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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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      After my morning run I cleaned up and headed for Siobhan’s studio. It seemed like a lifetime since the beginning of the quarter, but had only been three weeks. Wren had modeled for the Life Drawing class for the past two, and now it was my turn.

      At least Christy wasn’t in the class. I hadn’t seen her since she’d stormed off, but I could easily picture her gimlet stare. Even in my imagination, her eyes bored holes through me and I had to look away.

      Siobhan was talking to a couple of students when I arrived, so I gave her a quick wave and headed into her small office. I closed the door and slung my backpack into a chair. I started to take off my coat but then froze when I realized I wasn’t alone.

      “What’re you doing here?”

      Wren rolled her eyes. “Nice to see you, too.”

      I recovered my manners, but still felt a little uncertain. “Yeah, nice to see you, but… um… what’re you doing here? It’s just me today.”

      “I know, but I wanted to see you.”

      “Does Trip know?” Much as I wanted to see her, I didn’t need any more bad blood.

      She shook her head. “He’s in class.”

      “You realize this isn’t a good idea, don’t you? Sneaking around on him, I mean.”

      “I’m not ‘sneaking around.’ He knows we model together.”

      “Yeah, but does he know you’re not supposed to be here today?”

      “It’s none of his business.”

      I snorted.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You know.”

      “No,” she said archly, “I don’t.”

      “Hey, I’m not the one telling you how to live your life, so don’t get upset with me.”

      She looked like she wanted to argue, but her expression softened instead. “Yeah, you’re right. Sometimes he just drives me crazy.”

      Then why are you with him? I thought, but knew the answer. Love and hate aren’t far apart, and sometimes aren’t very different to begin with. I scoffed quietly—it explained a lot about my life, especially lately.

      “Do you mind if I stay?” Wren said. “I’ll leave if you want, but…”

      I didn’t know how I felt about getting undressed in front of her, but I’d have to decide sooner or later. Might as well be sooner, I thought with a sigh. “Stay,” I said, and took off my coat. “What’s Trip think about this? Modeling together, I mean.”

      “He doesn’t like it.” She shrugged. “He doesn’t have a choice, though.”

      “That probably doesn’t sit well either. He doesn’t like it when he’s not in control.”

      “Then he’d better get used to it. I’m not his property.”

      I gave her a calm, curious look. “Why are you so angry lately?”

      “I’m not—!” She realized what she was doing and huffed. “I’m angry at him,” she said at last. “He’s being a butt. He’s miserable, but it’s his own fault. He’s so stubborn!”

      I chuckled at the irony.

      “He misses you, but he’s too pigheaded to admit it. He doesn’t think I can tell, either. Can you talk to him? Try to apologize again?”

      “Uh-uh. I tried that once. Remember?”

      “Couldn’t you try again?”

      “Why? To give him the satisfaction of rubbing my nose in it?”

      “But, please! Just this once?”

      “No,” I said firmly, and felt a flush of anger and humiliation at the memory of the first time.

      “Why not?”

      “Because! I’m not going to go crawling back.”

      “But he’s so pigheaded,” she said, almost plaintively.

      “Then I guess that makes two of us.” I jabbed my arms into my robe and closed it with a savage jerk.

      “You’re right,” Wren said at last. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t’ve asked.” She shrugged. “I just thought…”

      I felt my anger drain away. “I know,” I said gently, “but friendship’s a two-way street, and the ball’s in Trip’s court.”

      She nodded, preoccupied by our little love triangle. I understood exactly how she felt, and I didn’t envy her. She forced a smile at last, but it was sad.

      As if on cue, Siobhan tapped on the door and then opened it. “Ready, Paul?”

      “Be right there,” I said, and looked at Wren. “Sorry. I tried once, and you saw what happened.” I thought about trying again, but then shook my head. “I’m not gonna waste my time on a guy who doesn’t want to be friends with me. You know?”

      Wren sighed. “You’re right. It’s up to him.”

      Awkward silence hung between us. I felt sorry for her, but I wasn’t going to set myself up for more disappointment.

      “I’d better get out there,” I said at last.

      “Yeah.” She reached for her backpack, but her eyes were far away.

      When I emerged from the office, Siobhan was giving pointers on how to draw the male physique. She finished her thought and then introduced me. From experience, I knew that the first two weeks were simple poses, so I unbelted my robe and settled on the stool in the center of the ring of easels.

      Modeling was actually pretty boring, especially by myself, and I usually thought about architecture. But this time I couldn’t stop thinking about Trip. And the future. Part of me was furious that my life was in a shambles. Another part was sullen and dejected.

      I knew myself well enough to see a funk coming, so I took a deep breath and focused on the people around me. As usual, Siobhan walked behind them, commenting and critiquing, offering hints and advice and encouragement. She was a good teacher, and I saw why Christy liked her so much.

      At the thought of Christy, I felt my temper rise, so I cleared my mind and looked for a distraction. My eye settled on a pretty girl with high cheekbones and a long, straight nose. Her sandy blonde hair was pulled back in a loose, twisted knot, which made her look older than she probably was.

      I didn’t want to get caught staring, but something about her piqued my interest. Her clothes were normal enough, a cable-knit sweater and stirrup pants, so I couldn’t put my finger on why she’d caught my eye. She glanced up to get another look at me, although she didn’t notice me looking at her. Then our eyes met and she looked away quickly.

      A blush crept up her cheeks, so I waited for her to recover her composure. She looked up almost hesitantly, and I smiled when our eyes met. Her answering smile was shy, and she went back to her sketch quickly.

      I let my gaze move on, but watched her out of the corner of my eye. I felt a moment of panic, but suppressed it and tried to control my breathing. It was one of the first things I’d learned in judo, and I used it to center myself.

      When I finally had my pulse and breathing under control, I casually met her eye and offered another smile, friendly and confident, but not too cocky. I spent the rest of class flirting with her, and could feel her eyes on me whenever she thought I wasn’t looking.

      Oddly enough, I wasn’t worried about getting an erection. I definitely felt a spark of attraction, but she didn’t seem like the seductive type. From her blushes and shy glances, I thought she might be a virgin, and a part of me wondered if I really wanted that kind of responsibility.

      I was still thinking about it when Siobhan drew the class to a close and thanked me. I gathered my robe and tried to look cool as I strode from the circle. But once past the students, I quickened my step and practically burst into the small office.

      Wren looked up in surprise. “What’s going on?”

      “Gotta go,” I said as I hopped and almost tripped when my foot caught on my boxers. “Sorry. Need to meet someone before my next class.”

      Wren looked disappointed, but she closed her book and gathered her things. “Yeah, I need to get to class too. Business Finance. Ugh.” She walked toward me as I fastened my khakis.

      I didn’t know what to expect, so I was surprised when she tilted her face up. We kissed on the cheek, and she gave me a resigned look when she pulled back.

      “Sorry we didn’t get to talk more,” she said. “I really miss that. Maybe when we start modeling together.”

      “Yeah,” I said quickly, “that sounds good.”

      Wren was in her own world, so she didn’t notice my distraction. Instead, she gave a wan smile and left with a wave. I finished dressing and rushed out of the office. If I was lucky, I could catch the blonde before she got too far. I started to dash out of the studio but then skidded to a halt.

      She was talking to Siobhan! I couldn’t believe my luck. I took a deep breath and tried to master my racing heart.

      Siobhan was giving her hints on how to draw my shoulders. I glanced at her sketch and suppressed a wince. It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t very good either. I couldn’t help but think of Christy, whose drawings were so lifelike. The new girl didn’t stand up to the comparison, and I wanted to kick myself for thinking of Christy in the first place.

      “It just takes practice,” Siobhan told her. “Hello, Paul. I was just telling Daphne that your shoulders are hard to draw. It has to do with muscle definition.”

      “I’ll try to be less defined next time,” I said dryly.

      Daphne blushed and smiled.

      Siobhan gave me a searching look. “Have you two met?”

      “Not yet,” I said, and held out my hand. “I’m Paul.”

      “I know.” Daphne shook my hand. Hers was warm and soft, and a little smudged from her drawing. She looked at it in embarrassment. “Sorry, I… um…”

      “It’s okay,” I said as I rubbed away the graphite. “Mine get that way too.”

      “Are you an artist?”

      “Architect,” I said. “Well, not yet, but I will be.”

      Siobhan realized what was going on, so she patted my arm. “Thank you, Paul. I’ll see you Thursday.” Then she glanced at Daphne. “Keep practicing. You’re doing well.” She said goodbye and disappeared into her office.

      I turned to Daphne and thought about blowing off computer class. “So, um… do you have class now?”

      She dashed my hopes with a nod.

      “Oh, okay. Where’re you headed?”

      “Just downstairs.”

      “Cool. I’m headed to the computer lab. Wanna walk down together?”

      “I guess.” She seemed unusually shy, but I wasn’t going to let the opportunity slip away.

      I mustered my courage at the first floor landing. “I know we just met,” I said, “but maybe we could get together sometime. Do you mind if I call you? We could go to dinner or a movie.”

      “I’m free tonight,” she said, and her cheeks immediately flushed.

      “Ah, okay. Cool. I’m busy till six, but I can call you afterward. Can I get your number?”

      “Um… I have to be on campus till five.”

      “Oh. Okay. Then do you wanna just meet somewhere?”

      She suddenly thought better of it. “I probably shouldn’t.”

      “I really want to see you,” I said earnestly. “I’ll be the perfect gentleman. Dinner and a movie, and then I’ll drive you home. Maybe a kiss on the cheek at the door, but that’s it.”

      “I don’t know about a movie…”

      “But the rest is okay?”

      The sincerity in my voice made her smile, and she nodded.

      “Great! Do you want to meet at the Sports Bubble? I should be done by six. I can cut practice short if—”

      “No, six is okay.”

      The bell rang and I fought down my annoyance. Then I held her eyes and smiled. “I’m really looking forward to it.”

      She looked down and tried to hide a smile of her own.

      My grin widened. “See you at six!”

      She nodded and walked into her class, and I broke into a run toward mine. Professor Liang was already lecturing when I arrived, so I slid into my seat as quietly as I could.

      Gracie stared at me covertly as I took out my notebook. I knew she was curious about my goofy grin, but I ignored her and pretended to focus on the lecture. I didn’t really hear what the professor was saying, though, because I couldn’t stop thinking about Daphne’s smile.
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      Judo practice took a lifetime, since I didn’t know if Daphne would show up or not. I didn’t even know her last name, so I couldn’t call her if she didn’t. I tried to focus on Glen, but I couldn’t stop glancing at the door. Not surprisingly, I spent a lot of time on the mat, staring up at the ceiling and blinking to clear my head.

      I still hadn’t seen her by the time practice was over, so I reluctantly decided that I’d been stood up. I talked to a few of the other guys as we gathered our things, but my heart wasn’t in it. Then someone whistled in a low cat-call.

      “Sweet Jesus,” he said, and the rest of us followed his gaze.

      My breath caught as I saw Daphne, tall and slender in a white coat with a fur collar. She’d changed clothes and fixed her hair, but she still had her backpack. Her nose and cheeks were red from the cold, and she looked a little lost.

      “I think I died and went to heaven,” someone said, and the others agreed.

      “Five bucks says I can get her number,” another guy said. “Any takers?”

      “Sorry, guys,” I said, “but she’s meeting me.”

      Several guys looked at me with undisguised envy.

      “Bullshit,” one said.

      I caught her eye and waved, and she visibly relaxed. Then a tingle of anticipation made my heart race as she smiled.

      “Lucky bastard,” somebody muttered.

      Glen shot me a grin as I waved farewell and headed toward Daphne. “Wow,” I said when I reached her.

      She hid a bashful smile.

      “My friends are all jealous.”

      “Why?”

      I couldn’t tell if she was playing hard to get, or honestly didn’t get it. “’Cause of you,” I said at last.

      “Me?”

      “Um… yeah.” I felt a little self-conscious in my gi, so I shrugged into my winter coat and used the time to think about what I wanted to say next. Faint heart never won fair lady, I thought, and decided to be bold.

      “Listen, I know you probably hear this all the time,” I said, “but you look incredible.”

      “Thank you.”

      Flattery, I could do. Seduction, too. I usually screwed up the relationship part, but I definitely had a good handle on the first two.

      “C’mon,” I said, “let’s head back to my apartment.”

      She stiffened slightly.

      “I need to take a quick shower”—I shot her a reassuring look—“alone, and find something to wear that won’t make you ashamed to be seen with me.” I didn’t honestly think she’d join me in the shower, but it never hurt to plant the idea.
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      I finished buttoning my collar and slipped into a sweater. Then I looked at myself in the mirror.

      Hair? Check.

      Teeth? Check.

      Smile? Devilishly handsome.

      I grinned at my reflection as I fastened my watch. After a final critical look, I opened the door and stepped into the hall. Daphne was looking at several drawings I’d taped to the wall above my desk.

      “Did you do these?”

      I stepped close and followed her gaze. “Uh-huh. That’s the Fountain of the Four Rivers in the Piazza Navona.”

      “In Italy?”

      “Yep.”

      “It’s beautiful.” She turned and looked at me, eyes wide. “Have you been there?”

      I nodded.

      She turned and studied the lines of the obelisk in the middle of the baroque sculpture. It was incredibly phallic, and her gaze raised more than my eyebrows.

      “Would you like it?” I asked. The drawing… or the phallus?

      “I couldn’t,” she said aloud.

      “I want you to have it.” Er, them.

      Her face lit up. “Oh, thank you. I always wanted to go to Italy.”

      “Maybe I’ll take you there someday.” I flashed her a cocky grin. Then I carefully took down the drawing, rolled it up, and held it closed with a rubber band. “But let’s go to dinner first. Since you mentioned it, how ’bout Italian? I know a great place.”

      “Okay.”

      I helped her into her coat and handed her the rolled-up drawing. I shrugged into my own coat in the foyer and offered to carry her backpack. I settled it on one shoulder and reached past her for the doorknob. “You’re really gonna like this place,” I said. “It’s—”

      Christy pulled back in surprise, with her hand still poised to knock. She gawked at Daphne for a moment, but then her expression hardened into a glare.

      “What?” I blurted, part indignant, part clueless.

      “You don’t waste any time, do you?”

      “Did I do something to you?” I snapped.

      “What haven’t you done?”

      “I don’t know, you tell me! You seem to have all the answers.”

      She set her jaw and her nostrils flared. “If you don’t know, then I’m not going to tell you.” She turned and stormed away.

      “Great answer,” I called after her. “I’m not a mind reader, you know!”

      Daphne looked like she wanted to be anywhere else.

      I stood there and fumed until I recovered my manners. “Sorry,” I said, my pulse still pounding, “that was totally uncool.”

      “Is she your ex?”

      “No way,” I said and closed the door behind us. “I don’t know what she is, but she’s acting like I left her at the altar.” I shook my head to clear it. “Sorry. Let’s just go.”

      Daphne nodded, although she didn’t say anything until we reached the restaurant. I was in my own world, half brood, half simmer. What had I ever done to make Christy so angry? It wasn’t my fault we weren’t talking! Wren had forgiven me, so why couldn’t she?

      I fumed until the maître d’ seated us and gave us menus. Then I realized where I was, and who I was with.

      “I’m sorry,” I told Daphne for the third time. “I used to be friends with… that girl, but we had a fight.” I shrugged. “She’s been totally weird ever since. She just broke up with her fiancé, so that’s probably why.”

      Daphne nodded.

      I shook my head in irritation, again, and tried to focus on the girl I was with. I actually had a chance of understanding her. She was nervous, uncertain, and a little shy, but at least she was civil.

      And attracted to me, I reflected. So I took a deep breath and tried to be polite. “Do you want some wine? It’ll take the edge—”

      “God, yes!” Daphne said, and looked surprised at her own words.

      Our eyes met and we burst out laughing. After so much stress and awkwardness, we couldn’t help ourselves. I barely held a straight face when the waiter arrived to take our drink order. He looked down his nose at us, which made Daphne break into giggles again, and we didn’t stop snickering until he returned and poured the wine.

      “Oh, God,” I sighed after he left, “I needed that.”

      “Me too,” Daphne said. “I’ve been…” She shrugged and gave me a helpless look.

      “Yeah, I know. Same here.”

      “Gee, you hide it well,” she said, and tasted her wine.

      “More balls than brains, I guess.”

      Her cheeks turned rosy, but she smiled.

      We fell into a tentative silence and studied our menus. When the waiter came and took our orders, I used the opportunity to refill our glasses.

      “So…,” I said at last, nervous in spite of myself, “what should we talk about?”

      “Will you tell me about Italy?”

      “Sure.”

      “When did you go?”

      “After high school. For a month with my girlfriend.”

      “The little princess?”

      My face reddened at the thought of Christy. “No, not her. Another girl.” I didn’t feel a pang of regret at the thought of Gina, although it took me a moment to realize it. “Christy wasn’t ever my girlfriend. I told you that. Anyway, I don’t wanna talk about her. So, what do you want to know about Italy?”

      I talked all through dinner and most of a second bottle of wine. Daphne listened as though I knew the answer to life, the universe, and everything (it’s 42, by the way). By the time the waiter brought the check, I had moved from Italy and architecture to my life growing up, minus the nudist part, of course. I felt a little vain talking about myself so much, but she seemed genuinely interested.

      “How did you get into modeling?” she asked as we walked to the car.

      “My girlfriend at the time,” I said. “She saw a flyer and thought it would be cool.”

      “The girlfriend from Europe?”

      “Um… no, a different one.” I cleared my throat self-consciously. “How come we keep talking about my ex-girlfriends?”

      “You brought them up,” Daphne protested, “not me.”

      “Then let’s talk about you instead.” A thought struck me and I wanted to smack myself in the forehead. “Hold on, you know my life story, but I don’t even know your last name! God, how self-centered is that?”

      She flashed a shy grin. “Chase.”

      “Nice to meet you, Daphne Chase.” I held out my hand. “Paul Hughes.”

      I held her hand a bit longer than normal, and our eyes met. She blushed and looked down, so I opened the car door and handed her in. I let my eyes wander over her long legs, and imagined them wrapped around me. With a silent snort at my self-confidence, I walked around to the driver’s side. “So, what’s your major?” I asked as I climbed behind the wheel.

      “Art Education.”

      “Are you going to teach?”

      “I hope so. I graduate in May.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “This May? That soon? So that makes you… what? Twenty-one?”

      “Sort of. I worked for a couple of years before college. Why? How old are you?”

      “Uh-uh,” I chided. “Nice try, but you’ve been doing that all night. Every time I ask you something, you turn it into a question about me. So, how old are you?” I glanced at her and sized her up. “Twenty-three?”

      “I thought it wasn’t polite to ask a woman’s age.”

      “Who said I’m polite?”

      She laughed. “You did!”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “You said you were the perfect gentleman.”

      “I said I’d be the perfect gentleman when I take you home.”

      “Oh?” she teased. “And what will you do then?”

      “Give you a kiss—just one—on the cheek.”

      “That’s all?”

      “Well, then I’ll probably go back to my apartment and think about how pretty your smile is.”

      She showed it again, shy and inviting at the same time. “Is that all?”

      “No comment.”

      She giggled.

      “It’s our first date,” I teased, “and you’re already giving me a hard time.”

      “Isn’t that what I’m supposed to do?”

      My cheeks flushed when I realized what I’d said.

      She giggled again.

      “I think I’ll shut up now,” I said.

      “No, I thought it was cute.”

      “Well, at least one of us did.”

      “Honest,” she said, “you’re cute when you blush. You don’t do it very often.”

      The wine must have loosened her up more than I’d thought. I didn’t want to take advantage of her—well, I did, but I’d promised to be a gentleman—so I changed the subject.

      “Nineteen,” I said, and saw that she didn’t follow. “I’m nineteen. And a half. I’ll be twenty in June.” I shot her a look. “Have you ever dated a younger guy?”

      “Are we dating?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      She smiled.

      “So… does it bother you that I’m younger?”

      She actually thought about it for a moment. “Not really. Most college guys are kinda immature, but you’re not like that.”

      “Sometimes I am.”

      “Not tonight,” she said, low and suggestive.

      I hid a look of surprise. Was she coming on to me? We’d been flirting since we left the restaurant, but this was something more, less girlish and more sophisticated. I cleared my throat. “Um… you need to tell me where you live.”

      She smiled and gave me directions to a yellow Victorian house in Fort Sanders, on the other side of the Strip from campus. The big old house had been converted into several apartments, complete with two front doors and exterior stairs that led to the second-floor apartments. The house still had the dignified look of the Gilded Age, even with the shabby renovations.

      “This is nice,” I said. “Do you live alone?” Part of me was hoping she’d invite me in, but another part wanted to stick to my promise, if only to prove that I could.

      She shook her head. As if to underscore her point, a light came on in one of the first-floor apartments. “That’s mine.”

      I smiled and walked her to her door. “I had a really good time tonight,” I said, and tried not to frown at the cliché.

      “Me too.” She didn’t immediately reach into her purse for her keys, so I thought I might have a chance at a second date.

      “I’d like to see you again,” I said. “Can I call you?” Then she did reach into her purse, and my heart stopped beating until she came out with a pen.

      “Here’s my number,” she said, and wrote it on my palm. Our eyes met when she finished.

      “I promised you a kiss,” I said. We were the same height, so I paused to admire her. Then I bypassed her lips and kissed her cheek instead. Her skin felt cool against mine, and I knew she could feel my breath on her ear.

      “One kiss, on the cheek,” I said softly. “Just like I promised.”

      Her breath caught.

      I pulled back and grinned as she opened her eyes. “If I kissed you again,” I said, “I wouldn’t stop. And I’m a man of my word, so…”

      Her eyes widened with disbelief. Then they narrowed slightly and her nostrils flared with a look of pure desire.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I said, and took a cautious step back. Then I took another, and another, until I reached the edge of the porch. I held her eyes and backed down the steps. “I’ll wait till you get safely inside,” I said at the bottom.

      She broke the spell with a visible effort and rummaged in her purse. Then she dropped the pen and huffed in frustration. When she bent to pick it up, her keys fell onto the porch. She juggled her purse and barely kept everything else from spilling out.

      When she finally stood, she looked mortified. I wanted to say something, to laugh it off, but she unlocked the door and disappeared inside.

      I didn’t see a curtain pull back, but I knew she was watching me. At least, that’s what I’d be doing. So I lingered for a moment and let my guard down as I smiled at the memory of the brief kiss.

      I walked back to my car and felt the weight of her watching me, so I looked back one more time. I couldn’t see her, but I smiled anyway.
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      Trip had been avoiding me all week by sleeping at Wren’s or coming home late. I’d been avoiding him too—I went for runs in the morning and skipped our usual mealtimes.

      Despite all that, he still managed to surprise me in design class on Wednesday. He actually came up to Joska and talked to him right in front of me, without so much as a glance in my direction. I wanted to punch the stone-cold prick in the face.

      Trip, not Joska.

      Unfortunately, seeing Trip reminded me that I wouldn’t have a job over the summer. I was pretty sure I could renovate a house with a little help, but I didn’t know where to start.

      After class I spent most of my workout thinking about it, although “obsessing” was more like it. I started making notes over dinner, but I simply didn’t have enough experience.

      I wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone when I got back to the apartment, but I’d promised to call Daphne, so I did. She made me forget all of my problems. She listened as I talked about houses, and even laughed at my stupid jokes.

      “God, listen to me,” I said at last. “All I do is talk about myself.”

      “You’re really interesting.”

      “I’m glad you think so,” I said, “but I don’t know a thing about you.”

      I could almost hear her shrug. “I’m not that interesting.”

      “Sure you are. Tell me something about yourself.”

      Before she could say anything, I heard someone call her name in the background. “Oh, I can’t,” she apologized. “My roommate just got home. I need to go.”

      “I want to see you again,” I said before she could hang up.

      “Me too.”

      “Tomorrow, after Life Drawing.”

      “I have class till two.”

      “Okay, two it is,” I said, and hoped she’d go along.

      “I need to go. Sorry. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
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      Wren looked up from Siobhan’s desk. She smiled and gave me a small wave, and we traded pleasantries as I began undressing. Then she tried to sound offhand, “Christy said you had a date.”

      I scowled. “Did I do something to her?”

      “Who? Christy?”

      “Yeah. Did I piss her off or something? She’s been treating me like dirt. I knew she kinda had a thing for me, but I didn’t think it was serious.” Unless you count fourteen pictures of my dick as “serious.”

      “I… um… I’m not sure.”

      “Does she have a thing for me after all, and I just didn’t realize it?”

      “I don’t think she does… er, did… but I don’t know for sure. We haven’t talked much lately,” she admitted. “Maybe it’s just the thing with Simon.”

      “Maybe,” I said, but didn’t entirely believe it.

      “I’ll try to find out what’s up, but…” She finished with a shrug.

      “Yeah, whatever. Thanks anyway.”

      Wren changed the subject. “So, who’s the new girl?”

      “Daphne,” I said with a nod toward the class.

      “Which one’s she?”

      “The tall blonde. The one with the dancer’s body.”

      “Her? I didn’t think she was your type.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Oh? And what do you think my type is?”

      “You know… a petite brunette with a swimmer’s body.”

      I couldn’t help but smile.

      “So, what’s she like?”

      “To be honest, I really don’t know. We’ve only been on one date, but she seems nice.”

      Wren nodded thoughtfully.

      “Anyway,” I said, and hooked a thumb at the door, “I probably need to get out there.”

      Class took forever. I tried not to glance at Daphne too many times, but I couldn’t help myself. She was wearing a tight sweater, and my eyes devoured her body at least a dozen times.

      Whenever I caught myself, I had to focus on something else until my nascent erection went away. I never got fully aroused, or even hard enough to get stiff, but I could almost feel the blood coursing through my shaft.

      A couple of girls noticed, and one even blushed when I caught her looking. Daphne kept her eyes focused on her easel, except when she had to look up for her drawing. A part of me thought she was playing hard to get, but another part was convinced that she wasn’t interested anymore.

      I debated with myself until Siobhan called an end to class. Then I met Daphne’s eye and my heart raced. Did she want to see me again? I held my breath and pantomimed, “Two minutes?”

      She smiled and nodded, and I felt like an idiot for doubting myself.

      “So, are you going to introduce me?” Wren said when I returned to the office.

      “Are you kidding?”

      “No,” she said tartly.

      “Um… maybe next time.”

      “Why not? Are you hiding me or something?”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I don’t have time for this. I started to say it aloud, but then thought better of it. “Look,” I said at last, “I’m not hiding you. I’m sorry it came out like that.”

      “Then why won’t you introduce me?”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, and paused to rethink my argument. “Imagine you’re kinda interested in a guy, and you think he is too. How would you feel if he introduced you to another girl? A pretty one? Like, ‘This is your competition’?”

      “I—!” She fell silent and looked embarrassed. “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

      “Exactly. So let me go out with her a few more times before I introduce her to a suspiciously pretty girl. Okay?”

      “You don’t have to be so logical about it,” she said, but she wasn’t really upset.

      I flashed her a grin and waited for her to leave. Then we had a silent battle of wills, part teasing, part serious.

      “Okay, fine,” I said at last. “You can watch. But don’t do anything like ‘accidentally’ coming out to meet her.”

      She tried to look offended. “I wouldn’t do anything of the sort.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      She protested again, but I wasn’t buying it.

      “Be nice,” I said sternly. “I really like this girl, and I don’t wanna mess things up. Okay?”

      “Oh, all right!”

      I grinned to take the sting out of my words. “Wish me luck.”

      Daphne was waiting when I emerged from the office, and I stopped breathing until she caught sight of me and smiled.

      “Hey,” I said lamely. “Thanks for waiting.”

      She just smiled, although her cheeks colored as she lowered her lashes.

      We headed toward the stairs. “So, what do you want to do tonight?” I asked.

      “Tonight? I thought it was supposed to be this afternoon.”

