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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        Nick Scipio

        August 1, 2020

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

      And when you reach the end of this series, start the next one. Keep going until you finish the Christy series. That’s 26 books in total, more than two million words.

      The Epilogue in So Long, Summer Camp (book 8 in the Christy series) will wrap up the whole saga and answer the two big questions from the very beginning—who’s the wife and who died?
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      I made the mistake of calculating the flight time from Knoxville to South Carolina: less than two hours. I wanted to grumble about Kendall’s fear of flying, but it wouldn’t do any good.

      Still, I felt the need to vent, so I took out my frustrations with my weights. When I finished, I toweled off and tried to look on the bright side—we’d have six or seven hours to enjoy each other’s company, without distractions.

      We loaded the Cruiser and left on Wednesday afternoon. I glanced at my watch and silently figured our arrival time. I thought I hid my frustration, but Kendall read me perfectly, so I braced for an argument. She surprised me when she smiled apologetically.

      “Thank you for driving,” she said.

      I didn’t want to let go of my anger, so I merely nodded.

      “I know it’ll take longer than flying, but I’ll make it worth your while.” She trailed a finger over her breast and circled a nipple.

      I wasn’t going to give in that easily, although I watched her out of the corner of my eye.

      “For instance, we can’t pull over to the side of the road in an airplane.”

      “So?”

      “How else are you going to slide your long, hard cock into me?” She even managed to look ingenuous.

      Uh-uh. It’s not going to be that easy. “You can have sex in an airplane,” I said aloud. “It’s called the Mile High Club.”

      “Can you bend me over and fuck me from behind?”

      “Of course,” I lied. In reality, it would be a good way to get killed, but I wasn’t going to tell her that.

      “Can you throw my legs over your shoulders and fuck me deep?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Um, no, not really.

      “Can I kneel in front of you as you hold my head and fuck my face?”

      “Except for the kneeling.” And the control yoke. And the instrument panel. And the…

      “Can you tie me spread-eagle and fuck me till I beg for mercy?”

      “I can’t tie you, but the rest is doable.” If I want to end my life in a fiery, orgasmic crash.

      “Can we sixty-nine?”

      I started to answer, but then gave up. “Okay, you got me there.”

      “See?” she said. “Driving is much better than flying.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Here, I’ll show you.” Without taking off her blouse, she unfastened her bra, wriggled out of it, and tossed it to the back seat.

      “I won’t be needing that,” she said, and began teasing her nipples again. They quickly stiffened under the thin cotton of her shirt. A minute later she raised her skirt and slid her panties over her long legs. “I won’t be needing those either.”

      I knew what she was trying to do—distract me with sex—and it was beginning to work. Worse, she knew me well enough to realize it.

      “Have you ever thought about being a truck driver?” she said out of the blue.

      My brow creased.

      “You know,” she said, “driving along, with nothing but your thoughts for company.”

      I still didn’t get it.

      “Would you look at the women you passed? Think about having sex with them?”

      Ah, it’s a fantasy. “Sure, I guess,” I said.

      “Would you pick up hitchhikers?”

      And that’s my cue. “If they were sexy enough… like you.”

      She smiled eagerly, but then got a far-away look. “You could make me earn my ride.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “that’s not a bad idea. But what could you do?” I pretended to think. “Sing? Nah, I’ve got the radio. Tell me a story? No.” I shrugged. “So, what can a pretty girl do to earn her ride?” I paused and considered. “I know!”

      “What?”

      “Show me some skin,” I said.

      “Some skin?”

      “Yeah. Show me your tits.”

      “Do I have to?”

      “You want a ride, don’t you?”

      She played at being reluctant, but her breathing quickened as she unbuttoned her blouse.

      “Your pussy, too,” I said.

      She lifted her skirt.

      “Spread your legs.” I glanced over. “Now play with yourself.”

      She moved the waist chain’s pendant aside, revealing her smooth slit. I watched out of the corner of my eye as she began teasing her clit in small circles. She closed her eyes and moaned softly as she slid a finger into her slippery opening.

      I shifted in my seat to relieve the pressure on my dick, and mentally kicked myself for being such a pushover. Her fantasies were too hot to pass up, but I still felt manipulated.

      She moaned again and buried her finger to the knuckle. I forgot about my quibbles as she slowly raised the finger and tasted her juices. She continued teasing me for a couple of miles, until I unzipped my pants.

      “Time to earn your ride.”

      “Oh, no! I couldn’t possibly—”

      “Put out or get out,” I said. “C’mon, get a move on. I haven’t got all day.”

      She protested a bit more, but I wouldn’t take no for an answer. Finally, she bent over me with perfectly feigned reluctance. I put my hand on the back of her head and held her down.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” I said gruffly.

      She moaned and tried to swallow me whole. We passed a truck driver who glanced over and saw her head in my lap. He honked his air horn, and Kendall’s mouth went from hot to molten.

      “You like that?” I said.

      She nodded, her lips still tight around my shaft.

      The next trucker didn’t notice, so I sped up and approached a third. Kendall shifted her hips and began playing with her pussy. The truck driver honked, and Kendall’s mouth went into overdrive, hot and wet as she bobbed in my lap. I let him watch for a few minutes, but then mashed the accelerator.

      The fourth trucker was talking on the CB as we approached, and he turned to leer before we even pulled up to his cab. He blew his air horn, a long blast followed by a couple of short ones.

      Kendall plunged her lips over my cock and moaned. The vibrations made my head swim, and I tried not to swerve off the road. The trucker honked again, and Kendall rammed her mouth down. Searing pleasure exploded deep within me, and I spewed down her throat. She went rigid a moment later, her fingers vibrating over her clit.

      I wanted to close my eyes and enjoy the sensations as she swallowed the last of my load, but I didn’t want to end my life in a fiery, orgasmic crash. I actually chuckled at the thought, but Kendall ignored me, lost in her own post-orgasmic stupor.

      When she recovered enough to move, she pulled her fingers from her pussy and closed her legs. The trucker blew his horn in protest. I felt like flipping him the bird—Who did he think he was, complaining that his free sex show wasn’t available when he wanted it?—but I stomped on the gas instead. When I finally slowed down, Kendall sat up, beautifully disheveled.

      “Oh my goodness… that was amazing! I got so hot when that truck driver honked.” She flashed a smile. “See why driving is so much better than flying?”

      She wasn’t going to convince me anytime soon, but I didn’t mind her trying.
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      The trip seemed quicker than it really was, especially since Kendall was horny for most of it. Her road trips in the RV with her family had inspired a lot of fantasies. In addition to her “earn her ride” one, another involved truckers fucking her in a dive bar. In yet another, she had to suck their dicks through a “glory hole,” whatever that was.

      In others she was a biker’s girlfriend, a hitchhiker, a woman with car trouble, or some other damsel in distress. She even had one where she was stopped by the police, who took turns fucking her at the station.

      After sunset, she took off her clothes and left them off, even when we stopped for gas. Not surprisingly, we pulled over to have sex three times, so I was pretty worn-out by the time we arrived at camp.

      Most of the buildings were dark, but a light glowed in the clubhouse. Susan had left a note on the pool table—Stacy and Jason were still in Columbia, and we were the first to arrive.

      Susan had made up our room, so Kendall and I unloaded the Cruiser, took a shower, and finally climbed into bed. I think I fell asleep the minute my head hit the pillow.
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      We ate breakfast with Susan, but she had errands in town, so we made small talk until she was ready to leave. We had our own errands, but Kendall volunteered us to make up the other guest rooms. We spent an hour making beds and tidying up the rooms before heading to town ourselves.

      At the dressmaker’s shop, a short, round, cheerful woman pinned Kendall into a strapless crimson dress. I wasn’t very impressed, but then the woman began making adjustments to fit the dress to Kendall’s full figure. By the time she was done, Kendall looked fantastic. She glanced at me to gauge my reaction, and I was happy to leer my approval.

      We ate a quick lunch before my tux fitting, but we still had to rush to get to the shop. The man who did the fitting was glacially slow. What should have taken thirty minutes took almost an hour and a half. I was ready to pull my hair out, but I kept my cool.

      Finally, he bagged the tux and added the matching cummerbund from the dressmaker. We made it back to the Pines with just enough time to shower and get dressed for the rehearsal. I drove like a madman, but we were the last ones to arrive at the church.

      Stacy moved to greet us, but the wedding coordinator snapped, “Oh, no, dear! You mustn’t move.” She shook her head and muttered about “the dignity of the ceremony.”

      Stacy just rolled her eyes, although she held her position by the altar. She looked as pretty as ever, and I let my eyes roam over her lithe figure. Her fiancé, Jason, was just as I remembered: tall and soft-looking, not quite pudgy, but close.

      The rehearsal itself was simple, but that was a good thing, since I spent most of the time trying to pick out who would be at the swingers’ party later.

      I was sure about the maid of honor, Sydney, a petite brunette with big brown eyes and a wry smile. Her fiancé, a tall, regular-looking guy named Woody, was the best man. He started to walk back with us to practice the processional, but the coordinator told him to stand by the altar with Jason and the minister.

      The third groomsman cracked a joke about the coordinator, and then silently mocked her when she huffed peevishly.

      “Steve,” his girlfriend whispered, “be nice.”

      “Lighten up, Charlene. I’m just havin’ fun.”

      Charlene was standing in for Kara Coulter, and I studied her out of the corner of my eye. She had short blonde hair and a lush figure, with full breasts and curvy hips, all squeezed into a tight blouse and painted-on Jordache jeans.

      Steve and Charlene walked down the aisle, and then I offered my arm to Kendall. We shared a look, and I understood hers immediately: when would we walk down the aisle as bride and groom? I didn’t have an immediate answer, which was more of an answer than I was willing to admit.

      Sydney walked down the aisle alone. When she reached her position, Susan paused for several seconds and then stood gracefully. As the de facto mother of the bride, the congregation would rise when she did, so the organist began the wedding march, and Stacy emerged on Gunny’s arm. He looked older than I remembered, but his eyes shone with pride.

      The minister coached us through the ceremony and we practiced the recessional. We did the whole thing again, and then stood in a group as the wedding coordinator gave us final instructions about “the blessed day.”

      When it was over, Stacy finally had a chance to greet us. We joined the rest of the wedding party, and she made introductions.

      “Sydney’s my best friend,” she said. “We started the MBA program at the same time, and we’ve been inseparable ever since. Even better, Woody’s an accountant, so he and Jason have a lot in common.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said as we shook hands.

      “This is Steve,” Stacy said, “and his girlfriend, Charlene. Steve and Jason are both car nuts, so that’s how we met them. Steve owns a garage and custom shop.”

      I faked a smile and we shook hands.

      “Dave’s another car guy,” Stacy said as she introduced one of the ushers, a handsome guy with a smile like Elvis. “He and Steve race at Concord every weekend. Except this weekend, of course.”

      “Nice to meet you, Dave,” I said.

      “And this is Dave’s girlfriend, Maddy,” Stacy said, introducing a dark-haired girl with striking, almost exotic features. “She’s part Catawba. Isn’t she beautiful?”

      “Absolutely,” I said as I shook her hand.

      Stacy introduced us to the rest of the people—Jason’s family, mostly—and then we headed to the restaurant, where Kendall and I sat with the rest of the wedding party.

      After a couple of beers, Steve and Dave started telling stories from their frat days at South Carolina. I thought Kendall would snub them immediately, but she laughed as much as Charlene and Maddy.

      The Frat Boys quickly got on my nerves, so I started a conversation with Sydney and Woody. He was the quiet type, so she did all the talking. They didn’t seem to have much in common, but their expressions held an easy familiarity when they looked at each other. It was the same look I saw in my parents’ eyes. Stacy and Jason had it too, and I wondered if Kendall and I did.

      Hell, I thought with a mental snort, we’re not even talking to each other at the moment.

      When dinner wound down, we said goodbye to Jason’s family and the others who lived in town. Susan, Gunny, and Lenore headed back to camp, and Stacy and Jason joined us by Steve’s car, a souped-up Barracuda.

      Our voices trailed off, and anticipation crackled in the air. When Stacy finally grinned, it spread like wildfire around the circle.

      “Are we ready?” she said at last.

      “Hell yeah!” Steve whooped, louder than anyone else.
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      Back at camp, we unloaded two coolers of beer from Steve’s trunk, as well as a boom box from Dave’s. Once we set up in the clubhouse, I thought things would get going pretty quickly, but we stood around drinking and talking for nearly thirty minutes.

      Finally, Charlene drained her beer and began dancing to Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Gimme Three Steps.” She backed away from the group, her hips swaying to the beat as she made a show of unbuttoning her blouse.

      Steve and Dave hooted and cheered her on, and I hid a frown at their antics. They were probably nice enough guys when they hadn’t been drinking, but I couldn’t shake my dislike.

      Charlene pulled open her blouse with the flair of a stripper. She was wearing a white lace bra, which barely held her breasts. They weren’t quite as big as Kendall’s, but that didn’t stop me from admiring them.

      When she shucked her skintight jeans and kicked them aside, the Frat Boys hooted even louder. Without warning, Kendall handed me her beer and joined Charlene. The Frat Boys went wild, and even Jason and Woody cheered.

      Sydney leaned close to talk over the music and cheers. “Aren’t you having fun?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess.”

      Her eyes flashed and she pulled me onto the improvised dance floor. Beside us, Kendall was down to her bra and panties, and Charlene was playing with her waist chain. The Frat Boys cheered them on, of course.

      Sydney drew my attention with a laugh. “I thought you’ve done this before.”

      “I have,” I said tersely. But not with frat rats hooting at my girlfriend.

      Jason and Stacy joined us on the dance floor, and he twirled her like a square dancer. He was surprisingly light on his feet, especially for a big guy. Sydney danced into my arms, her slender body pressed against me. I felt nervous dancing with her as her fiancé watched, but she followed my gaze and smiled.

      “Don’t worry about Woody. We have an open relationship.”

      I arched an eyebrow in question.

      “He’s one of those guys who likes sex a couple of times a week,” she said as she turned and pressed her ass against my crotch.

      “And what about you?”

      “Me?” she said, all innocence. “I like sex a couple of times a day.”

      I tried not to grin, but I couldn’t help myself. She turned away with a smirk, so I held her hips and gyrated against her.

      On the other side of the dance floor, Kendall and Charlene were down to their panties. They rubbed their breasts together as the Frat Boys leered and sang along—badly—with Steve Miller Band’s “Jungle Love.”

      Woody and Maddy leaned against a couch, although he was massaging her shoulders instead of dancing. Her eyes were closed in pleasure as she swayed in front of him. Sydney tickled my crotch again, and tugged my hands to her small breasts. We danced (groped) for another song or two, but then Stacy tapped her shoulder.

      “Trade with me, Syd.”

      Sydney flashed me an amused grin and headed for Jason.

      Stacy glided into my arms, and I pulled her close, even though it wasn’t a slow song. She’d filled out since I’d seen her last, and her body felt good under my hands. She was still slender, but less boyish than I remembered.

      We danced for a few minutes, but then the Frat Boys whooped as Kendall revealed her shaved pussy.

      “What’s the matter?” Stacy said, but then she followed my glance. “Oh, don’t worry about them. They’re a little immature sometimes, but they’re good guys. Besides, Kendall’s a grown woman. She can handle herself.”

      I had my doubts, especially with dipshits like the Frat Boys to encourage her.

      “Relax,” Stacy said. “They’re Jason’s friends. They wouldn’t be here if we didn’t trust them.”

      I shrugged, but didn’t argue.

      “Besides,” Stacy said, leaning close, “I have a treat for you.” She gnawed her lip and gazed up at me.

      “What kind of treat?” I said at last.

      “A good one.” She grinned. “Well, good for me, too, but you never complained.”

      I laughed, at ease for the first time since we’d returned from town.

      “I also have a surprise,” Stacy said.

      “What kind of surprise?”

      “A good one. But first,” she said, “you need to help me out of this dress.” She turned so I could undo the buttons down her back. She shrugged out of the dress and folded it over a chair. Then she took off her bra and panties.

      I admired her smooth back for a moment, but then my gaze fell to the curves of her ass. She turned and caught me staring. My face heated as I blushed, but she merely smiled and walked toward me. Her pubic hair was trimmed into a wide strip, and my dick stiffened at the thought of fucking her.

      She smiled and began unbuttoning my shirt, so I snuck a quick look at the others. Woody and Maddy were making out by the couches. Her top was unbuttoned, but I couldn’t see more. Kendall and Charlene were still dancing for the Frat Boys, who were down to their underwear.

      Sydney had shed her clothes—I kicked myself for not paying attention—and I paused to admire her slender body. Jason was tweaking her nipples as she tried to unbuckle his pants. She fumbled as jolts of pleasure made her shudder. He saw me watching and grinned like an idiot. I couldn’t help but laugh, which made Stacy turn and look.

      “He always does that,” she said with a laugh. “She can almost come from playing with them.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Oh, you’ll get your chance,” Stacy said, “but not till you’re done with me.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She play-glared and then unbuckled my belt. She tugged at my zipper and I helped her finish undressing me. Then, almost absurdly, we started dancing again, to AC/DC’s “You Shook Me All Night Long.” I felt like an idiot, but I decided to have fun in spite of myself (although I wanted to put a sock in Steve’s mouth every time he shouted “Whoo-hoo, yeah!”).

      After fifteen or twenty minutes of dancing and drinking—punctuated by a lot of flirting—Stacy made eye contact with Jason. They had a silent conversation and he nodded. Sydney winked at me.

      “Hey,” Jason said, raising his voice over the music, “let’s head down to the hot tub.”

      “Whoo-hoo, yeah!”

      I gritted my teeth.

      Woody and Maddy rose from the couch, and I got my first look at her body. She had firm breasts with puffy reddish nipples, and her dark pubic hair was trimmed into a wide wedge. I smiled when our eyes met. Her answering smile held a trace of shyness, so I let my eyes slide away as she picked up her towel.

      “I think she’s so beautiful,” Stacy said quietly.

      “Yeah, she is.” I said.

      “Too bad she doesn’t like women.”

      “You can’t have everything,” I teased. I went to pick up my own towel, but Stacy stopped me with a gesture.

      Sydney gave me a smug look as she led Jason away. Steve threw his leather jacket onto a cooler and then hefted it, and Dave grabbed the boom box. I tried to catch Kendall’s eye, but she followed Charlene out the door without a backward glance.

      Stacy frowned. “What was that about?”

      “You don’t wanna know.”

      “Is everything okay between you? Do you need to go with her?”

      “No and no.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “‘She’s a grown woman,’” I quoted. “‘She can handle herself.’” I sounded bitter and mocking, even to myself. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound so mean.”

      “You sound upset,” Stacy said.

      “Frustrated, mostly. But it’s nothing new.”

      “Oh?”

      “I really don’t wanna talk about it,” I said. “Not now, at least. Maybe some other time.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded.

      “Okay, some other time.”

      I took the opportunity to change the subject. “Where are you going for your honeymoon?”

      Stacy knew what I’d done, but she didn’t call me on it. “A sailboat cruise in the Caribbean,” she said at last, brightening. “Courtesy of Susan.”

      “Wow. That sounds like fun.”

      “I hope so. We’ve never been sailing before, but we love the water.”

      We moved to the couches as she told me about the cruise. She and Jason would be the only couple aboard, aside from the owner and his wife.

      “They specialize in romantic cruises,” Stacy finished. “Candle-lit dinners, champagne, romantic ports of call…”

      “Sounds like fun.” We fell silent for a moment before I grinned at her. “Is that why you held me back? To talk about your honeymoon?”

      Her cheeks turned pink. “No. Besides, you asked me about it. I held you back ’cause I have a surprise for you. Remember?”

      “A surprise and a treat.”

      “And a treat,” she agreed.

      “So, what do I do? Just sit here and let you indulge my every whim? Or do I have to do jumping jacks or something?”

      “No,” she laughed, but then pretended to reconsider.

      I smirked and made to stand up. “Well, if I gotta…”

      “No, no jumping jacks,” she said quickly, and held me down. “Just sit back and relax.” She slid off the couch and knelt between my legs. “There,” she said. “That’s better.”

      I grinned as she began playing with my dick.

      “My surprise is a blowjob?” I teased.

      “No, smarty pants. You’ll see.”

      I quit talking when she planted a line of soft kisses down my semi-hard shaft. She nuzzled my balls, but then kissed her way back up. I closed my eyes and felt my nostrils flare as I sucked in a deep breath.

      She moaned softly as she wrapped her lips around my glans. She actually liked giving head, even if she didn’t like the taste of come. She’d tried to swallow before, but she always ended up gagging, so I reminded myself to warn her before I came.

      In the meantime, I was more than happy to enjoy myself. She really did like giving head, and she moaned softly each time she swallowed me. When she pulled back at last, she smiled, her lips shiny with saliva.

      “I forgot how big you are,” she said. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “Do what?”

      She ignored me and swallowed half my length in one lunge. She moaned when she closed her lips around my shaft, and I felt light-headed as she gripped my thighs and worked my cock into her throat. She held me there for a long moment and then came up with a deep breath.

      “Oh, yeah,” she said, staring at my saliva-coated dick, “this is gonna work.”

      “What is gonna—?” I groaned as she swallowed me deep again. She couldn’t take more than four or five inches, but it was enough to make my head swim.

      She began sucking in earnest, and I knew I wouldn’t last long.

      “Get ready,” I said.

      Her lips caressed the length of my shaft as she pulled back, but then she plunged down again, her mouth smooth and tight around my cock.

      “I’m gonna come,” I grunted. She kept sucking. “Stacy,” I said, my voice rising, “I’m gonna come.”

      I bucked my hips and tried to push her away, but she held on. The pressure in my balls grew almost painful, but I tried to will myself not to explode.

      She plunged again, her lips halfway down my shaft. Then, incredibly, she took me deeper.

      “Stacy! I’m gonna come!”

      The ring of muscles in her throat contracted around my glans, and she began stroking the base of my shaft. I tried again to push her away, but I didn’t want to hurt her. Then I felt the rush of semen flowing up my shaft.

      I expected her to pull away, choking and gagging. Instead, she tightened her lips as the second spurt gushed down her throat. I closed my eyes and groaned as pleasure suffused my senses.

      Stacy pulled back when I finally stopped shooting. She gasped for breath, but then wiped her lips and looked at me with a drunken smile.

      “Holy shit,” I panted. “That was incredible. But… are you okay?”

      She nodded. Then she swallowed and made a face. “Residue.”

      I shook my head in confusion. “I thought…,” I said at last, “I mean… you don’t like…”

      “Surprise.”

      “But how…?”

      “Susan suggested it. It’s easier with Jason—he’s not as thick—but I still got you into my throat. Your dick is past my tongue, so I don’t taste it when you come.” She grimaced and wiped her mouth again. “I always taste it on the way out, though.”

      “But… I mean… do you actually enjoy it?”

      She shrugged. “Jason enjoys it, and so do you, so…” She shrugged again. “It’s okay. A bit weird, feeling you spurt in my throat. It takes a lot of control not to gag, but I’m getting better. I’m used to Jason, who’s not as big—”

      “Hold on,” I interrupted, “I thought he was… you know… well-hung.” I hadn’t actually seen him hard yet, but I vaguely remembered Stacy talking about him.

      “He is, but he’s long. You’re thicker.” She glanced at my half-hard dick. “A lot thicker.”

      “You never complained before.”

      Her expression warmed, and she caressed my thighs. “I’m not complaining now. It’s just that I’m not used to you. In a way, it’s like the first time all over again.” She got to her feet and curled up next to me on the couch. Then she laughed nostalgically. “Do you remember our first time?”

      “In your trailer, way back when?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Oh yeah, I remember. That was the first time I ever had anal sex.”

      Her eyes grew distant as she remembered. “Wow, that seems like so long ago, but it was only… what? Four years?”

      “Yeah.”

      “A lot of things have changed since then.”

      “No kidding. You’re about to get married!”

      Her smile turned girlish as her cheeks flushed. “And you’re in college. What did I call you back then? ‘Mr. Fifteen’?”

      “Yeah.” I chuckled at the memory, but then another one struck me. “What ever happened to Randy?”

      “Killed in a bar fight,” she said flatly. “In Alaska.”

      “In Alaska? What the hell was he doing there?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care. Jason’s private investigator located the death certificate. We had to find out if I was still married.” She tried to look bleak. “Now I’m a widow.”

      I snorted. “The happiest widow I know!”

      “Yeah. Isn’t it great?” She smiled giddily, but then got a faraway look.

      “What?”

      “In a way, a part of me still loved Randy. I mean, he was my first…”

      “But he did some pretty awful things.”

      “Yeah. The asshole.” But she said it without heat. She took a deep breath and forced a happy face. “I’m much better off without him.”

      “The whole world is better off without him.”

      “Yeah, but… he didn’t deserve to die like that.”

      He deserved to be gang-raped in prison.

      “Still, I’m much better off without him.”

      “You’re much better off with Jason,” I said.

      “Not to mention you… and Susan… and Sydney… and a lot of other people.”

      I put my arm around her and held her close. I still loved her, even if I wasn’t in love with her.

      “You were the first guy who ever treated me like I was worth something.”

      “You are worth something,” I said. “Quite a bit, actually.”

      She laughed, but it was tinged with sadness. We sat in silence for a while, lost in thought.

      “I still love you, you know,” I said at last. “I always will.”

      “I love you too,” she said softly. “But it’s weird, isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “How we were right for each other at the time, but not forever.” She sat up and looked at me. “I mean, I do love you, but it’s different. With Jason…” Her expression turned soft. “He’s my life, my soul mate.”

      The silence stretched out, and she leaned against me again. I put my arm around her, her body warm next to mine.

      “Are you ready for your treat?” she said at last. “Or my treat, I guess.”

      “Sure!”

      She tucked her legs beneath her and sat up. Her eyes were a bit red, but she still looked beautiful.

      “Okay,” she said, “we have this little swinging group, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, Jason and I don’t do everything with them. I don’t, at least.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “I don’t do anal with anyone but Jason. I save that for him.”

      I felt a surge of disappointment, but I didn’t let it reach my face. “I understand.”

      “But we talked it over, and he knows how much I care for you, so… I thought maybe you could… you know… if you want…”

      I actually smiled as a trace of her old insecurity crept in.

      “What’s so funny?”

      I tried to wipe the smile from my face. Unsuccessfully. “Nothing.”

      “No, tell me.”

      “You,” I said at last. “You’re cute when you’re nervous.”

      “Well, how should I know if you want to fuck me in the ass or not?”

      I laughed, and she waved a fist at me.

      I pulled her toward me with a perfect arm drag. (Wrestling reflexes die hard, I guess.) She struggled until I kissed her, and then she sighed as the kiss deepened.

      I walked my fingers down her stomach to her pussy. Her wiry pubic hair brushed my palm as I teased her slit. She wasn’t very wet, but heat radiated from between her legs.

      She moaned against me as I parted her pussy lips and spread her growing moisture. She opened her legs, although her mouth never left mine. My tongue danced with hers, our breath coming heavy, and she arched her back as I pressed the hidden button of her clit.

      We kissed and caressed for several minutes, the heat growing between us. At some unspoken signal, I lifted her to my lap. She straddled my hips and sank onto my erection with a soft moan. Our lips found each other again as she began moving her hips.

      We fucked like that for a long time, but then I rolled her to her back and began pounding into her. Her small breasts bounced with each thrust, her face a mask of ecstasy.

      “Do me… from… behind…,” she panted at last.

      I pulled out and she flipped to her hands and knees. Then I scooted forward and slid into her pussy. After several minutes of rapid thrusts, I slowed down and spread her cheeks. The pink rosette of her anus winked at me, and she turned to look over her shoulder.

      “Go easy,” she said. “Remember, you’re thicker than I’m used to.”

      I pulled my dick from her pussy, shiny with her juices. She shuddered in anticipation as I rubbed the head over her ass. Then I eased forward, and the tip entered her.

      “Oh, yes,” she hissed.

      I pulled back after a moment, my glans barely inside her. Then I pushed forward again, sinking another inch. She moaned softly as I worked myself into her.

      After nearly a minute of back and forth, I finally buried the last inch. Her sphincter gripped me as a wave of pleasure washed over her.

      “Go slow at first,” she said. She hung her head, and her shoulders heaved with her breathing as I pulled back for the first thrust.

      I took my time and fucked her with steady strokes. She cried out each time I sank into her, and I marveled that anything the size of my dick could fit in her ass.

      “A little faster,” she said at last.

      I obliged her, and she reached between her legs to caress my balls with each thrust. Then she groaned, and I felt another spasm in her sphincter.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s it,” she hissed. “Faster.”

      I rammed into her. She gasped from the force of it, but didn’t complain. We fucked like that for several minutes, groaning from the intense pleasure.

      “Come in my ass,” she gasped. “I wanna feel it.”

      I was close, but I wanted her to come first, so I tried to hold back. I thought of anything but sex, even as I pounded into her.

      She came with an explosive cry, but I barely noticed. My own orgasm welled deep within me, my balls tight and primed for release. I thrust hard, and jerked at the live-wire sensation of semen coursing up my shaft.

      Stacy moaned when she felt my come bathe her insides. Her muscles tensed as another wave of pleasure washed over her, and my mind reeled at the sensations in my cock.

      When our orgasms finally subsided, we collapsed forward, my dick still buried deep within her. I don’t know how long we lay like that, but it felt so good that I didn’t want to move. Stacy smiled beneath me as our breathing slowly returned to normal.

      “You fuck pretty good, Mr. Fifteen,” she said, her voice husky with lingering pleasure.

      “You fuck pretty good too, Miss Bride-to-be.”

      She laughed. “If my future husband could see me now…”

      I kissed her lightly on the cheek.

      She smiled and closed her eyes as she savored the moment.
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      “So, what’s up with you and Kendall?” Stacy said as we took turns lathering under the spray of the shower. “Problems, obviously.”

      “Nothing a long weekend at a friend’s wedding won’t cure.” I was being sarcastic, and Stacy frowned.

      “Seriously,” she said. “What’s the matter?”

      I started to tell her, but then Sydney rounded the corner.

      “Hi,” she said cheerfully. “Mind if I join you?”

      Stacy started to ask her to give us a minute, but I caught her eye and shook my head. She raised an eyebrow, but I merely shook my head again.

      Oblivious, Sydney took the soap from my hand. “You didn’t wear him out, did you, Stace?”

      I forced a laugh. “No.”

      “Good,” she said, “’cause I have big plans for you two.”

      Stacy smiled apologetically, and I mouthed “Later.” She nodded.

      “I had to come up here to escape the ‘full rack club’ down at the hot tub,” Sydney continued, still clueless. She grinned at Stacy. “Us small-chested girls have to stick together. Besides,” she added, “Charlene and Kendall had the guys pretty much wrapped up.”

      “Oh?” I said, feeling her out. “What’s going on?”

      “Kendall wants to pull a train, and Charlene is getting the guys warmed up for her.”

      I had a sudden flashback to Kendall’s fantasy of getting fucked by the men of camp while she lay spread-eagle on the lawn.

      “What’s Maddy doing?” Stacy asked.

      “Just watching. She has a headache.”

      “Oh, bless her heart,” Stacy said. “I hope she gets to feeling better.”

      I ignored the girls and imagined Kendall on her back. Shadowy men stood over her, waiting their turn to climb between her legs. I didn’t mind her having sex with other men, but four at a time seemed… excessive. Still, it wasn’t very different from things I’d done, so I couldn’t really object.

      But… four guys at a time?

      Stacy frowned at my expression.

      I tried to deflect her attention by ogling Sydney, but I couldn’t fool her. She started to say something, but then Sydney caught me looking and pressed her ass against my flaccid cock. I gripped her hips and play-humped. Stacy merely arched an eyebrow, and Sydney finally caught on.

      “Did I interrupt something serious?” she asked.

      “Yes.” “No.”

      “Sounds like I did,” she said, and turned off the water. “I’ll be heading back to the big-boob train.”

      “Syd, wait.” “No, don’t go.”

      “It sounds like you two have something serious to talk about,” Sydney said. She didn’t seem hurt, but she was determined to leave us alone.

      “Please stay, Syd,” Stacy said.

      Sydney looked at me, and I nodded. “Stay.”

      “I don’t like it,” she said at last. “If you two need to work something out, then—”

      Stacy laughed with relief. “No, you don’t understand,” she said. “It’s not about Paul and me.”

      “It’s about Kendall,” I explained.

      “She seemed fine when I left her,” Sydney said, a little confused.

      “About me and Kendall,” I said.

      “Ah, I get it.” Her expression changed. “Do you want to go down to the hot tub? Kendall said you have an open relationship, but…”

      Something snapped within me. “She said what?”

      “Um… She said you have an open relationship?”

      I laughed, albeit with a hysterical edge.

      “What did I say?” Sydney asked Stacy, more confused than ever.

      “Kendall and I don’t have an ‘open relationship,’” I said. “At least, not like you’re talking about. We only have an ‘open relationship’”—I practically spat the words—“when she feels like it. I couldn’t get her to talk about the rules to save my life, but now that she wants to fuck the Frat Boys, she decides we have an open fucking relationship?”

      “You really don’t?” Sydney said.

      “I guess we do now!”

      “Did I say something wrong?” Sydney asked Stacy.

      With an effort of will, I forced a calm expression. “No,” I said at last. “You didn’t say anything wrong. I’m not angry with you. I’m sorry I lost my temper.” I snatched my towel and began drying off, using it as an excuse to seethe in silence.

      I wanted to rant and rave, to storm down the hill and tell Kendall what I thought of our “open relationship,” but that would ruin everyone’s evening. Worse, the Frat Boys were drunk enough that they might even try to defend her, and I knew exactly what I’d do if they did. That wouldn’t be good for anyone, so I clamped a firm grip on my temper.

      Another part of me snarled in frustration at the irony—my sudden attacks of maturity were really starting to put a damper on my tirades.

      Oh, the humanity.

      Kendall and I needed to talk, and soon. I wanted to let my anger take over, but it wouldn’t solve anything. In fact, it would only make things worse. So I took another deep breath and stared into space for a moment.

      “Do you want to go down to the hot tub?” Stacy asked quietly.

      I shook my head. “Maybe later.”

      She nodded.

      I blew out my breath and felt the anger drain away. I was still frustrated with Kendall, but at least I didn’t want to yell at her anymore.

      Once Stacy and Sydney realized I wasn’t going to explode, we finished drying off and headed for the couches. The girls were still leery of my temper, but they acted like they weren’t. They talked about everyday things, and I did my best not to sink into a funk. Sydney even teased me about being preoccupied, but that didn’t work either.

      “How about distraction sex?” she said at last.

      “Huh?”

      “Distraction sex,” she said matter-of-factly. “You know, like make-up sex, or revenge sex, or—”

      I held up a hand. “I get it.” Her attitude was so cheerful that I let a grin slip through my dark mood.

      “Uh-oh,” she said to Stacy. “He smiled.”

      “I think you’re right,” Stacy said.

      “Do it again,” Sydney said, play-eager. “You’re cute when you smile.”

      I rolled my eyes, but she wasn’t buying it.

      “Really, you are. Isn’t he, Stace?”

      “I’ve always thought he was cute,” Stacy said, more sedately. Then she actually blushed. “At one point, I thought he was the man I wanted to marry.” She laughed. “He was too young at the time, but that never stopped true love.”

      I held her eyes for a moment, and she smiled tentatively.

      The mood threatened to turn heavy again, but Sydney saved it with a melodramatic sigh. “Ah, true love.” She clasped her hands to her heart and fluttered her eyelashes. “O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo? Deny thy horniness and refuse thy distraction sex!”

      Stacy snickered. “That’s not how it goes, Syd.”

      Sydney blinked, the picture of innocence. “It’s not?” She made a show of thinking about it, ticking the words on her fingers as she silently repeated the quote. “No, I think that’s right. ‘Deny thy horniness and refuse thy distraction sex!’ I distinctly recall the line about distraction sex.”

      I laughed at that point, and Sydney was about to say something else when the back door creaked open. Maddy came in, holding her head.

      “I’m sorry, Stacy,” she said as she approached. “My head is killing me. I’m gonna take some Tylenol and lay down.”

      “Oh, bless your heart,” Stacy said, “I’ll walk you to your room.” She returned a minute later. “I hate that she’s not feeling well,” she said. “Besides…”

      We glanced toward the back door and thought the same thing: Kendall and Charlene with four guys. I trusted Jason and Woody not to let things go too far, but I didn’t have the same confidence in Steve and Dave.

      Without a word, we headed toward the back door. Music still drifted up from the boom box, but the volume wasn’t as loud as it had been in the clubhouse. We started down the steps, and two figures came into view by the hot tub.

      “…yeah, she’s hot, all right,” Steve said.

      “Totally bodacious,” Dave said.

      I stopped above them in the dark, and Stacy and Sydney almost ran into me.

      “You gonna fuck her again?” Dave asked.

      “Hell yeah,” Steve said. “After Charlene gets me ready.”

      I suddenly realized that the blonde was on her knees in front of him.

      “She’s totally hot,” Dave said again. “And those titties…?”

      “Yeah, and she’s tight, too. Did you feel that pussy? Whoo-hoo, yeah, she’s a total slut, just like I like. Ain’t that right, Charlene?”

      I clenched my fists so hard that my knuckles cracked. The guys couldn’t hear over the music, so I started to clear my throat to get their attention. I didn’t know what I was going to say—or do—but adrenaline was already making my skin prickle.

      I drew breath to speak, but Dave said, “Hey, lemme have a bump.”

      Steve reached down to the bench and pulled something small from his jacket pocket. He did something—I couldn’t see what—and sniffed. Then he offered the small object to Dave, who tapped and sniffed hard.

      “You want a bump, Charlene?” Steve asked. She stopped sucking his dick long enough to inhale what he offered.

      I watched in confusion for a moment, but then it hit me. Before I could say anything, Stacy brushed past me and stormed down the steps.

      “Steve,” she hissed, “I told you to keep that crap away from here.”

      He turned in surprise. “Oh, hi, Stace,” he said. He tried to look innocent. “What crap?”

      “You know,” she said as Sydney and I joined her. “Coke.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

      “Don’t lie to me, Steve.”

      He knew he’d been caught red-handed, so he shrugged. “Jesus, Stacy, it’s no big deal. It’s only a little coke.” He held up a small vial and shook it to make his point. “Barely an eight ball.”

      “I don’t care,” she said. “I told you not to bring it here.”

      “Sure, fine, whatever,” he said. He palmed the vial with a practiced gesture. “It’s gone. You won’t see it again.”

      I felt her bristle. She obviously wanted to say something else, but she didn’t want to make a scene. I almost laughed in sympathy at her dilemma.

      “You shouldn’t’ve brought it in the first place,” she said at last.

      “Hey, I’m sorry,” he said. “It was in my jacket pocket. I completely forgot about it until we got here.” That was a bald-faced lie, and we all knew it. “It won’t happen again.”

      My anger became a cold fury. “Make sure it doesn’t,” I said.

      “Dude, what’s your problem?” Steve snapped at me. “This isn’t even your party.”

      Sydney put her hand on my arm, but I shrugged it off. “It’s my camp, asshole,” I said. “So if you wanna put that shit up your nose, do it somewhere else.”

      “Your girlfriend didn’t seem to mind,” he taunted.

      My temper flared, and I flexed my hands. With a supreme effort of will, I took a deep breath and fought down the urge to deck him.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Steve mocked. “You’d better back down. Somebody’ll get their ass whooped if you don’t watch out.”

      “Steve,” I said, without a trace of fear, “you couldn’t kick my ass on your best day, and you know it. Your buddy does too,” I said, nodding to Dave, who looked ready to back his friend, however reluctantly.

      Steve looked into my eyes and saw the truth. A glimmer of fear flashed across his face, but he didn’t back down.

      I gazed at him, cold and contemptuous. “Gimme the coke.”

      He scowled, since my “request” was more like a demand. He tried to stare me down, but I didn’t bat an eye. I knew I’d won, without throwing a punch.

      “Give. Me. The. Coke,” I said again, my hand out.

      He hesitated a moment longer, and then snarled, “Fine! Whatever. Jesus, it’s only a little coke.”

      He handed it over, and I wrapped my fingers around the sweaty glass. As he watched, I unscrewed the cap and upended the little vial, dumping at least a hundred dollars onto the ground.

      “Aw, fuck, man,” he practically groaned, “whadja have to do that for?”

      I didn’t answer. Instead, I re-capped the vial and returned it to him.

      “Aw, fuck it,” he said after a tense moment. Behind him, Jason materialized out of the shadows.

      “Hey, y’all,” he said. “What’s going on?”

      Everyone held their breath. I started to say something, but then I deferred to Stacy.

      “Nothing,” she said quickly. She didn’t like lying to her fiancé, but she obviously didn’t want to make things worse.

      Jason’s expression went through a range of emotions, and my respect for him rose a notch or two. He probably understood what had just happened, but he was willing to follow Stacy’s lead.

      “Hey, Dave,” he said, with a nod at the boom box, “you got any .38 Special?”

      “Um… yeah, sure.”

      As soon as Dave started the new tape, Steve seemed to snap out of his trance. He reached into the cooler and began passing out cold beers. He even handed one to me, although he wouldn’t meet my gaze.

      “Whoo-hoo, yeah!” he fake-whooped at last. He popped the top on his beer and kicked the cooler closed. “This is what I call a party!”

      Charlene giggled vacuously.

      “I’m gonna find Kendall,” I whispered to Stacy, who nodded.

      She wasn’t hard to find. The blanket was about thirty feet away, and Kendall lay spread-eagle atop it, just as I’d expected. Woody was fucking her with long, deliberate strokes. He looked up as my body cast a shadow across him. We made eye contact, and he nodded.

      Kendall was in her own little world, so she didn’t notice me for several moments. She smiled when she did, but then closed her eyes as Woody thrust deep. She gestured for me to come closer, but I shook my head. I was trying to decide what Steve had meant when he’d said, “Your girlfriend didn’t seem to mind.”

      Did she not mind the cocaine being at the party? Or did she not mind putting it up her nose? She moaned under Woody, and my eyes darted to her face.

      I didn’t mind her having sex with four guys in a row. I thought it was a bit extreme, but it was her fantasy, not mine. The cocaine bothered me, though. I couldn’t tell if she’d done it or not, and Steve’s taunt left a lot of doubt. Had she, or hadn’t she?

      Could I even tell if she had? I had missed the signs in Gina for who knows how many months. Then again, I hadn’t known what the signs were back then. Now I knew, and I couldn’t help but stare at Kendall in the hopes that intensity might somehow become insight.

      It didn’t, of course, and she grew silent with an approaching orgasm. I watched her writhe in ecstasy as Woody drove her toward release. I took another swig of beer and watched as pleasure mounted within her. Someone moved beside me, and I turned in surprise to see Steve. I tensed for a fight, but he raised a hand.

      “Sorry about… you know,” he said. “I was out of line.”

      I stared at him for a moment, speechless.

      “I was just holdin’ that stuff for a friend. I normally don’t do that, but… you know.” He shrugged. “We were just havin’ fun.”

      “It’s cool,” I lied. I didn’t believe a word he’d said, but I wasn’t going to call him a liar to his face.

      He gestured toward Kendall. “You’re a lucky guy.”

      “I guess.”

      “No, I really mean that,” he said. “She’s totally cool. And totally into sex.”

      I simply nodded.

      Steve jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “You wanna give Charlene a try?”

      I blinked hard and wondered what Stacy and Jason had been thinking when they started swinging with meat-market idiots like Steve. “Maybe later,” I said aloud. I didn’t want to insult him, especially since he was trying to extend an olive branch, so I lied: “Stacy kinda wore me out up at the clubhouse.”

      He nodded in sympathy. Then he looked nervous and gestured toward Kendall. “D’you mind…?”

      She smiled when she saw me looking at her. Her eyes held the gleam of arousal, and I thought I saw more than just pleasure, but I couldn’t be sure.

      Woody was still fucking her slowly, but she gestured for me to join her. I shook my head, glad that my face was hidden in shadow. Instead, I clapped Steve on the shoulder with feigned enthusiasm.

      “Steve’ll take care of you,” I said to her, and propelled him forward with a half-shove.

      Woody changed places, and Kendall began sucking her juices from his dick as Steve knelt between her legs.

      I turned away without a backward glance.

      I walked back to the hot tub, but I wasn’t in the mood for sex. Jason and Charlene were making out on the bench, so they didn’t even notice me. On the edge of the tub itself, Stacy was giving Dave a blowjob.

      Sydney watched from the side, but glanced back when I loomed out of the darkness. She slid into the water and gestured for me to sit on the side. She started sucking my dick, but I was too preoccupied to get hard, so I lifted her to the side and went down on her. She came at least once, with several strong aftershocks, but I wasn’t really paying attention.

      She finally pushed me away when she became too sensitive. Then she sank into the water and wrapped her legs around me. I blinked to clear my thoughts, but she sensed them anyway, and her smile held a touch of sadness.

      Dave and Stacy had moved to a nearby towel, where he was fucking her from behind. Jason and Charlene were still on the bench, frantically rocking together.

      Sydney sat on my lap and wrapped her arm around my neck. We talked for a while, and she even got me to laugh. She had a wry, light-hearted sense of humor, and she didn’t let my mood faze her.

      Dave eventually came on Stacy’s back, and they returned to the tub to relax and catch their breath. Jason cried out as he emptied his balls onto Charlene’s chest, and they joined us a few minutes later.

      Kendall, Woody, and Steve returned shortly after that. Woody gave me a quiet nod when he saw Sydney in my lap. Steve flashed me a thumbs-up, and I managed to keep from scowling. Kendall looked exhausted, although her eyes hadn’t lost the glow of arousal.

      We soaked and talked for a while, but it was after two o’clock, and we were all tired. So we picked up the area and shut down the hot tub.

      Stacy shot me a look as we said goodnight outside our rooms, but I merely shrugged. Too much had happened, and I simply didn’t care anymore.
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      Kendall was still asleep when I woke up. Worse, she was snoring softly, her mouth hanging open. Unless she had somehow caught a cold in the night, she was stuffed up because of the cocaine. What had Felicia called it? Coke nose?

      I frowned and practically leapt out of bed. My dick hadn’t gotten the message that I was upset—it was as hard as ever, without a care in the world—but I ignored it and stalked across the road to the clubhouse.

      The bathroom floor was cold as I stood over the toilet and tried to will my hard-on to subside. My bladder was almost painfully full, but I stood there for nearly a minute before someone spoke from the next stall.

      “Morning wood?” Sydney said. I hadn’t even noticed her there.

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      She finished in the stall and then washed her hands. A moment later she knocked gently on my door. “You want some help?”

      “Um… what kind of help?”

      “Let me in and I’ll show you.” I opened the door, and she squeezed past me. “I know a trick,” she said as she lowered the toilet seat and sat before me. She was nude, of course, and my eyes wandered to her pink-capped breasts.

      I immediately regretted it. Looking at breasts—no matter how pretty—wasn’t going to help my hard-on.

      “Okay,” I said tensely. “What’s the trick?”

      “The trick is to relax,” she said as she gripped my shaft. “Just let me do my thing, and you’ll be able to pee in no time.”

      I almost laughed at her calm audacity.

      She sucked gently, and my pulse quickened as I watched. Her warm lips glided over my shaft, soft and sensuous. I knew I wouldn’t last long, so I warned her when I was about to come. She merely nodded and kept sucking.

      I exploded a moment later, and she moaned softly as the first spurt hit the back of her throat. Then she pumped and swallowed until the spurts turned to gushes.

      I wasn’t entirely soft when she pulled back and wiped the corners of her mouth, but I was soft enough. She stood, lifted the toilet seat, and held my semi-hard penis.

      “There,” she said, “that’s better.”

      I waited for her to release me, but she didn’t, so I closed my eyes and let loose. Her grip was soft and firm, her body warm next to mine.

      My head suddenly felt light at the double release, and I braced myself against the stall. She put her arm around my waist. She was slight, even thinner than Stacy, but surprisingly strong. When I finished peeing, she tapped the head and cleaned me with toilet paper.

      “Better?”

      I nodded gratefully.

      “You weren’t really in the mood last night,” she said, “so I thought I’d return the favor this morning.”

      “Um… thanks.” If only I hadn’t been so preoccupied last night, I thought. I silently cursed Kendall, along with the Frat Boys and their stupid cocaine.

      “My pleasure,” Sydney said, breaking my train of thought. “Are you going back to bed, or…”

      “Or… what?”

      She laughed, light and musical. “I was thinking of breakfast,” she said, “but we can do more if you want.”

      I thought about it for less than a second. She was easy to talk to and even easier to be around. She was also wry and witty, and I needed laughter more than sex.

      “Breakfast sounds good,” I said.

      She smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that.”
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      Stacy and Jason had plenty to do before the wedding, and they left after breakfast. Woody had to work, and Sydney had her own pre-wedding errands to run, so they left a little while later.

      The other couples were still asleep in their rooms as I returned to ours. Kendall was still asleep, so I left a glass of water and bottle of aspirin on the bedside table. Then I walked down to the lake.

      The water was as cold as ever, but it felt good to rinse the night away. My poor testicles shrank to the size of raisins, but I didn’t care. I swam a couple of laps and then floated on my back, simply staring at the sky. When I finally hauled myself out, I headed up the hill toward Susan’s house.

      “Good morning,” she said when she answered my knock. “C’mon in.”

      She offered to fix breakfast, but I told her I’d already eaten. We made small talk over orange juice, but she could tell that something was bothering me.

      “When did you know that Greg wasn’t the right guy for you?” I finally asked.

      “When I met Jack.”

      “Did you have any… hints… before that?”

      “You mean, did I have my doubts about Greg?”

      I nodded.

      She sighed and stared into space. “Yes,” she said softly. Then she shrugged, as though she couldn’t find the words. “Things didn’t feel… right.”

      “That’s how I feel with Kendall,” I said. “A part of me loves her, but I don’t remember why. Does that make sense?”

      She nodded.

      We fell silent for a moment, but then I said, “I’m pretty sure she did coke last night.”

      “Cocaine? At the party?”

      I nodded. “One of the guys brought it. He said it was an accident, but that’s bullshit.”

      “Do I need to do anything about it?”

      “No. I took care of it.”

      “You didn’t do anything drastic did you?”

      I shook my head. Then I laughed, short and sharp. “Believe it or not, I was pretty mature about it. For a change.”

      “What makes you think that Kendall…?”

      “Little things. I don’t have any proof, but I’m sure.”

      Susan merely nodded, and we fell silent. After a moment, she said, “Are you going to talk to her about it?”

      “I don’t know if it would do any good.”

      “Oh?”

      I struggled to put my thoughts into words. “Kendall…,” I began at last. “Kendall… um… has her own version of the truth. I mean, I could confront her about it, but she’d deny it. Worse, it wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “Oh?”

      “She lied about being a virgin—she told me she wasn’t, but she was. She’s lied about other things, too. Mostly little things, but some big ones. I haven’t called her on it because it’s not worth it… but I know.” I turned silent for a moment.

      “Gina never lied to me,” I said at last, but softly. “She hid things from me, but she always told me the truth.”

      “Does Kendall hide things from you?”

      “Yes and no. I mean, she drove a wedge between Gina and me. Oh, I’m definitely the one to blame, but Kendall did her part. She didn’t hide it, per se, but she was pretty manipulative and sneaky about it. I didn’t realize what she was doing at the time, but it’s pretty clear in hindsight.”

      Susan merely nodded.

      “There are other things that bother me more, though. I mean, this weekend was supposed to ‘rekindle our relationship,’ but it’s been non-stop sex the whole time. Well, not the whole time, but enough of it.”

      “You knew about the party before you came, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah, but that’s not what I’m talking about.” I told her about the drive from Knoxville. Then I jerked a thumb toward the room where Kendall was probably still asleep. “And we won’t get to do much ‘rekindling’ today, because she’s hung over. She’s probably sore, too… especially after last night.”

      “What happened last night?”

      I told her about Kendall’s fantasy of multiple men.

      Much to my surprise, Susan laughed. “Oh, that’s a fairly common fantasy.”

      “It is?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you ever done it? With four guys, I mean.”

      “Not that many, but I’ve thought about it. Still, that’s not the point. I’m not Kendall, and she’s not me.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” I muttered, which made her frown.

      “You sound like you’re not happy in general, and you’re trying to find tangible reasons to explain it.”

      “I guess.”

      “If you’re not happy, why don’t you do something about it?”

      “Like what?” I didn’t really expect a straight answer—Susan had never told me what to do—and she didn’t disappoint me.

      “What are your options?”

      I ticked them off on my fingers: “Fix it, forget about it, or find someone else.”

      She laughed darkly at my succinct alliteration.

      “The problem is,” I said, “I’ve tried to fix it. Things might change for a while, but we always go back to the way things were, the status quo. I can’t really forget about it, because I’m miserable. And I don’t want to find someone else because… well… because I don’t. I mean, I still love Kendall. I… I just don’t like her very much right now.”

      I blinked in surprise at a sudden memory. Gina had told me the same thing, right before she broke up with me. I couldn’t help but compare then and now.

      “What were you just thinking?” Susan asked quietly.

      “You probably know,” I said.

      “Perhaps. But do you know?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?” We sat in silence for a long time. She’d always been good at letting me think things through for myself. “The thing is,” I said at last, “I don’t want to break up with her.”

      “Why not?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t want to hurt her, for one. I mean, she really loves me. She thinks we’re going to get married. I love her too, but…”

      “Did you ever have a chance to talk about your future together?”

      “Ha! She basically told me that her career was more important, that any clown can become an architect.”

      “Oh, dear.”

      “Yeah,” I said heavily. “Not a great way to start a discussion about our future. Oh, she apologized, but the fact that she said it in the first place kinda speaks volumes.”

      Susan nodded. “Why else don’t you want to break up with her?”

      “I like the sex,” I said honestly. “I don’t like the rest of our relationship, but the sex is… really good. I mean, I complained about the trip down here being all sex, but I obviously enjoyed it, didn’t I?”

      She nodded.

      “Heck, I probably would’ve enjoyed last night if it weren’t for the Frat Boys and their cocaine.” I fell silent for a moment, thinking back through the evening. “Well, that and Kendall’s dumbass comment about us having an open relationship. I mean, when I tried to talk to her about the rules, she turned it into some big argument where I compared her to Gina.”

      “Did you?”

      “No, but I made the mistake of mentioning Gina in the first place. Kendall just used it as an excuse to avoid the real discussion. That’s what I mean when I say she hides things. She didn’t ‘hide’ the discussion, but she certainly dodged it.”

      “With remarkable skill, it sounds like.”

      “She’s good at that,” I said sourly. “She turns things around and makes them seem like my problems. I mean, she’s a Psych major! I’m just a lowly Architecture student. What do I know?”

      Susan fell silent in the face of my sarcasm.

      “Hell,” I said at last. “I don’t know what to do. Do you have any suggestions?”

      “Yes, but I can’t live your life for you. I wish I could, but… I’ve made my mistakes. I’m the woman I am because I made them myself, and I learned from them.”

      “So how about helping me out with the benefit of your experience?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t do that. Not this time.”

      “But… why not?”

      Her eyes filled with unshed tears. “Because you trust me, and you’d do what I say.”

      “So you won’t tell me what to do?”

      “Have I ever?”

      “Sometimes,” I said, with plaintive bitterness.

      “But I can’t now.” She wiped her eyes. “Do you understand why?”

      “Because I need to make this decision myself.”

      She nodded, silent and clearly miserable.

      I snorted softly and wiped my own eyes. “This really sucks, you know?”

      “Yes,” she said softly, “I do know.”

      “Yeah, I almost forgot. Greg.”

      She nodded.

      “Was it hard?”

      “The hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

      “Sucks, don’t it?” I said.

      “Yes, it does.”
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      I was in my own little world the rest of the day, thinking about what I wanted to do with my life. I was glad to see Kara and Victor when they arrived, but they couldn’t drag me out of my funk for long.

      That night, Kendall was more interested in sex than a discussion. As usual. She was still sore from the party, but she gave me a long, two-orgasm blowjob. I enjoyed it at the time, but I also hated that I didn’t have the willpower to insist on talking instead.

      We had regular sex the next morning, although my heart wasn’t really in it. My dick didn’t get the message, though, and sprang to life a second time when she started playing with it. She collapsed against me after she came, and I was glad she couldn’t see my face.

      That didn’t stop me from fucking her, though. Oh, no. I was too horny to care about long-term problems. Besides, I didn’t want to suffer through the wedding with a case of blue balls. So I rolled her to her back and fucked her until I shot my load deep inside her. I was disgusted with myself, but Kendall couldn’t see through the afterglow.

      She didn’t notice my growing dissatisfaction, and I did my best to hide it. My attitude was my own problem—my own fault, really—and I didn’t want to put a damper on Stacy’s happy day.

