.”

“It will if you keep arguing.” I gave her a dad look, with expectant eyebrows and everything.

“Ugh, fine.”

Carly didn’t know what we were talking about, but she understood chore-avoidance when she heard it.

“Can I help?”

“Yeah, I suppose,” Susie sighed. “Come on.”

They headed toward the alcove where we kept the dogs’ food and water bowls. Spike and Buck knew what that meant, and they scrambled to catch up.

Allie gave me a look that was a cross between “aww” and “I want you.”

Madison, of course, picked that moment to speak up. “What should I do?”

Allie blushed, and I had to look away to hide my amusement.

“What?” Madison said uncertainly.

“Why don’t you take the ice cream into the living room,” I replied.

She frowned but went along with it. “Spoons and napkins, too?”

“Yes, please. And maybe some pillows and blankets.” All of my girls were like their mother, who became chilled around bedtime. Emily suffered more than the others, probably because her metabolism was on overdrive the rest of the time.

“You know where everything is,” I added to Madison, who nodded and ran off.

“Dear God,” Allie sighed, “that was close.”

“No kidding. I thought you were gonna jump me.”

“No, that comes later.”

* * *

Allie and I decided to change out of street clothes and into something more comfortable. She met me outside the master bedroom.

“Great minds think alike,” I chuckled.

“Horny ones, for sure.”

She wore a white crochet cover-up that only reached to mid-thigh. She hadn’t worn a bra—her nipples were obvious—and I was fairly sure she was bottomless too.

“Nice,” I said.

“Thank you.” She sized me up. I’d gone for a beach look too, with a white linen shirt and a loose pair of drawstring pants. “You look like the cover of one of my books.”

I snorted a laugh. She edited romances.

“My hair isn’t long enough,” I said, “my jawline isn’t chiseled, and my five o’clock shadow isn’t even a suggestion. Besides, I’m too short.”

“Now who’s obsessing about their body? I happen to like your height, although you’re right about the rest.”

“What? You aren’t supposed to agree,” I laughed.

“Okay. Then I think you look awesome.”

“Much better. Thank you.”

“Especially in this general area.” She gestured at my chest but then glanced lower. “Knowing you… Commando?”

“Of course. And you?”

She gave me a smoldering look and raised the hem of her shirt. Sure enough, she was bare down there. I was about to move in when the walls vibrated with sound from the living room.

“They never let us forget,” Allie sighed, “do they?”

“That we’re parents? Kinda makes you wonder how ours managed it. Without killing us, I mean.”

“Speak for yourself. I was a perfect child.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I was,” she insisted. “I didn’t go wild till later.”

“I know. I’ve heard the stories. And I can’t wait to find out which ones’re true. But we should probably check on the girls. At least make an appearance.”

“Yeah. They might realize we’re having fun without them.”

“And come looking for us,” I finished.

“Can’t a couple of horny parents get a break?”

“Evidently not.”

I slid the door open. The girls had pushed the coffee table out of the way and were lying on the floor in a nest of pillows, blankets, and dogs. Susie even had her favorite stuffed animal, a lavender hippo called Mr. Spice. His original name had been Tubby, but she’d never called him that. Why? Who knew. She’d named her dog Bucket. We just called him Buck because it sounded cool and didn’t require an explanation.

Allie and I skirted the domestic scene and settled on the couch. I glanced at the volume. Emily had it up to Who concert levels, but I didn’t ask her to turn it down.

“We saved your ice cream,” she said over her shoulder. The movie was at a quiet point, so she didn’t have to raise her voice. “Only, it’s probably melted by now.”

“That’s okay. Do you want it?”

“No, thanks. I think I’m full.” She stopped for a moment and pondered what she’d just said. “Huh, that’s weird. Anyway, it’s there if you want it.”

She dismissed us with a wave and returned her attention to the movie. Hagrid was telling Harry about the night Voldemort tried to kill him.

Allie leaned toward me and whispered, “You promised to share your cream.”

I nodded toward the white paper bag.

“Maybe something that isn’t soft and cold?”

Great minds, indeed, the little head chuckled.

“Grab a blanket,” I said in a low voice.

She pulled one toward us and spread it across our laps. I put my arm around her, and she leaned into my side like a married couple. She had to squirm a bit to get under my arm, but she didn’t seem to mind.

“This is nice,” she said. “And I’ve definitely missed it.”

“You’ve missed this, too.” I pulled her hand to my lap. She massaged my semi-hard cock through the thin fabric of my pants.

After a moment I shifted and untied the drawstring with my free hand. Allie piled the blanket on my thighs to give us some cover. Then she wrapped her warm fingers around my straining erection. She stroked for a minute before she leaned back to look up at me.

“You promised me cream. Do I have to wait till the movie’s over?”

“I’m afraid so,” I chuckled.

She whined impatiently, like one of the girls.

“Heh. You’ll survive.”

“But I want it now.”

The girls themselves were absorbed in the movie, so I cupped Allie’s breast through the soft crochet of her shirt. She released my hard-on long enough to untie the laces that held her top together. It parted to reveal the inner slope of her left breast.

She returned her hand to my dick, and I slid mine into her shirt. Her skin was warm and smooth, her breast pliant. She sighed when I teased her nipple. Part of me wanted to escape to the guest bedroom for a quick blowjob, but another part enjoyed the thrill of fooling around where we might get caught.

Neither of us were in a hurry, so we played with each other and pretended to watch the movie. Then my cell phone vibrated. I checked the caller ID and flipped it open.

“Hey, Little Bit.”

None of the girls even turned to look. In the movie, Harry had just coughed up the snitch to win the game of quidditch. The volume rose as the crowd in the stadium started chanting.

Christy laughed. “I know what you’re watching.”

“Seriously?”

She listened for a moment and then repeated the dialogue, word for word. She even managed to sound like Hagrid, Harry, Ron, and Hermione.

“Brooke’s right,” I said, “that’s uncanny.”

She did a spot-on impression of yours truly, “It’s what I do,” before she switched to her normal voice. “Sorry about earlier. Voicemail, I mean. We were here, but my phone was dead. I… um… might’ve forgot to plug it in last night? It’s your fault, though!”

“Of course it is,” I chuckled.

“Well, it is. And then I had to wait for it to charge enough to call you back. I have it plugged in now, though. Oh my gosh! I almost forgot why I called. That’s your fault too, I suppose. Are you watching a movie with the girls? Never mind, of course you are. So, do you wanna go somewhere quiet and tell me about your day?”

I blinked and tried to sort through the zigs and zags. Sometimes Christy’s brain moved faster than her mouth.

“Sure,” I said after a moment. “D’you mind if Allie joins us?”

She automatically released my hard-on and pulled up my pants to cover it.

“Joins us?” Christy teased. “You have to seduce her first.”

“Seduce who?” Wren asked in the background. “Hold on, is he still trying to get into Allie’s panties?”

“I’m working on it,” I said through a tight smile.

“I know,” Christy said fondly. “She’s just giving you a hard time. Mmm, I said hard.”

“Oh, boy. So it’s gonna be like that?”

“Oh, brother,” Wren said.

“Of course!” Christy laughed at both of us. “Now, are you going to find somewhere you can talk?”

* * *

I closed the bedroom door behind us and cut off the sound from the living room.

“Okay, much better,” I said into the phone.

“So,” Christy asked in a lighthearted voice, “how was your day?”

“Busy,” I deadpanned.

“Doin’ what?”

“Oh, this and that.”

It was a game we played. Allie had heard it before, albeit from Christy’s side. She furrowed her brow but then figured it out.

“Get to the point,” Wren called in the background. “Did you fuck her yet?”

I sighed. Why did everything have to be so complicated? And why did it involve so many people, especially women?