      Oops. I’d gotten ahead of myself. “Well, yeah,” I said sheepishly. “But… um… I guess I’d like to see you tonight, too. If that’s okay. Maybe we could go to a movie or something.”

      “Will you be a gentleman again?”

      “Only if you want me to.”

      She smiled demurely, but I thought I caught a glimpse of something more.

      “Okay,” I said, “so where do you want to meet this afternoon?”

      “Where will you be?”

      “Probably my apartment, but—”

      “Okay. I can meet you there, though I’ll need to go home before tonight.”

      “So you want to go out tonight?”

      “If you want.”

      “Absolutely! I have practice at four, and I can drop you off then, if that’s cool. Then I’ll pick you up later… say, seven o’clock?”

      “Okay.” She gave me a quick wave and walked into her classroom.

      Once again, I took off at a run for the computer lab.
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      I took her to the local gallery and told her about Pope’s design. Then I took out my pad and sketched the Jefferson Memorial to show her how his style had evolved. She was fascinated that I could do it from memory, and I tried not to blush at her attention.

      “Will you draw something from Italy?” she asked.

      “Sure.” I closed my eyes and let scenes play across my memory. Then I settled on one and began drawing. I took my time and made sure I got the stairs right. I couldn’t draw all 138 steps—you can’t actually see them all from the piazza—but I heard Joska’s voice in my head as I carefully drew the lines.

      Twenty minutes later, I added the finishing touches and gave it a critical look.

      “It’s beautiful,” Daphne said.

      “You like it?” I knew she did, but even I was proud of myself for how I’d shaded the afternoon light, as I’d seen it last. “It’s the Piazza di Spagna,” I said. “The Spanish Steps, looking up at the Trinità dei Monti.”

      I pointed to the building on the right. “John Keats lived there.”

      “Oh, neat. Is he a friend of yours?”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it. Was she joking?

      “What?” she said self-consciously.

      I shook off my confusion and did my best not to embarrass her. “Um… Keats was a poet.”

      “Oh, sorry,” she said, “I don’t know much about that stuff.” Then she flashed a hopeful smile. “Maybe I’ll read something by him. I love anything Italian.”

      Then you’d better look under English poets, I thought dryly, but hid it with an encouraging nod. “Absolutely.” I looked at my watch to cover my reaction. “We should probably get back. I need to drop you off at your place and then head to practice.”

      I gently tore the drawing from the pad.

      “Aren’t you going to sign it?”

      I thought for a moment and then smiled to myself. “For Daphne,” I wrote, “‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty—that is all ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.’ Hughes ’83.”

      She didn’t recognize the quote, but she beamed anyway. Her nose was red from the cold, and she looked more beautiful than ever.

      “C’mon,” I said with a smile, “let’s get warm.”

      Back at her apartment, I walked her to the door and told her I’d pick her up at seven. She gave me an impulsive kiss on the cheek and smiled as she held the Spanish Steps to her breast.

      I was late for practice, and the guys teased me about being worn out from too much sex. I probably sounded like a prude, but denied it anyway. I didn’t think Daphne was a virgin, but something made me want to protect her—just not from myself.

      After practice I raced back to my apartment to get cleaned up. Trip was studying in his cubicle for a change, so I made life difficult by talking to him… or at him. I even whistled a tune as I left, just to rub his nose in my good mood.

      Daphne came out as soon as I rolled to a stop in front of the big Victorian. I didn’t even have time to get out and open the car door for her. She was wearing her white fur-trimmed coat, along with a pair of matching earmuffs, and her nose was red from the cold already.

      “Hi,” I said. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      She smiled, and her cheeks glowed from more than the wind.

      “What do you feel like for dinner?”

      “What do you want?”

      “Let’s do something fun. How about pancakes?”

      “Pancakes? We can’t eat pancakes for supper.”

      “Sure we can,” I said with a grin. “And then afterward, I thought we’d see Tootsie. How’s that sound?”
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      It was late when the movie let out, but I didn’t want to take Daphne home. Unfortunately, I had to, since we both had class in the morning. So we laughed about the movie on the drive back to her apartment, where I walked her to the door.

      “I had fun tonight,” I said. “I want to see you again.” It wasn’t a question, exactly, but I held my breath and waited for an answer.

      “I’d like that,” she said. Then she lowered her eyes and shrugged. “Some guys down the block are having a party…”

      Drinking… dancing… afterward…? I thought. “Sounds like fun. Can I take you to dinner before?”

      I thought she’d offer a shy smile or something. Instead, she lifted her face and closed her eyes. I knew an invitation when I saw one, so I kissed her, long and soft. Her nose was cold, but her body felt warm and soft under my hands.

      I grinned when we separated. “You still want me to be a gentleman?”

      She hesitated, so I kissed her again. My tongue parted her lips and I kissed her deeper than before. Then I pulled her toward me and felt the swell of her breasts against my chest.

      I was hoping she’d invite me in, but the porch light flicked on and off. It even managed to look annoyed.

      “I’d better go,” Daphne said. “My roommate…”

      I didn’t want to press my luck, so I smiled and nodded. Then I leaned in and kissed her again, long and lingering. She practically melted against me, so I supported her with a hand on the small of her back. When I pulled back, her lips were the color of rose petals, and they glistened in the harsh glare of the porch light.

      “Pick you up tomorrow?” I said. “Seven o’clock?”

      She finally opened her eyes and nodded.

      “Okay. I’ll wait till you get inside.”

      She nodded and fumbled in her purse. She almost dropped everything again, so I put a hand on hers to steady her. Then I kissed her, short and soft, but full of heat. She swallowed hard.

      “Relax,” I said softly. “I’m just as nervous as you are.” Her eyes widened, so I grinned. “See you tomorrow.” I planted a kiss on the tip of her cold nose.

      She managed to find her keys without dropping the purse.

      I smiled and took a step back so she could unlock the door. I caught a glimpse of her roommate—a tall brunette who gave me a hard stare—but then Daphne shut the door.

      I didn’t think she’d be watching through the curtains, but I decided not to float back to my car, no matter how much I felt like it.
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      I felt guilty for being a jerk to Trip, so I tried to talk to him before design class. His expression changed as soon as he realized what I was about to do. My heart sank, but I went through with it anyway.

      “Hey,” I said.

      He ignored me.

      “Listen,” I said. “I’m sorry for the way I acted the past couple of weeks. I—”

      He looked away indifferently, and I felt my blood boil.

      “Oh, come on,” I snapped. “Gimme a break.”

      He turned to his design partner and said, “Did you hear something?”

      His partner had the good grace to look embarrassed and avoid my eyes.

      I felt my anger drain away when I realized that I was going to have to be the mature one. “Whatever,” I said, resigned. “You know where to find me if you want to talk.”

      Trip started a one-sided conversation with his partner, so I shook my head in disgust and returned to my table. Gracie gave me a sympathetic smile, and Freddie offered his usual “Fuggedaboutit.”

      I managed to lose myself in my work for the next few hours. I didn’t even rise to the bait when Joska leafed through my drawings and grilled me on several of them. The encounter with Trip had sapped my will to fight.

      What was the opposite of love? Oh yeah, indifference.
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      Daphne was in a strange mood when I picked her up. It suited my own, since I couldn’t decide if I was depressed or just numb. We ate dinner with sparse conversation, and I began to wonder if we were both just going through the motions. She seemed distracted, and I knew I was.

      “I’m sorry I’m in a funk tonight,” I said at last. “I had… an argument… with my roommate.” That was an understatement, but I didn’t want to go into details. “I tried to patch things up with him, again, but he’s still pissed off.” I shrugged. “He’s being immature, but I probably deserve it.”

      “I know what you mean,” Daphne said. “I had a fight with Sara tonight, before you picked me up.”

      “Sara?” I said. “Your roommate?”

      Daphne nodded.

      “What was your fight about?”

      “Nothing,” she said, like she regretted mentioning it. “What was yours?”

      “I did something stupid. Well, lots of things. I said a few nasty things, too. I tried to apologize, but…” I shook it off. “Let’s talk about something else. Tell me about this party tonight…”
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      The party was four blocks from Daphne’s apartment, so we parked in front of the yellow Victorian and walked. Cars lined the street on both sides, and we could hear the music from three houses away. The crowd was a mishmash of people, from typical Fort Sanders bohemians to preppies and even a few punks.

      Daphne and I were dressed more like the preppies, but everyone seemed friendly. The house was another stately Victorian, although it hadn’t been subdivided. Several guys lived there, and they obviously knew how to throw a party. They had a big stereo in the living room and two kegs on the back porch, and someone had filled the kitchen sink with ice and wine coolers.

      I hadn’t thought to bring anything to drink, but the guys throwing the party had set out a big glass jar with “Buzz Donations” written on the label. I tossed in ten bucks and grabbed two coolers.

      “So, do you know anyone here?” I shouted to Daphne as we drank our coolers in the corner.

      She looked around and shrugged.

      “No problem,” I said, and put on my meet-new-people expression.

      We talked to a group in the kitchen and then moved to the parlor, which had a pinball machine and three couches. The place was crowded with people and full of cigarette smoke, but Daphne didn’t seem to mind. She actually looked like she was enjoying herself. Then again, anything was better than our gloomy dinner.

      We talked and drank and even danced. Daphne was really good—so good that she made me look good. Both of us were comfortably flushed from the dancing and alcohol by the time we took a break and headed through the kitchen to the back porch. I grabbed a pair of wine coolers on the way out, and we drank half of them just trying to quench our thirst.

      “This is fun,” I said.

      She nodded and we each took another swig.

      On impulse, I leaned close and whispered in her ear. “I was wondering…,” I said. “Hoping, really… that you wouldn’t want me to be a gentleman tonight.”

      She didn’t answer aloud, but she swallowed hard and didn’t back away.

      That was as good as a yes, so I kissed her pink earlobe. Then I slipped my hand around her waist to pull her closer.

      She stiffened.

      I clamped down a surge of anxiety and managed to sound normal: “What is it?”

      “Sara.”

      I followed Daphne’s gaze and saw her roommate. She was talking with a group of people in the kitchen. She glanced out and saw me looking. Our eyes met and hers tightened, but she looked away quickly.

      I took a moment to study her. She was tall and curvy, with glossy dark brown hair. She looked a lot like Daphne, with the same long legs and seductive body.

      “I didn’t think she’d come,” Daphne said.

      “Well,” I said slowly, “if she’s here, then no one’s at your apartment…”

      Daphne hesitated.

      I pulled her against me and whispered in her ear. “I’ll be a gentleman if you want, but…” I knew she could feel my trapped erection against her leg, so I kissed her earlobe again. “I want you.”

      Her breath escaped in a soft moan of anticipation. The moment stretched into an eternity before she nodded.

      I shot a glance at the kitchen. Sara’s back was turned, so I took the half-empty wine cooler from Daphne’s hand and set it on the picnic table. I left my own beside it and tugged her after me.

      We slipped around the side of the house and I told her to wait at the corner. I returned with our coats a moment later. I pulled her against me and kissed her hard. Hand in hand, we broke into a run toward her house.

      Laughing and panting, we bounded up her porch steps and she dug in her pocket for her keys. Her hand fumbled at the lock, so I put mine over hers to steady her. The contact sent an electric spark through both of us.

      I turned and kissed her in one motion. She backed into the door and I pressed forward. My leg parted hers and I felt her breasts against my chest. Her nose was cold, but I ignored it and concentrated on kissing her.

      I groped behind her for the doorknob. Her key was in the lock, so I turned and we staggered into the foyer. I thrust the door shut and dropped our coats. Then I pinned her to the wall and watched her chest heave in anticipation.

      I kissed her again but then tugged her into the converted front parlor. I didn’t know whose bedroom it was, but I didn’t really care. It had a bed, and that’s all that mattered. I turned us both and kicked the French doors closed behind us.

      Her legs hit the edge of the bed and we tumbled into it. She scooted toward the center and I crawled after her. We kissed again as I reached for the hem of her sweater. The wool scrunched against my wrist as I ran my hand under it and cupped her bra-covered breast.

      She arched her back and whimpered into my mouth. I squeezed the silken flesh and felt her nipple stiffen. I pulled away long enough to take off the sweater and toss it aside. Her black bra was so thin that I could see her nipples through the sheer fabric.

      I ignored them for the moment and returned to her lips. She arched her back and exhaled softly against my cheek. I cupped her breast again and teased the nipple with my thumb. Then I groped at her jeans. She let out a little moan of anticipation when I popped the snap and tugged the zipper. I thrust my hand into the warmth and pressed my fingers against her panty-covered mound.

      Part of me wanted to rip off her clothes and fuck her then and there. But another part wanted to slow down and let the buildup continue. I listened to the big head and pulled back to admire her.

      I thought she’d be nervous or self-conscious, but she watched me with an aroused sort of detachment. Then the front door banged open and we jumped in surprise.

      A woman’s voice called out. “Daphne?”

      Daphne froze beneath me, eyes wide.

      “Daphne!” The French doors swung open. “You left your keys in the— What the…?”

      “Hi,” I said dryly, “you must be Sara.”

      Sara ignored me and fixed Daphne with an accusing stare. “What’s he doing here?”

      My face grew hot as I controlled my temper. “I’m Paul, by the way.”

      “Well…?” Sara said to Daphne. She crossed her arms. “I’m waiting.”

      I felt ignored and insulted. “Hold on,” I said, and got to my feet, “who do you think you are?”

      “I’m her roommate, dipshit. I live here. Who do you think you are?”

      “I’m with Daphne,” I shot back, “and I think it’s time for you to go.” I moved toward her.

      “Touch me and I’ll break your face!”

      “Oh, come on. Gimme a break.”

      She drew back a fist.

      “Yeah, right,” I said. “Like y—”

      I recoiled instinctively, but her knuckles still glanced off my cheek. I grabbed her wrist and pulled her into an arm drag on pure reflex. Then I caught myself and shoved her away instead.

      She whirled and came at me again.

      My body reacted instantly, although my brain stopped the hip-toss before I could slam her to the floor. I was working hard not to hurt her, and it was beginning to piss me off. She took another swing, so I caught her arm and twisted it behind her back. It was artless and rough, but completely effective.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I grated. She tried to twist free, so I pinned her against the wall. I was trying to be gentle, but she grunted from the force of it. “Quit struggling,” I said to the mass of dark hair. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “Then let go of me, you fucking asshole!”

      “Are you gonna swing at me?”

      “Are you gonna leave?”

      “Don’t hurt her, Paul.”

      I spared a quick glance at Daphne, who was standing by the bed. Her chest heaved with emotion, and she looked scared.

      “I’m trying not to,” I snapped. “She’s the one taking swings at me!”

      “Please,” Daphne said, “I’ll do anything you want. Just don’t hurt her.”

      I sized up the situation in an instant. I didn’t understand everything, but I knew enough to realize that I didn’t like what I’d gotten myself into. I turned back to Sara. “If I let you go, are you going to behave?”

      Instead of answering, she stomped on my instep. I winced and pulled my foot out of range.

      “Listen,” I snarled, “I’m not going to hurt you, so just calm down.”

      She pushed against the wall with her free hand and arched in a vicious head butt.

      I twisted and started to duck, but her head still smashed into my temple. Pain erupted behind my eyes and I swelled with rage. Sara cried out in shock as I lifted her. My first instinct was to ram her face-first into the wall, but some part of me balked.

      “Don’t hurt her!” Daphne screamed.

      “I’m trying not to,” I grunted, and heaved Sara onto the bed.

      She came up with a feral snarl and wild eyes.

      Time slowed to a crawl. The room seemed to brighten, and everything sprang into sharp focus. My skin tingled with a sudden chill as energy surged through my limbs. Then I controlled my breathing and settled into a judo stance. For the first time in my life, I was completely in control, balanced on the knife edge of violence.

      That made Sara pause.

      “If you come at me again,” I said evenly, “I won’t hold back. I’ve had as much of your shit as I’m willing to take.”

      “Then get the fuck out.”

      “Save your breath. I’m leaving.”

      “I’m sorry, Paul,” Daphne said. “I never meant—”

      “Shut up, Daphne,” Sara snapped. She glared at me. “You were leaving…?”

      I straightened from my stance and ignored her. Instead, I looked at Daphne. “I’m sorry it turned out like this. You seem like a really nice girl.”

      Sara drew back a fist and started toward me.

      I stopped her with a look. “Try it,” I said flatly, “and I’ll break your arm.”

      I didn’t like threatening anyone, much less a woman, but she wasn’t going to back down. It wasn’t an idle threat, either, since I didn’t see a way to stop her otherwise. She must have seen it in my eyes, because she settled on her heels and warily dropped her fist.

      I had no idea what I’d done to her—well, I had an inkling—but I wasn’t willing to fight over someone I barely knew, much less with a woman.

      Hell hath no fury…

      I kept a wary eye on Sara as I backed out of the bedroom. I picked up my coat and felt for the front door without looking. The cold January air hit me like a refreshing whiff of sanity.

      I was tempted to slam the door, but then I imagined Trip doing the same thing, so I pulled it closed without a sound. I even smiled, although no one else would appreciate the irony.
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      Daphne showed up at judo practice the next morning. I half-expected to see Sara burst in after her, but she didn’t. Part of me (the spurned lover) wanted to tell Daphne to take a hike. Part of me (the little head) wanted to invite her back to my apartment, where I could lock the door against her psycho roommate. A third part (the compassionate guy) felt sorry for her.

      “I’m really sorry about last night,” Daphne said when I approached her after practice.

      I shrugged. And as much as I didn’t want to talk about her roommate, I felt obliged to ask. “How’s Sara?”

      “She’s okay,” Daphne said, a little surprised. “Her arm is bruised where you grabbed her, but nothing else.”

      “She’s lucky,” I said simply, without heat.

      “I know.” She looked relieved that I wasn’t upset. “I’ve seen you fight that big guy.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at Glen. He caught the look and tossed his head in reply. He was my usual sparring partner, and we’d developed a kind of bond.

      He was a better fighter, but I was quicker and had a lower center of gravity. I was also the only guy in the club who could match his strength, so he enjoyed sparring with me. I’d learned a lot since my first class, but I still lost most of the time. I must have looked good doing it, though.

      “You really could’ve hurt her,” Daphne said.

      I shook my head. “Part of what I’m learning is control. When not to hurt someone. I’m not very good at it yet, but…” I shrugged.

      “Still…,” Daphne said softly, “thank you.”

      I nodded.

      “Um… is there somewhere we can talk?”

      “I dunno…,” I hedged, “I don’t wanna come between you and Sara.”

      “There’s nothing between us,” she said, a bit too quickly.

      Why do I always find the crazy bi chicks? I wondered, and wasn’t entirely kidding.

      “Please.”

      I still wasn’t sure, and my expression probably said so.

      “I just want to talk,” she said aloud, but her body gave her away—flushed cheeks and hard nipples are not signs of a desire for conversation.

      “All right,” I said at last. The little head twitched in anticipation, but the spurned lover was dubious. Fortunately, the big head was still in control. “Do you wanna grab lunch?” I said. “We could go to the Strip.”

      “Don’t you need to change clothes?”

      I needed a shower too, but I didn’t want to take her back to my apartment. She and Sara definitely had a relationship—past or present was almost irrelevant.

      “I promise to be a gentleman,” she said, which made me laugh.

      Part of me knew I was making the wrong decision, but part of me still felt sorry for her. “All right,” I said at last, “since you put it that way…”

      We walked back to the apartment in silence. I felt a little awkward, but I didn’t know what to say. I went through a half-dozen scenarios in my mind, from a polite kiss-off to a serious conversation.

      Jeff and Meredith were leaving when we arrived.

      “Luke’s here,” he warned, and cleared his throat awkwardly. “And… um… he’s with a friend.”

      Meredith smirked.

      “We need to study,” Jeff added, “so we’re going to Meredith’s place.”

      “Study…,” Meredith teased, “right.”

      Jeff turned bright red.

      Great, I thought. A rutting Cajun… just what I need.

      “Anyway, I thought I should warn you,” Jeff said, and tugged Meredith away. “See you guys.”

      Daphne grinned shyly.

      I didn’t have any choice but to go through with it, so I opened the door and ventured a glance inside. I didn’t see anyone, so I stepped into the foyer.

      Luke seemed to have a different sorority girl every couple of weeks, but he was usually discreet. Still, he wasn’t the most consistent guy in the world, and I wouldn’t have been surprised to find them going at it in the middle of the living room. He’d done it before, albeit while the rest of us were in bed.

      Fortunately, the living room and kitchen were deserted, and Luke’s bedroom door was closed. I didn’t want to leave Daphne in the hall at my desk, so I ushered her into my bedroom.

      “Give me ten minutes to shower and shave,” I said. “Okay?”

      I headed toward the bathroom. It was across the hall from Luke and Jeff’s room, and I could hear the bedsprings creaking.

      “Peachy,” I muttered. I hadn’t had sex since Leah, and my right hand wasn’t nearly as attractive as Daphne. “Remember,” I told myself as I undressed and let the water heat up, “her roommate’s a psycho. Got it?”

      The little head wasn’t so sure, and the spurned lover was beginning to come around. Even compassionate guy wondered what it would hurt.

      After I finished in the shower, I looked down at my semi-hard dick. “Behave,” I said sternly, and wrapped the towel around my waist.

      I brushed my teeth and shaved in record time, mostly because I could hear every moan and groan from Luke and his girlfriend du jour. Not surprisingly, compassionate guy was in full agreement with the others by the time I returned to the bedroom.

      Daphne stood as I entered. Her expression was a mixture of shyness and pure come-on, and I had to brace myself not to react.

      “Give me two minutes to get dressed,” I said, but then realized my mistake. I didn’t want to drop my towel with her in the room, and I didn’t want to kick her out, especially since she’d have to wait in the hall and listen to the Bayou Bedspring Band.

      “Do you want me to leave?” she asked.

      Yes. “No, it’s cool. You’ve seen me in class.” But we weren’t alone then. I reached into my dresser and pulled out a pair of boxers. If I was quick, I could—

      Daphne moved closer. Her eyes flashed with desire and uncertainty. Part of me still felt sorry for her, but mostly I wanted to fuck her senseless. She must have sensed my indecision, because she dropped one of her bombshells.

      “I’ll suck your cock.”

      My eyes bugged, but my dick wasn’t a bit slow on the uptake.

      She looked as surprised as I felt, but she swallowed hard and added, “You can come in my mouth.”

      As if I needed more incentive. Ha!

      I did the only thing I could: I dropped my towel. She closed her eyes with a strange little frisson and sank to her knees. She engulfed the head of my shaft and began sucking with long, wet strokes. She scraped me with her teeth a couple of times, but then settled into a rhythm.

      I didn’t last long, and held her head as I exploded with a groan. She kept sucking when I deflated slightly, so I let her continue. When I started getting hard again, I lifted her to her feet and unbuttoned her blouse. The silk peeled away to reveal a lacy white bra, which lifted her breasts and made them look even fuller.

      My erection bumped her thigh as I tugged the blouse from her shoulders and cupped her breasts. She reached down and stroked me, her fingers cool and firm on my shaft. I unsnapped her jeans with a twist and pushed them over her hips.

      I kissed her again, and tugged her bra straps down her shoulders. The lace cups fell away, but I left the bra fastened around her middle. Her breasts were firm and round, with enough weight to fill my palms as I cupped them. Her nipples hardened quickly, and she gasped when I pinched them.

      She didn’t resist when I guided her to the bed. She lay back as I lifted her legs and shucked her jeans. I threw them aside and nearly tore off her panties. Her bush was darker than her sandy blonde hair, and trimmed into a neat wedge.

      She watched with her curious detachment as I spread her knees and settled between them. Her pussy smelled clean and fresh, with a hint of arousal. I planted a kiss on her labia and then parted the sparse hair with my fingers. She sighed and ran her fingers through my hair when I began licking.

      I grinned to myself and circled her clit with my tongue. The little bead grew plump as I teased it, and she gasped and began rocking her hips. After only a couple of minutes, she started gasping and moaning. It seemed forced, but I kept licking anyway. Her moans turned into low cries as she gripped my head and bumped her pussy into my face.

      Something didn’t seem right, but her pussy was wet enough. Still, I hadn’t felt a rush of heat or moisture. Her clit hadn’t pulled back either, and she didn’t feel like she was about to come. But then she dug her fingers into my scalp and cried out like she was caught in the throes of ecstasy.

      Every woman was different, but some things weren’t. I’d seen strong orgasms and subtle ones, screaming and quiet and everything in between, but they all showed some signs. Daphne was different, although I couldn’t figure out why.

      I crawled up her body and casually glanced at her chest and eyelids. They should have been flushed, a little or a lot, but her skin was creamy and barely pinker than when we started. She gave me a drunken smile like I’d just rocked her world, but that was easy to fake.

      And then it hit me: she was faking it.

      Part of me was offended, but mostly I was confused. Did she not like what I was doing? Did she not like men after all? She was pretty good at giving head, and that was a skill most women had to learn.

      Then why did she—?

      She rolled her hips, and I realized that I’d been on autopilot. My dick nestled against her opening, and I could feel her desire. Her nipples rose and fell with her heavy breathing, and a distracted part of me realized she’d taken off her bra.

      The little head told me not to ask questions, and I reluctantly listened. She was hot and wet enough, despite her fake orgasm, so I slid into her easily. She arched against me with a small moan.

      I began thrusting but then came to my senses. “I’m not wearing protection,” I grunted. “Are you on the pill?”

      She shook her head. “Pull out when you’re ready.”

      Sex without a condom was a Bad Idea, but I didn’t want to fumble for one. I didn’t want to look worried, either, or like I didn’t know what I was doing. Besides, I was already inside her, and I really wanted to keep going.

      I rationalized that I could pull out before I came, but pre-come still contained sperm. Not much, but it only took one. She shifted and her pussy tightened around my shaft. I closed my eyes and had a silent argument with my conscience.

      The little head won, which pissed me off. I hated that I didn’t have more control, but that didn’t stop me from fucking her. Hard. Worse, she seemed to enjoy being pounded, and urged me on with her body. She even faked another orgasm, which only made me angrier.

      Many women couldn’t get off from fucking alone, and I didn’t think Daphne was one of the few who could. Most guys probably wouldn’t have noticed or cared, but I wasn’t one of them. So I slammed into her, angry at myself as much as her.

      When my balls threatened to burst, I pulled out and straddled her chest. I didn’t even bother with niceties—I simply thrust my cock at her face. She held the backs of my thighs and opened her mouth as I finished the job with my hand.

      She moaned when the first spurt hit her tongue, and my aggressive mood only made her more eager. She swallowed every drop, and sighed with the first honest signs of enjoyment. It wasn’t an orgasm, but it was closer than I’d seen all day.

      When I finished, I climbed off and stood beside the bed, more confused than ever. She cleaned semen from her lips, and even licked her fingers. It wasn’t the same as what Leah did, but I couldn’t put my finger on why not.

      My anger faded as my breathing slowed, and I realized I was being irrational. The chances of her getting pregnant were slim, and I blamed myself more than her. Besides, she seemed to enjoy herself, fake orgasms or not. At least, I was pretty sure she had. And I was pretty sure the orgasms were fake. If not, she was the only woman I’d ever known who could come without showing any of the signs.

      She smiled up at me, and my anger disappeared completely. She made room for me on the bed, so I climbed in beside her and stroked the curve of her breast. She was built like a model, slimmer and less busty than Kendall, but just as beautiful.

      I gazed at her for a long moment, and she watched me calmly. A million questions raced through my mind, but it wasn’t the right time. So I pushed them aside and caressed her nipple as we relaxed in the afterglow.
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      We went to lunch at the Old College Inn, and Daphne managed to draw me out without talking about herself at all. I thought she was hiding something—a lot of something, actually—but I couldn’t figure out what.

      She wasn’t obvious about it, but she didn’t talk about herself. I’d ask her a question, and the next thing I knew, I was talking about myself again. I could be a bit self-centered at times, but I wasn’t that narcissistic.