      The wedding came off without a hitch. Susan was a calm presence throughout, and Gunny looked as proud as ever when he walked down the aisle with Stacy on his arm. She looked beautiful in a hand-beaded dress the color of pale turquoise, with a bouquet of white roses.

      I actually had fun at the reception. I managed to forget about my problems, if only for a while. I danced with Stacy, and she looked happier than I’d ever seen her. I danced with Sydney a couple of times as well. She was so petite that I could have carried her around the dance floor without her feet touching the ground.

      Steve and Dave turned out to be okay guys. Steve was still loud and obnoxious, but he was nice enough when he wasn’t high on cocaine. Dave even had a clever sense of humor, especially when Steve wasn’t around to hog the spotlight. We’d never be bosom buddies, but at least they weren’t the assholes I’d thought they were.

      Not surprisingly, Kendall was horny after the reception. I didn’t think she was cocaine-horny, but she still managed to wear me out before she was ready to go to sleep. Part of my problem was that I just didn’t care anymore. I did my best, though, and I don’t think she noticed my lack of enthusiasm.
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      We packed our things after lunch on Sunday. Steve, Dave, and their girlfriends had spent the night in town (they were too drunk after the reception), but Susan, Gunny, and Lenore came to see us off.

      Sydney and Woody were leaving at the same time, bound for Columbia, so we said goodbye to them as well. After hugs and promises to keep in touch, Kendall and I climbed into the Cruiser.

      I spent the next several hours lost in thought. I didn’t actually ignore Kendall, but I didn’t keep up my side of the conversation. She tried to draw me out, but I wasn’t in the mood to share my thoughts. I didn’t even know what they were, so how could I share them? She finally lost her temper about thirty minutes from Knoxville.

      “Okay, what is the matter?”

      I thought about lying, or changing the subject, or even playing dumb, but she made my decision for me.

      “Is it about having to drive? I thought we settled this. Flying isn’t safe.”

      I gave her a “What the hell are you talking about?” look—flying had been the last thing on my mind—and she frowned.

      “Is it about the party?” she asked. “So what if I had sex with four men? It was a fantasy, Paul.”

      The sex didn’t really bother me either, although I still didn’t answer.

      “Is it the cocaine? If you must know, I didn’t do any.” She was too quick, too casual, and I didn’t believe her. She was a great actress when she played a fantasy role, but she wasn’t a good liar when she was upset. “I didn’t,” she insisted. “Not that it’s any of your business. It’s my body, and I don’t need your permission.”

      I finally said, “Is that what you think this is about?”

      “Then what is it about? Your precious Gina did coke all the time, and you didn’t even know about it. But I do it once and you think I’m some dope addict! You’re always comparing me to Gina, and I’m sick of it.”

      “I haven’t said a thing about Gina.” I wasn’t even angry when I said it—I just felt… nothing.

      “If she were so perfect, then why did she cheat on you?”

      “She didn’t cheat on me.”

      “What about that trip to Vermont? I heard she fucked half the guys there.”

      “Yeah, I heard the same thing,” I said, “but not from Gina. She said she didn’t, and I believe her.”

      “Oh, fine,” Kendall spat. “You believe Gina, but you won’t believe me?”

      “Gina never lied to me.”

      “And I have?” she practically shrieked.

      I didn’t answer, because it would simply make things worse.

      “When have I ever lied to you, Paul? When? Tell me!”

      “Kendall, I’m not—”

      “Oh, fine,” she said. “Avoid the issue. That’s just like you to make this seem like my fault.”

      “No, it’s my fault,” I said, quiet and sincere.

      “You’re right about that!”

      We drove in silence for a while, but she couldn’t let it go.

      “This is about Gina, isn’t it? She could fuck half a frat house, but you get upset when I have sex with four men. Four, Paul. Four. Not a dozen.”

      I finally lost it. “Why do you think this is about Gina?”

      “Because it’s always about Gina. She was your precious first love, and I’m sick of being compared to her.”

      “I don’t compare you to her. I didn’t even bring her up! You did!”

      “She’s a narcissistic slut, Paul. She screwed everything that moved, including her sisters.”

      “So? You have fantasies about your father,” I said. “And your brother, too.”

      “I do not! That’s disgusting!”

      “No, it’s not. It’s natural. Everybody—”

      “It is not natural, Paul. It’s incest, and it’s disgusting. But you’re too busy defending her to admit it. Well, I know what she did. She didn’t fool me for a minute.”

      “Good for you!” I said, dripping sarcasm. “You’re so smart. But what’s this have to do with you and me? Nothing, that’s what. You want to know what’s the matter? It’s you, Kendall.”

      “Me? What about me? I never—”

      “For starters, we don’t talk anymore. You only pay attention when you’re horny.”

      “Oh, is that what this is about? You’re horny? Fine! Whip it out, big man. Go ahead and fuck me. I won’t stop you.” As if to prove her point, she hiked her skirt and started to take off her panties. “Oh, I forgot,” she said sarcastically, “you fuck me all the time.”

      “Yeah, and that’s the problem.”

      “You never complained before!”

      “Well, I’m complaining now. You spend all your time with tests or homework or study groups, but you never have time for me.”

      “So this isn’t about sex at all! You’re upset that I’m focused on school? Ha! I knew you couldn’t handle anyone being more important than you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Ooh, the vaunted architect deigns to talk to the little people!”

      “What?”

      “My job will always be more important than yours, Paul, and you can’t handle it. I knew you were jealous, but—”

      “You think I’m jealous?” I asked, genuinely incredulous.

      “Then how would you explain it? You complain about the time I spend on school, like I should be spending that time with you instead.”

      “Gina wanted to be a doctor too, but she managed to spend time with me.”

      “Oh, so we’re back to her again, are we?”

      “Yeah! But when she spent time with me, it was real time!”

      “Oh,” Kendall spat, “and I ‘pretend’ to spend time with you?”

      “No, but we’re always having sex! That’s all we do anymore.”

      “So we’re back to sex? Are you feeling neglected? You want to fuck me after all?” She practically sneered. “I should’ve known that’s what this was about. You can’t stand the idea of an independent woman.”

      “No, I can’t stand the idea of a woman who treats me like a convenient penis.”

      “You have a complaint for everything, don’t you? First it’s ‘we don’t see each other enough.’ Then it’s ‘we have sex too much.’ What’s it going to be next, Paul? ‘Oh, you’re too successful’?”

      “That’s not what this is about, and you know it.”

      “Okay then, mister psychologist, tell me what it’s really about.”

      “It’s about the fact that I hate spending time with you. I fucking hate it, Kendall!”

      That silenced her.

      “I hate that we don’t talk about anything but sex. I hate that it’s all we do when we’re together. That’s all it is with you: sex, sex, sex!” I barked a harsh laugh. “Hell, I was actually friends with Gina, and the sex was better too!” That wasn’t entirely true, but I was feeling spiteful.

      “So you want to know what I’m upset about?” I continued. “I’m upset because I don’t really like you anymore. Yeah, I still like having sex with you, but that’s it, Kendall. I don’t even remember why we’re together in the first place.”

      “We’re together because that slut—”

      “Oh, please! Spare me the ‘slut’ bullshit. This isn’t about Gina! This is about you and me. I used to love you, Kendall. I probably still do, but I don’t like you very much, especially right now.”

      “Well, that makes two of us.”

      We pulled to a stop in front of Andy Holt, but I didn’t remember actually driving there—the miles were a blur of harsh words. I put the Cruiser in Park and sat there with my hands on the wheel. Strangely, I still wasn’t very angry. Instead, I felt drained. Empty.

      I was glad things were out in the open, though. A part of me wanted to salvage our relationship, if only to make her happy, but I just couldn’t muster the energy.

      “Are you just going to sit there?” Kendall finally said, her voice full of contempt. “Don’t you have anything to say?”

      I blew a long, deep, sad breath.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Kendall,” I said at last, my voice oddly detached, “I love you. I always will. But I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”

      “So that’s it?”

      I stared straight ahead. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “You’re breaking up with me?”

      I looked at her and tried to swallow the lump in my throat. It was easier when I saw how angry she was. No remorse. No sorrow. No regret. Just pure, unfiltered rage.

      “Fine!” she spat. “If that’s the way you want it, I never want to see you again!”

      She got out of the car and slammed the door. Then she grabbed her things from the back seat and slammed that door even harder. She was muttering to herself as she stormed into the building, and she almost knocked over two people who were in her way.

      I didn’t want to end things on such an angry note, but I didn’t know what I could’ve done differently.

      Fortunately, the apartment was empty when I arrived. Trip had left a note on my dresser—he was studying with Wren and Christy, and wanted me to join them if I got home in time—but I didn’t feel like being sociable.

      I slung my pack into the corner, stripped off my rumpled clothes, and reached for my weights. I thought about the argument, about where I’d gone wrong.

      Part of me still wanted to fix things, but it was the little head. Sex with Kendall was the best I’d ever had—she was adventurous, sexy, and eager. Unfortunately, I couldn’t remember anything else I liked about her. She was manipulative, self-centered, insecure, defensive, and more. Worst of all, I didn’t trust her.

      Her father’s words came back in a flash: “It’s all about trust.”

      “Fucking prophetic,” I muttered.

      I lowered the barbell and looked at myself in the mirror. What was wrong with me? I should have felt a stab of loss. Or a pang of regret. Even a surge of anger. Anything but…

      Relief.
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      “I broke up with Kendall last night.”

      Trip and Wren stopped teasing each other. Jeff and Meredith looked up from their newspaper. Ash lowered her sheet of slides, and Christy set her muffin aside. The rest of the dining hall suddenly seemed loud by comparison, but then everyone spoke at once.

      “Sorry, man.” “It’s about time!” “Dude, that sucks.” “Did you have a fight?” “What for?” “Oh, Paul, I’m so sorry.”

      Just as quickly as they spoke, they all fell silent.

      Christy set her hand on mine. She realized what she’d done and started to pull back, but then left it where it was. “What happened?” she finally asked.

      I gave them the abridged version.

      “I guess I’ve been thinking about it for a while,” I said at last. “I mean, I haven’t been happy for… well… you know.”

      “A while,” Trip said heavily, and I nodded.

      “What did she do when you told her?” Meredith asked.

      “Said she never wanted to see me again.”

      “Well, I say good riddance,” Wren said, which earned a glare from Christy. “Oh, don’t give me that look,” Wren snapped at her. “You didn’t like her any more than I did.”

      “But you shouldn’t say something like that,” Christy said. “Kendall’s a person too, and she has feelings.”

      “So?” Wren shot back. “You know how she treated Paul. You know—” Trip touched her arm, and she looked at him abruptly. She started to argue, but then lowered her eyes. “Sorry.”

      The table fell silent.

      “Are you going out with someone else?” Ash asked.

      Wren and Christy immediately shot her a look.

      “Hey, I was just asking,” Ash said. “Most guys won’t give up a good thing unless they have another lined up.”

      “Paul isn’t like most guys,” Wren said.

      “Besides,” Christy added, “that would be crass.”

      Trip changed the subject. “So, what’re you going to do now?”

      I shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      “Do you want us to set you up with someone?” Ash said doggedly. “I mean, we know a couple of girls who’d—”

      Once again, Wren and Christy glared at the same time.

      “What? I just thought—”

      “He doesn’t need to be set up,” Wren said.

      Christy was the voice of reason. “Why don’t we find out what Paul wants.”

      Everyone looked at me.

      “I don’t really know,” I said. “I mean, I broke up with her, so I don’t want to get back together.”

      “Do you think she wants to?” Meredith asked.

      “No way,” Wren said. “She’s too conceited.”

      “Wren!” Christy snapped.

      Trip added a headshake, and Wren grew quiet. “Sorry,” she muttered. “I just… I just don’t like her is all.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “I don’t like her very much either.”

      Christy’s eyes flashed.

      “What’d you expect me to say?” I said calmly. “I don’t like her very much right now. Some part of me still loves her, but I don’t really like her.”

      “He did break up with her,” Trip said.

      “I’m not going to bad-mouth her, if that’s what you think,” I said to Christy, which seemed to mollify her, “but I’m not going to lie about it either.”

      She squeezed my hand, and I couldn’t help but notice her engagement ring. Her eyes followed mine and she blushed as she drew her hand back and covered it with the other.

      “Well,” Meredith said, “I think it’s nice that you’re a gentleman about it.”

      “No fu—” Jeff said, but then shot Meredith a look. “I mean, no kidding. Good for you, Paul.”

      “Yes, good for you, Paul,” Christy said, but she was subdued.

      Ash said, “I still say we should—”

      Christy and Wren cut her off in unison, “Ash, no!”

      “He doesn’t need another girlfriend right now,” Wren said.

      “He needs friends,” Christy added. Then she deliberately touched my hand.

      Trip clapped me on the shoulder. “You’ll be fine.”

      Everyone else chorused their agreement.

      “Yeah, don’t worry,” Jeff said at last, “you’re gonna make it after all.”

      Meredith snorted a laugh.

      “What?” Jeff said.

      “He’s not Mary Tyler Moore.”

      Jeff looked surprised, but then he realized what he’d said. He muttered, “I gotta stop watching re-runs with that fucking Cajun,” but it was too late.

      “Is Paul supposed to throw his hat in the air?” Ash teased.

      Trip hummed the show’s theme song, and Wren joined in. They were trying to lighten the mood, to keep me from thinking about Kendall, and it almost worked.

      Christy squeezed my hand when she saw the faraway look in my eye. When I finally looked at her, she gave me a sad smile of sympathy. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t need to.
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      I made it through my first two classes, but I dreaded seeing Kendall at lunch. Part of me hoped she wouldn’t be there. Another part wanted to skip lunch altogether, to simply avoid the problem. The compassionate part of me—the part that still loved her—didn’t want to end our relationship on such a bitter note.

      I wanted to explain, to tell her why I’d done it, to make her understand. Unfortunately, I didn’t think she ever would. She was so mature in some ways, but so immature in others. She was smart and focused, but only on things she wanted. She was sexy and adventurous, but our relationship felt like a romance novel. Worst of all, sex was a tool for her, a reward or an escape, sometimes even a weapon.

      “Gosh,” Christy said, “you’re distracted.”

      I looked up and realized we were walking together. I didn’t remember the end of computer class, or even meeting her in the hallway afterward.

      “I’ve just been chattering along,” she said, “like you were listening.”

      “Sorry.”

      She shrugged, her expression light. “Don’t be. You’re allowed to be distracted.” She fished in her backpack and pulled out a baggie with apple slices. “Here,” she said, handing me one. “The fructose will help.”

      I ate the slice mechanically, and she handed me another. When we arrived at my History of Architecture class, she stopped and looked up at me, her expression serious.

      “If you need to talk,” she said, “I’m always here.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Are you going to meet her for lunch?”

      “I haven’t decided. What do you think? I mean, what would you want if your boyfriend just broke up with you?”

      “I’d want something more than an argument,” she said. “You were together for a long time. You can’t end it quickly.”

      “Or cleanly,” I muttered.

      “Relationships are messy sometimes,” she said, “especially at the end.”

      I managed an ironic laugh.

      She looked down and gathered her thoughts. “Be yourself,” she said at last. “Be honest. Don’t lose your temper. And remember, she has feelings too. She’s probably confused and upset. Scared, too.” She handed me the bag of apple slices. “You need these more than I do.”

      I started to thank her, but she stepped close and straightened my collar. It was such an intimate gesture that I closed my mouth.

      “Don’t do anything you’ll regret,” she said at last, her gaze fixed on my chest. She turned away, and I watched her go, more confused than ever.
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      “Christy told me to behave,” Wren said as she unfastened her bra.

      I hung my shirt on the small rack in Siobhan’s office. “Are you going to?”

      “I haven’t decided.”

      We finished undressing in silence. Even though I was preoccupied with Kendall, I couldn’t help but steal a glance at Wren’s body. Her nipples were stiff from the cool air, and her breasts swayed as she moved.

      My eyes fell to the neat strip of her pubic hair, and she caught me looking. I felt my cheeks flush, but then she moved close. I expected her to tease me, but she quietly gathered her thoughts instead.

      “I’m sorry you broke up with Kendall,” she said at last, fidgeting. “I don’t really care what happens to her, but I don’t want to see you hurt.”

      “Thanks, Wren. I—”

      “Let me finish,” she said without looking up. She mustered her courage and went on. “There are a lot of people who care about you. We’ll always be here if you need us.”

      I pulled her into a hug. She held me tight, her cheek pressed to my chest, her hair silken against my skin. We stood together for a long moment.

      “You know,” she said at last, mischievous again, “now that you’re not dating Kendall, you don’t have any rules.” She walked her fingers up my chest and playfully touched my lips. “Kissing isn’t off limits anymore.” Her eyes practically smoldered. “Neither is anything else.”

      Before I could say anything, Siobhan knocked twice and opened the door. “We’re ready when you are,” she said through the crack.

      I looked back at Wren, and her eyes danced with laughter.

      She mock-pouted and pushed her breasts together with her arms. “Too bad I promised Christy…”

      “You’re unbelievable.”

      “I know,” she said smugly, “but you don’t know the half of it.” She turned and flashed a sultry look over her shoulder as she walked into the larger classroom.

      “Un-fucking-believable,” I muttered to myself. I couldn’t help but grin, which was what she wanted in the first place. I knew her well enough to realize that she wasn’t serious about trying to seduce me, but that didn’t stop me from thinking about it.
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      At lunch, Kendall entered the cafeteria and looked around anxiously. She was wearing my favorite sweater, a form-fitting blue one that showed off her chest. It was a message, and hardly subtle.

      “Time to face the music,” I said grimly.

      My friends wished me luck as I stood, and Kendall looked relieved when she saw me. I felt a jumble of emotions, from pity to dread to lust.

      “Oh, thank goodness you’re here,” she said as she hugged me. “When you didn’t call last night, I thought—”

      “Can we go somewhere?” I said. “Somewhere private?”

      Kendall misread me and smiled. “Back to my apartment?”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her we weren’t going to have sex. To make matters worse, she acted like nothing was wrong, which made my stomach knot.

      “I’m sorry about last night,” she said when we reached the apartment. “I shouldn’t’ve said those awful things.”

      “Yeah, I’m sorry too.”

      “And I’m sorry I accused you of comparing me to Gina. You were right, I brought her up.” She moved toward me and practically backed me into the foyer wall. “I know a part of you will always love Gina,” she apologized demurely, “and I shouldn’t hold that against you… as long as I have the rest of you.” She looked into my eyes and then moved in for a kiss.

      “Hold on,” I said, and gently pushed her away. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.” Part of me thought it was a very good idea—Treacherous organ!—but I bulled ahead. “We can’t solve our problems with sex.”

      “The only problem we have is these clothes,” she purred.

      “Kendall…”

      She pressed her hips against me.

      “Kendall, I’m serious. I’m not going to have sex with you.”

      “Why not?” she almost moaned. “Don’t you still love me?”

      “Of course I do,” I said, which was true, “but we can’t do this.”

      “Why not? Don’t you want me?” She could feel how much I did.

      “Yes, but…”

      She tilted her head and planted a tender kiss on the side of my neck. “We had a fight,” she murmured. “That’s what couples do. I’m apologizing.” She ran her hands along my sides and then reached for my belt, but I caught her before she got there.

      “Kendall, no.”

      She pulled back, confused and uncertain.

      “I meant what I said last night. We can’t go on like this. We don’t have a real relationship. It’s always sex, sex, sex. Even now, when I’m trying to explain it to you, you think the solution is sex.”

      “Don’t you want to?”

      “That’s not the point,” I said. “We don’t have some storybook romance. You can’t fix things in the final chapter. We’re in the real world, with real emotions and real problems.”

      “But we can work them out.”

      “No, we can’t, Kendall. We tried. Yeah, things got better for a while, but then we went right back to where we were. That’s not what I want.”

      “Then tell me what you want—I’ll do it.” She pressed close again. I was acutely aware of the heat of her body, the feel of her breasts against my chest.

      I felt a wave of desire, and blurted the first thing that came to mind. “Have a conversation with me.”

      She furrowed her brow.

      “Just a simple conversation. That’s all I want.” I was stalling for time, but it worked.

      “You don’t want to make love to me?”

      Of course I do, but that’s not the point! “No,” I rasped.

      “But… I can feel you.” To prove her point, she rubbed my trapped erection, but I pushed her away.

      “Kendall, stop.”

      “But…”

      “My body wants to have sex with you, but… we can’t.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I hung my head and massaged the dull ache in my forehead. “We can’t have sex,” I said at last. “I’m sorry. I know that’s not what you want to hear, but it’s the way it has to be.”

      “But… why?” She sounded so forlorn that I almost gave in.

      “Because we can’t be together.” I was doing my best not to hurt her feelings, but she couldn’t understand. Wouldn’t understand, more likely. Her fairy tale wasn’t going to have a happy ending, and she was fighting it. I sighed. “I… I don’t think we’re right for each other.”

      “What do you mean? Of course we’re right for each other. We love each other.”

      Sometimes that’s not enough, I thought sadly. She was too emotional to read me, and my heart nearly broke at the look of confusion in her eyes.

      When I didn’t say anything, she grew nervous. “What… what do you mean we’re not right for each other?”

      I held her hands and looked into her eyes. “I love you, Kendall. I always will. You’re a wonderful person. You’re going to make some guy very happy, but… I’m not that guy.”

      “But…?”

      “I’m sorry, Kendall. I tried to make it work. You did too, but it just didn’t. I don’t want to argue with you, and I don’t want to fight. I definitely don’t want to hurt you, but I can’t be with you anymore. I just can’t. I’m sorry.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and turned to leave. She started crying as I shut the door. It cut off the sound, but it couldn’t erase the memory of her face.
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      I stared at my drafting table as Professor Joska lectured. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get Kendall’s face out of my mind. I felt sorry for her, and I didn’t want—

      “Mr. Hughes,” Joska snapped, “am I boring you?”

      I looked up and blinked. “No, sir.”

      “Then give us an example of a design constraint.”

      It took me a moment to figure out what he was talking about. Fortunately, I’d read the chapter, so I answered, “Zoning or code requirements.”

      “Another.”

      “Site requirements.”

      “Such as?”

      “Lot shape. Topography. Environmental factors.”

      He scowled. “Another.”

      I regurgitated the list from the book, and a few that hadn’t been in the book, which I came up with from my other reading. He wasn’t satisfied, but he couldn’t object to my attitude either, so he fell back on the last resort of thwarted teachers everywhere.

      “See me after class, Mr. Hughes.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      During the break, Gracie stopped by and whispered, “What’s the matter? Are you okay?”

      When I didn’t answer, Trip said quietly, “He broke up with his girlfriend.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said.

      She wrote her phone number on a slip of paper. “If you ever need someone,” she said, and handed it to me.

      I nodded and pocketed the slip.

      Joska returned to the front of class and cleared his throat early. He was in a foul mood, probably because of me, and gave us a complicated assignment for the lab. Most people grumbled, but I simply cleared my books and pulled out my technical pens. I stared at the Faber-Castell logo, struck by the irony—Gina had given them to me after she broke up with me.

      My mind wandered at the thought of her, and I remembered something Susan had once told me: Love is about more than sex. I had forgotten it with Gina, and Kendall didn’t seem to understand it in the first place.

      Joska said something from close by, which snapped me out of my daze. I chose a pen and tugged the drafting machine into place over my paper. Then I cleared my mind and began drawing.

      I thought I wouldn’t be able to concentrate, but the lines flowed with ease. I felt Joska behind me a couple of times—he was trying to rattle me—but I never looked up. I was in my own world, designing in my head, the pen an extension of my thoughts.

      When Joska signaled the end of class, I looked up and blinked. I hardly remembered the last three hours. The other students stretched sore muscles as they packed their things and filed out of the classroom.

      Trip caught my eye and waved goodbye. Gracie mouthed, “Call me,” as she walked past. I nodded and watched her go. Then I turned my attention to Professor Joska. I even stood respectfully as he approached.

      “Is this a dormitory, Mr. Hughes?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Do you think you can sleep through my class and get away with it?”

      “I wasn’t sleeping, sir.”

      “You might as well have been,” he growled. “You think a few correct answers are going to get you off the hook?”

      “No, sir.”

      He paused, annoyed. “Do you have a problem, Mr. Hughes?”

      “It’s personal.”

      He merely arched an eyebrow, his lantern jaw set.

      I stared back, dead-eyed and unflinching.

      “You can’t let your personal life interfere with your work, Mr. Hughes.”

      “I won’t,” I said defiantly. “Sir.”

      He clenched his jaw, and turned to my drawing to look for faults. After nearly two minutes of silent scrutiny, he let out an explosive breath.

      I kept my mouth shut.

      “This is… adequate,” he said at last.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “I said ‘adequate,’ Mr. Hughes. You’re capable of better.”

      I nodded silently, and he seemed to soften. I met his gaze and held it.

      “Is it something you want to talk about, Mr. Hughes?”

      “No, sir. As I said, it’s personal. I won’t let it affect my work, though.” The work was the one thing that helped take my mind off Kendall.

      He paused to consider. “Walk with me, Mr. Hughes,” he said at last.

      I rolled my drawing and slid it into my carrying tube. Then I gathered my things and followed him out the door. I drew abreast as we walked, although he remained silent until we reached the atrium.

      “My wife tells me I’m a hard man to know,” he said, without looking at me. “Perhaps she’s right.” He looked like he wanted to say something else, but he pressed his lips together instead. He thought about it again, and even drew breath to speak, but the moment passed. He squared his shoulders and clasped his hands behind his back.

      After a long moment, he said, “You obviously don’t have enough work to do, Mr. Hughes. Come to my office tomorrow morning. I’ll have a list of extra assignments for you.”

      I clenched my fists. Hard.

      “In addition, I expect you to continue your work with Mr. DeFeo. His drawings today were a disgrace.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “God is in the details, Mr. Hughes.”

      “Yes, sir. Godly details.”

      “Are you being flippant with me?”

      I started to deny it, but then changed my mind. “Does it really matter?” I said wearily.

      “Mr. Hughes, tolerance is not one of my virtues.” He cut me off before I could apologize. “Compassion isn’t either,” he added, without looking at me, “but I care a great deal about my students.” He started to say something else, but fell silent again.

      “Your assignments will be waiting in my office,” he said at last. “Good evening.”
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      Kendall and I didn’t see each other for two days, although she called and left messages, like everything was normal. I wasn’t quite avoiding her, but I spent a lot of time working on Joska’s extra assignments. On top of everything else, I had to study for midterms.

      I finally broke down and called her on Wednesday night. She wanted to see me, but I told her it wasn’t a good idea, which made me feel like a heel.

      “You’re probably right,” she said. “We need a cooling-off period after a big argument.”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her that our “cooling-off period” was going to last a long time.

      “Maybe we can go somewhere,” she said, willfully oblivious. “You know, get away for the weekend, by ourselves. No distractions, just the two of us.”

      “Kendall, I…”

      “Just think about it,” she said. Before I could say anything else, she changed the subject. “Do you want to meet for lunch tomorrow? We can talk about it.”

      “I guess.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you then. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I said before I caught myself. It was true, but I felt like I was leading her on. After I hung up, I slid down the wall and sat on the floor with my head in my hands.

      Trip appeared a few minutes later. “That bad?”

      “Worse.”

      “What’d she say?”

      “She just doesn’t get it.”

      “You wanna talk about it?”

      “No. Yes. I don’t know.”

      He actually laughed. “C’mon, let’s get Luke and Jeff.”

      I didn’t want to bare my soul, much less in front of everyone. “What for?”

      “We’re going out.” He tugged me to my feet and then hollered toward the back bedroom. “Luke! Jeff! Get ready, we’re goin’ out.”

      “But it’s Cagney & Lacey,” Luke called back.

      Trip looked at me and politely excused himself. Then he walked down the short hall and turned off the little TV in Luke and Jeff’s room.

      “Get your shit,” he said. “You too.”

      “Where’re we goin’?” Jeff asked as Luke grumbled.

      “To get Paul drunk.”

      “Mais,” Luke said, suddenly enthusiastic, “why you don’t say so?”

      “I’m sayin’ so now, aren’t I?”

      They hustled me out of the apartment without even listening to my protests.

      “All right, mes amis,” Luke said as we walked to the Strip. He clapped his hands and then rubbed them together. “Laissez les bon temps rouler.”

      Jeff shot him a look. “Why can’t you speak English? What the fuck does that mean?”

      “It means we gonna have a good time tonight!”
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      The next morning, a demented dwarf set up shop in my head. He hammered away, cheerfully oblivious as I contemplated ritual suicide. Trip merely groaned when I prodded him out of bed. I went to the bathroom, took four aspirin, and drank as much water as I could, but the dwarf was there to stay.

      Trip staggered into the bathroom, so I went back to our room and did push-ups and sit-ups while he was in the shower. When it was my turn, I stood under the hot water for what seemed like an eternity. Jeff was waiting when I finished, but we barely made it to the dining hall on time.

      I managed to survive Western Civ., but only because I could prop my head in my hands and pretend to read. When I reached Siobhan’s office and tried to take off my shirt, Wren took pity on me and brushed aside my fumbling fingers.

      Before Siobhan was even ready for us, I shambled out, climbed onto the dais, and curled on my side. Wren cradled my head in her lap and gently stroked my temples. We could have been the only two people in the world as far as I was concerned.

      I felt a little better by lunchtime, but I still had to meet Kendall, and the dwarf still had his forge going. She wanted to go back to her apartment, but sex was the last thing on my mind, so I steered us toward some nearby benches.

      “Have you thought about getting away for the weekend?” she asked.

      I closed my eyes against the bright light. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “Well, you don’t have to decide right now,” she said, as if I hadn’t just said no.

      I opened my eyes and instantly regretted it, but I had to look at her. “Kendall, I…” I tried several times, but didn’t know what to say.

      “We could go back to my apartment,” she said. “I could fix lunch… and then we can do anything you want.”

      Between the sunlight, my pounding head, and Kendall’s attitude, I finally lost my temper.

      “Don’t you get it?” I snapped. “We broke up. Time to move on. You can’t keep acting like nothing’s wrong.”

      “W-what do you mean?”

      “It’s over. We’re over.”

      “Paul… you don’t mean that!”

      “I’m sorry. I love you, but… I can’t do this anymore.”

      I stood abruptly, jammed my hands in my pockets, and walked away. A gust of wind ruffled my jacket, and I ventured a painful glance at the sky. Feathery clouds curved through the air, like an artist had brushed titanium white on a cerulean canvas.

      The cirrus clouds were beautiful in their own way, but I knew what they meant. I hunched my shoulders and thought back to Kendall’s expression. A storm was coming, in more ways than one.
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      Kendall broke before the thunderstorm did, but not by much. Her parents had driven up for the football game, and she wanted me to come to their RV with her.

      I looked at the phone in disbelief. Which part of “we broke up” doesn’t she understand? “Um…,” I said at last, “that’s probably not a good idea.”

      “Why not?”

      “Kendall, c’mon. You know why.”

      “No, tell me,” she snapped.

      “Because we broke up.”

      “Is that what I’m supposed to tell my parents? And their friends?”

      The conversation went downhill from there. It happened so quickly that I had to blink to make sure I wasn’t imagining things.

      She called me everything from a selfish bastard to a pathetic loser, which I bore in silence. I guess I just didn’t care anymore. When she finally wound down, I held the receiver to my ear again.

      “Don’t you have anything to say?” she asked contemptuously.

      I shrugged. “What can I say? I’m sorry?”

      “Sorry is right! I thought you loved me. Boy, was I a dupe! I knew you’d…”

      I held the phone away and let her rant, until she paused to catch her breath.

      “Well?” she said.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “Is that it?”

      “Is what it, Kendall?”

      “I wasted four years of my life on you, and that’s all you have to say?”

      “Do you want me to get angry?”

      “I want you to show some emotion!”

      “I guess I’m past that.”

      “Past that,” she sputtered. “What’s that supposed to mean? Never mind! I knew I shouldn’t have expected more. You’ve never been smart enough to figure things out! First Gina, and now me!”

      She hung up with a clang, and I stared at the receiver for a long moment before returning it to the hook.

      Thunder rolled over the building as the first drops of rain struck the window.
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      Kendall showed up at breakfast Monday morning. The entire table fell silent, and I braced for an assault.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt,” she apologized. She took in the others with her eyes and then looked at me. “May we talk? Please?”

      She seemed calm enough, so I agreed.

      “I’m sorry about Saturday,” she said as we walked. “I was angry, and I said a lot of things I didn’t mean.”

      I shrugged. “I’m sorry I made you angry.”

      We walked in silence.

      “I miss you,” she said at last.

      “I miss you too.”

      “I… I don’t want it to end.”

      “We tried to fix things.”

      “We can try again,” she pleaded. “I know things haven’t been good for a while, but that’s no reason to break up.”

      That’s exactly why people break up, I thought, but kept it to myself.

      “I know I put too much emphasis on sex,” she said. “I’m… a sexual person, and when I think about you… I just can’t help myself.” She actually laughed, although it was ironic. “I’m thinking about you now. I want you so much it hurts.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “Do you want to go back to your apartment?”

      Yes! “We probably shouldn’t.”

      Her face fell. “I know. You’re right. But…”

      We fell silent, awkward and uncertain.

      “I want to fix things,” she said.

      “We tried.”

      “We could try again. Please, Paul.”

      “I wish I could wave a magic wand,” I said, “but I can’t. Besides, I don’t think we’re right for each other.”

      “I can change, Paul. I’ll spend more time with you, I promise. Maybe we can model together, like we used to. And we can study together on the weekends. I’ll give up my pre-med study group, and I can change my psychology group— Why are you shaking your head?”

      “I just don’t think it’ll work.”

      “Paul, it has to work. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Kendall, but…” I shrugged. I wanted to make her happy, but I didn’t see how—not and still live with myself. Our goals were too different, our lives too far apart. “You’re going to med school next year, and I’ll still be here.”

      “We’ve made it work before.”

      “I don’t think it’ll work this time. I mean, after last summer…”

      “That was different,” she pleaded. “I had the MCAT and my application. You had your houses.”

      “How will it be different when you’re in med school and I’m still here? You’ll have your classes and I’ll have mine, and we’ll both be busy.”

      “We can make time for each other.”

      “We didn’t do it when we were together,” I said, “so what makes you think we’d do it then?”

      “But we’ll have to do it.”

      I shook my head. “I just don’t think it’ll work.”

      She stopped and faced me. “Please, Paul. I’ll do anything to make it work. I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

      Unfortunately, I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life with her. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I couldn’t let her go on thinking we had a future together.

      “I’m sorry,” I said at last.

      “But… what does that mean?”

      “I don’t know what else to say. I want to be friends, but we have to move on with our lives. I want you to be happy, Kendall, I really do, but it can’t be with me.”

      “What about what I want?”

      I touched her face as she began to cry. I meant to console her, but it only made things worse. She hugged me tight, her body soft against mine. My thoughts drifted to more than just hugging her, and she sensed the change.

      “Make love to me, Paul. Please.”

      It had been too long since I’d had sex, and she was too familiar, too tempting. I suddenly imagined her beneath me, her body soft and supple, hot and wet, moving as I—

      “Please, Paul, I need to feel you inside me.”

      “I…” I cleared my throat. “We can’t.”

      “Yes we can,” she said urgently. She pulled back and held my eyes. Hers were beautiful, a deeper blue than I remembered, glistening with moisture and full of emotion. “Please, Paul. I need you. I can’t live without you.”

      All of a sudden I felt like a character in a romance novel, where the hero and heroine tearfully reunite and live happily ever after, The End. Unfortunately, we weren’t going to live happily ever after.

      “Make love to me, Paul,” she whispered.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Do… um… do you want me to walk you to class?”

      She pulled back, confused. “I… What? It doesn’t start for an hour.”

      “Then back to your apartment?”

      “W… will you join me?”

      “I… No.”

      “Please, Paul. I love you.”

      “I love you too, but… it’s over.”

      She started crying, and people on the sidewalk turned as she ran off. I ignored their stares and watched until I couldn’t see her anymore.
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      I don’t remember my first class. I know I was there, because I took notes, but I don’t remember writing them, or even leaving when it was over. I was still preoccupied when I reached the computer lab, so Gracie rolled toward me, her knee touching mine where our chairs met.

      “Are you okay?”

      I shrugged.

      “Is there something I can do?”

      I shook my head.

      “Seriously.”

      “Do you have a design for making people happy?”

      She actually laughed. “Sometimes it helps to talk.” She put her hand on my knee as Professor Liang started class. “I’m always here,” she whispered, and then rolled back to her own computer. I tried to smile, but it wasn’t very convincing.

      I muddled through class somehow. Gracie looked at me every few minutes, and made sure I was following the examples. When the bell rang she gathered her things and walked into the hall with me.

      “Where’s your next class?” she asked.

      I was about to answer when I spotted Christy. Her eyes flicked to Gracie and her smile slipped a fraction. She recovered at once, and Gracie turned to follow my gaze.

      Each girl knew the other by sight, although they’d never been formally introduced. They were polite when I did the honors, but they were both faking it.

      “Well, I have to get to Marketing,” Gracie said, too casually. She touched my arm and smiled. “Call me, okay?”

      “Um… sure.”

      Christy and I began walking, but she was quiet.

      “What’s the matter?” I finally asked.

      “What? Oh, nothing. How did it go with Kendall this morning?”

      I shrugged. “She’s upset.”

      “Did you have another argument?”

      “No. She apologized for Saturday. She… um… she wanted to get back together.”

      “Does that mean what I think it does?” Christy asked, her voice unusually bland.

      “Yeah, probably.”

      “What did you say?”

      “That it wasn’t a good idea.”

      “Probably for the best.”

      I nodded, but it was a logical reaction, not an emotional one. Kendall’s offer had been harder to resist than I wanted to admit.

      “Do me a favor,” I said to Christy as we reached our classrooms. “Ask Wren to… um… be nice to me.”

      Christy frowned. “Already looking for the next one, huh?”

      I furrowed my brow in confusion, but then it hit me. “No! God, no!”

      It was her turn to look confused.

      “Be nice, as in ‘don’t tease me,’” I explained. “It was hard enough saying no to Kendall. I don’t think I could do it again.”

      “Oh, Paul, I’m so sorry. I thought—”

      “I know what you thought,” I said, a little wounded. “I guess I should’ve expected it.”

      “No, I… I jumped to the wrong conclusion.”

      I shrugged. “It’s okay. I’m a guy, after all.”

      “But you’re not like that, and I should know better.”

      I smiled, but it was tight.

      “I’m really sorry, Paul,” she said. “And I’ll tell Wren.”

      “Don’t tell her why, okay? I don’t want to hurt her feelings. I really like her, but…” I shrugged. “I guess I can’t explain it.”

      “I understand. She knows how you feel. Besides, she doesn’t want to be the rebound girl.”

      “She told you that?”

      “More or less,” she hedged. “It’s more complicated than that, but…” The bell saved her from more, and she flashed a sad, wry smile at the timing. “Gotta go. Sorry. See you after class. Don’t worry, I’ll talk to Wren.”
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      I fell back on routine after midterms. I felt guilty that I didn’t really miss Kendall’s company, but we hadn’t spent a lot of quality time together before the break-up. On the other hand, I really missed the sex, but I felt guilty about that too.

      Fortunately, the design lab was a refuge of sorts. Between class itself, extra assignments, and working with Freddie, I rarely had time to feel sorry for myself. And when I wasn’t in the lab, I had assignments to read or papers to write for other classes.

      I did have some free time, so I called Earl Walker to schedule flying lessons for my instrument rating. He had an opening on Thursday afternoons, which filled a void in my schedule.

      I saw Kendall a couple of times in the apartment lobby, but she rushed past me, on the verge of tears. Abby glared at me, which I shrugged off. She was Kendall’s best friend, so I couldn’t really blame her for siding against me.

      I still hadn’t told my family about the break-up—I guess I wanted things to settle down first—but I called home the day before Halloween. I had a long conversation with Mom, who wasn’t surprised when I told her.

      “You weren’t happy,” she said simply. “I’m sorry things didn’t work out, but I hope you and Kendall can still be friends.”

      “Maybe someday. For now… I doubt it.”

      We talked a while longer, but then I said goodbye and called Susan.

      “I’m sorry for both of you,” she said when I told her. “We hoped things would work out, but—”

      “We?”

      “Your mom and me. We talk about you, you know.”

      I knew they did, of course, but I didn’t realize how much.

      “At least once a week,” she said when I asked. “Sometimes more… depending.”

      “So you’re keeping tabs on me?”

      “Of course we are,” she said with a laugh. “That’s what mothers and beloved aunts do.”

      I mumbled something about nosy mothers and aunts.

      “Oh, get over it,” she said, still teasing gently. “We love you, and we try to watch out for you. We can’t save you from yourself, but we can help pick up the pieces.”

      “Thanks,” I said, and meant it.

      “You’re welcome. Now, tell me about the rest of your life. We didn’t have much time to talk at the wedding.”

      We talked for nearly an hour, just catching up, and my mood gradually improved. Susan was a good listener, but her warm voice and gentle teasing did more than anything else. By the time we said goodbye, I actually felt good about life, so I decided to call Gina.

      “Hi,” I said when Regan answered. “It’s Paul.”

      “Paul…?”

      “Paul Hughes. From UT. How’re you?”

      “Um… good,” she said, a bit puzzled. “How are you?”

      “Pretty good. Well, not really, but I’m in a good mood at the moment. So, how’s life? How do you like UCLA? Gina told me about all your volunteer work with the sorority.”

      “Um… yeah. It’s, like, part of our commitment to public service…”

      “She said you do a lot.”

      “Yeah. I actually kinda like it. But, like, do you want to speak to Gina?”

      “Well, yeah, in a minute,” I said. “But since you answered, I thought I’d see how you’re doing.”

      “Oh, okay,” she said, still nonplussed by my attitude. The silence stretched out.

      “Well, it was good talking to you,” I said at last.

      “Um… you too. I’ll get Gina. Hold on a sec.” She covered the phone, but I could still hear her muffled voice. “It’s Paul,” she said, “and he’s a in a totally weird mood. Like, he actually asked how I was.”

      Gina chuckled when she came to the phone. “You totally freaked her out.”

      “Sorry. I guess I’m in a good mood.”

      “Not that I’m complaining, but why?”

      “I just got off the phone with Susan,” I said. “You know her.”

      “Yeah, she has a way of making you feel like the most important person in the world. So, how is she?”

      “She’s good. She’s busy getting the camp ready for winter.”

      “Yeah, Kara said it was really different with no people there.”

      Gina and I talked for nearly an hour, about Stacy’s wedding, school, and life in general. I’d been on the phone most of the afternoon, but the time with Gina passed in the blink of an eye.

      “Wow, it’s great to talk to you,” she said at last. “Is that why you called? Just to catch up?”

      “Um… not exactly.”

      She heard the tension in my voice. “Is everything okay? Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “But… I broke up with Kendall.”

      “Oh, Paul, I’m so sorry. I know how much you loved her.”

      “Yeah, well… things hadn’t been good for a while. You know that.”

      “But… Kara said you seemed happy at the wedding.”

      “‘Seemed’ is the operative word. You know how Kendall is, though. Everything’s always about her. I mean, she’s totally self-centered, and—”

      “Paul, stop.”

      I fell silent, confused.

      “If you called to complain about Kendall, you need to talk to someone else.”

      “But I thought… I mean… You, of all people, should—”

      “Paul, stop.”

      “But… why? I thought you didn’t like her.”

      “I don’t. But I’ve had a lot of time to think about what happened.”

      “Exactly! That’s what I’m tal—”

      “Paul, I’m not going to say hateful things about her. I loved her, remember? Not like I loved you, but still…” She let her words hang in the air. “So if you called to talk about how evil Kendall is, you called the wrong person.”

      “Sorry,” I said weakly. “I just thought…”

      “I know what you thought. If we’d had this conversation a year ago, I probably would’ve called her every name in the book, but I’ve moved on. I don’t hate her anymore. I don’t like her, but she’s a person, Paul, just like you and me. And you of all people should know what she’s going through right now.”

      “I guess.”

      “You should, Paul,” Gina said softly. “Think about it. Think about how you felt when we broke up. You were pretty upset.”

      “Don’t remind me.”

      “I’m not doing it to hurt you. It’s so you know what she’s going through. She deserves sympathy, not scorn.” She laughed under her breath, heavy with irony. “Believe it or not, Regan told me the same thing after we broke up. Why do you think you and I are still friends?”

      “Because of Regan?”

      “Not entirely,” she said, “but she helped me realize you were suffering as much as I was.”

      “Regan…?”

      “Weird, isn’t it? She was the one who kept telling me to break up with you. I mean, let’s be honest, she never liked you… but I guess she realized you weren’t such a bad guy after all.”

      “She did?”

      “Yeah. And she told me what I’m telling you now. Kendall’s a person too, and she’s not really so bad. She has her flaws, like we all do, but she’s not evil.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said.

      “I’m sorry you broke up with her, but I think it was the right thing to do. You’re too different. She was always so focused, where you…”

      “I’m pretty focused too.”

      “Well, you are, but you can make room for others. You were always good at that. You’re very giving, Paul, very generous. Like with Freddie. How many people would help him?”

      “It’s ’cause Joska makes me.”

      “Really?” she asked skeptically. “Does he also make you care?”

      “But… I mean… Freddie hates it.”

      “You haven’t let that stop you, have you? You never give up. That’s one of the things I admire about you. Like in high school, with that wrestler. What was his name?”

      “Emmett Carstairs.” The arrogant prick.

      “Yeah, him! You could’ve given up after he beat you, but you came back and beat him instead.”

      “Well, yeah, but—”

      “You were like that with Professor Joska. He tried to wear you down, to make you quit, but you came back stronger than ever. And now you talk about him like he’s the best thing that ever happened to you.”

      “I dunno about that,” I grumbled.

      “Oh, Paul, I know you. You might complain, but you know I’m right. That’s why you don’t quit. You can’t quit—it’s not in your nature—and you need to remember that with Kendall.”

      “Huh?”

      “You might not like her very much right now, but you can’t quit loving her. I know you. You’re the same with me—we’ll always have a special relationship.”

      “Yeah, we will,” I said, my voice thick with emotion.

      “So don’t vilify Kendall. She doesn’t deserve it.”

      I felt a swell of emotion and had to wipe my eyes to clear them.

      “I bet you never thought you’d hear that from me, did you?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe I’ve grown up a little,” she said. “I guess we both have.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Too bad we didn’t do it sooner, huh?”

      “No kidding.”

      “Maybe then…”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Don’t you dare make me cry,” she said with a teary half-laugh.

      “Sorry,” I said, but then we fell silent.

      “I still love you,” she said at last. “I always will.”

      “I love you too.”

      “I’m sorry about Kendall, but…”

      “Life goes on.”

      “It has a way of doing that,” she said, “doesn’t it?”

      We shared a laugh, but it was sad.

      “Now I’m going to be all puffy-eyed,” she accused. “And I have a party tonight. Ugh! Of all days to call and make me remember why we were together.”

      “Um… sorry?”

      “You are not,” she said.

      I changed the subject. “What’s the party?”

      “It’s a Halloween party for the sorority, and the pledges have to wear baby pajamas.”

      “Yeah, we have a party tonight too,” I said. “The departments in the A&A building are doing it.”

      “Are you going with someone?”

      “Um… yeah.”

      “Who?”

      “Wren.”

      “The one you model with? Something going on with her?”

      “We’re friends,” I said.

      “You said that pretty quickly.”

      “No I didn’t.”

      “Did too.”

      “We’re just friends, Gina.”

      “You like her, don’t you? I can tell. I know you, remember?”

      “I guess,” I said, “but we’re just friends.” It was technically true, although it felt like a lie. For whatever reason, I didn’t want to tell Gina how I really felt.

      “You want more, though.”

      “I don’t know what I want,” I said, which was the complete truth.

      She fell silent for a moment. “Yeah, I know what you mean. Life’s pretty confusing sometimes, isn’t it?”

      “Especially relationships.”

      “Especially relationships,” she echoed. We fell silent, but then she said, “I need to go, Paul. I’m on the party committee, so…”

      “What’s your costume?” I half-blurted.

      “A little devil,” she said.

      “Ha! That’s perfect.”

      “I even have a tail.”

      “Sounds cute.”

      “It is. I’ll send you pictures. What’re you going as?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. Wren wants to go in togas, but I think they’re kinda cheesy. You know, like Animal House or something.”

      “No, they’re fun.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yeah! We had a toga party for rush this year and it was totally cool.”

      “Okay. Maybe I’ll give ’em a try.”

      “You’ll have fun. Trust me. But… I really need to go. It’s been great talking to you.”

      “Same here. Have fun tonight.”

      “You too. And I’ll call you next time,” she said. “Okay?”

      “Sure.”

      “Love you,” she said.

      “Love you too.”

      “Bye.”

      I spent the next hour reliving the conversation in my mind. Was she serious when she said “Love you,” or was it just an old habit? I felt a flutter in my stomach like it hadn’t been just a habit. Then again, maybe I was reading too much into it.
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      I was still thinking about Gina when Wren called.

      “Have you decided what we’re going to wear?” she asked.

      “Um… yeah.”

      “Were you going to tell me, Mr. Mysterious?”

      I smiled at her tone. “The togas.”

      “Cool! Do you want to come down? I can get ’em ready in a couple of minutes, and you can see what I’m wearing under mine.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Oh!” she said. “Bring some tighty-whitey underwear.”

      “Why?”

      “Plaid boxers will look funny under a toga, don’t you think?”

      “No one’s going to see under the toga,” I said.

      “I am. Besides, I bet you look cute in tighty-whiteys.”

      “Whatever. I’ll be right down.”

      I arrived at their door five minutes later. Wren grinned as I held up a pair of white underwear.

      “Perfect! C’mon in.”

      I followed her to her bedroom, and waved as Christy looked up from her bed. She was already dressed in her cheerleader’s outfit, with a matching bow in her blonde hair.

      “You look cute,” I said.

      She stood and pirouetted. Her pleated skirt showed off her legs, and her sweater hugged her torso, accenting her firm breasts.

      “Wren said you finally decided on the togas,” she said. “Good choice. Simple. Classic. Elegant.”

      “Not to mention easy to get into and out of,” Wren said.

      “You promised to be nice,” Christy said. “Remember?”

      “That was weeks ago.”

      “Do you two need to… you know?” I teased. “I don’t mind. I’ll even stay if you want me to.”

      “Wouldn’t you like that,” Christy said, but she wasn’t offended. Instead, she moved close, until I was acutely aware of her lithe body. Her finger traced a line down my chest as she smiled up at me with hooded eyes.

      I had to steady myself at the sudden rush of blood from the big head to the little one.

      “No,” Christy said, her voice sultry and smooth, “we’d need a big, strong, handsome man to handle both of us.” Without missing a beat, she turned to Wren. “Trip’s available, isn’t he?”

      “Oh, that hurts,” I groaned, and they broke into giggles.

      “I’ll let you two change,” Christy said, smiling as she closed the door behind her.

      “She’s as bad as you are,” I said to Wren.

      “Worse, actually. She just has more control than I do.” She pulled her sweater over her head and folded it neatly. “C’mon,” she said as she unfastened her bra, “I wanna see you in your toga.”
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      The evening had turned blustery and cold, and my underwear did little to keep me warm. Wren had the same problem, with only white cotton panties between her nether parts and frostbite. We had the good sense to wear coats, but they didn’t stop the wind from blowing under the togas.

      Christy was almost as exposed, but her coat was longer than ours. Trip’s football uniform looked warm enough, and Freddie was dressed as a mobster in a slick Italian suit. Ash wore a long cashmere coat over her outfit—she was dressed as Gráinne, a mythical Irish princess (which she had to explain). Zoë and Peter completed our little group, as the couple from Wood’s American Gothic.

      When we finally reached the stifling heat of the A&A building, I was glad I’d worn the toga. We left our coats on two big tables by the door, and Ash brandished her camera. She wiped condensation from the cold lens and then started taking pictures. We posed for couples’ shots before she snagged another photography student to take some group shots.

      After the impromptu photo session, we threaded our way into the atrium itself. The DJ had set up his equipment on the second floor balcony, and was blasting away at full volume. He even had several banks of lights, which flashed and pulsed with the beat.

      We stopped at the edge of the crowd and surveyed the scene. The people were a mix of students from several departments, and I almost laughed at the differences between them. The architecture students had “normal” costumes, like pirates, cowboys, and robots, while the artists were more creative, and far more eclectic.

      One guy wore a suit like Magritte’s Son of Man, complete with a green plastic apple hanging from his bowler hat. Wren pointed to an artist dressed as Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring, and Christy spotted a guy in a bodysuit that made him look like Rodin’s Thinker. We even saw a group dressed as Renoir’s Luncheon of the Boating Party—all of them, at least a dozen people.

      Trip pointed to another artist. “Who’s he supposed to be?”

      The guy wore a white suit with an irregular black grid, which had random squares of color. We stared at him in confusion, but then it hit me.

      “He’s a Mondrian,” I said with a laugh. “Composition with Yellow, Blue, and Red.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it,” Trip said.

      We spotted two Mona Lisas, Whistler’s Mother, Van Gogh, Albrecht Dürer, and Andy Warhol, whose date was dressed as a Campbell’s Tomato Soup can. The other costumes ranged from creative (a couple dressed as paintbrush and palette) to just plain weird (a guy wearing only a gold lamé Speedo, with a dollar sign painted on his chest).

      Trip finally broke the spell of people and costumes. “So, who wants to dance?”

      Christy smiled and offered her hand, and Wren pulled me after them. Zoë and Peter followed in our wake, and Ash managed to coax Freddie onto the dance floor. He was smart enough to do what she wanted, even though she’d made it clear they were just friends.

      We danced through a dozen songs before we called a break and headed for the refreshments. Someone had spiked the punch, and Christy coughed after she tasted it.

      “I thought Catholics could hold their liquor,” Wren teased.

      “We can,” Christy shot back, “but I’m not used to moonshine.”

      We talked and mingled before heading back to the dance floor, and spent the rest of the night drinking and dancing, until things officially ended at midnight. The DJ played for another hour as people cleaned up, but then we had to leave.

      “Hey, yo, look what I got,” Freddie said as we tumbled out of the building. He held up a bottle. “There was half a case left, and I grabbed this before some art fag got his hands on it. I mean, me versus that flamer? Fuggedaboutit!”

      We laughed and staggered across campus, warm and loose from the punch.

      “You guys wanna come back to our place?” Christy asked.

      “Oh, please, please, please,” Wren begged me drunkenly. She stumbled and almost fell, but I caught her. She hiccuped and giggled. “My knight in shining armor.”

      “Someone’s had too much to drink,” I said, and scooped her into my arms.

      “I’m completely sober!” She hiccuped again. “Well, maybe not completely…”

      “Hey,” Freddie said all of a sudden, “this isn’t vodka. It’s Everclear!”

      Pure grain alcohol, 190 proof.

      “That explains this one,” I said, hoisting Wren to make my point.

      She hung her arm around my neck and yawned.

      “She’s not the only one,” Zoë said. She sagged against Peter, and he supported her with an arm.

      We made it to the girls’ apartment without anyone falling over. Freddie found some orange juice in the refrigerator and mixed drinks. Wren raised her head and gestured for a cup, but I scowled him away.

      “Hey, I’m a big girl,” she complained.

      “You’ll thank me in the morning,” I said.

      The rest of us hoisted our cups in a silent toast. Then we drank.

      “Jesus, Freddie,” Trip gasped, “are you trying to poison us?”

      I felt my throat burn at the amount of alcohol in the drink.

      “Me?” Freddie said innocently. “Poison you? Fuggedaboutit!”

      “Why’s he keep saying that?” Wren mumbled drowsily.

      “I might poison the slave driver, though,” Freddie said, pointing at me. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” I said with a laugh.

      We talked for an hour, laughing and sipping our drinks, until Wren started snoring softly.

      “That’s probably our cue to let y’all go to bed,” I said. I picked her up and carried her to her bedroom.

      “Wha’s goin’ on?” she mumbled.

      I shushed her and set her on her feet. She stood docilely as I unbelted her toga.

      “Spen’ th’ night?” she asked.

      “Maybe some other time.”

      “C’mon. I don’ bite.” She tried to take off her panties and almost fell over. I caught her and she slumped in my arms, her limp body warm against my skin. “S’okay,” she said. “’M all right.”

      I gently lowered her to the bed and swung her legs under the covers. I sat next to her and said, “Roll over and I’ll rub your back.”

      “Rub my front instead.”

      “Maybe when you’re not so drunk.”

      “’M not drunk.”

      “Are too,” Christy said from behind me. I hadn’t even heard her come in. “She okay?”

      “Just drunk. And horny. You know, the usual.”