Do you really wanna know? I mean, if you haven’t figured it out by now…

“Oh my gosh,” Christy laughed, “is he giving you a hard time too? Oh, you poor thing.”

And why did I marry a woman who could read my mind? I sighed. Again.

“If he’s talking to his dick,” Wren jeered in the background, “he must’ve struck out. You’re oh for two!”

“Wren, please be nice. Sorry about that,” Christy said to me. “You know how she is.”

“Mmm.”

“Is Allie there? Can I talk to her? Oh, wait! You should probably do it. You’re the man. Besides, it’s in the Handbook. Page six.” I knew that one by heart, but she quoted it anyway, “It’s the man’s job to seduce the woman’s friends, especially the ones she wants him to.”

“Oh, God,” Wren groaned, “not the Handbook again.”

I laughed. The Man Handbook was completely imaginary. Christy had made it up when we were first dating, and she’d filled it with rules to get what she wanted.

“Ignore her,” she said to me. “She’s just jealous that she doesn’t have a Handbook too.”

“I don’t need one!” Wren cried. “I know what I’m doing!”

“Yes, my love,” Christy said dismissively. “Now, do you want to find out what happened?” She waited, and I could imagine Wren rolling her eyes. Christy played at being submissive, but it was a velvet glove. She had a core of steel, and Wren knew it as well as I did.

“Sorry,” I said to Allie in an undertone. “Wren’s being a pest.”

“As usual,” Christy said. “Oh, you were talking to Allie. Tell her hi, by the way. And I’m glad she finally came to her senses. I’ve been telling her for months. Well, years, but you know what I mean.”

“I do.”

“Mmm, my favorite.”

“Oh, God, I’m gonna hurl,” Wren said in the background. She and Trip had switched roles at some point in the past twenty years. Now he was the grown-up, and she was the immature one. What the hell, hormones?

“Do you think the little market is still open downstairs?” Christy said to her. “I’d love some ice cream. Maybe a drumstick?”

Wren started to argue, so I covered the phone.

“Are you sure you wanna get involved with us?” I asked Allie.

“I think so. Why?”

“Because we’re insane. Like, certifiable.”

She grinned. “Is it contagious?”

“Yeah, a little bit. It’s transmitted through bodily fluids.”

“Oral?”

“Of course. Vaginal too—”

“I’m in!”

“—and anal.”

Her jaw fell.

“Oh, I know all about it,” I chuckled. “Christy tells me things too, remember?”

“Hello…? Paul…? Are you there?”

I removed my hand and raised the phone to my ear. “Sorry about that. I was talking to Allie.”

“No, I’m sorry,” Christy said. “Wren went to get snacks. It’s just us now. Well, us and Allie, but you know what I mean.”

“Mmm.”

“So… what were you telling her?”

“How I’m going to fuck her in all three holes.”

“Lucky her!” Christy laughed.

Allie herself gulped.

I cradled the phone against my shoulder, turned her around, and bent her over the dresser. She moaned softly when I lifted her shirt and bared her ass.

“We’ve been fooling around,” I said to Christy in the same conversational tone as before.

“You and Allie? While the girls were watching the movie?” Christy and I did the same thing sometimes.

“Mmm hmm.” I teased Allie’s pussy from behind. “She’s really wet.”

“Oh my gosh, I’m getting wet too,” Christy said. “Are you going to fuck her? Now? Can I listen?”

“Not yet. I might let her blow me, though.”

“Mmm, my favorite. Hers too. She likes when you shoot in her mouth and finish on her face. Rub it around and get her really messy. I told you, didn’t I?”

“I don’t think so, but—”

“Yeah, I did. That night. You know, after Leah’s party.”

“That really narrows it down,” I snarked.

I glanced at Allie in the mirror, but she wasn’t paying attention. Her eyes were closed, and she was breathing hard. The open neck of her shirt gave me a fantastic view of her deep cleavage.

“Fine, Mr. Smarty-pants,” Christy said. “It was the night we gave you a blowjob sandwich.”

“If you say so,” I agreed vaguely.

“You were kinda drunk at the time. So it’s been a while.”

Something sparked a memory. “Hold on… didn’t we make a video that night?”

“I… um… don’t think so.”

It was a lie, but she plowed ahead before I could call her on it. I glanced at Allie instead. Mr. Big was ready to fuck her, but the closest condoms were in the master bedroom. I reluctantly patted her ass and lowered her shirt.

“You came on my face,” Christy was saying. “Leah licked it off, and we were kissing, remember? We passed it back and forth? That’s what made me think of Allie, ’cause we were so messy. Leah was humming— Oh, oh! I remember, now! ‘Happy Birthday,’ that’s it. And the cake! It had a thirty-five on it.”

I reeled from the conversational whiplash. Allie straightened and swayed for a different reason. I slid my arm around her waist, to steady her as much as myself. She rested her head on my shoulder and sighed heavily.

“God, I need a dick so bad.”

I nodded agreement and silently chuckled at my life. I had my chatterbox wife in one ear, her friend in the other, and they were both horny. Well, one of them was. The other had switched gears. Again.

“So… um… how long ago was that?” Christy asked.

Allie seemed content for the moment, so I turned my attention to the other ear.

“Well,” I hinted, “she’ll be thirty-eight in October.”

“Who, Leah?” Allie said. Then she laughed. “You know Christy can’t do math.”

“Paul, dear,” Christy herself agreed, “you know I can’t do math.”

“It was 2000,” I prompted.

“Hold on… how’d you get from thirty-eight to two thousand?”

“That was the year!”

“Oh, yeah, I knew that.” She paused and made another Christy-leap. “Tell her I’m sorry. Allie, I mean. For distracting you.”

“She’s fine,” I said.

“Well, I’m not. I’m really excited.” She switched back to logistics just as quickly as before. “I suppose she’s officially on the list now. Will you call me tomorrow and tell me how it went? I promise I’ll charge my phone and have it with me.”

“Sure. It’ll probably be late morning,” I said. “Maybe afternoon.”

Allie nuzzled my neck in anticipation. “I love dick in the afternoon.”

“Why? Oh, right!” Christy said. “Dance camp. I forgot. That’s okay, I’ll call Allie instead.”

“What?” I blurted. “Why?”

“Paul, dear, you never give enough details. Men in general…” She imitated Trip, “Yeah, I banged her. Best she’s ever had. Totally ruined for anyone else.”

I laughed, even though it was Trip from ten years ago. The new Trip was a pretty nice guy, and a lot less conceited. Still, she was right about the level of detail.

“Is everything all right?” Allie said, and I nodded quickly.

“Oh my gosh,” Christy said in my other ear, “I can’t believe it’s really happening! Do you think she’ll join us? For real, I mean, as a swinger.”

“Too soon to tell.”

Allie raised an eyebrow, but I gave her a quick headshake. Everything’s fine. I’ll tell you later.

“Well, I hope she does,” Christy said. “It’s your job to make her. Only, she doesn’t want to be forced. Not like me. Mmm, you’ll have to hold me down and fuck me— Oh my gosh, listen to me! I’m doing it again. Sorry. We were talking about Allie. Take care of her, Paul.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“I’m serious. She really needs this, way more than I do. I’ve told you what she was like. Before Ken, I mean. And I don’t think you understand what it was like for her. He basically neglected her. Like, for years.”

“Well, we’re about to change that,” I said.

“I hope so. I really want her to be happy.”

“Me too.” I slid my hand into Allie’s shirt and pinched her nipple. She gasped in surprise.

“I heard that,” Christy laughed. “Be careful. She doesn’t like it as much as I do. Maybe a little, but nothing really kinky. Oh, and you need to make sure she understands. Our relationship, I mean, yours and mine. I’ve told her, like, a million times, but I still don’t think she believes me.”

“I’ll make sure she does.”