      She was good, though, and most guys wouldn’t have noticed. They’d be thrilled just to have a beautiful woman’s attention. But I wasn’t like most guys, and I’d had my share of beautiful women. More than my share, actually, and I felt comfortable around them.

      Fortunately, part of that comfort was being able to leave when I needed to. “I hate to go,” I said with a glance at my watch, “but I need to be at the airport in fifteen minutes.”

      “The airport? Sounds exciting.”

      I blinked in appreciation. She hadn’t asked what I was doing, but her tone and body language were full of interest, and she’d made me feel important—all with one simple statement. Did she even realize what she was doing?

      “It’s not, really,” I said. “Just a flying lesson.”

      She knew I was a pilot, but she still acted interested.

      “I’m working on my instrument rating,” I said, and kicked myself for taking the bait. Then I laughed silently and let myself off the hook—I knew what she was up to, but that didn’t make me immune.

      “Sounds complicated.”

      I’ll say! “It’s not,” I said aloud. “Just a lot of practice and memorization. Navigation, weather, stuff like that.” And how did you learn what you’re doing?

      She lifted a perfect eyebrow, and I took the bait again.

      “You wanna come along?” I didn’t think it would hurt to take her with me. Besides, I was still horny, and could probably parlay things into dinner and a movie, if not more. I spared a guilty thought for Sara, but then remembered her expression as she tried to punch my lights out.

      “Could I?” Daphne said.

      “Sure. Let’s go.”
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      Earl did his best not to stare at Daphne, but he was obviously smitten. He probably didn’t meet many coeds, especially ones with personalities like hers.

      Or bodies, I thought, and admired her ass through her tight jeans.

      Earl did most of the pre-flight, and I hid a grin as I tagged along. Daphne smiled and asked questions, and had him wrapped around her little finger by the time he opened the Cessna’s door. He had the good grace to look sheepish when he remembered that I was the student.

      “Hey, Earl,” I suggested, “why don’t you give Daphne a lesson instead?”

      Daphne demurred, but she obviously wanted to. She liked the attention, and I wasn’t the jealous type. Besides, Earl was happier than I’d ever seen him, and that alone was worth it.

      “Sure you can,” he said. “It’s easy. Anyone can do it.” He looked at me. “You don’t mind?”

      “Not a bit.”

      “Well, you’re ready to get your ticket anyway,” he said, which surprised me. After my disappointment the year before, I must have focused on the work instead of brooding about the injustice. That hadn’t been my plan, but it had worked.

      Note to self…, I thought with wry maturity. “For real?” I said aloud. I wouldn’t mind getting my IFR certificate, but I didn’t want him to do it simply because he was drunk on Daphne.

      He must have sensed my deeper question, because he pointedly didn’t look at her. “Yeah,” he said, “you know your nav, weather, and approaches, and you handled everything I threw at you last week. So I reckon we should schedule your Practical when we get back to the office.”

      “Wow! Cool. Thanks.”

      He nodded in approval.

      “Then I guess you’d better watch out,” I said, only half teasing, “or you’ll certify yourself out of a job. I mean, once I get my ticket, I won’t need lessons anymore, will I?”

      He boomed a laugh. “Not until you discover multi-engine.”

      “Sounds exciting,” Daphne said, and gave us a megawatt smile.

      “Oh, it is, darlin’,” Earl said. “It is.”
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      Daphne did well on her lesson. Earl was all business, but he was completely under her spell. For my part, I sat in the back and relaxed for a change. I also watched Daphne’s performance, and came to the conclusion that “performance” was exactly the right word.

      She wasn’t phony, but she played Earl like a Stradivarius. I thought she might have some ulterior motive—shades of Kendall—but I didn’t get the sense that she wanted anything beyond making Earl feel special. She was definitely a performer, though, with little gestures and expressions that made him feel like he was the only guy in the world.

      She even took the time to smile back at me, to let me know that I was still special too. I watched the whole thing with a sense of amusement. I didn’t have Kendall’s insight, but I knew people well enough to see what Daphne was doing. By the time we landed, Earl would’ve given her free lessons for a year. He was in such a good mood that he refused to let me pay him.

      “First lesson’s free,” he said, and blushed when Daphne thanked him with an impulsive kiss on the cheek. “Matter of fact,” he said when he recovered, “why don’t you two go on a cross-country? We have the 182 available. She just had her annual. Tempted?”

      I looked at Daphne. “What do you think?”

      “Can we go to Chicago?”

      I glanced at the big sectional on the wall and estimated the distance: about 400 nautical miles. Then I checked the time and did some quick calculations. “We could,” I hedged, “but we’d get there close to sunset.”

      She looked confused. “Is that a problem?”

      “Well,” Earl answered for me, “Paul can fly at night—he has the training—but he can’t do it legally. Not yet. So it means you’ll have to stay overnight.” He gave me a sly attaboy look.

      Thanks, Earl, but I don’t need help getting laid.

      “Really?” Daphne gushed. She clutched my arm and sandwiched it between her breasts. Then she turned demure. “Can we go? Please?”

      She was manipulating me and I knew it. But then I closed my mouth and actually thought about it. What would it hurt? Besides, a night together was tempting, especially since her roommate—and mine, for that matter—would be hundreds of miles away.

      “Sure,” I said at last. “We can pack a bag, and—”

      “Let’s just go,” she blurted. “It’ll be fun.” She flashed her bedroom eyes and whispered in my ear, “Please? I’ll do anything you want.”
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      The setting sun painted the sky orange over the Chicago skyline as I began my landing at Meigs Field. I wanted to look at the buildings, but couldn’t spare the attention. Instead, I had to deal with a full landing pattern and a gusty crosswind off the lake. I was too high over the threshold, but it was better than the alternative.

      After I cleared the runway, I called Ground Control and taxied to the refueling pit by the tower. The wind was just as bad on the ground, and gusts rocked the plane as a heavily muffled attendant filled the tanks.

      I was dressed for the relatively mild winter in Knoxville, so tie-down was an arctic adventure, and I couldn’t feel my hands by the time I finished. Daphne stayed in the plane, but her coat wasn’t any warmer than mine, and she was shivering by the time we reached the operations office.

      I called a taxi while she sipped hot cocoa and cradled the cup for warmth. The taxi arrived ten minutes later, and the driver suggested a nice hotel. As soon as we passed the airport gate, I pressed my face to the cold window and gawked at the architecture.

      The tops of the buildings glowed in the sunset, while lights at street level came to life in the urban twilight. It was a rare glimpse of night and day together, and I looked at Daphne to see her reaction. She didn’t seem impressed, or even interested.

      “Have you been here before?” I asked.

      “Um… no. Never.”

      I was about to say something else when a building caught my eye. “Whoa, stop!”

      The driver ignored me, although he looked over his shoulder at the next stoplight.

      I pointed to a neoclassical high-rise. “What’s that building?”

      “Da Blackstone? ’S a hotel.”

      “A hotel? Awesome. Forget the other place. Let’s go there.”

      “Whatever, Joe,” the driver grumbled, “you da boss.” He was probably losing a kickback from the other hotel, but I didn’t care. When he let us out at the Blackstone, I couldn’t help but stare up at it, oblivious to the wind and cold.

      It was a Beaux-Arts masterpiece, designed in classic Sullivan style, with the proportions of a column. It even had a mansard roof, which actually looked good on a building with enough height to justify it.

      “Wow,” I said softly.

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” Daphne said, and hugged my arm, as much for the warmth as to share my excitement. “I love the Blackstone,” she added. “It makes me think of someplace far away, like Italy.”

      Or Paris, I thought with a quizzical look, which she didn’t notice. Beaux-Arts was originally a French style, and Paris was full of mansard roofs. Then I realized what she’d said.

      “I thought you hadn’t been here before.”

      “I haven’t,” she said quickly. “I must’ve… um… seen pictures.”

      “Of the Blackstone Hotel?” I’d never seen it before, and I was an architecture student.

      “Well, sure.” She smiled and changed the subject with an eager look. “Are we going to stay here? Really?”

      I suddenly felt like impressing her, and grinned as I escorted her inside. My conviction took a hit when the desk clerk told me how much the room would cost, but I pasted on a smile and pulled out my emergency credit card.

      I still didn’t have a card of my own—“Bank rules,” they claimed, because of my age—so I made a note to repay my parents before they got the bill. I also decided to talk to my bank manager about the money I had on deposit. Maybe he’d see reason when I explained that I wasn’t a normal nineteen-year-old. He’d definitely see reason if I had to explain that my money would find a more accommodating home if he didn’t.

      Daphne practically glowed with excitement as we rode the elevator to the eighth floor, but I was still brooding about the credit card situation. When we reached the room, she ran to the window and gazed at the traffic below. I looked at the room itself, which was nice enough, but hardly the Ritz. I knew I was being a tightwad, but I’d planned on thirty or forty bucks for a hotel room, not a hundred and forty.

      “Isn’t it amazing?” Daphne said. She beamed at me. “I always wanted to stay here.” She sensed my mood and returned from the window. “Thank you,” she said, and gave me a shy look.

      It was pure come-on, so I put my arms around her. Besides, she was a welcome cure for my brooding. I cupped her breast and felt her nipple harden in my palm. Her breathing grew heavy as I kissed her. I wanted to fuck her, but we didn’t have any condoms, so I broke the kiss and began unbuttoning her blouse. I peeled the silk from her shoulders and tossed it aside.

      I wanted to see her perfect breasts again, and she felt the eagerness in my hands as I popped the catch on her bra. She half-posed so I could admire her chest. I cupped her breasts and squeezed gently. She closed her eyes when I pinched her nipples, and moaned softly as I kissed her again.

      “Get on your knees,” I told her.

      She sank to the floor as I extracted my hard-on. I pulled her closer and watched as she kissed my shaft. Then she began sucking with short, slow strokes. After two or three minutes, I felt the urge to fuck her anyway, condom or no. I knew I wouldn’t have the willpower to resist for long, so I put my hand on the back of her head.

      “You want me to come in your mouth?”

      She nodded.

      “Then suck it deep.”

      She plunged forward, and managed to swallow about half of my cock. She held me in her mouth as long as she could before she had to pull back for a breath.

      “Are you getting wet?”

      A nod.

      “If you’re a good girl, I’ll fuck you later. Do you want that?”

      She let my dick slip from her lips. “God, yes.”

      “Keep sucking,” I ordered. “There, that’s better. I’ll fuck you when I’m ready. Got it?”

      She nodded.

      “Good. Now suck me like you want it.”

      My cock glistened with saliva as she began bobbing rapidly. When I couldn’t hold back any longer, I held her head and shot down her throat. My whole body tensed from the pleasure of release. When my orgasm subsided I closed my eyes and breathed through my nose as my dick grew soft.

      “Do you want to fuck me now?”

      I blinked and came to my senses. Then I felt like a jerk for taking advantage of her. “I don’t have a condom,” I said sheepishly.

      “So?”

      Did she want to get pregnant? I felt an instant stab of fear, but mastered it and lifted her to her feet. “Sorry,” I said. “But I can return the favor.”

      “That’s okay,” she said with a shrug.

      I felt guilty for disappointing her, but I wasn’t going to take the risk. Not again, I reminded myself.

      “Do you want to get supper?” she asked.

      I pulled her close and felt her bare breasts against my chest. “I want to fuck your brains out,” I said, “but we need condoms.”

      She forced a smile.

      “So let’s find a drugstore.”

      “I’m kinda hungry.”

      “Okay, let’s have dinner first, and then find a drugstore.”
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      Daphne wanted pizza, so the hotel concierge suggested a restaurant with a funny name, Uno’s. Her eyes lit up at the name, and I managed to hide my suspicious look.

      If she’s never been to Chicago, then I’m Mike Ditka.

      The restaurant was packed, so we had to wait for a table. Daphne and I made small talk, but she seemed nervous. Then I noticed a guy in a leather jacket at the bar who was staring at her. Every guy in the place had given her a lingering glance when she walked in, but this guy didn’t stop. After a few minutes he stood and made his way toward us.

      “This is crazy,” Daphne said abruptly. “Let’s just find someplace else.”

      “What are you talking about? We’re practically next on the list.”

      “I don’t want pizza anymore. Let’s just go.”

      “Brandy,” the guy called, and it took me a moment to realize that he wasn’t talking to the bartender.

      Daphne stiffened, but covered it quickly and tried to sound offhand. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Brandy?” the guy said again as he drew near. He was several inches taller than me, with a square jaw and black hair. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” he said.

      Daphne’s shoulders slumped and I caught a brief glimpse of defeat, but then her expression changed completely. She gave the guy a confused, annoyed look. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

      He laughed sardonically. “Yeah, right. Nice try. You owe me five grand.”

      I did a double take.

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

      He gave another laugh, this one nasty. “Sure you do.” He looked at me. “Who’s this, your pimp?”

      I bristled. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me.”

      “I’m her boyfriend.”

      “Sure, kid, whatever you wanna call yourself.”

      My eyes hardened. “Do we have a problem?”

      “I dunno, do we?”

      “Come on, Paul,” Daphne said. “He’s just some loser.”

      The guy wasn’t going to back down, and I felt a cool buzz as adrenaline flooded my system. We locked eyes and he laughed in contempt.

      “You know,” I said matter-of-factly, “I’ve been trying to work on my temper, but I think I’ll make an exception for you.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sure, kid, let’s step outside.”

      “Don’t hurt him, Paul,” Daphne said. “He has friends.”

      “Him?” the guy blurted. “Hurt me?”

      I didn’t want to bluster, so I forced a smile instead—it didn’t reach my eyes. Most fights are half psychological, and I wanted any advantage I could get. To his credit, he didn’t even flinch. Then his eyes narrowed as he calculated the odds.

      He smirked, and I knew he was going to take his chances before we even got outside. His right shoulder drew back slightly and his fingers curled into a fist. I shifted my balance for an Uki Goshi takedown.

      The bar was tight quarters for a throw like that, but the guy would slam into the floor with me standing over him. From there, I could end the fight with a simple wrist lock. I’d seen Glen do the same thing the year before. It wasn’t legal in judo, but real fights don’t have referees, or even rules. So I cleared my mind and waited for him to throw the first punch. Then someone loomed beside us.

      “Hey! What d’you think you’re doing?”

      “Butt out, pal,” Square-jaw said without looking away.

      “I’m not your pal,” the new guy said, “and you better wise up.” He flashed a badge and the tension popped like a soap bubble. “’Cause the first guy who takes a swing in here is gonna wish he hadn’t.” He leveled his gaze at Square-jaw. “Now go back to the bar, sit down, and shut up.”

      Square-jaw’s attitude changed immediately. “No problem, detective.” He wasn’t obsequious, but he was all smiles, like it was one big misunderstanding. He gave me a mocking snort. “Nice meetin’ ya, kid.” Then he tossed his chin at Daphne. “She’s a psycho anyway. You can keep her.” He walked away without a backward glance.

      The cop turned to me. “You, take your girl and get outta here.”

      “Our table’s almost ready,” I said, as politely as I could with all the adrenaline in my system. “So we’ll just wait over there, if that’s all right with you.”

      “As a matter of fact, it’s not all right with me. I said beat it.”

      “But… that’s not fair!”

      “Life ain’t fair. Get used to it. Now, if you’re not outta here by the time I count to three, you’re gonna spend the night in jail.”

      “This isn’t right,” I said tersely.

      “One.”

      I set my jaw.

      “Two.”

      “Paul, please,” Daphne said.

      The cop raised his eyebrows. “Pretty girl like that,” he said to me, “I’d listen to her.”

      “This isn’t fair,” I said. “That other guy started it!” I knew I should just leave, but I couldn’t believe the injustice.

      “I don’t care, kid. Now, are you gonna make me arrest you?”

      I thought about telling him yes, just to spite him, but the rational part of my brain kicked in. “No,” I said at last.

      “No, what?”

      I suddenly realized that the bar had grown quiet, and everyone was staring at us.

      “No, what?” he repeated. From the look in his eye, he didn’t want to arrest me—he just wanted me to acknowledge his authority.

      I clenched my fists and tasted bile. I hated doing it, but I swallowed pride. “No, sir.”

      “Smart move,” he said with a nod of sympathy. “Now beat it.”
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      I climbed into the taxi and slammed the door. My emotions were chaotic: angry, relieved, and strangest of all, aroused.

      Daphne was practically giddy. “That was amazing! I can’t believe you stared down— that guy.” She leaned close and I felt her breath on my ear. “God, you make me so hot.”

      “Where to, bud?” the cabbie said.

      My dick sprang erect when Daphne put her hand on it. “Oh my God,” she whispered, “it’s so big.”

      “Hey, Joe…?” the driver said impatiently.

      Why do they keep calling me Joe? “The Blackstone.”

      Daphne moaned softly. “Are you going to fuck me with your big cock?”

      I started to fondle her, but then swore under my breath. “Find a drugstore first,” I told the cabbie.

      A minute later I leapt out of the cab and dashed into the little shop. After a feverish search I discovered the condoms at the back of the store. I grabbed a box of Trojans and was about to run back to the checkout when something caught my eye. I took a second to find it again and then snatched the K-Y jelly. The cashier smirked as he took my money, but I didn’t care.

      Outside, I leapt into the waiting taxi. “Hit it!”

      Daphne and I groped like teenagers on prom night, and I’m sure the cabbie got an eyeful. In the hotel we had the elevator to ourselves, so I pinned her against the wall and kissed her.

      When we reached our room, I didn’t even bother with niceties like taking off her clothes. I simply unbuttoned her jeans, pushed them down, and turned her to face the wall. She braced herself as I opened my pants and pulled out my erection. I tore open the box of condoms and caught the chain of packets as it flew out. I ripped one open and rolled the slippery ring over my shaft.

      Daphne moaned as I entered her from behind and began thrusting. After barely a minute I slammed into her and filled the condom. We panted together, sated for the moment. Then I began to kiss her neck, and she arched her back. I slid my hands under her blouse and cupped her breasts from behind. She moaned when I pinched her nipples through the thin fabric of her bra.

      We stumbled toward the bed and fell onto it in a tangle of legs. I pulled off her jeans and panties as she tugged at my shirt. I flung the clothes aside and pushed my boxers down. Daphne spread her legs and I scooted between them. My pants bunched around my ankles, but I ignored them as I aimed my cock at her opening.

      I was still wearing the condom, and something tickled the back of my brain about not using it twice. Then I slid into her and didn’t care. She lifted her hips to meet me, and my lips sought hers. I thrust hard and felt her wrap her long legs around me.

      Our tempo built at a deliberate pace, until I propped myself on my arms and began pumping in earnest. She gripped my triceps and silently urged me on. Her blouse had ridden up, but it still covered her breasts. I wanted to see them, so I stopped thrusting.

      “Take that off,” I said.

      She fumbled with the blouse and managed to unbutton it. Then she popped the catch on her bra and the lacy cups sprang aside. I gazed at the perfect mounds as I began thrusting again. She cupped her breasts and tweaked her nipples.

      A rush of wetness engulfed my shaft, and she arched her back with a moan of pleasure. I began thrusting hard, driving toward a climax. Her eyes opened abruptly, and she looked surprised. Then she closed them again and opened her mouth in a silent scream.

      I couldn’t hold back any longer and buried myself to the hilt. I exploded with a rush of sensation that felt like every ounce of fluid in my body was shooting through my cock. She cried out and went rigid.

      Through my own pleasure, I felt her pussy tighten around my shaft. She gripped the bedspread so hard that I felt it shift under my knees. A torrent of heat and moisture flooded around my cock. I even felt it on my thighs and dripping from my balls.

      My eyes widened when I realized what had happened: she’d had an orgasm—a real one. When she finally released the spread, I lowered my face and kissed her gently. I thought she’d be relieved, or overjoyed, or even sleepy.

      Instead, she clung to me and I felt her body shake. I thought she was still trembling from the strength of her orgasm, but then I realized she was crying. I hoped it was just a release of emotion, so I held her until she calmed down.

      I pulled back and gazed down at her. “Better?” I said hopefully. With her red nose and tear-streaked cheeks, she looked more beautiful than ever. I started to say something else, but she put her hand on my chest.

      “I need to go to the bathroom.”

      “Okay… um… sure.” I climbed from between her legs.

      She walked unsteadily to the bathroom and shut the door.

      I shook my head in bewilderment and stared after her for a few seconds. Then I rolled to the edge of the bed and puzzled through her actions. I stood and kicked off my shoes, still lost in thought, but snapped out of it when I reached for the condom.

      “Oh, shit.” I shot a glance at the closed bathroom door and then back at my dick.

      The condom was gone.

      After a frantic moment I saw it on the bed, in the middle of a damp spot. I reached for it and silently prayed that it had slipped off after I’d come. A ball of lead settled in my stomach as I realized that the semen in the tip wasn’t nearly enough for two loads.

      I sank to the bed and stared at the sleeve of latex. Daphne emerged a minute later. I had no idea how to tell her, so I palmed the evidence.

      “Do you want to order room service?” she asked.

      I must have hidden my mood better than I thought, because she didn’t look suspicious when I forced a nod.

      We found the menu, and I called down to order a deep-dish pizza. Then we watched TV until it arrived. She didn’t mention her crying jag, and I didn’t mention the condom.

      I thought I’d be too preoccupied to eat, but my stomach rumbled at the scent of pizza. Daphne seemed oblivious to my mood, and slowly devoured two pieces. When she finished she wiped her hands on the linen napkin and stretched languidly.

      Her thin silk blouse outlined her breasts, and the hem lifted to show the wedge of hair between her legs. I was in a funk, but I wasn’t blind. I took a sip of my drink to cover my glance, but then she dropped one of her bombshells.

      “Do you want to fuck me again?”

      I almost spewed Coke. “Um… yeah, of course. But maybe let me digest first.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      We fell into an awkward silence.

      “I can suck your cock. You can come on my face if you want. I won’t dodge or anything.”

      I blinked in surprise. “Yeah, sure. But… um… maybe later.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She smiled uncertainly and thought for a moment. “Do you want me to dance for you?”

      I was too surprised to reply, so I changed the subject. “You should probably call Sara.”

      She grew suspicious. “Why?”

      “Just to let her know you’re okay. I mean, she’s probably wondering where you are.”

      “She doesn’t care.”

      I suddenly got the impression that I was a pawn in a lovers’ spat. What is it with me and women? I wondered sourly. Do I have a tattoo on my forehead that says “Screw with my emotions”?

      “I’m sure she does,” I said aloud. “You can call her while I run down to the front desk.”

      “What for?”

      “I want to see if they have a courtesy kit or something for people who’ve lost their luggage.” We hadn’t exactly lost ours, but it was close enough.

      “Okay,” Daphne said meekly.

      “Are you going to call her?”

      She shrugged.

      “You need to let her know you’re okay. You don’t want her to call the police or anything.”

      That got through to her.

      “Here,” I said helpfully, “I’ll figure out how to dial long distance.” I picked up the handset and dialed her phone number. I let it ring once before I offered her the receiver.

      She took it reluctantly.

      “I’ll be back in fifteen minutes or so,” I said, and gathered the rest of my clothes. I tried not to listen to the conversation as I got dressed, but it was hard to avoid.

      “Hi, it’s me,” Daphne said. “No, I’m all right.” She glanced at me. “Um… yeah.” She winced at Sara’s reaction.

      I felt sorry for her, but wanted to give her some privacy. For my part, I wanted some time to think. On the elevator ride downstairs I wondered why I’d suggested calling Sara.

      Part of me wanted to get rid of Daphne as soon as I could, but I felt guilty for even thinking it. After all, she might be pregnant. I wasn’t a cad, so I’d pay for an abortion. I thought about how I’d go about it when my eyes flew wide at a sudden thought.

      What if she doesn’t want one?

      I already knew that she wasn’t wife material—not for me, at least—but I’d marry her if I had to. I obviously felt something for her, even if it wasn’t love. She was hiding her past, and she was emotionally damaged, but she was a sweet girl. And despite her fake orgasms, I thought she liked me as well.

      The ding of the elevator snapped me out of my trance. The concierge had gone for the day, but the night manager gave me two travel kits with the Blackstone logo embossed on the side. At least I was getting something for my hundred and forty bucks.

      I tried to cheer myself up on the ride back upstairs, but I couldn’t stop thinking about how my life would change if Daphne were pregnant. I silently prayed that it was the wrong time of the month, but I didn’t know how to ask without starting an argument. Then again, what if she wanted to get pregnant? I didn’t even want to think about that.

      I started to brood, but pulled up short when I realized that I’d reached the room. I took out the key and slid it into the lock. Daphne was still on the phone, and she’d been crying. She looked up when I shut the door.

      “He’s back,” she said. “Hold on.” She held out the phone. “Sara wants to talk to you.”

      “Um… what for?”

      Daphne shrugged.

      I took the phone and cautiously held it to my ear. “Hello?”

      “What the hell did you think you were doing, taking her to Chicago?”

      “Hi,” I said deliberately. “Nice to talk to you too.”

      “Cut the bullshit, asshole. This is serious.”

      “Then why don’t you dial it down a notch, sweetheart.”

      “I’m not your sweetheart!”

      “And I’m not an asshole!”

      “Yeah? Well, you coulda fooled me.”

      I bit back a nasty reply. “Are you just going to bitch at me,” I asked tersely, “or do you actually have a point?”

      “If you’d shut up and listen, dumbass, I’ll tell y—”

      “Hey! Enough with the dyke bitch routine. Just move on. Daphne’s with me now.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Daphne isn’t with you anymore,” I said, rubbing it in. “She’s with me now.”

      “What did she tell you?”

      “Nothing. But I’m not an idiot.”

      “That’s debatable.”

      I took a deep breath and mastered my temper. “Whatever,” I said dismissively.

      “Listen,” she said, “I don’t know what you think you know, but—”

      “Daphne’s bi,” I said, which stopped Sara cold, “and you’re a lesbian. Then again, maybe you’re just bi and really pissed off at men.”

      “So what if I am?” she said defiantly.

      I goaded her. “Are what? Lesbian? Or bi?”

      “Either.”

      “What do I care? You’re not the one I’m interested in.”

      “The feeling’s mutual,” she said nastily.

      I forced a laugh. “Listen,” I said, more for Daphne’s benefit than Sara’s, “I don’t care if you’re straight, bi, or a complete lesbian. Whatever makes you happy. But Daphne’s with me now.” Why in God’s name am I claiming her now, when I was trying to get rid of her earlier? I suppressed the thought and plowed on. “So quit being a bitch and move on.”

      “Put Daphne on.”

      “No.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said no,” I repeated. “I’m not going to let you bully her. Got it? Now, time to move on.”

      “Let me speak to her.”

      “Which part of ‘no’ did you not understand?”

      “Let… me… speak to her.”

      I kept a tight rein on my emotions. “No. Move on.”

      “I can’t,” she screamed. “Don’t you get it?”

      “Get what?”

      “I love her,” she said, and broke down crying.

      My heart wrenched at the sound of anguish, and I wondered what I’d gotten myself into. Then my knees felt weak and I sat down abruptly.

      “I hate you,” Sara railed. “I fucking hate you. Why did you do this to us?”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “I love her,” she shouted, “don’t you understand?”

      I waited for her to calm down, which gave me a chance to get my own emotions under control. Then I shot a quick glance across the room.

      “How does Daphne feel?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Sara wailed softly. “I don’t know anything anymore.”

      I stood and stared at my reflection in the window. Maybe I had that tattoo after all.

      Sara eventually got her tears under control. “Are you still there?”

      I snapped out of it. “Yeah, I’m here.”

      “Will you let her go?”

      “Yeah. No. I don’t know. Maybe.” I stopped to gather my thoughts. “I don’t know,” I said at last. “I guess it depends on what she wants.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “It means that Daphne has a say in this,” I said deliberately. I could see her reflection in the window, but I resisted the urge to look at her directly. “I mean, she’s with me for a reason. I don’t know what it is”—Revenge? A fling? To get pregnant?—“but she’s here, and you have to deal with it. Okay?”