      “Got that right,” Wren mumbled, but she rolled to her stomach. “He won’t spen’ the night ’cause he says I’m too drunk.”

      “He’s a gentleman,” Christy said.

      “How are you?” I asked her as I began rubbing Wren’s back.

      Christy shrugged. “Pretty drunk. But my metabolism…” She yawned. “’Scuse me. Takes a lot to get me drunk. Good Catholic, too, so… you know, grew up drinkin’.” She smiled. “You’re a nice guy.” She staggered and caught herself on the door jamb. Then she noticed that my toga had ridden up. “Nice legs.” With a giggle, she added, “Nice butt, too. Very sexy.”

      “Um… thanks,” I said.

      “Don’ mention it.”

      Wren began snoring softly, and I bent down to kiss her cheek. Then I covered her with the sheet and stood. “You need some help?” I asked Christy.

      She tried to look shocked, but it was an act. “You jus’ wanna see me naked. But I’m engaged. Lucky me, huh? I’m gonna be married… to… um… whatshisname.”

      “Simon,” I said.

      “Yep! He’s the one.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I smiled and started to leave.

      She caught my arm and spoke precisely. “Thanks for being such a nice guy. To Wren, I mean.”

      “It’s the least I could do.”

      She stood on tiptoe, and I had to duck my head to let her kiss my cheek. “Mmm, nice guy,” she murmured. “Def’nitely a keeper.”

      Back in the living room, Trip and Freddie were ready to leave. Peter was saying goodbye to Zoë, and Ash had already disappeared into her bedroom.

      Trip nodded toward Wren’s bedroom. “She okay?”

      “Yeah. Just drunk.”

      “Paul was a complete gentleman,” Christy said.

      We finished our goodbyes and Christy locked the door behind us.

      Trip looked at Peter when we reached the elevators. “You get to Morrill on your own?”

      “Yeah,” Peter said, “I’m cool.”

      “How ’bout you?” Trip asked Freddie, who lived in Hess Hall, across campus.

      “Fuggedaboutit,” Freddie slurred. He was using the wall to hold himself up, but then he collapsed into a boneless heap.

      Trip and I hoisted him to his feet.

      “C’mon,” I said, “you can crash at our place.”

      “Need any help?” Peter asked.

      “Nah, we got it.”

      “Had fun, guys,” Peter said as his elevator dinged. “Take it easy.”

      Upstairs, we poured Freddie onto the couch and told him not to puke on the carpet.

      “Hey, fuggedaboutit,” he mumbled.

      Trip and I rolled our eyes and headed for our bedroom. He managed to shrug out of his football uniform, and I was glad I simply had to pull my toga over my head. I flopped into bed, bone tired, but my mind was still going.

      My thoughts wandered back to the conversation with Gina. “Love you,” she’d said. Not “I love you,” but simply “love you.” I obsessed over that pronoun for what seemed like hours. Then I began reliving events from our time together: Susan’s glade, the quarry, and more.

      Trip had long since gone to sleep, so I pulled off my too-tight underwear and flung it at the hamper. With my eyes closed, I imagined Gina’s body, curvy and soft. She smiled and gestured to me, her dark eyes full of warmth.

      I imagined her breasts, dark nipples puckered with arousal. My fantasy slid to her small triangle of pubic hair, jet black and wispy, her smooth labia visible below. She beckoned again, and I reached for my stiffening shaft.

      In my fantasy, she sank to her knees and kissed the tip of my cock. Then she tasted me and moaned softly, her lips a tight “O” around my glans.

      I began stroking myself in earnest as I imagined her sucking me, making love to my cock. In real life, she couldn’t swallow more than a few inches, but Fantasy-Gina took me deeper. She pulled back slowly, her fingers light on my balls as her taut lips caressed me. She plunged again and I fought not to groan in real life.

      I wanted to fuck her before I came, so the fantasy suddenly shifted to her bed in her house in Atlanta. She lay back and spread her legs, and I positioned myself over her as she guided my shaft to her opening.

      I slid into her and she closed her eyes, and then moaned softly when I hit bottom. I began thrusting, my hand working over my shaft in the real world. After so many weeks without sex, I knew I wouldn’t last long. Fantasy-Gina arched with pleasure beneath me.

      I pounded into her until she begged me to come in her mouth, so the fantasy shifted and she knelt before me. Pleasure exploded in my loins as imaginary semen gushed down her throat. The real thing splattered my chest, and I pumped until the spurts turned to gushes.

      When my breathing slowed and I finally relaxed, I went to the bathroom and cleaned up. I stood for a long time and simply stared at myself in the mirror.

      Was the fantasy just a fantasy, or was it more? Did I want to get back together with her? Would she want to get back together with me? And what about Wren? How did I feel about her? I wanted to be more than just friends, but what if I still had feelings for Gina?

      Some naïve part of me had thought life after Kendall would be simple.

      “Yeah, right,” I said to my reflection.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I wrote a long letter to Gina the next day. I poured my heart into it and told her I still loved her. Then I crumpled it up and threw it away. I pulled it out of the trash and stared at it, but then tossed it for good. I didn’t know how she felt, and I didn’t want to make a fool of myself.

      I agonized about it for a couple of days, until I received a letter from her. It was the usual stuff about her life, but I analyzed every word. Unfortunately, I didn’t come up with any revelations.

      She’d sent Polaroids from the party—her hair was cut short and permed, and she looked fantastic in her skin-tight devil suit—but the pictures didn’t give any clues. She’d posed by herself, and with Regan (dressed in a tuxedo as Marlene Dietrich, with her wavy blonde hair spilling from under a silk top hat), and with a crowd of sorority sisters.

      Was Gina dating anyone? Did she have a serious boyfriend? She never mentioned anyone, but that could’ve been out of sensitivity for my feelings. I wanted to ask her, but I couldn’t think of a way to do it without sounding desperate, so I decided to play it cool instead.

      I asked Ash for a group photo from the A&A party, and she gave it to me at dinner. I wrote a letter to Gina—the usual stuff about my life—but added the picture, with “Halloween with friends, 1982” written on the back. I wanted to underline the word “friends,” but decided against it (too obvious).

      I felt guilty after I mailed the letter. Wren was more than just a friend, and she deserved better. I didn’t want to string her along and then disappoint her, but I didn’t want to cut her loose, either. I felt like a cad either way, and I hated being so calculating about it. It made me feel dishonest, almost dirty.

      Wren knew that I was preoccupied, and she finally asked me about it after modeling one day.

      “I guess I’m just busy with Joska’s extra assignments,” I lied. “Sorry.”

      “That’s okay. I thought you were mad at me for getting drunk last weekend.”

      “Mad? No, of course not.”

      “Oh, okay. Good.” She smiled as we finished dressing, and I felt like an even bigger cad.
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      I bent over my drafting table and put the finishing touches on the elevation plan. Then I slid the drafting machine out of the way and scrutinized my work, searching for little flaws that could mean the difference between an A and an A-. I didn’t spot anything, which meant I’d have to go over it again and again, until I was sure.

      “That looks good,” Christy said from beside me.

      I turned and smiled. As usual, I’d been in my own little world, so I hadn’t heard her cross from her table to mine.

      “What do you think of this?” she said, and handed me a sketch of a powerful man holding a stylized flame. The man’s physique was less realistic than her usual sketches, more slab-sided and angular.

      “Who is it?”

      “Prometheus. I thought it would go well with your modern building. You know, the one with the glass façade. The statue will have to be stainless steel, of course. I can’t create it yet, but I will someday.”

      I pulled the drawing from my carrying tube and spread it on the table. Christy picked up one of my pencils and sketched the figure of Prometheus.

      “I know you were thinking about a fountain for the plaza,” she said, “but I think the sculpture works better. Of course I think that, but Prometheus is a symbol of progress, which is exactly what you want for a modern glass building. So… what do you think?”

      “I like it,” I said.

      Her eyes shone with excitement. “Let me know when you do the watercolor drawing. I’ll help you add the statue.”

      “Thanks.”

      “In the meantime,” she said, “we need to go. I want to wash my hands”—she waved smudged fingers at me—“and change clothes before the football game.”

      We gathered our things and chatted as we walked back to Andy Holt. Back at my apartment, the phone rang as soon as I opened the door. I scooped the receiver off the cradle.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi,” Gina said. “It’s Gina.”

      “Duh,” I teased. “How’re you?”

      “Good, thanks. How are you?”

      “Better now.”

      “You’re so sweet,” she said. “I got your letter and picture. You all look cute, especially you and Wren.”

      “Thanks.” I dumped my things in my study cubicle and sank into my desk chair.

      “Trip and Christy look cute too. Are they dating?”

      “No, just friends.”

      “Who are the others?”

      “Ash and Freddie,” I said, describing them by their costumes, “and Zoë and Peter.”

      “Oh yeah. Ash and Zoë are Wren’s roommates, right? They’re artists?”

      “Zoë’s a painter, but Ash is a photographer. Well, I guess photography’s an art form too. I mean, she makes it look so easy, and her pictures are really good.”

      “Half the guys out here think they’re photographers,” Gina said, “but they just want to get your clothes off. The other half want to be Hollywood directors, ready to cast their next leading lady. It’s unreal, Paul. The people out here…”

      “Anyone special?” I asked without thinking, and immediately wanted to kick myself.

      She laughed. “You sound jealous.”

      “No! What gave you that idea?”

      “You are jealous. Like, totally.”

      “Of course not.”

      “Are too.”

      “Am not.”

      She laughed again, bright and genuine. “Oh, Paul, I miss you sometimes.”

      “You have a funny way of showing it.”

      “That’s because you’re a goof. Now, tell me about the party. Did you have a band? What were some of the other costumes?”

      We fell into conversation, talking about our parties. In some ways they were the same—lots of drinking and music—but the similarities ended there. Hers was at a big hotel near UCLA, with “party suites” upstairs. They even had a video crew.

      “They had lights and everything, Paul. I think it was someone from the film school. A couple of Beta guys were doing it, so I’m not sure. But wow! The parties here are nothing like the ones we used to have at UT.”

      “They sound fun.”

      “They are, but they’re different. People here are kind of superficial sometimes. They all worry about how they look, and who they’re with. It’s totally shallow.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      “Yeah. But there are lots of good things too. I mean, I was the charity case in Chi O at UT, the token non-white girl so the sorority wouldn’t be accused of being racist. They were racist, but that didn’t matter as long as they could point to me and deny it.

      “It’s totally different out here,” she went on. “I mean, I’m one of two Indian girls—can you believe that?—and we have a Japanese girl, a Persian girl, and the most beautiful Jamaican girl I’ve ever seen. But everyone treats us the same, just like we’re white.”

      “Well, you’re half-white,” I said.

      “I know, but I don’t look it. I’ve never been ashamed of who I am, but you know how things are in the South. Like, you remember what happened after the Iranian Hostage Crisis. I couldn’t go anywhere without people staring at me. It’s not like that here. It’s totally cool, with all kinds of people.”

      “Sounds like you’re really happy.”

      “I am, Paul. I hate the traffic, and some of the people are totally phony, but I love everything else. You should come out sometime. We’ll do lunch.” She laughed. “That’s what they say out here, ‘do lunch.’ It’s so weird sometimes.”

      “Sure,” I said. “We could ‘do lunch.’”

      “Oh, that reminds me,” she said all of a sudden. “I’m flying home for Thanksgiving. My mom was talking about having it with your family. Are you coming home?”

      I am now! “Of course.”

      “Great! I can’t wait to see you.”

      The apartment door opened and I felt the phone cord jiggle as someone stepped over it.

      “Hey,” Trip said absently. “We need to head out if we wanna— Oh, sorry,” he said. “I thought you were Luke, talking to… Who’s he dating this week? Never mind. Who’re you talking to?”

      “Gina,” I said.

      She answered, “Yes?”

      “Sorry,” I told her. “I was talking to Trip.”

      “Trip? Oh, say hi to him for me.”

      “She says hi,” I said.

      “Cool,” he said. “Say hi to her.” To me, he said, “We need to meet the others for dinner before the game. You’re still going, right?”

      “Um…”

      “Do you need to go?” Gina said.

      “No. I mean… yeah… sorta.”

      She laughed. “That’s okay. I have a bunch of stuff I need to do anyway.”

      Trip silently waited for an answer, and I met his eyes and nodded.

      “It was good talking to you,” Gina said. “I can’t wait to see you.”

      “Me too.”

      “Love you.”

      I silently growled at the missing “I”. “Love you too,” I said aloud. “Bye.”

      I hung up and found Trip in our room.

      “That sounded good,” he said. “You getting back together?”

      “I dunno. Maybe. We’re just friends for now, though.”

      “Uh-huh,” he said with a goofy grin. “But hey, we need to go.” He donned a UT sweatshirt over his turtleneck. “Wren said it’s supposed to be cold tonight, so…”
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      The next two weeks passed in the blink of an eon. I had more than enough to keep me busy—with advising and registration on top of everything else—but time still seemed to drag, and I found myself counting the days until Thanksgiving.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about Gina, but I didn’t have the guts to call her. I was convinced that she’d hear the longing in my voice, and I was afraid of rejection. We traded two more letters, but I still couldn’t tell if she wanted to be more than just friends.

      In a perverse way, I was glad to have Joska’s extra assignments. I was even happy to work with Freddie, although he’d grown to hate my constant refrain of “You can do better.”

      He stopped grumbling when he saw the new class standings, where he rose more than a dozen places. I, on the other hand, had a death grip on second place, which thoroughly irked me. My test scores were nearly perfect, as good as Gracie’s, but I couldn’t match her flair for design, no matter how hard I tried.

      Fortunately, I had solid grades in the rest of my classes, and I knew I’d make the Dean’s List. I still had final exams, but I wasn’t really worried about them.

      My personal life wasn’t so simple. In addition to my Gina dilemma, I didn’t know how to act around Wren. I felt like a creep for leading her on, or a jerk for being distant. She misinterpreted my schizoid behavior, which made me feel even worse.

      “You don’t want anything serious right now,” she said one day. “I understand. You were with Kendall for what, three years?”

      “Four.”

      “Yeah, that’s a long time.”

      “Tell me about it,” I mumbled.

      “So it’s good that we’re just friends.”

      “Thanks,” I said. Creep!

      “Except when I’m drunk,” she teased. “Then you should forget all that ‘friends’ stuff and just give me what I want. Okay?”

      I actually laughed. “Sure. No problem.”

      “I knew you’d see it my way. I’m totally irresistible, you know.”

      “Believe me, I know.”

      She smiled and leaned against me. I hugged her and silently called myself a creep. Again.
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      The week of Thanksgiving finally arrived, and I decided to fly home instead of driving. I debated whether or not to offer Wren a ride—Creep or Jerk?—and finally decided to make the offer. I was still her friend, no matter what internal struggle I was going through.

      “Sure,” she said. “I’d love to. I’ve never been in a little plane before. Besides, we can take Christy to the airport and then just leave from there.”

      “Well, it’s a different part of the airport,” I said, “but yeah, that works.”

      “Do you want to get together after Thanksgiving?” she asked. “We could hang out or something.”

      “Maybe,” I hedged. “We usually have a lot of family stuff.” Jerk.

      “Oh. Okay. I understand.”

      “But maybe, yeah.” Creep.

      She tried to hide her confusion, and I felt like an even bigger creep. Or was I a jerk? I couldn’t remember the difference anymore.
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      Wren enjoyed the flight home, but I didn’t, which was my own fault. I hated being duplicitous. I hated being distant. And I hated having to watch everything I said. I felt like a creep, a jerk, a cad, and a heel, all rolled into one.

      My parents had left the airport car for us, but I fell into a gloomy silence when we reached it. Wren wasn’t an idiot—she knew something was wrong—and I felt even worse when she hugged me goodbye at her house.

      “Call me if you wanna hang out,” she said hopefully.

      “Sure. Sounds good. But I’d better get going.”

      She put on a brave face as I walked back to the car.

      I don’t remember the drive home. Erin and Mom came from the kitchen when they heard the front door, so I tried to hide my melancholy mood. After hugs and greetings—no mention of the break-up—I threw my backpack into my old bedroom and went looking for Dad. He was in the garage, working on the Corvette, so I pulled up a low stool.

      “Welcome home,” he said from under the car.

      “Thanks.”

      “Do me a favor,” he said, pointing. “Hand me that pan.”

      I slid the battered pan to him and heard the stream of draining oil.

      “Thanks.”

      “Hey, Dad…?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Have you ever been interested in two girls at once?”

      He slid from under the car on his creeper. “Sounds serious,” he said as he stood and wiped his oily hands.

      “It is, and it’s killing me.”

      “Girls at school?”

      “One is. The other is… um…”

      “Ah,” he said. “I see.”

      “Um… yeah.”

      “I take it you’re not going to date both?”

      “Oh, no,” I said quickly. “Learned my lesson the first time, thank you very much.”

      He chuckled. “Good man.”

      “So, what should I do?”

      “I can’t really tell you, now can I?”

      “But… why not?”

      “Because I’m me and you’re you,” he said. “Besides, I don’t have to live with the consequences.”

      I laughed, but it was rueful.

      “It’s a choice you have to make, son. It’s part of being an adult.”

      “How come you never told me how hard it is?”

      He actually laughed. “Would it have made a difference?”

      “No,” I said peevishly.

      He laughed again and tossed me the oily rag. “Let me change the filter, and then you can add the oil.”

      “That’s your solution?” I said.

      “Life’s hard when you have to make your own choices.”

      “But you’re supposed to have all the answers,” I complained.

      “And lemme tell you,” he said as he returned to the creeper, “it’s a cryin’ shame that I don’t.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      On Thanksgiving Day our family headed to the Coulters’ house. Leah beamed when she answered the door. She ushered us into the warmth of the house and then hung back as I brought up the rear with the basket of rolls. Mom and Erin went to the kitchen, while Dad headed toward the TV room.

      “Congratulations,” Leah said in a low voice.

      I looked a question at her.

      “For dumping the cow. Gina said I should be nice, but I’m not sorry to see her go.” She looked around. “Don’t tell my mom I said that. She’ll give me a lecture. You know how she is.”

      “Yeah,” I deadpanned.

      Gina stuck her head out of the kitchen, and her eyes lit up when she saw me. Leah followed my glance and then looked back at me.

      “Oh, fine,” she huffed angrily, and stalked away.

      Gina composed herself and intercepted Leah before she reached the kitchen.

      “Oh, never mind me,” Leah said to her petulantly. “Nobody’s ever happy to see me.”

      “That’s not true, Leah,” Gina said, and shot me an apologetic glance as they disappeared through the doorway.

      Elizabeth’s voice came from the kitchen: “What’s all this, then?”

      “Mom, Gina’s already hogging Paul.”

      “Oh, I very much doubt it,” Elizabeth said, gently chiding. “Besides, he’s not a trinket to squabble over.”

      I rounded the corner and smiled sheepishly.

      “Hello, Paul,” she said. “Welcome home. Here, hand those to me.”

      I handed over the basket of rolls. With a conscious effort, I avoided Gina’s glance and turned to Leah. “Hey,” I said, “don’t I get a hug or something?”

      “Now you’re just patronizing me,” she said. “You don’t mean it.”

      Elizabeth cleared her throat.

      “God, Mom,” Leah huffed, “I wasn’t being rude. It’s not fair!” She stormed off.

      “Young lady!” Elizabeth called after her.

      “I’ll talk to her, Mom,” Gina said.

      “Um…,” I said, and everyone stopped. “Maybe I should…”

      “Are you sure?” Elizabeth said.

      I nodded.

      Gina’s dark eyes sparkled, and she started to speak, but then Leah’s bedroom door slammed upstairs.

      “Better let him go,” Elizabeth said.

      Gina’s expression said we’d talk later.

      “I swear,” Elizabeth said to my mom as I left, “she’s going to turn my hair gray.”

      I smiled to myself and bounded up the stairs. Gina’s smile lingered in my memory, but I composed myself before I knocked on Leah’s door.

      “Go away!”

      “Oh, sorry,” I said. It was a calculated move, since she probably expected her mother or sister. When she heard my voice instead—

      She yanked the door open. “Oh, it’s you,” she said, a little breathless.

      I suppressed a smile. “Can I come in?”

      “I guess.”

      Her room had changed—the posters of Shaun Cassidy and Leif Garrett were gone, replaced by Billy Idol and Adam Ant. She’d decorated the mirror over her dressing table with more pictures of men: ads for cologne, swimwear, sunglasses, and more. Her corkboard even sported a collage of Calvin Klein underwear ads, with models who made me feel inadequate.

      She defiantly followed my roaming gaze, so I chuckled to break the tension.

      “What?” she half-snapped.

      “Just looking around.”

      “What about it?”

      “For starters,” I said calmly, “it’s different.”

      “So?”

      “I guess you’re not a girl anymore.” I gestured at the hunks on the walls and mirror. “It’s more like a young woman’s room.”

      “Of course it is, and I’m sick of being treated—”

      “Whoa,” I said, “hold on. I came to apologize.”

      “—like a child! I’m not— Huh? Apologize for what?”

      “I’m sorry I was rude,” I said. “I didn’t mean to ignore you when we got here.”

      “You—? I mean… What are you talking about?”

      “It’s just that I haven’t seen Gina in a while, and I couldn’t help but glance at her when she stuck her head out of the kitchen.”

      “I saw how you looked at her. I’m not an idiot.”

      “Well, we’re still friends.”

      “That was more than friends.”

      “I still came to apologize.”

      “You still love her, don’t you?” It was an accusation.

      “Of course I do,” I said gently. “I always will. But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m here.” I gestured at the space between us. “I mean, I barely even said hi to Gina before I came up here… to talk to you. I mean, we’re friends, right?”

      Her face fell.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “‘Friends,’ huh?”

      My brow knitted. “Um… yeah?”

      “God! It’s not fair!”

      “What’s—?”

      “Gina always gets what she wants, and I never get anything. It’s not fair.” She began crying angrily.

      I tried to pull her into my arms. She fought me at first, but then gave in. I held her for several minutes, until the worst passed. Unfortunately, I laughed when she hiccuped.

      “It’s n… hic… not funny!”

      I laughed again, full and genuine. “Sorry, it is.”

      “Hic… is not.”

      I couldn’t tell her that Gina used to do the same thing, so I simply held her instead.

      She eventually calmed down, but she didn’t stop hiccuping.

      “You want some sugar?” I said at last.

      “Yes, please. Hic.”

      “Be right back.”

      The women in the kitchen fell silent when I returned. Elizabeth took one look at my damp shirt and understood immediately.

      “Is she all right?” she asked.

      “She’s okay. Just some tears.” I chuckled at the irony. “I’ve caused a lot of ’em, so you’d think I’d be used to it by now.”

      Gina met my eyes and smiled a bit sadly.

      I fetched the sugar bowl from Elizabeth’s tea service. “Be right back.”

      Back in Leah’s room, I offered her a spoonful of sugar. She tilted her head back and let it dissolve on her tongue. We sat on the bed, and I put my arm around her.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s just that… I guess I’m not ready for anything more than friendship.” The lies were getting easier, which I really, really didn’t like. “So, can we still be friends?”

      She shrugged and hummed something unintelligible. Then she swallowed and said, “I guess so.”

      I kissed her forehead. “Thanks. That really means a lot.”

      We sat and talked for a few minutes, until she was ready to go back downstairs. She hung her head when we entered the kitchen.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled.

      “That’s all right,” Elizabeth said. “We all need a good cry from time to time.”

      “C’mon,” Gina said to her sister, “let’s set the table together.”

      Erin jumped up. “I’ll help.”

      “Thank you,” Elizabeth said to me when the girls had gone. “That was very mature.”

      I almost believed her. Unfortunately, I knew the truth about my motives: I was trying to look good for Gina.

      “It’s good to see you,” Elizabeth said.

      “Thanks, it’s good to see you too.” I wanted to change the subject, so I asked about Kara.

      “She and Victor are at his parents’ house.”

      “Have they made it official yet?” Mom asked.

      “They’ve talked about it,” Elizabeth said, “but he hasn’t popped the question. They’re spending New Year’s with his family, and I think he plans to do it then.”

      “Um… I think I’ll go find Chris and Dad,” I said. “You know, male bonding.”

      “They’re in the TV room,” Elizabeth said, “watching the monstrosity.”

      “Monstrosity?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Indeed I did. The “monstrosity” was a projection TV, with a screen wider than I could span with both arms.

      “Hey, look who’s here,” Chris said as he stood. “You like my new toy?”

      He started talking about the TV, but I didn’t really pay attention. My thoughts were filled with Gina instead.

      And Leah. And Wren, I thought moodily. Oh, what a tangled web we weave…
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      “I… am… stuffed,” Chris said after dinner.

      “That’s because you devoured an entire turkey,” Elizabeth said.

      “To be fair,” my dad said, “I helped.”

      “I did my part,” I added.

      “But you’re a strapping young man,” Elizabeth said, “whereas these two…” She trailed off with an affectionate grimace.

      She stood and lifted the platter with the skeletal remains of the turkey.

      “Here,” Mom said, “I’ll help.”

      “Leah…?” Elizabeth prompted.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Leah said sullenly, and picked up two serving bowls.

      Erin stood and began gathering plates and silverware.

      Gina and I helped, and we quickly cleared the table. Dad and Chris went off to watch football, while Elizabeth, Mom, and the younger girls put away leftovers.

      “You wanna go for a walk?” I asked Gina.

      “Sure. Let me get my coat.”

      I helped her put it on, and then donned my own.

      At the front door, she called toward the kitchen: “Paul and I are going for a walk.”

      The night was frosty and clear, and our breath steamed the air.

      “I forgot how cold it gets here,” she said, donning a pair of woolen gloves.

      “I’ll keep you warm.”

      She smiled, her dark eyes sparkling in the porch light.

      “Sorry about earlier,” I said as we started down the walk. “With Leah, I mean.”

      “I saw it coming. I tried to head it off, but…” She shrugged. “She gets so emotional sometimes. I guess I was the same at her age.”

      “Listen to you,” I teased, “worldly and wise at nineteen.”

      She punched me playfully. “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Thanks for talking to her,” she said.

      “No problem.”

      “I guess she thought it was her turn or something, like you’re some prize.”

      “Oh, I’m no prize,” I said.

      “You are for someone,” Gina said, and flashed a smile.

      “Um… thanks.”

      We walked in silence, simply enjoying each other’s company.

      “It’s so pretty here,” she said at last. “You can actually see the stars.”

      I stopped and gazed at the sky. “You should make a wish.”

      “Did you see a shooting star?”

      “No, but that doesn’t mean you can’t make a wish.”

      “Of course it does, silly. You can’t make a wish on any ol’ star.”

      “Sure you can.” I pointed at one. “I’m going to wish on that one.” I closed my eyes and concentrated.

      “What did you wish for?”

      “I can’t tell you. It wouldn’t come true.” Besides, you’re my wish.

      “Okay,” she said, “then I’m going to make a wish, and I’m not going to tell you.” She gazed upward and closed her eyes. She looked so lovely that I felt a sudden pang of longing. “There,” she said at last, and opened her eyes slowly.

      “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours,” I said.

      “Okay. You first.”

      My heart suddenly hammered in my chest. I had rehearsed the moment a thousand times in my head, but I still felt nervous. She looked up expectantly, and I kissed her, tender and lingering. When I finally pulled back, I gazed down at her and gathered my courage.

      “I miss you,” I said softly, “and I love you.”

      She opened her eyes.

      “I want you back,” I said, and held my breath.
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      “I don’t know what to say,” Gina said.

      My heart skipped a beat. “Say yes.”

      “It… it’s not that simple.”

      “Why…?” I cleared my throat and tried to swallow past the lump. “Why not?”

      “Because I’m seeing someone.”

      “It’s not serious, is it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” I blurted. “You’re not sleeping with him, are you?” Her expression hardened, and I wanted to kick myself. “Sorry,” I said immediately. “It’s none of my business.”

      She accepted the apology with a curt nod.

      “But if it’s not serious…”

      “It’s more than that, Paul. For one thing, I live in California.”

      “So?” I said. “We made it work when you lived in Charleston.”

      “No, we didn’t,” she said. “Remember?”

      I started to argue, but then remembered the truth: Amy Lassiter. “So we’ll make it work this time,” I said instead.

      “Can’t we just be friends?”

      “But… I thought you loved me,” I said, and hated the plaintive sound of my voice.

      “I do, but it’s not that simple.”

      “Then I don’t get it.” I didn’t want to get it, either.

      “I…,” she began, but trailed off. “I’ll always love you,” she said at last. “But…”—her dark eyes willed me to understand—“not like you want me to.”

      I felt like someone had cut my strings.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said, as glibly as I could. “It was just a thought. But if you’re seeing someone…”

      “Paul… I…” She fell silent for a moment. “I don’t know what to say. I… I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It was just a thought.”

      We fell silent for a long, uncomfortable moment, but then we both spoke at the same time: “We should head back.” “Do you want to keep walking?”

      “Yeah, okay,” I said. “I guess we can keep walking.”

      “No,” she said softly, “you’re right. We should probably head back.”

      We turned and walked back the way we’d come, awkward and silent.

      We managed to survive the rest of the evening, but we were both on edge. Chris wanted to show off his new TV, so we watched a movie on Betamax. Gina and I sat next to each other, but we seemed miles apart.

      To make things even more awkward, I had to deal with Leah, too. I wanted to avoid her altogether, but I couldn’t do it without being obvious. She caught my eye whenever I looked her way, but I felt like a complete jerk for even smiling at her.

      I think our moms understood what had happened. Mine pretended to be tired after the movie, so we didn’t linger, and Elizabeth asked Leah to help fix leftovers for us to take home.

      Gina and I hugged goodbye, but I felt the hesitation in her shoulders. I tried to mask the dejection in mine, but I couldn’t, and her dark eyes filled with tears as I turned away.
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      Mom and Erin went shopping with the Coulters on Friday, so Dad offered to go on a cross-country flight with me, to practice emergency procedures. He was trying to keep my mind off Gina, which I definitely appreciated, but it wasn’t that simple.

      I spent most of the flight in a funk, either brooding about Gina’s rejection or berating myself for some screw-up because I was preoccupied. Dad tried to keep me focused, but we would’ve been in trouble if I’d had to deal with real emergencies.

      I called Wren on Saturday morning, but only because I’d promised to. Still, she sounded relieved to hear my voice, and asked about my Thanksgiving.

      “The usual,” I said. “Yours?”

      “Pretty good. Scarlett and her family came over. She asked about you, by the way. I told her you might wanna hang out, but…”

      I knew my cue when I heard it. “Are you busy this afternoon?”

      “I’d love to!”

      “Um… okay. What do you feel like doing?”

      “I dunno. Do you wanna see a movie or something?”

      “I guess,” I said, and we made plans.
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      Scarlett and Mitch joined us for the movie, along with Scarlett’s sixteen-year-old sister, Suellen, and her boyfriend.

      In a whisper, Wren explained, “Aunt Margaret sort of has a thing for Gone with the Wind.”

      “Do they have a sister named Careen?” I whispered back.

      Wren blushed. “Um… no.”

      “But…?”

      “Their brother’s name is Ashley. He’s thirteen.”

      I actually laughed aloud, the first time in days.

      “What’s so funny?” Scarlett said as they returned with popcorn.

      “Nothing,” I lied.

      “All right, then c’mon,” Scarlett said. “I don’t wanna miss the previews.”

      Wren and I shared a grin, but then I had a sudden thought of Gina. I tried to keep my face from falling, but Wren saw. She didn’t hide her reaction any better, so I felt like a heel. Again.

      We saw The Man from Snowy River, but I watched half-heartedly, and Wren sat woodenly beside me. She didn’t know what to do any more than I did, and I hated myself for being so messed up. For the umpteenth time, I wondered if I was a creep or a jerk.

      Then again, did it make any difference?
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      Gina called on Sunday morning. She was packing to fly back to LA, but she wanted to see me before she left.

      “Sure,” I said unenthusiastically. “You want me to come over?”

      “Um… I’d better come to your house.”

      “Because of Leah?”

      She paused. “She really likes you, you know. You could—”

      “I don’t want Leah,” I said, a bit tersely. I left the rest unspoken, but Gina understood.

      “I know, Paul, and I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “But I want to talk before I go,” she said. “It’s important.”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Of course you do. And I’ll understand if you don’t want to.”

      “I can’t change the way I feel,” I said. “About you, I mean.”

      “Neither can I,” she said softly, sadly.

      “Yeah, and that’s the problem.”

      “Paul, don’t be like that.”

      “Sorry,” I said, but I couldn’t bring myself to sound convincing.

      “I mean it,” she said. “If I could make you happy, I would, but…”

      “But you’re seeing someone,” I said, and frowned at the bitterness in my voice.

      “It’s not that, and you know it,” she said. “Hold on.” She covered the phone, but came back after a few seconds. “I’ll be there in ten minutes. Okay?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      We said goodbye and I hung up.

      I watched the clock for an eternity, and almost jumped at the sound of the doorbell. Gina forced a smile when I opened the door, but she looked like she’d been crying. I gestured for her to come in, and we headed to my room. She sat on the edge of the bed and waited until I closed the door.

      “I wish I could make you happy,” she said, “but I can’t. You don’t want me. You—”

      “Yes I do,” I blurted.

      “You don’t,” she said flatly. “You want what we used to have.” She stared at her hands and wrung them silently. “Paul,” she said after a moment, “you’re my best friend, but I don’t want to hurt you again, and I know I will.”

      “But—”

      “Just hear me out,” she said. “I still love you, Paul—you have to believe that—but I’m not the girl I was when we first started dating. I’m a woman now, and I know what I want.”

      “And you don’t want me,” I rasped.

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” she said, and looked up, her dark eyes filled with tears. “I’m a different person now. Besides, you wouldn’t be happy with me.”

      “But I’d like the chance.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Would you move to LA?” she asked, but it was rhetorical. “Change schools? Leave Professor Joska?”

      My stomach lurched, but I ignored it. “In a heartbeat.”

      “Would you really?” she said. “Think about it, Paul. Leave Professor Joska? He’s the best thing that ever happened to you, and you know it. You might not admit it, but you know it’s true.”

      “I don’t love him.”

      “You don’t think so?”

      I shook my head stubbornly.

      “You love what he represents. I know you, remember?” She paused to let her words sink in. “And what about Trip?” she continued. “Would you leave him? Trade your business for me?” She laughed, but it was a scornful sound.

      “I would,” I swore.

      “Well, you shouldn’t. Besides, you’re not like that.”

      “So what should I do? Tell me, and I’ll do it.”

      “I need friends more than anything,” she said softly, and wiped her cheeks.

      “Is it the other guy?”

      “This has nothing to do with… him,” she said impatiently.

      “How come you didn’t tell me about him? Does he even exist?”

      “Does he—? Have I ever lied to you?”

      “No,” I said, albeit reluctantly.

      “He’s a first-year medical student,” she said. “We met at the hospital over the summer.”

      “Does he—?”

      “I’m not going to talk about him, Paul. That’s not what I came here for. Besides, you have lots of women in your life.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “Wren. Christy. Leah.”

      “Hold on,” I said abruptly. “What makes you think I’m interested in Christy?”

      “I can read between the lines, Paul. I’m not stupid. You draw with her… what? Every Saturday? And you hang out all the time? Your letters are full of things like ‘Christy said this,’ and ‘Christy said that.’”

      “Because she’s my friend.”

      “Then what about Wren? Or Leah?”

      “They’re just friends. Besides, what about the Coulter sisters’ rule?”

      “Paul, you’re one of the few men who’s slept with all three of us, so the normal rules don’t apply to you. If you and Leah want to—”

      “I told you,” I said, “I want you. Not Leah. Not Kara. You.”

      “And I want a friend. I need a friend, Paul.”

      “So that’s my only choice? Friendship or nothing?”

      She folded her hands in her lap. “I guess it is. I hope…” She paused and swallowed hard. “I mean, I want…” She looked around the room, as if it had the answers. “I know what I want, Paul.”

      I saw the steel in her dark, tear-filled eyes, and knew I had to make a choice. Was her happiness more important than my own? I knew the answer, but I didn’t want to face it. I hung my head and pressed a finger and thumb to my eyes. I pressed hard and felt moisture between my lashes.

      “Please, Paul,” she whispered, a ragged edge of tears in her voice. “Please.”

      I felt like a hole had opened in my heart, but I willed myself to open my eyes and look at her. I swallowed hard and blinked to clear my eyes. Finally, I nodded.

      She stood and fidgeted, uncertain what to do. I could read her body language—she wanted to hug me, but she didn’t want to send the wrong signal. I almost laughed at her predicament.

      Instead, I pulled her into my arms and hugged her. She relaxed and squeezed me tight, completely familiar, yet completely beyond my reach.
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      Wren was quiet during the flight home. I wasn’t in a talkative mood myself, so I hardly noticed. I returned the plane keys and log book to the FBO, and we walked out to the Cruiser. Then we drove to short-term parking at the main terminal.

      Christy’s flight wasn’t due for another half-hour, so we waited in the deserted gate area. Wren sat silently, lost in thought, while I stared into space and replayed my conversation with Gina.

      “You saw her this weekend,” Wren said at last. “Didn’t you?”

      “Saw who?”

      “Do you think I’m an idiot?”

      “What?”

      “You know who. Gina. You saw her, didn’t you?”

      I thought about lying, but I was sick of it all. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to speak.

      She read my silence for the admission it was. “That’s what I thought.”

      I kept my mouth shut.

      “You still have feelings for her, don’t you?” She waited as I wrestled with my conscience. “Well?” she said.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “I want you to tell me the truth,” she said, her voice raw with emotion. “You still have feelings for her, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      She let out a breath like someone had punched her. “Well,” she said at last, “at least I know where I stand.”

      “It’s not like that, Wren.”

      “Then what is it like?”

      “I… I don’t know.”

      She laughed scornfully. “So now you’re going to be honest?”

      I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but I felt even lower than before.

      “I knew what was going on,” she said, to herself as much as me, “but I kept telling myself that you’d never do that. Did you think you could have two girlfriends? Like before?”

      “No.”

      “Then… what?” she said sarcastically.

      I leapt to my feet. “What am I supposed to say? That I’m a lying scumbag? A jerk? A creep?”

      “Well, you are.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” I half-shouted. “You think I don’t know what I am? What?” I practically screamed. “You think I don’t know that?”

      She fell silent in the face of my tirade.

      I looked around, suddenly conscious of my surroundings, but the gate was still empty.

      “Then why’d you do it?” she said.

      “Because I’m an idiot,” I said harshly. “Because I don’t know when something’s over. Because I don’t know a good thing”—I gestured at her—“when I see it.”

      “So she turned you down?” Wren said.

      “Of course she did,” I spat. “Wouldn’t you?” I wanted to clench my fists and howl in frustration. “What was I thinking?” I rounded on her. “I’ll tell you what it was. ‘Go for the sure thing, instead of taking a chance—’”

      “‘Taking a chance’?” she cried. “You knew how I felt and you still treated me like a back-up plan?”

      I bit off an angry response and threw myself into the chair instead. “Pretty stupid,” I said sullenly, “huh?”

      “Incredibly stupid,” she said, but without much heat.

      We fell into an uncomfortable silence.

      “For what it’s worth,” I said at last, “I’m sorry.” I shrugged, angry at myself more than anything. “If you never want to speak to me again, I’ll—”

      “What is it with you and melodrama?” she said harshly. “Do you need it to survive or something?”

      I blinked in confusion.

      “Everything’s so totally black and white with you.” She made a simpering face and mocked me, “‘If you never want to speak to me again, I’ll understand.’ Blah, blah, blah. Total melodrama! Like I’m that simple. Ugh!”

      I didn’t understand, and my expression said so. Loud and clear.

      She scoffed. “I’ve dated bigger jerks than you.” When I still didn’t understand, she rolled her eyes. “God! How dense can you be?”

      “Very, evidently,” I muttered.

      “You got that right.”

      “So… what?” I said, still confused. “You’re not upset?”

      “Oh, I’m upset all right.”

      “But you still want to be friends?”

      “Not at the moment,” she said flatly, “but I’m not that shallow.”

      “Then… I don’t get it.”

      “And you never have, apparently.”

      Anything I said would make me look worse than I already did (hard to believe, I know), so I kept my mouth shut.

      She stood and paced. “I’m not some consolation prize,” she said. “You don’t get to hop into bed with me when your ex-girlfriend turns you down.”

      I shot to my feet. “You think I’m that shallow?”

      “Yeah, right,” she said sarcastically.

      “Now you don’t get it.”

      “Like I’m supposed to believe you.”

      “Oh, get off your high horse,” I snapped. “You don’t have all the answers. Not any more than I do. If you think it’s just about sex, then you’re the shallow one.” I paused to let my words sink in. “I like you, Wren, and I thought you liked me.”

      “So it wasn’t about getting laid?” she said, but she couldn’t bring herself to believe it. “And you want me to believe you actually like me?” She shook her head in annoyance. “Wait! Can you even tell the difference?”

      “Better than you,” I shot back.

      She blinked as if I’d slapped her.

      “Of course I like you,” I said irritably. “Why do you think I feel like such a miserable jerk?”

      “Because you are a miserable jerk?”

      “At least we agree on something,” I said sarcastically, although part of me really meant it.

      Christy’s flight had arrived, but we ignored the first passengers as they emerged from the jetway.

      “So, what do we do now?” I said at last.

      “Hey,” Christy said from close by.

      Wren and I turned at the same time.

      “What’s going on?” Christy said.

      Wren and I looked at each other. Her mask of defiance slipped, but not much. “We’re having a fight,” she said at last.

      “Oh?” Christy said as another passenger jostled her. “Who started it?”

      “I did,” I said.

      “Hold on,” Christy said, “you’re serious? You’re really having a fight? Do you want me to give you a minute?” After we both ignored her and continued to stare at each other, she said, “Okay, what happened?”

      “I saw Gina this weekend,” I said. “I wanted to get back together, but—”

      “That was dumb,” Christy said.

      “—she turned me down,” I finished. I broke eye contact with Wren and looked at Christy. “Yeah, it was dumb,” I said, annoyed, “but I’m only human, and I do dumb things sometimes. Okay?”

      “Hey,” Christy said, “don’t get mad at me.”

      I huffed and looked away. “Yeah, sorry. I guess I’m being a jerk to everyone today.” I turned back to Wren. “I really do like you. A lot. And I hope you still want to be friends, but I’ll understand if—”

      “God!” Wren cried. “Not the melodrama again! I can’t stand it when you get all gloom and doom, like it’s the end of the world or something.”

      “So that means…?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I don’t dump my friends just because they’re jerks sometimes.”

      Christy tried to deflect some of Wren’s anger. “I’m a jerk sometimes,” she said, “and she’s still friends with me.”

      Wren looked at her dubiously.

      “Okay, so I’m not really a jerk,” Christy admitted, “but I do dumb things sometimes. Like, I can’t even balance my own checkbook. I had to ask my brother to help. We found a bunch of money, though. I’d missed a decimal place. Or two.” She brightened. “Good thing, too, ’cause I wrote a couple of big checks on Friday. You should see what I got, though! They had a sale at…” She saw our expressions and trailed off. “What?”

      Wren gave her a look that said, “What do you think? You’re chattering.”

      “But it was Bullocks Wilshire,” Christy said feebly. “You don’t understand. Besides, you’re not going to stop being friends because he’s a jerk. You’ve dated guys who were bigger jerks.”

      Wren didn’t look away, but she tried to keep a stony expression as I laughed at the irony.

      “Well, she has,” Christy said to me. “You’re just an amateur jerk. She’s known some real pros. She has this bad habit of falling for them.” She pretended to look surprised at the idea. “Maybe that’s why she likes you.”

      “Maybe,” I said ruefully. Then I looked at Wren. “Still friends?”

      She threw her hands in the air. “Ugh!”

      “That’s a yes,” Christy stage-whispered.

      Wren stormed away, and we hurried to catch up.

      “You owe me,” Christy said quietly, in a real whisper instead of a stage one.

      “Yeah, thanks,” I said.

      “Just don’t do anything stupid.” She shot me a quick glance. “Anything else, I mean.” She shook her head in disbelief. “You wanted to get back together with Gina? Sometimes I think…” She shook her head again. “You really don’t understand women, do you?”

      “I thought I did,” I muttered.

      “Well, you don’t.”

      Evidently not.
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      Our usual group ate breakfast together on Monday, and we talked about our weekends. I was subdued, so Christy drew a caricature of me as a dour statue, complete with pigeons roosting on my head. She took my bleak smile as a challenge, and began adding caricatures of the other people around the table.

      Wren was an old woman feeding the pigeons, while Trip was a goofy businessman with a pair of birds nesting in his hat. Jeff and Meredith were star-struck lovers, oblivious to the squirrels mocking them with a spot-on imitation. Ash was an eager photographer who was trying to shoot everything at once.

      “Okay, Miss Smarty Pants,” Wren finally snapped, “where are you?”

      Christy feigned innocence. “Me?”

      “Yes, you!”

      Christy thought about it for a second and smirked. With a few quick strokes, she added something to the picture and then turned it to show us. She’d drawn an artist’s hand with a pencil, which was adding the finishing touches to the base of the statue. “There,” she said with satisfaction.

      Meredith and Jeff actually applauded, while Ash just smiled. Wren tried to look sour, but Trip nudged her and grinned.

      “It is kinda funny,” he said.

      “You weren’t an old woman,” Wren said.

      He shrugged. “I had birds in my hat.” He gathered his things. “Anyway, we’d better get a move on. It’s almost eight o’clock.” He looked at Wren. “You coming? Or do you need a cane?”

      “I don’t need a cane,” she said, and stood abruptly.

      She looked so indignant that the rest of us laughed, even me.

      “I’ll get you for this,” she said to Christy. She didn’t mean it, of course, but she still tried to look menacing.

      Trip crowed in a falsetto, “And your little dog too!”

      The others roared with laughter, and Wren huffed and stormed off.

      Trip merely grinned and jogged to catch up with her.

      Jeff and Meredith took their leave outside, and Christy, Ash, and I headed toward the A&A building.

      “Sorry about the caricatures,” Christy said to us, “but the mood was a little heavy.”

      “I thought it was a cute picture,” Ash said. “I wish I could draw like that.”

      “And I wish I could take pictures like you,” Christy said.

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely. You’re really good.”

      Ash beamed. “Wow, thanks!” She waved and headed toward the photography studios.

      “My job here is done,” Christy said smugly, but then gave me a sly look. “Except for you, of course.”

      “Me?”

      “Mmm hmm. Wren was right—you are all gloom and doom.” Her blue eyes twinkled as she smiled. Then she feigned a pout. “So serious.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “You’re more handsome when you smile.”

      “I don’t have much to smile about.”

      “Nonsense. You have everything to smile about.”

      “Oh yeah? Like what?”

      “Like me,” she said with a girlish shrug.

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “If you can’t smile about me,” she said, undaunted, “you can’t smile about anything.” The bell rang for class, and she grinned. “Saved again.”

      I actually laughed as she twirled and hurried away. She grinned at me over her shoulder, and I felt my mood lighten. I still didn’t have much to smile about, but for the moment I did, so I enjoyed it.
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      Wren and I slowly grew more comfortable around each other. We didn’t have much choice, since we spent so much time together. Along with Trip and Christy, we ate together, studied together, and even went to the gym together.

      I told Trip about Gina, and the blow-up with Wren. He knew how I felt, so he tried to keep me occupied (to keep me from brooding). Christy did the same with Wren, and they quickly drove us crazy with their relentless good moods.

      “She’s like a psycho cheerleader,” Wren complained one morning.

      “Tell me about it,” I said. “Trip won’t let me have a moment’s peace.”

      “I guess it’s ’cause they care, but still… I wish they’d just leave us alone.”

      I barked a laugh. “Fat chance of that.”

      “Still…”

      “Yeah.”

      We walked in silence for a minute, each of us lost in thought, until she asked, “When we first met, did you ever think we’d end up like this?”

      “Like what?” I said. “Awkward and uncertain? Annoyed by our best friends? Totally confused?”

      She laughed. “No. Well… maybe the last.”

      I shrugged.

      “I’m still angry with you,” she said.

      “I probably still deserve it.”

      “Eh, maybe. I think I’m angry with myself, too.”

      I looked a question at her, and she shrugged.

      “I knew what was going on,” she said, “but I lied to myself as much as you did.”

      “Sorry ’bout that.”

      She shrugged again and we walked in silence for a moment. “I still think about you a lot,” she said softly, “but it’s different now.”

      “Different?”

      “I can’t explain it. I still think about… you know…” She gave me a furtive glance and blushed. “But I like hanging out with you, too. I guess I’m getting to know you better, flaws and all.”

      “Yeah, well, I have enough of ’em.”

      “We all do, but that’s not what I meant.” She struggled for words. “I guess I’m getting to know the real you, not the guy I thought I knew.”

      “I know what you mean,” I said. “It’s like we’ve had our share of drama, so now we’re moving on to friendship. Real friendship, I mean. Like…” I cleared my throat and took a gamble. “Like Gina and me.”

      She stiffened at the name, but then forced herself to relax. “Have you talked to her? Since… you know?”

      I shook my head.

      “Are you still friends?”

      “I hope so,” I said softly.

      She considered for a moment. “I hope so too.”

      “But… why?”

      “I dunno. I guess because of what it says about you. You know? Maybe we’ll always be friends too. We never really dated, but—”

      “Not yet at least.” I shot her a comically hopeful glance.

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” she said, but suppressed a grin.

      I shrugged and half-hid a grin of my own.

      “But you know what I mean,” she continued. “You and Gina went through a lot, but you’re still friends.” She shrugged. “I hope it’s the same for us.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      “Do you think you’ll ever be friends with Kendall again?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I think it’ll take a long time for her to get over me.”

      “Listen to you,” Wren teased.

      “That’s not what I meant,” I said. “It’s not like I’m God’s gift to women or something.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “But you know what I mean,” I continued. “I’m the one who broke up with her, so I’m not still in shock.” I shrugged. “I don’t think Kendall realized things were so bad. She said she did, but I think she was just placating me. You know? We tried, but we always went back to the way things were.”

      Wren nodded quietly.

      “Even after we broke up, she kept trying to fix things, to get me back.” I shrugged and thought back to my breakup with Gina. “I guess I did the same with Gina. So I know what Kendall’s going through. I mean, it took me a long time to get over Gina.”

      “I’ll say,” Wren said softly, a bit ruefully.

      “Yeah, sorry. I guess I fall hard when I fall in love.”

      “As long as you fall for the right person.”

      “Yeah, and Kendall wasn’t her,” I said. “Gina isn’t either, but I don’t think I’m entirely convinced.” I shot a glance at Wren. “I know that’s not what you want to hear, but I guess you deserve the truth. For a change.”

      She smiled, but it was tinged with sadness.

      “I guess I don’t know what I want,” I said at last. I shot her a sidelong glance and felt my hopes rise. I covered it with a rueful snort. “I want to get laid, of course—”

      “Tell me about it!”

      “—but that would probably make things even more complicated. You know?”

      She nodded.

      “So I guess it’s good that I screwed things up with you and me.”

      “You sure have a weird idea of good.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” I said, “but would you really want to find out that your hypothetical boyfriend still had feelings for his old flame? Or would you rather find out before things got that far? Between you and me, I mean.”

      “Yeah, I see what you mean.”

      “So it’s a good thing. Except for the lying and stuff. That wasn’t good.”

      She shook her head in agreement.

      “So I promise not to do it again.”

      “Good. And I promise not to lie to myself.”

      I nodded and ventured a smile.

      She returned it, and we finished our walk in a comfortable silence.
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      On Sunday, I took a break from studying to call Erin and wish her a happy birthday. She and a group of friends were going to the mall, so she couldn’t talk long. She thanked me for calling, but I could hear her friends in the background, so I said goodbye and hung up.

      I tried to go back to studying, but I couldn’t keep my mind on what I was reading. My thoughts wandered to Gina and stubbornly refused to move on. After twenty minutes of re-reading the same paragraph, I took a chance and called her. She sounded surprised to hear from me, but she also sounded relieved.

      “I thought after… you know,” she said, and I could almost hear her shrug.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “I really am sor—”

      “Can we move on?” I said, too abruptly. “I mean, my ego is bruised enough, and it doesn’t help when you remind me.”

      “Sorry,” she said softly. “We’ll talk about something else.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So… um…,” she said, “what should we talk about?”

      “To tell you the truth,” I said, “I just wanted to hear your voice.”

      “Yeah, I’m glad to hear yours too.”

      “So, what are you up to?” I said, and we began a tentative conversation.
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      I survived exams and turned in my final projects, and was pretty sure I’d made the Dean’s List. Gracie Fisher was still atop the second-year design standings, but she was gracious about it. Still, I was only two points behind her, and I knew how hard she had to work to stay ahead of me.

      Trip had slipped to number twenty, but he was philosophical about it. On the other hand, Freddie had managed to claw his way to 51st, and even thanked me for helping him. He tried to seem casual about it, but I could sense the genuine emotion behind his words.

      The weather had turned cold and blustery during exam week, typical for Knoxville in December, so most of us were glad to pack our things for the holidays. Unlike the dorms, the apartments stayed open through the break (although the dining halls were closed), but all of us planned to go home.

      Trip left on Wednesday morning, and Wren drove Christy to the airport after lunch. I followed in the Cruiser, and went inside to see her to the gate. She hugged us both, and promised to call Wren when she got home.

      Wren and I talked about the holidays as we walked out to our cars, but we didn’t make any definite plans. I still felt the spark of attraction, but neither of us were ready for serious flirting.

      She smiled as she got into her car, and then followed as we made our way to the interstate. The drive home was uneventful, and she honked and waved as she took the Dunwoody exit. I waved in return and headed toward my parents’ house.

      The next week passed slowly, since I didn’t know what to do with myself. I had a reading list from Joska, but I didn’t feel like spending the holidays with my nose in a book. I took a couple of cross-country flights just to log the flight time, but felt even more alone during the long stretches in the cockpit. Wren and I talked on the phone a couple of times, but nothing too serious or memorable.

      I wanted to call Gina— she was still in LA, volunteering at the hospital during the break—but I decided not to. I didn’t want to seem too eager or desperate, especially before the ski trip. I spent a lot of time daydreaming about it, though, and how I wanted to act around her. I still had dreams of getting back together, and I imagined it a thousand different ways.

      Unfortunately, the rational part of me knew that I needed to get over her and move on, so I was glad for the distraction when Trip called.

      “What’s goin’ on?” he said.

      “Nothin’ much,” I said. “Just bored.”

      “Huh? I thought you and Wren would be… you know… hanging out, at least. You patched things up, right?”

      “Yes and no. We’re cool, but we’re just friends.”

      “Oh, okay. That’s cool.”

      “Besides,” I added, “I’ve been thinking about Gina a lot.”

      “I thought…”

      “Yeah, I know,” I said in resignation, “but I just can’t get her out of my mind. I feel like Tantalus.”

      “Who?”

      “The guy from the myth. He… never mind.” The Tantalus comment was a very “Gina” thing to say, and I wondered why I’d thought of it.

      “Like… tantalized?” he said. “Yeah, I think I get it.”

      “I figured you would. Anyway, I’ll see her for Christmas, and we’ll be together for a week afterward, so…” I shrugged.

      “So you and Wren aren’t…?”

      “We’re just friends,” I said again. I knew how I felt about Wren, and it was a lot more than friendship, but I didn’t want to take her for granted.

      “Oh,” Trip said. “Sorry to hear that. I guess. I mean… you know.”

      He sounded as confused as I felt, so I changed the subject: “So, what’s up with you?”

      “I need some help,” he said.

      “Sure. Shoot.”

      “My dad and Darlene want to take us to Florida after Christmas, but they’ve already done the Disney World thing. It’s kinda last-minute, so we can’t decide where to go. Somewhere on the beach obviously, but the places we called were either booked solid or closed for the season.”

      I nodded silently. We had a standing reservation for the chalet in Utah, but the resorts were usually booked months in advance. It was probably the same in Florida.

      “I know your grandparents live down there,” Trip continued, “so I thought maybe you could help us out.”

      “Actually,” I said, “my grandparents don’t live anywhere near the beach. Well, an hour away, but still…”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “You need to talk to Wren,” I suggested. “Her family has a condo in Destin. She can probably help you out. Do you want her phone number?”

      “Um… yeah,” he said. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Nah, why would I mind?” I gave him the number and we talked a few more minutes before hanging up. I called Wren to let her know he’d be calling, but her line was busy.

      Probably beat me to the punch, I thought with a grin, and set the phone back on the cradle.
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      The next days passed slowly. I finished my Christmas shopping, and even started my Joska reading, but the hours trickled past like melting ice. I must have looked at my watch a hundred times a day.