“I know. And now I’d better let you go. Wren’ll be back soon, and I’ll have to tell her everything. Then she’ll want me to go down on her, and we’ll be up all night if she doesn’t take care of me too. Like, a couple of times.”

“Sounds familiar,” I chuckled.

“Mmm,” she agreed. “I love you.”

“I love you too.”

“And take care of Allie,” she added in a softer voice. “She really needs it. Tell her I love her. After you fuck her brains out. Remember, fucking first, cuddling after. Got it?”

“Got it,” I chuckled. “G’night, Sunshine.”

“Good night, Mr. Moon.”

I closed the phone, and Allie leaned back to look at me expectantly.

“Well, good news, bad news,” I said.

“I’m officially on the list?”

“Yep.”

“Then… what’s the bad news?”

“We have to wait till the girls are in bed. Unless you want a quickie now, hard and fast, bent over the dresser.”

“It’s tempting,” she laughed, “but I think I’ll hold out for a better offer!”

“Are you sure? I’m pretty good with a quickie.”

“So I’ve heard. But I want the full experience, the whole nine yards, so to speak.”

“I dunno about nine yards, but I can give you seven inches.”

“But… you promised me twenty-one.” She caressed my chest and grinned. “Or should I say twenty-two and a half?”

My eyebrows tried to fly into orbit.

“You forget,” she laughed, “I can do math.”

* * *

The girls didn’t even notice when we returned to the living room. Part of me was relieved, even though we hadn’t been doing anything naughty. A smaller part was annoyed, since we could’ve been doing something naughty!

Why couldn’t kids be consistent, I wondered. They were clueless one minute, clairvoyant the next, with nothing in between.

Preaching to the choir, the little head said.

No one asked you.

I know. I’m helpful that way. I’m… cockavoyant.

I groaned. Seriously?

Allie gave me a curious look, although she glanced toward the girls and came to the same conclusion I had.

“We could go back,” she said in a low voice. “How much longer do we have?”

I followed the movie for a moment. Harry and friends were in Hagrid’s hut. The dragon egg had just hatched.

“I’m not sure. Maybe… an hour? Forty-five minutes?”

Allie leaned in. Her cheek felt hot next to mine, her breath soft on my ear.

“How about that quickie you promised me? Or I could suck you off. You can come in my mouth, no muss, no fuss.”

The little head was raring to go, and the big one was about to say yes when one of the girls had an attack of precognition—someone somewhere was about to get lucky.

Susie sat up, looked around, and frowned when she didn’t see us on the couch. Allie pulled away in the nick of time and moved to hide the bulge in my pants.

“What’re you doing back there?” Susie said.

I held up my phone. “Mom called.”

“Oh. Is everything okay? Did she wanna talk to us?”

“Hush!” Madison said in annoyance, followed immediately by, “Ow! That hurt.”

“Sorry, leg spasm,” Emily said, transparent and insincere. “I get ’em sometimes.”

Part of me was glad she was quick to defend her sister, but the grown-up part knew better. My kid had just kicked another. The little head muttered curses as the big one shifted priorities.

“Emily, stop the movie.”

She did. She heard the warning in my tone and thought about trying to deny what she’d done. Unfortunately, she knew from experience that she couldn’t manipulate me, especially when she was in the wrong. She also knew I wouldn’t hesitate to ground her, to take away her phone, internet, and TV for a week.

“Sorry,” she muttered halfheartedly. She glanced back and read my reaction. I silently threatened to take away dance camp too. That scared her. “I’m so sorry, Madison,” she said, sincere this time. “I shouldn’t’ve kicked you. Only… be nice to Susie, okay?”

“Yeah, okay.”

“Maddy,” her mother prompted, “what do you say?”

“Sorry, Em. Sorry, Susie.”

“It’s just a movie,” Allie agreed.

“That’s okay,” Susie said to Madison. “Sorry I was talking.”

Carly felt left out. “I’m sorry too.”

“Much better,” I said to everyone.

Emily sighed in relief, although she recovered quickly. She wasn’t the type to brood, after all. She raised the remote instead.

“Want me to run it back?”

Madison thought about it but shook her head.

“Hey, Dad,” Susie said before Emily could start the movie again, “is it okay if I sit on the couch with you? The last part’s kinda scary.”

“Sure, sweetie, c’mon up.”

Allie heard the disappointment in my chipper reply, and she echoed it with a glance over her shoulder.

We’ll survive, I told her with a look, and she nodded.

We returned to the couch, and Susie waited until we were settled. Then she hopped up with Mr. Spice and her blanket. She snuggled close on my right, and I realized she probably wanted my warmth as much as anything. Carly did the same next to Allie.

Poor Spike didn’t understand why his humans had left, and he tried to evict Molly from her warm spot next to Emily. Molly didn’t actually bite him, but her look told him that’s where things were headed. Bless his heart, he even looked at me, like I might intervene on his behalf.

“Dude, you know better,” I told him. “Don’t mess with Molly.”

“Go on,” Emily added. “Madison’ll pet you.”

“Yeah, Spike, over here.” Madison patted the blanket. He leapt over her legs, found a spot he liked, and flopped to his side. Then he wriggled closer, and his tail thumped the floor as Madison rubbed his chest.

Buck wasn’t the brightest of the bunch, but he was the practical one. He was also third in a pack of three, which had its advantages. He waited for everyone else to get settled before he hopped onto the couch next to Susie. She moved her legs to give him room, and he nestled comfortably beside her.

“Good Bucket.” She scratched behind his ear, and he sighed in doggy contentment.

Emily was tired of waiting. “Finally. Are we ready?”

“Go for it,” I told her.

Allie waited a few minutes, until the girls were absorbed in the movie again. Then she rested her head on my shoulder and moved her hand under the blanket. Warm fingers slid under my shirt and along my waistband. I shifted slightly to give her better access. She eased her hand into my pants and found my soft penis.

“Just so you know…,” she said, her voice low and seductive, “I still want my cream.”







Chapter 8 


I closed the bedroom door and let out a sigh of relief. The girls were finally in bed, and Allie and I were alone at last.

“Sorry about that. I—”

She kissed me.

I stepped back in surprise, and she pressed her body against mine. Her skin felt hot as she slid her hands under my shirt. I belatedly realized she was nude, and the functioning part of my brain wondered why I hadn’t noticed before. I’d seen her when I’d come in the room, but she’d been on the bed. When had she crossed the room? I’d been so preoccupied— Oh, for fuck’s sake! the little head griped. I got this. Hold my beer.

Allie bit my lip before she sank to her knees, untied my pants, and yanked them down. My dick sprang up and nearly hit her in the face.

See? I told you, I got— Oh Jesus, fuck.

Yes? I said dryly. You were saying?

Can’t talk now. Need to— concentrate— tongue stud— God, that’s good!

Allie steadied my cock with one hand and lowered the other to her pussy. She moaned as she played with herself and rubbed my dick over her face. Then she licked her way up my shaft and circled the head with her tongue. Her mouth was warm and wet, and I swayed unsteadily as the sensations reached my poor oxygen-starved brain.

At some point I tried to take off my shirt. Then I remembered why I’d made a detour to the master bedroom in the first place. I tossed the box of condoms onto the dresser, slid my cell phone after it, and pulled my shirt over my head.

Allie started sucking with long, slow strokes, which set off alarm bells. After a moment I realized why—the little head was selfishly planning to come in her mouth. I grabbed for the box of condoms, tore it open, and pulled out a trio of foil packets.

“Stop…,” I gasped. “I’m gonna come if you don’t.” She gripped my balls with one hand and stroked my shaft with the other. I groaned, “Don’t. Stop. I wanna fuck you first.”