      “No, it’s not okay. I want her back.”

      “Have you told her that?”

      Sullenly, “No.”

      I wanted to laugh. “You’re as bad as a guy.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means,” I said slowly, “that if you don’t tell her how you feel, she’ll never know. She’s not a mind reader.” I glanced at the ceiling in frustration. “I thought women were supposed to be good at this stuff, but you’re worse than I am.”

      Sara started to react, but I cut her off.

      “Never mind,” I said. “That was a cheap shot. Sorry. But that still doesn’t change the fact that you have to tell her this stuff. How’s she supposed to know? Is she supposed to know that you care when you go psycho? Is that it? How stupid is that?”

      “Yeah, well what do you know about it, asshole?”

      “I know about communication!” For all the good it’s done me.

      “Well aren’t you special.”

      I took a deep breath and controlled my temper. “Listen,” I said, “we can bicker all night, but that’s not going to solve anything.”

      “Yeah, well you’re the one with Daphne. In Chicago, of all places! What the fuck were you thinking?”

      “Me? It was her idea!”

      “How stupid can you—? Wait, what did you say?”

      “I said it was her idea. Besides, how was I supposed to know about… that guy?”

      “What guy?”

      I described Square-jaw.

      “Oh, shit,” Sara said. “This is bad. You saw him?”

      “Saw him? I almost got in a fight with him.”

      She mocked me with a laugh. “That would’ve been dumb.”

      “Dumb? I’d’ve kicked his ass.”

      “Yeah, and his friends would’ve cut your throat and dumped your body in the river.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You don’t know who you’re dealing with.”

      Evidently not.

      “You have to get out of there,” Sara continued. “Can you leave tonight?”

      I thought about it for a moment, but then shook my head. I hadn’t taken enough night flights recently, so I wasn’t current to fly with passengers after sunset.

      “Not an option,” I said, with more bravado than I felt. “Why? Who is this guy?”

      “You don’t wanna know. But if anything happens to Daphne, I’ll—”

      “Nothing’s going to happen to Daphne.” Or me, but thanks for asking.

      “I swear to God,” Sara said, “if anything happens…”

      “All right! I get it. I’m not an idiot.”

      “Coulda fooled me.”

      I stared at the ceiling and huffed in exasperation. “Are you done yet?”

      “If anything ha—”

      “Christ! Give it a rest. D’you think you’re the only one who cares about her?”

      “Like you do,” Sara shot back. “You’ve known her what… a week?”

      “What’s that have to do with it?”

      “I know your type,” she said contemptuously. “I know what you want. You’re just like the others.”

      I started to snap at her, but caught myself. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath instead. “If you’d bother to get to know me,” I said tersely, “you’d realize that I care about Daphne.” A reflection in the window caught my eye, and I saw Daphne cover her mouth. “Besides,” I added, more for Daphne than Sara, “I’m not the love ’em and leave ’em type. I’ll make sure she’s safe. You have my word.”

      “Great!” Sara mocked. “I have your word. What good is that?”

      “A lot, actually,” I said. “Like I said, if you’d get to know me, maybe you’d realize I’m a nice guy.”

      She snorted.

      “Whatever,” I said dismissively. “I care about Daphne, and I’m not going to let anything happen to her.”

      “You’d better not,” Sara said, and it was more than her usual bluster.

      “Do you want to talk to her now?” I asked. It was a peace offering, and I heard the surprise in her silence.

      “Of cour— I mean, yes, please.”

      There, that wasn’t so hard, was it? “I’m going to take a walk,” I said to Daphne, but for Sara as well, “so you can have some privacy. I’ll be back in half an hour. All right?”

      Daphne nodded.

      “Thank you,” Sara said, and I could hear the relief in her voice.

      I covered the mouthpiece and walked over to Daphne. She stood nervously. She was still nude from the waist down, and her silk blouse clung to her naked breasts. I had to concentrate to keep my eyes on hers.

      “I meant what I said,” I said softly. “I think you’re a really nice girl, but I want you to be happy.” I smiled reassuringly and handed her the phone.

      She took it, but then threw her arms around me.

      I gave her a quick kiss and a hopeful smile. “Good luck,” I said softly. Then I grabbed my coat and left.

      I really cared about her, but I wouldn’t come between two people who loved each other.

      I looked toward Knoxville.

      “Hear that, Trip?”
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      I spent a half-hour looking at the Blackstone’s interior architecture. I could’ve taken longer, but I didn’t want Daphne to worry, so I headed back upstairs.

      She was waiting for me when I opened the door. I didn’t know what to expect, but she still managed to surprise me. She had brushed her hair and fixed her makeup, and wore her white fur-trimmed coat. She let it fall open as I closed the door. She was nude underneath.

      “Um… everything okay?” I asked, but my eyes practically devoured her.

      She nodded and walked toward me. I barely had time to tear my eyes from her body before she molded herself against me and began kissing my neck.

      “So,” I ventured, “Sara’s okay?”

      “I knew you were special,” Daphne whispered between kisses.

      The word sounded like father-of-my-children “special,” and I barely managed to keep from pulling back in alarm.

      “I knew you’d protect me.” She reached for my belt. “You even scared Tony.”

      “Hold on a second,” I said, but the little head had other ideas.

      “You make me so hot. And your cock is so big.”

      It was pure shtick, but the cock in question didn’t know any better, and was getting bigger by the second.

      Dammit! I knew what she was doing, but it was still going to work. I gave my erection a baleful look as Daphne sank to her knees and began kissing it. You and I are gonna have to come to an agreement, mister.

      It swelled smugly as Daphne wrapped her lips around it.
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      An hour later we finally rolled apart to catch our breath. We were covered in sweat and exhausted. I’d come twice, but she hadn’t come at all. She’d faked it twice, but I knew better.

      I pulled off the used condom and dropped it on the floor. Then I mustered the energy to go down on her. She must have sensed my plans, because she rolled toward me and cuddled my side.

      “That was amazing,” she said. “I’ve never come that hard in my life.”

      You didn’t come at all, I thought back, but kept my mouth shut. I had a million questions, and I was trying to figure out where to start. Square-jaw? Chicago? Five thousand dollars? Fake orgasms? Her feelings about me? Why she didn’t like condoms? The list went on.

      Before I could open my mouth, she burrowed closer and yawned. “You’re hard on a girl.” She giggled at her own joke.

      Her yawn triggered one of my own.

      “I could go to sleep right here,” she mumbled. Then she made sleepy noises and yawned again.

      “Be my guest,” I said, and cracked another yawn.

      She’s good, I admitted to myself. Better than me, in fact. I knew she was manipulating me, but I couldn’t do a thing about it.

      I managed to grab the sheet with my toes and pull it up, and then turned off the bedside light. I watched airplanes over the lake until I couldn’t keep my eyes open.

      I told myself I’d talk to her in the morning. Part of me expected to get some answers, but that was the foolish part.
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      I woke up as Daphne slid back into bed. It was still dark outside, but I could see the first glimmer of dawn across the lake. I put my arm around her and felt her move closer. When she didn’t immediately go back to sleep, I guided her hand to my nascent erection, and she began stroking gently.

      As I came awake fully, I decided that I’d make her come for real. I didn’t know if we’d see each other again, so I wanted the trip to be memorable. Part of it was competition with Sara, but part of it was simple pleasure. Just the thought of Daphne’s body was enough to get my blood flowing. The sight was something else, not to mention the actual feeling.

      So I rolled toward her and began sucking her nipples. After a few minutes I kissed my way lower, and spread her legs as I climbed between them. She tasted like a mixture of sweat, urine, and lube from the condoms, but her juices started flowing as soon as I tongued her clit.

      I spent at least thirty minutes between her legs, and tried every trick I knew. She moaned and panted. She bucked her hips. She dug her fingers into the bed and gripped the sheets. But she never came. Oh, she cried out and faked an extended orgasm, which left her shuddering and panting, but I knew better.

      Unfortunately, my jaw ached and my tongue felt like I’d gone through a million Tootsie Pops, so I crawled from between her legs and held myself over her. I thought maybe she could only come from sex, so I reached for a condom and tore the packet with my teeth.

      She whined a protest.

      I ignored it and sat back on my haunches to roll the latex over my shaft.

      She mewled again to emphasize her point. She’d done the same thing the night before, and the message was clear.

      I didn’t like condoms either. They were a pain before and a pain after, but I really didn’t want to have kids yet, much less with Daphne. So I rolled the slippery ring over my shaft. Then I teased her slit with my covered glans.

      “You can come in my mouth,” she offered. “Or on my face. Even my hair! Anywhere.”

      My temper suddenly flared. Did she want to get pregnant? I started to say something, but then had an idea.

      “You wanna do it without a condom?” I said.

      She nodded, almost urgently.

      “All right, roll over.” I stripped off the latex and moved out of the way. “Get on your hands and knees,” I said, and grabbed the K-Y jelly. I wasn’t in the mood to ask what she wanted, so I simply coated my dick and swiped my fingers along her crack.

      She didn’t say a word as I set my glans at her anus and pushed into her. Then I held her waist and slowly worked into her ass. She moaned softly as I began fucking her with short, powerful strokes. She had to brace herself on the headboard, but I didn’t relent. Instead, I began fucking harder, and slammed into her with each thrust.

      She lifted her head and cried out. I thought she was in pain, but then she arched her back and went rigid. I felt a rush of moisture coat my balls as her muscles gripped my shaft. The extra tightness triggered my own orgasm, and I erupted deep in her bowels. I collapsed on top of her when it finally subsided, and we panted together, still joined at the hips.

      “Wow,” I said at last, and pulled out of her. I flopped to the bed and lay there as aftershocks shivered along my nerves.

      Daphne got up without a word and went to the bathroom.

      I was worried that I’d hurt her. I’d been angry and rough, but she’d had an orgasm—a real one. I didn’t understand, and she obviously wasn’t going to explain.

      I stared at the ceiling and felt my mood slide toward darkness. I felt guilty about how I’d acted, but I couldn’t take it back. I couldn’t even think of a way to apologize without sounding like a bigger jerk.

      Gee, I though contemptuously, what a guy.
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      Daphne was quiet during the flight back to Knoxville. I wasn’t in a talkative mood either, so her silence suited me just fine. We didn’t have much in common, aside from physical attraction. It was a strong attraction, but that wasn’t enough to sustain a relationship.

      When I took her back to her apartment, we had an awkward farewell. Sara was barely civil to me, so I left in a weird mood. I couldn’t decide if I was relieved, depressed, or angry.

      Part of me was glad to be done with Daphne and her past, dark or not. Part of me felt sorry for her—she was a lonely person in many ways, desperate for attention and affection. But the biggest part of me was angry at Sara for being a bitch.

      She obviously thought I’d try to come between her and Daphne. If anything, I was going out of my way to step aside. She was just like Trip, too scared and jealous to realize that I was an upstanding guy.

      My mood took a turn for the worse at the thought of Trip. I resented him for taking Wren in the first place, but “resent” didn’t come close to how I felt about his behavior since. He knew I wasn’t the type of guy to stab him in the back. Knew it! Yet he was too stubborn to admit he was wrong.

      Not surprisingly, I was in a truly foul mood by the time I reached the apartment. Trip was studying at his desk, and actually looked up when I walked past.

      “Hey,” he said brusquely, “we need to talk.”

      “Yeah? Well that’s too bad. I’ve had a shitty day, and I don’t need your crap on top of everything else. So keep it to yourself.”

      “Fine. Whatever.”

      I stomped into my room and threw my keys at the dresser. My heart was hammering with adrenaline, so I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. Then I closed my eyes and replayed the past minute. I immediately felt guilty for being nasty, especially since Trip hadn’t said a word to me in nearly two weeks.

      I went back to the hall. “Look,” I said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t get much sleep last night, but that’s no excuse. What’d you wanna talk about?”

      “I don’t want to talk to you at all,” he said, and sounded as surly as he looked, “but Wren said I have to, so we’re talking.”

      My jaw fell open. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Why would I do that? I don’t want to have anything to do with you, but Wren’s making me. So I apologize. There,” he said, pithy and insincere, “are we friends again?”

      My shaky calm snapped like a popsicle stick. I wanted to cram my fist down his throat and rip out his beating heart—if he even had one.

      “Well…?” he badgered.

      I was going to kill him, and I didn’t care about the consequences. A red haze closed down my vision, and I tensed for a lunge. Then my stupid imagination betrayed me—I thought about Wren and her reaction if I actually killed him.

      I clenched my fists and settled my balance. I stared at him for a long moment and wondered if he knew what I was thinking. Then, without a word, I turned and walked back to my room.

      He called after me, but I ignored him and found my sweat suit. I pulled off my street clothes and quickly donned the sweats. If I didn’t leave soon, I really would kill him. He tried to block me in the hallway, but I shoved past him and continued to the front door.

      Outside, the afternoon sky was a clear, cerulean blue as I began to run. I didn’t know where I was going and I didn’t really care, as long as I didn’t have to see Trip’s face and hear his voice.

      After two laps around campus, I veered down frat row and jogged up the sidewalk to the Kappa Alpha house. A pledge opened the door when I rang the bell.

      “Is Glen here?” I asked between breaths.

      “Yeah, sure,” the guy said. “C’mon in. I’ll fetch him.”

      I closed my eyes and tried to shed my pent up frustration, but couldn’t shake the feeling that I wanted to murder Trip. I was imagining ways to beat his brains out when I heard a footstep.

      “Who y’all waitin’ for?”

      I opened my eyes and turned around.

      “Well, goddamn, if it ain’t Loverboy! Glen said he’d been sparrin’ with ya.” T.J. was all smiles. “So how y’all doin’?”

      I finally came to my senses and managed a fake smile. “I’m good,” I lied. “You?”

      “Can’t complain.”

      We made small talk for a couple of minutes, and I did my best not to throttle him. T.J. had an annoying personality at the best of times, and I wasn’t in the mood for his chummy good ol’ boy act. But I kept my cool on the outside, even while I simmered on the inside.

      “Sorry I took so long,” Glen said when he arrived. Then he saw me and his eyes widened.

      “Hey,” I said. “You have time to practice? I really need a workout.”

      “Full of piss an’ vinegar?” T.J. said. “Wanna go a few rounds with me? I’ll teach ya a thing or two.” He dropped into a stance and shadowboxed with me. He was trying to be funny, but I wasn’t in the mood.

      “Look,” I said, as calmly as I could, “don’t take this the wrong way, ’cause it isn’t personal, but if you step onto the mat with me, I’ll rip your fucking head off.”

      T.J. started to laugh it off before he realized I was serious. Then his expression hardened. “You wanna go?” he said, all puffed up. “I’ll take you on. I ain’t afraid of you.”

      “Leave it be,” Glen told him.

      “He started it!”

      “So? Just leave it be.” Glen looked at me. “I’ll go change clothes. Gimme a minute.” On his way out, he grabbed T.J. by the arm and pulled him away. He returned a few minutes later in his sweats.

      “You mind if we jog to the Bubble?” I asked. “I need to work off some energy.”

      “Fine by me,” he said, laconic as ever.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We sparred non-stop for nearly thirty minutes—a free-for-all of judo, wrestling, and even aikido when he was hard-pressed. Glen was a better all-around fighter, but I tapped into a deep well of anger and frustration.

      I thought he might quit after the first couple of rounds, but he kept his cool, even when I went after him with brutal ferocity. I lost track of how many times we slammed to the mat or tapped to acknowledge a hold.

      He still won most of the bouts, but the margin was razor-thin, instead of his usual three out of four. If he’d been smaller or weaker or less experienced, I’d have torn him limb from limb.

      After my anger subsided, we gradually slipped into more formal practice, with him showing me throws and holds, counters and escapes. I was a quick student, and the moves came naturally.

      “Ma-te,” I said at last, and bent over to catch my breath. I was running with sweat, and my clothes were soaked.

      Glen braced his hands on his knees and gulped for air. We’d been on the mat more than two hours.

      “Thanks,” I said at last.

      He straightened and nodded. “Seemed like you needed it.”

      “Yeah,” I said, suddenly conscious that we’d drawn a small crowd of spectators. I didn’t want to be rude, but I wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone. I grabbed my small pile of things and stuffed my keys and ID into my pocket. Glen did the same, and followed as I headed toward the exit.

      Outside, the cold air stung my nostrils, and I could feel the heat coming off me in waves. I was still angry at Trip, but in a detached, almost philosophical way.

      “Wanna talk about it?” Glen asked.

      “Not really. Thanks for sparring with me, though.”

      He nodded in reply. “Gimme a call if you wanna go again.” He gave me his phone number at the frat house. “Any time.”

      “Thanks,” I said, and knew that he understood.

      We said goodbye and headed our separate ways. I jogged so I wouldn’t catch a chill. Trip was still at the apartment. He stood as I shut the door.

      “Well…?” he said, with the same belligerence.

      I gazed at him for a moment, more calm than I’d felt all day. I wondered if he knew how close he’d come to death. Had he seen it in my eyes? Had he seen me calculating angles and moves? I doubted it. He wasn’t the type who’d hurt someone deliberately, much less kill them, so he didn’t recognize it when he saw it.

      I wanted to laugh, if only to release the tension between us, but I knew he wouldn’t understand. He’d take it the wrong way—like I was laughing at him—so I let the silence drag out.

      “Tell you what,” I said at last, “I’ll let you decide.”

      He blinked, confused. It obviously wasn’t what he’d been expecting.

      “If you’d accept your apology,” I said, “then I’ll accept it.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What?”

      “It’s simple,” I said, and meant it. “Imagine if the situation were reversed, and I apologized like you did. Would you accept it?” I let the words hang between us. “I’ll go with whatever you decide.”

      In my room, I stripped off my rank sweats, wrapped a towel around my waist, and headed to the bathroom. I took a long, hot, mindless shower. Trip was gone when I emerged, so I went to my room and climbed into bed. I fell asleep almost as soon as my head hit the pillow, and slept for ten blissful hours.
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      Wren caught up with me on Tuesday morning as I finished my run. She must have skipped breakfast, because I normally ran while they were eating.

      “You’re a hard guy to find,” she panted.

      “I didn’t know you were looking. Besides, you know where I live.”

      “Yeah, but I was with Trip.” She held up a hand to cut off my reply. Then she swallowed to wet her dry mouth. “What in God’s name did you say to him? He won’t tell me.”

      “And you think I will?”

      “If you know what’s good for you.”

      I actually laughed at that.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “I clearly don’t,” I said. “Know what’s good for me, I mean. I let you get away.”

      Her eyes hardened, but I didn’t even blink. She frowned when the silence dragged out. “You mean you’re not going to tell me?”

      “Nope. Sorry. It’s between Trip and me.”

      “But he’s been in a funk since Sunday!”

      “He was in a funk before.”

      “Well, duh. But this is different. Now it’s like he’s angry… but at himself. So what did you say to him?” When I didn’t answer, she stomped her foot.

      I gazed at her calmly, which annoyed her even more.

      “Ugh,” she said at last. “Men!”

      “Can’t live with us, can’t live without us.”

      “Can’t shoot you is more like it,” she said, and stalked off.
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      In Life Drawing I couldn’t keep my eyes off Daphne. I wanted to avoid her, but my pose put her square in front of me. Worse, she was wearing a white turtleneck that showed off her perfect breasts, complete with little shadows under her stiff nipples.

      I thought of nuns playing baseball for the umpteenth time, but it didn’t work. When my shaft began to stiffen, I shut my eyes and imagined the Blackstone. In my mind’s eye, I traveled up the side of the building to the eighth floor, where Daphne and I were—

      I opened my eyes and took a deep breath. Then I let it out slowly and replayed my sparring match with Glen. I made it through class without a full-blown erection, but only just. Fortunately, I didn’t have to explain to Wren, who hadn’t come to the office. She probably wasn’t upset, but only wanted to make me think she was. At least, that’s what I hoped.

      I didn’t want to dwell on her—or Trip, for that matter—so I thought about something else. An image of Daphne popped into my head, and my dick throbbed.

      “Unbelievable,” I muttered, and slung my backpack over my shoulder. “Stupid organ.”

      Siobhan was speaking with someone when I emerged from the office, so I slipped past unobtrusively. Then I smelled something familiar and felt a tingle in my groin. Daphne’s blue-gray eyes met mine.

      “You’re doing much better, dear,” Siobhan told her. Then she followed Daphne’s gaze and saw me. She smiled with too much understanding. “Just keep practicing,” she said. “I’ll see you Thursday.”

      Daphne nodded and smiled, although her eyes never left mine.

      I should’ve turned away. I should’ve run. I should’ve done anything but stand there like an oaf.

      “Um… hey,” I said. “How’s it going?”

      “I’m okay,” she said tentatively. “Sorry about this weekend.”

      “No problem,” I said. “I just want you to be happy.”

      “Oh, yeah, of course,” she said, and I could hear the hurt in her voice. “If you don’t want…”

      “It’s not that,” I said. “It’s just that… I mean… you and Sara…?”

      She looked around hastily.

      Unfortunately, my dick answered. It used my mouth and my voice, but it was definitely doing the talking. “Do you want to go somewhere and talk?”

      “Your apartment?” Daphne said hopefully.

      The big head took over again. “Um… better not,” I said. I still wasn’t in complete control, so I pulled her into the hallway and scanned the classrooms. I found an empty one and we ducked into it.

      I shut the door and closed off the sounds of people in the hall. I started to say something, but then I saw the look in her eyes. The next thing I knew, I was kissing her, hard, and she didn’t push me away.

      I dropped my backpack and pressed her against the wall. She whimpered as I kissed her again. I ground my erection into her thigh. Then I spun her around and bent her over a desk. I lifted her skirt and reached for her panties. They rolled instead of sliding smoothly, but that was good enough.

      I freed my shaft, set it at her opening, and slid into her. She moaned as I filled her from behind. I bent forward and grabbed the desk for leverage as I began thrusting.

      I didn’t last long, but she came before I did. Heat and moisture soaked my cock as she tensed with pleasure. I buried myself to the hilt and erupted deep within her. I arched my back and grunted from the force of it.

      I came to my senses a minute later and looked at her beneath me. I couldn’t read her expression, so I began to worry. Had she actually been willing, or had I forced her? She’d been hot and wet, but I knew the difference between “ready” and “willing.”

      I wanted to say something, to ask her what had just happened, but felt too self-conscious. I didn’t want to sound like a jerk, so I took the coward’s way out and kept my mouth shut.

      When she stirred beneath me, I stepped back and my dick slid free with a squish. Her pussy and thighs were covered in moisture, and my pants were dark with it. She stood in silence and finished taking off her panties. Then she used them to clean herself. Finally, she slid her skirt down and smoothed the front.

      I awkwardly stuffed my shaft in my boxers and closed my damp khakis. I probably looked like I’d wet myself, but Daphne didn’t seem to notice. She was on autopilot, and I thought she might be in shock. When she started to crumple, I leapt forward and caught her in the nick of time. She sagged against me before she could steady herself.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I thought I could walk.”

      I studied her expression for any sign of anger or fear.

      “The perfect gentleman,” she said, and her eyes drooped shut.

      Was she being sincere or sarcastic? All of a sudden she opened her eyes, and I almost dropped her.

      “Please don’t tell Sara,” she said. “I don’t want to make her upset.” She closed her eyes and her nostrils flared as she took a deep breath. Then she smiled and rested her head on my shoulder.

      I didn’t know what to do, so I simply held her, and she clung to me like a castaway.

      Maybe she really is a castaway, I thought. Or a runaway.

      But what was she running from? The situation with Tony? Definitely, although that wasn’t the only thing. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know more.
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      Trip was waiting when I got home from class. He was sitting in the middle of a circle of records, but he wasn’t paying attention to them. Instead, he was staring out the window. He turned when he heard me.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “Um… hey.”

      “We need to talk.”

      My expression hardened. “I think I’ll pass,” I said snidely, “and go directly to pissed off. It’ll save us a lot of time, don’t you think?” His expression changed and I immediately felt guilty, but I didn’t take it back.

      “I guess I deserved that,” he said. “Lemme try again.” He considered his next words, and for once he didn’t look angry. “If you have time,” he said sincerely, “I’d like to talk. If you still want to. Please.”

      He was being overly polite and it didn’t suit him, but my temper cooled. “Yeah, sure,” I said. “Now?”

      He shrugged. “I guess.” He stood and stepped over the albums. He didn’t even straighten them, which was a sign of how preoccupied he was.

      Jeff and Luke’s bedroom door was open, and I could hear the TV. “You wanna go somewhere?” I said.

      “Presidential Grill?”

      I felt shades of déjà vu about my talk with Wren, but agreed with a nod.

      He grabbed his coat and we headed out. He was silent during the short walk to the grill, and I didn’t make small talk. He was obviously thinking about what he wanted to say, and I didn’t want to slide back into our friendship like nothing had happened.

      I still owed him an apology, and I wanted him to look me in the eye as he listened. But just as important, he owed me an apology, and I wasn’t going to let him off the hook. I wasn’t simply being petty, either. Our relationship had changed, and we couldn’t go back to the way things had been before. Not without some serious ass-kissing, on both our parts.

      So I kept my mouth shut as we bought Cokes and slid into one of the empty booths. He probably expected me to ask what he wanted to talk about, but I assumed a bland expression and bided my time. If he wanted to make the first move, he was going to have to make it.

      “So I guess you’re pretty pissed at me,” he said at last.

      “Not really,” I said, which surprised him. “I mean, not at the moment. I was, yeah, but not now.”

      “For real?”

      I shrugged. “More or less. I’m still pissed off in a general way, but I’m not ready to beat the crap out of you or anything.”

      He tried to laugh it off. “I’m pretty sure I can hold my own.”

      “No,” I said matter-of-factly, “you can’t.”

      His eyes tightened. “Um, yeah… I think I can.”

      I shook my head. “You don’t have the killer instinct.”

      “Yes I do,” he said, more puzzled than belligerent. My calmness and conviction had thrown him off.

      “Maybe in business,” I admitted, “but not for real.”

      “What do you mean, ‘not for real’?”

      “You’d never kill someone for real. That’s what I mean. You don’t have the instinct.”

      “Of course not!”

      “I do.”

      He waited for the other shoe to drop. “You’re kidding, right?” he said at last.

      I shook my head. “I almost killed you Sunday. For real.”

      To his credit, he didn’t turn pale, but his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard.

      “That’s something I discovered about myself,” I said, “and I guess I should thank you for it.” He was still in shock, so I went on. “My first reaction to a lot of things is violent, and that’s not good. Especially when your friend’s being a jerk.”

      “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      “Completely,” I said. “I wanted to kill you. I was ready to do it. I would have, too, if I hadn’t left when I did.”

      “Then… why did you? Leave, I mean.”

      “I guess I thought about it before I did it.” I shrugged and felt strangely philosophical. “So I went for a run. When that wasn’t enough, I found a friend and fought him instead.”

      “Wait a minute,” Trip said, “you beat up some other poor guy?”

      I laughed in surprise, which only made things worse. “Sorry,” I said quickly, “I shouldn’t’ve said ‘fought.’ Glen and I sparred for two hours.” I paused at the memory. “He’s a really good fighter. If he hadn’t been, I’d’ve hurt him. Bad.”

      “But… wait. You wanted to do that to me?”

      “No, I wanted to kill you. It wasn’t personal with Glen. It was just working off anger. With you it would’ve been different.” I paused and wondered how much I could tell him. “It would’ve been fast. Hard. Brutal.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      I shook my head. “That’s why I turned away. If I hadn’t…”

      He finally realized that I was serious, and we fell silent. “Jesus,” he said at last.

      “Yeah.”

      “So that’s what you meant by killer instinct? You were serious?”