      Dad was on a week-long trip, and Mom and Erin were out shopping most of the time, so I had the house to myself, which made things worse. I thought about Gina and the ski trip all the time—fantasized, more like it—and my poor dick was sore from jerking off so much.

      I finally decided to get out of the house, so I grabbed my car keys, shrugged into my coat, and left a note for Mom and Erin. I drove aimlessly: around the neighborhood, past the high school, around my old hangouts, and back again.

      I wanted to keep my mind off Gina, so I looked at houses. Most of them were old, with big yards and mature landscaping. I almost chuckled at my critical, almost professional appraisals. I spotted a few for sale, and even stopped at one to pick up a flyer.

      The basement rancher had been empty since October, so I pulled around to the garage and decided to peek in the windows. An empty pool sat forlornly in the backyard, its bottom covered with pine needles and leaves from woods that bordered the yard on two sides. The neighboring house had a thick hedge, which blocked the view of their yard.

      Suburban Atlanta could be surprisingly idyllic in places, especially the older neighborhoods, where the houses had been built by different contractors. I studied the rancher for a moment and decided that it was probably thirty years old. It was run-down and dated, but it had good bones.

      I folded the flyer and stuffed it in my pocket as I returned to the Cruiser. I could hear the faint noise of a major street nearby, but only because the wind carried the sound. At night, with the sound of crickets in the woods and the breeze through the trees, the house would seem almost rural.

      With one last look, I backed out of the driveway and headed home. Mom and Erin were cooking dinner when I returned, and asked where I’d been.

      “Just out,” I said. “Driving around. Looking at houses. Nothing much.”

      Mom searched my eyes for a moment, but then nodded in understanding. She always knew more than she let on, so I gave her a slight nod in reply.

      It was the kind of silent conversation she had with Susan, which made me think of how simple my life had been when I didn’t understand the meaning behind their expressions. I almost sighed with melancholy.

      “Will you set the table?” Mom asked, breaking the spell before it had a chance to take hold.

      I gave her a jaded smile, but I opened the cabinet and began taking out plates.

      “Erin and I were at Lenox today…,” she began, but I listened with half an ear. I appreciated what she was trying to do, but I wasn’t in the mood to be distracted.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t know what I was in the mood for.
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      Christmas finally arrived, and my family spent the morning opening presents. Most of my gifts were clothes and money, which suited me fine. I guess I’d become a clothes horse over the years. For some reason, I found it amusing, especially for a nudist.

      Erin and I called our grandparents to thank them for our gifts, and then got ready for lunch at the Coulters’. I wanted to act cool and confident when I saw Gina—like anything but a love-struck imbecile—but I felt jittery and nervous instead. I took a deep breath and reminded myself that we’d been friends for years. She knew my darkest secrets (most of them, at least), and I knew hers.

      During the short ride to her house, I thought about what I wanted to say. Chris answered the door, and ushered us into the house. Gina stood in the living room, but my heart lurched when our eyes met and she gnawed her lip. She tried to cover it with a quick smile, but I knew her too well.

      She’s just happy to see me, I told myself, although I knew better, deep down.

      “Hey,” she said nervously. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Um… yeah, Merry Christmas.”

      “So, how’re you?”

      “Good. You?”

      “Fine! Great!” she said, too quickly. Before I could say anything else, Elizabeth came to her rescue.

      “Hello, Paul,” she said, cheerful and bright. “Merry Christmas.” She gave me a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

      “Merry Christmas.”

      She lingered with an arm around my waist, so I kept one around her. “Was Father Christmas good to you?” she asked.

      Gina seemed to relax as Elizabeth and I talked about mundane things, which was probably the whole point. Maybe I gave Elizabeth too much credit, but then again, maybe not. As soon as Gina looked more sure of herself, Elizabeth smiled warmly and excused herself to talk with Mom and Erin.

      I shot a wry look at Gina. “What was that about?”

      “Um… we need to talk.”

      A chill ran down my spine. “About what?”

      We moved into the privacy of the dining room, where she dithered for a moment.

      “I guess there’s no easy way to say this,” she said at last, “so I’ll come right out with it.” She took a deep breath. “I’m not going to Utah.”

      “Why not?”

      “Brock asked me to spend the week at his parents’ cabin in Tahoe.”

      “Brock? Who’s—?” My eyes narrowed. So you’re dating a guy named “Brock”? It was an oh-so-typical California name, and I hated him at once. My voice turned flinty. “He did, huh?”

      “Don’t be upset, Paul.”

      Ha! Fat chance of that. “I’m not,” I lied.

      “This is our first trip away together, and—”

      “So you’re ditching your family for him?”

      “I’m not ditching anyone,” she shot back. “I hoped you’d be—”

      “Happy for you?” I finished incredulously. “Why should I be?”

      “I thought we settled this,” she said in a tense whisper. “I’m not your girlfriend anymore.”

      “So? You think that means I don’t care? If you’re off in Tahoe sleeping with some guy you just met—”

      “I didn’t just meet him, Paul,” she hissed. “Not that it’s any of your business anyway!”

      “It is my business!”

      “Oh?” she said, almost sweetly. “And what makes you think that?”

      “Because I—” I shut my mouth. Unfortunately, Gina knew how my mind worked.

      “Because you want to sleep with me?” she mocked. “You—!” She stepped back and huffed in frustration. “This isn’t what I wanted,” she said, to herself as much as me.

      My heart still hammered in my chest, but the anger disappeared with a shock that left me cold. What was I doing? Trying to win her back by being a jackass?

      “I knew you wouldn’t be thrilled,” she mused aloud, “but…” She shrugged in resignation and looked at me. “What am I supposed to do, Paul? Never move on? Lie about it?” She paused, but it was rhetorical. “Tell me. I’m serious. I don’t want to hurt you, but… I mean, what do you want from me?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, and blinked back tears of frustration. “I just can’t…”

      “I know,” she said softly, almost tenderly.

      “I mean, how am I supposed to feel? I want you back.” I held up a hand. “I know, I need to move on, but it’s not that easy.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “And I don’t want to make your life difficult—I really don’t—but…” I fell silent and shrugged.

      “You don’t make my life difficult,” she said gently. “You make it… interesting.”

      “Humph.”

      “Challenging… frustrating, sometimes.” She forced a smile, although it was melancholy. “But never difficult.”

      “I’m happy for you,” I said at last. “I really mean that. But…” I met her eyes, and something within me snapped as I blurted, “Do you think we’ll ever get back together?”

      She hesitated. “Maybe. Who knows? But for now…?”

      “Yeah, I know. We’re just friends.” I snorted at a memory.

      “What?”

      “I’ve been saying that a lot lately.”

      “Oh?”

      “About Wren and me.”

      “Is it true? That you’re just friends, I mean?”

      “I don’t know,” I said earnestly, and rubbed my eyes again. “I don’t know anything anymore.”

      “You know that I love you.”

      I snorted. Yeah, but not like I want you to.

      “Are there so many women telling you that,” she asked gently, “that you don’t need to hear it from me?”

      “No, but…”

      “I know, it’s not what you want to hear.”

      “No.”

      “So things didn’t work out with you and Wren?” she asked, changing the subject.

      I gave her an “I know what you just did” look, but she didn’t back down. “No,” I said at last. “Well, not yet. They might. Maybe. I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I knew I’d be spending a week with you, so I didn’t want to move too fast with her.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, and meant it.

      “That’s because you’re a better person than I am.”

      “Not better,” she said. “Just different.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Do you think it’s too late for you and Wren?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, I was telling the truth when I said we were just friends.”

      Gina smiled. “I wouldn’t worry about that. You usually get what you want.”

      Except you.

      She read me perfectly, but she didn’t say anything, so I forced a smile.

      “I’ll survive,” I said at last.

      “I know,” she said gently. “And I’m glad.”
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      We opened presents and then ate our usual Christmas dinner. I sat between Gina and Leah, and tried to act like I was enjoying myself. I wasn’t, but I didn’t want to ruin everyone’s evening, so I followed the conversation around me, and even managed a smile when Mom silently asked how I was doing.

      I glanced across the table and saw Elizabeth waiting for the same answer. Not surprisingly, they were in cahoots, and already a step or two ahead of me. I shrugged and feigned a “que sera, sera” expression.

      Fortunately, we didn’t make a late evening of it, since we had to get ready for the trip in the morning. Trips, actually, because Gina had to leave too, even though she wasn’t going with us.

      Mom stopped by my room as I was packing my things.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      I shrugged.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Another shrug.

      “Are you sure?” She wasn’t going to leave me alone until I gave her a better answer, so I met her eyes.

      “Would it do any good?” I said.

      “Probably not,” she said, with unexpected honesty, “but it’ll make me feel better to know you’re all right.”

      “I’m all right, Mom. I’m just… disappointed.”

      She nodded and let the silence linger. “Have you talked to Leah?” she said at last. “She still has a crush on you, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Elizabeth and I thought—”

      “What? That Leah could be my girlfriend or something?”

      “Not girlfriend, but—”

      “But… what?” I didn’t wait for her to answer. “Mom, I like Leah—I really do—but…”

      “Have you told her how you feel?”

      “Not really,” I admitted.

      Mom paused and decided to change tack. “Since Sean is coming with us,” she said, “Erin will be occupied most of the time. And since Gina won’t be there, we thought…”

      “Are you and Elizabeth matchmaking again?” I scoffed. “I should’ve known.”

      “That’s not fair, Paul. We want you to be happy. Both of you. Besides, Leah’s… very lonely… right now.”

      “Very horny, you mean.”

      “And you’re not?” Mom shot back. “Or did you buy stock in Kleenex?”

      My face grew hot.

      “That’s what I thought.” She drove her point home with a long silence. “If you’re both frustrated,” she said at last, sounding reasonable, “and you want the same thing…”

      But we didn’t want the same thing. I didn’t want a girlfriend who wasn’t Gina. Besides, Leah was still in high school. She was a nice girl, but she wasn’t what I wanted.

      “I don’t need you to set me up with Leah.”

      Mom closed her eyes and tried to hide her frustration.

      I wasn’t trying to be difficult, but I couldn’t change the way I felt.

      “All right,” she said at last, but then took a deep breath, as if steeling herself for an argument. “I didn’t want to bring this up now, but I hoped…” She gestured at the air. “Well, you know what I hoped.”

      I met her gaze, but I didn’t flinch, which seemed to decide things for her.

      “Your father and I talked with the Coulters…,” she began. “Sean knows we’re swingers, but he doesn’t know about the swinging between generations, and we’d like to keep it that way.”

      I could sense where she was going, but I didn’t want to believe it. Were they cutting me off completely?

      “We don’t think it’s a good idea for the parents to swing with the teens while we’re in Utah.” She read my expression perfectly. “No, it’s not a punishment. It’s a… precaution. Sean doesn’t understand our family.”

      “So what you’re saying,” I said, outwardly calm despite my boiling frustration, “is that my options are Leah or nothing?”

      “I wouldn’t put it that way, but—”

      I bit off a sarcastic reply. Getting angry wouldn’t help, and I knew it. In fact, it would probably earn me a decidedly one-sided “conversation” with my father, so I kept a lid on my temper and took a deep breath.

      “Can’t I choose to be one of the adults instead of the kids?” I said at last.

      “No, Paul. I’m sorry.”

      My anger boiled to the surface. “So basically,” I snapped, “I’m screwed.”

      “No, you’re—”

      “No, I get it. Leah or nothing. Fine. Whatever.” I didn’t trust myself to say more, so I flopped on the bed and stared at the ceiling. The conversation was over.

      Life just wasn’t fair.
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      We loaded the station wagon and drove to the Coulters’ the next morning. Gina’s flight to Reno left twenty minutes after ours, so she rode to the airport with her family. We checked our skis and bags, and then made our way through security to the gates.

      I tried not to look sullen as I hugged Gina goodbye, but she could sense my mood. I felt like a jerk when tears filled her eyes, but she forced a smile.

      “Have fun,” I said, but I didn’t mean it. “Don’t break anything.”

      “You too,” she managed, and then said goodbye to her parents.

      Erin’s boyfriend, Sean, had taken an early flight from Charlotte to Atlanta, so he was waiting for us at the gate. Erin nearly knocked him over when she rushed into his arms, and he greeted the rest of us a bit abashedly. I smiled tightly as we shook hands, but I was glad when he turned to the others.

      I quit trying to hide my feelings shortly after that. I knew I was acting like a child, but I was too angry to stop myself. When we boarded the plane, Leah sat beside me and tried to strike up a conversation, but I stared out the window and ignored her.

      As soon as the pilot turned off the seatbelt sign, Leah left in a huff. She took an empty seat next to Erin and Sean. I glanced at her, but she glared back and turned up the volume on her Walkman.

      I stuck my nose in my book and wished the world would go away.
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      At the Salt Lake City Airport, we picked up our rental cars (two Jeep Cherokees), and loaded our things. Park City was about an hour away, and Mom “volunteered” me to ride with the Coulters so Sean could ride with Erin.

      Leah hadn’t said a word to me since Atlanta, and I wasn’t feeling much friendlier myself, so I heaved my bags in the back of the Jeep and closed the lift gate. I spent the entire drive brooding. Leah huffed occasionally, but I ignored her and stared at the scenery.

      The sky was dark when we arrived at the chalet, and a light snow had begun to fall. We carried our things inside, and went to our usual rooms. The Coulters and my parents took the big bedrooms on the second floor, while the rest of us had rooms on the third.

      Sean had probably told his parents he’d be sharing a room with me, but he and Erin planned to sleep in the bigger bedroom, since it had a queen size bed (which had been Gina’s and mine the year before).

      That left Leah and me with the smallest bedroom. Fortunately, it had a twin and two bunk beds, so I wouldn’t have to explain why I didn’t want to sleep with her. One of us could have slept on the fold-out couch in the great room, but our parents would have asked too many questions, so we silently—albeit frostily—agreed to share the room.

      As we unpacked our things, I thought about why I didn’t think of Leah as girlfriend material: she was like my kid sister in too many ways. Worse, she reminded me of Gina, which was a blessing and a curse.

      In reality, I did want to sleep with her, but I didn’t know how I’d deal with the fact that she wasn’t Gina. Besides, without Gina in the picture to prevent her from expecting more, I didn’t want to risk it.

      It was a bad situation, and neither of us were happy about it, but I didn’t have a better alternative. I probably should’ve taken Mom’s advice and actually talked to Leah about it, but I didn’t know where to begin. Still, I had to say something to her—we couldn’t ignore each other all week—so I started with an apology.

      “Hey,” I said, “I’m sorry I was a jerk on the flight.” She didn’t say anything, so I swallowed my pride and continued. “I guess I’m still hung up on Gina, and I took it out on you. I shouldn’t have, and I’m sorry.”

      She didn’t react.

      “Leah…?”

      She whirled and gave me a cold, furious look. Her nostrils flared, but she didn’t say anything. Her dark eyes blazed with hate.

      Guilt surged within me. “C’mon, Leah, I don’t want things to be like this between us.”

      She slammed her suitcase, turned on her heel, and left without a word.
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      I woke up the next morning with my usual hard-on. Leah was still asleep, but I didn’t want to jerk off with her in the room—what if she caught me? how awkward would that be?—so I slipped out of the lower bunk and padded to the bathroom.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t even enjoy myself as I whacked off in the shower. Someone knocked on the door and didn’t wait for an answer before they came in.

      “Sorry,” Erin said. “I really have to go.”

      Listening to her pee was anything but arousing, so I abandoned my dick and angrily squirted shampoo into my palm. I lathered my hair with enough force to make my scalp sting, and finished my shower in a truly foul mood.

      My balls had already begun to ache, but I could hear other people moving around, so I knew I wouldn’t have time (or privacy) to finish what I’d started. In the hallway Leah jumped in surprise when I yanked open the bathroom door. She started to say something, but I cut her off.

      “What, no cold shoulder?” I sneered. “Never mind. Go ahead and give it to me. I’m pretty much immune by now.”

      Her expression went from humble to hostile in a heartbeat, and I wanted to kick myself. She’d been about to extend an olive branch, but I’d bitten her head off. My cheeks colored from more than the hot shower, and I brushed past her in a guilty rush.

      I ate breakfast in a funk, and Leah pointedly ignored me. Sean and Erin had a sugary argument about who loved the other more, which made me want to retch. Mom and Elizabeth tried to tease me into a better mood, but they quit when I gave them a flat stare that was practically hostile.

      I couldn’t wait to hit the slopes, where I could lose myself in physical exertion. I wanted to forget Leah’s hurt expression outside the bathroom. I wanted to forget Gina’s teary goodbye. I wanted to forget the way she said another guy’s name. I wanted to forget how stupid I’d been for thinking she’d want me back. I wanted… a lot of things I wasn’t going to get.

      My cereal bowl clattered into the sink, and I grabbed my snow parka. Without a word, I zipped it up and headed for the mud room downstairs.

      “Wait up,” my dad said. “Chris and I’ll go with you.”

      I turned and snapped, “Then hurry up. I’m ready to go.” I regretted it immediately.

      His eyes tightened, and Mom shot him a wary look, but he forced a smile and grabbed his own parka from the back of the couch. Chris joined him, and we left in a tense silence.

      Outside, our breath steamed in the crisp morning air. I feverishly tried to think of a way to apologize, but I was too late. Dad’s big hand descended on the back of the neck, and his grip was anything but gentle.

      Chris made a show of checking his skis, which gave us the illusion of privacy.

      “Lighten up,” Dad said, deceptively calm, “and lose the attitude. Okay?”

      “Yes, sir,” I said immediately.

      “We’re here to have fun. I know you’ve got a lot on your mind, but that’s no excuse.”

      “I’m sorry, Dad,” I said, and meant it. “I shouldn’t’ve snapped at you.”

      “Oh,” he said lightly, “I’m not worried about me. I’ve dealt with worse attitudes than yours. But your mom didn’t deserve the look you gave her earlier.”

      “Yes, sir. I know better.”

      “Good. Then act like it.”

      “I will,” I promised. “Should I go apologize?”

      He shook his head. “I think she’ll be okay. Elizabeth too. Just don’t let it happen again.” Then he patted me on the shoulder and turned to Chris, his entire mood relaxed. “Ready to hit the slopes?”

      “Absolutely,” Chris said, as if he hadn’t overheard the whole conversation.

      “You think you can keep up with us?” Dad teased him.

      “What’s this ‘us’ stuff, old man?” I said. I must have been high on adrenaline, because I never mocked him like that, even in jest. He merely laughed it off. I think he understood how nervous I was, and how hard I was trying to get back in his good graces.

      “What,” he challenged instead, “you think you can out-ski us?”

      I started breathing again. “Any day of the week.”

      “Oh really?”

      “I guess we’ll have to show him the error of his ways,” Chris said as we snapped into our skis.

      I pushed off and coasted down the hill toward the main ski trails, and the older men followed in my wake. Several inches of fresh powder had fallen the night before, and the woods were quiet as we glided through them. I reached the nearest resort trail and skied around the “Private Property” sign.

      We took the main lift to the summit, where I waited for Dad and Chris, who were a couple of chairs behind me. Then I headed for the face of the mountain, where powder-eights from earlier skiers hid the moguls underneath. It was the toughest run on the mountain, one of the few double-diamond trails.

      “Are you sure you’re up for this?” I asked them.

      Dad laughed, pure bravado. “You’re not chickening out, are you?”

      I shook my head and lowered my goggles. Then I shoved hard and plunged down the mountain. I probably shouldn’t have tried the face on my first run of the season, but I managed to make it without falling. Dad took one spill, and Chris fell twice, but they both made it to where I was waiting.

      “Piece of cake,” Dad said, sporting the same stupid grin as mine. (At least I came by it honestly.)

      “Yeah,” Chris panted.

      They were both lying, and we all knew it. I was the best skier among us, and the run had challenged me, twenty years younger and in top condition.

      “Race you to the bottom?” Dad taunted.

      “You’re on!” I said, but he was already moving.

      Chris yelped and followed, but I tucked my skis together and arrowed for Dad. I skied on the very edge of recklessness, in control, but not far from losing it. I made it to the bottom nearly a minute before they did, and had time to catch my breath before they schussed to a stop beside me.

      “All right,” Chris gasped as he leaned on his poles, “you win.”

      Even Dad knew he couldn’t keep up with me, but he wasn’t ready to give up. I almost chuckled when I realized that I came by my stubbornness honestly too.

      “Ready to go again?” he said, still breathing heavy.

      I knew in my heart that he’d race me all day. I also knew that I’d beat him every time. I suppressed a wolfish grin at the thought of doing just that, but then I thought about what Mom would do if I wore him out. She probably had plans for him, and they didn’t include Ben-Gay or a trip to the emergency room.

      “I guess,” I said at last. “But I wanna hit that black run off the shoulder. You know the one that turns into a blue trail that flattens out before it turns?”

      Dad concentrated and pictured it in his head (another trait I came by honestly). “Yeah, I remember. It’s good and fast.”

      “And it won’t kill us,” Chris muttered.

      Dad laughed. “Speed is life!”

      “Lunatic,” Chris said.

      “Geezer.”

      “C’mon,” I laughed, and set out for the lift line. “You guys are slowin’ me down.”
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      I didn’t kill Dad or Chris, but they probably wished I had. We skied hard all morning, and grabbed a quick lunch at the base lodge. We saw the others a couple of times, and waved as we flew past, but they were always on the easy trails.

      To his credit, Dad kept up with me all day, although I stopped pushing hard after lunch. He never complained, but I could tell how tired he was, and Chris was going on guts alone. I missed skiing with someone at my level, but I had fun relaxing with the older men. They probably didn’t think it was relaxing, but they never quit, and it was dark by the time we returned to the chalet.

      “We were wondering what happened to you all,” Mom said from the kitchen. She and Elizabeth were working on dinner.

      “You didn’t wear them out, did you, Paul?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I tried not to, but they’re not as young as they used to be.”

      “Tell me about it,” she teased.

      Chris sagged against the nearest couch. “How ’bout a little sympathy here?”

      Elizabeth rushed to him and pretended to fawn. “Oh, you poor dear, tell me where it hurts.”

      “Everywhere.”

      “How’re you?” Mom asked Dad quietly.

      “I’m good,” he lied. “Piece of cake.”

      She managed to look both sympathetic and amused at the same time.

      I merely grinned and went upstairs to change into regular clothes. I stripped off my ski bibs and thermal underwear, and hung them in the closet to air out. Then I donned a pair of jeans and a turtleneck. Dad and Chris were just groaning up the stairs as I bounded down again, and I flashed a smile at them.

      I volunteered to set the table, and recruited Sean with a glance. He reluctantly left Erin, and we began setting out plates. Erin and Leah fixed drinks for everyone, while Mom and Elizabeth finished the food. Dad and Chris arrived as the women set the last serving bowl on the table.

      “Perfect timing,” Dad said.

      “Cook!” Chris called. “Where’s my hasenpfeffer?”

      We all grinned, except Elizabeth, who merely arched an eyebrow.

      “So you’ll be preparing supper tomorrow?” she said, her British accent tart and teasing. “Hasenpfeffer is it?”

      “Sure,” Dad said, “we’ll fix dinner tomorrow. Right, Chris?”

      “Absolutely. How ’bout that new restaurant on Main Street?”

      “You are incorrigible,” Elizabeth said, but then smiled. “Now, let’s eat, shall we?”

      Dinner was tasty and filling—beef stroganoff—and I ate two helpings. I wanted more, but I was still trying to watch my weight.

      We talked about our day on the slopes, although Leah was quiet and sullen. She’d been with Erin and Sean all day, and I guessed she was feeling a little resentful.

      I felt guilty about how I’d treated her that morning, so I tried to draw her into conversation. She merely glared, so I backed off and tried again a few minutes later. She threw her napkin on her half-eaten plate. Elizabeth shot her a warning look, which she ignored.

      “May I be excused?” she said. Without waiting for an answer, she stood and stormed upstairs.

      “Oh, dear,” Elizabeth said into the silence. “I’ll go talk to her.” She sounded resigned.

      I started to say something, but Mom caught my eye and warned me off.

      The conversation resumed slowly, and we pretended not to hear Elizabeth and Leah arguing upstairs. We couldn’t tell what they were saying, but the volume definitely reached us.

      When Elizabeth finally returned, she looked as flustered as I’d ever seen. She flashed a tight smile that didn’t fool anyone, and went to open a bottle of wine. She poured a glass and downed half in one long gulp. None of us said a word as she stared into space and finished the glass. Then she poured it half full again.

      “Would anyone like some?” she asked, as if she were hosting a party.

      Much to my surprise, my mom said, “Yes, please,” and crossed to her friend.

      “C’mon,” Erin said quietly to Sean, “let’s clear the table.”

      “I’ll help,” I said.

      Dad and Chris joined the women, who had moved to the couches. Erin, Sean, and I talked in low tones as we washed and dried the dishes. I felt guilty for being a jerk to Leah, but Erin shook her head.

      “It’s not just about you,” she said. “They’ve been arguing a lot lately.”

      “About what?” I said.

      Erin shrugged and demurred. “Lots of things.”

      “Such as…?”

      “The usual stuff.” She handed a bowl to Sean for him to put away, and gave me a pointed look while his back was turned.

      I Got It, and changed the subject. “So, what’re you two gonna do tonight? Big plans? A dance club or something?”

      Park City had several, despite the Mormon taboo against alcohol. The drinking age was twenty-one, but most of the local clubs weren’t too strict about checking IDs. It was a resort town, after all, and they made a lot of money selling sin.

      “Actually,” Erin said, with a characteristic blush, “we’re gonna stay in.” They shared a knowing look.

      I rolled my eyes and felt a stab of frustration. “Is that all you ever do?”

      “You should try it some time,” Erin teased. She grinned for a moment, but then turned sober. “Maybe Leah—”

      “C’mon, Erin, not you too!”

      “Hey, I’m just saying…”

      “God!” I blurted. “You sound just like Mom.” I turned and headed upstairs.

      “Maybe that’s ’cause we’re both right!”
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      Leah looked up when I stormed into the room. Her eyes were red from crying, although they hardened with fierce anger. Her music was loud enough to hear (Billy Idol), but I ignored her and scooped up my own Walkman. I wasn’t feeling particularly angry toward her, but her glare was enough to fan the flames of my own resentment.

      I threw her a spiteful smile, donned my headphones, and left. I thudded down the stairs to the entrance foyer, where I laced on my boots and snatched my parka from the peg.

      “I’m going for a walk!” I shouted to the main level, and left without waiting for a reply.

      Outside, the packed snow crunched beneath my feet as I jammed my hands in my pockets. More snow had begun to fall, and the flakes fell thick around me. I tugged my hat from my pocket and pulled it over my head.

      I didn’t know where I was going, but I had to get away from my family’s incessant advice. Everyone thought they knew what I should do, but no one bothered to ask me.

      I didn’t want Leah as a girlfriend. I wanted Gina. But no one cared what I wanted. They just wanted to play matchmaker, as if I could somehow duplicate what I’d had with Gina in the first place. I couldn’t, but they didn’t understand.

      I strode down the driveway to the main road, which wound down the mountain to Park City proper. With my mind still whirling like the snow around me, I started running, my arms and legs working into a rhythm. The hiking boots weren’t the most comfortable running shoes, but they gripped the snow and kept me from skidding down the road.

      I ran until my mind cleared, but then I began to feel sorry for Leah. I understood exactly what she was feeling—frustrated, horny, sullen, and more—and why she was upset. We both wanted something we couldn’t have, and were sick and tired of everyone around us trying to fix things. Our families meant well, but they didn’t understand.

      What really bothered me was that Leah and I had always been friends. I hated not being able to talk to her, especially since Erin and Sean were joined at the hip. So I was lonely on top of everything else.

      Leah probably felt the same way, and for the same reasons. We should have been able to talk about it, but I didn’t want to give her the wrong idea about how I felt about her. I loved her like a sister, but I definitely wasn’t in love with her.

      I ran until my legs started to ache. I wasn’t used to the altitude, either, and my breath came in huge gulps. I turned and started back up the mountain, but then I discovered the real problem with my non-plan: I had to run back uphill.

      With a snort at my own stupidity, I put my head down, gritted my teeth, and began jogging back up the mountain. By the time I reached the chalet’s driveway, I had a stitch in my side and my legs felt like jelly. I leaned against one of the Jeeps until I caught my breath and the pain in my side eased. Then I pushed myself upright and lurched toward the door.

      “Feel better?” someone said.

      I turned, surprised, and saw my dad under the awning that covered the firewood. The snow fell silently around us, completely unconcerned with my emotions.

      “I almost came looking for you when you weren’t back after thirty minutes,” he continued, “but I figured you needed the time alone.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I shrugged.

      “That’s okay,” he said philosophically. “How was your run?”

      “Long,” I said after a moment.

      “You aren’t cold?”

      “No. Why?”

      Much to my surprise, he gestured at my hat.

      I pulled it off amid a shower of snow. I had another inch of the stuff piled on my shoulders, although I hadn’t even noticed.

      “I guess you were thinking,” he said. Then he chuckled at a memory. “I did the same thing during SERE training.” He paused to make sure I understood what he was talking about—military survival training—before he went on.

      “We were up in Maine, and it was cold as hell,” he said. “The instructors dropped me in the middle of nowhere at zero dark thirty, and I had to make it to a set of map coordinates by a certain time. It was snowing, of course, and I didn’t have much time, so I had to run almost flat-out.”

      He laughed again, his eyes in the past. “I made it in time, but I showed up with a couple of inches of snow on my head and shoulders. I was so warm that I hadn’t noticed.” He fell silent as he relived the memory.

      Then he turned sober. “Son,” he said, “I understand you’re not real happy, but that’s too bad.” He paused to let me complain, but I kept my mouth shut. He looked surprised, although he didn’t relent. “Sometimes being an adult means you have to grin and bear it. Life isn’t fair, and being rude to your mom and Erin won’t change things.”

      I hadn’t been rude to Mom—recently, at least—but I wasn’t going to argue the point.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

      “No excuse, sir,” I said. It was a standard military answer, but I wasn’t being entirely ironic, which he understood.

      “Then what are you going to do about it?” he said.

      “Honestly?”

      He nodded.

      “Dad, I have no fucking clue.”

      My language didn’t surprise him, but my candor did, although he hid it well.

      “I understand how Leah feels,” I said at last, “and I tried to talk to her, but…”

      “She’s not in the best mood either,” he finished for me. “That might be different now.”

      “Oh?”

      “She and Elizabeth had a talk.”

      “She’s not in trouble, is she?”

      “Are you?” he said, and paused to let his meaning sink in. “Now, I let things slide most of the time, but it’s time to put a stop to this nonsense. I really don’t care what you and Leah do,” he went on. “Make up, ignore each other, whatever. But you need to start acting like a grown-up.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good,” he said, and came out from under the shelter of the roof. “Now, I’m cold and tired. Someone ran my ass ragged today, and I have a hot tub waiting for me with two naked women.” He managed to look apologetic. “You’re welcome to join us, but… well, you know the rules.”

      Yeah, and the rules suck.

      “Sorry ’bout that,” he said, as if reading my mind.

      I didn’t want to think about Elizabeth naked in the hot tub, so I changed the subject.

      “Dad? When does being a grown-up get easier?”

      “When I find out, I’ll let you know.”
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      Leah lay on her side, curled around herself. My heart nearly broke as I looked at her from the door. I wanted to say something, but I didn’t know what. I was the one person who understood how she felt, but I was the last person she wanted to hear it from.

      I stepped into the room and sat on the lower bunk. I clutched my damp hat, as if I could choke the words out of it. The snow in my hair began to melt, and cold trickles ran down my neck.

      “You wanna talk?” I said at last.

      She didn’t answer.

      “Leah?”

      “Just go away.”

      I started to argue, but then shut my mouth and nodded in resignation.

      I didn’t go away entirely, but I did leave her alone. I took a long shower, and felt a guilty pleasure in using all the hot water. When I returned to the bedroom, Leah hadn’t moved, and I felt doubly sorry for her.

      I didn’t want to make an offer I knew she’d refuse, so I stretched out on the bed and grabbed my current book. I read De Architectura for an hour before Leah stirred. She knew I was there, of course, but she hadn’t said a word the entire time.

      She didn’t look at me as she stood on shaky legs and walked out. I thought about following her, until I heard the bathroom door close. She came back a few minutes later, but still wouldn’t meet my eyes. Instead, she pulled back the covers and climbed into bed, clothes and all.

      I read for another hour before I turned off the light and climbed under the covers. I lay quietly for a while, listening to the soft sounds of the chalet. Somehow, I knew that Leah wasn’t asleep. I didn’t think she was still angry—more like exhausted and miserable.

      “If it makes you feel any better,” I said at last, “I know how you feel.”

      She didn’t respond, but she didn’t cut me off, either.

      “I feel the same way, I guess.” I paused. “It sucks, I know. I wish things were different, but…”

      She still hadn’t moved, but I could feel her listening to me.

      “Anyway,” I finished lamely, “I’m sorry.”
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      I woke up late the next morning. Leah was already awake, but she hadn’t moved. Instead, she was staring at the ceiling, one arm resting on her forehead.

      I had to wait for the bathroom, but I could hear Erin and Sean finishing up. They looked disgustingly happy (and sated) when they came out, but I barely spared them a glance. Once I closed the door, I stood over the toilet and waited for my dick to soften. I thought about jerking off to solve the problem, but I wasn’t in the mood.

      My bladder eventually sent a message to my hormones, and my erection subsided enough to pee. When I returned to the bedroom, Leah hadn’t moved, so I decided to make another attempt at conversation.

      “You skiing with Erin and Sean today?”

      Silence.

      “Wanna hit some trails with me?” I didn’t want to spend the day on the bunny slopes, but I wasn’t going to give up that easily.

      More silence.

      “I think I’ll take it easy today,” I said as I made my bed. “I mean, I’m still worn out from yesterday.”

      Erin and Sean headed downstairs, giggling and teasing one another.

      Leah’s eyes flicked in irritation, her first reaction all morning.

      “You wanna shower first?” I asked.

      Nothing.

      “You sure? Bathroom’s all yours if you want it.”

      Still nothing.

      “Okay, I’ll go first.”

      More silence, so I pulled out the big guns.

      “Wanna join me?” I didn’t know what would happen if we showered together, but I was willing to risk it, if only she’d respond.

      “No,” she said coldly.

      It’s a start. “But I need someone to wash my back.”

      She rolled away from me.

      Whatever, I thought, and shook my head in resignation.

      When I finished my shower, I dressed slowly and tried to talk to her one last time. She merely pulled the covers tighter around herself, so I gave up and headed downstairs.

      “Is Leah coming down?” Elizabeth asked. When I shrugged, she frowned and headed upstairs. She returned a few minutes later and forced a smile. “She’ll be right down.”

      As if to prove her point, we heard the shower upstairs.

      My dad changed the subject: “So, you want to ski with us today, Paul?”

      “Thanks,” I said, “but I’m gonna see if Leah wants company.”

      “Good luck,” Elizabeth muttered, uncharacteristically cynical. She picked up her spoon, but took one look at her soft-boiled egg and pushed it away. “I give up,” she said. She wasn’t talking about breakfast.

      Chris tried to comfort her. “Still wanna move to Jamaica?”

      “That’s not funny,” she said.

      “We don’t have to tell the girls.”

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      We finished breakfast in an uncomfortable silence. Erin and Sean said goodbye and fled for the slopes. I felt even more awkward than before, so I stood and came to a decision.

      “Why don’t you all head out,” I suggested. “I’ll wait for Leah.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Elizabeth said.

      “No, I’m fine. Go on. We’ll meet you for lunch. Noon at the main lodge?”

      “Really, Paul,” Elizabeth said, “I need to talk to her.”

      All of a sudden, my mom said, “No, Paul’s right. Let’s go enjoy ourselves. This is supposed to be a vacation, right?”

      “Some vacation,” Elizabeth said, but Chris ushered her downstairs to don her boots and parka.

      I listened to them go with half my attention, the other half focused on the sounds from upstairs. Leah came down ten minutes later, to find me cooking eggs.

      “Mornin’,” I said. “Over easy, or hard?”

      She ignored me and looked for the others.

      “They headed out already,” I said. “Toast?”

      Once again, she ignored me, but she looked a little shocked that everyone had left without her.

      “You want orange juice?” I slid the eggs onto the plate and buttered the toast. Then I poured a glass of orange juice and set everything on the table. “Breakfast…,” I said theatrically, “is served.”

      I’d already had my cereal, but I poured myself a glass of juice, if only to be sociable.

      Leah ignored the food and merely glared at me.

      I gestured at her plate, unperturbed. “It’s gonna get cold.”

      Her stare turned flinty, and she stalked toward the landing. She stomped around in the mud room for a minute or two, and I belatedly realized that she was getting ready to leave. I jumped up and ran downstairs.

      I caught her on the trail to the main slopes. She looked back, saw me, and poled forward. At the main lift line, she entered the singles lane and I followed. She glared when she realized her mistake: she couldn’t get away without ducking under the guide rope, and we’d probably end up in the same chair anyway.

      On the ride up the mountain, she threw up an icy wall of silence, but I chatted blithely. I even pointed out Dad and Chris when they zoomed beneath us. At the summit Leah tried to get away before I could lower my goggles and get a grip on my poles.

      I didn’t need them to catch her, so I skied after her and settled them on the move. She threw a glance over her shoulder, and her expression drew into a defiant line. Then she turned away from me, and…

      …went over the face!

      I pushed hard with my outside ski and crested the ridge in time to see her go flying. The fresh blanket of snow cushioned her fall, and she picked herself up before the cloud of white had time to settle. I plunged after her, my legs absorbing the shocks as I took the moguls.

      She fell again, and I shot past her before I could stop myself. As I turned to look back up at her, she stood and doggedly skied past me. She almost fell a third time before we reached the bottom of the run.

      Our only options down the mountain were another black diamond trail, or a difficult blue one. Both were beyond her ability, although she could manage the blue trail if she stayed in a wedge. She surprised me again when she turned down the black trail.

      I followed and caught her easily. “What’re you doing?” I shouted.

      She glared. Then she lost her balance and plowed into the snow.

      My skis threw up a shower of white as I turned hard to brake my speed. Note to self: don’t talk to her when she needs to be skiing.

      She picked herself up and started down the hill again. I followed at a safe distance, but I never let her out of my sight. She eventually worked her way back to the easy trails on the side of the mountain, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Unfortunately, she wasn’t done yet. With a furtive look over her shoulder, she took an abrupt turn onto the trail that led to our chalet. She probably thought I’d shoot past the opening, but I was a much better skier than she was. I carved a turn to follow, and used my speed to coast back up the gentle hill.

      I turned into the private trail in time to see her dart another glance over her shoulder. She frowned when she saw me following, but pulled herself together and took a hard right turn, straight into the woods.

      I shook my head in disbelief—the deep snow usually hid some nasty surprises. Sure enough, Leah plowed into something about forty feet from the trail. She went flying, and landed in the soft, virgin snow. I followed in her tracks and stopped before I hit the same fallen log.

      She had managed to roll to her back, but she couldn’t get enough leverage to pull herself out of the deep powder. Instead, she lay there panting in frustration, with one ski still attached to her boot.

      I deliberately took my time as I popped my bindings and stepped out of my skis. Then I climbed over the log and stood looking down at her. She swung her leg with the ski, and the tip nearly clocked me. My face grew hot with anger as I snatched her leg. I wrenched the ski from her boot and tossed it aside.

      With a look of pure hatred, she tried to stab me with her pole. I jerked back in surprise, and my foot caught on the log. I flailed my arms and almost managed to stay upright, but the snow had trapped my boots.

      Leah’s eyes flew wide as I fell toward her. I managed to shove her pole aside, but I couldn’t catch myself before my full weight hit her. I ended up between her legs, face to face and breathing hard.

      I pushed up, raised my goggles, and stared at her. “What the hell did you do that for?”

      “Get off me,” she grunted, and bucked her hips.

      A fresh surge of anger made me growl.

      She tried to push me away, but I was too heavy. “I said get off me!” She swung a fist at my head, so I caught her arm and pinned it to the snow. Then I grabbed the other arm—the one with the pole—for good measure. The air between us fogged as we panted in anger.

      “What’s your problem, Leah?” I said at last.

      She set her jaw and glared.

      “Oh, gimme a break,” I snapped. “I’m trying to be nice to you.”

      “I don’t need your charity,” she said, dripping sarcasm.

      My temper flared again. “It’s not charity, you—!” I caught myself before I said something I’d regret, and took a deep breath instead. When I felt calm enough, I looked her square in the face. “What do you want from me?”

      “Nothing!”

      “Bullshit.”

      She squirmed again. “I said get off me!”

      I was acutely conscious of her groin rubbing against mine, but I pushed the thought aside. “Not until you tell me what’s wrong.”

      She stared back defiantly, but I waited, my weight safely pinning her down.

      “Well…?”

      Her dark eyes flashed. “You!” she said at last. “That’s what’s wrong.”

      Like I didn’t know. “Okay,” I said, as calmly as I could. “What about me?”

      “All I wanted was a little attention. But no! You wouldn’t give me the time of day.” She dared me to deny it.

      “Leah, I’m really sorry. I know what you want, but I can’t give it to you. I’m sorry. I just don’t feel that way about you.”

      “You think that’s what this is about?” she said. “That I’m in love with you or something? Ha!” She tried to throw me again, but my hips were planted squarely between her legs.

      I ignored her thrashing. “Then what do you want from me?”

      “I just wanted to be friends. But no! You—”

      “Hold on,” I blurted. “You don’t want a relationship?”

      Her eyes widened in genuine surprise. “Why would I want that? What kind of idiot do you think I am?”

      “Then…” I shook my head in bewilderment. “Then what do you want?”

      “Weren’t you listening? I want things the way they used to be, when we were friends. But y—”

      “You just wanna be friends?” I said, a hysterical note in my voice. “You’re kidding. That’s all?” The anger sluiced out of me like someone had opened a floodgate, and I snorted in self-reproach. “Jeez, Leah, I’m sorry.”

      She blinked, and her anger slowly turned to confusion. Guarded confusion, but confusion nonetheless. The silence stretched between us, although it was better than the tension from before. Finally, her defiance crumbled, and she looked up at me with a mixture of hurt, fear, and morbid curiosity.

      “Am I so repulsive that you don’t want anything to do with me?” she asked.

      “No! Nothing like that.”

      “Then… what?”

      I hung my head and realized how stupid I’d been.
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      “I’m so sorry,” I said at last, and met Leah’s dark eyes. “I thought… I mean…” I looked away and puffed in frustration. When had I become such a self-centered jerk? June 6, 1963, came to mind, but I brushed it aside with an angry headshake.

      “I know you still love Gina,” Leah said, defiant through unshed tears.

      “I do, but…”

      “I know you don’t want me, s—”

      “Hold on,” I interrupted. “What makes you think I don’t want you?”

      She blinked, and a tear ran down her temple. I belatedly realized that I still held her pinned to the snow, so I released her arms.

      “You said so,” she said.

      I scowled and tried to remember. “When?”

      “After Thanksgiving, when Gina left.”

      I frantically replayed the conversation, but Leah hadn’t even been there, and Gina wouldn’t have told her something like that. I started to deny it, but thought better of it. I didn’t want to argue, and I definitely didn’t want to put her on the defensive.

      “I was pretty upset,” I said instead, “and I said some stupid things, things I didn’t mean.”

      She managed to cram weeks of dejection into a single shrug. “Whatever. It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not okay,” I said, although she wouldn’t meet my eyes. “You know I’d never do anything to hurt you.”

      “You didn’t know I was listening,” she said with a sniff. “I picked up the other line and—”

      Then it hit me: she hadn’t overheard the conversation in my bedroom. She couldn’t have! She’d been listening in on the phone call before that. I replayed that conversation, and felt something sag within me as I remembered my angry words.

      “—heard you. Gina caught me, though, and that’s when she went to your house.”

      I felt like such a heel.

      “It’s okay.” She shrugged again. “I know you don’t want me, but I guess I thought…”

      “Leah, it’s not that I don’t want you—I do—but… well…”

      She tried to suppress a look of hope. Fear of rejection made it easier. I wanted to laugh—hysterically—since I knew exactly how she felt.

      “I thought you wanted to be my girlfriend,” I said.

      “But you don’t want me. I know. It’s o—”

      “No,” I said, and hid my irritation (at myself more than anything). “You still don’t get it. It’s not that I don’t want you—I love you! How could I not? It’s just that I’m not in love with you.”

      “I know.”

      “I still have feelings for you, though.”

      “But—” Her brow creased. “You do?”

      “Of course I do!” I let the words sink in, but then frowned as the past few days rushed back. “It’s just that everyone’s been pushing us together, like…”

      “Like they know what we want,” she finished, and I nodded. “I’m so sick of being treated like a kid,” she went on. “And when my mom told me we couldn’t swing with the grown-ups, I nearly lost it.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “It’s not fair. Everyone thinks they know what’s best for us.”

      “Like Gina…” I said.

      “And my mom…”

      “My mom…”

      “Erin…”

      “Everyone!” I finished.

      “Exactly. And I’m sick of it.”

      “Me too.”

      We looked at each other, a bit surprised by our sudden agreement.

      “Okay,” I said at last, “then what should we do?”

      She shrugged, uncertain again.

      “Do you still want to be friends?”

      Her eyes rolled with relief. “God, yes!”

      I laughed at her reaction, and she smiled for the first time in a long time. I studied her face for a moment, so much like Gina’s, but different. She was actually prettier in many ways, although I hadn’t noticed before.

      She frowned nervously. “What?”

      “I was just thinking how pretty you are.”

      “You’re just trying to make me feel better.”

      “Well, duh! But it’s true.”

      “I’m not Gina,” she said. “Remember?”

      “No,” I said deliberately. “Gina’s in Tahoe boffing her boyfriend, Brock.” The alliteration struck me as absurd, even as the words buried a fist in my gut. I feigned an ironic smile. “And unless this Brock guy is into three-way sex with his girlfriend and her ex-boyfriend, I’m pretty much outta luck. Besides, Gina doesn’t want me, remember? So I guess we’re both screwed.”

      Leah snorted in agreement.

      “But we can still be friends,” I said.

      She stirred beneath me, and the movement brought a surge of desire. Part of me knew I should have left it at that, since sex would only complicate things. But another part of me—the part that hadn’t felt anything but my hand in months, that had more built-up pressure than a fire hose, that was currently pressed against her crotch, yes, that part—wanted to kiss her.

      I thought about it for a microsecond.

      An eternal microsecond.

      Months of desire and loneliness and screw-ups and heartache, all compressed into a teeny, tiny, wafer-thin microsecond.

      I closed my eyes and moved in. Her lips met mine in a hungry kiss, and the world faded away. I felt her breathing on my cheek, her gloved hands on my head, her body against mine. My own breathing grew rapid, and the cold air stung my nostrils.

      We broke the kiss long enough to fumble with our clothes. I jerked off my gloves as she flung hers aside. Her zipper hissed as I yanked it down. Then I unbuckled her ski bibs and unceremoniously tugged them down her body.

      She lifted her hips so I could catch her thermals and panties. In one quick motion I peeled her from the waist down. Everything bunched at her ankles, but she spread her knees and sat up.

      I tore off my coat as she reached for the zipper on my ski bibs. It hissed open and she burrowed through my layered clothes. After a little fumbling, she reached into my thermals. Her fingers gripped my shaft and nearly bent it in half as she dragged it free.

      I held myself above her as she guided my cock to her opening. I sank into her in one long plunge, and we groaned together when I hit bottom. Her pussy was soft and silky, hot and wet, and tighter than anything I could remember. I held myself deep inside her, lightheaded from the sudden pleasure.

      When I finally came to my senses and began thrusting, Leah closed her eyes and arched her back, her hands on my sides. After less than a dozen strokes, the spark at the base of my cock turned into an arc of current, and I buried myself completely. A live wire connected my brain and my dick, and the jolts of pleasure made me cry out.

      I finally collapsed against her, panting hard. Her own breathing gusted in my ear, and her chest heaved beneath mine. I blinked and tried to focus, but the world had gone white. With a laugh, I realized that I was face-down in the hollow of her neck, with snow a few inches from my eyes. I reluctantly pushed myself up and gazed down at her.

      I half-expected her to be a dream, or for her to frown and tell me to get off. Instead, her eyelids drooped with pleasure. When she realized I was looking at her, she rewarded me with a languid smile.

      “God, I needed that,” she said.

      “Me too.”

      I kissed her, soft and tender, without the rush from earlier. Her lips parted as I probed with my tongue. I was still hard within her, so I began rocking my hips, but she pushed me away.

      A tingle of adrenaline raced up my spine. “What? Are you okay?”

      “Yes. But not really.”

      I blinked.

      “My butt is freezing,” she said, and I almost laughed as I raised my body to look between us.

      I was still wearing most of my ski clothes, although my hands were cold from the snow, but Leah had been bottomless the whole time.

      “Um… can we continue this somewhere else?” she said.

      Reluctantly—oh-so-reluctantly—I pulled out of her. Then I stood and helped her to her feet. While she brushed snow from her butt and thighs, I crouched to untangle her panties and thermal underwear. They were damp and cold from melted snow.

      She pulled her bottoms into place and squirmed at the chill. I tried to re-buckle her ski bibs, but we had to take off her parka first, and she was shivering by the time we finished.

      I tucked my half-hard dick in my pants and re-zipped my own bibs. Then I slipped into my parka and gloves. I gathered our skis and poles and threw them over one shoulder.

      “Ready?” I said, and began trudging back the way we’d come.

      The snow was deep enough that we sank to our knees with each step, and it took several minutes to cover the forty feet back to the trail. The walk to the chalet wasn’t as bad, but it still took another ten minutes.

      Leah’s teeth were chattering by the time I dropped our skis in the rack under the deck. I led her upstairs to the deck, where I tugged the cover from the hot tub. The water steamed in silent invitation.

      She began fumbling with her parka, so I quickly shucked my gloves to help. My hands felt like blocks of ice, but Leah smiled gratefully when I helped her finish taking off her clothes. Then she practically leapt into the water.

      “Oh my God!” she gasped.

      I quickly shed my clothes and followed her. The water wasn’t very hot, but it felt like molten wax on my cold skin. We floated in the center of the tub, submerged to our necks as we slowly soaked up the warmth. When my hands finally stopped hurting, I turned on the heater and jets, and the water bubbled around us.

      For a moment I dithered about whether Leah was still in the mood. I didn’t want to ruin things by rushing her, but the sight of her bare neck made me think about the rest of her, which was just as bare.

      I should have known better. Her eyes shone with desire, and we floated into an embrace. When we broke the kiss, I stood and pulled her with me. She started to protest when I turned her around, but then she understood.

      I guided her toward one of the tub jets, and she gasped in pleasure as the bubbles hit her pussy. I bent her over and probed between her legs with my erection. She braced herself against the side of the tub and groaned softly as I rubbed the length of my cock along her slit.

      After teasing her for several heartbeats, I set the tip at her opening and slowly impaled her. She whimpered with pleasure as I began thrusting. I tweaked her nipples for good measure, but the tub jet and my cock did the real work.

      When she began whimpering with the first signs of orgasm, I gripped her waist and began thrusting for real. She moaned as my cock filled her, and her pussy tightened around me. I closed my eyes and powered through, trying to concentrate as my own pleasure mounted.

      Leah came with a low cry that turned into a shriek, and I didn’t last long after that. Her pussy gripped my shaft, trying to hold me inside or keep me out—I didn’t really care which.

      When I felt the first rush of impending orgasm, I arched my back and buried myself completely. The bubbles from the jet added their own pleasure, and the sensation finally pushed me over the edge.

      Leah groaned as she felt the spurts deep inside her. My climax seemed to last forever, although it was probably less than ten seconds. Still, I collapsed over her back and panted from the shock of it.

      When I finally came to my senses, we sank into the water. Still in a daze, I floated toward the nearest seat and settled her on my lap. We sat silently for a while, luxuriating in the warmth of the water, but then she turned sideways and scowled.

      I tried to look innocent. “What?”

      “That’s the second time you came inside me.”

      I was still a little fuzzy after my orgasm, so I panicked at my first thought. “But… I thought you were on the pill!”

      “I am,” she said indignantly.

      “Then…” My mind raced. “What?”

      “What do I like?” she asked rhetorically. “What do all of us like?”

      I relaxed with an almost palpable wave of relief. “Jeez, Leah, you scared me to death.”

      “What did you think I was talking about?”

      “Getting pregnant or something.”

      “Are you kidding?” she laughed. “I’d probably have a daughter like me!”

      “What, beautiful?”

      She blushed and lowered her eyes, but then looked at me through dark lashes. “You really think so?”

      “Absolutely,” I said quietly, and pulled her toward me for a kiss. It was tender and almost chaste, more intimate for not being passionate. When we separated, she pulled back and pretended to frown.

      “I mean it,” she said. “You came inside me twice.”

      “Sorry,” I said with a laugh. “But you know what?”

      “What?”

      I reached for her hand and guided it between my legs. “Feel those?” I said when her hand touched my balls.

      Her fingers tickled lightly, and she grinned at my reaction.

      “I make more all the time.” I smirked. “I have an endless supply.”

      Her grin turned hungry, and she began kneading my testicles.

      “Whoa there, darlin’,” I drawled. “The next batch won’t be ready for a while.”

      “So? I can get you worked up, can’t I?”

      “Just being with you is enough to do that.”

      Her cheeks turned rosy again.

      She looked more beautiful than ever, and I wondered what I saw in Gina that I didn’t see in her. Gina’s skin was darker, but both girls had the same jet black hair. They had the same eyes and smile, too. But where Gina was curvy, Leah was taller and slimmer, with a model’s body. They were both smart and sexy, so why was I in love with Gina, but not Leah?

      “See?” she said suddenly, breaking my reverie. “That’s why things would never work between us.”

      I blinked in confusion. “What?”

      “That,” she said. “That look in your eye.”

      “What look?”

      “You were just thinking about Gina, weren’t you?”

      I started to deny it, but then felt my cheeks heat with chagrin. “Was it that obvious?”

      She shrugged. “I can tell.” She started to climb off my lap, but I held her in place. “What?” she said, almost indignantly. “We had fun. I know you don’t want me, and to tell you the truth, I don’t really want you either. So let’s just be friends, and no—”

      “Leah, shut up,” I said, which startled her. “We’ll never be ‘just friends.’” She started to frown, but I cut her off. “You mean more than that. Yeah, you’re right, we’ll never be boyfriend-girlfriend, but you’re a lot more than just a friend.”

      “What if I don’t feel the same way?”

      “Then you’re lying to yourself.”

      Her silence proved my point.

      “I really do love you,” I said. “I may not be in love with you, but that doesn’t change how I feel. You’re like my sister, only better.” I grinned. “I get to have sex with you.”

      “So? You could have sex with Erin. She totally has a crush on you.”

      She was dodging the issue, and I wasn’t going to let her get away with it.

      “But what about you?” I asked.

      “Me? What about me?”

      “Do you have a crush on me?”

      She started to lie, but then closed her mouth and looked away. Her lips pressed into a line, and she fluttered her eyes to clear them.

      “That’s what I thought,” I said gently, and turned her to face me.

      She wouldn’t meet my eyes, but she didn’t look away. I almost laughed when she unconsciously gnawed the inside of her lip. It wasn’t overt, but it was so much like Gina that I felt a rush of affection.

      “What?” she snapped.

      “You.” I smiled. “You’re so much like Gina, but so… not like her.”

      She looked up in hopeful confusion.

      “Yes, you remind me of her. But in a good way. And no, I don’t wish she were here instead of you. I’m glad you’re here, and that she’s off wherever, doing… whatever… with whatshisname.”

      “Brock.”

      “I know his name,” I said, “but I don’t care.” It wasn’t true, but Leah couldn’t read me like Kendall used to. I shook off the thought and went on.

      “Leah, I love you for the same reasons I love Gina. You’re smart, sexy, and beautiful. You have the same smile and the same laugh. You even bite your lip when you’re nervous.” I smiled to take the sting out of my words.

      “But you’re different, too,” I went on. “And don’t tell her this, but you’re prettier.” She looked at me in surprise, and I nodded. “You are.”

      She blushed and looked down.

      “I mean it,” I said. “You’re beautiful… like a model. But you’re smart, too, and fun to be around—when we’re not fighting, that is.” That made her smile. “You’re also sexy.”

      I lifted her and turned her to face me squarely. She straddled my hips, and my eyes automatically darted to her dark nipples as they puckered in the cool air. When I met her eyes again, she looked uncertain and excited at the same time.

      We kissed, tenderly at first, but with a slow-growing heat. I cupped her ass and she rose from the water. When we finally broke the kiss, I captured one of her nipples and sucked gently. She gasped and held my head to her breast.

      I felt between her legs and stroked her pussy. She grew very still as I ran my fingertip along her slit. Then I switched nipples, sucking and nibbling as I slowly stroked her.