I wasn’t entirely sure what I’d do if she kept sucking. Fortunately, she released her lip-lock, stood, and headed toward the bed. The little head wanted to rush after her, but the big head pumped the brakes. I ripped open the foil packet, fitted the condom over my glans, and unrolled it down the shaft.

I wasn’t fond of the things, but rules were rules. Besides, Allie wouldn’t know the difference. Christy claimed she could tell, but that was a white lie for my benefit. I’d had sex with only one woman who could, and only because she’d been allergic to latex.

Hey, Casanova! D’you mind? A little help?

Allie lay on the center of the bed, ten feet away. She gave me a smoldering look, crooked a finger, and spread her legs. Her pink labia parted, and her pussy glistened with moisture. I was tempted to go down on her first, but she and the little head put a stop to that.

“I want you. Inside me. Now.”

Yeah! What she said.

I climbed onto the bed, knelt between her thighs, and scooted forward. She closed her eyes and moaned softly when I rubbed my latex-covered cock along her channel. Then I teased her hidden clit and watched her reaction.

She looked even better than she had in my fantasies, less perfect and more real because of it. Her breasts weren’t as full, but they rose and fell with her breathing, and her nipples stood at attention.

“God, stop teasing,” she panted. “Put it in.”

I set my cock at her opening, eased forward, and came to an abrupt stop. Her pussy was much tighter than I’d expected, so I braced my arms and leaned over her. I bore down with my hips, and my shaft bent from the resistance.

Allie clutched my arms, closed her eyes, and arched her back as the pleasure mounted. I thought for a moment that she might be too small, but her pussy gradually opened for me. Then the resistance suddenly gave way, and I sank into her.

She cried out, and the heat of her pussy threatened to overwhelm me. I breathed hard through my nose as I held myself above her and tried to ignore the pressure behind my balls. The sensation eventually passed, and I opened my eyes.

Allie smiled up at me. “It’s so warm.”

“No kidding.”

“Not me,” she chuckled. “You. Your dick. I’d almost forgotten.” She drew me down for a kiss, and I began moving my hips.

I fucked her slowly, steadily, until our breathing synced. Her skin felt hot next to mine, in spite of the air conditioning, and her pussy had gone from molten to infernal. I pushed up and watched her face as she grimaced with pleasure. A flush slowly mounted her chest, and she began thrusting her hips against me.

She surprised me when she came. It wasn’t an earth-shattering climax, but it was definitely an orgasm. She breathed hard through her nose when it subsided, and her thighs shook as aftershocks rippled through her.

“Was that…?” I wondered aloud.

She jerked a nod.

“Okay,” I said slowly. “What should I…?”

She opened her eyes and smiled up at me. Then she pulled me down for another kiss. I wasn’t sure where we were going, but we made out with increasing passion until she pushed me away.

“I wanna ride you.”

“You aren’t too—?”

“Sensitive? God, no.” She rested her palms on my biceps and grinned up at me. “What? Didn’t she tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“Never mind. You’ll figure it out. Get on your back.”

She expected me to pull out, but I thrust my arms under her and rolled us both.

“Oh, my!”

I gripped her ass and started moving my hips.

“Uh-uh. Do it my way.” She pushed herself up and then groaned as she sat back on my cock. Her hair had come half-undone from the French twist, so she reached up and tugged it loose. Light brown waves cascaded over her shoulders and shadowed her face.

I gazed up at her for a moment and then ran my hands up her torso. She waited until I cupped her soft breasts and squeezed gently.

“So… you’re okay with them?”

“Totally. You’re beautiful.”

She smiled.

“And I’m not just saying that ’cause you’re—”

Her lips quirked in a smile. “She warned me about you.”

“About what?”

“That you talk a lot. During sex.”

“Yeah. Sorry. Only, I’m not. So… you prefer a quiet, manly type?”

“Mmm. Now, if you don’t mind…”

She began rocking her hips. Her nostrils flared with her breathing, and she closed her eyes. I moved my hands to her hips, and she braced hers on my chest. She knew exactly what she was doing, and she didn’t need anything from me. I selfishly wondered how I was different from a Sybian.

Allie must have sensed my thoughts, because she opened her eyes and looked into mine. Hers crinkled with amusement before they softened and pulled me in. Her breathing grew heavier, and the temperature in her pussy rose a couple of degrees.

She rode me for several minutes at the same pace, although I didn’t feel like a sex toy. She caressed my chest and moaned encouragement when I cupped her swinging breasts. Then she arched her back, and her mouth fell open in a silent gasp of pleasure.

The climax lasted a lot longer that time, until she collapsed against my chest and quivered from the force of it. She buried her face in my neck and clung to me, something she definitely couldn’t do with a Sybian.

“Oh, God,” she said at last, breathless and insistent, “I need it hard. Fuck me.”

“What? Are you—?”

“Just fuck me. Hard. Please.”

I grabbed a double-handful of ass and began thrusting.

“Harder.”

I slammed into her.

“Oh, God… harder!”

I held her tight and rolled us over. She cried out in surprise, and I came to rest on my knees. My dick slipped out of her, so I grabbed her thighs, pushed them toward her chest, and held them there. I aimed my cock at her glistening pussy and slid into her. I didn’t meet any resistance, so I rammed home.

“You want me to fuck you? Huh? Is this what you want?”

I began thrusting and pounded into her. The sound of slapping flesh filled the room, and the bed frame squeaked in protest.

I thought Allie might cry out or beg me to stop, but her pink chest turned scarlet from the heat. Her pussy had been hot and wet before, but it was nothing compared to now. I braced my hands on the bed and bent her double. Then I rose on my toes and used my full weight to drive my cock home.

“Unh, harder!”

I slammed into her as hard as I could, until I thought I might actually hurt her. Then I realized she was coming again, a long, continuous orgasm that peaked with every thrust. Her pussy squeezed and tried to hold me back, but I plowed through her resistance.

Heat and friction finally overwhelmed me, and I buried my cock deep inside her. I cried out from the force of my own climax, and firehose spurts filled the condom.

I didn’t quite lose consciousness, but my vision dimmed. A bellows rush filled my ears, the sound of my own harsh breathing. At the same time, a heavy lethargy settled over me like a leaden blanket. My arms felt rubbery all of a sudden. I tried to push myself up, but Allie grabbed my shoulders and pulled me down.

“Not yet! I’m still—!”

She fell silent, and I could feel the current of orgasm as it flowed through her. Her pussy squeezed my shaft, and her whole body quivered as she held me close. Then she shuddered and relaxed. A moment later she sagged to the bed and finally released me.

“Oh, God,” she panted. “I needed that.”

* * *

Strength slowly returned to my arms and shoulders, and I pushed myself up. I started to draw my knees forward, but Allie stopped me.

“Don’t. Not yet.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded. “You haven’t finished. Keep going. I’m fine.”

“Me too.”

“But… you didn’t come.”

“Of course I did. Like, five minutes ago.”

“I didn’t— I mean, I didn’t feel it.”

“You were a little preoccupied.”

“Are you sure?” She concentrated. “I still don’t… I mean…”

“Oh, I came,” I chuckled. “Trust me. Ah, hold on… I know what the problem is.” I disentangled my arms from her legs, and she grimaced as she lowered them.

“Ow, ow, ow… Okay, ow.” She panted to catch her breath. “Sorry. I didn’t realize I was so out of shape.”

I sat back, and my dick slid out of her. She pushed herself up on her elbows, and her breasts shifted together. A distracted part of me—one that should’ve been satisfied—imagined fucking her between them. She snapped me back to reality.

“A condom? But I— And you— We can’t—” She fell back on the pillow, and her breasts flattened to the sides again. “Ah, now I get it. Protection. Not from getting pregnant, but from other things.”

“Lions and tigers and bears…”

“Oh, my.” She sighed. “I guess I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Yeah, sorry.”