      I nodded. “You don’t have it. I do, but I don’t particularly like it.” I tried to shrug it off, but it was a hard admission.

      “I thought you had more control than that.”

      “Why do you think I walked away?”

      We fell silent again.

      “Anyway, that’s my problem,” I said at last, “and I know how to deal with it. Besides, it’s not what we came here to talk about.”

      “How am I supposed to feel about you being some kind of… what?”

      “Psycho killer?”

      He blinked and finished the line: “Run, run, run away!”

      It was from a Talking Heads song, and neither of us could keep a straight face, which was what we needed. It was nervous laughter, almost hysterical, but it was better than the alternative.

      “Seriously,” I said at last, “I didn’t want to scare you. I just want you to know how I felt. Okay?”

      He nodded, although I could see that it would take him a while to get over it.

      “Just don’t try to piss me off,” I said earnestly. “And I’ll do the same. For you, I mean. Deal?”

      He nodded and we shook on it.

      “All right,” I said, “enough about that. We came here to talk.”

      He sobered at the unspoken question. “Yeah, I need to apologize,” he said. “For real this time.”

      “Same here. You don’t know how sorry I am…”
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      We talked for more than an hour, about the fight and the weeks since. Part of it was heartfelt apology, but part of it was just catching up. I hadn’t realized it in my anger, but I missed talking to him, and he obviously missed talking to me. We even talked about Wren.

      “God, you know how stubborn she can be,” he said with a laugh. “You’ll have to tell her we’re friends again. She won’t believe me.”

      I started to laugh and nod—I knew exactly how she could be—but then I thought about it. “Um… no.”

      Trip sobered quickly. He probably thought I was being vindictive.

      “If I tell her,” I explained, “she’ll just think she has to check up on you.”

      “So what am I supposed to do?” His voice had an edge to it, and I couldn’t blame him.

      “Tell her yourself.”

      “What if she doesn’t believe me?”

      “Then tell her she has a choice. Either she trusts you or she doesn’t. If she doesn’t, she needs to be with someone else.”

      His eyes hardened suspiciously. “Someone like you, I suppose.”

      “No, not me, you idiot!” I was so annoyed that he blinked in surprise. “She doesn’t love me.”

      “Yes she does. She—”

      “She loves me, yes,” I said, “but she isn’t in love with me. Don’t you get it?” I pleaded to the heavens. “Jeez, and I thought I was slow on the uptake.” To him, “Look, don’t screw up the best thing that ever happened to you.”

      “What? Wren?”

      “Ah, now you’re starting to get it.”

      “You’re not making sense.”

      “Yes I am,” I said flippantly. “You’re just too slow to keep up. So listen: Wren is the best thing that ever happened to you. You don’t deserve her, but she loves you.”

      He blinked in confusion.

      “Yeah, she loves me too, but not like you. Besides, she’s like my sister.” I almost snorted at the irony of that statement, but managed to keep my composure. “You have no idea what I’d do to someone who hurt her.”

      “I think I do.”

      “Exactly! So you’d better take good care of her. Now, tell her we made up and leave it at that. She needs to decide whether she trusts you or not.”

      “What if she doesn’t?”

      I sighed in despair. “Have you been listening at all?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “She loves you, and she trusts you.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “I just am,” I said. “She trusts you. But she needs to know that.”

      “Okay,” he said in exasperation, “now you’re really not making sense.”

      “Dude,” I explained, “I trusted Gina, but I didn’t know I trusted her”—I thought back to the Vermont trip—“so I doubted her when she needed me most. That eventually ruined things between us. Doubt is like water under a foundation. It seeps in over time and undermines everything. Then one day everything falls apart and you have no idea why.”

      “What’s that have to do with Wren?”

      “She’s like I was. She trusts you, but she doesn’t know it.”

      “And she’s supposed to magically figure it out if I tell her we’re friends again?”

      “She will when she sees it’s true,” I said. “Look, it’s not the same as it was with me and Gina—it’s not like you think she slept with another guy—”

      “Yeah, but I still have you to worry about.”

      “Oh, gimme a break! You need to trust her. And me, for that matter.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he said reluctantly, “I trust you.” Then he thought about it for a moment. His eyebrows rose in surprise when he realized it was true.

      “See? Doesn’t it make life easier when you trust someone?”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      “Of course I am! Wren needs to do the same thing, to decide for herself whether she trusts you or not.” I paused to let him soak up the wisdom. Then I thought of a true gem. “Build your foundation on the little things,” I said, “and it’ll last a lifetime.”

      He actually laughed, and I realized how pompous I sounded. Then again, I sounded like my father. And Susan. I could do worse, I reflected. A lot worse.

      “What’s so funny?” Trip asked.

      I realized I’d been smiling long after he’d quit. “Long story,” I said. “But trust me on this one. Tell Wren that we’re friends and leave the rest up to her. She’ll figure it out soon enough.”
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      I went for my usual run on Wednesday morning and thought about going to breakfast with the gang, but then I remembered Christy. I hadn’t seen much of her since our last encounter, and I didn’t know how I felt about that.

      On one hand, I didn’t need the hassles of a princess, or the glares and tantrums either. On the other, I needed to give her something more than a half-assed joke of an apology. I also felt guilty because we’d been such close friends the year before, and I didn’t like the rift that had grown between us.

      More like a gulf, I thought sourly, and decided to skip breakfast. Sure, I didn’t want the drama, but I also wanted to give her some peace. After all, I’d already made her upset, and I didn’t want to make things worse.

      Back at the apartment, Luke was asleep, and Trip and Jeff were still at breakfast with the others. So I took a long shower and didn’t bother to cover up as I padded back to my room to get dressed. Then I headed to the A&A building to catch up on some drawings for Joska’s class.

      Trip and I actually had a good time that night. Wren was off doing something with the girls, so he and I hung out and listened to music. He couldn’t stop talking about some album by Michael Jackson. It wasn’t what I normally listened to, so Trip kept playing it over and over.

      “Seriously, dude,” he said, “this is going to be huge.”

      I shrugged. “‘Billie Jean’ is pretty good, but the rest…?”

      “Are you kidding? ‘Beat It’ will hit number one the minute it gets some air time, I promise you. ‘Thriller’ too.” He flipped the album jacket and read off the list. “Heck, all these are Top 40 quality. Mark my words.”

      “Whatever, dude,” I said with a laugh. “You’re the expert.” Still, it was catchy, and I went to sleep that night with “Beat It” going through my head.

      I still didn’t want to join the others for breakfast the next day, so I went for my usual run. It was easier than the awkwardness of explanations, and a lot easier than facing Christy’s icy gaze. Wren was waiting when I arrived at Siobhan’s office. She gave me an intentionally bland smile and tried to sound offhand.

      “Trip said you guys had fun last night.”

      I nodded and kicked off my shoes.

      “He said you had a good talk, too.”

      “Last night?”

      She shook her head. “The day before. It went okay?”

      “Yeah, of course. Didn’t he tell you?” I was being deliberately obtuse, but she didn’t know that.

      She ignored the question. “Is there anything you’re supposed to tell me?”

      “I don’t think so,” I lied.

      She looked suspicious. “Hold on, if you had such a great talk, why weren’t you at breakfast?”

      I suddenly felt sheepish. “I guess I’m avoiding Christy.”

      “Not Trip?”

      “No, of course not.” I gave her a suspicious look of my own, although mine was completely feigned. “I thought he told you we had a good talk.”

      “He did,” she answered distractedly. She was trying to figure out what was going on.

      “Maybe he expects you to trust him,” I said, and bit my lip so I wouldn’t smile.

      “Of course I trust him.”

      “Do you?”

      She shot me a hard look. “Of course I do. What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I shrugged, guileless and innocent. “Nothing, I guess. But think about it.”

      I didn’t like manipulating her, but she had to figure this out for herself. She was still deep in thought when I slipped out of the office and headed for the dais. I handed my robe to Siobhan and resumed the pose from Tuesday. It wasn’t particularly comfortable, but it put me looking straight at Daphne.

      I stared at her as discreetly as I could. I was trying to tell if she was pregnant or not. Did she look like she was glowing? Was there a little bulge at her waist? I wanted to kick myself.

      I can’t believe I didn’t use a condom! And the last time wasn’t an accident.

      My little head was making the decisions where Daphne was concerned, and it didn’t have the best track record. I stole a glance at my flaccid shaft.

      Behave. Or else!

      I flushed scarlet when I saw one of the girls look away and hide a grin. Worse, she probably had a good idea what I’d been thinking.

      I finally managed to get my expression under control, but then Daphne glanced up from her drawing. Our eyes met. I tried to smile politely and let my gaze slide away, but something held me. She sensed it too, and her nostrils flared as she drew a sharp breath.

      When I felt my dick stir, I wanted to close my eyes in defeat. Daphne’s pale blue sweater wasn’t as tight as the turtleneck from Tuesday, but it couldn’t hide the outline of her body. It couldn’t hide the little shadows under her stiff nipples, either.

      She moistened her lips and forced herself to look back at her drawing. I let my gaze wander, but I could still see her out of the corner of my eye. She was having a hard time concentrating.

      I spent the last half of class acutely aware of her. My half-hard dick was fully aware of her, but I managed to keep it from standing up and begging.

      Wren was still distracted when I made it to the relative safety of the office. She didn’t notice my dick, so I hastily jumped into my boxers. I wanted to hide out until I knew Daphne was gone, but that would be too obvious (and rude).

      I finished dressing quickly and hoped Wren would walk out with me. She did, but was so preoccupied that she kept going when I made eye contact with Daphne and slowed to a stop. Siobhan took one look at us and laughed softly.

      “Um… hey,” I said to Daphne.

      Siobhan quietly withdrew to her office.

      “Hey,” Daphne said.

      I tried to leave it at that, but my dick took over. “You wanna walk with me?” it asked. “I have another class downstairs.” I wanted to smack myself in the forehead for stating the obvious.

      “Sure, I guess.”

      We never made it past the empty classroom from before. I pulled her inside and practically slammed the door. Then I clicked the lock and pinned her against the wall. I held her hands over her head and kissed her.

      Somewhere in the middle of the kiss, the big head wrested control from the little one.

      “We can’t do this,” I panted, although the little head had other ideas. I ignored it and swallowed hard. I had a condom in my wallet, but fucking Daphne again was a bad idea.

      “Why not?” she asked.

      Before I could answer, someone tried to open the door. Our eyes met, wide with surprise. We hurriedly straightened our clothes and managed to look innocent as the door swung open with a jangle of keys.

      “Oh,” someone said in surprise. He was an older professor, although I didn’t recognize him. “I didn’t know anyone was in here,” he said. Then his eyes narrowed in suspicion as he noticed the lights—they weren’t on. “What’s going on here? What were you two doing?”

      “We had to check the circuit breaker,” I blurted. “Sorry, have to get a fuse.” I grabbed Daphne and bolted. We didn’t stop until we reached the first floor of the atrium.

      “The circuit breaker?” Daphne said, and burst into giggles.

      “It was the only thing I could think of!”

      Daphne’s giggles turned into outright laughter, and I couldn’t help but join her. It was absurd, after all.

      When we managed to calm down, I tried to salvage my dignity. “I couldn’t tell him the truth.”

      “I think he already knew.”

      I shrugged and tried to look contrite. I needed to tell her that we couldn’t have sex anymore. She and Sara were together again, and I didn’t want to come between them. I wasn’t that kind of guy, and I shouldn’t have to remind myself.

      “I want to see you again,” I said, and stiffened in surprise.

      “Me too.”

      Her blue-gray eyes cut through my defenses, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her what I’d meant to say. I settled for a question. “But… what about Sara?”

      Daphne’s expression changed, although she tried to cover it. “What about her?”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      Her cheeks reddened. “I’m not like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “A lesbian.”

      “I never said you were. But you’re still with Sara.”

      “But I like guys,” Daphne pleaded. “I like you.”

      “And I like you too. A lot. But that doesn’t change anything. You’re with Sara.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Yes,” I said deliberately, “you are.” When she didn’t deny it again, I sensed my opening. I pulled her close and held her eyes. “She loves you, and you love her.”

      Daphne looked away and gave a little nod.

      “I want you to be happy,” I said, “and I’m not going break up a relationship where two people love each other.”

      “But…”

      “No buts.”

      Her eyes closed and she nodded again.

      I pulled back and kissed her forehead. It was affectionate but chaste, even though my hard-on wanted to fuck her senseless.

      “Do you want me to take you home?” I asked softly.

      She sniffed and shook her head. “I should probably go to class. I was supposed to have an exam.”

      I looked at my watch and discovered that we were only fifteen minutes late. “You might still be able to finish it if you get there soon enough,” I said.

      She nodded sadly and met my eyes.

      I smiled and felt something crush my heart. I knew I wouldn’t be able to let her go if I waited any longer, so I gave her a peck on the cheek and turned her toward her classroom.

      Her shoulders slumped, but she walked away.

      Part of me felt like a jerk, but part felt like I’d done the right thing. Daphne wouldn’t have been happy with me in the long run, and I didn’t see myself with her in five years, or even one. We were too different.
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      Later that evening, I rolled up my drawings and dropped them into my carrying tube. I’d spent three hours in the design lab, playing catch-up on a project for Joska. Worse, I still had to review two chapters for Interior Design and read forty pages for Western Civ. It was already past eight o’clock, and I wasn’t looking forward to another late night.

      I trudged down the stairs toward the atrium and almost ran into someone coming from the art studios. Blonde hair caught my eye at first, but then I saw the ice blue eyes. They hardened into slits. I started to apologize, but Christy brushed past me without a word.

      I was too tired to even work up a good pique, so I fell into step about ten feet behind her. We walked all the way to the apartment building like that, and she never looked back. She didn’t even hold the door into the building, which was downright rude.

      I started to say something pithy, but then a movement by the mailboxes caught my eye. Sara straightened from where she’d been leaning against the wall. She threw back her chestnut hair and marched toward me. My senses came alert when I saw the look in her eyes.

      “We need to talk,” she said.
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      My expression hardened as I met Sara’s glare. Christy was watching us, but I didn’t really care. If she wanted to be nosy and judgmental, that was her problem.

      Sara cleared her throat to get my attention. “You said you’d leave her alone. Asshole.”

      “Can we do this some other time? Seriously. I’m okay with a shouting match,” I added sarcastically, “but I’d really like to get a good night’s sleep first.”

      “You think this is funny?”

      “No, I think it’s stupid, especially in public.”

      “This is my life you’re messing with, you jackass.”

      “Yeah? Well, it’s my life too! And you’re not making it any easier.”

      Sara noticed the gawkers.

      I only cared about one of them, and Christy’s expression was a mixture of disgust and disbelief. I couldn’t do anything about it, so I returned to the fight in front of me.

      “Listen,” I said to Sara, “if you want to have an argument, let’s go somewhere semi-private. Then you can call me a lowlife scumbag all you want.”

      “You are a lowlife scumbag!”

      “Right. Whatever. How’s Presidential Grill?”

      “Asshole.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” I said sardonically. I stepped aside and gestured for her to lead the way.

      Sara stalked out, and we walked to the Grill in silence. I bought her a Coke as a peace offering. She gave me an icy stare, but took it anyway. My favorite booth was empty, so we slid into it. Sara glared at me as she stabbed her straw through the Coke’s lid. I didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to realize what she wanted to do to me.

      “Whatever,” I said. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “You think you’re so smart, don’t you?”

      “You know, if I really were smart, I wouldn’t be sitting here right now. I’d be on a beach somewhere drinking piña coladas with a beautiful girl. But instead, I get to drink Cokes with you, the spurned lesbian who’s out to get the man who done her wrong.”

      “You think this is one big joke, don’t you?”

      “No. The problem is, I don’t think it’s a joke. I think it’s my fucked-up life. Yours too. And guess what? Life sucks sometimes.” I massaged my temples and exhaled slowly.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” she said after a moment. “Start making sense.”

      I sighed.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Give it up, sweetheart.”

      “I’m not your sweetheart!”

      “I think we established that.”

      She returned to her original rant: “Are you going to leave Daphne alone?”

      “I wish I could,” I said, and meant it, “but it’s not that easy.”

      “Like hell. Just do what you said and leave her alone. Any idiot can manage that. But nooooo, you’re some kind of super-idiot…”

      I buried my head in my hands and tuned her out.

      “Hey! Are you even listening to me?”

      I shook my head. “Keep going, though. Don’t let me stop you.”

      “Why? What’s the point? You’re just going to ignore me and do whatever you want. Just like a man!”

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, I am a man.”

      “Oh, I noticed all right! And so did Daphne. But she thinks you’re a good guy! Ha! You sure fooled her. But you’re just a douche-bag like all the rest. You don’t care about her! All you care about is…”

      I tuned her out as she worked into another tirade. She was losing steam, though. I didn’t react like she expected, which seemed to throw her off.

      “Are you listening?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I lied. “Con artist who thinks with his dick. Just like all the rest.” I flicked my fingers. “Keep going.”

      “Well? Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?”

      I finally raised my head. “What do you want me to say? That I’ll just walk away from her? That I don’t care?”

      “You don’t care. Not like I do.”

      “This isn’t some kind of contest,” I said, “where the winner gets the girl.”

      “It’s not a contest. All I want is for you to stay away from my girlfriend.”

      “I really wish it were that easy,” I said earnestly. Then a thought struck me and I snorted a laugh.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I’ve done this before. More or less.”

      “What? Stick your dick where it doesn’t belong?”

      “No, not that.” I refused to rise to the bait. “A three-way relationship.”

      “This isn’t a three-way, and it never will be!”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “Men are pigs, we think with our dicks, blah, blah, blah. You said that already.”

      “So you were listening?”

      “Against my will, I promise.” I held up a hand to cut her off. “I’m really not like that. I’m actually a pretty nice guy. And I care about Daphne. For real.”

      She scoffed.

      “No wonder you don’t like men,” I muttered. “They can’t stand to be around you.” The shot struck home, and I immediately felt guilty. “Sorry. That was a cheap shot.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “I’m sorry for that too.”

      Her brow furrowed.

      “I’m sorry you’re used to it,” I said.

      “What do you know about it?”

      “A little,” I said. I remembered Stacy and how she’d been when I first met her. “And I’m sorry men are jerks sometimes, me included.”

      “I don’t need your sympathy.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, “but that was an apology. On the part of men in general. I’m sorry we’re jerks.”

      She stared at me. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      I nodded.

      She obviously didn’t know what to make of me, so she fell back on routine. “Are you going to leave Daphne alone?”

      “I don’t know. I really don’t. We’re…” I searched for the right word. “Drawn together.” I laughed at the pun.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “We’re drawn together…?”

      She still didn’t get it.

      “We met in drawing class?”

      “Whatever. Are you going to leave her alone?”

      The question hung between us.

      “You want the truth?” I asked, and met her glare. “I doubt it. We have this… connection… and I can’t explain it. It’s not love, but it’s more than lust.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that Daphne and I are… connected.” I shrugged. “And you’re stuck in the middle. Or on one side. Daphne’s in the middle, but that’s just semantics. It still doesn’t tell us what we’re going to do.”

      “You can fuck off and die.”

      I gave her a level stare.

      She actually managed to look sheepish, if only a bit. “So it was a long shot,” she said, but then had a sudden thought. “Hey, how come you’re not upset? Any other guy would’ve told me to fuck off or something.”

      “First, I’m dead tired,” I said. “Second, I’m trying to work on my temper. Third—and I keep trying to tell you this—I’m not like other guys!” I shook my head in disbelief. “And I am not going to fuck off and die.”

      “It would make things easier.”

      I banged my head on the table. “Dear God, why do I deserve this?”

      “You stuck your dick where it didn’t belong.”

      “Please?” I begged the table. “Tell me when it’s over?”

      “You did,” Sara said defensively.

      I banged my head, and kept on banging it.

      “Okay!” she said at last. “Stop.”

      I ignored her.

      “People are staring,” she whispered urgently. “Stop!”

      She was frustrating enough to give Job a headache, so mine was completely understandable, although banging my head on the table didn’t help.

      She finally reached out and stopped me. “All right,” she said. “We’ll talk about it.”

      I closed my eyes and let out a sigh.

      “I don’t want you to see her at all,” Sara said, “but I can’t stop her. So if you want to see her, we do it by my rules. And if you hurt her, I’ll cut your dick off and feed it to you.”

      “You know,” I said, “this’d be a lot easier if you’d quit threatening me. You don’t scare me, you know.” I met her eyes to drive the point home. “You’re all bluster.”

      “I am not!”

      “Whatever. I’m still not scared. And I’m not put off by the bull dyke act either. I mean, I’m not even attracted to you.”

      She scoffed.

      I answered with a shrug. “Seriously. You’re pretty, and you’ve got a great body, but I like women who actually enjoy… um… what I have to offer.”

      “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “A big dick,” I said bluntly. “And the skill to use it.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “What do you care? You don’t like me anyway.”

      “And I don’t like you near Daphne, either! You or your supposed horse cock.”

      I sighed. “Look, we’ve been through this before and it hasn’t gotten us anywhere.” We stared at each other and I took her silence for agreement. “Now, why don’t we act like adults for a change? You know, no threats? Maybe deal with the real world instead of how we want things to be?”

      She sat back and folded her arms under her breasts. The gesture pushed them up, and I automatically glanced at them. She smirked when I met her eyes again.

      I shrugged, completely unabashed. “I told you, you’ve got a nice body. You know you do. And if you push ’em up, I’m gonna look.”

      She taunted me with a raised eyebrow, so I gave her breasts a deliberate appraisal. They were round and firm, and filled out her sweater nicely. I wondered what she’d look like without her clothes, but she shattered the fantasy with a contemptuous laugh.

      “Just like a man.”

      I met her eyes and held them for a moment, but then had a sudden insight. “Why are you so scared of me?”

      Her eyes flared before she could clamp down on her reaction.

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” I said, thinking quickly. “You’re scared that I’ll actually take Daphne away. Lemme guess, I’m not the first guy she’s done this with. But the others were like Square-jaw. What’s his name? Tony? Yeah, I’ll bet the others were just like him.”

      “You’re like him too.”

      I ignored her and went on. “They chased after Daphne, but once they caught her, they treated her like dirt, didn’t they? So she eventually dumped them. Or, more likely, she made them dump her. She’s good at that.”

      “Good at what?”

      “Getting a guy to do what she wants. And she does it without seeming like she’s manipulating them.”

      Sara’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “Ha! You know that’s what she does.”

      “So? You’re all the same anyway.”

      “No, I’m different. That’s why you’re scared. You think I might actually keep Daphne.”

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

      I snorted, but then softened my expression. “Relax. I like Daphne. A lot. But I don’t love her, and I’m definitely not in love with her. She’s not in love with me, either.”

      Sara almost wilted with relief, but then she caught herself.

      “Don’t you get it?” I said to her. “She’s in love with you.” I paused and thought about it for a moment. “She’s truly bi, though. She needs a guy every once in a while, but not for emotional comfort. It’s purely physical.”

      “That’s how it is with all of you.”

      “That’s bullshit and you know it. I said I care about Daphne, and I meant it. I don’t want to see her get hurt, by me or you or anyone else.”

      “Then leave her alone.”

      I wanted to pull out my hair. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you! I can’t. She can’t.” I paused as I thought of something. “She’s done this before. I mean, you’re not shocked or anything. You’re just scared.”

      She glared.

      “All right,” I conceded, “pissed off and scared.”

      We stared at each other for a long moment, at an impasse.

      “You’re totally wrong about everything,” she said at last.

      I arched a skeptical eyebrow.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah, I do. More or less.” I tilted my head to the side and regarded her. “I haven’t figured out Daphne’s whole story—”

      Sara snorted.

      “Or yours,” I continued, “but at least I care enough to try. I mean, I could just fuck Daphne and treat her like a doormat. That’s what the other guys did, isn’t it? But I’m not like that. I care enough to be sitting here with you,” I said, “fighting about her.”

      “If we were really fighting, you’d be bleeding.”

      In a flash, I realized that it was her defense mechanism. Kendall had told me about them, and she should know. Her defense mechanism had been sex. Any time I wanted to talk about our relationship, she seduced me. It had worked, too. For a while, at least.

      But I didn’t have a relationship with Sara, and I didn’t want to have sex with her. Well, I did—she was a woman, after all, and very pretty—but I knew it wouldn’t happen. Besides, Daphne was more than willing, and she actually enjoyed it.

      “Seriously,” Sara said into the silence, “I’d kick your ass.”

      “No, you wouldn’t,” I said simply. “If we ever get into a fight—again, I should say—you’re going to get hurt.”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “Not really. I don’t like hurting people, especially women.”

      “So you think I can’t fight because I’m a woman?”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to center myself. She was doing it again, and I didn’t want to rise to her bait.

      “I think,” I said slowly, “that fighting isn’t going to help us figure out how to deal with this three-way—”

      “That again? You’re crazy if you think we’re going to—”

      I laughed in surprise, which caught her off guard. “I was talking about our relationship,” I said patiently, “not sex.”

      “We don’t have a relationship.”

      “Yes, we do, whether you like it or not. We both care about Daphne, and she needs both of us. So you’d better wrap your pretty little head around the fact that you have to deal with me.”

      Maybe for longer than either of us want, I thought grimly. Daphne might be pregnant, but I knew better than to bring it up with Sara. Besides, it wasn’t her problem. It was between Daphne and me, and we’d deal with it if it came up. I didn’t like the idea of an abortion, but it was better than the alternative. I’d marry Daphne if I had to, but—

      I was thinking in circles, so I shook it off and focused on Sara.

      “You can’t do it at our house,” she said all of a sudden.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You can’t… fuck her… at our house.” She made it sound like a dirty word.

      My eyebrows rose, but then I considered it. “Fair enough,” I said, which surprised her. “But you have to stop threatening me. This jealous lover thing gets old after a while.”

      “Dealing with dickheads gets old after a while.”

      I actually laughed, which startled her. “Touché,” I said. “But I’m serious about the threats. I’ll treat you like a grown-up if you do the same.”

      “Even if you’re not?”

      “Pretend that I am,” I said with a supreme act of will. “I won’t… have sex… with Daphne… at your house, if you won’t terrorize us when she’s with me.”

      She bristled at my choice of words, but agreed with a curt nod. Then she countered, “You can’t take her out on dates anymore.”

      “Whoa there, hold on. Daphne’s a grown-up. She can decide who she wants to go out with.”

      “Okay, but she can’t spend the night with you.”

      I closed my eyes and sighed. “You know, we can’t both be in control of Daphne. Hell, neither of us should control her.” My eyes snapped open at a sudden thought.

      “What?”

      “That’s what she wants!” I thought back to all the times she’d had a real orgasm. I’d been in control every time—forcefully in control.

      “What?”

      “I just figured something out.”

      “Well,” she mocked, “aren’t you smart.”

      “She wants someone to be in control,” I said, ignoring the barb. “Seriously, that’s what she wants. That’s why she’s attracted to guys like me.” I glanced at Sara. “And women like you, for that matter. We’re both control freaks. Even guys like Tony, right?”

      Sara’s eyes narrowed.

      “But guys like Tony are jerks. They treat Daphne like dirt the rest of the time.” My eyes narrowed as I looked at Sara in a new light. “But you and I are different. We give her what she wants, but we actually care about her.”

      Sara looked more scared than ever, and I realized I was right.

      “Relax,” I said flatly. “I’m not going to steal her away or anything. Besides, I told you, she loves you, not me.”

      Sara gave me a wary look, as though I was finally getting through to her.

      “We can work out the details,” I added, “or we can wing it for now. You can be top dog if it makes you feel better.”

      “Are you calling me a bitch?”

      “You are a bitch,” I snapped, “especially when you get all defensive.” She started to bristle, but I plowed over her objections. “I’ve seen glimpses of the real you, though. You’re actually pretty affectionate, and definitely protective. And I hate to admit it, but you seem like an okay person. You obviously don’t trust men, but I guess I can understand that.”