      “I want you to do something for me,” I said at last.

      “What?” she panted.

      “Shave your pussy.”

      “Oh, God… anything.” When I didn’t say anything else, she pulled back and looked down at me. “You mean… now?”

      I nodded. “I want to go down on you and—”

      She leapt to her feet. Water streamed down her body and steamed in the cold air.

      “Well?” she said as she climbed out of the tub. “What’re you waiting for?”
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      The sound of the shower stopped, and I listened as Leah moved around the bathroom. The bathroom door opened a minute later, and I rolled to my feet. She appeared in the bedroom door, a towel wrapped around her body and another around her head.

      I smiled, and she returned it with a tentative one of her own. Then I moved close and pulled her into my arms. She tilted her head up for a kiss, and I tasted the mint of her toothpaste. When we separated, I loosened the towel around her body and let it fall to the floor.

      I used my body to turn us and push her toward the bed. She lay back and then sighed when I spread her legs with my own. I was impatient to see her shaved pussy, so I began kissing my way down her body.

      I shouldered her thighs apart and settled between them. Then I studied her smooth labia, marveling at the tender flesh. Her outer lips were dark with arousal, plump but still slim. I spread them open with a kiss, and felt the hot, damp skin against my cheeks. The scent of soap and desire mingled in my nostrils.

      Her inner lips were dark at the tips, almost the color of her cheeks when she blushed. I licked the sensitive fold between inner and outer labia, and tasted the tang of her arousal. When I moved to the other side, she rewarded me with a low sigh. It had been a long time since I’d gone down on a woman, so I decided to enjoy myself.

      Leah gasped when I circled her clit with my tongue, but I tried to avoid it so I could focus on the rest of her. I planted kisses along her inner thigh, and she ran her fingers through my hair. She tried to nudge me toward her clit again, but I simply grinned and skipped over it, kissing my way along her other thigh. She sighed with pent-up desire as I teased her gently.

      When she felt ready to explode, I pulled back and surveyed my handiwork. The pink pearl of her clit glistened at me, so I kissed it gently. She moaned and clutched my hair. I moved back to her slit and pressed my whole mouth against her, circling my tongue through her slippery folds.

      I licked and sucked and teased her for a long time, playing her like an instrument as she responded to my attention. Then I sat up and looked at her. Somewhere in all of her writhing, she’d lost the towel around her head. Her damp hair fanned out on the pillow, framing her face.

      She looked at me with eyes hooded from pleasure, her nostrils flaring as she tried to catch her breath. I smiled and scooted forward. My dick nudged her bare pussy, and she closed her eyes at the contact. I rubbed the glans along her slit, spreading her moisture and coating myself with it.

      When I teased her clit again, she arched her back and whimpered. With a grin, I lowered my aim and slid along her pussy until I felt her opening.

      I slid inside.

      She let out a groan, and I had to stifle one of my own as her heat washed over me. I pushed into her inch by inch, my cock disappearing between smooth, brown lips. When my dark pubic hair finally crushed against her bare mons, I began fucking her with long, slow, steady strokes.

      I wanted to look at the rest of her, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from the sight of her smooth pussy. I thought about coming inside her again, but I knew she wanted to taste me, so I paced myself. I had to stop twice, but when I couldn’t hold back any longer, I pulled out and straddled her chest.

      She licked the tip of my cock and moaned at the taste of pre-come mixed with her own juices. Then she captured the head with her lips, and I began stroking. I didn’t last long, and she clamped her lips around me as I filled her mouth with semen. When my orgasm finally subsided, she closed her eyes and swallowed.

      I braced myself on the wall above her and held my hips over her chest. She nursed my slowly deflating cock, milking it for all it was worth. I panted silently and then swallowed to wet my mouth.

      She still hadn’t come, so I stood and gestured for her to scoot toward the end of the bed. She understood what I wanted, and captured my semi-hard shaft as I straddled her head and pressed my face between her legs.

      She writhed under me as I slowly licked her toward her own climax. When it struck, she released my dick and shuddered as the first wave washed over her. Damp, heavy air filled my nostrils with each breath, but I didn’t stop licking.

      She finally went rigid and cried out. I didn’t want to over-stimulate her, so I planted gentle kisses on her smooth mons until her orgasm subsided. Then I rested my head on her thigh and let her juices dry on my face.
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      We lay spooned together on her bed, our skin hot where we touched. I had pulled the bedspread from my bunk and covered us with it, but Leah had kicked her legs free. We’d dozed for a while, but I didn’t know how long. It felt like ten or fifteen minutes, although it could’ve been hours. She’d been awake for several minutes, although neither of us felt the need to speak.

      “So, what happens now?” she said at last.

      I took my time before answering. “I don’t know. What do you want to happen?”

      She shrugged.

      “Yeah, I know the feeling.”

      “I don’t want to be your girlfriend,” she said matter-of-factly.

      I laughed softly, ironically. “We’re more than just friends, though.”

      We fell silent again, until she pulled my arms tight around her. “I like this.”

      “What?”

      “Waking up with you. It’s… nice. It makes me feel…”

      “Loved?”

      “Mmmmm.”

      I kissed her silky hair, which was dry. Maybe it had been hours. “We’re not boyfriend-girlfriend,” I said at last, “and we’re not ‘friends,’ so what are we?”

      “Sex buddies?”

      “Fucking friends?”

      “Friends plus?”

      “Screwed up and uncertain?” I suggested, and she laughed. I hugged her gently, and she kissed my arm.

      “Everyone’s going to say, ‘We told you so.’”

      “Nah. They might want to, but I don’t think they’ll actually say it.”

      “Erin might.”

      I shook my head, but then a thought came to me. “Hold on… why didn’t you just have sex with her and Sean? I mean, if I was being a jerk, and you were so horny…?”

      Her answer surprised me: “Sean bugs the crap outta me.”

      “But… I thought you liked him.”

      She shrugged. “I like Erin, so I guess Sean is part of the package, but…”

      “What don’t you like?”

      “I dunno. I just don’t like him. I mean, I don’t hate him, but he gets on my nerves sometimes.”

      I nodded in understanding.

      “And Erin hadn’t seen him since August,” she added, “so I didn’t want to bother them.”

      “Ah.”

      She shrugged and we fell silent, each lost in thought.

      “So, what happens now?” she repeated after a while.

      “I guess we decide if we’re ‘sex buddies’ or ‘fucking friends.’”

      “No, you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I do.” I shrugged. “Why don’t we just try to be nice to each other?”

      She wiggled her butt against me. “I think we already did that.”

      “Yeah, but you know what I mean.”

      She nodded.

      “Our families’ll be happier.”

      “Tell me about it,” she said. “My mom threatened to put me on the next plane home.”

      “Ha!”

      She rolled in my arms and faced me. “You think that’s funny? She would’ve done it!”

      “Yeah, I know,” I said earnestly, which seemed to mollify her. “And then we both would’ve been screwed.”

      “Or not,” she said, and laughed softly. She paused a moment, deep in thought. “Can we just be friends? But with, you know, the sex too?”

      “Sure. I always liked being your friend. That’s what I really missed when we were fighting.”

      “You mean when you were being a jerk.”

      “Hey,” I said indignantly, only half teasing, “I had help.”

      She managed to look guilty and defiant at the same time.

      “Whatever,” I said with a smile. “Anyway, I’m sorry I was a jerk.”

      “I’m sorry I was a bitch. I just… I didn’t know what to say, and…”

      “Whenever you tried,” I finished, “I was a jerk.”

      “Uh-huh. And I guess I was angry ’cause everyone was having sex but us.”

      “Tell me about it! I was ready to explode.”

      “You did that anyway,” she said with a grin. “Three times.” She reached for my flaccid penis and began stroking it. “Can I taste number four?”

      I grinned and started to reply, but a sound from the hall cut me off.

      “What’s all this then?” Elizabeth said from the doorway.

      Leah and I sat up in surprise.

      “Did you find them?” Mom called from the second floor.

      Elizabeth turned and called down, “They’re up here, snug as bugs.”

      “Together?” Mom said as she came up the stairs.

      Elizabeth gestured. “See for yourself.”

      Leah and I managed to look self-conscious.

      “So you kissed and made up?” Elizabeth said when she faced us again.

      “It looks like they did more than kiss,” Mom teased, which made me blush even harder. Beside me, Leah was just as rosy, even through her darker complexion.

      We fell silent, but then my brow furrowed. “Um… why were you looking for us?”

      “You were supposed to meet us for lunch,” Mom said gently. “When you weren’t at the lodge, we came looking for you. It’s after one o’clock.” She tapped her watch. My own watch was probably still on the deck, exactly where I’d left it before I got into the hot tub.

      “We found your clothes,” Elizabeth continued, “and thought something might’ve happened to you.”

      “Whatever,” Leah said curtly. “We’re fine.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed, so I cut in, “What she means is, we’re sorry you had to come looking for us. I guess we lost track of time.”

      Elizabeth gave her daughter a pointed look.

      “It’s easy to do,” Mom said smoothly, “especially when you’re… um… preoccupied.”

      Leah and I glanced at each other and shared a guilty look.

      “So,” Mom continued, “you’re not fighting, obviously. And you haven’t been abducted by a flying saucer.” She looked at Elizabeth. “I guess we can call off the FBI.”

      “Indeed,” Elizabeth said dryly, and then turned back to us. “What are your plans for the rest of the day?”

      Leah started to answer hotly, but I cut her off.

      “Nothing, really,” I said. I glanced at Leah. “But… um… we haven’t really had a chance to talk about it.”

      “But you’ll be together?”

      Leah bristled. “Why do you—? Ow! That hurts.”

      I let go of her thigh and hoped she wouldn’t bruise. “Probably,” I answered Elizabeth, and ignored Leah’s venomous look. “If we don’t start fighting again.”

      “Don’t count on it,” Leah muttered.

      “Well, then,” Elizabeth said. “We’ll leave you to it.” She abruptly turned to go, and Mom shot me a questioning look. I shrugged slightly, and she nodded.

      “We’ll see you for dinner?” Mom said.

      “If we both survive,” I said, which was more prescient than I wanted to admit.

      Mom followed Elizabeth down the stairs, and I caught Leah before she could escape.

      “What was that about?” I said.

      “Let go of me.”

      “Not until you tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Ow! You’re hurting me.”

      “Then quit fighting me,” I said, and tugged her back to the bed. “Now, what the hell was that about?”

      “Just leave me alone!” She tried to get away again, but I caught her and pulled her down.

      “You were fine until your mom showed up,” I said.

      “What? Are you gonna give me a lecture too?”

      “I hadn’t planned on it,” I said evenly.

      “Oh?” she snapped. “So what are you planning?”

      “Well, I was gonna ask what’s going on. And then I thought I’d listen while you told me.” I paused to let my words sink in.

      “As if you really care,” she said sullenly.

      “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Why are you two snapping at each other?” I said. “I mean, you’re not still horny and frustrated. We pretty much took care of that.” I was trying to make a joke to lighten the mood, but Leah’s anger finally boiled over.

      “She’s always asking what I’m doing, where I’m going, who I’m with! Like she doesn’t have a life or anything.” She huffed with frustration. “And she’s always telling me what to do, like I’m some kid or something. Well, I’m not!”

      I fell silent in the face of her tirade, although I felt an odd sense of detachment. She wasn’t angry at me for a change, but I still couldn’t get worked up about her righteous indignation.

      Leah took a deep breath and scowled into space.

      “Okay, I lied,” I said at last. “I’m gonna give you a lecture after all.”

      “Oh, great! I knew you’d take her side!”

      “Will you quit jumping to conclusions?” I said. “I’m not taking her side. I just want to give you some advice.” I wanted to laugh at my paternal tone, but I kept my voice steady. “If you want her to treat you like an adult, you need to act like one.”

      “But—”

      “Uh-uh. I know what you’re gonna say, but that’s not how it works. They don’t treat us like adults and then expect us to act like them. We have to act like it, and then they’ll treat us like it.”

      “She wouldn’t do this if I was a boy.”

      “Ha! You think so?”

      She arched a skeptical eyebrow.

      “My dad had a talk with me last night about how I need to grow up,” I said. “So you’re not the only one, Miss Poor Little Me.”

      She frowned, at my words as much as my tone.

      “Life isn’t fair,” I went on, “and being rude to your mom won’t change things.” I snorted at the irony of repeating my father’s words.

      “What?” Leah said. “You think this is funny?”

      I sobered quickly. “No, it’s not. It’s just that… well… you and I are a lot alike. It took me a long time to start acting like an adult”—and I still don’t do it very often—“so I know how you feel. But trust me, our parents are pretty single-minded sometimes. I mean, they have to be. If they give in, they lose whatever control they might’ve had. Especially with kids our age.”

      “I’m not a kid,” Leah said sullenly.

      “Yeah, but you know what I mean. If you want your mom to treat you like an adult, then act like one. If she asks what you’re doing, just tell her. If she wants to know where you’re going and who you’re with, just tell her. What’s it matter if she knows? Jeez! She lets you do whatever you want.

      “Heck,” I said with a gesture at the two of us, “she lets you have sex with college guys. How many mothers do that? Hmm?”

      Leah looked away in glowering silence, which was an admission itself.

      “Exactly,” I said. “And how many mothers are as patient—?”

      “But she’s not! She’s…”

      I shot her a skeptical look. “Let me tell you something,” I said earnestly. “If I talked to my father like you do your mother, he’d kick my ass from here to Atlanta. And you don’t wanna know what he’d do if I talked to my mom that way.”

      Leah tried to look defiant, but she knew I was right.

      “So yeah,” I said, “your mom’s pretty patient.”

      “So?”

      “You want her to treat you like an adult?”

      “Duh.”

      “Then act like it,” I said flatly.

      “But I just get sick of it!”

      “You think she’s not?”

      “But she’s so nosy.”

      “Yeah,” I said sarcastically, “people who love you can be such a drag.” I pointed at myself. “Case in point.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Listen,” I said gently, the nineteen-year-old voice of experience, “she’s nosy because she loves you. She wouldn’t ask if she didn’t care.”

      “So?”

      “‘So?’ Do you think maybe, just maybe, she loves you?”

      “Of course she loves me. She—” She snorted softly, ruefully. “Yeah, I know.” She drew a deep breath and wiped away unshed tears. When she sighed, it was a sigh of defeat. “It’s just so hard.”

      “To act like an adult?”

      She nodded.

      I laughed in agreement and put my arm around her. We sat in silence for several long moments.

      “I guess I should apologize,” she said at last.

      “I dunno… if you think it’s what a grown-up would do.”

      She swatted at me, but I’d made my point.

      “In the meantime,” I said briskly, “I’m hungry. How ’bout some lunch? After all, someone I know didn’t eat breakfast.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “And then maybe we can just hang out,” I said. “I’m not in the mood to ski today. Besides, I’m a little worn out from, ahem, our adventures.”

      “Worn out? I’m gonna have bruises!”

      “Hey,” I said, “it’s not my fault you tried to ski the Matterhorn today. What in God’s name were you thinking? Trying to ski the face…” I shook my head theatrically.

      “I was trying to get away from you.” She stood up and started rummaging for something to wear, but I waved her off.

      “Forget that,” I said, and held out a hand. “Just come downstairs. Let’s fix lunch and sit in the hot tub for a while. After that, I have plans for you.”

      “Oh, really?”

      I rewarded her with a smug grin. “Nefarious plans.”

      “Nefarious, huh?”

      “Salacious, too.”

      “Salacious?”

      “Ejaculous, even!”

      She finally laughed. “That’s not a real word.”

      “Sure it is,” I lied glibly. “I’ll show you…”
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      The others returned around five o’clock. Leah and I were dressed, and had started fixing dinner. Mom and Elizabeth were the first to arrive. Elizabeth was a bit wary, but she looked relieved when Leah offered her a hesitant smile. Mom caught my eye and thanked me silently.

      I shrugged, as if to say that I hadn’t done anything special.

      She seemed to understand, and her eyes glistened as she smiled.

      Leah and Elizabeth talked quietly and then hugged, and both wiped their eyes when they separated.

      “Well,” Elizabeth said with deliberate cheer, “the men are supposed to take us to dinner tonight. Would you care to join us?”

      I glanced at Leah. She nodded eagerly, almost happily, even.

      “Sure,” I said. “We’d love to.”

      “Love to what?” Erin said from the landing. She and Sean took off their coats and hats and hung them on pegs.

      “Have dinner in town,” Mom said. “Would you like to join us?”

      “Sure!” Erin said, although Sean looked put out. He probably had plans, which didn’t include dinner with his girlfriend’s parents.

      I shared a grin with Leah, thankful for our afternoon together. Neither of us would be horny for at least a couple of hours, if not more. As the others went upstairs to shower and get ready, we put away the beginnings of dinner.

      Dad and Chris returned about twenty minutes later. They had obviously talked to Mom and Elizabeth, because they didn’t look surprised to see Leah and me together in the living room.

      “You’d better hurry,” I told them. “Everyone else went up to shower about twenty minutes ago.”

      “No hot water,” Chris complained.

      “It’s good for you,” Dad said as they took off their coats.

      “Oh,” I added, “Mom and Elizabeth invited us to dinner, if you don’t mind. Erin and Sean are going too.”

      “Sounds like a family affair,” Chris said.

      “That works,” Dad said. Then he nodded to Chris. “C’mon, let’s see if we can catch the girls before they get dressed.”

      They headed up the stairs at a much slower pace than I would have set, but they certainly didn’t dawdle. I grinned as I watched them go, and then turned to Leah.

      “We’d better change clothes if we’re going out.”

      She nodded, and we headed upstairs ourselves.

      “Why don’t you wear the white cashmere sweater?” I said as she opened the closet. “It makes you look really good.”

      “You mean it makes my boobs look good.”

      My face heated. Caught! “Well, that too.”

      “Then you wear your parachute pants,” she said. She brazenly stared at my crotch, mocking me. “They make you look really good.”

      I laughed. “You want me to go commando?”

      “I will if you will.”

      I imagined her sans panties, and my dick stiffened immediately, even after the day we’d had.

      “What the heck,” I said, and shucked my boxers. My semi-hard dick flopped as I stepped into the nylon pants, so I was careful to tuck it aside as I zipped up.

      Leah slid her panties down her long legs and donned a pair of stretchy black pants. Then she pulled the sweater over her head and belted it around her slender waist. She finished the outfit with a pair of silver-gray leg warmers, and stood for my approval.

      “Wow,” I said. “You look nice.”

      We met the others downstairs and donned our coats. Leah and I naturally went to the Jeep with Chris and Elizabeth. Inside, we shared a smile at the difference between this ride and the last one.

      We went to one of the nicer restaurants in town. Dad had reservations, but the hostess had to find a table for eight instead of four, so we waited in the lounge.

      Dad and Chris ordered vodka martinis, while Mom and Elizabeth asked for white wine. The waitress didn’t even flinch when Leah ordered a rum and Coke, so I swallowed my request for a regular Coke. I wanted to seem grown-up, so I ordered a vodka martini like the older men. Sean nervously ordered a beer, while Erin asked for a glass of white wine.

      “Remember to go slow,” my dad cautioned when our drinks arrived. “Alcohol hits you a lot harder at this altitude.”

      We all nodded, and then Chris said, “What should we toast to?”

      “Good friends and good times?” Mom suggested.

      “I was thinking hot tubs and hard liquor,” Chris said.

      “I love a hard licker,” Elizabeth teased, and everyone laughed.

      Leah beamed up at me and whispered, “Mmmmm, me too.”

      I felt my face heat, but no one else heard the exchange.

      “Sounds good to me,” Dad said, and raised his glass. “To hot tubs and hard lickers!”

      We laughed again and clinked our glasses.

      The restaurant was busy, even for a Tuesday night, so we had to wait a while for a large table. We were well into our second round of drinks when the hostess came to fetch us. Dad paid our bar tab and tipped the cocktail waitress, and then followed us to the big half-booth in the back of the restaurant.

      We had more drinks with dinner, and I was pretty buzzed by the time we finished. Leah leaned against me happily, and I draped an arm over her shoulder. Dad and Chris had coffee, but we were all tired, so we didn’t linger.

      Outside, the night was crisp and cold, with stars glittering in a cloudless sky. Leah hugged herself to my arm as we walked to the car. We were all quiet on the ride up the mountain, and it was after ten o’clock when we finally reached the chalet. Despite the flirting and alcohol at dinner, everyone headed upstairs to bed.

      Leah and I silently stripped off our clothes and then did a little dance as we tried to get past each other to reach our respective beds. I wanted to sleep with her, but I didn’t want to just assume that she wanted me to. She was probably thinking the same thing, and we shared an uncertain moment. Then I grinned and nodded at my bunk.

      “You wanna join me?”

      “Let’s sleep in mine,” she said. “I don’t want to bump my head if… you know,” she said, and I grinned.

      We climbed into bed and spooned together, her body warm against mine. I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her hair.

      “I’m glad we’re still friends,” I said softly.

      “Mmm, me too.”
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      We skied with Erin and Sean the next day. The girls were about the same level of ability, but Sean was a cautious beginner. I did my best to hide my frustration, but by lunchtime I was ready to ditch the others and ski on my own. I managed to contain myself until the sun finally—mercifully?—dipped behind the mountains.

      Leah and Erin could tell how exasperated I was, but Sean didn’t have a clue. I was actually glad he hadn’t noticed—after all, my bad attitude wasn’t his problem. It wasn’t his fault he couldn’t ski. It was his first time, and he wasn’t very athletic to begin with. Still, I was glad when we called it a day.

      “Thanks for staying with us,” Erin said quietly as we popped our bindings at the chalet.

      I shrugged and forced a tight smile. “I had fun. It was relaxing.”

      In reality, I’d been bored out of my mind, doing huge slaloms across the width of the easy trails. The few times I’d been able to tuck in and go flat out, a member of the ski patrol always seemed to pop up, so I had to slow down.

      “Maybe we can try some intermediate slopes tomorrow,” Leah suggested.

      “I dunno,” Sean said, oblivious to the undercurrent around him.

      Leah gave me a look that said, “See why I don’t like him?” and I shrugged.

      Erin apologized with her eyes, but I merely gave her a slight headshake: No need.

      “But hey,” Sean said, still clueless, “how ’bout tonight? Do y’all wanna go to a club?”

      That was the last thing I wanted to do, and Leah sensed my reluctance. I could’ve kissed her when she said she wanted to stay in. Sean gave her a knowing look, and I had to stifle a laugh as she fought to control her temper.

      “Not because of that,” she snapped. “I fell yesterday, and I’m still sore.”

      “Right,” he persisted, and gave Erin a sly wink.

      Leah’s eyes flared dangerously. “I have the bruises to prove it, you—!”

      “I’m kinda tired too,” I said quickly. “Besides, you and Erin probably want some time alone.”

      “Oh, yeah,” he said with a man-to-man kind of smugness.

      He was trying to act more grown-up than he was, but I’d probably done the same thing when I was seventeen, so I was willing to cut him some slack.

      “Yeah, I guess we’ll hit the clubs on our own,” he said, and Erin thanked me with a glance.

      No problem, I said with a nod, and she joined Sean as he headed into the mud room.

      “I’m gonna make sure everything’s squared away out here,” I said to their backs, and pulled the heavy door shut.

      Leah looked like she wanted to have an apoplectic fit, which made her eyes bug out. I barely suppressed a snort of laughter.

      “What’s so funny?” she flared, so I soothed her with a gesture. At a sound from inside, I gave her a warning nod toward the closed door. Sean and Erin could probably hear us, even through the thick wood. I waited until I heard them tromp up the stairs.

      “Relax,” I said at last.

      Leah’s eyes narrowed as she misunderstood.

      “Okay, he’s a dork,” I explained, “but he’s seventeen.”

      “I’m seventeen,” she said testily.

      “Yeah, but you’re a girl. Besides, you’re mature for your age.” I tossed my chin at the mud room. “He’s just… trying to act cool, but you…” I suppressed a grin as her eyes glittered dangerously. “Well, you’re just beautiful, especially when you’re angry.”

      She drew a breath for a waspish comeback, but then realized what I’d said.

      I let my grin widen, insufferably smug.

      “You!” she huffed. “You!” She screwed up her expression and tried to look angry. She looked adorable instead, and I fought not to laugh outright. “You’re incorrigible!” she said at last.

      “Guilty.” I pulled her into my arms. She struggled for a moment, but I was too strong. Besides, she wasn’t serious about getting away, so I laughed and kissed her forehead.

      “Relax,” I said again. “Sean isn’t worth getting worked up about.”

      “You did,” she accused, and she was right.

      “Yeah… well… I guess I’m still a bit immature myself. Sometimes, at least.”

      “Sometimes?”

      “Okay, maybe not, but at least I’m trying to get better.”

      “Try harder,” she said, although she was just being grouchy.

      I chuckled. “All right, but you have to also.”

      “Why?”

      “Because.”

      “Just because?”

      “Just because,” I assured her.

      “Whatever.”

      I chuckled again. “Sorry, Miss Coulter, but you’ll have to do better than that.”
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      We spent the evening in our room. We weren’t hiding out, exactly, but we’d had our fill of concerned parents and annoying boyfriends.

      Leah really was sore, and she had a couple of major bruises, but we still fooled around. She had a ready supply of semen, after all, and she wasn’t about to let a few aches and pains keep her from it. I was more than happy to oblige.

      Our parents came in from the hot tub about nine o’clock, and we heard them talking and laughing in the great room, but we decided to stay in the comfort of Leah’s rumpled bed.

      “So what’s going on with you and your mom?” I finally asked.

      “What do you mean? She’s been pretty cool since… you know.”

      “Yeah, but before that…” I stared into space and considered my next words carefully. “Look,” I said at last, “I’m not trying to compare you to Gina, but your mom did the same thing when we were in high school. I mean, she was always asking where we were, who we were with, et cetera.” I shrugged at the memory. “It never bothered Gina.”

      Leah sat up angrily. “Is that all you—?”

      “Oh, will you relax?” I said sharply. “I said I’m not comparing you to Gina. I’m just trying to understand. You and Gina and Kara are a lot alike. So why didn’t they freak out when your mom kept tabs on them? Seriously, that’s all I’m asking.”

      She scowled warily.

      “Honest,” I said, and held my hands up to prove it. “Maybe I can help. Maybe not, but it never hurts to talk about it.”

      “Oh, so you think you have all the answers?”

      “Of course not,” I shot back. “That’s why I’m asking all the questions.”

      She didn’t have a response to that, but she wasn’t ready to let go of her anger.

      “Seriously,” I soothed, “what’s the matter?”

      “Maybe I’m just different.”

      “Of course you’re different, in lots of ways, but not the major ones. You were raised the same. Trust me, I paid a lot of attention to you all when I was younger.” I laughed softly. “I still do, evidently.”

      She wouldn’t meet my smile, but she didn’t scowl either.

      “I guess what I’m trying to say is, what’s different between you and them?”

      She didn’t take the invitation to speak, so I went on.

      “Heck,” I said, “if anything, you have more freedom. Kara used to have to beg to drive to town when we were at camp, and your mom still didn’t let her go that often. Gina and I had to ask just to go to the quarry, at least when we were first dating. But you… you pretty much did whatever you wanted. So what gives? What’s different?”

      “Maybe she’s different,” Leah said. “Have you ever thought of that?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe, but I don’t think so.” I let the words hang in the air, and refused to look away as the silence stretched between us.

      “I just get so frustrated,” Leah said at last.

      “About what?”

      “Everything!”

      “Like…?”

      “You really wanna know?” she asked angrily, and I nodded. She gave me a “yeah, right” look, but I didn’t back down.

      “I hate it when she tells me what to do,” she said at last. “What classes to take, when to study, everything! She wants me to be a doctor, like Nana, but I hate science! Hate it, Paul. Biology made me sick. The labs stunk, the dissection stuff was gross, and I could care less about mitosis, meio… whatever, or any of that crap. Worse, I’m failing Chemistry!”

      I blinked in surprise. Leah might not have been as brilliant as Kara, or as determined and smart as Gina, but she wasn’t dumb—not even close.

      “Yeah,” she said, reading my expression. “Kara was valedictorian, Gina was a total honor student, and I can’t get water to boil without something going wrong. Don’t even ask me what a mole is, or the atomic weight of… stupidium!”

      I wanted to laugh, but I knew I shouldn’t. Still, I couldn’t keep a straight face.

      “Yeah, I bet you think it’s funny. You’re brilliant. You’re gonna be an architect.”

      I scoffed and paraphrased Michelangelo, “If people knew how hard I have to work, it wouldn’t seem brilliant at all.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means,” I said calmly, “that nothing worthwhile is easy.”

      “Being a doctor isn’t worthwhile! Not for me, at least.”

      I kept my tone reasonable: “Then what do you want to do?”

      “I don’t know,” she said sullenly. “But I don’t wanna be a doctor.”

      “Okay, then what classes do you like?”

      She shrugged. “English is okay. American History. I liked World History last year. And I wanna take AP Government next year, but Mom thinks I should take AP Biology instead.” She rolled her eyes. “I barely made a C in Biology last year.” She scoffed derisively. “But you know what I really wanna do?”

      I silently prompted her.

      “You’ll think it’s dumb.”

      “I’ll think it’s dumb if you don’t tell me.”

      She searched my expression. “Promise you won’t laugh?”

      “Cross my heart,” I said, with a gesture to match.

      She dithered for a moment, and silently gnawed the inside of her lip. She realized it and stopped with a look of annoyance, but she didn’t stop staring at her hands. “They’re starting a TV station at school, and I wanna join the Broadcast Club.”

      “Then join.”

      She looked at me like I was an idiot, but I didn’t flinch. “Duh!” she said after a moment. “Mom’ll kill me.”

      “Have you talked to her about it?”

      “No,” she said sullenly.

      “Why not?”

      She rolled her eyes and gave me The Look again.

      “Seriously,” I said. “If that’s what you want to do, then do it. Your dad would support you.”

      Leah shook her head. “He’s always on Mom’s side.”

      “Not if you really want to,” I said.

      “But she’ll never let me.”

      “She won’t if you don’t ask!”

      “You don’t know her.”

      “No, you don’t know her,” I shot back, which made her pause. “She wants you to be happy. She always has. Yeah, she wants you to be a doctor, but only ’cause you haven’t told her otherwise.”

      “She won’t care.”

      “Bullshit.” I let the word hang in the air.

      “But you don’t know her,” she said weakly.

      “Oh, I know her. But the difference is, I’m not scared of her.”

      “Try growing up with her,” Leah muttered, and I had to suppress a smile. Elizabeth could be daunting and strong-willed, but she only wanted the best for her daughters.

      “Listen,” I said earnestly, “if you don’t want to be a doctor, tell her. She might not like it at first, but she’ll understand.”

      “That’s what you think.”

      “Then talk to your dad! He’ll know how to tell her. But if she thinks she’s doing what’s best, she won’t stop until she gets what she wants.” Gina came by her determination honestly, and it wasn’t hard to figure out which parent it had come from. “It’s up to you to tell her what you want,” I told Leah. “If you wanna take Government next year and join the Broadcast Club, then tell her. Jeez, Leah! That’s all it takes… a little communication.”

      Where was this voice of wisdom when I screwed up with Gina? I wondered darkly. Not to mention Wren. Or even Kendall? I wanted to laugh at myself and my own Johnny-come-lately maturity.

      “Easy for you to say,” Leah muttered sullenly.

      Ha! You think so? Walk a mile in my shoes. I learned this stuff the hard way.

      “Talk to your dad,” I said. “He’ll help. Heck, it sounds like you wanna follow in his footsteps, so he should be thrilled.”

      “You don’t know my mom. She tells him what to do.”

      “Oh,” I said, with a knowing air, “I think he can probably hold his own.” The silence stretched between us until I put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.

      She rested her head on my chest and said, “I still don’t think it’ll work.”

      “You won’t know till you try.”

      She sighed, and I knew I’d made my point. For now. I didn’t know if she’d have the guts to go through with it, but at least I’d planted the seed. We lay back and fell silent, both lost in thought.

      A few minutes later, she kissed my chest and reached for my dick at the same time. She was probably trying to distract me from another lecture, but it worked. I hugged her and used my other hand to caress her bare upper arm. She kissed me again as my penis began to respond to her gentle stroking.

      When I was hard enough, she straddled my hips and sank onto my shaft with a low sigh. Then she leaned forward, and her dark hair made a curtain around her face. She closed her eyes and our lips met in a kiss, soft at first, but with growing heat.

      We made love slowly, quietly, our lips hungry as our bodies moved together. I tried to hold off my release, but her pussy felt so good that I didn’t want to stop.

      “I’m gonna come,” I grunted at last.

      “Come inside me,” she whispered.

      I nodded silently and cupped her ass. She tensed against me as I began thrusting harder. Our bodies slid together, lubricated by a sheen of sweat, and she moaned as she felt my urgency. Then I rammed into her and arched my back as a geyser of pleasure burst from deep within me.

      “Oh, God,” she panted as I filled her.

      When I finished spurting, she planted frantic kisses over my face and neck. Lingering pleasure made it hard to focus, but I gripped her hips and ground her pussy against the base of my shaft. She cried out softly and rocked against me. My dick was still hard within her, so I humped again.

      She buried her face in the hollow of my neck and cried out with the force of her first spasm. Her pussy contracted around my shaft, and I felt a rush of heat. I ground my hips again, and she jerked at the sensation in her clit.

      When her orgasm finally subsided, she collapsed against me like a limp doll. I rubbed her back, and we lay together for a long time, just catching our breath and relaxing. Then she slowly climbed off and stretched languidly beside me.

      “Thanks,” she said through a yawn. “For everything.”

      “You’re welcome.”
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      Erin and Sean slept late the next morning—they’d come home late, and were probably a little hung over—so Leah and I were happy to ski by ourselves. She wasn’t as tentative as Sean, but she wasn’t very confident either, so we mostly skied the intermediate trails on the near side of the mountain.

      We caught up with our parents around lunchtime, and ate with them at the summit lodge.

      “So,” Leah asked the group when we finished, “do y’all wanna split up after lunch? Guys and girls?”

      Mom and Elizabeth glanced at each other quickly, but then paused to consider it.

      “Paul’s been stuck with me for two days,” Leah said, “and—”

      “Whoa,” I said. “I haven’t been ‘stuck’ with anyone. I like skiing with you.”

      She arched an eyebrow and didn’t let me off the hook.

      “Do you want to ski with us?” Elizabeth asked, and Leah shrugged.

      “I guess.”

      “Sure,” Dad said at last. “We’ll ski with Paul. And you can spend the afternoon with Beth and your mom.”

      I shot Leah a reproachful look, but she didn’t bat an eye.

      “God, you’re such a goof,” she said, and I felt a sudden pang of loss for Gina. Leah saw immediately, and knew enough to understand my reaction. Her expression hardened as she looked away, forcefully reminded that she wasn’t Gina.

      I felt like a heel, but I didn’t know what I could have done differently.

      “Are you ready to go?” she said abruptly, and looked at the older women as she stood.

      “Um… all right,” Elizabeth said. For once, she wasn’t going to chide her daughter for being rude, and I silently thanked her.

      “You ready to go?” Dad said to Chris as we began to break up.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Wanna try the face again?” Dad suggested.

      “Oh, no,” Chris said. “Not again.”

      They bantered as we clomped out to the ski racks beside the lodge, but I couldn’t stop looking at Leah. I silently willed her to meet my eyes, but she never did. Mom flashed me a sympathetic look, but then she and Elizabeth started their own conversation in an attempt to ease the tension.

      I skied hard the rest of the day. I was mad at myself, and replayed the conversation in my head. I thought of a dozen things I could have done differently, but then had to remind myself that hindsight was like that.

      Toward the end of the day, I finally put things in perspective. I told myself I could do better, but words were cheap. I had to actually do something about it—not just “could” do better, but would. So I resolved to talk to Leah, to apologize and try to explain.
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      Back at the chalet, Erin and Sean wanted to go out to dinner. They’d spent the day inside, so they wanted a change of scenery. None of the grown-ups were interested, but Leah and I halfheartedly agreed.

      We were both quiet as we stripped off our ski clothes and hung them in the closet. She was more listless than upset, but I still felt guilty.

      “I’m sorry about earlier,” I said at last.

      She shrugged. “It’s okay. It’s my own fault.”

      “No, I shouldn’t have reacted like I did.”

      Another shrug. “Let’s just go out and have a good time tonight. Okay?”

      I nodded.

      “C’mon,” she said dully. “They probably didn’t leave us enough hot water for two showers.”

      I felt a surge of arousal as she bent over to turn on the water, but she obviously wasn’t in the mood for sex, so I suppressed the urge and ventured a smile when she glanced at me.

      We stepped into the shower, and I reached for the shampoo before she could grab it. She gave me a curious look, but turned docilely when I slid behind her. I lathered her thick hair and massaged her scalp. She groaned as my fingers worked their relaxing magic, so I moved to her shoulders.

      Steam rose around us as I rubbed the tension from her muscles. I forced myself to ignore her slippery body and concentrate on what I was doing, but my dick was half-hard by the time I pulled her under the stinging spray.

      She silently took the soap and lathered my chest as I washed my hair. Her slender body glistened from the spray, and I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. My dick jutted at an angle, hard but not stiff. When Leah’s hands reached my stomach, I thought about taking the soap from her and finishing the job myself, but I waited too long.

      Her eyes met mine when she felt how hard I was. She stroked experimentally, but her heart wasn’t in it. I probably could have taken things further, but I knew I’d feel guilty. I wanted a willing partner, not a dutiful one.

      “Let’s save it for later,” I suggested.

      She tried not to look relieved, and we finished the shower in silence. As we dried off, I lifted her chin and met her dark eyes.

      “Listen,” I said, “I’m really sorry about earlier. It happened so fast that I didn’t know what to do.”

      “I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t’ve said it, and I knew it as soon as I did.”

      I nodded and then lowered my head to kiss her. Her lips met mine in a chaste, lingering kiss. Something told me not to pull away, so I tested her lips with my tongue. They parted, and our kiss grew more passionate. My dick jerked upright and pressed against her soft belly. I felt her smiling, and she looked at me through lowered lashes as she pulled away.

      “I can’t resist you,” I said simply. “What can I say?”

      “Let’s get dressed,” she said, although she moistened her lips and gave my dick a wistful look.

      I laughed and turned her toward the foggy mirror. “Come on,” I said. “We can fool around tonight.”

      Erin and Sean were waiting for us downstairs, and Sean grabbed the Jeep keys.

      “Uh-uh,” I said, and held out my hand.

      He grimaced with chagrin, but handed them over.

      Dinner turned into drinks and dancing at a club down the street from the restaurant. Erin and Sean had been there the night before, so they knew the place. The bouncer didn’t have a problem with four teenagers, although the girls and I could have passed for legal drinking age—barely.

      Leah’s mood had improved, and she was feeling no pain by the time midnight arrived. Erin and Sean were drunk as well, but I was reasonably sober. I didn’t know the mountain roads well enough to drive with a buzz, so I’d switched to straight Coke.

      We left around two in the morning. Leah was falling-down drunk, and Erin and Sean had to lean against each other for support. I poured them into the Jeep and slid behind the wheel. Leah fell asleep about halfway up the mountain, so I carried her inside. Sean gave me a goofy, drunken wave as he and Erin tumbled into their room.

      Leah tried to sit up as I kicked off my shoes. She was too drunk to get undressed by herself, so I helped, but she recovered enough to reach for me when I started to pull away.

      “Thought you were in the mood,” she said deliberately.

      I’d been horny all night, but I didn’t want to take advantage of her. On the other hand, she would have screwed me silly even if she hadn’t been drunk, so I climbed into bed with her. She slid between my legs and gave me a sloppy, drunken blowjob. Unfortunately, she passed out after I came.

      I didn’t mind sex with a drunk girl, obviously, but I drew the line at unconscious. So I lifted her toward the pillow and covered her with the blankets.

      I was still horny, and the sounds coming from Erin and Sean’s room didn’t help. For a fleeting moment I thought of joining them, if only for a blowjob, but I could imagine Sean’s reaction if I did. He was a good kid, but probably a little narrow-minded about incest.

      I headed downstairs with an ironic laugh. Who was I to talk? I understood better than anyone what kind of taboo it was. And while the thought of sex with Mom or Erin made for some hot fantasies, I couldn’t imagine doing it for real. Well, I could imagine it, but that was as far as I was willing to go.

      When I reached the deck, I pulled the cover from the hot tub. The water was still warm from when my parents had used it, so I turned on the jets and climbed in. My dick hardened quickly as I relaxed and began stroking. My fantasies were as hot as ever, and just as unrealistic.
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      Leah didn’t want to get out of bed, and Erin and Sean were still in their room, so I took a shower and ate breakfast by myself. The other adults came down as I finished.

      “Glad you made it home safe last night,” Dad said, which was a gentle reproof. Mom usually wanted me to wake her when I got home—she joked she couldn’t sleep until she knew I was safe.

      “Yeah, sorry ’bout that,” I said. “It was pretty late.”

      He glanced toward the third floor. “The others sleeping it off?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Been there, done that.” He grinned. “When I was your age, as a matter of fact. So why are you… um… alive… this morning?”

      “’Cause I stopped drinking around midnight. I didn’t wanna drive home half-blitzed.” Or more than half, in the others’ cases.

      “Why, Paul,” Elizabeth said, “that was very mature.”

      I shrugged it off. “You caught me on a good day.”

      Mom patted my hand and smiled.

      “So, you wanna ski with us today?” Dad asked, and Chris pretended to groan. Then again, he was moving slow enough that he probably wasn’t pretending.

      “Thanks,” I said, “but I think I’m gonna ski alone. If you don’t mind.”

      Chris shook his head fervently, but he was kidding—or half-kidding, at least.

      “I wanna hit the really tough slopes,” I said. “You know, go flat out.”

      “Balls to the wall,” Dad agreed with a grin, but then sighed theatrically. “Now that I’m older—”

      “Could’ve fooled me,” Mom muttered from the kitchen. She caught my eye and grinned.

      “As I was saying,” he continued, ignoring her, “now that I’m older, I can’t go flat out like I used to, but—”

      “Ah, the good ol’ days,” Mom teased.

      I laughed. “Yeah, Dad, like you’re one foot in the grave.”

      “That’s my grave,” Chris said, mock-petulant. “And I’ll thank you to keep your foot out of it. Just let me die in peace.” He set his coffee on the table and groaned into a chair.

      “You people don’t fool me,” I said. “You’re the youngest group of forty-year-olds I know.”

      “Did he say ‘forty’?” Elizabeth asked Mom. “Shame on him.” She turned to me. “You’re out of the will.”

      I laughed and scooped up my hat and gloves. “Whatever,” I said with a grin. “I’ll catch you later. I wanna make a couple of speed runs before the slopes fill up.”

      They laughed and told me to have fun.
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      I skied hard all morning, mostly on the double-diamond trails. I looked for everyone at lunch, but didn’t find them, so I headed back up the mountain. To my surprise, I realized that I missed Leah’s company. I rode the lifts with strangers, so our conversations were fleeting and short-lived.

      Still, I liked the challenge of the trails, and even fell several times. My ego was bruised worse than my body, so I repeated the runs until I could take them at full speed without losing control.

      By the time the sun dipped behind the canyon rim, I felt more alive than I had all week. Even better, it was New Year’s Eve, and I was looking forward to the parties in town.

      Everyone else had already returned to the chalet when I schussed to a stop next to the deck. Upstairs, someone had built a roaring fire, and dinner was almost ready.

      Leah and the others had hit the slopes after lunch, but they still looked a bit haggard. I worried that they might not want to go out, but decided to go alone if they didn’t. I didn’t want to abandon Leah again, but I wasn’t going to stay cooped up when everyone my age would be partying in town. Perhaps more important, I didn’t want to stay in the house with an orgy I couldn’t join.

      “So,” I ventured, “you all wanna hit that club again tonight?”

      Sean nodded immediately, and Erin shrugged in agreement. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the older adults watching us. I felt a stab of irritation—we’d always been included in the New Year’s Eve orgies, but Sean’s presence added a new wrinkle, and I reluctantly decided that they were right to be cautious. Our lifestyle wasn’t easy to explain to outsiders, even other nudists.

      I looked at Leah hopefully. I really wanted to see her in her red-sequined party dress, and my dick twitched at the thought of her out of it.

      “Would you care to be my date, Miss Coulter?”

      She lowered her dark lashes and her cheeks colored.

      In my best semi-formal voice, I said, “May I take that to be a yes?”

      She rolled her eyes, but nodded.

      We ate dinner with our parents, but then raced upstairs to get ready. While Erin and Sean were in the shower, Leah and I fooled around in our room. Nothing too serious, but we were both pretty worked up by the time we heard the bathroom door open.

      We fooled around in the shower too, even though we knew we wouldn’t have much hot water. When it finally gave out, Leah hastily bent to turn it off, and I thought about entering her from behind. She seemed a little disappointed that I didn’t, but gave me a smoldering look that promised even more later.

      Once we dried off and finished in the bathroom, we returned to the bedroom, where Leah pulled on a pair of red lace panties and slithered into her dress. I had to tuck my erection into my boxers, but my dark pants hid the bulge. As I buttoned my shirt, she sat on the bed and buckled her strappy red heels. Then she put on her jewelry as I knotted my tie and shrugged into my double-breasted jacket.

      Downstairs, Erin and Sean were already waiting for us. She wore a tight blue dress that set off her eyes, but Sean had been swallowed by his suit. He was obviously trying to look like David Byrne from the “Once in a Lifetime” video, but he wasn’t tall enough to pull it off. Leah took one look at him and barely managed to turn a snort of amusement into a cough.

      “Ahem, sorry,” she said, but her eyes glittered with mirth as she glanced at me.

      He did look funny, but I gave her a stern look and she composed herself.

      Mom and Elizabeth wanted to take pictures, so we posed in front of the fireplace. After an entire roll of film, Sean and I helped the girls into their coats.

      “Is it okay if we stay out late?” I asked, more formality than request.

      “What time do you think you’ll be home?” Dad asked.

      “Two, two thirty,” I said. “Three at the latest. I’ll knock on your door.”

      “Three’s fine,” he said, and I took the hint. “Do you need cash?”

      I flushed, politely embarrassed. “Thanks, Dad, but I’m cool.” I didn’t even think about Sean, since I’d already decided to pay for everything.

      “It’s so nice when they have their own money,” Chris said, and Elizabeth elbowed him.

      “Okay, then,” Dad said, and gestured toward the front door. “Have a good night.”

      I quirked an eyebrow, and he looked a bit abashed. Mom merely smiled and made a shooing motion.

      “Have fun,” she said.

      You too, I thought, with more resentment than I wanted to admit.
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      The club was loud and packed, even though it was only nine o’clock. The girls checked their coats and purses, and we made our way into the main room. Miraculously, Erin saw some people leaving their table, so she slid into the booth before anyone else could get there. I gave Leah a quick kiss and told her to sit with Erin.

      As Sean and I made our way to the bar, I leaned close and shouted, “I’m buying tonight.”

      He tried to hide his relief as he thanked me, and I felt a pang of sympathy. Had I ever been that young? After a moment’s reflection I admitted that I probably had. And if it hadn’t been for Susan and my parents, I’d probably still be like Sean, only a bit older. I shook my head at what might have been, and offered silent thanks to a long-gone tree limb.

      The waitress had cleaned the table by the time we returned, but I caught her eye and gestured for her to come over. When she made her way back to us, I gave her a hundred-dollar bill, asked her to start a tab, and ordered another round.

      “Wow, thanks,” Erin said.

      “My pleasure.”

      Leah beamed at me as she sipped her rum and Coke. She was taking it easy after the previous night, since we were both in the mood for more than a drunken blowjob.

      Erin dragged Sean to the dance floor, so Leah and I relaxed in the booth to keep anyone from poaching it. Her hand dropped to my thigh and began rubbing gently. My dick immediately stiffened, and she smiled as she felt it.

      I put my arm around her and dangled my fingers over her left breast. The club was crowded enough that no one was paying attention to us, but I didn’t really care if anyone saw. I teased her nipple and smiled as it swelled under my fingertips.

      Erin and Sean returned twenty minutes later, so I stood and pulled Leah with me. The dance floor was full of people our age, dressed from new wave to preppy, with plenty in between. Leah and I danced and flirted through five or six songs before heading back to the others.

      We took turns like that, one couple dancing while the other held down the booth, until the DJ gave us a fifteen-minute warning for the midnight countdown. Erin and Sean tumbled from the dance floor and downed the dregs of their drinks, so I ordered another round.

      Leah had matched me drink for drink all night, but she wasn’t drunk, and her eyes practically glowed with excitement. I thought she was just horny, but then I felt a moment of panic. The bathrooms were full of people doing cocaine, and I’d even seen a few doing it in the booths near the back. What if…? My eyes snapped to Leah.

      I watched her intently for a moment, but she wasn’t sniffing. I thought back through the evening, but she’d only gone to the bathroom once. Even then, Erin had said they shared a stall, and I couldn’t imagine Erin doing coke. I tried to shake my suspicions, but I couldn’t forget how I’d missed the signs in Gina and paid the price for it.

      The drinks arrived and Sean almost spilled his. Unlike Leah, he was very drunk. Worse, he was a friendly drunk, and kept thanking me for paying. He was just gearing up for another gush when I had a sudden inspiration.

      “Hey,” I said, “let’s order some champagne!”

      I put him in charge of getting the waitress’s attention, and pulled Leah toward the dance floor. We started dancing, but I zoned out and tried to think.

      What would I do if she was high on coke? Drag her home? Leave by myself? Tell her mother? I immediately nixed that idea—I didn’t want to seem like a narc—but could I talk to her? Would she listen? What if she denied it? Would I call her a liar? To her face? But—?

      She leaned close and half-shouted over the music, “What’s the matter?”

      “What? Nothing.”

      “Then why are you staring into space?”

      I wanted to kick myself for being distracted.

      “You’re not high, are you?” she asked suddenly.

      “What? Me? God, no!”

      I blinked in surprise at being on the defensive all of a sudden. The DJ came to my rescue with a one-minute warning, so we pushed through the throng and made our way back to the table. When the new year arrived, I covertly stared at Leah, still caught in my dilemma.

      After the cheers and toasts died down, Erin and Sean headed for the dance floor. Leah’s dark eyes speared me.

      “Really,” she said, “are you okay? You’re not drunk, are you?”

      I couldn’t tell her my real fear, so I hastily glanced at her own glass, which was half empty.

      “What?” she challenged. “You think I’m drunk?”

      I didn’t, but I blustered anyway. “You’ve been drinking all night.”

      “I’ve what?” She started to get upset, but then rolled her eyes and laughed in relief. “You goof! I haven’t finished a single drink. Sean has!”

      “Sean…?”

      “Yeah! Whenever you and I were dancing. God, did you think I drank all that?”

      I wanted to groan when I thought back and realized that she was right, which explained why Sean was so drunk. It also explained why she wasn’t. She wasn’t sniffing or hyper, either, and non-stop flirting explained the rest. I felt an almost palpable wave of relief.

      “What?” Leah said in annoyance, which drew me back. “Did you think I want a repeat of last night?”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking,” I lied after a moment. “I guess I was just being an idiot.”

      She laughed and rolled her eyes affectionately. “Duh!”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and pulled her close.

      She molded herself to my side, and her hand quickly found my inner thigh. My latent erection sprang to life.

      I was still keyed up, but I gradually relaxed as she kneaded me. She was probably using the time as an excuse to calm down as well. After all, I’d just falsely accused her of something, even if it hadn’t been as bad as my first thought.

      Her hand felt good on my dick, but I was afraid I might come in my pants, so I pulled her away. She started to object, but then closed her eyes as I reached under her dress and fingered her panty-covered slit. She was hot and damp, from desire as much as exertion, and her nostrils flared as a wave of pleasure washed over her.

      I wanted to fuck her then and there, but I couldn’t think how to do it without making a scene, so I reluctantly pulled my fingers from her steamy crotch. She opened her eyes slowly, and gazed at me with a hooded intensity that reminded me of Gina.

      “God, I want you so bad right now,” she said.

      “Yeah, me too. Let’s get out of here.”

      She smirked. “But Sean hasn’t finished my drink yet.”

      “Touché.”

      I wanted to find the other couple and leave immediately, but I knew it was impossible. The crowd on the dance floor was even thicker than before, and I still had to pay the tab, which would take another fifteen minutes.

      “All right,” I said at last, “I guess we have to wait till they come back.” Then I grinned wolfishly and pulled her hand back to my trapped erection. “In the meantime…”
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      We managed to leave a little after one o’clock, but Sean could barely walk. I had to help Erin stuff him into the back seat. Erin herself was pretty drunk, although Leah and I were fairly sober.

      My real problem was that I was horny. My skin tingled with anticipation, and my hard-on felt ready to explode. I took a quick look around the parking lot and then unzipped my fly. Cold washed over my crotch as I pulled my manhood free and let it bob stiffly in the night air.

      Leah stopped buckling her seatbelt when I slid behind the wheel. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her moisten her lips, her eyes glued to my jutting erection. I calmly fastened my own seatbelt and then pulled her head into my lap. Erin giggled from the back.

      Leah practically inhaled my shaft as I backed out of the parking space. I had to concentrate on driving for a minute, but I put my hand on her head as soon as I reached the street leading out of town.

      Erin tried to rouse Sean for some fun of her own, but he was still out of it, so she sat back with a disgusted huff and pulled up her dress to take care of herself. Our eyes met in the rearview mirror and she moistened her lips dramatically. My cock swelled in Leah’s mouth as a jolt of desire swept through me.

      Erin closed her eyes and arched her back, her fingers busy between her legs. I reluctantly forced my attention back to the road. It wasn’t very icy, but I didn’t want to end up in a ditch. Still, Leah made it hard to concentrate, and I couldn’t help glancing at Erin every minute or so.

      We made it to the chalet in one piece, but I was ready to explode. I had just decided to relax my control and come in Leah’s mouth when Sean sat up with a mumbled question. He realized we weren’t moving, which was clearly the signal to unbuckle his seatbelt, open the door, and tumble to the ground.

      “’M okay,” he slurred. He tried to stand, but lost his footing and went down in a giggling heap.

      I reluctantly pulled Leah from my dick, and she sat up with a pout. Her glare said it all, and even Erin seemed annoyed. I felt sorry for the kid, so I unbuckled my seatbelt, tucked my dick away, and opened the door.

      “Thanks, man,” Sean said as I picked him up. He probably weighed 140 pounds, even with the Talking Heads suit, and I easily held him upright.

      He couldn’t walk on his own, so I ducked under his arm and supported him as we made for the chalet. Erin opened the door, while Leah closed the Jeep and followed. I half dragged, half carried Sean up two flights of stairs, and unceremoniously dumped him on his bed. He roused himself enough to thank me—profusely—and Erin flashed an apologetic smile.

      “Have fun, you two,” I said, and closed the door behind me.

      Leah was waiting in the hall, a cross between horny and huffy. I almost laughed at her expression, but caught myself just in time. Instead, I pulled her into my arms and bent to kiss her. Soundly. She melted against me, frustration forgotten as I lifted her dress and cupped her ass.

      “Now,” I said when we broke the kiss, “I think you have some business to finish.”

      Her eyes smoldered. “Oh?”

      “Uh-huh. But first, we need to get you out of that dress.” I fumbled for the tiny zipper and then pulled it to her waist.

      She backed into the bedroom and I followed, grinning as I reached for the shoulder of her dress. It slid down her arm, exposing her left breast. Her brown nipple stiffened under my fingers, and a fresh wave of lust assaulted me.

      I tugged the other side of her dress and she shimmied until the red sequins pooled around her feet. I pulled her close, and her hands slid into my still-open fly. She extracted my hard-on and sank to her knees. I closed my eyes and groaned as she licked the tip and circled it with her taut lips.

      I didn’t last long, and she gripped my hips as she felt me jerk with the first spasms of orgasm. My dick pulsed and then spewed a torrent of semen down her throat. She moaned in surprise at the force of it, but swallowed greedily, her lips and tongue working to suck me dry.

      My head seemed to float as the last twinges of pleasure faded to a glow, and I looked down to see Leah smiling up at me, her lips still wrapped around my shaft. I smiled back, and ran my fingers through her raven hair.

      “Good?” I teased.

      She closed her eyes with theatrical ecstasy.

      I was still hard, so she nursed my dick, careful to avoid the sensitive head. I shucked my jacket, and managed to strip down to my underwear without having to separate her from the object of her affection. Even then, she only stopped long enough to let me slide my boxers down.

      I watched her for a few minutes, but then remembered something.

      “Oh, crap,” I muttered.

      Leah’s eyes opened.

      “I forgot to tell my parents we’re home.”

      “So?” she said around a mouthful of penis.