We rarely talked about AIDS and STDs, but we worried about them all the time. They were the main reason I was fine with a blowjob, even from a woman I’d just met, but I wouldn’t have sex until I knew her better. Even then, I used a condom until we both got tested.

“I thought you knew,” I said to Allie. “About the condom, I mean.”

She shook her head.

“And you didn’t see the box? That’s why I had to run to the master bedroom.”

Another headshake.

“Sorry. I should’ve said something. It isn’t personal.”

“What? I know. It’s cool. Totally. And… I should’ve realized. I just— I mean… I haven’t had to worry about things like that. Not since… well, you know.”

I nodded.

“It gives me an idea, though…” She sat forward and caught my cock in both hands. She massaged the base with her left and gripped the condom with her right. She slid it off. Then she grinned. “I haven’t done this in years.” She held up the condom and slowly squeezed my come into the tip. It was a healthy amount, even more than usual.

“Not bad,” she said appreciatively. “And it’s still warm. Whatever should I do with it?” She smirked. It was a rhetorical question.

After a moment she lowered the open end of the condom to her lips. Then she raised the full end and tilted her head back. Pearly semen flowed down channels in the latex. She drained it into her mouth and held it for a moment. Finally, she closed her eyes and swallowed.

“Ahh! Nice.” She squeezed the last of the semen onto her lips and spread it around with her fingers. “It’s better fresh,” she added, “but I’ll take what I can get.”

“There’s more where that came from,” I chuckled.

“I know.” She glanced at my semi-hard dick and arched an eyebrow.

“Ha! Sorry. Maybe when I was twenty…”

“That’s okay. I need some time too. Besides, I have to pee. Be right back.”

I watched her go and made a point to admire her body. She pretended not to notice, but I caught a glimpse of a smile before she closed the bathroom door.

I flopped to my back and stared at the ceiling. Allie must have pulled down the covers earlier, while I’d been on my errand to fetch the condoms. I hadn’t noticed before.

You were doing what you always do, the little head grumped. Daphne? Seriously?

What? I still care about her.

Yeah, but… twenty years?

The bathroom door opened before I could come up with a suitably pigheaded reply. Allie appeared, although she took one look at me and stopped.

“What’ve I done now?” I said.

“Oh, nothing. But someday you’re going to have to tell me what’s going through your head. Not today,” she added as she crawled onto the bed, “but someday.”

She stretched along my left side this time, which felt more like normal. Then she swung her hair back and rested her cheek on my chest. I put my arm around her, and she slid her leg over mine. We relaxed in a companionable silence. At least, it was companionable until she raked her big toe along the sole of my foot.

I nearly leapt off the bed.

“It’s a good thing you aren’t ticklish,” she teased.

“Uh-huh.”

“Sorry, I’ll behave.”

“Why don’t I believe you?”

“What if I swear on my vagina? And promise you unlimited visitation? Supervised, of course, but any time you like.”

“Oh. Well… when you put it like that…”

She laughed and kissed my nipple, a friendly truce more than an intimate one. Then she slid her leg over mine, returned her cheek to my chest, and sighed happily. We fell silent again, and our breathing slowly found a rhythm. I wasn’t ready for sleep, but I closed my eyes and enjoyed the feeling of Allie’s warm, soft body next to mine.

* * *

Sometime later, I inhaled a deep breath, held it as long as I could, and let it out slowly. Allie sensed that I was in the mood to talk. She stirred, and her own breath felt warm on my bare skin.

“Well, what do you think?” I said. “Was it worth all the flirting?”

“Are you kidding? You saw how hard I came.”

“Yeah, true. So… tell me about that. I mean, three in a row? And the last one…?”

“They don’t always happen like that.” It was the verbal equivalent of a shrug. “But when they do… wow.”

“No kidding.”

“Christy has ’em too, doesn’t she? Super-orgasms? So… why d’you ask?”

“Just trying to figure out what you like, how to do it again.”

“Ah. In that case, mine are different. Didn’t she tell you?” It was a gibe at first, but then she raised her head and saw that I was clueless. It turned into a serious question at that point. She scooted up, rested her chest on my abdomen, and folded her arms beneath her chin. She gazed at me from a foot away, her Caribbean eyes alive with interest and amusement.

“Afraid not,” I replied seriously. “I only hear about the kinky things. She doesn’t tell me the mundane stuff.”

“Ah. So you know I like it messy when I give head, but not how I come.”

“Exactly. Only, now that you mention it, it was different. Christy… um… how do I put this…?”

“Comes hard when you go balls deep?” Allie smirked. “I mean, when you hit her A-spot.”

“Yeah. How’d—?”

She shrugged. “She’s always wiped out the day after, so I can usually tell. Or did you mean how’d I learn in the first place? We brag. To each other, at least. Didn’t you know?” She arched expectant eyebrows before she shrugged again, dismissive this time. “It’s what we talk about sometimes. Why? You guys benefit from it, so why get worked up about it?”

“I’m not worked up,” I said. “I’m just curious.”

“Yeah, sorry. Ken used to hit the roof over the stupidest things. This was one of them. He didn’t want me to talk about his ‘bedroom technique.’”

It was classic male chauvinist bullshit. He wanted his wife to be a madonna in public but a whore in the bedroom.

“His loss,” I said.

“Mmm. As far as the other thing, the A-spot… I’m a woman.” It was another verbal shrug. “I’ve been responsible for my own orgasms since… like… forever.”

“Yeah, sorry about that, too.”

“It isn’t your fault.”

“No, but…”

She smiled, reassuring and patronizing at the same time.

“Then tell me what you like.” Unfortunately, my pique came through loud and clear.

“That isn’t what I meant. You’re actually one of the better ones.” Her sincerity went a long way to soothe my bruised ego.

“Thanks.”

She fell silent for a long moment, and I couldn’t tell whether she was letting me cool down or gathering her thoughts. Probably both, I decided, and felt guilty for getting upset in the first place.

“Yeah, I guess I should tell you,” she said at last. “I— I can’t believe I’m about to admit this, but… I’m sort of a size queen. I don’t mean to be,” she added quickly, “it’s just the way I’m built. I need a big dick to get off.”

“Well, I’m glad I measure up.”

“No, no, that isn’t what I meant. It’s just, like, whether I get off or not… from penetration alone. I still enjoy it, though, no matter how big the guy is. I can usually make it work. You know…” She wiggled her fingers, in case I didn’t understand. “Besides, my body’s the size queen, not my mind. The biggest dick in the world doesn’t do it for me if the guy’s an a-hole.”

“You mean Ken.” She didn’t seem surprised that I knew he was well-hung. Christy had been a little vague on details, but “oh my gosh, bigger than Tom” was a decent measuring stick. My brother-in-law was so well-endowed that he made me feel inadequate. I wanted to hate him, except for the minor detail that he was a loving husband, a good father, and one of my closest friends.

“Exactly like him,” Allie was saying about Ken. She decided to elaborate. “He was such a fuckhead toward the end that I couldn’t even get wet when I blew him. It was just a job, you know, something I did to keep him from bruising my insides.”

“Mmm,” I agreed darkly.

“Whereas you… I get wet just thinking about it. Like today. But in general, too. I mean, I see how you are with the girls, and the way you treat women. That’s really sexy.”

“Thank you.”

“It doesn’t hurt that you have a nice body, but I’d wanna fuck you even if you had a dick the size of my pinky.” She thought about it and laughed. “Okay, maybe not that small, but you understand. I’d still wanna fuck you, and I’d come no matter what.”

“Good to know,” I chuckled.