      I shrugged and continued, “I think you’re starting to realize that I’m different, and you’re smart enough to see things from Daphne’s perspective. You don’t like what you see, but you love her enough to let her do what she needs. And right now she needs a guy like me. You know it and I know it. Daphne certainly knows it, which is why we’re here in the first place.”

      I gave her a shrewd stare. “Daphne could’ve just gone behind your back. You’d’ve never found out.”

      Her expression was answer enough.

      I nodded. “She manipulated things so you’d find out… so I’d meet you. Heck, she probably even set things up so you and I would talk tonight! Daphne’s a lot smarter than she lets on.” I gave Sara a level stare. “So are you, when you’re not acting like a raging bull dyke.”

      Her eyes hardened, but she didn’t deny it.

      “We’ll probably never be friends,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean we have to be enemies. I mean, we’re a lot alike.”

      “We’re nothing alike!”

      “You don’t think so? Then why did Daphne pick us?”

      Her eyes narrowed as she appraised me. She was still wary, but I could see her guard begin to drop.

      “If Daphne’s as sharp as I think she is, she knew we’d eventually work something out.”

      “You think you’re so smart, don’t you?”

      “I know I’m smart,” I said. “You are too, or you wouldn’t be here.” I sat back and contemplated her for a moment.

      She sat back as well, and folded her arms. Her breasts pressed together and moved with her breathing.

      “They’re very nice,” I said without taking my eyes from hers, “but I’m probably the first guy you’ve ever met who likes your brains more than your boobs.”

      She snorted softly, but it sounded more like surprise than contempt.

      “Seriously,” I said. “There are lots of nice tits in the world, and I’ve seen more than my fair share, but I haven’t met many women as smart as you.” Well, I had, but she didn’t need to know that.

      “Yeah, right. So I’m supposed to believe that you actually respect me?”

      “You can believe what you like,” I said, and let my words hang there for a moment, “but actions speak louder than words.”

      She gave me a shrewd stare, but didn’t challenge me.

      I didn’t know if she meant it as a peace offering or not, but I decided to take it that way. “So what do we do now?” I asked.

      “You’re sure you won’t fuck off and die?”

      I actually laughed. “No. Sorry.”

      She shrugged. “Men never do what I want anyway.”

      “And you wouldn’t know what to think if we did.”

      “I don’t know what to think now,” she grumbled, but more to herself.

      “Do you want to get something to eat?” I asked, and gestured toward the grill.

      “We’re not friends.”

      “But we’re not enemies either,” I said reasonably.

      She gave me a long, level stare, but then looked away. “No, I guess not.”
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      I was exhausted by the time I got home, so I didn’t feel like doing homework. I felt like falling face-first into bed and staying there for a week, but I was too keyed up to do that either. So I decided to call Leah.

      “Oh, my God,” she said, “I’m so glad you called. Are you coming home this weekend?”

      “I’m pretty busy here. Why?”

      “I need you.” She lowered her voice meaningfully. “You know… need you.”

      I had wanted to talk to her about Sara, but my dick immediately had other ideas. Trip and Wren were at a concert, so I pulled the phone into my bedroom and shut the door.

      “Why?” I asked. “I mean, what got you so worked up all of a sudden?” Despite my curiosity, I unfastened my pants and freed my growing erection.

      “It’s not ‘all of a sudden.’ Kara and Victor left this morning, and I need some attention.”

      My eyebrows shot up as I lay back on the bed. “Kara and Victor?”

      She huffed. “They were here for a couple of days. He had an interview at Grady Memorial. It’s his residency or something. Mom is totally psyched about having them in town. She’s, like, whatever.”

      “You still haven’t talked to her about the doctor thing, have you?”

      “Ugh!”

      I laughed.

      “How do you do that?” she demanded.

      “I know you,” I said simply. “And you’re going to have to talk to her sooner or later. You know that, right?”

      “It doesn’t have to be sooner,” she said sullenly. “Now, can we get back to the other thing?”

      “Maybe,” I said, “but you’ll have to get me back in the mood.” I glanced at my dick, which was doing its impression of a lovesick balloon animal.

      “Mmm, how?” Leah purred, which blew a little life into my deflated cock.

      “Tell me about Kara and Victor.”

      “Hold on a sec.”

      I heard her open a drawer and then the soft sound of buzzing. I frowned for a moment but then smiled when I recognized Pinky, her vibrator. The buzzing grew faint and then disappeared altogether.

      “Oh,” she said with a soft breath. “That’s better. Now, where was I?”

      “Kara and Victor…?”

      “Oh yeah! So… last night Mom wanted to celebrate, and they all got pretty buzzed after dinner. Then she said she wanted to ‘play’ in the hot tub. Victor thought that was a great idea, needless to say. They didn’t exactly invite me,” she continued, “but they didn’t say I couldn’t come, so I tagged along. Anyway, we all got into the tub and Mom started flirting with Victor. You know how she gets when she’s drunk.”

      I did, and all too well. She was a fun drunk, although she didn’t take no for an answer.

      “I think Dad was a little pissed off,” Leah said, “’cause he just kept drinking. He gets like that sometimes. I think it’s ’cause Mom gets to play all the time, but he doesn’t. It’s his own fault,” she said, half-disgusted. “I mean, he won’t touch any of us girls, even though we all want him to.

      “Anyway,” she went on, “Mom started going down on Victor, and since Dad has his stupid hang-up, the rest of us could only watch. But then Mom turned around so Victor could screw her from behind.”

      This was the usual Coulter fare, but it was still hot.

      “I thought she’d go down on Dad,” Leah continued, “but then she totally dropped a bombshell.”

      “Yeah?”

      “She started playing with Kara instead. And then she went down on her!”

      My eyes popped open as the words registered. “But that’s totally—”

      “Against the rules,” Leah finished. “That’s what I said.”

      I hadn’t been there when the rules had changed, but I knew what had happened. The story I’d heard from Erin and Leah was that a New Year’s game had gotten a little out of hand. Gina and I had been with Kara and Victor at the neighbors’ chalet, but Erin and Leah had been right in the middle of it. Nothing serious had happened, but it had been enough to make our parents change the rules about kids swinging with them.

      “Exactly,” Leah said, following my thoughts. “Dad was pretty blitzed, but he snapped out of it when Mom and Kara started kissing. He even worked up the guts to say something when Mom told Kara to sit on the side. Mom just acted like it was nothing. You know how she gets.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Anyway, when Dad objected, she said it was just oral, that Kara was a grown-up, et cetera. Victor and Kara were totally cool with it. I mean, all us girls have pretty much had crushes on Mom as much as Dad since we figured out what sex was all about. And I’m sure Kara told Victor about it, which was why he wasn’t shocked or anything.”

      “Yeah, but what did your dad do?”

      “He didn’t really have a chance. I mean, it happened in a heartbeat.”

      “What did you do?”

      Much to my surprise, she laughed. “I figured if we were throwing the rules out the window, I was gonna make it with Dad.”

      My dick had gone half-flaccid as I listened to the unfolding drama, but it jerked erect at that.

      “So I started playing with him. I think he let me ’cause he was angry at Mom. He was pretty drunk, too, although he sure got hard quick.”

      “What happened then?”

      She huffed in disgust. “Nothing. Dad’s conscience.”

      “So he made you stop?”

      “Yes!”

      “That’s too bad,” I said, and meant it. I’d had a similar experience, and I still regretted it sometimes. I regretted stopping, that is.

      “That’s what I said,” she complained, but without any heat. “Anyway, Victor must’ve seen what was going on, so he asked Dad to take his place. Dad gave him a grateful look and started screwing Mom from behind.” She chuckled darkly. “You shoulda seen the look on his face. He totally wanted to punish her. I think he was turned on, too, watching her lick Kara.”

      “I’ll bet,” I said, and went back to stroking as I imagined the scene.

      “I went down on Victor and we fooled around for a while,” Leah went on, “but then things really heated up.”

      “Seriously? What happened?”

      “Well, like I said, Dad was pretty drunk, so it took him a while to come. He and Mom had moved to one of the lounge chairs and were doing it missionary. Kara was playing with Mom’s nipples and giving Dad these sultry looks. By then, Victor and I were done, so we were just watching. Anyway, Dad was pounding away when he suddenly went stiff and groaned. He usually pulls out and comes in her mouth, but I think he was still angry, so he came in her pussy instead.”

      That didn’t sound so unusual. It didn’t sound particularly titillating, either.

      “What happened next is the hot part,” Leah said, as if reading my mind. “He pulled out, and you’re not gonna believe what Kara did.”

      “You’re kidding,” I said, as I imagined exactly what Kara had done.

      “It was totally awesome,” Leah said. “She just climbed between Mom’s legs and started licking. Dad got hard again in two seconds flat, and Mom started sucking him like there was no tomorrow. Unfortunately, that’s when Victor joined in and started screwing Kara from behind.”

      “Leaving you…”

      “Yep. High and dry.”

      “More like empty and wet,” I quipped.

      “Ha ha, very funny. This is serious!”

      “I’ll bet it is,” I said, with a little less sarcasm.

      “It is. I’m so horny I’m ready to explode. I should be spreading my legs for you right now, not this stupid vibrator.”

      “Well, if I were there,” I said, “let me tell you what I’d be doing right now…”

      I began stroking myself and settled in for some serious phone sex. She came pretty quickly, especially when I told her how I wanted to lay her face down on the bed and fuck her hard from behind. I came about a minute after she did, and we both fell silent in the long-distance afterglow.

      “So,” I said at last, “did anyone say anything this morning?”

      “Not a word. But Dad left for work before I got up for school.”

      “Is that unusual?”

      “Yeah, so he must’ve still been upset.”

      “Maybe he was feeling guilty.”

      “Why? Mom broke the rules.”

      “Your dad kinda did too when he let you play with him. He takes that stuff seriously. My folks are the same way.”

      “Your mom, maybe,” she said, “but not your dad.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Ask Erin,” she said cryptically.

      “Oh no you don’t! You’re not getting off the hook that easy. Tell.”

      “I can’t,” she said. “It’s not my place. But I will say this, Erin’s not as sweet and innocent as you think she is.”

      I didn’t think she was sweet and innocent at all. “Why? Did she and my dad do something?”

      “Ask her,” was all she’d say, no matter how hard I pressed.

      “Okay, fine,” I said at last, half disgusted.

      “Hey, I keep your secrets too.”

      “But I don’t have any secrets!” I realized what I’d said almost before I finished saying it. “Scratch that,” I said quickly. “I have lots of secrets.”

      “Uh-huh,” she said knowingly. “I thought you’d see it my way.”

      “Why can’t I ever be attracted to dumb girls?” I said. “You know: beautiful, great in bed, and willing to believe anything I say.” The description didn’t seem so funny when I realized that it fit Daphne to a tee.

      “Sucks, doesn’t it,” Leah said.

      “Yeah, it does,” I said, my mood subdued all of a sudden.

      Leah didn’t pick up on it though. She already had her imagination going. “Speaking of sucking…,” she said, her voice low and suggestive.

      I couldn’t help myself and laughed. “You’re insatiable. You know that, right?”

      “But I need you. Seriously! I might just die if I don’t get some manly attention.” She was being funny about it, but she was entirely serious too. “When are you coming home? Tomorrow?”

      “I can’t,” I said seriously, although I was tempted. “I have tons of stuff to do here. I’m way behind on this project, and it’s a pretty big deal.” I could hear Joska in my head, telling me I could do better. You think I don’t know that? I thought tartly. I just turned down a weekend of no-strings sex with a girl I really like.

      “I could come there,” Leah suggested hopefully, “in more ways than one.”

      “I wish you could, but I’d still be busy. And it’d really suck to know that you’re around—”

      “Not just ‘around,’” she said. “I’d be in your bed, where I’m s’posed to be.”

      “Okay, in my bed,” I conceded, “but you’d be alone. I’d be in the design lab. I’m serious about this project. It’s twenty-five percent of my grade.”

      Leah whined a bit, but she understood. “Oh, all right,” she said at last. “I like Pinky better anyway.”

      I laughed and we fell into a real conversation. Unfortunately, the timing was never right to get her opinion on the Daphne and Sara situation. So we talked about weighty things like who’d win a fight between Ronald Reagan and Leonid Brezhnev.

      By the time we finally said goodbye and hung up, I felt better than I had all week. I was dead tired and mentally wrung out, but I smiled as I slid under the covers. In many ways, Leah was the most complicated girl I knew, but not when it came to the two of us. We had a friendly, easygoing relationship, and at the moment I needed that more than sex.
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      I spent most of Friday and the entire weekend in the design lab, just like I said I would. Most of the serious second-year students were there as well, toiling away like medieval monks hunched over illuminated manuscripts. We drank too much Coke, ate too much junk food, and left only to go to the bathroom. It wasn’t all work, though, and we occasionally found ourselves in small groups, stretching, talking, or simply staring at nothing for a while. But we all knew we had a deadline, so the groups eventually broke up and returned to work.

      Gracie and I talked several times—we were sitting next to each other, after all—but were both a little guarded about sharing our secrets. I was jealous of how easily she came up with new things and avoided the clichés of traditional architecture. Guys like Trip or even Freddie DeFeo would be good architects, but they’d never be great. I admitted to myself that I had the potential for greatness, but I envied Gracie because she already had it.

      Second best was a bitter pill to swallow, even if I admired Gracie for being more inspired and creative. For an instant I thought about tearing up my drawings and calling it quits. I’d never be as good as her, so why try?

      The thing that stopped me was the thought of quitting, which was even more bitter than losing. I’d never be able to live with myself if I walked away from something just because it was hard. And I wasn’t about to throw a temper tantrum simply because someone was better than me.

      So I bent over my sketchbook and leafed through my ideas, discarding most of them. If I wanted to rise to Gracie’s level, I needed to think of something brilliant. Unfortunately, “brilliant” usually meant a lot of hard work.

      Then a thought struck me and I laughed darkly. “Screw you, Michelangelo.”
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      On Monday I decided to go to breakfast with my friends. For one thing, I missed seeing them, but for another, I wasn’t about to let a pint-sized princess ruin my life. So I got up early and went for my usual run. The air was brisk and clear, the sky the deep indigo of impending dawn. Few other people were on the streets, but I passed a couple of hardy souls bundled against the cold.

      I was actually steaming by the time I sprinted the final hundred yards to the apartment building. And despite a weekend bent over a drawing board, I felt better than ever. I was looking forward to judo with Glen, so I could work out some of my frustrations. I was also looking forward to seeing Daphne, so I could work out some of my other frustrations.

      The apartment was just stirring when I returned. In the kitchen Trip and Jeff were waiting for the coffee maker, and I stifled a laugh at their sleepy expressions. Runner’s high made me cheerful, almost giddy, and I knew they wouldn’t be in the mood yet. So I stripped off my sweaty clothes on the way to the shower and didn’t even pause before I stepped into the tub. I practically bounced out of the bathroom when I was done, and almost knocked Jeff over.

      “Jesus,” he said as he sucked hot coffee from his wrist. “I am not ready for you, Hughes. Fucking early bird.”

      “I love you too,” I said, and gave him a grin.

      From the far end of the hall, Trip raised his coffee mug in salute.

      “Freak of nature,” Jeff muttered.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said, and grabbed my towel-covered crotch, “but the ladies seem to like it.”

      Trip laughed at that, and I shot him a grin.

      “That little thing?” Jeff mocked. “Gimme a break. You ever wanna measure, I got ten inches for ya.”

      I snorted. “Sure, Jeff, whatever you say.”

      His eyebrows rose at that, and he handed me his coffee mug. Then he unbelted his robe, untied his pajama pants, and casually pulled out his penis. I tried not to stare, but the thing was at least seven inches long, and it was still soft. I didn’t have any hang-ups about seeing other guys’ dicks, but I felt a wave of fascination that made me self-conscious. Jeff’s was at least as big as Dwight Delozier’s, and we called him “Donkey Dick.”

      “You want me to get a ruler,” Jeff asked dryly, “or you gonna take my word for it?”

      I swallowed hard.

      “Jesus, Jeff,” Trip said from beside me, and I looked up, startled. “You register that thing as a deadly weapon?”

      Jeff laughed and tucked his fire hose back in his pajamas. “No, but the Post Office just gave it its own zip code.”

      Trip and I laughed, albeit a bit nervously.

      “You think I’m kidding?”

      Our laughs turned genuine as Jeff tried to keep a straight face.

      He acted surly to keep from laughing. “Now gimme my fucking coffee,” he said, “and get the fuck away from me, you fucking perverts.”

      “Anything you say, Mr. Zip Code,” Trip said with a laugh.

      Jeff rolled his eyes, but cracked a grin as I handed him the coffee mug. He went into the bathroom and closed the door behind him.

      Trip and I glanced at each other and shook our heads, as if we could clear the vision from our memory.

      “Man,” Trip said, “and I thought yours was big.”

      “It is,” I said without vanity, “but that…” I shook my head again. “That was just unnatural.”

      Trip and I shook our heads again and headed back down the hall.

      “Hey,” he said, “it’s good to have you back.” He took a sip of coffee to cover his embarrassment. “You know, not just back-back, but… back. As my best friend. I missed that when we were being jerks.”

      “Yeah, I missed it too.” I smiled. “And it’s good to be back.”
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      Christy got up and left the breakfast table as soon as I sat down.

      “What’s the matter with her?” Ash wondered.

      “She’s not feeling well,” Wren lied quickly. Then she leaned in and mouthed “cramps.”

      “Oh,” Ash said with a nod.

      I felt a wave of frustration and disappointment, but then heaved a sigh. If Christy wanted to act like a spoiled little girl, I couldn’t stop her. Besides, I was sick and tired of dancing around her like she was a ticking time bomb.

      Wren changed the subject. “So, how’s your project going, Paul?”

      I told her, and the conversation quickly turned to other assignments and deadlines. I still felt a little guilty about Christy, but I was rapidly getting over it.

      She wasn’t at breakfast the next morning either, and Wren had to make another excuse. I hated that she was stuck in the middle, especially since she’d been in the same position with Trip and me, but at least I wasn’t the problem this time. Well, I was, but indirectly. And I was trying to be mature for a change, instead of sulking like a five-year-old.

      Wren and I talked about things as we walked to Siobhan’s class to model, but then I caught sight of Daphne and forgot about Christy altogether. Wren just rolled her eyes and told me she’d meet me inside.

      “Hey,” I said to Daphne. I could still feel the spark between us, but she looked a little out of sorts. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded and visibly changed her attitude.

      “You sure?”

      “Of course,” she said, and lowered her eyes as she stepped closer.

      I smelled her perfume and instantly felt my cock twitch. I pulled her against me and pressed the growing bulge of my erection against her, which made her eyes widen. Then I had an idea.

      “Go to the bathroom and take off your bra,” I told her quietly. “When you come to class, I want to see your nipples poking through your sweater. Play with ’em to get ’em hard if you have to.”

      Her nostrils flared at the order, and I could almost see her pulse race as she nodded.

      “Good,” I said, and squeezed her ass. “Now get moving. You don’t have much time.”

      She turned and hurried toward the blue door of the women’s room, and I paused to watch her ass in the tight Jordache jeans. Then I looked at my watch and almost knocked someone over as I turned toward Siobhan’s classroom.

      Wren was just slipping into her robe when I burst into the little office. I gave her a quick wave and began taking off my clothes. I was just about to don my own robe when I had a sudden idea. I jerked open my backpack and grabbed a pen and notepad. I paused to think about the wording and then began writing. Wren tried to look over my shoulder, but I moved to block her.

      Meet me in the empty classroom, I wrote. You know the one. Take off your sweater and wait on your knees.

      I folded the note before Wren could get a good look.

      “Sexy stuff, huh?” she teased.

      “Excuse me?”

      She nodded at my erection and I felt my face flush with embarrassment.

      “You should probably think about something else before you come out,” she said sarcastically, and draped my robe over my jutting manhood. It hung there for a second before it slid to the floor. My dick sprang up and then bounced gently, which sent a shiver up my spine.

      Siobhan picked that moment to tap on the door, our signal to come out.

      Wren’s smile turned artfully sweet. “See you soon.”

      I muttered something uncharitable and closed my eyes as I tried to think about anything but what I’d written in the note. My usual nuns playing baseball did the trick—eventually. Five minutes later I wasn’t exactly soft, but I wasn’t standing at attention either, so I slipped out of the office and hoped no one would notice.

      I stood for a moment and surveyed the classroom. I wanted to give the note to Daphne without everyone noticing. Fortunately, two students had my usual route blocked with their art boxes and a big portfolio case, so I walked around the edge of the circle and tried to look nonchalant as I turned to slide between Daphne and the girl at the next easel.

      I tapped Daphne’s leg with the note and she took it immediately. I strode to the dais and dropped my robe. Wren let her gaze fall to my semi-erect shaft. Then she met my eyes and raised an eyebrow, daring me to get hard again.

      “You’re an evil, evil girl,” I whispered as I stepped beside her and took up my pose. Fortunately, we weren’t actually touching, so I could pretend to ignore her. More important, she couldn’t rub against me and get me worked up. Unfortunately, I couldn’t stop thinking about the note, so I closed my eyes and silently prayed for the nuns to go into extra innings.

      Class took an eternity, and I had several close calls. Daphne and her nipples were unconsciously doing their best to make me lose control. I made the mistake of meeting her eyes once, and immediately felt my shaft jerk and twitch as it filled with blood. I looked away in time to see another girl turn beet red and cross her legs with a startled look.

      I kept my eyes closed and thought about the nuns until Siobhan mercifully told us we were done. Then I gave Wren a withering look and followed her into the privacy of the small office.

      “Don’t say a word,” I warned. “Not one word.”

      She didn’t have to. Her smirk said it all, especially when my dick sprang erect at the thought of Daphne waiting topless in the empty classroom.

      “Treacherous organ,” I muttered, and brusquely shoved it into my boxers.

      “Poor thing,” Wren teased.

      I glared and finished getting dressed, but she didn’t relent. Instead, she started laughing as I tried to hunch over so I could walk without anyone seeing the tent in my pants.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have far to go. I raced into the empty classroom and locked the door behind me. Daphne was sitting at a desk, but she stood hastily. I took one look at her and felt my face shift into its badass expression.

      “I told you to take off your sweater.”

      “But—”

      “Take it off,” I ordered. “Now.”

      Her bare breasts swung free as she hastily obeyed.

      “And I told you to wait on your knees,” I said with another hard look. “Get over here. Now.”

      She hurried toward me and sank to her knees without a word.

      I pulled out my erection and she tried to swallow it, but I grabbed a handful of her hair. “Not so fast.”

      She looked up at me, her brow creased with worry. “I’m sorry,” she blurted. “It won’t happen again.”

      “It better not,” I said flatly. “Next time I tell you to do something, you do it. Are we clear?”

      She tried to nod, but I was holding her hair too tight.

      “Now, you need to be punished. Do you understand?” I loosened my grip so she could nod. “Good.” I wanted to let the moment drag out, if only to heighten her fear and arousal, but we didn’t have much time. So I made a quick decision and braced her head.

      She jerked in surprise as I slapped her face with my cock. I let the meaty sound hang in the air, and her breath felt hot on my balls as she panted with desire. I swung my cock and slapped her again. She flinched but then closed her eyes as I rubbed her face with my shaft.

      “I should come on your face and make you walk to class that way,” I threatened.

      Her eyes popped open, but I couldn’t tell whether it was fear or desire, so I paused to let the tension build.

      “No,” I said at last, “I think you need to swallow it. Open your mouth.”

      She did, and I felt her breath through her nose as she wrapped her lips around my shaft.

      I began fucking her face with short, hard jabs. She gagged a couple of times, but recovered quickly. I didn’t last more than a few minutes anyway, and grunted as I unloaded down her throat.

      The door rattled behind us, and we heard someone fumbling for keys. Daphne leapt to her feet as I tucked my dick into my pants. It had gone a little soft, but was still hard enough that I had to bend it to get it into my underwear.

      The door clattered opened to reveal the same professor as before. He caught sight of us and his face mottled. “You!”

      “Sorry,” I said glibly, “the fuse was completely blown this time.”

      Daphne giggled.

      The old professor sputtered, but I didn’t stop to listen. Instead, I grabbed Daphne’s hand and nearly knocked the poor guy over as I pulled her after me. Once again, we didn’t stop until we reached the atrium.

      “We gotta stop using that room,” I panted. Then I pulled her toward me and kissed her hard. Her breasts flattened against my chest and she let out a little squeak of surprise. “I want to fuck you,” I said in a low voice, and looked around for someplace suitable.

      “We can’t.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Later. Meet me after practice tonight.”

      “No, you don’t understand,” she said, and looked fearful. “I can’t.”

      I felt my expression harden. “Excuse me?”

      “Aunt Flo and Cousin Red.” Her eyes widened as she tried to will me to understand.

      “Wha—?” I jerked in sudden understanding. “Oh.” Then another thought hit me, and my skin prickled with a wave of relief so intense that I felt my knees go weak.

      “Are you okay?”

      “What? Yeah, sure. I’m fine.” Better than fine, in fact. She’s not pregnant!

      Daphne didn’t understand, so she shifted nervously. “I’ll suck your cock,” she whispered urgently. “Or you can do me in the butt.”

      My dick recovered quicker than I did, so it answered for me. “All right.”

      “Um… which?”

      “Meet me after practice,” I said, “and you’ll find out.”
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      Christy returned to breakfast the next morning, but made a point of glaring at me. I tried to ignore her, but she wouldn’t let it go. So when we left the cafeteria and headed our separate ways to class, I snagged her backpack and turned her to face me.

      “What the hell is your problem?” I demanded.

      “Since you asked so politely, it’s you.”

      “Gee, thanks. I never would’ve figured that out.”

      “Then why’d you ask?”

      “Because you’ve had a thing for me ever since we got back from Christmas. Okay, so I was a jerk. I’ll apologize again if it’ll—”

      “Apologize? For being… a… a man?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “If you don’t know, then I’m not going to tell you.”

      “So I’m supposed to be Carnac the Magnificent?”

      She glared. “Like you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

      “No, I don’t,” I snapped. “And I won’t know if you don’t tell me. I’m not a mind-reader.”

      “I don’t see why I should explain. It’s not like I care.”

      “Is this about Daphne?”

      She feigned ignorance. “Who?”

      “You know who.”

      “Why should I care who you sleep with?” She tried to look unconcerned, but something in her voice gave her away.

      “This is about her!”

      “No it’s not! You can screw anything in a skirt for all I care, which is pretty much what you do anyway.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me! You’re just…a slut in a man’s body!”

      My face flushed with anger. “You’re just jealous ’cause I won’t sleep with you. But I don’t sleep with… boys.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me,” I said derisively. Then I gave her a contemptuous once-over. “I might be interested if you had hips or a chest.”

      “Interested?” she sputtered. “Inter—? I wouldn’t sleep with you if you were the last man on Earth.”

      “Well that’s not gonna happen,” I shot back. “I only sleep with women I like. So you’re not even on the list!” I saw that I’d scored with that one, so I turned to walk away.

      “I hate you!” she shouted after me, tears in her voice.

      “Good! ’Cause the feeling’s mutual!”
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      That evening I lay on the judo mat and stared at the smooth curve of the roof until Glen loomed over me. He silently extended a hand.

      He’d never said so, but I was pretty sure he enjoyed our sparring matches when I was worked up. Instead of making wild attacks, my emotions gave me strength and focus, and he had to work hard to beat me. On the other hand, we’d become good enough friends that he didn’t like it when I was upset.

      “Have you tried being celibate?” he asked as he pulled me to my feet. He shrugged and added, “Desire is the root of suffering.”

      I waited for him to go on, but he was better at waiting. “I don’t think that’d work,” I said at last. “Not for me, at least.”

      He considered for a moment and then nodded.

      Not for the first time, I marveled at how much he could say without a word.