      “I need to,” I said, and reluctantly pulled her to her feet. I kissed her, and tasted myself on her lips, salty and metallic. “I’ll be right back.”

      My parents’ door was ajar, the room dark. I knocked softly, but didn’t hear anything. The door swung open when I knocked louder, but the room was empty. I heard a sound from the other end of the hall, and turned to look at the Coulters’ door. Light streamed from under it, but I stared blankly for a moment.

      My eyes widened in sudden understanding, so I crept closer. I unconsciously started stroking my semi-hard dick, which stiffened as I held my breath and listened intently.

      Soft squeaks floated through the door, and I imagined Chris fucking my mom, her full breasts bouncing with each thrust. Then I pictured Elizabeth on her knees, giving my dad a patented Coulter blowjob.

      I felt a stab of resentment that I couldn’t join them, but then I remembered that I had a perfectly willing, perfectly sexy girl waiting upstairs. So I let go of my dick, cleared my throat, and rapped a knuckle on the door. The sounds from inside died abruptly, and I almost laughed as I imagined everyone lurching to a stop mid-thrust.

      “Yes?” Elizabeth called softly.

      “We’re home a little early,” I said. “Just wanted to let you know.”

      My mom answered, her voice tense with control, “Okay, thanks.”

      I felt a sudden spark of mischief. “The club was packed,” I said, dragging things out, “but we had fun.”

      “We’re glad you’re home safe,” Mom said. “Sleep tight, honey.”

      “Thanks,” I said blithely, “you too.” After a pause: “Um… are we skiing tomorrow?”

      “Goodnight, Paul,” my dad said firmly, unamused.

      I finally laughed aloud. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. Have fun. G’night.”

      I didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, I bounded up the stairs two at a time, my erection bobbing absurdly. Light spilled from the bedroom at the top of the stairs, but I pulled up short in the doorway. Then I blinked to make sure I wasn’t imagining things.

      Nope, I thought sardonically, they’re real. I started cataloging body parts: four bare legs, one shapely ass, the edge of a light-brown hip, the milky curve of a breast, and the dark nipple of another. I snorted a soft laugh, and the girls rolled apart.

      “Oh, thank God you’re here,” Erin said, breathless from making out. “Sean passed out.” She read my expression and hastily added, “Don’t worry, he’s okay… but I… um…”

      My pulse quickened. “What’s the matter?”

      “I… um… I need something.”

      “You,” Leah added.

      My eyes widened in shock and… something else. From the bed, the girls slowly devoured me with their eyes.

      I gazed down, and my dick had the nerve to twitch in anticipation. I looked back at the girls, and could almost feel the heat radiating from them.

      Something wrenched in my gut. I nearly staggered from the pull of desire, but held my ground through willpower alone.

      I frowned at my dick.

      Why do you do this to me?
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      My eyes flicked back to the girls on the bed. Erin’s tan nipples rose and fell with her breathing. Leah’s were dark little nubs, puckered with arousal. The girls’ legs entwined sinuously, alternating caramel and pink. My gaze returned to their faces, which shone with lust and alcohol. Leah had a good buzz, but Erin must have been a lot drunker than I’d thought.

      Time seemed to slow as my mind went into overdrive. Where would Erin draw the line? Would she want to have sex with me? What would I do if she did? Would I say no? Yes? Would she regret it? Would I?

      I paused at the thought of how easy it would be to let go of my inhibitions. I could have sex with both of them, but should I? The little head voted yes, of course. The big head was still undecided, which worried me more.

      I wanted to laugh at the irony as I relived my mother’s dilemma from years ago: I was horny and willing, tempted by a fantasy come true.

      The girls were oblivious to my struggle, so they stood and moved toward me. They knelt at my feet without a word, and Leah gently grasped my erection. She offered it to Erin, who looked up with wide blue eyes, asking permission.

      She’d given me blowjobs before, so we weren’t breaking a taboo—not a new one, at least—but one thing had a way of leading to another, especially after a night of partying. Still, it had been a long time since I’d had two girls at once, and I couldn’t think of a reason to tell her no. So I smiled and ran my fingers through her hair.

      She closed her eyes at my touch. Then she grasped my shaft and swirled her tongue around the crown. I grunted at the warm, wet pleasure of her mouth. Leah tilted her head and kissed my balls, adding her own warmth and wetness to the mix.

      I managed to lose myself and relax for several minutes, simply wallowing in the pleasure of two girls giving me head. Unfortunately, my conscience kicked in when the girls switched and Leah began sucking. I had to think—before they took things further.

      Did I really want to fuck Erin? The answer scared me, so I asked the more important question: should I? That, unfortunately, was more complicated.

      Once again, I felt my mother’s dilemma as I looked at things from every angle. Would Erin stop if I asked her to? Would she be upset? Would I have the strength to ask in the first place? The answer was easy when I was jerking off to a fantasy, but it wasn’t so simple when the fantasy became real.

      The girls switched again, and I almost lost it as Erin swallowed half my length. Her mouth was warm and soft and tight, and I wondered what her pussy would feel like. I shook off the thought with an effort.

      I thought of a dozen different scenarios, but kept coming back to the most likely ones. I could have sex with her and deal with the consequences (Disappointment? Remorse? More sex?). Or I could push her away, which would hurt her feelings and force me to deal with an entirely different set of consequences. Or I could find some middle ground and avoid trouble altogether. Unfortunately, I didn’t see how.

      The girls began sucking in turns, double-teaming my swollen glans on each pass, and I fought not to lose my train of thought. I had to figure out what I wanted before it simply happened. I knew what I’d do if I had to wing it, but I also knew how I’d feel afterward.

      If you can’t stand the heat, I told myself, get out of the kitchen.

      But I want to have my cake and eat it too.

      I rolled my eyes at the clichés, but then forced myself to take a deep breath. The little head made one last appeal, but I ruthlessly ignored it.

      Get a grip! You’re not some kid with no self-control. You’re supposed to be an adult. Now act like one!

      Somewhere in all the arguing with myself, I’d come to a decision. I didn’t know if it was the right one or not, but I’d have to deal with the consequences either way.

      The girls switched again, and I decided that I didn’t have to be a killjoy. After all, our New Year’s orgies were a time to bend the rules. I still had to walk a fine line, but I could have fun in the meantime.

      I gazed down at the girls, who were intent on making me come. I felt guilty for ignoring them, but they probably hadn’t even noticed. Erin looked up and smiled, her eyes a bit unfocused. I returned the smile and cupped the back of her head as she inhaled my shaft.

      Leah sensed me looking, so I gave her a smile as well. Her eyes glittered with excitement, and her hand dropped to her shaved pussy. She raised a damp finger to her lips and tasted her own juices. Her eyes never left mine, and she blinked in surprise when Erin pushed my dick at her.

      We shared a grin as she kissed my glans, teasing me. I lifted my eyebrows, almost daring her to do it again. She did, of course, so I gripped my shaft and began stroking, careful not to hit Erin in the face as she nuzzled my balls.

      “Where do you want me to come?”

      Leah’s eyes twinkled. “Where do you think?”

      “Are you going to share?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” she mocked.

      Erin surfaced from under my balls and grinned up at me. With her out of the way, I stroked faster, already tingling with the need for release.

      “Put your faces together,” I said.

      The girls pressed their cheeks together and watched my dick, eyes intent.

      “Get ready,” I grunted.

      The first spurt landed on Leah’s cheek, so I fixed my aim, and the next one arced into her open mouth. I let her have another before I turned to Erin and angled my shaft toward her.

      She moaned when the spurt hit her tongue, and then sucked gently as I continued stroking. Leah closed her mouth with exaggerated concentration, savoring the flavor of my semen as it trickled down her throat.

      When I finally pulled away, Erin pursed her lips and smiled up at me. Her blue eyes glowed with more than arousal as she turned to Leah and kissed her. The darker girl stiffened in surprise at first, but then moaned urgently.

      It took me a moment to realize that Erin was sharing my semen with Leah. I’d seen Susan do the same thing with my mom, and my dick swelled with the memory.

      When they finally pulled apart, Erin gently wiped Leah’s face. She raised her spermy finger and gazed at the darker girl, watching as Leah sucked it clean. They kissed again, and caressed each other as the kiss deepened.

      “Oh my God,” Leah panted when they separated at last. “That was so hot.”

      Erin grinned and slipped her arm around Leah’s waist. A look passed between them and they turned to my dick.

      “So,” Erin teased, “ready for more?”

      I playfully stroked my cock, but it was already growing soft. “Lemme return the favor first.”

      Erin scampered to the bed and lay on her back, knees bent in anticipation.

      “Sit on her face,” I told Leah, who grinned.

      I nudged Erin’s legs apart and settled between them. Her pussy opened before me, pink and shiny, the soft blonde fur already damp. I spread her gently and licked from bottom to top. Soft hairs tickled my lips as I circled her clit with my tongue.

      She lifted her legs and spread them further, so I rested my palms on her soft inner thighs. At a movement from above, I glanced up to see Leah watching. I held her eyes as I sucked Erin’s inner lips and pulled them taut. The soft folds sprang back gently, and I recaptured them, my eyes still locked with Leah’s.

      After a moment she closed her eyes and gnawed her lip in pleasure, her face a mask of concentration. I grinned and focused on Erin, nudging her clit with my nose as I buried my face in her pussy.

      She tasted different from Leah, but still sweet and tangy, salty and metallic. I waggled my tongue through her folds, my cheeks pressed against her as she writhed with pleasure. I didn’t want to make her come yet, so I pulled back and began teasing her with short licks.

      After fifteen minutes of gentle torture, I looked up at Leah.

      “Ready for your turn?”

      I knelt at the foot of the bed while the girls switched places. Erin tweaked Leah’s nipples as she straddled her face, and I paused to watch them for a moment. Then I gently spread Leah’s thighs and settled between them to marvel at her shaved pussy. I’d seen it a lot in the past few days, but I never seemed to lose my fascination.

      After a moment I descended on Leah, my face still wet from Erin. Leah was already worked up, and I didn’t want her to come too soon, especially before I had a chance to fuck her. So I licked gently for several minutes, running my tongue in lazy circles around her clit and back down again. She squirmed for me to lick harder, but I held her down and simply teased.

      My dick had been hard for a while, but it seemed to swell as I thought about my next move. Things might not go exactly as planned, but I was pretty sure how Erin would react.

      I rose to my knees, my face tight as the girls’ mingled juices dried. Erin’s gaze followed my jutting erection as I scooted closer to Leah and rubbed the tip along her slit. Her dark labia parted, revealing the pink of her inner lips.

      I set the tip at her opening and pushed. She moaned into Erin’s pussy, so I slid deeper and slowly buried myself to the root. Then I settled her legs around my hips and gripped her waist for leverage.

      After several powerful thrusts, I met Erin’s eyes. They shone with lust and anticipation, but were also a little glassy from all the alcohol. I smirked and leaned forward to capture one of her nipples. She gasped and cupped her breast as her nipple hardened. I circled it with my tongue and then switched to the other.

      Erin’s breasts were softer and fuller than Leah’s, but still firm. I nipped and sucked for several minutes, working her to a fever pitch. When I pulled back to grin at her, she opened her eyes and struggled to focus.

      “Oh, God,” she said, her voice husky with desire, “I want you inside me.”

      I’d been expecting it, but the words still struck me like a bolt of lightning. Leah must have heard, because she put her hands on my hips to stop my thrusting. She struggled to pull back far enough for my dick to slip free, but then threw her leg over and rolled off the bed.

      Erin quickly took her place. She spread her legs and gave me the perfect shot of her damp blonde slit. I felt a wave of calm settle over me, relieved that I’d thought about things before she offered herself. If I hadn’t, I probably would have simply fucked her, to hell with the consequences. Even then, it was a close thing, and my dick practically quivered with pent-up desire.

      Erin looked up at me as I struggled with one last bout of conscience. What would it hurt to fuck her? She obviously wanted me to, and she wasn’t my mother. Was I worried about what other people would think? But who’d know?

      I would, I thought reluctantly. I’d know that I’d taken advantage of her when she was drunk. Worse, I’d always wonder if she’d have done the same thing sober.

      Who cares? the little head protested. You know she wants you, drunk or not. The treacherous thing seemed to tug me toward Erin, but I held my ground with a surge of defiance.

      Yeah? Well, too bad. I’m in charge here.

      “Whatever you want,” Erin panted, “you’re in charge.”

      I looked at her in surprise. I’d spoken aloud?

      “Just put it in.”

      I wanted to have sex with her, and I knew it. I’d been in the same position with my mother, and I vividly remembered how that had turned out. I wasn’t ashamed, but I wanted to spare Erin the same confusion and frustration.

      I looked at Leah, and her face fell when she saw the look in my eye.

      I told myself I was making the right choice, the mature choice, and began rubbing my shaft along Erin’s pussy. The head of my cock was red and shiny with pre-come, and it somehow managed to seem resentful.

      I suppressed a humorless chuckle, although Leah must have caught my expression. She looked a question at me, but I shook it off with a shrug. I couldn’t imagine how I’d explain the conversation with my dick. Besides, I gave it too much credit in the first place. I was in control, and I couldn’t blame anyone but myself if I screwed up.

      Or in, I thought wryly, and barely avoided just that.

      Leah figured out what I was doing, so she distracted Erin by playing with her nipples. I silently thanked her and gripped the base of my dick.

      Erin’s pussy was as slippery as ever, and I didn’t want to enter her by accident. So I began teasing her, running my glans through her channel. I pressed hard under her clit and then circled it with each stroke.

      She bucked her hips, but I pulled my dick away just in time, which made her whimper in frustration.

      “Oh, God, just put it in.”

      I fought the urge to do it. Leah sensed my hesitation, so she slid her hand down Erin’s taut belly. Her fingers found the top of Erin’s slit and began moving in small circles. While she teased Erin’s clit from above, I nudged it from below and began stroking myself.

      Erin had figured out that I wasn’t going to fuck her, so she began writhing her hips, trying to impale herself. I easily avoided her opening, but at the same time, I felt my willpower crumbling.

      “Just put the tip in,” she pleaded. “Just for a minute. Please.”

      I desperately wanted to, but…

      Leah looked at me and seemed to ask, “What would it hurt?”

      I didn’t know myself, but it was a line I couldn’t cross halfway. I’d either fuck her, or I wouldn’t. I teetered on the brink, but then gritted my teeth and steeled my resolve. Erin was close to orgasm—her face and chest were flushed, and she ground her hips with renewed urgency—and I felt my own release building.

      “Oh, God,” she begged, squirming, “do it now. Please. Put it in.”

      Leah raised an eyebrow, but I shook my head. She gave me an “okay, but you’re an idiot” look, and started moving her fingers again, teasing Erin’s clit.

      I couldn’t hold back any longer, so I told Leah to move her hand. Then I set the tip of my cock against Erin’s clit and began stroking. The contact drove her wild, and the pressure in my balls built until I grunted from the force of release.

      Erin gasped when the jet of semen struck her clit. I felt the hot liquid splash over my hand, but I kept pumping. I could feel the next spurt shooting up my shaft, but I still jerked at the sensation as it spewed over Erin’s pussy. The next two spurts sent droplets flying and covered us both.

      When my orgasm finally subsided, I sank back on my haunches and opened my eyes. Pearly drops of semen dotted Erin’s stomach and pubic hair, but I didn’t get to admire them for long. Leah began licking her way down, her fingers already probing for Erin’s sperm-covered clit.

      I stood clumsily, my legs tingling with the renewed blood flow. Leah quickly climbed between Erin’s legs and started licking in earnest. I watched as Erin tensed with ecstasy at the approaching orgasm.

      Leah slid two fingers into Erin’s drenched pussy. Erin convulsed and tried to curl into a ball, her face and chest red from the effort. Leah licked until Erin finally had to push her away. Erin fell back and lay still, her chest heaving.

      We all sat there panting for a few minutes, until Erin took a deep breath and opened her eyes.

      I gazed back at her, and something passed between us.

      “I…,” she began, but then fell silent.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “But I wanted you to.”

      “Maybe when you’re not so drunk.”

      She closed her eyes and nodded without arguing.

      Leah looked at me and seemed to say, “You’re still an idiot.”

      She’s my sister, I said with a look.

      Whatever, Leah shrugged.

      I sank to the floor and crossed my legs Indian-style. Leah crawled up the bed and settled behind Erin. She propped her head on her hand and gazed at me, still bemused. I simply shrugged. What else could I do?

      Erin had dozed off, so Leah and I had a silent conversation. Her face was more expressive than Gina’s, and I marveled at the difference. I knew exactly what she was thinking, but only because she wanted me to.

      I couldn’t imitate her, so I teased her instead. I waggled my eyebrows as I pumped my fist, jerk-off style. She licked her lips, so I feigned rapture and flicked my tongue between two fingers, as if licking a pussy. She shook with silent laughter, more at my expression than my imaginary-pussy-licking talents.

      When Erin stirred sleepily, I carried her to her own bed and pulled up the blankets. Sean was sleeping heavily, his breathing slow and regular. I made sure Erin was settled and then kissed her forehead like Mom used to do.

      Back in the other bedroom, Leah looked at me from under dark lashes. She lay with her head still propped on her hand. She had the covers pulled to her waist, leaving her breasts bare. Her dark nipples were half the size as usual, drawn tight with arousal.

      I climbed into bed and mirrored her pose. I started to speak, but paused for a moment, struck by how beautiful she was, even after a night of partying. Her dark eyes laughed, and my own quirked into a question.

      “What were you thinking?” she said at last.

      “When?”

      “With Erin. Why didn’t you have sex with her? She wanted you to.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So why didn’t you?”

      “She’s my sister.”

      Leah actually shook her head and laughed. “So? If you were my brother, I’d screw you silly.”

      “What if I didn’t want to?”

      “Then I’d convince you,” she said. “But don’t tell me you didn’t want to.”

      “Of course I did.”

      “Then why didn’t you?”

      “Because she’s my sister,” I repeated.

      Leah rolled her eyes. “Duh! I had sex with my sister all the time.”

      “But it’s different with a brother.”

      “I don’t see how.”

      “That’s ’cause you don’t have one.”

      “I wish I did,” she said seriously. “You’d have to lock your door at night if you were my brother.” She grinned.

      I sensed a way out of the circular argument, so I arched an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm,” she breathed, and reached for my limp manhood. “I’d suck you day and night, and ride you till I was too sore to walk.” Grinning, she added, “I might even let you do that finger-licking thing!”

      I chuckled. “But what about school?”

      “Who needs school?” She shrugged. “I don’t want to be a doctor anyway.”

      “Okay, then what about your parents?”

      “What about them?” She gave me a deadpan look. “I think they know we’re having intercourse.”

      I laughed. “‘Intercourse’?”

      “Yeah, you know… sex. Everybody does it. Only, some people talk too much when they should be doing it.”

      “Talk too much, huh?” I rolled upright.

      She grinned and slid under me, her dark eyes sparkling with mirth.

      I set my erection at her opening and probed gently. She arched her back, her hands resting lightly on my forearms. With her dark hair fanned out on the pillow and her eyes closed in anticipation, she looked more beautiful than ever.

      After several heartbeats, I angled my hips and eased into her. I pulled back and repeated the motion, teasing her with slowly deepening thrusts.

      When I finally hit bottom, I lowered myself to my elbows and kissed her. She responded, and we began moving together, our bodies in constant contact. We made love slowly, lost in a hazy world of sensation. She came first, but then I thrust deep and groaned as I emptied my balls into her.

      We held each other until our breathing slowed, and then I rolled over and pulled her with me. She rested her head on my chest, one leg thrown over mine. I stroked her back, which was damp with sweat.

      She shivered and pulled the sheet over us, so I reached for the bedside light and turned it off. When she yawned and rubbed my chest, I could feel her sinking into a deep sleep. I closed my eyes and felt my own breathing slow.

      Some part of me regretted not having sex with Erin, but most of me was happy. I couldn’t explain it, even to myself, but I felt as though I’d passed a test. Leah probably still thought I was an idiot, but I knew better.
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      We slept late, and the sun was fully up by the time I opened my eyes and groped for my watch. Leah stirred against me and mumbled, “Wha’ time izzit?”

      “After ten,” I said when my eyes finally focused.

      We dozed for a while, comfortable under the pile of blankets. I didn’t remember pulling them over us, but one of us must have. After a while, Leah rolled toward me and gave my chest an experimental kiss. Then she reached for my dick and gently fondled me.

      I scooted away from the wall and rolled to my back. Then I guided her head toward my growing erection. She slid under the covers and cupped my balls as she began sucking. I shoved the blankets aside to give her some air, and then relaxed as she fellated me.

      I came quickly, but Leah didn’t seem to mind. She kept sucking long after, and emerged from under the blankets with a satisfied smile.

      “You know what I want to do today?” she said as she snuggled beside me.

      “What?”

      “Stay in bed.”

      I felt a touch of regret that I wouldn’t get to spend my last day on the slopes, but I wasn’t about to complain. “Sounds good to me.”

      Her stomach growled, and she laughed in embarrassment. “I guess we’d better get something to eat first.”

      I nodded.

      “Wait,” she said suddenly. “Let’s have breakfast in bed. I’ll even make it. You want toast or cereal?”

      I laughed. “Gee, you really know how to tempt a man.”

      She rolled her eyes, but waited expectantly.

      “Cereal,” I said.

      “Lucky Charms or Froot Loops?”

      “Um… do we have anything healthy left?”

      “Mom has some Special K, but…” She grimaced.

      “I’d better have the Special K,” I said with a chuckle.

      Leah bounded out of the room, lithe, nude, and beautifully disheveled. She returned a few minutes later and handed me a bowl. Then she sat on the bed and unselfconsciously crossed her legs.

      She raised her bowl and scooped a heaping spoonful of Lucky Charms. “They’re magically delicious,” she said, and crammed the spoon into her mouth.

      Her eyes gleamed with a grin as she tried to chew the huge mouthful, but a trickle of milk leaked from the corner of her lips. She caught it with the heel of her palm and tried not to laugh.

      “Sexy,” I teased, and took a more manageable bite.

      When she finally managed to chew and swallow, she sucked the milk from her palm and grinned, unrepentant.

      We ate in silence, and Leah drained her milk with a theatrical slurp.

      “Oh,” I said, “even sexier.”

      “Don’t you like it when I slurp?”

      “Not milk.” I took our empty bowls and set them on the bedside table. When I looked back at Leah, she was frowning in thought, and I tried to hide my sudden nervousness. “What?”

      “I just thought of something.”

      “Okay…,” I said slowly.

      “I’m happy,” she said, as if she’d just realized it. “I mean, really happy.”

      “Um… good?”

      “No, seriously,” she said. “I’m happy, and I think I just figured out why. Remember when you asked what’s the difference between me and Gina and Kara?”

      I nodded.

      “I just figured it out: you.”

      “Me?”

      “Well, not you you, but you, a guy.” She grew animated as she explained. “Kara always had some guy she was going with. She wasn’t super popular—she was kind of a nerd, actually—but she always had a boyfriend.” She laughed at a memory. “I guess it was ’cause she put out. She wasn’t a slut, but… you know what I mean.” Her cheeks turned rosy. “You know what we like.”

      “Yeah,” I deadpanned, “I think I figured it out.”

      “Anyway,” Leah continued, “Gina didn’t really have a steady boyfriend until you, but God.” She shook her head in disbelief. “I thought my parents were horny, but you and Gina…? Wow.”

      I laughed, a little embarrassed and wistful, but then composed myself. “Okay, but… what’s this have to do with you?”

      “Well, that’s just it,” Leah said. “I didn’t think anything, but I guess it does.” She met my gaze. “Look, don’t take this the wrong way, but I still don’t think you’re boyfriend material—not for me at least—but I’ve been really happy the past few days. You know?”

      “Yeah, I had fun too.” I felt a bit wounded, but relieved at the same time.

      “So I was thinking about it,” she continued. “I mean, it’s nice that we’re friends again, but it’s more than that. And that’s what got me thinking about Gina and Kara. They never really fought with Mom. Okay, they did, but not like I do.

      “I thought it was ’cause they did everything Mom wanted, but I guess it wasn’t.” She considered for a moment. “I started thinking about what else was different between me and them, and that’s when I realized what it was.”

      “Me?” I said. “A guy, I mean?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Don’t you get it?”

      “So it’s about sex?”

      “Exactly!”

      “But I thought you and Erin fooled around?”

      “We do,” she said dismissively, “but it’s not the same.”

      “What’s different about it? I mean, an orgasm’s an orgasm, right?”

      She gave me a level look. “Would you rather jerk off or get a blowjob?”

      “Okay, I see your point. But I thought you liked girls more than guys.”

      She shrugged. “I used to, but… I guess I changed. I mean, it wasn’t overnight or anything, but… guys just seem cooler now.”

      I nodded.

      “I still like women, obviously,” she added, “but mostly I think about guys and blowjobs and getting screwed real hard.”

      My dick stiffened at the thought, but she barely noticed.

      “And no matter how many times I get off, it’s not the same when it’s just my fingers, or my vibrator, or even Erin. It’s like I have this itch that I can’t scratch. And something else I noticed…,” she said, “I get cranky when I don’t get off.

      “My mom’s the same way,” she continued. “If she doesn’t get her daily fix, she can be a real… um… witch.” She gave me a significant look, and I nodded at the word she hadn’t used. “At least I know where I get it,” she said, and shrugged. “So I guess that’s the difference between me and Gina and Kara. I don’t have a regular source of… um… protein.”

      I laughed. “So that’s it, huh?”

      “I can’t explain it any other way. I mean, these past few days, it doesn’t seem like such a big deal that Mom wants me to be a doctor. Yeah,” she said matter-of-factly, “I need to tell her I don’t, but that shouldn’t be too hard.” She shrugged. “It didn’t even seem like a drag when she wanted to know where we were going, what time we’d be home, et cetera.”

      I wanted to say something about the magical effects of semen—particularly my semen, especially since I had a hard-on—but I managed to contain myself. “So what’re you gonna do when you get home?”

      “Can I take you with me? Smuggle you in my suitcase? Keep you stashed in the guest house?”

      I laughed at her enthusiasm. “Um… probably not. I think your mom would notice. Not to mention that I need to get back to UT.” I made a dismissive gesture. “A little matter of a bachelor’s degree. It’s nothing, really, but… you know.”

      She rolled her eyes, but then grinned ruefully.

      “So why don’t you find a guy at school?” I suggested.

      “Duh,” she said. “Do you remember the guys at Riverwood?”

      I thought back to high school and remembered my friends. They seemed cool enough to me, but I wasn’t a girl, much less a girl like Leah. “They can’t all be bad.”

      “No, I guess they’re not,” she admitted, “but the good guys are all taken.”

      “What’re your standards?”

      “They’re not that high!” she protested.

      “Gee, thanks,” I said, only half teasing.

      “Oh! Sorry.”

      I smiled and let her off the hook. “I know what you meant,” I said, but then returned to the original question. “Seriously, though. What kind of guy are you looking for?”

      She stopped and gave it some thought. “Someone smart… funny… cute… cool. Interested in politics… TV… music.” She thought for a moment and then went on, “Tall… well-built, but not all muscles… a cute smile… nice teeth—no braces, ugh.” Another pause. “Dark hair… kinda wavy… not too hairy otherwise… knows how to treat a lady… can talk about his feelings…”

      She threatened to wax poetic, so I interrupted, “Likes long walks in the moonlight, holding hands on the beach, and kittens?”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Oh,” I added, “and it wouldn’t hurt if he’s hung like a horse, with balls to match, right?”

      “No,” she blurted, but then pretended to look thoughtful. “Although…”

      It was my turn to roll my eyes, and we both laughed.

      “So basically,” I said at last, more joking than serious, “you want a guy like me.”

      “Only taller. And maybe…”—she spread her hands and gestured at my muscles—“not so… big.” She smiled, mocking and saccharine. “Oh, and someone who isn’t in love with my sister.”

      “Oh, no fair!” I grinned.

      “All I really want is a guy I can trust,” she said with a shrug. “Well, hung like a horse would be nice,” she added facetiously, but then turned serious with a sigh. “You and Gina don’t know how lucky you were.”

      “How so?”

      “She never had to worry about her reputation. I mean, you pretty much did everything, but no one thought she was a slut.”

      I nodded in understanding. Some guys couldn’t keep their mouths shut if they were lucky enough to get past first base with a girl. Worse, rumors spread quickly in high school, and usually got blown out of proportion. So a girl could get a reputation as a slut whether she deserved it or not. And even if she didn’t fool around, guys would call her a tease, a prude, or worse. It was a classic catch-22.

      “It’s not fair,” she said, a little bitterly.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said, and we fell silent.

      “I guess I’d be happy to find a guy who’s sorta cute, mildly nerdy, and hung like a pony,” she said at last, “but who won’t shoot his mouth off.”

      “Ponies are still well-hung,” I pointed out.

      “You’re one to talk, Ponyboy.”

      I laughed, and a sudden memory made me change the subject. “Is Mrs. Schroeppel still making you read that?”

      “Yeah… The Outsiders, A Separate Peace, Go Ask Alice, all of ’em.”

      I shook my head and thought about how easy life had been when I only had to worry about book reports and wrestling practice. Leah fell silent as well, thinking her own thoughts. The mood turned unexpectedly heavy, so I stroked my dick back to life.

      “If you ever need an emergency dose of protein,” I said, “you’re welcome to come to Knoxville.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Oh, really? You’d do that for me? How generous!”

      “Sure,” I said. “You can smuggle yourself in your suitcase and I’ll stash you in my closet.”

      “Oh, how luxurious,” she said in a droll imitation of her mother’s accent. “Would I also receive these protein shots in the closet?”

      “No, in the mouth,” I said dryly, and hid a grin. “Or the pussy.”

      “Not the butt?”

      My eyebrows flew up. “I didn’t think…”

      “I’ve never tried it,” she said, “though Gina says it’s fun. She says you’re kinda big for back there, but real gentle.”

      I had sudden visions of Leah on her hands and knees, her slim ass spread for my pleasure. My dick sprang to life, very hard and very ready. Much to my chagrin, Leah actually laughed.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, her eyes crinkling with mirth. “I shouldn’t laugh, but…” She glanced at my dick. “He sure is eager, isn’t he?”

      “Yeah,” I said flatly. “He gets in trouble that way.”

      “Poor thing,” she said to it. “Do you get in trouble?”

      “All right, if you’re going to talk to it, the least you can do is kiss it too.”

      “Aw,” Leah cooed to my straining penis, “does ’e want a wittle kiss?”

      I scooted toward the head of the bed as she neatly settled between my legs. Then I leaned back and watched as she began kissing my shaft.

      Not surprisingly, we spent the next hour screwing each other silly. We didn’t have anal sex—she was still a little nervous about it—but we did everything else. Afterward, we did something almost as good: we curled up together and took a nap.
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      We didn’t spend the whole day in bed, but we did our best. We had sex a couple of times, but it was slow and deliberate—more enjoyment and less rush. Mom checked to make sure we were okay (from her tone, I gathered that Erin was pretty hung over), but we told her we just wanted some time alone. I think she understood.

      When Leah and I weren’t dozing or fooling around, we talked about everything and nothing. Until then, I hadn’t realized how much I missed just being friends with her. She was like Gina in many ways, but completely different in others. To my surprise, I liked the differences more than the similarities.

      For her part, I think Leah enjoyed talking to someone like an adult. Erin and her friends weren’t childish, but they weren’t college students, which made me realize how much I’d grown up since high school. I still had a long way to go, but at least I was making some progress.

      When we finally emerged from the bedroom, we shamelessly monopolized the hot water. Then we took our time getting ready, laughing and flirting and just goofing around. By the time we made it downstairs, dinner was on the table. Mom and Elizabeth teased us, but it was good-natured and friendly.

      Afterward, Sean wanted to go to the club again. Erin didn’t seem too enthusiastic, but she agreed anyway. Leah and I took one look at each other and shook our heads. Dad tried to talk me into going, but I stood my ground, so he made Sean promise not to drink.

      “No problem, Mr. H.,” Sean said, and I almost believed him.

      Dad looked at me. “Are you sure you don’t want to go?”

      “Positive, Dad,” I said. “Sorry.” I felt a little guilty, but Erin was responsible enough, even if Sean wasn’t.

      Mom thought so too, because she gave Dad a subtle nod. With a twitch of surprise, I realized that I wouldn’t have noticed the exchange when I was younger. Erin certainly didn’t, because her eyes widened when Dad relented and handed over the car keys.

      She recovered quickly. “We promise: no drinking.”

      After they left, Mom leaned close. “Had enough?” she said quietly.

      “Partying?” I said. “Or Sean?”

      “Either.”

      “Both. Besides,” I added, “I think Leah wants to spend some time with the grown-ups.”

      “And you’re not a grown-up?”

      I shrugged. “I dunno. I’m somewhere in the middle, I guess.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’m not a kid, but I’m not a grown-up, either.” I paused and thought about it. “Well, technically I am, but you know what I mean.”

      She nodded. “Maturity doesn’t happen overnight.” Suddenly she grinned, wry and girlish. “Just ask your father.”

      He looked up from across the room. “What about me?”

      “Nothing, dear,” she lied smoothly, and then swore me to silence with a wink.

      We went out to the hot tub a little later. Leah and I were half-hoping our parents had more than soaking in mind, especially since Sean wasn’t around to put a damper on things, but they seemed content to relax and drink and talk.

      Leah sat on my lap and rested her head on my shoulder. I played with her nipples every once in a while, just to keep her in the mood, but nothing too serious. When she had to go to the bathroom, I refilled our wine and sat on the edge to cool off.

      Once Leah was out of earshot, Elizabeth quietly thanked me.

      I felt a surge of embarrassment and decided to play dumb. “What for?”

      “For spending time with her.”

      I shrugged.

      “We appreciate it,” she insisted. “I appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome, I guess. But I’m not really doing it ’cause you want me to.”

      “I know,” Elizabeth said, and nodded toward the chalet. “And so does Leah.” She paused to consider her words. “She needs a mature influence right now.”

      “She needs a boyfriend,” I said frankly.

      Elizabeth arched an elegant eyebrow, but I shook my head.

      “We’re not right for each other.”

      “And what does she think?”

      “She’s the one who told me. But she’s right.” I shrugged. “We talked about it, and we’re okay with it.”

      Part of me wanted to say more, but I didn’t want to sound like I was telling Elizabeth how to raise her daughter. More importantly, I didn’t want to betray Leah’s trust, so I kept my mouth shut and left it at that.

      Leah picked that moment to return, and I was glad I hadn’t said anything. She kissed my cheek and sank into the frothy water with a soft groan. I slid in beside her and pulled her onto my lap.

      The conversation picked up as Chris and Dad started talking politics. I didn’t know very much about the Soviet Union, so I decided to just listen. Much to my surprise, Leah wasn’t shy about voicing her opinions, and even held her own.

      Chris argued with a sparkle in his eyes, and I realized he was playing devil’s advocate. He kept his cool as he bantered with her, but she grew more heated with every exchange. She wasn’t rude, but a couple of times she darted a nervous glance at her mother.

      Elizabeth simply watched, tolerant and amused by their intensity. But after fifteen minutes of back and forth, she decided that enough was enough. “All right,” she said, “I believe that’s quite enough about the Communists. It’s time for bed.”

      “But I’m not tired,” Chris said.

      She arched an eyebrow. “Who said anything about sleep?”

      Dad laughed. “She’s got you there.” He climbed out of the tub. “Besides, she’s right. We have a big day tomorrow.” He extended a hand to Mom.

      “Don’t stay up too late,” she said to us as she wrapped a towel around herself.

      We promised not to, and bid them goodnight.

      “I can’t believe he thinks Yuri Andropov will be better than Brezhnev,” Leah said, still heated. “The man ran the KGB for fifteen years. He was the Soviet Ambassador to Hungary.”

      “Um… so?”

      “Hungary, Paul… in 1956!”

      I had a vague memory from history class, but didn’t know enough to argue the point. So I changed the subject. “He was baiting you… playing devil’s advocate.”

      She glared, dark eyes burning. “What do you mean?”

      “Think about it.”

      She concentrated and mentally replayed the argument. “Ugh! I hate it when he does that.”

      “But it made you support your arguments.”

      She glared again, but I didn’t back down.

      “I think he was also having fun.”

      “You’re supposed to be on my side,” she grumped.

      “I am. That’s why I’m explaining.”

      “But it’s not fair.”

      I grinned. “Life isn’t fair sometimes. For instance, I’m horny right now.”

      Her eyes widened in disbelief, but then she felt the proof against her thigh.

      “Yeah,” I said. “You’re sexy as hell when you get fired up. But since you are fired up, you probably aren’t in the mood to fool around. So, what if I said it’s not fair?”

      She bit back a sharp reply. Then she actually considered it, and some of the fight drained out of her. “I guess it would seem… kinda selfish.”

      I nodded. “And maybe a little childish.”

      “But what if I am horny?”

      “You weren’t a minute ago.”

      She didn’t want to agree, but she didn’t argue either.

      “Like I said, life isn’t fair sometimes. Complaining about it won’t do any good, so why do it? Besides, your dad was having fun.”

      “But I’m not a child.”

      “You’re his child,” I said evenly, “but he wasn’t treating you like one. He’s proud of you.”

      Her brows flew up.

      “He never argued politics with Gina,” I said, “and I bet he didn’t with Kara either.”

      Leah shook her head in agreement.

      “So why argue with you?” I asked, but it was rhetorical. “Maybe ’cause he knows you’ll put up a good fight?”

      “You really think so?”

      “Uh-huh. I wouldn’t argue with him. He’s a TV news producer, for cryin’ out loud. You think I’m gonna argue politics with a man whose job it is? That’d be like him arguing buildings with Joska.” I shook my head to emphasize my point. “No, he argues with you because he’s proud of you.”

      She didn’t want to admit that I was right, but she relived the argument again, and a slow smile crinkled her eyes.

      “See?” I said. “Trust me.” Then I leaned close. “I’m also right about you being sexy when you talk politics.”

      She rolled her eyes, but looked secretly pleased. “You really think so?”

      “Sit on the Rod of Truth if you don’t believe me.”

      She tried not to react, but then burst into giggles. “The Rod of Truth?”

      “Sure,” I said, and turned her to face me. “I’ll show you…”
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      I probably shouldn’t have been surprised when Erin shook me awake at zero dark thirty. Sean had passed out in the Jeep, and she couldn’t move him. Leah mumbled something uncharitable and very unladylike, but I told her to stay in bed as I climbed out. I hopped into my pants and donned a sweater on the way downstairs. At the foyer I stepped into my boots and tied them quickly.

      Outside, Sean slumped in the Jeep’s passenger seat. He had passed out with his face flattened against the window, complete with a circle of condensation from his breath. Erin herself was pretty buzzed, and I shot her a reproachful look. She knew I wouldn’t tell Mom and Dad, but she still withered under my disapproval.

      I threw Sean over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry and silently lugged his dead weight up two flights of stairs. I dumped him onto the bed, where he flopped limply and began to snore. Erin tried to explain, but I gave her a flat stare.

      “Yeah, I know,” she admitted at last. “Pretty dumb.”

      “Really dumb,” I said, but without much heat. She looked like she wanted to cry, so I relented and pulled her into my arms. I played big brother for another minute or two, but then felt her mood change. She took a deep breath and held it for a moment, as if gathering her thoughts.

      “Last night…,” she said hesitantly, “how come you didn’t… you know?”

      “I wanted to, but…” I threw a glance at Sean and then ushered Erin toward the bathroom. I silently closed the door behind us and flicked on the lights.

      Erin winced, and I realized that she wasn’t as drunk as I’d thought.

      “I wanted to,” I said, again, “but”—I had to choose my words carefully—“it just didn’t seem right.”

      “But I wanted you to.”

      “You were pretty drunk.”

      “So?”

      “I didn’t want to take advantage of you.”

      Her eyes widened in disbelief. “I begged you to.”

      “I didn’t think you wanted to,” I said, as reasonably as I could. “Not for real. We talked about it, remember?”

      “When?”

      “After that party at the Coulters’. The one where we did the blindfold blowjob thing. You said it was fun fooling around, but you didn’t want to do more.”

      She huffed in exasperation. “So? I can change my mind, can’t I?”

      “Yeah, but why all of a sudden?”

      “It’s not all of a sudden,” she shot back. “I’ve been thinking about it since—” She looked guilty. “Since my birthday.”

      Since you and Sean started having sex, you mean. I arched an eyebrow.

      “Sean’s a nice guy,” she explained, “and the sex is fun, but his dick’s kinda…” She gave me a significant look, but I didn’t take the bait, especially about a guy I didn’t like very much at the moment. “He’s not small, but…” She winced. “I want someone bigger,” she said at last, and then crossed her arms defiantly.

      To her surprise, I laughed. “Erin, there are lots of guys with big dicks.” Well, maybe not lots…

      “But I want you.”

      “I’m your brother!”

      “So?”

      “Whoa, Erin, slow down. Think about this. ‘Innocent experimentation’ is one thing, but going all the way is another. Yeah, it’s okay to have fantasies, but some things need to stay fantasies.”

      “Oh, great! Now you sound just like Mom.”

      “Maybe that’s ’cause she’s right.”

      She completely missed the barb. “But… don’t you want to?” she half-pleaded. “Just to see what it’s like?”

      “Of course I do,” I said, which surprised her, “but that doesn’t mean I’m gonna.” I paused to let my words sink in. “It’s called self-control, Erin.” I started to add that I wasn’t a seventeen-year-old (like Sean), but decided to keep that to myself.

      “What about me?” she said. “Don’t I get a vote?”

      “Sure. You get one and I get one, but it’s gotta be unanimous.” I thought about Regan and the night at the Hilton. “Trust me, I’ve tried it the other way, and it’s not a good feeling.”

      “But…”

      “I’m sorry, Erin,” I said gently, “this is one line we can’t cross.”

      She sniffled and then laughed, teary-eyed. “That’s exactly what Dad said.”

      For a moment I thought I’d misunderstood her, but then my eyes flew wide.

      “You even sound like him,” she added.

      My mind raced, but then I remembered something Mom had said about Erin and “inappropriate behavior” with Dad. I still didn’t know what it was, although I could make a fairly shrewd guess. But then Erin shrugged, and I gave her my full attention.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” she said glumly. “I guess I got carried away.”

      I smiled to lighten the mood. “Believe me, I understand. It’s an incredibly hot fantasy.” I had one where we lived on a tropical island like the one from The Blue Lagoon, but I digress.

      “Thanks for not being a jerk about it,” Erin added. She tossed her chin toward the bedroom. “Thanks for helping with Sean, too.”

      “Don’t mention it. Just make sure he pretends he isn’t hung over tomorrow.”

      “He doesn’t really get hung over.”

      “Maybe that’s the problem.” I let the silence stretch out. “Anyway, get some sleep. Tomorrow’s gonna be a long day. Drink some water, too, or you’ll be hurtin’ by the time we hit 30,000 feet.”

      She nodded silently.

      “Oh, and don’t forget Mom and Dad.”

      We left the bathroom and Erin went downstairs to let Mom know she was home.

      Leah stirred when I climbed over her and slid under the covers. Fortunately, she’d been dozing, so she didn’t know how long I’d been gone.

      “See why I don’ like him?” she mumbled.

      So much had happened that it took me a moment to realize she was talking about Sean.

      “He’s just young,” I said, and silently thanked my parents. And Susan. And Professor Joska. And a dozen other people who’d helped me grow up a little sooner than I might have.

      Professor Joska? I shook my head at the irony. Yeah, you too, I thought. “Hungarian tyrant.” I snorted softly, and felt something perilously close to affection.

      “Wha’?” Leah said.

      “Nothing. Just talking to myself.” I gently rubbed her back and felt her breathing slow. She snuggled closer when I kissed the top of her head, but she didn’t wake, and I settled against her as I closed my own eyes.
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      In the morning Erin and Sean acted like they weren’t hung over. She did more pretending than he did, and I actually felt sorry for her, especially when she turned pasty and began sweating as our flight hit turbulence on the climb out of Salt Lake City.

      As soon as the captain turned off the seatbelt sign, I leaned close to Leah. “See if Erin wants to go the bathroom.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Just do it. Please.”

      Leah acted nonchalant as she asked Erin, and the two girls headed toward the lavatories at the rear of the first class cabin. Mom caught my eye when I turned to watch them go. She raised an eyebrow. “Don’t ask,” I said with a headshake, and she nodded.

      She probably knew what was going on—she always seemed to know more than she let on—but she appeared to respect our effort to cover it up.

      The girls returned about ten minutes later. Erin didn’t look much better, but at least she didn’t look like death warmed over. Leah sank into the seat next to me and re-buckled her seatbelt.

      “Did she throw up?” I asked quietly.

      “Totally,” she said as she pulled a magazine from the seat back pocket. “I held her hair and cleaned her up,” she added matter-of-factly. “She’s done the same for me.”

      “Thanks.”

      She shrugged, and we fell into a companionable silence. While she thumbed through her magazine, I finished reading Leon Battista Alberti’s On the Art of Building. Where Vitruvius simply described how buildings were built, Alberti told how they should be built. The book was so interesting that I kept getting sidetracked by design ideas.

      When I turned the last page, I felt an overwhelming urge to draw. So I dug into my backpack and pulled out my sketchbook. I worked for twenty minutes before I realized that Leah had closed her magazine and was looking over my shoulder.

      “Is that Italy?”

      “Where?”

      “That building,” she said with a nod. “Is it in Italy?”

      I looked at my drawing. “This?” I said, a bit confused. “No.”

      “Oh. Then where’d you see it?”

      “Um… nowhere,” I said, still nonplussed. “It’s in my head.”

      “Is it a project or something?”

      “I just made it up.”

      Her eyes widened. “Wow. Can I see?”

      I handed her the sketchbook and she studied it. “How did you do this?” she said at last.

      “I just see it,” I said, with a shrug. “That’s pretty much it.”

      “Wow. That’s so cool.”

      “Um… thanks.” I couldn’t decide if I should be embarrassed or proud. “It’s just what I do.”

      “I wish I could do something like that.”

      I knew a plea for attention when I heard it (I’d dated Gina for years, and Leah wasn’t that different), so I closed the book. “You have other talents.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Seriously,” I said. “You’re really smart. And pretty, too.”

      “Pretty isn’t a talent. Besides, it’s not like I can get a job because of it.”

      “Well, you know about current events and stuff.”

      “Great,” she scoffed. “Another useful skill.”

      “I dunno, maybe somebody’ll hire you to be smart and pretty and talk about current events.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Hey, you never know.”
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      At the Atlanta airport we bid farewell to Sean, who had a connecting flight to Charlotte. Erin walked him to the gate, while the rest of us headed to baggage claim. She joined us twenty minutes later, her mood subdued. Sean was a nice enough guy, but I didn’t know what she saw in him. Leah agreed with me, but put an arm around Erin anyway.

      Out in the parking lot, Leah and I quietly loaded our things into separate cars. She didn’t cry, but I could tell that she didn’t want to say goodbye. I felt the same, although it was different from saying goodbye to a girlfriend. We were friends, I reminded myself. Friends with benefits, but nothing more. Right?

      Our families gave us a moment alone.

      “When do you have to go back to Knoxville?”

      I shrugged. “I was gonna drive up tonight, but I’m kinda tired, so…”

      She nodded.

      “Maybe we can hang out tomorrow.” Monday was the official New Year’s holiday, so nothing was open. The apartments and dorms at UT were, but registration didn’t begin until Tuesday.

      “Yeah, I guess,” Leah said. She was trying to hide her own uncertainty, and she wasn’t doing any better at it.

      “I’ll call you?”

      “Sure.”

      We spent an awkward moment trying to decide on a handshake, a hug, or a kiss. Then we both laughed. I pulled her into my arms and lifted her into the air. She kissed me soundly and then pressed her forehead against mine.

      “I’m gonna miss you,” I said softly.

      “Do you want to come over?”

      “Tonight?”

      She pulled back and nodded.

      “Are you sure?”

      She grinned. “I need to stock up on happy juice.”

      “Ha! Are you sure your folks won’t mind?”

      “Not if I ask nicely.”

      Chris and Elizabeth didn’t mind. Neither did my parents, although Erin looked a little jealous. So I drove over to the Coulters’ after dinner. Leah heard me pull up, and was waiting at the front door.

      “Howdy, stranger,” I said with a grin.

      We hung out with her parents for a while, watching TV on the monstrosity. Leah and Chris were catching up on the news, so Elizabeth caught my eye and nodded toward the kitchen.

      “Thank you again for spending time with her,” she said as we fixed bowls of ice cream.

      “It’s not like I’m making a big sacrifice. I mean, she’s fun, she’s funny, she’s smart, and she’s sexy. What more could I ask for?”

      “I just worry about her sometimes,” Elizabeth said, and then turned thoughtful. “Her sisters were so… easy.” She laughed. “My mother says Leah is like I was at her age.”

      “Oh?”

      “Willful. Headstrong. Stubborn.”

      I almost spoiled it by laughing when Elizabeth gnawed her lip in concentration.

      “I just want her to be happy.”

      “She is,” I said. “But… um… maybe you should talk more.”

      Elizabeth wasn’t an idiot, and she read the intent behind my cautious words. “Anything in particular?”

      “She’ll tell you.”

      “Won’t you give me a hint?”

      I shook my head. “Not my place.” I nodded toward the TV room at the other end of the house. “But it has to do with Chris.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes flew wide, and I had to stifle a laugh.

      “No, not that,” I said, reading her perfectly. “It’s about her future. But I’ve already said too much. Besides, the ice cream is melting.”

      She shot me a peevish grimace. “When did you become so bloody cocksure? Not to mention smug.”

      I cracked a grin.

      “Oh, please. Don’t try your boyish charm on me. It doesn’t work.”

      “Oh? It doesn’t?”

      “Not in the least,” she lied.

      “Huh. Too bad.”

      “You’re a scoundrel,” she said as we walked down the hall. “You know that, don’t you?”

      “Incorrigible, too.”

      “You can say that again.”
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      Leah and I enjoyed a queen-size bed for a change. And since I was the first guy to spend the night in her room, we had to christen the place. She was more assertive than usual, and we seemed to be playing out fantasies: on the dressing table, bent over the desk, and on the beanbag chair (which wasn’t as easy as it sounds).

      I was more than happy to oblige, and we finally collapsed in the aforementioned bed around two in the morning. We weren’t really tired, since our bodies were still on Park City time, so we talked—about guys at Riverwood, my dating prospects at UT, the Broadcast Club, flying, and more. We finally went to sleep around four o’clock.

      We slept late the next morning, and then lounged in bed until lunchtime. I didn’t want to go back to my uncertain sex life at school, and Leah was trying to avoid the same thing. We laughed about it and made jokes, but the jokes held an edge of truth.

      My original plan had been to pack my things and drive to Knoxville after lunch, but when Leah offered a farewell blowjob, one thing led to another and we ended up back in bed. I knew we were just stalling, but I couldn’t stop myself. By the time I looked at the clock again, it was after five.

      “I need to go,” I said. “I still need to pack the rest of my things.”

      Leah wrinkled her nose theatrically. “You need to shower, too.”

      “It’s your fault, Miss Sixty-Nine One More Time.”

      We laughed, and she threw a pillow at me.

      “Seriously, though,” I said. “I really need to go.”

      “Can I come with you?”

      “To school?”

      “No, silly, to your house. To help you pack.”

      “Sure. I guess. Mom’ll probably have dinner ready.”

      “No sense leaving on an empty stomach,” she said.

      “Exactly. So let’s have our last supper.”

      “Who gets the thirty pieces of silver?”

      I laughed. “Erin.”

      Leah shook her head as she rolled out of bed. “She’s too nice to be Judas.”

      “Who then?”

      “Let’s send ’em to Sean.” She crossed the room. “C’mon,” she said. “I thought you wanted to shower.”

      “With you?”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Isn’t that a bit… dangerous?”

      “If you play your cards right.”
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      After dinner Leah helped me pack my things—Mom had done all my laundry, and I thanked her profusely—and then we loaded the Cruiser. I said goodbye to my family and then drove Leah back to her house. It was already after seven o’clock, and I didn’t want to go inside and delay things even more. I’d already said goodbye to her parents, so we sat in the driveway.

      “I guess this is it,” she said at last.

      I nodded.

      “Wow,” she said softly. “It’s been… amazing.”

      We shared a grin.

      “My pubes are gonna itch when they grow back.”

      “Keep shaving,” I suggested, but she shook her head.

      “Too much trouble, especially if no one’ll see.”

      “What about that Brian guy?” She’d mentioned him the night before.

      She shrugged. “I dunno. He’s cool and all, but he’s kinda shy.”

      I nodded silently.

      “What about you?” she said. “You gonna jump Wren’s bones?”

      “I’d like to,” I said, “but I dunno.”

      The conversation trailed off.

      “Will you call me?” she said at last.

      “Sure! You can call me too.”

      She smiled, but then we fell silent again. Awkwardly.

      “If I don’t say goodbye now,” she said, “I never will.” She leaned close and we kissed on the cheek. “I love you,” she whispered. A blast of cold air hit me as she practically leapt out of the car. She closed the door before I could even register her words, much less reply. She darted around the back of the Cruiser and ran down the walk.

      I rolled my window down and leaned out. “I love you too!”
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      I spent most of the drive to Knoxville lost in thought. I replayed conversations with Leah, or snippets from our parents. I thought about Gina too, albeit with a certain amount of resignation.

      I didn’t know if I really wanted to get back together with her, or if I just wanted things the way they used to be. In either case, Gina was with another guy, and she wasn’t the type to dump someone for anything short of monumental stupidity. I knew that only too well.

      Part of me hoped that Brock would dump her, but I chided myself for the thought. It was petty and mean-spirited, and I was better than that. Besides, I still loved her, and I didn’t want to see her hurt, no matter how good it might be for me. So I resigned myself to a long wait if I really wanted her back.

      Part of me did, and part of me didn’t. The time with Leah had reminded me of things I missed about Gina, although sex had little to do with it. Some of my fondest memories were of Gina and me relaxing together in the bath in Europe, just talking. Or of studying together and making eye contact with a tired smile.

      Much to my surprise, the little head was the part that didn’t want her back. I didn’t enjoy being celibate, and I knew I’d come to resent Gina if we had to endure a long-distance relationship. I didn’t like admitting that, but I was too honest to lie to myself.

      I want it all, I thought, and I want it now. I laughed, but it was dark and humorless.

      Unfortunately, rekindling our relationship would involve some major changes. And since neither of us seemed inclined to move across the country, I didn’t see it happening any time soon, Brock or no Brock.

      As I drove through Chattanooga, my thoughts turned to Kendall. Would I ever get back together with her? I snorted. Not likely.

      In the first place, she was still upset, and she was the kind of person who carried a grudge. In the second, our differences went beyond career and interests. Way beyond. I hoped we might be friends again, but I didn’t see it happening any time soon. Besides, she’d graduate in May and move away to medical school. So I didn’t see a happy ending to our little romance novel. At least, not without a hefty dose of deus ex machina.

      My thoughts eventually turned to Wren, and I smiled. I enjoyed her sense of adventure, and how she wasn’t shy about what she wanted. But a part of me was sure that her brashness was an act, designed to scare away anyone who might hurt her. Why else had she gone so long without a boyfriend after her last relationship ended badly?

      I saw the vulnerable girl behind the façade, though. She knew that I knew, and she trusted me for some reason. I wanted to protect that girl. I also wanted to make her happy, to show her that all guys weren’t jerks like her last boyfriend.

      And I was totally hot for her, of course. I was already looking forward to modeling with her, and the inevitable teasing and flirting. Since I didn’t have a steady girlfriend, Wren was in for a surprise the first time she tried to test my self-restraint.

      I chuckled at the thought, and even indulged in a few fantasies. I was still thinking about her when I finally pulled into the parking lot at Andy Holt.

      I couldn’t wait to get upstairs and see her, no matter how late it was. I didn’t expect us to fall into bed immediately, but I wanted to let her know I was interested.

      For real this time.
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      I returned to an empty apartment. The living room was cluttered with record albums—Trip was probably making a mix tape—but that was the only sign of him. Luke and Jeff’s bedroom was quiet and empty, which was also strange. I wondered where they could be at ten o’clock the night before registration, but then I found a note on my bed.

      Hey, welcome back. Hope you had a good break. Luke’s birthday was yesterday, so we’re going to get him drunk. Ha ha, like that will be hard. Come down to the Strip when you get in. We’ll be at OCI’s. Signed, Trip.

      I thought about blowing them off—I wasn’t really in the mood to go drinking—but then I thought about Wren. If I wanted to let her know I was serious about a relationship, what better way than a date?