“I’m serious. I like a decent-sized guy once the action starts, but that isn’t what gets me worked up in the first place. I mean, I’ve never looked at a dick and thought, ‘Yeah, I wanna suck that.’ Not like—”

Her silence grew apologetic, so I finished her thought, “Not like Christy, you mean.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean it as a criticism. Just an observation.”

Only, it was a criticism. It was a mild one but still valid, especially if I was being honest.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I know how she is.”

“I love her to death, but sometimes…”

“Me too,” I chuckled. “She isn’t shallow—”

“No! Of course not.”

“—but she’s really hung up on appearances.”

“She’s an artist. And… I guess we’re all a little superficial. I try not to be, but I can’t help it sometimes.”

“Same here. I wouldn’t be in bed with you if I didn’t think you were attractive.”

“Thank you. Me too.”

“Anyway,” I prompted, “you were saying? What gets you worked up…?”

“You, for starters.”

I heard something in her voice. “Anyone else?”

“Mark. Obviously. And Trip. Although… I tend to like guys who’re shorter.” She laughed, “Short guys with big dicks… God, talk about contrasts!”

“Like the guys who want skinny women with big tits.”

“Sorry, guys,” she agreed, “but real women aren’t built like that.”

“Nope.”

“Anyway, Trip too. He’s a bit of a chauvinist, I guess, but nothing like K— my ex. And he’s a super dad. That’s way more important. In my book, at least.”

I raised my head and said to my groin. “Did you hear that? I told you, she doesn’t care what you look like.”

Allie’s eyes danced with amusement.

“He gets a little uppity,” I explained, “especially if he thinks he’s the reason we get laid.”

“‘We’?” she laughed. “Oh, God, that’s good! I’ll have to use that sometime.”

“He’s always good for comic relief.”

“You both are. Still… tell him it doesn’t matter what he looks like. Besides, I didn’t see him— Wait! Why’m I doing it now? I didn’t see you in all your glory until today. Although I’ve… um… seen some very lifelike sculptures.”

“Oh?”

“Mmm hmm. Let’s see… the fountain one was my favorite. You know the one…”

Priapus Pool Boy, for an LA couple’s Medici-inspired garden.

“And the obelisk?” Allie laughed. “Oh, God, the veins were perfect!”

The Johnson Monument, six feet tall and slimmer than the real thing, commissioned by a gay couple, complete with a circle of fifty small Pride flags around the base.

“The boner bud vase…?”

Tulips Are Better Than None, a realistic porcelain penis with an opening at the tip for a “spurt” of flowers.

Christy had a thriving word-of-mouth business in erotic art, and we had a special relationship with a few patrons who commissioned us together, as artist and model. The LA couple were swingers in their thirties, bisexual, childless, and wealthy. They were also perverted, even by my standards. The gay men were just a regular couple, friendly voyeurs who shared Christy’s fondness for phalluses.

Our friend Sara had introduced us to the third, an older woman who’d been delighted by the bud vase. She was a character in the San Francisco art scene, a sui generis widow who was literally in a class by herself.

Countess Irina spoke with a vaguely European accent and looked like a well-preserved sixty, even though she was at least a decade older. She didn’t drink or smoke, and she swore she’d never had plastic surgery. “Clean living, darling.”

She was an interesting lady, a wealthy art patron with a taste for old-world elegance. She dressed impeccably in Chanel or Dior, and she was often mistaken for someone’s rich grandmother who’d wandered into the wrong gallery party. “Oh, how lovely and colorful and exciting, darling.”

We learned about her double life when she commissioned a second piece. “Something impressive, darling.” Christy had been saving an oblong chunk of pink imperial porphyry, and she used it to create Hard Rock Cock, a two-foot version of yours truly. “Oh, how marvelous, darling! Shall we compare it to the original?”

In private, Irina’s accent sometimes slipped, especially when she was tired. Then she sounded like a dustbowl refuge from a Steinbeck novel. “You won’t tell, will you, darlin’?”

Whatever her background was, she was as rich as Croesus, as horny as a succubus, and had the inhibitions of a madame. She told us once that she’d actually been a high-end call girl, “A courtesan, darling,” before she’d fallen in love and married one of her regulars.

“Still, that wasn’t the reason I had sex with you,” Allie finished.

I frowned in mild puzzlement—I couldn’t remember what we were talking about.

The little head cleared his throat.

Oh, right! How could I forget?

How, indeed, he said dryly. Still, I suppose the countess is a good reason to be distracted.

Mmm.

“Like, I dated a guy in college,” Allie was saying. “He was thoroughly normal, maybe even on the small side. But he— Well, let’s just say that I was horny all the time, and it had nothing to do with his equipment.”

I replayed what she’d just said and made an educated guess.

“Did it have to do with his brother’s equipment? Yeah, I know all about it. Or, should I say… them.”

Allie had had a relationship with identical twins when she was twenty. It had started with one brother but had quickly progressed to both, usually at the same time. They’d dated for about a year, and things had been pretty wild toward the end—threesomes and gangbangs and porn, oh my!

“I should’ve known,” Allie said. She paused but then shook it off. “Still, it proves my point. Reese and Rob— I’m guessing you know their names, like I know Tiffanie. They weren’t anything special in the dick department, but they totally did it for me.”

“Oh, I get it. Like I said, I’ve heard some of the stories.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” she murmured.

“Oh?”

“Uh-uh.” She glanced at the alarm clock on the nightstand and then sighed.

My words to the girls at bedtime echoed in the back of my mind, Six o’clock comes early.

“Yeah, me too,” I said aloud. “But I’m too wired to go to sleep.”

“And I’m too talkative. Sorry, I get like this sometimes. It isn’t the sex. Just… talking to a man. Like, intimately. Flirting is fun, but this is way more satisfying.”

“It is.”

“Besides, I’m still in the mood.” She forestalled me with a laugh. “Later. Right now, I’m parched. Do you mind…?”

* * *

I pulled a couple of bottles from the fridge and handed one to Allie.

“Cranberry. For the plumbing.”

She smirked. “You might have to inspect it later.”

“I have the perfect tool for the job.”

She snorted at the corny line, although she followed with a sly glance at the tool in question. I replied with one of my own, at her bare slit. Then I closed the refrigerator door and plunged her into shadows again.

“C’mon,” I said, “I wanna hear more about the twins.”

The security light over the pool house shone through the windows and outlined a walkway of sorts. I followed it into the living room and through the pocket doors by the master bedroom. The shadows deepened in the hallway as we passed the door to the grotto.

“Maybe tomorrow we can do it in there,” Allie said.

I chuckled. “So you’re already planning next time?”

“Sure, why not? I mean, Christy’s gone, and you don’t leave till Saturday. She said I could borrow you…”

The guest bedroom welcomed us with a warm glow from the bedside lamp. Allie closed the door behind us, and her expression went from amused to thoughtful.

“Nothing,” she replied to my curious look. “Just that it’s a little weird. I mean, talking about sex in one breath and your wife the next. Not to mention that she’s one of my best friends.”

“Welcome to the lifestyle.”

“I dunno about that,” Allie demurred. “I’m having sex with you. That doesn’t make me a swinger.”

“It’s a step in the right direction.”

“Maybe. But… I’m not so sure. I don’t exactly meet all the requirements.” She paused the conversation by twisting the cap on her drink. She climbed onto the bed, while I enjoyed the view. Then she sat cross-legged, waited for me to do the same, and picked up where she’d left off.

“Talking about Reese and Rob made me think of it. I mean, my qualifications. Besides, you’ve already been hinting.”

“Sorry, you lost me.”

“Earlier, this afternoon. You wanted to know if I’m… you know… into women.”

“Oh, that. Right. Well, are you?”

“I— I’m not sure. I know that’s a lame answer, but…” She shrugged. “I don’t have much experience. And before you ask, I’d like to establish some ground rules.”

“Of course.”