      He smiled as though he’d read my mind. Then he settled into a ready stance with a supremely calm expression. He looked like he could wait forever. He probably could, I reflected. He had incredible patience, which I envied.

      But as much as I envied him, I wasn’t like him. I couldn’t be, which was one of the reasons we got along so well. Then a thought struck me, and I wondered if it was the same with T.J. Maybe Glen’s purpose in life was to moderate hotheads like us. He certainly had the temperament for it.

      I dropped into my own stance and silently chuckled at my philosophical turn. “You know,” I said conversationally, “someday I’m going to wipe that serene expression off your face.”

      “Probably,” he said, and then slowly cracked a smile. “But today isn’t that day.”
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      I flopped on my bed as the heat of the shower radiated from me in waves. I was tired from sparring with Glen, but it was a good tired. Besides, I had the priceless memory of the look on his face after I’d made him submit with a perfect waki gatame arm bar. I usually couldn’t catch him with a move like that, but I’d suckered him with a feint at an ankle pick. Granted, he’d won almost every other fall, but he had to work harder at it every time we trained together.

      The memory of the match dimmed as I thought about Christy. I was still angry at her, but even that faded as I replayed the argument in my head. I’d been nasty. Worse, I’d meant to be—I’d wanted to hurt her like she’d hurt me.

      She’d had no way of knowing, but I still felt guilty for my week of insanity. I couldn’t even be sure how many women I’d slept with, much less any of their names. I wasn’t like that, I told myself. But Christy’s words had struck home, even if she hadn’t known the truth of them.

      I rolled off the bed and tossed my towel in the corner as I pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. I didn’t want to get upset again, and I didn’t want to sink into a funk, so I decided to call Leah. She was always good for a distraction, but it was more than that. She always accepted me for who I was, and I didn’t have to pretend with her. She knew my moods, but she loved me anyway.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” I said when she answered the phone.

      “Hey! How’re you?”

      We fell into easy conversation, mostly about nothing. I wanted to tell her about the fight with Christy, but decided to keep it to myself. She still hadn’t forgiven Trip and Wren, and she lumped Christy in with them. I’d tried to tell her that it was more complicated than that, but Leah was a complete partisan. At least she was my partisan.

      “So,” I asked as nonchalantly as I could, “what’re you doing for Valentine’s Day? Big plans?”

      “No,” she said bitterly. “I was hoping this guy would ask me out, but he got back together with his old girlfriend.”

      For a moment I thought she was talking about me, but then I relaxed.

      “What’re you doing?” she asked.

      “Nothing.” Part of me wanted to do something with Daphne, but we didn’t have that kind of relationship. We both knew it was only physical, and I sensed from her that she didn’t want to turn it into something it wasn’t. That was fine with me, because I felt the same. “Do you want to do something together?” I asked.

      “Yeah, sure!”

      “You have anything in mind, or you just wanna wing it?”

      “If I can find out where Tyler is going, can we go there and make him totally jealous?”

      “Why don’t we just wing it,” I suggested with a laugh. Making another guy jealous wasn’t my style.

      “You’re no fun.”

      “I can be,” I teased, “with the right incentive. Speaking of which… do you mind if we do Valentine’s a day or two early? Maybe over the weekend?”

      “Why? What day is it?”

      “It’s on a Monday,” I said, looking the calendar above my desk. “I could fly in the Friday before, and we could spend the weekend together. Sound good?”

      We made plans and talked a little longer, but we both had schoolwork to do, so we said goodbye and hung up.
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      Christy and I settled into a frosty relationship. She didn’t speak to me and I didn’t speak to her, and that seemed fine for both of us. Word had gotten around our little group about our blow-up, but I hadn’t told anyone, so I knew that Christy was trying to turn my friends against me.

      Fortunately, she was disappointed. Wren and Trip walked a fine line in the middle and stayed friends with both of us. Ash clearly thought I was a jerk, but Zoë and Peter were still on the fence. Jeff and Meredith didn’t like Christy’s obvious attempt at manipulation, so they were solidly in my camp, along with Freddie.

      In spite of all that, we somehow managed to keep things civil at breakfast. I even had the smug satisfaction of being on the moral high ground. She’d said plenty about what a jerk I was, but I’d kept my mouth shut about her. I hadn’t been defensive about it, but I hadn’t badmouthed her a bit. Our friends knew that her version of events had some major holes, so she looked childish and I came off looking like a grown-up. That frustrated her even more, and she eventually stopped trashing me behind my back.
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      Daphne and I didn’t get a chance to go out before the weekend, and we didn’t repeat our empty classroom hijinks, which was a good thing as far as I was concerned. I needed to get some control over my libido, especially where she was concerned, or sooner or later we’d get in trouble for real.

      We didn’t talk about Valentine’s Day either, but I was pretty sure she had plans with Sara. I didn’t mention my plans, and she actually seemed relieved that I didn’t ask her to do anything. Our relationship wasn’t cooling off, but we’d passed the point of mindless lust.

      So I packed an overnight bag and my design sketchbook and headed to the airport. Earl was walking out as I pulled in, so we talked about my instrument rating. He walked into the FBO with me and we scheduled a time for an FAA examiner to give me the written exam and a check ride.

      By the time I taxied to the runway and took off, I was in a fantastic mood. I mostly concentrated on flying, but stray thoughts of Leah flitted through my imagination. By the time I landed at DeKalb-Peachtree, my hard-on practically had a mind of its own.

      Fortunately, Leah was in the same mood, so she didn’t object when I more or less pulled her head into my lap in the car. I returned the favor, of course, which led to round two in the back seat. Not surprisingly, the windows were completely fogged by the time we straightened our clothes and started the car.

      I’d told my parents that I was coming to town, so we stopped by their house first. Mom gave me a curious smile when she smelled Leah on my face, and I managed to look abashed. Dad just chuckled and gave me a back-slapping hug. He knew what it was like to be nineteen and horny all the time. Mom did too, for that matter, but she probably thought we should have waited until we got to Leah’s house.

      Erin hung out with us for a while, but she was waiting for a phone call from Sean, so Leah and I said goodbye and headed to her house. Both our families were going out to dinner the next night anyway, so it wasn’t a long goodbye.

      Chris and Elizabeth were happy to see me, especially since I wasn’t hollow-eyed and hiding from my own conscience. Leah had the guest house all ready, complete with wine coolers in the fridge and a snack ready to go in the oven. While she heated the food, I unpacked my things in the bedroom and then built a fire in the living room.

      “God, this is nice,” she said a little later. She snuggled closer and relaxed against me with a deep sigh.

      I kissed the silky top of her head. “I could get used to this.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      We spent the rest of the evening on the couch, watching TV and enjoying each other’s company. After the first rush of lust in the car, we’d come to an unspoken decision to take our time and work up to round two (or three, or whatever it was at that point). So by the time we were ready for bed, I could almost see the sexual energy crackling between us.

      In spite of that, we made love slowly, and came together in a quiet embrace that was somehow more satisfying than earlier. It was the same feeling of release, but different. When we finally separated and rolled apart, I felt an almost palpable change between us.

      “Wow,” she said softly.

      “No kidding.”

      We lay in silence for several minutes before either of us spoke again.

      “Do you ever think about me?” she asked.

      “All the time.”

      “No, I mean do you ever think about us? Like maybe we’re right for each other after all?”

      I turned and propped my head on an elbow so I could see her face. “But I thought…” She knew what I thought, so I let my silence ask the question.

      “Sometimes…,” she said at last, but then trailed a finger over the damp skin between her breasts. “Sometimes I think maybe you are boyfriend material.”

      “But I usually do something to change your mind, right?”

      “Not lately.”

      “Just wait. I have faith in my cluelessness.” I could see that she was disappointed, so I turned serious. “Yeah,” I said soberly, “I’ve thought about it. You and me, I mean.”

      “Do you think it could work?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know. I know we love each other. And we’re definitely compatible in bed.”

      She sighed and gave me a sated smile.

      “We wouldn’t have to explain our lifestyle,” I added, but then we fell into a pensive silence.

      “I’ve never been in love,” she said softly. Then she glanced at me. “You have. With Gina, right?”

      “Yes,” I said slowly.

      “Kendall too?”

      I thought about that one longer. I was still very angry with Kendall for all her lies and manipulation. “I thought I was,” I said, but then shrugged. “In hindsight, I think it was more lust than love. Kendall was— is complicated.”

      “But you didn’t love her?”

      “I don’t know what I felt,” I said earnestly. “Sometimes it felt like love, but now…?” I shrugged.

      “But you were in love with Gina?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you still in love with her?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      “I think so. It… it’s important.”

      I paused to gather my thoughts. “It is,” I said at last. “And… I am.”

      She closed her eyes and I saw a drop of moisture squeeze from the corner of one. She fluttered her eyelashes to clear them.

      “I’m sorry,” I said softly, and she nodded. “I don’t think we’ll ever get back together,” I added, “but I don’t think you really fall out of love.”

      We fell silent again.

      “How did you know?” she asked.

      “I don’t think I can explain it,” I said. “I just… knew.”

      She nodded and then lapsed into thought. “I’ve never felt it,” she said at last.

      I gathered her close and kissed her temple. “You will,” I whispered against her sweat-mussed hair. It was still silky soft, with just a hint of lavender from her shampoo.

      “Sometimes I want to feel it with you,” she said, “but I don’t.” She turned slightly and looked at me. “Does that bother you?”

      “A little,” I said honestly.

      “But only a little?”

      “Yes.”

      She gave a soft, rueful sigh. “We’re pretty messed up, aren’t we?”

      “Not really.”

      She turned to look at me again.

      “I think we love each other,” I said, “and we want it to be more, but we’re honest enough to admit that it isn’t.”

      “But what if I never find anyone I feel that way about?”

      “You will,” I said confidently.

      “But what if I don’t? What if I turn… thirty… and still haven’t found anyone?”

      “Then I’ll marry you.”

      “You’ll probably be married already.”

      “I won’t be.”

      Her brow wrinkled with a frown.

      “Seriously,” I said. “If you turn thirty without meeting Mr. Right, then we’re obviously in Bizarro World.”

      She blinked in confusion.

      “Look,” I said to her, “you’re smart, sexy, beautiful, and you’re like the Mind Bender in bed.” I paused to let her chuckle at the roller coaster comment, but then continued. “If you haven’t found Mr. Right by the time you’re thirty, then it’s obvious we’re living in some messed up world where all the good guys are idiots. If that’s the case, it means I’ll never find a good woman to put up with my shit either.”

      She laughed in spite of herself.

      “So I’ll marry you.”

      “Do you think I’ll still be pretty? When I’m thirty, I mean.”

      “I think you’ll be beautiful,” I said. “And I think you’ll be like Six Flags Over Leah in bed.”

      “So you think I’m an amusement park? Is that it?”

      “Yeah, pretty much,” I said, and raised myself above her. “To prove it, I’ll give you all my E Tickets for another ride.”

      “Six Flags doesn’t have E Tickets,” she teased, although she spread her legs for me.

      “Who cares? When we’re married, I won’t need tickets. I can ride any time I want.”

      “Can not!”

      “Can too,” I said, and nudged her pussy with my growing hard-on.

      “Can not,” she whispered, but wrapped her legs around me and put her hands on my arms.

      “Can too,” I said, and sank into her. I hit bottom and she arched beneath me.

      “No fair,” she gasped.

      “That’s the thing about me,” I teased. “I don’t fight fair. I fight to win.”

      “All right,” she said at last, “you win! Now shut up and screw me.”
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      For a change, Leah and I didn’t spend most of the day in bed. Instead, we spent time like a regular couple—shopping, at a movie, and then with our families at Mom’s favorite restaurant to celebrate her birthday. She didn’t want to make a big deal about it, but the restaurant staff brought out dessert and sang “Happy Birthday,” and Dad gave her a beautiful necklace and bracelet made of turquoise and moonstone (Erin’s and my birthstones).

      Dinner was fun, but it wasn’t the same as when I was younger. At first I thought it was because Mom and Dad had changed, but then I realized that I was the one who was different. My parents weren’t omniscient anymore, and they definitely weren’t paragons. Neither were the Coulters. They were just regular people.

      I could live with that, but I felt a twinge of sadness when I realized that they seemed older and more serious than when I was fifteen. For that matter, I was older and more serious, and now I understood the comments about jobs and stress and everything else that life threw at them.

      Leah didn’t really get it, but she sensed my mood and toned down her enthusiasm for everything grown-up. Even Erin was subdued, although she at least had a reason (she’d had an argument with Sean the night before). Back at the Coulters’ guest house, Leah and I undressed and climbed into bed. She snuggled close and idly toyed with my flaccid cock.

      “In the mood for an E Ticket ride?”

      “Yes and no,” I said frankly. “If you’re in the mood, I definitely am. But if you’re not…” I left the question hanging, and she thought about it for a moment.

      “I am, but I’m not,” she said, which seemed to puzzle her.

      “We don’t have to do anything.”

      “But aren’t guys always horny?” she said, only half teasing.

      I shrugged. “We are, usually. But you’re one of the few girls I like for more than just sex.” I listened to what I’d just said and wanted to kick myself. “Um, that came out wrong. What I meant to say was, you’re more than just a pretty face.” I groaned aloud. “Hold on a sec,” I said. “I’ll get this right.”

      I paused to think of how to say what I was thinking, in a way that didn’t make me sound like a chauvinistic jerk.

      “What I meant was, I really like you, and I enjoy spending time with you, even if we’re just doing regular stuff, like today. I don’t have to pretend to be something I’m not. And I’m happy that a girl like you will even give me the time of day, much less go to bed with me. So even if we’re not in the mood, I still feel like I’m the luckiest guy in the world as long as you’re with me.”

      “And then you go and say something like that,” she said through tears.

      For a moment I thought that I’d screwed up royally.

      She must have felt my confusion, because she hugged me tight and kissed my chest. “God, you’re such a goof,” she said at last, “but I guess I’ll keep you.”

      “You will?” I said, and grimaced at how surprised I sounded.

      “Of course,” she said softly. “You may be a goof, but you’re my goof now.”
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      I spent most of Valentine’s Day in class or the design lab. Part of me felt a little depressed that I didn’t have a real girlfriend, but part of me was relieved that I didn’t have to deal with Kendall and her bullshit or Gina and her sorority friends. I felt a pang of guilt that I didn’t feel that way about Leah, but I knew that she felt the same. Still, she was more than just a friend, so I went back to the apartment to give her a call after judo practice.

      We talked for more than an hour, about everyday stuff, but I could tell that she was relieved that I’d called. I guess she thought I might’ve been trying to placate her with my speech from two nights before. She knew me well enough to tell when I was blowing smoke and when I was serious, so she probably just needed a little reassuring.

      When we hung up, I decided to go for a run to get my thoughts in order. A niggling voice in the back of my head kept telling me that I should be happy with Leah, that she might be The One. My dick was telling me the same thing, of course, but it didn’t get a vote. Well, it did, but the big head had a veto.

      Unfortunately, the big head knew that Leah and I were just friends—friends with benefits, but just friends. So I took another lap around campus and thought about my future. It obviously wasn’t with Leah. It wasn’t with Daphne, either, even if Sara hadn’t been involved. It wasn’t with Kendall, and it looked like Gina was out of the picture as well (at least for the time being).

      I was just beginning to think that I might end up with Leah after all when I ran into someone. I’d been in my own little world and hadn’t been paying attention—no surprise there.

      “Sorry,” I said as I steadied the girl and then picked up her bag.

      “It’s all right,” she said, but then got a good look at me. “Paul?”

      “Gracie? What’re you doing over here?” We were all the way on the other side of campus, across the Strip from the main body of buildings.

      “I live in Strong,” she said, and pointed to the eclectic little dorm.

      “Oh, cool. You headed there now?”

      She shook her head. “I just had dinner, so now I’m headed back to the design lab.”

      “That’s where I’m headed as soon as I get back to my apartment.” I plucked at my sweaty clothes. “I need to shower first.”

      She looked like she wanted to say something, but then thought better of it.

      I gave her a moment to see if she’d work up the courage, but she didn’t. “Cool,” I said to break the silence. “Then I guess I’ll see you there.”

      She nodded and hurried off.

      I waited until she was out of earshot before I laughed, more at myself than anything. For a moment I’d thought she was going to ask me back to her dorm to shower there.

      Me and my imagination, I said to myself as I jogged toward the pedestrian bridge. Not every woman in the world wants to sleep with me.
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      Breakfast the next morning began like it usually did. The entire gang was there, with conversations going in small groups until Ash lobbed a grenade.

      “Oh, you’re not going to believe what I heard.”

      “What?” Zoë asked.

      Ash had everyone’s attention, so she milked the pause. “Well, I heard there are a couple of strippers here.”

      “What, at the table?” Freddie joked.

      “No, at UT.”

      Something about her tone bothered me. “So?” I said. “There are probably more than a couple.”

      Christy’s expression changed, and I suddenly had the feeling that I’d been set up.

      “Maybe,” Ash said, “but these aren’t just any girls. They’re in the art department.”

      At that point I knew I’d been set up, but I still didn’t know how.

      “Who?” Wren asked.

      Trip, Jeff, and Peter—the guys with girlfriends—knew enough to keep their mouths shut, but Freddie looked interested.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said, and turned to Ash, right on cue, “I heard the same thing.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Ash said to her, as though they were comparing notes for the first time. “But wait, there’s more.”

      “More?” Christy tried to sound artless, but she wasn’t a good liar.

      “Who?” Wren repeated.

      “You’re not going to believe it,” Ash said to Christy, “but I heard they were prostitutes too.”

      Christy pretended to look shocked. The other girls at the table looked shocked for real.

      “I heard—”

      “Oh, gimme a break,” I snapped. “Just spit it out. Who?”

      Ash feigned a look of surprise that barely covered her malice. “But Paul, I thought you knew.”

      “Knew w—?” And then it dawned on me.

      Ash pounced before I could say anything. “Your girlfriend,” she said. “What’s her name? Daffy something?”

      I clenched my jaw and willed myself not to call Ash the first thing that popped into my head. It was a word that my mother definitely wouldn’t approve of. “Daphne,” I said instead.

      “Is that the girl Paul’s dating?” Christy asked with saccharine innocence.

      “Uh-huh,” Ash said. “But I thought she only liked girls. I mean, you know her roommate is a dyke, right?”

      Christy feigned surprise. “Really?”

      I wanted to throw her hypocrisy back in her face, but clenched my jaw instead.

      “It’s true,” Ash said. “I even know her. She’s a photography major.”

      “I had no idea,” Christy said.

      “Yep,” Ash said. “She’s a total dyke. But her girlfriend is dating Paul. At least, that’s— Oh my! I just thought of something.” She turned to me. “You’re not paying her, are you Paul?”

      “Ash!” Wren hissed.

      Trip shot me a nervous look, and I could see him tense to grab me if I made a lunge across the table. The other couples just looked uncomfortable. Only Freddie didn’t know what was going on.

      “You mean she’s a pro?” he said to me. “How come you didn’t tell me?”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to center myself. I wanted to hit Ash so hard that her grandchildren would feel it, but I had never hit a woman in anger, and I wasn’t going to start with her, no matter how much she deserved it.

      “She’s not ‘a pro,’” I said to Freddie, as calmly as I could. Then I looked at Ash, who flashed a smug smile of triumph. “And she’s not a stripper either.”

      “That’s not what I heard. I h—”

      “I don’t care what you heard! She’s not a stripper.”

      “But she takes her clothes off in front of other people. If that doesn’t make her a stripper, I don’t know what does!”

      “I take my clothes off in front of other people,” I said, “and I’m not a stripper.”

      “But they do it for money.” She crossed her arms like she’d just scored the winning point, but looked a little uncertain when I laughed.

      “I guess that makes them smarter than me.”

      “Like that’s news,” Ash mocked. “But they do a lot more than just take their clothes off.”

      “And you know this… how?”

      “Everyone knows it,” she said, “the whole art department.”

      “And if the whole art department said you were a prostitute, would it be true just ’cause”—I mocked her delivery—“‘everyone knows it’?”

      She flushed with anger and dropped the veneer of gossip. “You’re just sore ’cause your girlfriend Daffy is a rug-munching whore!”

      I slammed my palms on the table with a sound like a rifle shot. Conversation stopped all around us. I locked eyes with Ash, and she flinched at what she saw there.

      “Yes, that’s right,” I said to her, low and full of malice. “You just realized that I’m dangerous. Physically dangerous. And this isn’t some game of schoolgirl gossip.”

      “Hey,” Trip said nervously, “there’s no need for threats. Ash knows you’d never hurt her.”

      “Let’s see what Ash thinks,” I said without releasing her from my gaze. I arched an eyebrow. “Well?”

      She swallowed hard, but didn’t say anything.

      I held her eyes a moment longer to make sure she knew that she was playing with fire. Then I rounded on Christy and the heat in my gaze turned arctic.

      “And you,” I said, full of disgust. “I didn’t think you’d stoop this low.” She paled but didn’t back down, so I turned analytical. “But let’s look at it. Do you think you hurt my reputation with this bullshit, this pack of lies?” I fell silent and let the implication sink in.

      “No,” I said contemptuously. “You just destroyed two girls who have nothing to do with you. And all for what? Just to get back at me?” I snorted. “That’s the most despicable thing I’ve ever heard.”

      Ash recovered some of her vitriol. “What do you care about them? They’re just—”

      “They’re my friends,” I snapped, “and that’s more than I can say about you.”

      Christy started to say something, but I stood and cut her off.

      “I don’t want to sit at the same table with you two,” I said. Then I looked around the dining hall. “As a matter of fact, I don’t even want to be in the same building.”

      I turned and walked off. I tossed my tray onto the conveyor belt and left without a backward glance.

      It was still too early to go to class, so I stomped to the A&A building. I wanted to get some work done on my project, but I knew I was too upset to focus. Still, I needed to do something. As I climbed the stairs to the design lab, I overheard snatches of conversation about strippers. With a dark curse, I realized that Ash and Christy must have started their whispering campaign the day before.

      By the time I left the lab to go to Siobhan’s studio, two guys had asked me about the rumors. Daphne wasn’t in class, so I couldn’t ask her about it, which was probably just as well. So I fumed all through modeling, and shrugged off Wren when she tried to defuse my simmering fury.

      My mood took a turn for the worse after class, because the walkways and atrium were abuzz with self-righteous talk about strippers, prostitutes, and worse. I made up my mind to do something about it and had just turned to leave when I caught sight of Ash smirking at me. Christy at least had the decency to look uncertain, although she was just as guilty in my book. I wanted to throttle them both, but kept a firm grip on my temper instead.

      “Leaving so soon?” Ash mocked. “Going to pay your girlfriend for another ‘date’?”

      I ignored her and focused on Christy. “If you ever pull a stunt like this again, I’ll tell everyone that you’re a lesbian.”

      She paled when she saw that I wasn’t bluffing.

      I glared for a moment longer and then skewered Ash with a hard look. “And you… I’ll tell everyone that you’re fucking one of your professors. A married one.”

      Ash’s defiance crumbled and her eyes went wide in disbelief. Her expression flashed to fear before she regained control, and I smirked in triumph. The threat had been a guess, albeit an educated one, but had clearly struck home.

      “Exactly,” I said. “Then we’ll see what the rumor mill does to your reputations, not to mention your professor friend and his marriage.”

      As if to emphasize my point, a group of girls passed us, and their gossip hung in the air even after they headed up the stairs.

      “You two disgust me,” I told Ash and Christy. “I half-expected this from you,” I said to Ash, who simply glared back. “But you…,” I said to Christy. “I never thought you’d sink this low.” I shook my head. “I can’t believe I ever liked you.”

      I turned and stalked out of the building. The morning air was cold enough to brace me out of my growing funk. I wanted to go somewhere and brood while I plotted how to get revenge on the two girls, but some part of me knew it wouldn’t help. The angry, self-righteous part tried to ignore the rational part, but I wouldn’t go through with my threats. I wouldn’t sink to their level, no matter how tempting it was.

      So I walked back to my apartment and called Daphne. No one picked up, and they didn’t have an answering machine, so I hung up after a dozen rings. What would I have said to her, anyway? Um, hi, I heard a nasty rumor about you…? I heaved a dark sigh as I imagined the rest of that conversation.

      I briefly flirted with the idea of pulling a stunt that would eclipse the stripper rumor, but everything I thought of was ridiculous, illegal, or both. In the end I put on my running clothes and left the apartment. I thought about jogging by Daphne’s house to check on her, but nixed that idea too. If Sara had heard, and she probably had, I was the last person she’d want to see.

      Instead I took a couple of laps around campus and then turned onto frat row to see if Glen wanted to spar. I was past the point of raw fury, but still wanted to lose myself in a workout. Unfortunately, he wasn’t there, so I jogged to the Bubble and joined the back of an aerobics class. It was mostly full of cute girls in leotards and leggings, but I hardly noticed.

      The sky was dark by the time I returned to the apartment. I was tired and wrung out, and simply wanted to shower and then crash. Trip must’ve heard my key in the lock, because he met me at the door. He put a hand up to stop me and I pulled back in surprise.

      “What?” I asked, afraid that he and I might get into it again. That was the last thing I needed.

      “Are you cool?”

      “No,” I said, a little piqued. “I’m hot and sweaty and tired.” I stopped myself, barely, from adding something snide.

      “Yeah, but are you cool?” he asked again. “I mean, are you still upset?”

      “Of course I’m upset. Daphne and Sara are my friends. And those two little—”

      He stopped me before I could say anything about Ash and Christy. Then he nodded toward the living room. I heard a muffled sob and gave him a puzzled look. He relaxed when he saw that I wasn’t going to explode.

      “It’s Christy,” he said softly. “She’s been here all afternoon. We thought you might’ve…” He shrugged uncomfortably.

      “Run off again?” I asked sardonically.

      He had the good grace to look embarrassed. “I wouldn’t’ve put it that way, but… yeah.”

      “Well, I didn’t. So…,” I lifted my chin toward the living room, “what does she want?”

      Trip started to say something, but stopped when Christy stepped into view behind him. Her eyes and nose were red from crying, and she looked wretched. Wren stood behind her and silently pleaded for me to listen instead of getting upset. I shifted my gaze back to Christy, but my eyes were hard.

      “I… I don’t know what to say,” she said.

      “And I don’t know if I care.” I immediately felt guilty, but didn’t take it back.

      Christy dropped her eyes and Wren glared at me in reproach.

      Oh, all right! I told her silently.

      She stepped forward and put her arm around her friend’s shoulders. “Just tell him what you told us.”

      Christy sniffled and nodded.

      I felt sorry for her, but was still too angry to let her off the hook.

      Wren squeezed her shoulder and leaned close to whisper some encouragement. Christy nodded and picked at a rumpled tissue, but still didn’t speak.

      “Why don’t we sit down,” Wren suggested, “so this doesn’t feel like some kind of trial.”

      I arched an eyebrow at Trip, who nodded in reluctant agreement.

      The girls turned and disappeared into the living room, and Trip leaned close.

      “She’s pretty upset, man.”

      “She should be,” I hissed back. “What she did was despicable!”

      He rocked back and held up his hands. “Hey, I’m on your side here. But Christy wouldn’t leave until she talked to you.”

      I let out my breath and nodded. “Yeah, all right.” I glanced toward the living room. “Let’s get this over with.”
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      I followed Trip and the girls into the living room. I thought Christy would keep crying or do something else to earn some sympathy, so I was surprised when she turned and squared her shoulders. Her eyes were rimmed with red, but shone with a lot more determination than I gave her credit for.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I… I don’t know what else to say. What we did— What I did… was wrong.”

      “What you did was despicable.”

      She didn’t try to deny it.

      I gave her points for courage, but I wasn’t through yet. “It was thoughtless and deliberately cruel.”

      Her eyes welled with fresh tears and she fought them back.