      So I changed into a fresh shirt, checked myself in the mirror, and headed downstairs. As I waited for her to answer my knock, I rehearsed what I wanted to say. I had to strike the right balance between cool and funny, without being goofy. Or geeky. Or eager. Or nervous. Or—

      The door swung open.

      “Oh… hi, Paul,” Zoë said. “I thought you were with Trip and the others.”

      “Nope. I just got back. Is Wren here?”

      “Uh-uh. She’s with Trip. But…” Her brows knitted in confusion. “Hold on… you know about them, right?”

      “Oh, yeah,” I said, “he left me a note.”

      “A note?” She shook her head in disbelief. “You mean he didn’t tell you in person?”

      “I guess he had to leave before I got home,” I said, a bit confused myself. “Anyway, I know where they are. So I guess I’ll head down to the Strip.”

      She said goodbye and closed the door. I tried to laugh off the weird conversation, but it had been like we were talking about two different things.
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      I never found Trip and the others. I checked the Old College Inn, but they weren’t there. Then I hit three other bars and the video arcade, without any luck. I thought they might have headed home already, but the apartment was dark and empty when I returned after midnight.

      I tried to wait up, but I’d had a long day, so I finally went to bed. I heard them come home later, drunk and laughing, but I was too sleepy to even open my eyes, much less say anything.

      When I woke in the morning, Trip lay sprawled on his bed. He was still fully dressed, and his clothes stank of cigarette smoke. He even had a hickey!

      Oh, he’ll never hear the end of that, I chuckled to myself. Making out with some random girl in a bar… ha!

      I thought about waking him, but he looked dead to the world, so I did my morning workout in relative silence. It felt good to get back into a routine, and I used the time to think about what I wanted to say to Wren at breakfast. Afterward I showered and shaved, and put on my favorite sweater.

      Downstairs, I knocked at Wren’s apartment door, but no one answered. I figured they’d left early (or were all hung over), so I walked to the dining hall by myself. I got in line and filled my tray absentmindedly, my thoughts already on Wren.

      My heart sank when I glanced into the dining room—Christy was the only person at our usual table. She was staring out the window, her chin on her fist. Something about her seemed different, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      And then someone slammed into me from behind. I stumbled into someone else, and my tray tipped up, spilling dry cereal and very wet orange juice down my front. The milk carton hit the floor with a wet plop and immediately started leaking.

      “Hey!” the guy behind me protested. “Oh, sorry. Didn’t see you there.” He was a frat rat, and he sounded utterly insincere. He gave me a once-over and decided I wasn’t a Greek. With a smirk he said, “You’d better get that cleaned up.”

      I had a sudden vision of Rod Fortner, and I wanted to punch the guy. Hard. Repeatedly. In the face. But I kept my cool, and wiped orange juice from my sweater. The guy’s friends kept laughing and horsing around, and I had a fantasy of beating them senseless too.

      One of the cafeteria workers handed me a wad of napkins and then swirled a mop through the mess on the floor. By the time I cleaned the worst of it off my sweater, the frat rat and his friends had disappeared. I got a new tray of food and joined Christy.

      Despite the noise and commotion less than thirty feet away, she looked like she hadn’t even noticed me. “Oh, hi,” she said.

      “Morning.” I paused. “Are you okay?”

      “What?” She smiled, but she still looked distracted. “I’m fine, thanks. How’re you?”

      “Sticky.”

      “Oh? Why?”

      “You honestly don’t know?”

      She shook her head.

      “Some asshole was goofing around in line, and I’ll give you one guess who he bumped into. So I’m covered in orange juice.”

      She looked surprised.

      “You really didn’t notice?”

      “Sorry. I guess I was distracted.” She gave a little shrug and changed the subject. “What happened to you last night? We thought you were going to join us.”

      “I couldn’t find you,” I said, annoyed. “I lost count of the places I looked.” It was an exaggeration, but I was still a little miffed.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s right. We went to a party at this girl’s apartment. Luke knew her. Sorry. I guess I was kind of out of it last night.”

      “Then why aren’t you hung over like everyone else?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t really get hung over. My metabolism.”

      “Ah,” I said, and thought of Sean—not a good thing. I nodded at her untouched food. “Aren’t you eating?”

      “Not in the mood, I guess.” She shrugged. “Happy New Year. How was your break?”

      “It was good,” I said, and told her a sanitized version of the ski trip. “How was yours?”

      She sounded subdued as she told me about her Christmas break: she’d flown to England and then returned to San Diego. She perked up when she told me about a gallery show in Los Angeles for Siobhan, but then her voice died away.

      “So, how’s Simon?” I asked. Before she could answer, I thought I saw Wren in line. Christy was staring at her hands, so I craned my neck and tried to see into the serving area. My whole attention focused on the girl, until I realized it wasn’t Wren. The excitement drained out of me and I sat back with a sigh.

      Christy was looking at me expectantly, so I tried to hide my disappointment. But then I realized that I hadn’t heard what she’d said. Worse, I couldn’t even recall her tone. She’d seemed a bit down before, so I bluffed: “Sounds like you had fun anyway.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Excuse me?”

      “Um…”

      “I thought you’d understand. You, of all people.”

      Time to fess up. “Sorry,” I said. “I… um…” How do I explain this delicately? But she was already leaving. I shook my head in annoyance, more at myself than anything.

      I tried to finish breakfast, but was thoroughly disgusted with the day so far. I left my tray on the table and headed for the door.

      Things only got worse when I returned to the apartment to change clothes. I tripped over Luke’s jacket—which he’d left on the floor—and twisted my knee on the way down. When I finally managed to stand, I kicked the jacket across the living room and almost collapsed from the pain.

      I wanted to strangle Luke, but I hobbled back and forth while I let my temper cool down. I couldn’t put my full weight on my knee, but at least I could walk.

      When I finally calmed down, I grimaced at the irony: I’d skied for a week on some incredibly difficult slopes, but a leather jacket and a level expanse of carpeting had done me in.

      I changed clothes and imagined killing Luke in his sleep. Then I discovered that someone had taken the last of the aspirin, and I thought about killing for real. I snarled in frustration as I threw away the empty bottle. I was tempted to slam the front door when I left, but I reluctantly decided I wasn’t a ten-year-old anymore.

      The morning was bitterly cold as I limped across campus to the line for registration. It had only been open an hour, but it stretched around the side of the building. Since I couldn’t put much weight on my knee, I stood on my left foot and tried to drown the pain with my Walkman.

      The music helped until my batteries started to die, because I’d forgotten to change them after the ski trip. I sighed in disgust and jabbed the stop button. The distorted music faded away, and I stuffed the Walkman into my backpack.

      I tried having an imaginary conversation with Wren, but the pain in my knee made it hard to focus. I even tried to imagine sex with her, but that didn’t work any better. So I was thoroughly bored and frustrated by the time I reached the window to get my schedule.

      With the printed green card firmly in hand, I limped toward the financial aid office to pick up my scholarship check. I kept an eye out for someone I knew so I could strike up a conversation to pass the time. Unfortunately, my wish came true: Kendall glared daggers at me as she joined the line several people back.

      Peachy. I took a deep breath and tried to ignore her. Just peachy.

      By the time I reached the counter, more than an hour later, my knee had started throbbing. My good leg didn’t feel much better, and I wasn’t in the mood for any more problems. The girl behind the desk had other ideas, and apologetically told me she couldn’t find my scholarship.

      “What do you mean you can’t find it?”

      The girl’s supervisor frowned and came over. “Is there a problem?”

      Of course there’s a problem, you sour old battleaxe! Would I be yelling if there weren’t?

      “I can’t find any record of his scholarship, Mrs. Halberstam,” the clerk said nervously. “I see where he got a check last quarter, but we don’t have anything for this quarter.”

      “Are you sure it was for the entire year?” the older woman asked me.

      I took a deep breath and told myself that her job was to help me. “It was a full scholarship,” I said, as calmly as I could. Then I made the mistake of glancing down the counter. Kendall smirked at my predicament. My blood boiled. “Oh, fuck you.”

      The women helping me blinked at the venom in my voice. Even the other clerks turned to look. Mrs. Halberstam regained her composure and frowned.

      “That kind of language will not be tolerated.”

      “I wasn’t talking to you!” I snapped, but immediately regretted it. I took another deep breath and supported myself on the counter. It took the weight off my knee, which made it a little easier to think rationally. “I’m sorry,” I said at last. “It’s… it’s been a long morning.”

      “And it will only get longer with that kind of attitude.”

      I smiled frostily, but didn’t tell her where to stick it.

      “Very well,” she said, “what’s your social security number?”

      I told her, and she searched a thick computer printout.

      “I’m sorry, but we don’t have anything for you.”

      I caught a motion out of the corner of my eye, and turned to see Kendall wave her scholarship check at me. She walked out with a smug smile, and I felt my face go rigid. You petty, vindictive, mean-spirited—

      Mrs. Halberstam interrupted my silent tirade. “And you’re sure it was a full scholarship?”

      “I’m sure,” I said, my face tight in a rictus of a smile. “I got a letter. And I got a check last quarter.” I lost it and stabbed the air in front of her. “You have the information right in front of you.”

      “I know what I have,” she shot back, “and there’s no record of a scholarship for this quarter.”

      I took a deep breath and tried to calm down. As respectfully as I could, I asked, “Could you please check again?”

      She dutifully checked again, and came back with the same answer. “Do you have your original acceptance letter from…”—she checked the file—“the Hyatt Foundation?”

      “Somewhere.” I hope.

      “Then you need to bring it here.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?”

      She smiled insincerely. “Why would I do that?”

      My temper flared, but I suppressed it by clenching my teeth and taking a deep breath through my nose. “Do I need to stand in line again, or can I just come back to the counter?”

      “Come back and ask for me,” she said with a nod toward a side area without a clerk.

      “Thank you,” I said tersely.

      “You’re welcome.”

      I walked out of the office and immediately regretted it as my knee started throbbing again. Kendall was long gone, thankfully, but I spotted Gracie Fisher in the line outside. She saw me at the same time, and her face changed when she saw my expression.

      “What’s the matter?” Her nose was red from the cold, but her dark eyes looked sincere. She was a welcome change from Mrs. Halberstam, Dark Mistress of Denial, and a very welcome change from Kendall, Queen of Spite.

      “They lost my damn scholarship,” I said.

      Gracie frowned in sympathy. “What happened?”

      “They don’t have any record of it. None. Zero. Zilch!”

      “Is there anything you can do?”

      “They told me to get my original acceptance letter, wherever that is.”

      “Do you still have it?”

      “Somewhere, yeah, but I have no idea where.”

      “I can get mine,” Gracie said, “if it’ll help.”

      I smiled, but felt drained from all the pain and frustration. “Thanks, but I’ll find mine.”

      “What if you don’t?”

      “I’ll find it,” I said with more confidence than I felt.

      “Do you want some help? I don’t mind coming back later.”

      “Nah, that’s okay. Thanks, though.” I said goodbye and limped off.
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      Luke was still asleep when I returned to the apartment, but Trip and Jeff were gone. Trip had left a note.

      Sorry about last nite. We went to a party and things got a little crazy. I need to talk to you, though. It’s important. Want to meet for lunch? Signed, Trip.

      “Not really,” I said aloud. I wasn’t in the mood for food, so I grabbed a pen and wrote a reply.

      Sorry I missed you. Been one of those days already. Problems with my scholarship. I’ll tell you later. The way things have been going, it’ll take all day to sort out.

      He probably wanted to talk about our houses for the summer, and I already had some ideas. So I added to the note.

      Let’s meet back here at 5:00. We can talk then. Cool?

      I signed it and set it on his bed. Then I gimped out to the hall and started rummaging through papers on my desk. I found the letter an hour later, stuffed into one of the books I’d been reading over the summer. The phone rang as I lurched to my feet, and I winced as I stumbled to the foyer to answer it.

      “Hello?”

      “Paul?”

      My heart raced for a moment as I thought it might be Wren, but the voice was wrong—too low, too sultry. “This is he,” I said.

      “Hi. It’s Gracie. Did you find your letter?”

      “Yeah.”

      “They had the same problem with my scholarship.”

      “Then I’m not going crazy,” I said. “It’s probably just a screw-up.”

      “I talked to Professor Joska already, and he said he’d call them.”

      Why didn’t I think of that?

      “Anyway,” she continued, “we still need to take our letters to Mrs. Halberstam. She was really helpful.”

      Um… did you deal with the same woman?

      “So I was wondering…,” she said, “um… do you want to walk over together?”

      “I guess. Where do you want to meet?”

      Fifteen painful minutes later, I met her at the Torchbearer statue in Circle Park. She frowned when she noticed my limp.

      “I saw you limping earlier,” she said, “but I didn’t realize it was serious. What happened?”

      “One of my idiot roommates left his coat on the floor.” I was too embarrassed to admit that I tripped on it, but that much was obvious.

      “You’re lucky you didn’t break your neck.” She laughed nervously.

      “I’m okay. It’s just a little tender.”

      “Do you want me to carry your backpack? I don’t mind.”

      “It’s not heavy,” I said. “But… do you have any aspirin in your purse?”

      She nodded. “How many do you want?”

      “Four. Please.” I chewed the tablets and grimaced at the bitter taste, but anything was better than the pain in my knee.

      “I talked to Professor Joska again,” Gracie said as we made our way back to the financial aid office. “He talked to Mrs. Halberstam, and she said…”
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      Mrs. Halberstam was an annoying mixture of helpful and indifferent—helpful to Gracie and indifferent to me, of course. I knew I’d rubbed her wrong, so I kept my mouth shut and let Gracie do all the talking. Then we took a seat on the bench to wait.

      Gracie and I made small talk, and answered questions when Mrs. Halberstam needed information, but I was too preoccupied to relax.

      Two hours later, we still didn’t have any news. Mrs. Halberstam promised to look into things. Actually, she promised Gracie, although she couldn’t solve one problem without solving the other. In the meantime, we couldn’t pay tuition and fees, or even buy books.

      “I need to call my parents,” Gracie said gloomily. “If Mrs. Halberstam can’t find the scholarship, they might have to get a second mortgage or something.”

      “They’ll find the money,” I said. “It’s probably just some bureaucratic snafu.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      I nodded, more confident than I felt. Then I wondered how long it would take to transfer money from my savings account to checking. Would the bursar’s office take an IOU? The bookstore certainly wouldn’t. Did I have enough money in checking to buy books and supplies? I doubted it.

      Gracie interrupted my train of thought. “We should probably tell Professor Joska.”

      I nodded, and we set out for the A&A building. The pain in my knee had eased off when the aspirin set in, but “eased off” was a relative term.

      Professor Joska was busy with his own problems. He ran the advising center for Architecture students, so he and his minions were busy fixing people’s scheduling conflicts. Apparently, the new mainframe computer system had screwed things up, especially with the first-year classes.

      Since freshmen were the least familiar with UT’s bureaucracy and the most likely to panic when something wasn’t right, Joska had his hands full. Still, he noticed us as soon as we walked in, and quickly finished what he was doing. He straightened to his full height and walked toward us, an island of calm in the middle of the chaos.

      “Is your problem resolved?” he asked with uncharacteristic bluntness.

      “No, sir,” Gracie said.

      “They’re clueless over there,” I griped, and he shot me a level look. I locked eyes with him but then looked away.

      “I’m sure they’re doing their best,” he said. “The new computer system is… less than optimal.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “The new computer system is less than optimal.”

      I shot him a look.

      “It was worth repeating,” he deadpanned, but his eyes actually twinkled.

      I managed to smile, but Gracie still looked bleak.

      “Cheer up, Miss Fisher,” Joska said. “Your attendance at UT is assured. At least, as long as I have anything to say about it. Your scholarships aren’t gone. They’re just… misallocated.”

      One of his minions got his attention, and Joska motioned for him to wait a moment.

      “Mrs. Halberstam promised to call before the end of the day,” Joska told us. “I’ll speak to her then, and make temporary arrangements if need be.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I said.

      “Yes,” Gracie said, still distracted, “thank you.”

      “Now,” Joska said, “I need to attend to another less-than-optimal computer schedule.”

      I almost laughed at the irony in his voice, but he was already walking away with the advisor.

      “What are we going to do?” Gracie said.

      I shrugged. “Nothing we can do, really.”

      “I need to call my parents.”

      I wasn’t ready to transfer money from one account to another, but I needed to think about my options. And I needed to get off my knee. The aspirin was starting to wear off, and I could already feel the ache returning.

      Gracie and I walked through the atrium in silence, but someone called my name before I made it through the door. I turned and spotted Siobhan.

      “I’ll catch you later,” I told Gracie.

      She waved, lost in thought. “Okay. Call me.”

      I turned back to the atrium.

      “Oh, I’m glad I caught you,” Siobhan said breathlessly. “How was your break?”

      “Good. How was yours?”

      “Wonderful,” she said. “I had a gallery show in Los Angeles.”

      “I heard. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you,” she said, but then turned serious. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have much time. I have to get to Circle Park. The new computers…” She shook her head ruefully. “Oh, they made a right hames of the job.”

      I didn’t understand the Irish slang, but I knew what she was talking about. “Yeah, they screwed up my scholarship, too.”

      “The Eames Scholarship?” she said, surprised. “Christy was so proud of you for that.”

      I blinked.

      “I’m sure they’ll fix it, though.” She fell silent and tried to remember why she’d stopped me. “Oh! Could I ask you to model for me this quarter?”

      “Of course.” I’d already been planning on it. “When?”

      “Only one class. Tuesday-Thursday at 9:25.”

      I knew I was free then. “No problem.”

      “You’re a dear,” she said, but then looked harried. “What time is it?”

      “Almost 3:30.”

      “Oh, no! I’m sorry. I have to go.” She hurried toward the door. “Stop by my studio and I’ll give you the modeling schedule. We do the female model for two weeks, and then—”

      “Don’t worry, I remember.”

      She waved and disappeared through the door. I followed at a more sedate pace. Despite the pain in my knee, I decided to stop by Wren’s apartment to see if she was there.

      After the day I’d had, I wanted to talk to someone who actually cared about me and my problems. Gracie was nice enough, but she wasn’t my type. Well, she was, but I was more interested in Wren. So I got off the elevator on the fourth floor and limped down the hall toward her apartment.

      My spirits lifted with each step, especially when I imagined Wren’s smile at seeing me. I reached her apartment and took a moment to straighten my clothes. Then I rehearsed a couple of opening lines. They all sounded cheesy, so I decided to wing it.

      I knocked and waited, but then did a double take when the door opened. “Trip?”

      He looked surprised to see me.

      “What’re you doing here?”

      Before he could answer, I heard Wren call from down the hall.

      “Who is it, Magic Man?” She ducked around him and came up under his arm. Her eyes widened when she saw me. “Oh.”

      “Magic Man”? Trip? Why would she—?

      I looked from one to the other and slowly took in details. His open shirt collar. Her mussed hair. His hickey. Her flushed cheeks. His eyes, furtive and guilty. Hers, fearful.

      I didn’t believe what I was thinking at first, but then my conversation with Zoë suddenly made sense. “She’s with Trip. I thought you knew.”

      With Trip…

      The words echoed in my mind, and my emotions suddenly blazed white-hot. I forgot about my knee and felt the heat of anger instead.

      “You…,” I rasped at Trip.

      “We can explain,” Wren said hastily, but then recoiled as I swung my burning gaze to her.

      “And you,” I hissed.

      “We were going to tell you,” Trip said.

      But I already knew. “Tell me what? That you fucked her?”

      “Hey, watch it,” he shot back. “She wasn’t your girlfriend. You made that perfectly clear.”

      “So you thought it was okay?”

      “She wasn’t your girlfriend,” he repeated. “Besides, you treated her like shit.”

      I mocked him savagely, “And you’ll treat her better? You wouldn’t know what to do if she told you!”

      “Hey, fuck you, pal.”

      “No, fuck you, buddy.”

      Wren reached out. “Paul, please…”

      “Don’t touch me! I can’t believe I wanted anything to do with you.” I glared at her, too furious for words. “You… two-faced slut!”

      Trip grabbed my collar and shoved. We crashed into the door across the hall, and it echoed with a hollow boom. I caught him in a bear hug and lifted. My knee protested, but I ignored the pain. Then I dropped him in a perfect wrestling takedown. Old reflexes die hard.

      He grunted in surprise when we hit the floor. He’d done a bit of wrestling himself, so he grabbed me and tried to roll. He was taller and had a longer reach, but I was inside his guard, and far more experienced.

      We lost all semblance of wrestling and began trying to inflict real pain. The day’s frustrations finally boiled over—the frat rat, Luke’s coat, my scholarship, Kendall’s taunts—but they didn’t compare to what Trip had done.

      So I punched. I gouged. I jabbed. Trip did the same, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care about anything anymore. I simply wanted to kill him.

      The crowd eventually pulled us apart. A fight always draws a crowd, but I hadn’t even noticed until several hands gripped me and lifted. Trip and I glared at each other across a gulf of a few feet, although it might have been miles for all the friendship we felt.

      His lip was bleeding, courtesy of a vicious head butt, and I tasted my own blood. We were both panting, and I could feel the heat radiating from me in waves. Wren tried to see to his lip, but he brushed her away, his eyes locked on me. Christy made a move toward me, but I stopped her with an angry stare. She shrank back, and I glared hatred at Trip.

      Neither of us moved.

      “Man, fuck you,” he said at last.

      I snorted in contempt.

      “Paul, please…,” Wren said. “We wanted to tell you, but…”

      “But what? You were too busy stabbing me in the back? I thought you were my friends.”

      The crowd murmured, uncertain but drawn by the spectacle.

      “You two deserve each other,” I said at last. “Rot in hell for all I care.”

      I’d lost my backpack in the fracas, so I cast about for it. Christy picked it up from the floor by the wall. She held it out, her eyes full of unshed tears.

      “Thanks for nothing,” I snarled, and jerked the pack so violently that she staggered. “You knew about them, didn’t you?”

      It wasn’t really a question, but she nodded anyway.

      “Thanks for telling me. I guess I know whose side you’re on.”

      She stepped back, wounded by my nastiness.

      I turned and walked away. My knee hurt like hell, but I’d be damned if I’d show weakness in front of Trip. And if he wanted to jump me while my back was turned, I’d beat him to a pulp without a second thought, bad leg or no.

      I made it to the elevator on willpower alone. I couldn’t feel the pain yet—I couldn’t feel much of anything—but I knew it was coming.

      “Are you okay, dude?” someone asked, and I realized that one of the crowd had followed.

      “Yeah,” I sneered, “just fucking peachy.”

      “Dude, I’m tryin’ to help.”

      “Then go find someone who needs it.”

      I stumped into the elevator and jabbed the button for the lobby. With a sense of detachment, I noticed that most of my knuckles were skinned. My mouth hurt, and I felt a lump on my forehead from Trip’s jaw. In fact, my whole body had begun to ache, but I hobbled out of the building and into the cold January air.

      Outside, I looked at the world through a watery film of bewilderment. How could people go about their lives when everything had changed? Didn’t they know what had just happened?

      I didn’t know where to go or what to do, so I went to a place where no one would find me. It was a long, cold walk, but I eventually reached the big non-commuter parking garage.

      The adrenaline high finally wore off, and I shivered as the real pain set in. Exhausted, I sank to the cold concrete next to my car. I clutched my battered ribs and tried to hold in my emotions, but I simply didn’t have the energy.

      Tears stung my eyes and dripped to the ground as I sobbed in silence.

      I’d never felt so alone in my life.
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      I jerked awake in the predawn darkness, cold and stiff from sleeping in my car. I’d driven away from campus so no one would find me, and I rubbed my eyes as I tried to remember where I was. I looked around and slowly remembered. I was parked behind a grocery store. A milk truck had woken me.

      I stared through the frosty windshield and recalled the scene at Wren’s apartment. Then I felt a wave of humiliation so crushing that I wanted to die. For real. I could drive my car into the river, I thought. Or jump off a bridge. Or just slit my wrists and go to sleep in the bath.

      How would Trip and Wren feel when they found out? I wanted them to hurt as much as I did. I wanted them to suffer for the rest of their lives. I lapsed into a dark fantasy of how they’d react to my death, but the feeling eventually passed.

      Why should they win? If I killed myself, they’d eventually live happily ever after. They might have twinges of conscience once in a while, but they’d get over it soon enough, and I’d still be dead.

      So no, I wasn’t going to kill myself. I wanted to enjoy seeing them suffer. I wanted to rip out their hearts and make them understand a tenth of what I felt. I wanted to humiliate them in front of everyone. I wanted to take away everything they cared about.

      I wanted revenge.

      A small part of me knew I wasn’t like that. I wasn’t like Hayley Devlin or Rod Fortner. I didn’t enjoy seeing other people suffer. Still, it was a tempting thought, if only to make them understand what they’d done.

      Unfortunately, I was better than that.

      As I slumped in the seat and watched my breath fog the air, I relived the moment when Trip had opened the door. I closed my eyes and remembered the sound of Wren’s voice as she called him Magic Man. She’d sounded so happy. I clenched my teeth and felt hot tears at the corners of my eyes. She’d used the same tone with me. It was playful and teasing, full of promise. It was… intimate.

      That hurt more than anything physical. The intimacy. They had it and I didn’t, and I felt like they’d taken it from me. I sulked for a moment, lost in self-pity, but then pounded the steering wheel in impotent fury. That focused my attention. Sharply.

      My hands hurt, from the skinned knuckles and from where I’d connected with Trip’s body. My ribs ached where he’d landed several shots of his own. My knee was stiff for a lot of reasons. My tongue was thick and puffy (I must have bitten it), and my mouth ached, courtesy of a vicious fight without a mouthpiece.

      All in all, I was in pretty sad shape. And to add insult to injury, I still had to deal with my scholarship, or face the prospect of using my savings to pay for tuition. I almost laughed at that. What did it matter if I had any savings or not? I wouldn’t be working with Trip any time soon.

      A fresh wave of despair washed over me. I wanted to be an architect more than anything, and that meant building things. I didn’t want to be the kind of designer who knew the theory but not the practice. Buildings weren’t just lines on paper—they were living, breathing places where people spent their lives.

      The thought of giving up my career made me want to sob with frustration. But I couldn’t get what I wanted without Trip. Oh, I could join a construction crew, but no one in their right mind would let me design anything. And then I’d have to wait years before I could do what I loved.

      It wasn’t fair! Why did Trip have to betray me? And with Wren of all people? Why not with someone I didn’t care about? Even Kendall would be better. But no, he’d stolen the one girl I really wanted. Stolen! From under my nose! And he called himself my friend? Ha!

      I pounded the steering wheel again. One of my knuckles began oozing blood, and I sucked it sullenly. It wasn’t fair!

      I viciously silenced the little voice that told me life wasn’t fair, get over it. I wasn’t in the mood to be mature. Instead, I wanted to kill someone, and I’d already decided it wasn’t going to be me.
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      I left the grocery store before dawn, but didn’t return to my apartment. I went to the A&A building instead, where I curled up on one of the benches in the atrium. With the start of the quarter, the building was open day and night. The bench wasn’t very comfortable, but it was warmer than my car.

      I was too miserable to sleep, so I took out my sketchbook and made a few desultory sketches. Unfortunately, I kept lapsing into fantasies where I humiliated Trip, and Wren felt guilty for jilting me.

      I eventually put away the sketchbook and limped over to the financial aid office. My knee hurt, but I could put some weight on it, which was the first good thing in a long series of bad ones. The office was still closed when I reached it, so I sank to the cold steps and waited.

      I brooded, of course, although my mood had turned sullen by the time Gracie showed up. She joined me when she saw me slumped against the doors. She tried to start a conversation, but eventually grew tired of my one-word replies.

      When the office finally opened, we asked for Mrs. Halberstam. Her eyes widened slightly, and I supposed I looked pretty ragged.

      Without ceremony, I said, “Have you found it yet?”

      “Are you all right?”

      “No, I’m not,” I said testily. “I want my scholarship.”

      Her eyes hardened, but I didn’t apologize. I knew I should be polite to her, especially since she’d just shown the first kindness I’d seen from her, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I was being petulant and childish, and I didn’t care.

      “We’re doing our best,” she said, her voice as cold as the air outside.

      “Then you’ll have to do better, Mrs. Halberstam.” I took a perverse pleasure in throwing Joska’s words in her face. I should have felt guilty for that too, but didn’t.

      Gracie tried to smooth things over, so I retreated into a truculent silence. We eventually took a seat on the bench and watched as people filed past us to pick up their checks.

      Gracie tried to talk to me again, but I wasn’t in the mood and didn’t particularly care if I was rude to her. I didn’t care about anything anymore. Why should I? If I did, someone would just take it away, so why bother?

      I don’t know how long we waited, but it didn’t really matter. We didn’t have anything better to do.

      “Grace? Paul?”

      I snapped out of my funk and turned toward the speaker. She was the clerk from the day before.

      “We think we’ve found the problem,” she said.

      Gracie leapt to her feet. I winced at the pain in my… everything, and followed her to the counter.

      “The computer transferred your money into the general scholarship fund,” the clerk said. She pointed to a meaningless line on a green bar printout, as if that explained everything. She seemed disappointed at my blank look, but then rallied. “It means your scholarships aren’t gone!”

      I probably should have thanked her—she was trying to lift our spirits—but I still felt surly. “Can you fix it?”

      “We put in a request to print new checks—”

      “And how long will that take?”

      “Mrs. Halberstam already did it. She put a rush on it, too, so they should be ready after lunch.”

      I looked at my watch, muttered a curse, and said a perfunctory goodbye to Gracie. I didn’t know where I was going, so I wandered toward the apartment. Part of me hoped to find Trip and Wren—if only for the pleasure of making them squirm—but part of me never wanted to see them again.

      I wish, I snorted silently.

      Could I get a new apartment? Live in a dorm? I thought about a small apartment off campus, and fantasized about how Trip and Wren would feel if they never saw me again. But then I remembered the apartment lease I’d signed with the university. I’d still have to pay the housing fees, whether I lived in Andy Holt or not.

      Then again, how hard could it be to simply ignore Trip? I lapsed into a vindictive fantasy where he pleaded with me to listen to him, to be his friend again. In the fantasy I gave him the cold shoulder, and he was miserable.

      I smiled at the thought, but it still didn’t solve my problem. I couldn’t keep living in my car, but I wouldn’t go back to the apartment like everything was normal. Trip had stabbed me in the back, and I didn’t trust myself to keep my cool if I had to deal with him.

      At least I’m rational enough to avoid murder, I thought.

      For the moment.

      In the meantime, I decided to avoid him as long as I could. It would serve him right, and show him what a lowlife he was. So I walked into the lobby of the apartment building, where I hunched over the campus phone and dialed my own phone number.

      I let the phone ring a dozen times before I hung up and went upstairs. I showered quickly, but didn’t bother to shave. I packed my toiletry kit, grabbed several changes of clothes, and stuffed everything into a duffle bag.

      In a fit of spite, I took my filled sketchbooks too. I didn’t want to leave anything that Trip could use to renovate houses without me. If I had to suffer from our break-up, then so did he.

      I slipped out of the apartment and returned to the elevator. My knee felt a little better, but it still hurt to put my full weight on it. My stomach also let me know that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast the day before.

      I shuffled back to my car and drove aimlessly, and eventually settled on a diner on the other side of the river. The food was greasy, but at least my stomach stopped complaining. I sat for a couple of hours in the booth, drinking Cokes and trying to sketch. I couldn’t focus any better than before, so I gave up and simply stared out the window.

      When it was time to return to financial aid, I paid my tab and left the waitress a nice tip (she’d never lost her smile, even after two hours of my foul mood). It was a short drive back to campus, but doubt and frustration gnawed at me. I didn’t know what I’d do if they didn’t have my check. I lapsed into a fantasy where I shouted and smashed things, but that wouldn’t accomplish anything in the real world.

      Wonder of wonders, Mrs. Halberstam actually had a check for me. She even offered an apology for the screw-up. It was an olive branch, and I was too surprised to be a jerk. So I offered a weary smile and actually managed to sound grateful as I thanked her.

      I headed to the bursar’s office and then the bookstore. Even with all the computer problems, most students had already come and gone, so the lines were relatively short.

      I spent the rest of the day in the local art gallery, since I didn’t think anyone would find me there. I browsed through the paintings for a while, but the building itself was more interesting than the art. Something about it seemed familiar, and I wasn’t surprised when I found out why. The architect was John Russell Pope, and I’d done a first-year project on one of his later buildings, the Jefferson Memorial.

      The art gallery had originally been a residence, a Classical Revival mansion, and I could see how Pope had begun to refine his style. I’d always been interested in Beaux-Arts design, so I pulled out my sketchbook and finally managed to forget Trip and Wren.
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      I only had one class on Thursday: Computer Applications in Design. Trip hadn’t signed up for it, so I knew I wouldn’t see him. Gracie and I sat together, and I apologized for being a jerk the day before. She waved it away, and we talked about other things until Professor Liang got our attention to begin the class.

      I still didn’t want to see my erstwhile friends, so I spent the rest of the day sketching the art gallery. The weather was blustery and cold, typical for January in Knoxville, but I could go inside to warm up whenever I needed to.

      I had dinner at a restaurant on the Strip. It was nicer than I could afford on a regular basis, but I knew I wouldn’t run into Trip or anyone else. I was still angry at Wren, for the obvious reasons, and Christy, for being an accomplice. Luke was still on my shit list for the coat, and I lumped Jeff with the rest, even though he hadn’t really done anything. Ash and Zoë were guilty by association.

      I spent another cold night in my car, parked in a dark corner of the big non-commuter garage. I woke shivering and stiff the next morning, but at least my knee felt almost normal. The HPER building had locker rooms with showers, so I used the facilities to clean up.

      My first class was in the Humanities building, and I wasn’t worried about seeing anyone I knew. Afterward, I skulked through the A&A building to History of Architecture. Gracie sat beside me, and we avoided the subject of Trip altogether. (I hadn’t told her about the fight, but she’d probably figured it out.) Then I had an Interior Design class, which was full of strangers.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t avoid Trip forever. We had the same design class at one o’clock, so I arranged to meet Gracie beforehand. We walked in together and chose tables on the front row. I studiously avoided looking around, and talked to Gracie until Professor Joska began class.

      I could almost feel Trip sitting behind me somewhere, but I refused to look. Joska went through his usual first-of-quarter routine, including the class standings from the previous quarter. Gracie and I blushed and shared a look when he called our names.

      I still didn’t like playing second fiddle to anyone, but at least Gracie was nice about it. Then Joska assigned study- and project-partners. Not surprisingly, he paired me with Freddie DeFeo, who tossed his chin and said, “Hey, yo,” when we rearranged our seating.

      Once again, I managed to avoid eye contact with Trip, although I actually saw him for the first time since the fight. His split lip had closed up, but it was obvious that he’d been hit. I silently gloated that I’d hurt him more than he hurt me. On the outside, at least.

      My thoughts turned to Wren, and my spirits sank as Joska lectured in the background. Fortunately, he let us go early, at four thirty. I made a show of talking to Freddie, and Trip was gone by the time we headed for the door.

      Good riddance, I thought morosely.

      I ate dinner at the nice restaurant again, since I didn’t want to eat alone in the dining hall. Self-pity was fine, but I didn’t want to look pathetic too.

      “You look like I feel.”

      I glanced up, surprised that someone had spoken to me. I was sitting at the bar, staring at the remains of my hamburger, and had barely noticed the woman who’d taken the seat next to me.

      She’d been there long enough to order a glass of wine and finish it. She got the bartender’s attention and ordered another. He refilled her glass, and she raised it toward me in a mocking toast. “Misery loves company.”

      I clinked glasses with her, if only to be polite.

      “What’re you drinking?” she asked.

      “Um… Coke.”

      She laughed. “Really drowning your sorrows, huh?”

      Something about her sardonic expression made me smile. She was in her early thirties and pretty, but she looked like she worked hard to stay that way. Her hair and makeup were both expensive, and her dress revealed enough cleavage to show off her best assets.

      She was in the mood to talk, and since I didn’t really have anything better to do, I shrugged and caught the bartender’s attention.

      “Vodka martini,” I said. “Straight up.”

      The woman grinned. “Shaken or stirred?”

      “I dunno,” I said. “I’m not James Bond.”

      “You kind of look like him,” she said, although I knew better. I thought she was just flirting, but then she dropped a bombshell. “How do I know my husband didn’t send you to spy on me?”

      “I guess you don’t,” I said with a shrug. “Who’s your husband?”

      “A real jerk.”

      “Oh?”

      “He had to leave on a sudden ‘business trip,’” she said. Under her breath, she added, “And I’m sure his secretary already had her bags packed.”

      So, why is she telling me? “That sucks,” I said aloud, and sipped my drink as I tried to decide if I should spill my own problems. Misery loves company. “I know how you feel. My best friend just stole my girlfriend.” It wasn’t quite the truth, but close enough.

      She laughed, contemptuous and bitter. “Jerks.”

      “Yeah.” We toasted the jerks, and I offered my hand. “I’m Paul.”

      “Sandra.”

      We talked for almost an hour. I finished my first martini and had ordered another, but she had three more glasses of wine. Then she had a “sudden” idea. She’d been flirting and working up to it the entire time, and I wasn’t so naïve that I’d missed the signals. I might be slow on the uptake sometimes, but I wasn’t stupid.

      She was at least ten years older—and she wasn’t Susan—but she was female and interested. I didn’t really care that she was married, probably because her husband was cheating on her. Besides, I wanted to prove that I didn’t need Wren anyway, that I could have any woman I wanted. So I knew what was coming, and part of me welcomed it.

      “You know what we should do?” Sandra said, as if it had just occurred to her.

      “What?”

      “Let’s get back at ’em.”

      I knew who she meant, but something made me play dumb instead. “Who?”

      “My jerk of a husband,” she said. “Your best friend.”

      “Ex-best friend.”

      “Whatever. Let’s get revenge.” She turned unexpectedly coy. “Let’s do to them what they did to us.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, you know… my husband’s out of town.”

      Something told me not to push it—she wanted to have sex, but she didn’t want to come right out and ask for it—so I threw her a lifeline: “Does he have a liquor cabinet?” Do you want to go back to your place?

      “Fully stocked.” Yes.

      “Let’s go,” I said. Let’s go.

      She finished her wine as I paid our tab, and we walked into the cold night. The wind had picked up, but we were flushed from the alcohol and flirting.

      I took out my car keys. “You want me to follow you?”

      “God, no,” she said immediately, but recovered just as quickly. “Let’s take my car.”

      “Okay, but I’d better drive.”

      Her flush deepened, and she gave me a look of such naked desire that I almost laughed. I suppressed the urge, because I didn’t want to ruin my chances of getting laid. Instead, I took her keys and did something her husband didn’t: I paid attention to her. I opened the Cadillac’s passenger door, and waited to close it until she pulled her dress out of the way. Then I walked around and slid into the driver’s seat.

      We flirted as we drove to her house, which was in a wealthy neighborhood a couple of miles from campus. I pulled into the garage and clicked the boxy transmitter to close the door behind us. She paused for a moment, and seemed to study my face in the light from the garage door opener.

      “How old are you?” she asked.

      I didn’t want to scare her with the truth, so I fibbed. “Twenty.”

      “I thought you were older.”

      “A lot of people do.” Except the ones who know me.

      “But I’m… a few years older,” she said. “So… why are you here?”

      I returned her gaze. “Honestly?”

      She nodded.

      “Lots of reasons, I guess. I mean, we’re both adults, and we’re both horny.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise at my candor, but she didn’t deny it.

      “Your husband’s screwing his secretary. My best friend’s screwing my girlfriend. Although she’s my ex now, I guess.” It was a white lie, but I had to keep up the fiction.

      Sandra nodded.

      In a moment of self-awareness, I said, “And I guess I don’t wanna be alone tonight. You probably don’t either.”

      She nodded in agreement, and looked a little surprised that I’d been so frank. Then she hesitated. “I’ve never done this before.”

      I knew I was about to blow my chance, but I wasn’t a self-centered jerk, even if I did act like it sometimes. “There’s still time,” I said. “I mean, I can take a taxi back to my car.”

      “Do you want to?”

      I shook my head. “To be honest, I wanna fuck your brains out. But I’ll leave if—”

      She kissed me, hard. When I recovered my wits, I kissed her back and tasted wine as her tongue invaded my mouth. Then she pressed against me, and I cupped her ass, drawing her closer.

      I lifted her dress and slid my hand up her stocking. She pulled back long enough to spread my collar. Then she moved in and kissed my neck as she ground her hips against me.

      After several minutes she panted, “Oh, God, I want you.”

      I pulled her into my lap, and we kissed and dry-humped for a couple of minutes. Then I reached under her to fumble with my zipper. I eventually managed to extract my erection, and she tugged her panties aside.

      She was hot and very wet, and I groaned as she abruptly sat on my cock. She began rocking almost immediately. We didn’t have room to move, but I came quickly, and she slammed her hips against me when she felt the spurts.

      When my orgasm subsided we panted in silence for several minutes. The wind rattled the garage door a couple of times, but neither of us spoke. She finally leaned back and looked at me curiously.

      “You’re still hard.”

      I nodded, but then grimaced. “Sorry I came so quickly.”

      “You’re twenty,” she said, as if she couldn’t believe it herself.

      “Yeah, but I normally have more control than that.”

      “It’s kind of flattering.”

      “You deserve it.”

      “I… um… do you want to come inside?”

      “Unless you wanna try the back seat,” I deadpanned.

      “Are you serious?”

      Instead of answering, I clenched my buttocks and made my cock swell within her.

      Her eyes widened. “I guess you are.” She laughed with a release of tension. “Well, you are only twenty.”

      “Yep. And I still wanna fuck your brains out. Let’s go inside and find someplace more comfortable… like the kitchen floor.”
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      I spent the entire weekend at Sandra’s house. We drank and talked, but mostly we fucked like horny teenagers. I was a horny teenager, but she enjoyed the attention, especially from someone my age.

      She also had an axe to grind, since her husband had been having affairs almost the entire time they’d been married. Not surprisingly, he’d been screwing around on his first wife with Sandra, but she thought he’d change when they got married.

      I wondered how she could delude herself like that, but a part of me understood all too well. I’d done the same thing with Kendall, and again with Gina. Still, I couldn’t understand how Sandra had spent six years doing it.

      She’d finally reached the point where she didn’t care anymore, and wanted revenge. To her, that meant an affair of her own. She’d wanted to pick up a random guy and have sex with him, which was the reason she’d gone to the bar. But then she’d met me, more eager and a lot younger than she’d expected.

      She wanted to have sex in every room in the house. Since it was a big old Southern Colonial, we had a lot of options. After the garage, we moved to the kitchen, where I made good on my promise to fuck her on the floor. Then we mixed screwdrivers and talked as we drank. I talked a little, but mostly listened as she complained about her husband.

      She finally wound down when we ran out of orange juice. She started to make more, but I took the opportunity to fondle her from behind. I quickly grew hard, and we kissed and groped our way to the study, where she sat on her husband’s desk. She wanted to leave a wet spot on the blotter, so I threw her legs over my shoulders and fucked her right there. When we caught our breath, she poured two glasses of Scotch and sat on my lap in the leather chair.

      We talked about life in general for a while, but then she slid to the floor and gave me head until I was hard again. After fooling around in the study, we went upstairs and added both guest bedrooms to the list. I hadn’t come yet, so we moved to the master bedroom, where she wanted me to fuck her in the ass.

      She fetched a jar of Vaseline and knelt in front of me to suck my dick back to life. Then she bent over a stack of pillows, spread her cheeks with both hands, and told me to ream her good. I was more than willing, but exhausted and drunk, so I wasn’t sure I could come again.

      I did my best for ten or fifteen minutes, but then thrust deep and faked an orgasm. She was too drunk to notice, so I pulled out and went to the bathroom to clean up. I returned a few minutes later and found her passed out, her breathing deep and regular. With a sigh of relief, I climbed into bed and fell asleep almost immediately.

      I had a major hangover the next morning, but Sandra fixed a couple of stiff Bloody Marys. She started sucking my dick before my head even stopped pounding, and we began the day with sex in the parlor.

      I spent the rest of the weekend in an alcoholic haze, but my dick was more than happy to run the show. Sandra had figured out that most guys would agree to just about anything, if they thought they were going to get laid. I wasn’t in the mood to prove her wrong, so I lost count of how many times we had sex. I think we managed every room, but things were just a bit fuzzy toward the end.

      Despite all the sex, we actually talked quite a bit. I tried to figure her out, but she was full of contradictions. At first, I’d thought she was some lonely society wife, but she didn’t have the background. She didn’t have the poise, either. As she drank more and let her guard down, she went from parlor perfect to dive-bar dirty.

      The sex was the same, full of contradictions that were more spiteful than puzzling. She wouldn’t let her husband come in her mouth, but she didn’t have a problem swallowing my load. She wouldn’t let him fuck her in the ass, either, but she definitely enjoyed it with me.

      I had fun, but part of me felt guilty for screwing another man’s wife. I’d had sex with married women before, but their husbands were usually involved. Sandra’s husband—I never asked his name, and she only called him Doctor Dickless, emphasis on the doctor—could’ve been a nice guy who simply neglected his wife. Then again, maybe he really was a philandering jerk.

      Unfortunately, I had my own axe to grind, and was happy to transfer some of my anger to Sandra’s husband. He hadn’t done anything to me, but Trip had, and the two were the same in my mind. I knew it was wrong, but I wasn’t in the mood to be honest with myself. So I fucked Sandra, and she fucked me, both for our own reasons.

      She drove me back to the restaurant early Monday morning. We hadn’t gotten much sleep, and I was still bleary-eyed from all the booze. She had turned sullen, probably because her husband was due home soon.

      I half-expected my Cruiser to have been towed by the restaurant, but it was sitting right where I’d left it. I got out of Sandra’s Cadillac and we said goodbye. We didn’t trade phone numbers, and didn’t promise to meet again. We simply exchanged a few words and then parted a bit awkwardly.

      I sat in my car and waited for the heater to warm up. I felt cold, and not just on the outside. I also felt dirty, and not just on the outside there, either. After all, I’d spent the weekend fucking some other man’s wife, for no better reason than revenge. Hers, mine, or ours, it didn’t matter. I told myself that I wasn’t like that, but that only made things worse.

      After a shower at HPER, I muddled through class, and didn’t really sober up until lunchtime. By then I had a pounding headache and a massive case of self-loathing. I didn’t want to see anyone I knew, so I wandered around campus with my head down, lost in a funk.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t stop thinking about Trip, so my funk eventually became a fury. By the time one o’clock arrived, I wanted to beat him senseless and then kick him while he was down. Joska seemed to realize how angry I was, so he didn’t bait me. Maybe he understood that my reaction would be immediate and violent. Smart man.

      Gracie could tell that I was upset, but I shrugged her off when she tried to talk to me. I wasn’t in the mood to be consoled, by her or anyone else. Even Freddie knew to leave me alone. After class, I shouldered my backpack and walked out, oblivious to everything but my own misery.

      I skipped dinner and went to a bar on the Strip. I didn’t really have a plan, but I didn’t want to deal with life. So I tried to drown my sorrows with a pitcher of Long Island Iced Tea. It even worked. For a while.

      I drank too much, especially on an empty stomach, and ended up at some girl’s apartment with a bunch of people I didn’t know. I fucked the girl I was with, but most of the night was a blur, and I woke up the next morning on someone’s couch.

      The rest of the week was more of the same. When I wasn’t ashamed of my behavior and wallowing in self-pity, I was furious at the world. I went to class, but I didn’t eat very much, and I definitely didn’t do much homework. Gracie tried to talk to me, but I told her to mind her own business. Even Freddie seemed concerned, and he wasn’t the most observant guy in the world.

      I avoided my former “friends,” and went to bars at night. I drank too much, and had semi-anonymous sex with a different girl each night. I didn’t care about my usual standards, and didn’t bother with anyone who wasn’t in the mood for a one-night stand. I barely knew any of their names, and didn’t really care.

      I told myself I was just having fun, but I knew better. Sometimes I wanted to talk to Susan, or Gina, or even Leah, but I didn’t have anywhere to call from. I was basically living out of a duffel bag, spending the night on couches and floors, or in bed with a girl I hardly knew.

      I was still drunk when I woke up Saturday morning. I got out of bed and staggered through an unfamiliar apartment until I found the bathroom. It was a pigsty, with grime in more colors and textures than a Van Gogh painting. It smelled rank, and I did my best to avoid touching anything.

      When I went to pee, I realized I was wearing a condom, and a used one at that. I pulled it off and cleaned myself with some toilet paper (the only clean thing in the room). Then I let loose a stream and shivered at the feeling of emptying my bladder. My head started throbbing almost as soon as I finished—retribution for the momentary pleasure.

      Back in the living room, I looked around in a bleary stupor. The place was a disaster, with empty beer bottles, full ashtrays, take-out bags, dirty clothes, and more. The furniture was dingy and worn, and the whole place reeked of more smells than I really wanted to identify.

      I couldn’t remember where I was, how I’d gotten there, or who I’d been with. I shuddered at the thought of having sex with anyone who lived like this, and thanked whatever impulse had made me use a condom.

      I didn’t want to stick around to “meet” my new friend, so I snuck back to the bedroom. The woman was still asleep, but I got a good look at her. She really wasn’t my type—big hair, pockmarked complexion, tattoos—and I shivered at the knowledge that I’d had sex with her.

      I gathered my clothes in silence, and dressed in the living room. I didn’t even bother leaving a note, since I couldn’t remember her name. She probably didn’t remember mine either. I vaguely remembered that she was a bartender… somewhere. Or… a cocktail waitress. Or maybe just a random barfly. Then again, did it really matter?

      Outside, the sun nearly blinded me, and I stumbled toward the Cruiser. I was still drunk, and probably shouldn’t drive, but I didn’t want to stick around to sober up. So I cautiously backed out of the parking lot and prayed I wouldn’t run into the cops.

      I had no idea where I was, but eventually found a gas station. The attendant was behind bullet-proof glass—not a good sign—and gave me directions to a main road. From there, I managed to make it to campus, but I didn’t want to go to my apartment. I couldn’t keep living in my car and showering at HPER, either.

      I wanted to talk to Susan, but was too ashamed to explain what had happened. I thought about calling Gina, but shook my head almost immediately. I didn’t want to seem like a pathetic loser. Correction, like more of a pathetic loser. My parents would help, but I knew they’d be disappointed. I couldn’t talk to Professor Joska either, and no one else would care about my problems.

      I eventually headed toward the interstate. I didn’t know where I was going, but I had to get away from my life.
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      I slowed as I drove past the Coulters’ house, but the landscaping hid their garage from view. I couldn’t tell if Leah was home, and I definitely didn’t want to see her parents. I was too ashamed of how I looked—and smelled, and felt—but I didn’t have many other options, so I’d have to take my chances.

      I pulled into the driveway and stopped the car. The engine pinged and popped, and I sat there for a moment before I worked up the courage to get out. The cold air was a welcome relief from the stuffy car, but it also reminded me how bad I smelled. I rang the doorbell and hoped the wind didn’t shift.

      Leah opened the door and promptly blinked in confusion. I could only imagine what I looked like, and I knew what I smelled like.

      “Paul?”

      “Yeah,” I half-croaked, my throat raw from abuse. “Sorry I didn’t call.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Why are you here? What happened? Are you okay?”

      “It’s a long story. Are your parents here?” Even though it was Saturday, I still might get lucky. My hopes died when she nodded. Then she realized that we were standing with the door wide open.

      “Do you want to come in?” She was clearly reluctant, and I couldn’t blame her—I wouldn’t want to be near me either, but I didn’t have a choice.

      “I can’t.”

      “Are… are you okay?”

      “I need help, and I don’t know where else to go.” My eyes stung, and I blinked to clear them. “I can’t see your parents, ’cause they’ll tell mine. I hate to ask, but…” I thought she was going to turn me away, but then she grabbed her coat, called into the house that she’d be back in a minute, and joined me on the porch.

      “You can stay in the guest house,” she said. “I’ll have to tell my parents something, but they’ll understand. If not…” She shrugged. “I guess we’ll deal with it.”

      The guest house was dark and cold, but Leah turned on the lights and set the thermostat.

      “It’ll take a while for the water to heat up,” she said as she rummaged in the linen closet, “but you can take a shower when it does.”

      I shifted from foot to foot and felt like a hobo.

      “Do you have anything clean to put on after?”

      I shook my head.

      “Okay. I’ll bring you something. Leave your dirty clothes in the hall.”

      I shuffled into the bathroom. For some reason I didn’t want her to see me undress, so I closed the door behind me.

      I turned on the shower, but the water was still cold. I didn’t really care. I scrubbed myself from head to toe, three times, and was shivering by the time I finished. Leah had placed a folded blue robe on the counter. I donned it and stared at myself in the mirror.

      My eyes were sunken and dark, and my jaw sported several days of stubble. I felt like hell, wrung out and hung over, but at least I was clean for the first time in too long. I’d left my toiletry kit in the duffel bag with my dirty clothes, but Leah had set it next to the robe.

      I brushed my teeth, but didn’t have the energy to shave. Instead, I wanted to sleep. A part of me hoped I’d never wake up. It would serve me right. Then I wouldn’t—

      Leah interrupted with a gentle knock.

      “I put fresh sheets on the bed in the blue room,” she said, her voice muffled by the wood of the door.

      I opened it and tried not to look as pathetic as I felt. “Thanks. Is it okay if I take a nap? I… um… I didn’t get much sleep last night.” Or the night before, or the night before that, or… I couldn’t remember the last time I’d really slept.

      “Um… sure. Okay.”

      I shuffled to the bedroom and climbed into the cold bed. I pulled the covers up and curled around myself. Leah lingered for a moment, but must have decided that she didn’t want to be near me. I couldn’t really blame her.
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      I blinked awake and stared at the ceiling for a moment. I’d grown accustomed to waking up in strange places, but I still felt a moment of panic as I tried to figure out where I was. Then I remembered and relaxed.

      I didn’t know what time it was, but it was dark outside. Leah had left a tray with sandwiches and milk next to the bed. I wasn’t in the mood to eat, but my stomach had other notions, so I mechanically emptied the tray. My eyes grew heavy as soon as I finished, so I lay back and pulled the covers over me. I closed my eyes and fell asleep almost immediately.
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      I woke in a sweaty panic. I’d been dreaming, and could still hear the jeers ringing in my ears. The scene faded quickly but the feeling didn’t. I got up and shivered in the cold air on the way to the bathroom.

      Leah was asleep in the other bedroom, but she didn’t stir as I returned to my own. I stripped off the sweaty robe, climbed into bed, and pulled the covers over me. I felt lost and alone, stranded in a wilderness of my own making.

      The half-remembered dream didn’t help, but the emptiness was almost worse. I’d lost something in the dream, and people were laughing at me for it. The symbolism was obvious, and I let out a dark sigh at the way my mind worked.

      I closed my eyes and tried to go back to sleep, but I couldn’t escape the chaos of my emotions. The heat of anger had long since faded, replaced by a solid lump of guilt and shame, and plenty of self-recriminations. Sleep took a long time coming and was a welcome relief when it did.
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      Dust motes floated through a ray of sunlight, and I followed them back to the crack in the curtains. I didn’t know what time it was, but the sun was already well up. I rubbed my face and yawned. I still felt like some Viking berserker had used me for a practice dummy, but at least I was alive.

      Leah had replaced the tray on the nightstand with a glass of orange juice and a plate of toast. I wasn’t in the mood for food, but I drained the juice in several long gulps. Then I headed for the bathroom.

      When I finished, I stared at the mirror and saw myself for the loser I was. I looked like hell and felt worse, which was probably more than I deserved, especially after the self-destruction of the past week. Thinking back, I didn’t know how I’d ever explain it.

      Not for the first time, I wanted to crawl away and die quietly. Unfortunately, I knew I couldn’t kill myself. And I wasn’t likely to die in my sleep, no matter how much I wanted to. But I still wasn’t ready to face Leah’s disappointment, so I shuffled back to bed.

      A few minutes later she knocked softly and opened the door. “Are you okay?”

      I heaved a shrug.

      She came around and sat beside me. After a moment she brushed my hair back. Her own hair shadowed her face, but I could feel her looking at me.

      “Do you want to get up?”

      I shook my head, but she didn’t go away.

      “It’s been almost twenty-four hours.” She waited for nearly a minute. “Come on,” she said at last, “get up.”

      She pulled back the covers and tugged me out of bed. I followed listlessly to the bathroom, where she turned on the shower and tested the temperature. With unhurried movements, she undressed and twisted her hair into a loose knot.

      “Come on,” she said, “you’ll feel better.”

      The hot water stung my skin, but she gently pushed again, and I let the water stream over me. She turned me to face her and began lathering the soap. She washed me in silence, her hands moving gently over my body.

      When we finished she wrapped a towel around herself and handed the other one to me. Then she gave me a critical look.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said, and returned with a small stool from the rustic kitchen set. “Have a seat.”