“So… I haven’t told Christy any of this. Some of it, obviously, but I left out parts.”

I lifted an eyebrow.

“Ground rules first. Please don’t tell her. I don’t want you to lie, but…”

“I don’t have to volunteer anything. Got it.”

“She’s gonna start hinting anyway, especially after you and I— I mean… this…” She gestured. “Us… but I need some time.”

Leah had taught me a thing or two about interviews over the years, so I knew better than to interrupt. Sure enough, Allie sighed into the silence.

“So, my experience with women… I guess I should start at the beginning. Okay, you remember I said I was a good girl in high school? Well, I really was. I didn’t lose my virginity until senior prom, which is a cliché all by itself. And I didn’t blow a guy until later, when I was eighteen.”

I nodded and stuck to Leah’s interview playbook.

“So I was pretty innocent when I left for college,” Allie continued. “I got there and oh my God! Culture shock, big time. I mean, I was basically a small-town girl. My roommate was the same. We had a lot in common, even though she was from New Hampshire. Her parents were a dentist and a teacher, and she wasn’t that serious about Judaism either.”

Allie’s father was a NASA project manager and her mother a crew training specialist. They were highly educated, liberal, and Jewish in the Deep South, a combination that was still as rare as hen’s teeth.

“Anyway, I guess you could say we bonded,” Allie went on. “Before you ask, nothing happened. Christy told me about her and Wren, and my stories’re nothing like theirs.”

“Then… what’d you do?”

“What do you think? We got drunk and fooled around. I’m pretty sure she was a virgin, and I practically was. We didn’t really do anything, though. We kissed a little and felt each other up. I guess it started as a joke, but you know how it is.”

I nodded.

“It felt good but… weird at the same time. I mean, guys get insistent, you know? And rough. It wasn’t like that. So it felt… weird.” Allie shrugged. “That’s the only word I can think of. Soft, maybe. And slow. Frustrating? I dunno. We did it again, like, a week later. We weren’t as drunk but we didn’t go any further. And the next day we were too embarrassed to even talk about it.”

I’d known plenty of women who were bi-curious but hadn’t done anything because they’d bought into the lie that “nice girls don’t do that.”

Allie took up her story again. “We never did anything after that. Just those two times. I started dating a guy in the spring, and she met someone too. She lost her virginity, and I was getting laid on a semi-regular basis. So… like, we never repeated our drunken fumblings.”

That sounded familiar too.

“Anyway, fast forward over my sophomore year. My roommate in the fall was a total JAP, a self-centered nightmare. It was bad enough that I moved into a single in the spring. I had a couple of boyfriends, but nothing serious. We only did the usual things. We did it a lot, but just boy-girl stuff.”

“Then you met the twins?” I prompted.

“Yeah, like, the first week back for my junior year. I had a friend who lived in their building. That was when I really started to go wild. I’m sure Christy told you.”

“The basic outline.”

“I’ll tell you more—I have some pretty fun stories, kinda like you—but some other time.”

I nodded.

“Okay… so… did she tell you about the poker parties?”

“Some.”

The twins had organized poker nights, where “poker” was a euphemism and Allie was the main prize.

“I guess I enjoyed the attention,” she said by way of explanation. “I mean, I wasn’t an ugly duckling in high school, but I wasn’t a swan, either. I was sort of a nerd. Like, glasses, braces, and pigtails. I even had a Trapper Keeper with a horse on it. I swear to God,” she laughed, “I was so un-cool!”

“I think everybody was.”

“Yeah, well,” Allie continued, “I was a nerd, so I liked the attention from guys. And I didn’t have to worry about my parents catching me, so… I guess you’d say I was a major slut.” It wasn’t a put-down the way she said it.

“Anyway, things were pretty wild, especially the parties. I wore a mask when other guys were there, but still… Like, they all knew Reese and Rob, and it wasn’t that hard to figure out who I was. Word started to get around on campus, and especially in the Foster Mods.”

I didn’t know what those were—a residence hall? an apartment complex?—but it didn’t matter. Besides, I didn’t want to interrupt.

“We decided to cool it for a while. That was in the spring, and we’d started to drift apart anyway.”

Christy had said that Allie and the twins didn’t have a lot in common, except for the sex. The guys were also a year older and ready to graduate, while Allie still had another year of school. They’d ended things on friendly terms a couple of months later.

With a whimper instead of a bang. I grinned at the pun, but Allie was too absorbed in her story to notice.

“…the part that Christy doesn’t know about,” she was saying. “We quit having the big parties, but we still had our little ones at Jay’s house.”

I didn’t know who he was, but it didn’t matter.

“He asked if he could bring a friend… a girl friend.”

My eyebrows rose, even though I’d been half-expecting it.

“I sort of knew her,” Allie explained, “but only to say hi. She lived in Foster, so she’d heard the rumors. At first she thought they’d been exaggerated. I mean, you know how it is.”

“Yeah.”

“But then I guess she started watching us. She was friends with Jay, and they went out a few times. She got him to tell her about the parties.” Allie snorted at a memory. “She told me later that she blew him but wouldn’t do more until he told her. Then she told him what she really wanted.”

My dick swelled as my imagination kicked into overdrive.

“I thought she must’ve been one of those Jewish or Catholic girls,” Allie added in an aside. “You know the type, the ones with overprotective parents. They go wild as soon as they leave home.”

I knew two of them, in fact, one of each.

“But she was just a regular girl who wanted to try a gangbang.” She laughed softly. “I wouldn’t call three guys a ‘gangbang,’ but I didn’t tell her that.” She paused and grinned at her own wantonness. “Reese and Rob were all for it. Jay too, which kinda surprised me.”

“What about you?”

“I guess,” she said with remembered indifference. “I thought it’d be kinda fun to watch. We were really into porn at the time— Did Christy tell you? The guys had a whole drawer full of tapes. We’d even made some of our own. I wanted to see what it looked like for real. So we told Jay to invite her. Obviously.”

Allie fell silent but then snorted. “I thought she’d be nervous or something, but she got right down to it. I mean, we didn’t play cards or drink or anything. She just took off her clothes and asked who was first.”

“Sounds like my kind of girl,” I chuckled. I was breaking Leah’s first rule of interviews, but I didn’t care.

“Yeah. You’d’ve liked her. And… I guess… like… she reminded me of me.” Allie smiled at the memory but then shook it off. “Sorry. So… yeah. She had her gangbang and wanted to do it again, like, a week later. You see where this is headed?”

“She wanted to have sex with you?”

“Yeah. A double gangbang. Rob and Jay tried really hard to talk me into it, but Reese said it was up to me. I think he still sort of carried a torch for me, if that makes sense.” She stared into the past.

“I decided not to,” she said at last. “I guess I was too ashamed. Yeah, I know… I didn’t have a problem fucking six guys in a row, but one girl gave me the heebie-jeebies. Maybe… like… I guess it was for real with her, not like when I was a freshman, fooling around above the waist.”

“So… you never did anything?” I prompted.

“No. I’ve thought about it a lot, though. Since then. And now I kinda wish I’d tried. I guess… I mean… you know. I’ve grown up a lot since then.”

I nodded.

“Fast-forward again. I met Ken and we got married. The sex was good, but he was strait-laced about lots of things.” She sighed darkly. “That should’ve been my first clue, but… I was in love. Then I got pregnant with Maddy, and I was so busy that I didn’t have time for anything else.”

I’d heard that before too.

“I guess things started to change when I met Christy. I knew you guys were swingers, but Ken was Ken. Like I said, he was really conservative about some things, which is ironic. I mean, he’s sort of the reason I wanna try now.”

“What happened?”

“It started with porn. Again. Famous last words, right? So… we had this routine. For, like, the last few years before things turned ugly. He’d come home from a trip, and I’d dress up in something sexy after the girls were in bed. I’d suck his dick while he sipped a drink. Sometimes it took him a while to come. At first I thought it was the liquor, but now I know the real reason.”

“Mmm.” I was dying to know more, but I didn’t want to interrupt.

“Yeah, sorry,” Allie said. “I still don’t wanna talk about it.”

“Okay, then tell me why you changed your mind, why you went from strictly dicks to maybe chicks?”

She laughed and brightened. “Thanks. I needed that.”

“It’s what I do.”

“Yeah. And I’m grateful. So… what changed? Well, he started watching porn while I blew him. It wasn’t the usual stuff, though. It was new, all-girl. So… um… yeah. I’d be sucking his dick, and I’d hear them in the background, the women moaning on TV. I was playing with myself at the same time, and I guess I started to connect the two. I mean, it’s basic conditioning.”

“True.”

“Now I get worked up when I think about women writhing and moaning. I know it’s just porn, that the real thing isn’t like that, but… I can’t stop thinking about it. You know? I keep wondering if I’m missing something.” She paused and gazed at the ceiling with indecision. “There’s another reason, but I’m not sure I wanna tell you. Not yet, at least.”

“That’s okay. I’m ready for a break anyway.”

Allie glanced at my erection and moistened her lips.

“Yeah. I’m gonna need a blowjob…”

“Uh-uh. I’m ready now. I wanna ride you. Then you can finish in my mouth.” She scanned the bedside table, and her eyes flashed. “Hand me a condom. We’ll see if I remember how they work. They say it’s like riding a bike…”

* * *

Allie disappeared into the bathroom after we finished. The door opened a few minutes later, and a triangle of light spread across the ceiling.

“I forgot the condoms.” She grabbed one from the foot of the bed and spotted the other on the floor. “Want me to flush ’em?”

“No! I mean, no,” I added in a calmer voice. “They’re bad for the plumbing. Just wrap ’em in toilet paper and toss ’em in the trash.” They were empty anyway.

“Oh. Okay.” She did, and the light on the ceiling winked out. “God, that was exactly what I needed. I’m gonna be sore in the morning, but it was totally worth it.”

She came around the left side of the bed and climbed in. Her cheeks and mouth were pink and freshly scrubbed. I chuckled to myself—she liked it messy all right. She scooted across and stretched out beside me. Her skin was warm where it touched mine, full of energy.

“You’re on my side,” she accused playfully.

“Yeah, sorry. It’s my side too.”

“It’s nothing, a contretemps.”

“Ooh, nice word.”

“I bring the lightning.”

“In more ways than one.”

“Mmm.”

She pulled the sheet over us before I could ask if she wanted me to stay. I didn’t want to take her for granted, but she seemed to be settling in, so I put my arm around her and rested my hand on her bare hip. She snuggled closer, slid her leg over mine, and caressed my chest.

“You normally sleep in the nude, don’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t, but I will for you,” she said. “In case you need access in the middle of the night. I don’t mind…”

“Good to know,” I chuckled.

“Mmm,” she sighed. “Sorry, talking about the past got me worked up. I didn’t realize how much I missed it. I guess it’s the sense of adventure, you know? Something new. Oh, and the sex! Let’s not forget that! It was awesome, way better than I imagined.”

“Thanks. Same here.”

“You’re just being polite.”

I wasn’t, but it wasn’t worth an argument.

“I’m rusty,” she added. “Lack of practice. I didn’t think it’d be such a big deal, but… like… toys aren’t the same. Although they’re a lot easier to turn on!” she laughed, soft and self-deprecating.

I silently agreed and did my best to stifle a yawn. Unfortunately, Allie took it as a hint.

“What time is it?” She raised her head. “Oh, God, almost two. And we have to get up at six?”

“Yeah, sorry.”

“I’m a night owl, not a morning person.”

“I could tell.”

“You weren’t complaining when I was sucking your dick.”

“I’m not an idiot.”

“Besides, doesn’t Christy wake you up in the middle of the night?”

“Sometimes. But she lets me sleep first.”

Allie shrugged. “I’m not her. I hope you’re okay with that.”

“Of course.”

She fell silent for a moment but then changed the subject. “So, how much will you tell her?”

“About tonight? Not much.”

“She doesn’t want to know?”

“It depends.”

“On what?”

“How kinky she thinks it is.”

“And this isn’t?” Allie laughed. “Sleeping with one of her friends?”

“No, sorry. I do that all the time.”

“Oh, yeah, I guess you do. Still, we have to think of something…”

I could think of several things, but I didn’t want to start a long conversation, and especially not at two o’clock in the morning.

“Well, you’re welcome to spend the night,” I said instead. “Tomorrow, I mean.”

“I was trying to figure out how to ask.” She sounded sheepish. “I mean, I feel like a kid in a candy store. But I… um… I don’t wanna overstay my welcome.”

I snorted to show what I thought of that.

“Thank you.” She slid her hand from my chest to my stomach. After a moment’s hesitation she moved to my penis.

I snorted again but kept it to myself. She thinks we’re twenty.

Speak for yourself, the little head grumped. I’m always ready to go. You’re the problem these days.

Yep. And I’m still in charge.

We’ll just see about that! He tried his best, but he couldn’t get the blood flowing. I even gave him a couple of minutes, just to be fair. Unfortunately, the big head was fighting a losing battle against sleep.

“I’m a greedy slut,” Allie said, an apology of sorts. “I need dick, like, every day.”

“I wish I could give it to you. Sorry.”

“That’s okay. You gave it to me earlier. Four times! I know you were hoping for five, but we got a late start.”

“We’ll start earlier tomorrow. And we have all day.”

“And all night! Do you think the girls’ll get suspicious?”

“They shouldn’t. We’ll use dance camp as an excuse. And you know how kids are; they’ll think we’re doing it for them.”

“Little do they know,” she chuckled suggestively.

“As long as we pretend we’re sleeping separately. Speaking of which… do you mind if I spend the night?”

“Oh, thank God! I thought you were going to leave or something.”

“No. I just didn’t want to assume…”

“No, stay,” she said immediately. “That’s probably the only thing I miss about being married, even though you stole my side. I should make you pay for it.” She kissed my chest and returned her hand to my manhood. She squeezed gently, a hint more than urgency. “We could wait a while and try again.”

“Thanks, but…” I patted her hip in consolation. “I can take care of you, though.”

“No, that’s okay. I’m just excited.”

“Me too, but I’ve been up since six thirty…” The phone call with Laurie seemed like a lifetime ago.

“Yeah, you’re right,” Allie said. “I’ll let you get some sleep.”

“You should too.”

“I’ll try.”

I stretched and turned off the bedside light. Allie scooted away and started to roll over, but I moved with her.

“Is this okay?” I asked.

“God, yes. I just… I mean… you know. I don’t know the rules.”

“No rules. Just do what feels right.”

I spooned her from behind. I was used to Christy’s five foot nothing, but Allie still fit in the curve of my body. She sighed, and her breathing slowed.

“Mmm, this is nice.”

I rested my right hand on her hip, but she pulled it to her breast instead. I squeezed gently, and the little head made a last-ditch effort. I decided to humor him.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to…?”

“No, that’s okay,” Allie sighed, sleepy at last. “Just hold me. I miss that too.”

“Mmm.” Part of me was relieved, but the twenty-year-old wasn’t ready to give up.

Old man, he muttered.

Older and wiser, I said without a hint of regret.

Yeah, well… you’d better fuck her brains out.

Tomorrow, I agreed.

And the next day? And the next?

We’ll see. What’s so funny?

You, he said. Forty years old and I’m still leading you around.

I chuckled. If it ain’t broke…

* * *

The End

* * *

Read the next book in the series,

Don’t Fix It
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