      She began filling the sink with hot water, and I glanced at the foggy mirror, thankful that I couldn’t see any details. Instead, I watched her rummage for my razor and shaving cream.

      “Sit down,” she said. “Lift your chin.”

      She coated my jaw with shaving cream and then smiled at the uncertainty in my eyes.

      “My dad used to let me do this sometimes,” she explained, “when I was a girl.”

      She shaved me with a steady hand, and even took the time to trim my sideburns. “There, that’s better. But you need a haircut too.”

      She didn’t even ask if I minded. She simply pulled open the bottom drawer and came up with a pair of scissors and a bulky old electric trimmer. She unwrapped her towel and draped it around my shoulders. My eyes were drawn to her body, and I wondered if her nipples were hard because of the cool air, or something else.

      Leah ignored my gaze and worked quietly, snipping and combing and studying the results. I tried not to stare at her breasts, but I couldn’t help looking at the rest of her either. Her pubic area should have been covered in short, dark hair, but it was just as bare as the last time I’d seen it.

      “Much better,” she said when she finished. “You look almost human again.”

      “I don’t feel like it,” I said, the first words I’d spoken all morning. I felt like sulking, if only to show how miserable I felt, but then I realized the truth: I didn’t feel miserable. I felt almost human again.

      With a bewildered snort, I realized that Leah’s silent attention had done more than any words could have. It had been intimate, in a way that sex never could be. I looked at her with a new appreciation and wondered if she’d done it on purpose. Probably not, but that was even more troubling. It meant she actually cared about me, and I fought down a surge of emotion.

      “Let’s rinse off,” she said. “C’mon.”

      She carefully gathered the hair-covered towels, so I fetched clean ones. She had the shower going when I returned. She stepped into the tub and held the curtain for me. Then she moved under the spray and rinsed from the neck down.

      “Here,” I said, “my turn to wash you.”

      “That’s okay,” she said before thinking, “I—” She met my eyes and studied me for a moment. “Yeah, okay.”

      I reached behind her and tugged her hair. It swung loose and immediately grew damp from the spray. Her caramel skin was already slick with water, and I felt a sudden hunger for her body.

      I broke the spell with an almost physical effort. A smile flickered over her lips, but disappeared just as quickly. She smoothed her hair under the spray, and I stole a glance at the swell of her breasts as they rose and fell. Her nipples were dark and soft, almost perfectly round.

      She caught me looking and smiled for real. Then she handed me the shampoo and turned her back. I took my time as I lathered her hair, and worked the suds into the raven mass. Then I had her rinse, and repeated the massage with conditioner.

      In contrast with our first shower, I was being deliberately intimate. I didn’t need to coax her out of her shell, but I wanted to take my time. I’d seen her barely two weeks before, but it felt like years.

      In the meantime I’d said a lot of things I wasn’t proud of, and done even more. Worse, I hadn’t been able to talk to my friends—if they even were my friends anymore—and a part of me missed them more than I was willing to admit. Did they think about me? Worry? Had Trip told them anything? Were they miserable too? A gloomy part of me doubted it, but I wasn’t so sure.

      I was still lost in thought when I felt Leah pull away to rinse. She tugged me under and brushed stray hairs from my neck and shoulders. When she thought I was clean enough, she turned off the water and opened the shower curtain.

      We dried in silence, each lost in thought. I felt guilty that my brooding had changed the mood between us, but I didn’t know how to fix things. Then she began toweling her hair, and I had an idea. “Here,” I said, “let me do that.”

      She gave me a curious look, but then shrugged and let me take her towel.

      I rubbed her hair until it stopped dripping. Then I grabbed the comb and led her to the bedroom, where I sat on the bed and pulled her down in front of me. Our skin was warm and damp where it touched, and she smiled back at me. I gave her hair a final tousle and then began combing it out.

      Leah relaxed and tilted her head back. I combed until her hair shone with a jet black luster. Then I swept it aside and kissed her neck. She moaned softly as I pulled her against me.

      Her nipples arched skyward, hard from arousal and the cool air. I cupped her breasts and planted kisses up her neck. After a moment I pulled away. She moaned a question. Instead of answering, I slid from behind her and gently pushed her to the pillow. Then I climbed in beside her and pulled the covers over us.

      I kissed her gently and rested my hand on her belly before sliding it lower. Her pussy was hot and damp from the shower, and her own juices began to flow as I rubbed slowly. With an urgent little sigh, she reached between us and groped for my erection.

      I let her stroke me as our kisses grew more urgent. Then I climbed over her and nudged between her legs. She spread them for me, her eyes hooded with anticipation. Her expression changed when I didn’t enter her immediately. Instead, I grinned and slowly disappeared under the covers.

      She put her hands on my head and spread her legs as I shouldered them apart. I licked her gently and inhaled the clean scent of her arousal. She moaned and thrust her hips at me, so I cupped her ass and began licking in earnest.

      I hadn’t gone down on many of the girls during my week of insanity. For one thing, I wasn’t entirely sure of their hygiene. For another, several of them were hippie-hairy, which was a major turn-off. Sandra had been well-trimmed and clean, along with one other girl, but I hadn’t been inclined to go down on any of the others.

      Leah was different. She was fresh and clean, and she’d shaved for me. I smiled at the thought and swirled my tongue around her clit. Then I took my time and made sure her arousal built slowly. The air under the covers grew thick and hot, musty with the scent of her.

      When I finally decided that she’d had enough warm-up, I crawled up her body. I stopped to give her nipples a playful suck, but then burst into the cool, fresh air. We kissed, and she surged with pleasure at the taste on my lips.

      We were still kissing when she reached between us and set my manhood at her opening. I slid into her and felt a wave of pleasure at her smooth warmth. Then I began thrusting, our bodies pressed together as I ground against her clit.

      After less than a minute, she arched her back and cried out. I kept thrusting, and her pussy convulsed around me with a flood of heat and moisture. She dug her fingers into my back and cried out softly as waves of pleasure crashed through her.

      I thrust until she went limp, but then slowed to a stop, my cock buried deep inside her. She held me close and panted, her breath soft in my ear. I shifted my weight and grinned as the movement sent an aftershock through her.

      We held each other until she caught her breath. Then I began rocking my hips, and she pressed back against me. I was close to my own orgasm, but I didn’t want to come inside her. I thrust until I was ready and then pulled out and straddled her chest.

      She looked cross-eyed as she focused on my shiny cock, and I had to stifle a laugh. But then she captured the tip and swirled her tongue around the swollen purple head. I let out a deep groan and braced myself on the wall above the headboard.

      She gripped my balls with one hand and began stroking with the other. I didn’t last long, and jerked my hips as the first spurt coursed up my shaft. Leah moaned when she tasted it, and locked her lips around me while she pumped.

      When the jets of semen finally slowed to gushes and then stopped altogether, I sat back on my heels. My cock and balls rested on her soft stomach, and she grinned up at me, her lips moist with our combined juices.

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said. More than you know.
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      We made love for the next hour. She obviously wanted to know why I was there, but was too preoccupied to ask. That didn’t stop her from wondering, though.

      When we finally took a break, I could almost feel her thinking about it. I didn’t know where to begin, so I stalled.

      “What did you tell your parents? About why I’m here, I mean.”

      She shrugged and rolled against me. Her head rested in the hollow of my shoulder as she toyed with my nipple. “The truth,” she said laconically. “Sort of.”

      “Mmm?”

      “I told ’em you looked like crap and needed a place to hide out for a few days.”

      I chuckled, low and dark. “That’s the truth all right.”

      “I figured you’d tell me more when you were ready.”

      “And the wait nearly killed you,” I teased, “didn’t—? Ow! That hurt!”

      She released my nipple.

      “What was that for?”

      “For making me worry,” she said tartly. “And for sleeping a whole day. And for being a butthead.”

      “Butthead? When was I a butthead?”

      “Just now,” she said, as if I should’ve known.

      I rubbed my sore nipple and pushed her hand away.

      “So…,” she said mildly, “are you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      “Not if you keep pinching me.”

      “Awww.”

      “Hmph.”

      She laughed. “I’m not like Gina, you know. That cute little pout doesn’t work with me.”

      “I’m not pouting,” I lied.

      She raised her head and gazed at me. Then she arched a perfect eyebrow.

      “Okay, maybe just a little.”

      She rested her head on my shoulder again, satisfied. Then her finger circled my nipple. The threat was unmistakable. “So, tell me what happened. It can’t be that bad.”

      “It’s pretty bad.”

      “Talking about it’ll help.”

      “I’ll get there,” I said, a bit peevishly. “Just hold your horses.”

      She reached under the sheet and gripped my flaccid manhood. “Better?” she teased. “It’s a pony, at least.”

      “Ha ha,” I said dryly. She was trying to lighten the mood, but I knew better—nothing could lighten the past two weeks.

      She must have felt me gathering my thoughts, because she released my penis and rested her hand on my stomach. Then she kissed my chest, soft and friendly and reassuring.

      I drew breath and gathered my nerve. I didn’t know how I’d get through it all, or if I even could, but I owed it to Leah to try. No, I owed it to myself.

      The story seemed so monumental that I couldn’t tell it lying down, so I sat up and crossed my legs. After the warmth of Leah’s body, the cold air raised goose bumps, and I suppressed a shudder. Leah sat up and looked at me with calm curiosity.

      I began slowly, determined to tell all of it: the good (what little there was), the bad, and the really ugly. Leah never interrupted, but she filled my awkward pauses with questions that got me speaking again. Each time she did, I listened for a reaction in her voice, but she never betrayed any.

      A childish part of me wanted her to be furious at Trip and Wren, if only to justify my reaction. The guilty part of me wanted her to be appalled, to tell me I was a loser and a lowlife. But mostly I wanted her to know the truth, to judge me on all the facts instead of just the obvious ones.

      So I laid myself bare and told her everything, from the fight and its aftermath to Sandra and the others. I even told her about wanting to kill myself, which was harder to admit than all of the rest.

      “So that’s why I’m here,” I said at last. “I didn’t know where else to go. And I couldn’t keep doing what I was doing.” I wiped my eyes. “Sorry I messed up your weekend.”

      “You didn’t mess it up.”

      I stared at my hands, afraid to meet her eyes.

      “And I’m glad you’re here.” She couldn’t bring herself to say it, but she touched my leg and the message was obvious: “I’m glad you didn’t kill yourself.”

      Me too, I thought. At least… I think I’m glad. Sometimes I wasn’t so sure.

      The silence hung between us, but then Leah let out her breath. “Wow. No wonder you looked like crap.”

      I laughed cynically. “Do you hate me?”

      “Of course not, but I had no idea you’d go that far off the deep end.” She shrugged philosophically. “I guess you had pretty good reasons, though.”

      “Not really. Now that I’ve had time to think about it, it was all pretty stupid. Well, the little stuff was. I mean, I got orange juice on my sweater. Big deal. And the thing with Christy was my own fault. I should’ve been paying attention instead of looking for Wren.”

      “Yeah, but that happens.”

      “The other stuff was just as piddling,” I went on. “Luke left his coat on the floor. He always does that. He’s a slob, and I should know better. I mean, it’s not his fault I twisted my knee.”

      “It sorta is,” Leah said, “but I know what you mean.”

      “The scholarship was a big deal,” I continued, “but I shouldn’t’ve lost my temper.”

      “Yeah, but after everything else…?”

      “I know. Still…” I stared into space for a moment. “The worst part was Trip and Wren.” I drew a breath and controlled my emotions. “The sound of her voice when she called his name…” My eyes stung with the memory. “And his face when he saw me, like he knew what he’d done.”

      “He deserves whatever he gets,” Leah spat.

      I blinked at her venom. “Well, he did try to tell me about Wren and him.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “He did.”

      “When?”

      “The note.”

      “What note?”

      “The one where he said we needed to talk, that it was important. I only thought it was about the houses. It wasn’t, obviously.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I know Trip,” I said. “Trust me.” I snorted at a memory. “He had me fly him to Louisiana once, just to break up with a girl. He wouldn’t do it over the phone.” Leah’s eyebrows shot up, and I nodded. “He wouldn’t tell me something like that in a note, either. He’d do it in person. So that’s what it was about, not the houses.” I paused to remember, and wanted to kick myself for jumping to conclusions. “And when I stopped at Wren’s apartment instead of mine…” I shrugged. “I pretty much set myself up for that one.”

      “But he shouldn’t’ve slept with her in the first place!”

      “I dunno,” I said with another shrug. “I mean, I did everything but throw her at him. I guess I was already thinking that Gina and I would get back together. I didn’t want Wren to feel jilted. Subconsciously, at least. I… I don’t know. All I know is, I told him to call her, and went out of my way to say we were just friends.”

      “Still,” Leah objected, “he shouldn’t’ve slept with her. And what about her? She was supposed to be your friend.”

      “She still is, I think.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I saw her expression after the fight. She looked like she’d been punched.”

      “It’d serve her right!”

      I understood Leah’s anger, but I didn’t share it. Not anymore, at least. I’d had time to cool off, to think about things and get some perspective. By contrast, the betrayal was fresh in Leah’s mind, and her defenses were up. I smiled, but it was melancholy.

      “No,” I said, “it was pretty much my fault.”

      “What? How?”

      “Think about it,” I said reasonably. “I treated Wren like a back-up for Gina.” I gave Leah a shrewd look. “How did you like it? When you thought I did it to you, I mean?”

      “I wanted to kill you, but…”

      “Exactly. Wren was a bit less dramatic, but just as angry.” I paused to let it sink in. “Besides, she and Trip are friends. They have a lot in common. So when he called her before Christmas, one thing probably led to another.” I shrugged and left the rest for Leah’s imagination.

      “Still… how can you be so calm about it?”

      “I’m calm now,” I said, “but I wasn’t then.” I snorted a harsh laugh. “I basically tried to kill my best friend. Then I wanted to kill myself. Then I slept with a married woman, just because I thought her husband deserved it. Last but not least, I spent a week getting drunk and screwing anything that moved.”

      She blinked at the reminder.

      “If you think that’s calm,” I said, deliberately composed, “then I’ve got a bridge in Brooklyn to sell you.”

      “They still shouldn’t’ve done it,” she said hotly.

      “No, probably not. Not in a perfect world. But it’s not a perfect world, and they’re only human. At least they tried to tell me before I found out on my own.”

      “Yeah, right,” she scoffed. “The note.”

      “I’m sure that’s what it was about,” I said. “I’ve had a lot of time to think about it, and I know Trip. I saw the look on his face when he answered the door at Wren’s apartment.”

      Leah crossed her arms beneath her breasts, unwilling to give him the benefit of the doubt.

      “Trust me,” I said softly.

      “I guess.” She was unconvinced, so I changed the subject.

      “Believe it or not,” I said, “I really miss talking to him.”

      “Why?”

      “How would you feel if you and Erin had a fight and stopped talking?”

      “She never stole my boyfriend.”

      “Wren wasn’t my girlfriend.”

      “So? Close enough.”

      “No, not close enough. We were friends—good friends—but nothing more. I thought we might be, but I missed my chance.”

      “I still don’t understand how you can be so calm about this.”

      I shrugged. “I’m over it, I guess. Besides, what good will it do to stay angry? I did that already, and look where it got me.”

      “Still, you could tell them or something…”

      “Why? They know what they did. They know how I feel about it. I think I made that clear.”

      “Not clear enough,” Leah muttered.

      I tried not to laugh. She was trying to stand up for me, but I didn’t need her protection. I didn’t need her approval, either, or her absolution. Maybe I just needed her to listen, so I could talk through my feelings and prove that I was still human after all.

      Leah couldn’t read me like Kendall, but she could sense when I was done with a subject. “What’re you going to do?”

      I took a deep breath and let it out. The words formed without thought: “Apologize, I guess.”

      Her eyes bugged. “You’re what? I can’t believe you’re going to apologize. After what they did!”

      “I’m not going to apologize for what they did,” I said. “They’ll have to deal with that themselves.”

      “Then what for?”

      “For what I did.”

      Her jaw dropped, but I shrugged it off.

      “I shouldn’t’ve called Wren a slut,” I said softly. “That’s why Trip jumped me. I’d’ve done the same thing.” I laughed harshly. “Heck, I did. I almost broke a guy’s arm back in high school.”

      “That was different.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “You remember that?”

      “Of course I do,” she snapped, and I had to suppress a grin. “The Iranian Hostage Crisis. Everyone thought we were Iranians.” She shook her head in annoyance. “As if Gina looks anything like a Persian. She’s darker than me, and even more Indian. I’m the one who looks Persian. Idiots!”

      I laughed in spite of myself.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You.” I met her eyes, which glittered with suspicion. Something made me keep my mouth shut, and the silence drew out. “Have I told you how beautiful you are when you’re angry?”

      “That’s beside the point,” she said irritably.

      “Still, I thought you should know.” And I thought I should change the subject.

      “Well, I know. Now, what’s this have to do with you apologizing for what they did?”

      She wasn’t going to let me off the hook, and I sighed. “I’m not going to apologize for what they did. I’m going to apologize for what I did. That’s what grown-ups do. They admit when they’re wrong, and—”

      “Wrong? You didn’t do anything wrong! They—”

      “Yes, I did,” I said deliberately, which stopped her mid-rant. “I said some really nasty things, things I didn’t mean.”

      “They deserved it.”

      “No, they didn’t.” My words hung in the air like soap bubbles, and neither of us spoke until they popped.

      “But they…” She knew she was wrong, but she couldn’t bring herself to admit it. I didn’t blame her, though. I had taken almost two weeks to come to the same conclusion, and I’d gone through a lot more soul-searching than she had.

      “Look,” I said at last, “there’s enough blame to go around. I can’t do anything about their part, but I can stand up and be a man and admit my part of it. If that means I need to apologize, then so be it. I won’t like it, but the right choice isn’t always the easy one.”

      Leah simply stared at me. After a moment she shook her head. “I don’t think I’ll ever understand you.”

      “Well, I guess that makes two of us.”
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      We ate dinner with her parents in the main house. They kind of insisted. I think they wanted to see the vagabond who’d shown up on their doorstep and needed a place to hide.

      For my part, I was well-groomed and dressed in clean clothes for the first time in more than a week. I was subdued and afraid of pointed questions, but the Coulters seemed to trust Leah’s judgment. Well, Chris trusted her. Elizabeth obviously wanted to grill us, but he gave her a curt headshake. She frowned and kept her comments to herself.

      Leah missed the whole exchange. I probably would have too, if I’d been her age. I snorted at the thought, and wondered why my flashes of maturity always seemed to be at the wrong time.

      “So,” Elizabeth finally asked, her tone carefully neutral, “what are your plans?”

      “I’d like to stay in the guest house,” I said. “At least for tonight. If you don’t mind.”

      “No, of course not,” Chris said. “That’s what it’s there for.”

      “But I need to get back to school tomorrow,” I added. “So I’ll have to leave early.”

      Elizabeth simply nodded, although the curiosity never left her eyes. She’d probably tell my mother after all, but I wasn’t worried. Mom knew me well enough to let me keep my secrets—the illusion of them, at least. I laughed silently and shook my head at the thought.

      Treacherous maturity!

      Leah gave me a suspicious look. “What’s so funny?”

      “I… um…” I laughed in defeat. “I don’t think I could explain it if I tried.”
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      I rose early the next morning. Frosty grass crunched beneath my feet as I took my duffel bag out to the car. The Cruiser protested when I turned the ignition, but the engine eventually caught and settled to a chugging idle. I turned the heater to full blast and shut the door as quietly as I could.

      I walked back to the guest house through a red-tinged cloud of exhaust and early morning fog. Leah stood in the door, shivering despite her thick robe. I ushered her inside and pulled her into my arms. She hugged me tight, her face pressed to my chest.

      “Thanks,” I said softly. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.”

      She nodded and we held each other until she felt me shift with the need to go. She pushed away and brushed her hair out of her face. I suppressed a grin at the imprint of my zipper in her cheek.

      “Drive safely,” she said.

      “I will. Go back to bed and sleep for a couple of hours.”

      She shook her head. “I need to study. Chemistry.”

      “Have you talked to your mom yet?”

      “No, not yet. Don’t you need to go?”

      I grinned and bent to kiss her cheek. “If you ever need someplace to hide out for a couple of days, you know where I am.”

      She tried to look prim. “I’m sure I won’t, but thanks anyway.”

      I chuckled and kissed her again, this time on the lips. It was soft and friendly, but I lingered when she didn’t pull away.

      “Okay,” I said at last. “I really need to go if I want to make my first class.”

      She nodded and straightened my jacket collar. “Call me tonight and let me know how everything went.”
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      I spent most of the drive lost in thought. Traffic was sparse until I hit Chattanooga, but I was well ahead of the morning rush hour. The sky began to lighten in the east as I approached Knoxville. I wasn’t ready to return to campus, so I parked near the World’s Fair site.

      The Sun Sphere glowed with morning light, a blaze of copper and cinnamon, salmon and persimmon, amber and gold and saffron. For the first time in my life, I wanted more than a pencil to sketch with. But even if I’d had a set of pastels, I knew I’d never capture the scene as the sun burned through one palette after another.

      I made it to class with seconds to spare. I was still breathing heavily from the run across campus, and had to force myself to focus on my notes from the week before. My writing was sloppy, probably because I’d been hung over for most of it. Fortunately, the professor simply covered the material in the book, so I wasn’t all that worried.

      Gracie was happy to see me in History of Architecture, especially when she realized that I wasn’t surly and half-coherent. I didn’t assault her senses, either, which definitely helped. We didn’t mention the past week, but she was fit to burst from curiosity. I wasn’t in the mood to offer an explanation, if I ever would be, so we talked about class instead.

      By the time noon rolled around, I was feeling almost normal. I still missed talking to my friends, especially Trip, but at least I was back to my routine. Mostly. I grabbed a quick sandwich for lunch and went to fetch my things from the Cruiser.

      The apartment was empty when I arrived, but it looked unchanged. It had only been two weeks since I’d been there—less, actually—but a lot had happened in the meantime. Still, I guess I expected it to reflect the changes. Part of me was disappointed, in a weird way, but mostly I was happy to be back.

      I left Trip a note in case I didn’t see him before design class: We need to talk. It’s important. - Paul

      I thought about apologizing in the note, but decided against it. I wanted it to be personal. I wanted him to see my face, and to understand that I really was sorry.

      I pulled up my collar as I walked to the A&A building. After the pink-gold sunrise, pregnant clouds had rolled in. They hung full-bellied in shades of slate and dove gray. The wind had also picked up, and the scent of moisture filled the air. It would snow soon, especially if the temperature stayed below freezing.

      The weather matched my mood, since I didn’t know how I should feel about my apology. Part of me accepted it, but part of me felt like Trip needed to make the first move. After all, I hadn’t slept with my best friend’s girlfriend, even if she was only a potential girlfriend.

      With a dark snort, I told myself to grow up. I wasn’t a ten-year-old, no matter how much I acted like it sometimes. Besides, I was the one who started it when I called her a slut.

      The atrium of the A&A building was stifling and crowded with people changing classes. I threaded among them and tugged off my gloves, still lost in thought. Gracie was already at her drafting table when I arrived, and I slid onto the stool at the table next to her.

      “Hi,” she said, and smiled.

      I gave her a quick wave and tried not to look nervous as I watched for Trip.

      “Hey, yo,” Freddie said as he dumped his things between his table and mine. He gave me a furtive look and then a longer one when he realized I wasn’t in a foul mood.

      I met his eyes. “Good to see you, paisan.”

      His face split in a grin and he gave me a big Italian hug.

      I did my best not to look embarrassed when he pulled back, but he didn’t even notice.

      “Yo, Grace,” he said, “our boy’s back.”

      “Yeah, Freddie, I noticed.”

      “So,” I asked casually, “did you have a good weekend?”

      “Are you kiddin’? Fuggedaboutit!”

      He was irrepressible, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      Gracie’s design partner slid into his seat with his usual “Hey, y’all,” and I took the opportunity to glance toward the door again.

      A shot of adrenaline made my breath catch when Trip came in, but he didn’t even look my way. Instead, he took his seat next to his partner, two rows back. I knew we couldn’t speak before class, but I still wanted to make eye contact. He deliberately ignored me, and Professor Joska arrived a few moments later.

      Joska lectured until the break. He fired a few questions at us, but never called on me. Part of me was disappointed, but another part was relieved. I hadn’t done any of my reading and was woefully behind.

      I hadn’t done much on my current project, either, and had a lot to catch up on. So the lab portion of class passed quickly, although I felt Joska behind me a couple of times. My sketches and notes held my attention, so I never looked up. By the time the bell rang at 4:50, I was stiff and a bit bleary-eyed, but I’d managed to add two critical drawings to my project.

      Trip ignored me and left without a backward glance. Gracie and Freddie saw my expression and offered looks of sympathy. I hadn’t told them what was going on, but they knew.

      “Fuggedaboutit,” Freddie said, his all-purpose answer. This time he meant just what he said.

      Gracie agreed, “Yeah, forget about it.” Then she laughed nervously.

      I wasn’t ready to shrug it off, so I said goodbye and went to find Trip. Back at the apartment, I met him coming out of the bedroom. He couldn’t avoid me in the hallway, but he wouldn’t look at me.

      “Hey,” I said, and wanted to kick myself for sounding nervous.

      Hard eyes settled on mine.

      “Um… I guess we need to talk.”

      “I don’t have anything to say to you.”

      I blinked, stung. “Okay,” I said slowly, “then I guess I’ll do the talking.”

      “I don’t care what you have to say. As far as I’m concerned, you don’t exist.”

      My breath whooshed in shock.

      He shouldered past me and the front door slammed before I could say anything else.

      Jeff stuck his head out of his room. “Oh, hey.” He frowned when he saw my expression. “What the matter?”

      “I don’t exist.” I shook my head, still gripped by disbelief and a growing sense of humiliation.

      “Whatever,” Jeff muttered, and returned to what he’d been doing. “Welcome back, by the way.”

      I eventually recovered and stalked into my room. I slung my backpack on the bed, where it scattered a pile of confetti. I grabbed one of the scraps and gritted my teeth—it was a torn-up piece of my note. Anger replaced humiliation, and I felt the need to hit something, preferably Trip’s face.

      After a moment I snapped out of it and cast about the room. I passed over my weights and yanked open a dresser drawer instead. My heart thudded in my ears as I changed into a sweat suit, grabbed my hat and gloves, and stormed out.

      In the lobby, a blast of cold air hit me as I thrust open both doors. I tugged my hat over my ears and jabbed my hands into my gloves. Then I set off at a jog.

      Fat snowflakes drifted to the ground, and the world seemed muted and distant. I barely gave it a second thought. Instead, I lowered my head and picked up my pace. I tried to relax, but my thoughts were as turbulent as the sky above.

      I ran until I couldn’t feel my legs. I felt like a fool and cursed my own stupidity. I’d been ready to swallow my pride and apologize! Trip didn’t deserve it. I felt like running away, but that wouldn’t solve anything. Besides, I wasn’t going to let him win—if he wanted me out of his life, he’d have to work for it.

      So I eventually returned. I paused at the door, keys in hand. I wasn’t spoiling for a fight, but I wasn’t going to back down either. Part of me hoped he’d be gone, but another part wanted a confrontation. Maybe then I’d get to vent my frustration. I knew it was wrong, but the childish part of me didn’t really care.

      I took a deep breath and slid the key into the lock. The door opened quietly, but no one could have heard over the music. It wasn’t loud, but it easily covered my footsteps and the light rasp of the hinges.

      I stepped into the living room. My face felt flushed, and from more than just the cold. Melted snow began to drip from my stocking cap, but I ignored it as it hit the back of my neck.

      Wren and Trip were sitting on the floor by his stereo, records stacked around them. He saw me first and his face went hard. She turned, and hers lit with a mixture of surprise and relief. She stood immediately, and Trip rose as well. He towered over her and scowled. I gazed back blandly.

      “You’re back,” Wren said at last. “Are you okay?”

      Trip stiffened when I shifted my gaze to her. I thought of a few spiteful answers, but settled on something simple. “More or less.”

      “When you didn’t come home…,” she said, but trailed off. “We were worried something had happened.”

      Trip hadn’t been worried at all, and his expression said so.

      I didn’t know how to react, but he was a prime example of what not to do, so I took the high road. “I had to sort a few things out,” I said vaguely. “So I went home for the weekend. I got back this morning.”

      She looked at Trip. “Did you know he was back?”

      He didn’t answer, so I did. “He knew,” I said maliciously. “At least, he did when he saw me in class.” I met his hostile glare, but kept my expression neutral. “If he somehow managed to miss me as I sat in front of him, he definitely knew when he came back to the apartment and tore up my note. And if that didn’t tip him off, he saw me face to face about two hours ago.” Take that!

      Wren turned to him. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I don’t exist,” I cut in. “At least, not as far as he’s concerned.”

      Trip reacted at last, and his eyes blazed with hatred as he looked at me.

      “Is that true?” Wren said.

      He had to look away.

      “’Fraid so,” I said, and took a perverse pleasure in his discomfort. I knew I was being petty and vindictive, but he’d earned it. “Anyway,” I added, “I’m here now, and I’m not going anywhere.”

      Wren looked at me. From her expression, she was trying to decide who to be angrier at, him for being a jerk, or me for rubbing it in.

      I still had feelings for her, so I relented and let my expression soften. “Sorry,” I said, and she accepted with a nod. “I need to talk to you, though.” I included Trip with my eyes. “Both of you, actually.”

      “Like hell,” Trip said.

      I suppressed a surge of anger and managed to look resigned instead. “Whatever.” I glanced at Wren. “I guess it’s just you and me.”

      Trip started toward me, but checked the movement almost immediately. “If you come near her, I’ll…”

      “You’ll what?” I said in a flare of sarcasm. “Talk to me? Listen to what I have to say? Acknowledge that I exist?”

      He set his jaw and looked away.

      When I got my temper under control, I looked at Wren. “If this isn’t a good time…”

      “No, it’s fine.”

      Trip let out a strangled cry. “Wren, you’re not—”

      She rounded on him. “Don’t take that tone with me, Trip Whitman! And don’t try to tell me what to do. You knew this was going to happen.”

      I wanted to smirk, but resisted the urge.

      Trip clenched his jaw.

      “You know how I feel,” she said evenly. “You’ve known since the beginning. If you can’t handle it…” She left the rest hanging, but it was obvious.

      For all of my fury at Trip, I didn’t want to make things worse. “It’s okay,” I said. “We can talk later.”

      “No,” Wren said. “Now’s fine. I was just leaving anyway. You can walk me down to my apartment.”

      Trip let out a strangled cry. “But I thought…”

      “I think I want to be alone tonight,” she said. “Besides, you and Paul need to talk.”

      He stiffened. “I don’t have anything to say to him.”

      “Well, that’s too bad,” she said. “I do. Now, goodnight.” She looked at me expectantly.

      I didn’t meet Trip’s eyes, but I could feel him glaring pure hatred at me.

      “Will you walk me down?” Wren said to me, the picture of Southern gentility.

      “Sure.” I mustered an apology as the apartment door closed behind us, but Wren stiffened. Then she balled her fists and threw a silent tantrum.

      “Ugh!” she said at last. “He’s worse than you ever were. He drives me crazy sometimes, and last week was the worst.”

      I saw a chance to drive a wedge between them, but I couldn’t do it, even to Trip. No, especially to Trip. I wasn’t like him, I told myself. “Treacherous maturity,” I mumbled.

      “What?”

      I shook my head irritably. “It’d take too long to explain.” Before she could hijack the conversation again, I plunged ahead. “Look,” I said, “I’m sorry about what happened before… when I found out. I was shocked and upset, and I’d had a lousy day, but that’s no excuse. I shouldn’t have said… what I did. I was wrong, and I apologize.”

      “That’s okay,” she said, but I could see that she appreciated it. “I’m sorry you found out the way you did. We wanted to tell you, but…”

      I shrugged. “I messed things up.”

      “You didn’t mess them up,” she said softly. “We all did.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      We started walking toward the stairs, but neither of us was in a hurry.

      “Trip feels guilty,” she said at last.

      “Do you?”

      “A little, but not really.” She looked up at me. “You and I…” She sighed. “It never would’ve worked. You know that.”

      I didn’t know anything of the sort, but I didn’t argue.

      “I love you,” she said, “but not like that. You’re like… my brother.”

      I blinked in surprise. “Wow, that’s a real brush off, isn’t it?”

      “It’s not like that,” she said. “I still have feelings for you, and I’ll always love you, but Trip…” Her eyes grew soft. “He’s… special.”

      What could I say?

      “You know how you felt when you had two girlfriends?”

      “Yeah, frustrated and foolish. One didn’t have time for me and the other manipulated me.” The truth was a bit more complex—okay, a lot more complex—but I wasn’t feeling particularly expansive.

      “No, not then,” Wren said impatiently. “In the beginning, when you loved them both.”

      My face flushed as I remembered the early days of the P-G-K triangle.

      Wren nodded. “That’s how I feel, but I guess I’m not like you. I had to decide.”

      “Yeah, right,” I said, and immediately regretted the sarcasm.

      “You think it was easy? That I just flipped a coin? Heads for Trip, tails for Paul?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “He knows I still love you,” she said, almost defiantly.

      My eyebrows shot up. “Then why are you…?”

      “Why am I with him and not you?” She shrugged. “I love him too. More than I ever thought. It hit me like a bolt of lightning when we— Um… you know. I’d never felt anything like it.”

      I nodded soberly.

      “He makes me laugh,” she said, distracted by a memory. “And when I’m with him, I think maybe he could be the one.” She smiled in embarrassment when she realized who she was talking to.

      “That’s okay,” I lied. “I understand.”

      “It was always different with you, although I never realized until…” She broke off and looked self-conscious again.

      “Until you slept with him.”

      She let out her breath and gave a tentative nod.

      “Was it because we never did it?” I asked, but she immediately shook her head. The bottom of my stomach dropped out.

      “It’s not like that,” she insisted. “I still want to.”

      My brows shot up.

      “That’s the thing I can’t figure out. I thought it would change when I found the right guy, that I wouldn’t want anyone else.”

      “But it’s not that simple, is it?”

      She shook her head ruefully. “I still want you, which is why Trip doesn’t want me to see you.”

      “Ah. That makes sense.”

      “I’m glad you think so,” Wren said tartly. “Now, can you explain it to me?”

      I glanced at her sidelong.

      “Yes, I’m serious. How come guys can do it with anything that moves, but girls can’t?”

      I held my hands up defensively. “Hey, I don’t make the rules.”

      “Good! ’Cause—”

      “I didn’t say I subscribed to ’em either.” She gave me a look, and I shrugged. “I’ve known a lot of women.” I paused to make sure she understood the euphemism. “They’ve all been pretty normal,” I added, “and they’re all like you.”

      “All of them?”

      “Well, most.”

      “How many women are we talking about here?” she asked suspiciously. “Five? Six?”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “More than ten?”

      I did some quick counting, but then shook my head irritably.

      “More than twenty?”

      “Wren—”

      “Twenty-five?”

      “Enough that I know what I’m talking about,” I snapped. “Besides,” I added in a calmer tone, “a gentleman never tells.”

      She snorted.

      “The point is,” I went on doggedly, “you’re normal, and it’s okay. You don’t have to act on your feelings, but—”

      “What if I want to?”

      I blinked and tried to decide if she’d meant what I thought she had.

      “Yes, you heard me,” she said. “I want both of you.” We’d been standing outside her apartment for several minutes, and she shot a nervous glance at the door across the hall. “Do you want to come inside?”

      “I… um… I probably shouldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “’Cause I still need to apologize to Christy.”

      “Isn’t now the perfect time?”

      I shook my head. “You and I still have a lot to talk about, and I don’t want it to sound like an afterthought. I really hurt her feelings, though I don’t know how. Still, I did, and I need to tell her I’m sorry.”

      “She broke up with Simon,” Wren said quietly. “That’s what she told you, and you said something totally stupid, like, ‘Well, I guess you had fun anyway.’”

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I was looking for you,” I tried to explain. “I wasn’t paying attention, but it was only for a split second.” I trailed off and shook my head at my own stupidity. “God, she must hate me.”

      “She wasn’t very happy, that’s for sure.”

      I let out a dark sigh. “Boy, when I screw things up, I don’t do it halfway.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “I guess,” Wren said with a shrug. “We’ve all been a bit upset lately.”

      “Yeah, sorry ’bout that.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. Not all of it, at least.”

      I nodded, and we fell silent.

      After a moment she said, “Do you wanna go somewhere else?”

      My stomach growled and I nodded. “But you should probably let someone know where you’re going.”

      Her brow furrowed.

      “Trip’s gonna call you, if he hasn’t already. And if your roommates tell him they haven’t seen you and don’t know where you are, he’ll think something’s up. Since he knows how you feel about me…”

      “Ah. Right.”

      “No sense getting blamed for something you didn’t do,” I said. “So let’s go someplace public, like… um… Presidential Grill.”

      She entered the apartment and returned a minute later with her coat and scarf. We walked through the snowy evening in silence, and welcomed the warmth of the small campus restaurant. She’d already had dinner, so I bought two Cokes and a hamburger for myself, and we picked a booth well away from the small crowd near the TV.

      “Thanks,” I said, and gestured with the burger. “I didn’t get a chance to eat dinner.”

      She nodded distractedly and fell silent for several long moments. Then she said, “I’m not some kind of sicko, am I?”

      I gave her a look as I finished chewing.

      “Because I want you both?”

      “Uh-uh. You’re actually pretty normal.”

      “These other women…,” she said tentatively. “They… um… I mean, some of them wanted to do it with two guys?”

      I took another bite and nodded.

      She seemed dubious. “At the same time?”

      Another nod. “Sometimes more.”

      “More?”

      “Uh-huh.” I thought of Elaine Raeford. “I have… um… a friend… who likes three guys at once.”

      “Three? How’s that work? Never mind, I figured it out.”

      I grinned at her pink cheeks and took another bite.

      “Does anyone think she’s… you know… a slut?”

      I swallowed. “Do you think I am?”

      She blinked at the non sequitur.

      “I’ve done it with three women at once.”

      “Yeah, but you’re a guy.”

      “Remember those rules?” I said, half taunting, half serious. “Why should they be different for men and women?”

      “But…” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Hold on, you only have one dick. How’d you do it with three women at once?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      “Liar.”

      I took another bite and shook my head.

      “Really?”

      I crossed my heart.

      “Wow.”

      I swallowed and said, “No one called me a slut. Well, not to my face, at least.”

      “But it’s different for women.”

      “Not always. Not with the right people.”

      “Oh yeah? Like who?”

      “Swingers.”

      “Swingers? What do you know about—?” Her eyes flashed. “You’re kidding!”

      “Nope.”

      “Is that why you’ve done it with so many women?”

      “Yes and no.”

      She arched an eyebrow.

      “I’ve been lucky,” I said evasively. “Very lucky.”

      “I’ll say.”

      “But I also grew up around people who are pretty open-minded.”

      She snapped her fingers. “The older woman!”

      “Her,” I admitted, “but also my parents. And their best friends.”

      “Kendall’s parents?”

      “Gina’s. Kendall’s probably knew about the swinging, but they pretended not to.”

      “Huh?”

      “It’s complicated. You know what kind of hang-ups people have about sex.”

      “Tell me about it,” she said, and then sighed as I finished my burger and cleaned my hands on a napkin. “Why can’t everyone be like you?”

      I shook my head. “You wouldn’t like that.”

      “Why not?”

      “’Cause I’m pretty immature. Insecure, too.” I thought for a moment. “Self-centered… stubborn… clueless… impulsive… the list goes on.”

      “You’re also one of the most honest people I’ve ever met. Honest with yourself, I mean.”

      “No sense lying, especially to yourself.”

      “You’d be surprised how many people do.”

      I thought about Sandra and nodded.

      “I think that’s what I love about you,” Wren continued. “If I asked Trip about his faults, he probably couldn’t think of any.”

      “Oh, come on,” I said, “give him more credit than that.”

      “No, seriously. I don’t think he’s mature enough.”

      “Ha! And you think I am?”

      “You were ready to apologize tonight, and he wasn’t.”

      “For all the good it did me.”

      “He’s embarrassed,” she said. “And jealous.”

      “He shouldn’t be. Jealous, I mean.”

      She started to say something, but then stopped when she realized what I’d said. “Why not? Don’t you…?” Don’t you want me anymore?

      “Oh, I do, but I’m not going to steal you away. I’m not like that.”

      Her eyes tightened at the implication that Trip was.

      I hadn’t meant it that way, but I didn’t apologize. “Besides,” I said, “I wouldn’t do that to you. Or him, for that matter.”

      She tilted her head and studied me. “You really miss him, don’t you.”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “Not to him,” she said softly. We fell silent, but then she touched my hand. “Don’t worry, he’ll come around. If he doesn’t, I’ll convince him.”

      “Good luck,” I scoffed. “He’s pretty stubborn.”

      “He’s scared.”

      “Because you still love me?”

      She nodded.

      “But you’re not in love with me.”

      “No.” Her expression softened. “Are you okay with that?”

      “Not really,” I said, and grimaced at how bitter I sounded. “But I’ll survive. I guess I just need to move on.”

      “I wish you didn’t have to.”

      “Me too. But you don’t want two boyfriends. Trust me.”

      She smiled, but it was sad. “I still wish I could have you both.”

      “Well, that’s not gonna happen. Not as long as you’re with Trip.”

      “He could change…”

      “Or not,” I said. “I mean, he’s not like me.” He didn’t grow up in a family of swingers. “And I still don’t think he understands the difference between love and sex.”

      “But I do,” she said. Her brow creased. “Huh. I wonder why that is.”

      “Maybe you’re just open-minded.”

      “I’d have to be,” she said with a genuine laugh. “My mother’s sort of a lesbian and my father’s had a string of mistresses. I still love them, though.” Her hand flew to her mouth.

      It was my turn to laugh, more at her expression than anything else.

      “Wow. I didn’t mean to say that. You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

      “About your parents? Why would I?”

      “Well, it’s not normal.”

      “Ha! And you think swingers are?”

      “Good point.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll keep your secrets and you keep mine. Deal?”

      Her hazel eyes smiled as she nodded, but then her expression fell. “I wish Trip could be here with us.”

      “Yeah, me too.” I shrugged. “He’ll come around. Eventually.”

      “But he’s so pigheaded. And immature.”

      “I am too.”

      “Not like him.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” I said. “But on that note, you need to be getting back.”

      She looked at her watch. “Oh my God. He probably thinks…!”

      “Relax. He’ll get over it. But I have some advice. If you want it, that is.”

      She looked baffled at my calmness. “Of course.”

      “Spend the night with him.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Seriously. And I’m not saying that just because it’ll put him in a better mood.”

      She frowned at the jibe.

      “He’s gonna think we were up to something, no matter what you tell him.” I paused to let her think it through, and she reluctantly nodded. “So,” I went on, “what’s the best way to prove nothing happened? Let him figure it out himself.”

      “What if I’m not in the mood?”

      “Then you’d better get in the mood. Either that, or…”—I cleared my throat significantly—“take one for the team.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny.”

      “I’m serious. If you spend the night by yourself, you’ll never convince Trip we weren’t up to something tonight.”

      “He’ll just have to trust me,” she said airily.

      “Uh-uh. No way.” I gave her a stern look. “Relationships are all about trust. And if he’s jealous already, don’t give him a reason to doubt you.” I remembered how my doubts about Gina grew after the Vermont trip. “It’ll just fester and get worse. Trust me.”

      She huffed. “Why are relationships so difficult?”

      “Because they’re worth it,” I said simply. “Especially if it’s the right person. Besides, you’ll enjoy tonight, and you know it.”

      Her eyes grew unfocused. “I was kind of looking forward to it. I mean, we’ve spent the night together ever since… um… since you left.” Her expression returned to the present and she frowned. “Speaking of which, where’d you go?”

      “Off the deep end.” Way off, I added to myself.

      “I’m serious. We were worried. Where were you?”

      “It’s a long, sordid tale,” I said, “and I’m not going to tell you.” She tried to object, but I shook my head. “Sorry. Not gonna happen. Maybe someday, but don’t hold your breath. Anyway, we should be getting back.”
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      I called Leah when I got back to the apartment. She had homework, so we didn’t talk long, but I told her I’d made it okay. When I hung up, I stared at the shiny black plastic of the receiver.

      I knew I should call my parents—Leah’s mom had probably told mine about my visit—but I wasn’t in the mood for a long conversation. Besides, they couldn’t live my life for me. Still, I needed to call them, if only to check in.

      In the end, I called and talked to Mom for a while. I didn’t mention my weekend in Atlanta, and neither did she. But the call told her I was okay without the need for details. She understood, and even managed to hide her relief. Mostly.

      I actually smiled to myself when I hung up. I get older and she gets wiser, I thought.

      But only one of us had changed, of course.
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      I woke up early the next morning and did some quick crunches and push-ups. Trip had spent the night with Wren, and I was just as happy not to have to talk to him. Or to be ignored, more likely. He hadn’t said a word to me the night before, and had barely looked civil when Wren wanted to talk to him. Still, he hadn’t come home, so I figured they’d worked things out.

      I put on my sweat suit and jogged to the HPER building. A thick blanket of snow covered everything and muted the sound of campus as it came to life. A few other hardy souls were out early, but the snow had kept most people inside.

      I was a little rusty after a week without workouts, so I pushed myself hard. It felt good to sweat, and I could vent my frustrations on the weights without anyone getting their feelings hurt.

      By the time I finished, snowplows had managed to clear Andy Holt Avenue, but the side streets were still covered. The temperature wasn’t supposed to venture above freezing for a couple of days, so the snow was here to stay.

      I ran into Trip and Wren and the others in the apartment lobby. They were headed to breakfast and pulled up short when they saw me. Trip gave me a flat, angry stare. I didn’t think it was possible, but he looked even more hostile when Wren greeted me.

      Christy’s expression was harder to read, although Ash and Zoë said hi with their usual warmth. I wondered what Wren had told them, but Ash answered the question for me.

      “How’s your project going?” she asked.

      I flashed a glance at Wren, who shrugged in apology at the white lie.

      “Okay, I guess,” I said. “I had a lot of stuff to figure out.”

      “Any luck?”

      “Too early to tell. I fixed one problem”—I glanced at Wren—“but still have another.” I didn’t glance at Trip, but he understood. “It’s even bigger, and it’s not making things easy.”

      Trip’s eyes tightened, and Wren shot him a look. Ash and Zoë didn’t have a clue, but Christy got it, although she met my gaze with mild interest and a fixed smile. I’d seen the same look on my mother, which wasn’t a good sign.

      “Wow,” Ash said, oblivious. “No wonder you’ve been so busy.”

      “Busy making a mess, more like it,” I said, and flicked a glance at Christy. “I hope I can still fix things.”

      “Sounds like you have your work cut out for you,” Zoë said.

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      Ash perked up. “Hey, you wanna come have breakfast with us?”

      “I’d love to, but…” I plucked at my sweaty clothes. “I need to shower before class. Maybe some other time.”

      We were about to go our separate ways when I caught Christy’s eye. “Do you have a minute?”

      She stiffened.

      “Sure,” Wren said to her. “You can catch up with us.”

      “Yeah,” Ash said, “we’ll save you a seat.”

      The others left, and Christy waited expectantly.

      “Wren told me about you and Simon,” I said. “I’m sorry you broke up, and I’m really sorry about what I said. I wasn’t paying attention, but I should’ve been.” I paused to let my apology sink in. “I’m sorry I was a jerk after the fight. You were just trying to help.”

      She looked down and shrugged. “It’s okay.”

      Silence hung between us, thick and emotional. But then she looked up, and I felt like someone had kicked me in the gut.

      “Where were you?” she said. “We were worried sick.”

      “I… um… I was pretty upset.”

      “So you disappeared for a week?”

      “I still went to class,” I said, which sounded weak. “But… I wasn’t ready to come home yet.”

      “Well, you could’ve told someone!”

      “I guess I wasn’t thinking.”

      “So now you think a cute apology will make it all better? That’s just like you!” She started to say something else, but then huffed and stalked away.

      My cheeks burned with anger and humiliation as people turned to stare.

      And I thought I understood women? Ha!
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      I stayed late after design class, partly because I needed to catch up, but also because I didn’t want to go back to the apartment. I wasn’t going to give up without a fight, but I wasn’t eager to face Trip and his stony silence. Or Christy, whatever her problem was.

      So I grabbed a burger at the Presidential Grill and returned to the apartment after dark. Much to my relief, Trip wasn’t there. Luke and Jeff were, along with Meredith and a bleach blonde who giggled at everything Luke said. I stuck my head into the living room and said hello, but then retreated to the foyer.

      See, Luke? I thought as I hung up my coat. It’s not so hard.

      On a whim, I picked up the phone, dialed, and tugged the cord into my room. It was long enough to reach my bed, so I threw myself onto it and waited for Leah to answer. Elizabeth picked up on the fourth ring.

      Before I could say anything, Leah said, “I got it, Mom.”

      Elizabeth hung up without asking who it was. Things had been the same in our house: any phone call after a certain time was almost always for Erin or me.

      “Hello?” Leah said.

      “Hi. It’s Paul.”

      We talked for more than an hour, although she mostly listened while I vented about Trip and Christy. When I finally wound down, we talked about other things. Much to my surprise, I realized that I didn’t miss Gina—I just missed talking to her. Leah had the same intelligence, but we didn’t have the baggage that Gina and I did. So I enjoyed talking to her, and felt a lot more relaxed by the time we hung up.

      Trip came home about eleven o’clock. I was reading in my study cubicle, playing catch-up for Western Civ., but he ignored me and went straight to bed without a word. Jeff stuck his head out of his cubicle and caught my attention.

      “What the fuck was that about?”

      I shrugged. “He’s being a dick.”

      “Oh,” Jeff said, as if that answered everything.

      “Exactly.”
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      By Thursday I was ready to kill Trip. I’d tried to fix things by acting like everything was normal, but he continued to ignore me. I’d even tried talking to him, although “at him” would describe it better. I wasn’t looking forward to another afternoon of the silent treatment, so I changed into my sweat suit, grabbed my Walkman, and headed out.

      The ground was still covered with snow, but the streets and sidewalks were clear. I glanced at the sky and began jogging. I didn’t know where I was going or what I wanted, but anything was better than Trip’s childish bullshit.

      I weaved through the flow of pedestrians and settled into a comfortable jog. At the Sports Bubble I had to slow for a group of people, and the last turned at my approach. His face lit with recognition, so I slowed to a stop.

      “Hey, Paul,” Glen said. “How’s it going?”

      “Good. How’re you? How’s T.J.?”

      T.J. and Glen had been my suitemates the year before. Glen was just as tall as I remembered, although he seemed even bigger in his winter coat.

      “He’s good,” Glen said. “Still has an attitude two sizes bigger’n he is, though.”

      “Sounds like him,” I said with a laugh.

      “Yeah. You and… um… whatshisname still rooming together?”

      Whatshisname? Yeah, whatshisname. “Trip? Yeah, we’re still together, but I had to get out of the apartment for a while.” I grimaced. “You know how it is.”

      “Yeah,” Glen said with a soft laugh, “T.J. worries on me like a pup sometimes.”

      I thought of a T.J.-terrier nipping at a much larger dog, and couldn’t help but laugh. “You going to work out?” I asked, hoping for a partner strong enough to spot for me.

      He shook his head. “Martial Arts Club.”

      I looked a question at him.

      “They don’t do aikido, but judo’s close enough. ’Sides, it’s somethin’ new, which is cool.”

      Glen was one of the few people I’d met who was stronger than me, but also one of the most even-tempered. He was the reason T.J. and I hadn’t beaten the crap out of each other on more than one occasion.

      I’d only seen Glen in an actual fight once, although he barely touched the other guy. He hadn’t hit him at all. Instead, he put him in a wrist lock that completely subdued him. He could’ve beaten the other guy to a pulp, but he’d chosen not to.

      I’d been a wrestler long enough to recognize another trained fighter in Glen, and I admired his self-control. Part of it was his temperament, but part of it was training, so I was curious about what made him so dangerous and calm at the same time.

      “What’s it like?” I asked.

      “Judo? ’Bout like any other martial art, I s’pose.”

      “You mind if I watch?”

      He shrugged. “No reason why not. Join in if you want.”
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      I returned to the apartment later that night and threw myself onto the bed.

      Finally! I thought with something close to rapture. A way to vent my pent-up frustrations.

      Running gave me time to think, and I enjoyed the solitude, but it wasn’t very explosive. Weightlifting helped, but it was lonely without a partner. Neither was very competitive, and both were entirely too pacifist.

      I was honest enough to admit that I’d never be as levelheaded as Glen, so I needed an outlet for my violent urges. And it needed to be socially acceptable, because pounding the snot out of my best friend might feel good, but the police would probably object (not to mention the friend in question).

      Judo was the answer. Like wrestling, it relied on speed and flexibility as much as strength. Stamina didn’t hurt, but the bouts were usually quick and decisive. I was already familiar with several moves, but the techniques were subtly different, and most were entirely new. Still, I’d learned a lot in only a couple of hours, and was already looking forward to more.

      Even better, I felt drained, which was exactly what I needed, physically and mentally. So I’d signed up at the end of practice, and promised to bring a check for my dues to the next one. I’d have to buy a proper gi before then, but the instructor had told me where to find one.

      I lay awake for a long time that night, thinking about what to do with my life. Trip wasn’t making it easy, but I refused to let him ruin things for me. I didn’t know what to do about Christy either, which bothered me almost as much. Still, I knew I couldn’t change them. All I could do was live my life.

      To that end, I called Earl Walker the next morning. I set up a regular time for flight lessons and transferred money into my checking account to pay for it. If I couldn’t spend time with my friends, then at least I could finish my instrument rating.

      So between schoolwork, flying, and judo, I managed to fill the weekend with distractions. I even spent some time with Wren, although not as much as my first night back. Trip was a jerk, and I missed drawing with Christy, but I wasn’t going to humiliate myself by making the first move again.

      An olive branch makes a lasting impression, especially when you get smacked in the face with it.

      
        
        To be continued…
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        Read the next book in the series,

        Best Intentions.

      

      

      
        
        Get It Now
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        Sign up for the Summer Camp Gazette,

        the official newsletter of Summer Camp Swingers.
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      Hi, I’m Nick Scipio, the creator of the Summer Camp Swingers universe.

      I started writing sex stories when I was a teenager, before I was legally old enough to read them. I wrote regular stories too, ones I could share with teachers, family, and friends, but I never stopped thinking about sex and all the “what if…?” scenarios.

      Fortunately, I led a fairly adventurous life through my teens and early twenties, so I have plenty of personal experience to draw from. Many of the things in my books actually happened to me, although plenty of them are pure fantasy, the product of my overactive imagination.

      I stopped writing in my twenties and into my thirties, especially while I was working nonstop at a small software company. The small company grew into a medium-sized one, which was bought by an even larger company. By then I was managing development teams and directing entire projects.

      I eventually reached a point where I was happy with my software career, and I found that I wanted to start writing again. It wasn’t really a conscious decision—it was just something I did. It was an easy transition, because I’ve always been a storyteller. These days I simply have a larger audience than my friends or a group of people at a party.

      In any event, that’s probably enough about me. You can join me on Patreon if you want to read more Summer Camp Swingers and be part of a fantastic group of people who love the story as much as I do. And if you want my free stories, you’ll find everything on my website.

      In the meantime, thanks for buying my books, and thanks for reading.
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        Nick Scipio

        NickScipio.com
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        California Dreamin’, by Nick Scipio

        It’s all fun and games until you’re playing for keeps.

        Brooke is every man’s wet dream, a brainy beauty who’s fun in bed. She’s also Paul’s date for a long weekend in LA. But he quickly realizes that she wants him for more than just the weekend. He needs to walk a fine line between keeping her as a friend and losing her forever.

      

      

      
        
        Get It Now

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Nereids, a prequel by Nick Scipio

        War is hell. Seducing your friends shouldn’t be.

        Jack and Susan want to find another couple for extramarital fun. It’s the Swinging Sixties, after all. Beth and her husband might be the ones, but they’ll have to wait to find out. While the men risk their lives in the air war over Vietnam, the women bond on the home front. When they get together again, they set sail on a journey that will change their lives.
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        Dealing with the Devil, by Big Ed Magusson

        What the Devil is Hayley up to?

        All Jessica knows is she has to stop her.

        As their sorority heads to Vermont for a week of skiing, Jessica knows Hayley wants to make the new pledges serve her every sexual whim. But that may not be all…

        She’s got to figure it out and stop it. If she can.

        If you like erotica with a touch of mystery, you’ll enjoy Dealing with the Devil, a novella in Nick Scipio’s Summer Camp Swingers Universe.
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