      I almost relented, but then I thought about the other people she’d hurt. “Daphne and Sara never did anything to you,” I said, “but your vicious little whispering campaign will dog them until they graduate… or until they leave school.” I wouldn’t miss Sara, but Daphne and I still had something between us, even if it wasn’t love.

      “We can tell people the truth,” Wren suggested.

      “What good would that do?” I shot back. “You know how these things are. They take on a life of their own.”

      “He’s right,” Trip said grimly. “People will believe it simply ’cause it’s easier than finding out the truth.”

      “Will you tell them I’m sorry?” Christy asked. “I never meant any of this to happen. I didn’t think it wou—”

      “You didn’t think! Period.”

      She couldn’t meet my eyes, but agreed with a small headshake.

      “And Ash…,” I continued darkly. “She’s…” I didn’t have words to describe her without offending women everywhere.

      “It was my idea as much as hers,” Christy admitted. “I didn’t think it through, but I knew what I was doing.”

      “That only makes it worse.”

      “Yes,” she said softly, “it does.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she let it out, she met my eyes. “I’ll understand if you never want to speak to me again.”

      “Oh, please,” I snapped, “what good would that do?”

      She fell silent and looked at me.

      I tried to sort through my thoughts. If Christy had shifted the blame to Ash or offered a half-hearted or defiant apology, I would’ve written her off without a second thought. But she hadn’t. Instead, she’d been honest and sincere. I respected that, even if I didn’t want to admit it. She also faced me without flinching. She knew how angry I was, but she hadn’t used that as an excuse to hide from what she’d done. I respected that too. And as much as I wanted to punish her, I realized that she’d be harder on herself than I ever would.

      Wren broke the silence. “What do you want to do?”

      “I don’t know,” I said at last.

      Christy spoke softly, “Do you want me to apologize? To Daphne and Sara?”

      I studied her for a moment and wondered what she had against Daphne. She barely knew Sara. She’d probably only seen her that one time in the apartment lobby. But it was different with Daphne. Was she the competition? The other woman? Did Christy have a thing for me? She probably did—or used to, at least—which explained a lot. I looked at her in a new light and wondered how I would’ve reacted in the same situation.

      Probably a lot worse, I admitted in a moment of honesty. I could be as petty and vindictive as anyone. My temper made things worse because my first reaction was usually violent. What would I have done if someone took something—or someone—that I thought was mine?

      I laughed darkly and knew the answer: I’d pick a fight with my best friend and then run away and sulk for a week. And let’s not even mention what else I’d done during that week.

      Gee, how mature, I mocked. And despicable. And completely contemptible. That’s what I’d thought about Christy and Ash, but it applied to me as much as them. I snorted another soft laugh and thought about pots and kettles. After all, who was I to judge? So I took another look at Christy and sized her up. Instead of running away, she had taken responsibility for her actions. That was more than I’d done, and I’d be a hypocrite to say otherwise.

      “What should I do?” she asked again.

      “How should I know?” I said, and pinched the bridge of my nose. Then I realized how she was holding herself: shoulders back, almost at attention. I wanted to laugh aloud at the image of the admiral disciplining his youngest child. She might’ve been his only daughter and the apple of his eye, but I didn’t think a man like him would let her off the hook simply because she was a girl. More importantly, I wasn’t him, and it wasn’t my place to punish her, or even to lecture her.

      “You can sit down, for starters,” I said.

      She looked confused for a moment, but sank to the sofa. Wren sat beside her and Trip settled onto the arm of the couch, supportive but not too close. I threw myself into the chair and blew out a long breath.

      “Relax,” I said at last. “This is my fault as much as yours.”

      “But…?”

      Wren touched her friend’s leg. Of all the people in the room, I think she understood me better than anyone.

      “Look,” I said, “I’ll smooth things over with Daphne and Sara.” I didn’t know how, but I’d try.

      “Are you sure? I’m the one who—”

      I shook my head. “Trust me. You don’t want to deal with Sara.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “Not with her. She’s been fighting for her life for a long time, against tougher customers than you.” I winced inwardly at the word “customers,” but continued anyway. “I don’t know if I could take her in a serious fight.” I leveled my gaze at the petite blonde. She was half Sara’s size and didn’t have the survival instincts. “Trust me, you don’t want anything to do with her. Like I said, let me deal with her.”

      “What about Ash?”

      “Ash is dead to me,” I said flatly. “She doesn’t exist.” I looked into Christy’s eyes to gauge her reaction to what I said next. “I know you’re taking your share of the blame, but Ash was the evil genius behind this little scheme.”

      Christy started to deny it, but I could see that it was true.

      “I don’t want someone like her in my life,” I said, “the kind of person who’d deliberately hurt another.” For a moment I wondered if I fit that description.

      “And what about us?” Christy asked, her voice shaky. “Are we still friends?”

      “You and me?” I shrugged.

      “Will you at least accept my apology?”

      I wanted to tell her that I’d accept only if she accepted mine for everything else, but I didn’t like the idea of setting conditions on forgiveness.

      “Of course,” I said. “Everybody screws up. Believe me, I know that better than anyone. But I don’t want to beat a dead horse—yours or mine—so let’s just move on and try to be nice to each other. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      I fell silent for a few moments, but then mused, “Are we still friends? I guess. Will it be the same as before? I dunno. I guess we’ll see.”

      She accepted with a stoic nod, and everyone relaxed visibly as the tension ebbed.

      “Well,” Trip said, “I’m glad that’s over.”

      “It’s not over,” Wren and I said at the same time. We looked at each other and shared a dark laugh. She knew me, and I definitely knew her as well.

      “I still have to deal with Sara,” I said. “And to a lesser extent Daphne.”

      “And I’m going to talk to Ash.”

      Trip and I exchanged a look. We both knew from experience that we didn’t want to be on the receiving end of Wren’s anger.

      “What’re you going to do?” Christy asked.

      “I haven’t decided yet,” Wren said, “but she’s gonna come to Jesus.”

      “You don’t mean that literally, do you?”

      “That depends on her.”
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      After Christy and Wren left, I asked Trip if I could have some time alone to think.

      “That’s cool,” he said. “I need to work on my project anyway.” He gathered his drafting tools and carrying tube. “See you in a couple of hours?”

      “Yeah, that’ll work.”

      Jeff and Luke were out, so I had the apartment to myself. The first thing I did was take a long, hot shower, which rinsed away more than sweat. I wish I could’ve washed the entire day from my memory, but soap and water only go so far. Still, I emerged from the shower clean and in a better mood than before. I wasn’t ready to sing “Kumbaya” or anything, but at least I didn’t want to kill anyone. Much.

      After I dressed in a pair of dry sweats, I called Susan. It was a bit late, but I didn’t think she’d be in bed yet.

      “Hey,” I said when she answered. “It’s Paul. I hope it’s not too late.”

      “No, no, it’s fine. I was reading an investment proposal, so I’m glad for the distraction. How are you? Wait, let me guess… late-night phone call on a weeknight? That can’t be good.”

      “I’ve been better,” I said with a tired sigh. Then I told her about my day. Her only comment was to ask what I thought about the rumor.

      “About them being strippers?” I said, and shrugged. “I dunno. I mean, it would explain a couple of things.”

      “And what about the other? About them being prostitutes?”

      I shrugged again and thought about it before answering. “You know I don’t have any hang-ups about that. Heck, I wouldn’t mind getting paid for sex if I could. So I don’t see anything wrong with a woman doing it. I mean, it’s her body, after all.”

      “Yes, but it’s not exactly the safest profession in the world. There are lots of bad people involved. Not to mention the drugs, diseases, and other dangers.”

      “Yeah, but even if Daphne and Sara used to be involved, they aren’t now. Well, I don’t think they are, at least. I’d know.”

      “Would you?”

      “Yeah, I think so. I mean, Daphne started sleeping with me because she wanted something she wasn’t getting. If she were still… um… having sex for money, she wouldn’t need me, now would she?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. There’s a difference between anonymous sex and emotional sex.”

      “Yeah, I know, and it’s definitely emotional with Daphne and me.”

      “Ah, I see.” She paused. “Do you love her?”

      “In a way.” I thought about it for a moment and tried to sort out my feelings. “I… care about her. I guess that’s the best way to describe it. I don’t want to see her hurt, but she’s not my soul mate or anything.”

      “And what about Sara?”

      “It’s more complicated with her. I mean, I’m definitely attracted to her, but she’s… damaged.” I fell silent, and Susan let me think. “Do you remember how Stacy was when we first met her? Sara is like that, sort of. But where Stacy retreated into her little-girl world, Sara became a man-hater. She turned hard, and very defensive. She still doesn’t like me, not really, but I think she’s beginning to realize that I’m not your typical male chauvinist pig.”

      “No, you’re definitely not that,” Susan said with a laugh that raised my spirits more than anything had all night. We shared a moment of amused silence before she said, “So, what’re you going to do?”

      “I think I’m going to bide my time and see what happens. I’m not really the wait-and-see type, but I don’t think I can dive into this guns-hot. If I ask Daphne and Sara about the rumors, it’ll put them on the defensive. I definitely don’t want that. And if I act too nice, they’ll think it’s out of pity or something. That’s how Sara’ll see it, at least. Daphne? I dunno. She’s more of a mystery, but she wants—heck, needs—a guy who’s in control.”

      Susan laughed again, light-hearted and teasing. “That’s you all right.”

      “Believe it or not, I am in control these days. Well, mostly. I still have moments, but I’m really trying to do better.”

      “Oh, I know. I can tell. Before, we would’ve had this conversation after you’d done something… oh… shall we say, ill-advised.”

      “You mean stupid.”

      “You could say that,” she said, a smile in her voice.

      I had to smile too, although mine was rueful. “Yeah, well, I’m trying to grow up.”

      “You’re doing a pretty good job.”

      “Thanks. I’ve had good instructors.”

      “Aw, shucks,” she teased, and we shared another laugh.

      After that we talked about my options. I didn’t really like any of them, but I had to deal with the situation I was given. When we finally said goodbye and hung up, I felt a lot better about things.

      As I lay there and stared at the ceiling, I went over the phone call in my head. When I thought about who’d said what, I realized that I’d done most of the talking. That wasn’t unusual with Susan—she was a good listener—but it was unusual when I wanted advice.

      “Jeez,” I thought aloud, “maybe I am growing up.”

      I snorted a laugh and bounced to my feet. I had too much pent-up emotion to sleep, so I grabbed my coat and project drawings. Trip would probably still be in the design lab, and I knew he’d appreciate the company.
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      Christy was subdued at breakfast the next morning, and Ash didn’t show up at all. For a moment I harbored the fantasy that Wren might’ve killed her and disposed of the body. Then I shook my head in disbelief at my own imagination. It could be pretty wild at times, even for me.

      When Meredith asked about her, Wren said, “She won’t be joining us for a while.”

      “She didn’t say anything to me,” Zoë said.

      Our little circle of friends had a pecking order like any other. Until then, Ash and Wren had vied for the top spot among the girls. Christy had always been in Wren’s orbit, and Meredith tended to gravitate that way as well. Zoë was Ash’s friend and roommate, so she needed to decide if she liked the new order or not.

      Wren let the question hang there until everyone was paying attention. Then she deliberately set her knife and fork on her plate. She dabbed at the corner of her mouth with her napkin, folded it, and neatly tucked it under the edge of her plate. I almost laughed at her flair for the dramatic. She definitely knew how to work a crowd.

      When she finally looked at Zoë and smiled, her expression was cool and completely polite. “She said she had some things to think about. I’m sure she’ll join us again when she’s feeling a bit more… sociable.”

      Zoë knew what was going on, but she didn’t have the courage to challenge the new status quo. “Oh, okay,” she said at last.

      The tension lingered until Wren replaced her napkin in her lap and returned to her breakfast. Her smile was the same as one I’d seen in National Geographic, on a lioness that had just settled the issue of alpha female once and for all.

      “Did you see where it’s supposed to snow again?” Christy said to no one in particular. “They say it’ll be in the teens and twenties the rest of the week.”

      “Yeah, I saw that,” Meredith said, and turned her newspaper to the weather forecast.

      Conversation slowly resumed around us, but Trip, Wren, and I remained silent. Part of me wanted to laugh at her “I’m the boss” act. Another part wanted to tease Trip for thinking he could tame her. But the biggest part was simply thankful that she was my friend.
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      The rumors in the A&A building had died down, but I still heard whispered conversations, and people looked at me after I passed them. When I didn’t see Daphne or Sara all day, I went looking for them after design class. I didn’t want to seem obvious about checking on them, so I put on my jogging clothes and went for a run in Fort Sanders.

      I ran by their house once without stopping. No one shot at me or chased me with a butcher knife, so I made a loop around the block and came back for another pass. This time I jogged up the walk and stopped at their door. I hesitated a moment and then laughed at myself for being nervous.

      Daphne answered when I knocked. She looked so good that she nearly took my breath away. She was dressed in jeans and a simple cable-knit sweater, but they fit like a second skin. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she wasn’t wearing much makeup. She didn’t need much, though, and I liked her better when she wasn’t decorated for a date.

      “Hey.”

      “Hi.”

      “I haven’t talked to you in a couple of days,” I said, “and I was in the neighborhood. So I decided to drop by. I hope that’s okay.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “So… um… do you want to go for a walk or something?”

      She looked back into the apartment. “Okay,” she said at last. “Step inside while I get my coat.”

      “Where’s Sara?” I asked as Daphne wrote a quick note.

      “She has a shoot. She and Jamie are up in Gatlinburg.”

      “Jamie?” I said. “Do I know her?”

      Daphne smiled.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Oh, nothing,” she said, and handed me her white coat with the fur collar.

      I helped her into it and we left the apartment. We walked around the block, just talking about everyday stuff. I desperately wanted to ask her about the rumors, but she acted like she hadn’t heard them.

      “Do you want to go to dinner?” I asked as we returned to the big Victorian house.

      “I’d better not,” she said. “Sara will be home soon, and… you know…”

      “She won’t be happy if you’re out with me.”

      “Sorry.”

      “That’s cool,” I lied.

      “Do you want to do something tomorrow?” she asked. “Maybe after karate practice?”

      I smiled and didn’t correct her. “Yeah, that’d be cool.”

      She sensed my disappointment and leaned close. “I’ll suck you off,” she whispered.

      “Now?” I wanted to kick myself for sounding so desperate, but I didn’t take it back.

      She shook her head with an indulgent smile, but leaned in for a kiss.

      I obliged her, and grabbed a handful of ass as I pulled her close. She bent backward and started to yield as my erection pressed her thigh, but then she pushed me away.

      “Tomorrow,” she said. “I promise.”
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      I settled into my pose as Siobhan told the class what she wanted them to sketch. When I finally got situated, Daphne gave me a look that made my pulse race. Even a eunuch would’ve gotten hard, and I was definitely still a man. Wren noticed my reaction and chuckled as she followed my gaze.

      “So,” she said, “everything’s all right?”

      “I guess,” I said, although it was hard to tell with Daphne. She was so good at hiding her emotions that I didn’t know what was going on in her head.

      “Did she fall to her knees and worship at the altar of Paul?” Wren teased sotto voce.

      “You’re pure evil,” I whispered back. “You know that, right?”

      “That’s what Trip said last night… when I—”

      “It’s the bottom of the seventh and Sister Eunice is at the plate,” I muttered. “Two outs with the go-ahead run on second base.”

      “Second base?” Wren teased. “We went a lot further than that. Trip hit a home run three times b—”

      “Eleanor Roosevelt is on the mound,” I went on, “and Sister Eunice digs in as the first lady winds up.”

      Wren giggled and gave up, although by that point I was completely hard. Fortunately I was in Rodin’s Thinker pose, and my arm stopped my dick from pointing skyward. In spite of that, the students directly in front of me—just my luck that they were all girls—could see my hard-on.

      Daphne made things worse. She was wearing one of her thin bras and must have been as horny as I was, because her nipples were doing their best to poke holes in her sweater.

      I struggled to keep my erection in check for the next forty-five minutes. Whenever I thought I had things under control, Wren would tease me with a soft sound of pleasure, or Daphne would close her eyes and take a deep breath like she was fighting down her own desires.

      Siobhan took pity on me and let us go a few minutes early. I managed to put on my robe without embarrassing myself. I jammed my hands in the robe’s pockets and held my erection to the side, but it was still obvious. A couple of girls noticed and shared a grin, which made me flush with embarrassment.

      Wren broke into a fit of laughter when we reached the sanctuary of Siobhan’s office. “God, I should feel bad for teasing you,” she said, “but it’s too much fun.”

      “Yeah, well, payback is hell.”

      “Oh?”

      I shot her a dark look and punctuated it with the snap of my boxers against my waist.

      “Nice tent,” she said sweetly. “Going camping?”

      I ignored her, but she didn’t relent until I finally shrugged into my backpack and tried to hide the bulge in my pants by zipping up my coat.

      “Really,” she said with another laugh, “you’re entirely too much fun.”

      “And you’re gonna get it one day.”

      Her eyes lit up. “One day soon?”

      I started to walk out without replying, but then turned and backed her against the desk with my body. “I would love to give it to you,” I said. “All eight inches.” (So it was an exaggeration. What can I say? The truth didn’t sound as menacing.) Then I changed tactics and smiled. “So,” I asked mildly, “when do you want it? I’m sure Trip would love for me to join you.”

      “Oh, that’s just mean.”

      “What? You mean he doesn’t want a threesome?”

      “You know he doesn’t.”

      “That’s too bad, ’cause you wouldn’t be able to walk straight after we finished with you.” I sighed and shook my head in mock disappointment. “But I guess that’s not gonna happen. Sucks, don’t it?”

      “Not fair.”

      “I can tease too, Beautiful,” I said. “And I learned from someone who makes us look like amateurs. Chin up, though. I’m sure you’ll get what you want… eventually. Trip can’t hold out forever.”

      “You don’t know Trip,” she muttered darkly.

      My grin turned into a chuckle. “Ah, but he doesn’t know you. You don’t take no for an answer. Not when you really want something.” I touched the back of her neck and tilted her face up for a kiss. I bent close but didn’t quite reach her lips. “Besides,” I said softly, “you know how much I want it.”

      Her eyes flashed open and she shoved me away when she realized that I wasn’t going to kiss her.

      I laughed it off. “In the meantime,” I said, “I’m going to give it to Daphne like there’s no tomorrow.”

      “Oh, that’s really not fair!”

      “Like I said,” I replied, “I can tease with the best of ’em.”

      She was still sputtering when I closed the office door behind me.

      Daphne had already left, which was probably for the best, since I had to get to Professor Liang’s class. I’d been late too many times already, and word would get back to Joska if I kept it up. So I headed to the computer lab and slid into my seat next to Gracie.

      “I didn’t think you were going to make it,” she said, but then trailed off.

      I glanced at her and felt my cheeks flush when I caught her staring at the bulge in my pants.

      She met my eyes but couldn’t hold them.

      I was still in a teasing mood, so I turned to my desk without trying to hide my erection. If she wants to look, I thought, let her look.
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      I climbed off of Daphne and slouched across from her in the back seat. The window was cold against the back of my head, but I ignored it and let my eyes droop as I breathed deep through my nose. Light from the solitary streetlamp cast a soft glow through the fogged windows of the Land Cruiser. The alley behind Kmart wasn’t the most romantic spot, but Daphne hadn’t complained.

      “Do you want me to suck you off?”

      “Um… maybe in a few minutes,” I said. “I’m fine for now.”

      She felt her pussy. “But you didn’t come.”

      “Are you kidding? I blew a huge load.”

      “Where?”

      “In the condom. Where’d you think?”

      “But… you weren’t wearing one.” She sat up and looked. “Oh.”

      My dick was still mostly hard, and the full condom was obvious. I didn’t particularly like the new brand, though. They were too tight, but they were thinner than my usual Trojans.

      As long as they hold, I thought, and pinched the tip of the sheath as I tugged it off my pole. I winced as it tried to pull half my skin with it, but then it released and snapped free.

      “They’re new,” I said. “I thought I’d try ’em to see if they helped… with… um… you know.” I gestured at her pussy. “I guess they do. Chalk one up for the pharmacist.”

      “Huh?”

      “I told him about your symptoms.”

      She abruptly closed her legs and then crossed her arms over her breasts.

      “Whoa,” I backpedaled, “I don’t think you have VD or anything. I just told him about your… um… reaction when I wear a condom.”

      She relaxed a bit, but not completely.

      “He said you might be allergic to latex, so he suggested these.” I fished the two remaining condoms out of my pants pocket. “They’re lambskin,” I said. “Natural.”

      She took one of the foil packets and tilted it toward the light. “You got these just for me? Special and all?”

      “Sure. I mean, you didn’t seem to like the others. You always… um… squirmed. And you didn’t really enjoy sex except when I was bareback. At first I thought it might be me… you know, my size. I know I’m not huge, but—”

      “Oh, no, I like big dicks.”

      “Oh… that’s good,” I said. “But you don’t like it when I wear a condom, so…”

      “They always… itch.”

      “Yeah, the pharmacist asked about that. He also asked if your skin gets red or develops blisters. I didn’t think you did, but… um… I haven’t really looked that close afterward.”

      “I don’t get blisters,” she said, “but I get red sometimes, especially after several times.”

      “Sorry I didn’t notice sooner. Why didn’t you say anything?”

      She shrugged indifferently and held up the condom packet. “So I’m allergic to latex?”

      “Evidently.”

      “And you got these just ’cause I didn’t like the others?”

      I nodded.

      Daphne wasn’t a genius like Kendall, or even Gina, but she wasn’t dumb either. She knew what I’d done and why, but she didn’t know how to react. I watched the emotions play across her face in the unguarded moment: confusion, suspicion, affection, and then arousal.

      All of a sudden she climbed on my lap and started kissing me, quickly at first, but with growing passion. My dick reacted predictably, and after several heated minutes, I groped the seat until I found one of the condom packets.

      Daphne felt what I was doing and sat back long enough to take it from me. She extracted the condom and expertly rolled it over my shaft. Then she steadied me with one hand and sank onto my pole.

      I started to say something, but she bent over me and kissed me again. Then she sat up and began riding me in earnest. Her head pressed against the roof, but she didn’t seem to care. She was in her own little world, so I put my hands on her hips and watched her face as she rose and fell on my cock.

      She put on quite a show, cupping her breasts and tweaking her nipples until she sat down hard and ground her clit against the base of my shaft. Her pussy contracted around me and a rush of moisture flooded my thighs. I thought she might pull away or start crying (or both), but she simply sat there and panted quietly.

      “I think that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me,” she said at last. Then she felt the wetness between our thighs. “God, I made a mess. It’s so embarrassing.”

      “No, it’s okay. I… um… I kinda like it.”

      “You do?”

      I nodded. “It’s like the big finale at the end of fireworks. It lets you know that everything went off with a bang.”

      She actually laughed, but then sobered quickly and met my eyes. “You really are a nice guy, aren’t you?”

      “I try to be,” I said self-consciously. “I guess I treat people like I want to be treated. You know, ‘do unto others…’”

      She gave me a blank look.

      “The Golden Rule?”

      “Oh yeah. I remember that from Sunday school when I was a girl.” She breathed a soft, dark laugh. “I haven’t thought about it a lot since, though.”

      “Yeah, I kinda figured.”

      We sat in silence for a moment as she seemed to struggle with something. I couldn’t read her expression, but I could feel it in her body.

      “I want to do something,” she said at last. “You probably won’t like it, but I promise to make it up to you.”

      “Okay,” I said cautiously.

      “Sara wants me to do a photo shoot. Lingerie and nudes and… um… maybe some sex stuff.”

      “Ah. Okay.” I had some experience with that.

      “I want you to do it with me. The shoot.”

      “I dunno if that’s such a great idea,” I said. “I mean, Sara and I…”

      “She’ll do it if I ask.”

      “Yeah, but why would you? Ask, I mean.”

      “It’s just… something I want to do.”

      I said yes after a bit more persuading. I probably should’ve said no, but my curiosity got the better of me. I told myself that the big head was making the decision, but I wasn’t so sure. And I knew myself well enough to admit that even though I’d told Sara that I wasn’t a threat, I was incredibly competitive. Deep down I wanted Daphne to like me best.

      Great plan, genius, I mocked silently. What if you win? “In the meantime,” I said aloud, “I think you owe me a blowjob.”

      Daphne blinked.

      “You said you’d suck my cock,” I reminded her, “and it’s time to pay up.”

      “Swallow too?”

      “Of course!”
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      My life slowly returned to normal over the next few days. Christy and I were polite to each other, but it would be a while before we’d have a conversation without an awkward moment or two. Still, it was better than silence and glares, and definitely better than arguments and backstabbing.

      Ash didn’t return to breakfast at all, and avoided me whenever I saw her in the A&A building. I still wanted to choke her until her eyes popped out, so it was probably best that we didn’t hang out together.

      I managed to get some cross-country flight time, and spent Sunday in Atlanta with Leah. In between rounds of sex, she talked about some guy she had the hots for. I think she used me as a distraction (or practice penis), although I didn’t really care which.

      A couple of days later I took my instrument flight test with Earl’s friend and passed with flying colors. I also spotted Kendall and some of her friends on her birthday. She didn’t see me, but she looked happy. I was glad for that. I still resented some of the things she’d done when we were together, but that didn’t mean I wanted her to be unhappy.

      I even caught up all my homework and class reading. I’d been struggling ever since my week of insanity, and it bugged me to skip assignments, even if the professors didn’t collect and grade them. I also found time to do a ton of work on my design project for Joska’s class.

      Everything was finally going right in my life, so I almost managed to forget my misgivings about the photo shoot with Daphne. When I did think about it, I wondered if I liked causing problems for myself. Part of me hoped that Daphne had forgotten about it, but she was waiting for me after class on Thursday to remind me.

      “Are you sure Sara’s okay with it?” I asked.

      “Of course she is,” Daphne said, and for once I could tell that she was lying. She must have seen the doubt in my eyes, because she gave me a quick kiss and headed to her next class. “See you Saturday.”

      Great, I thought. What have I gotten myself into?
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      I spent most of Friday trying to think of a way to politely back out of the photo shoot, but that evening I found a note stuck to my bedroom door.

      Sara called about the thing tomorrow. She said don’t be late. And bring a suit and tie and a couple different outfits. Polos and khakis. The usual faggy stuff you wear. (P.S. – I added the last part myself. Ha ha! Jeff.)

      I smiled at Jeff’s humor and then realized that Sara had called, not Daphne. Jeff had even captured her surly tone.

      “She’s going through with it?” I mused aloud.

      Evidently.
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      I spent most of Saturday in the design lab with Trip and Gracie and about half of the other second-year students. People came and went, but a sizable group kept at it well into the afternoon. When I finally looked at my watch, I realized that I was going to be late for the photo shoot, so I began rolling up my drawings.

      “Hot date, Hughes?” one of the guys teased.

      “Sort of.”

      “God, that guy gets more pussy,” someone else muttered.

      “Shut up, Clay!” Gracie snapped.

      I flashed her a grateful smile and slung my carrying tube over my shoulder.

      She lowered her voice so only I could hear. “You don’t really have a date, do you?”

      “Yeah, sort of.”

      “But what about… your project?”

      “Get some for me,” someone called, and someone else added a wolf-whistle.

      Gracie scowled at them. “Shut up!”

      Trip added fuel to the fire when he started singing a dirty version of “Come On Eileen.”

      Gracie threw a drafting scale at him and he ducked. She seemed pretty straight-laced, and the sexual innuendos probably bothered her. I couldn’t do anything about it, though, so I grabbed the rest of my things and left with a wave.
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      Sara met me on the porch before I even had a chance to knock. She stepped into the cold and pulled the door closed behind her. For a moment I thought she might tell me to go home.

      “You’re late,” she said. “You were supposed to be here at five.”

      “Sorry about that. I was working on a project. It was kinda important.”

      “This is ‘kinda important.’ And I’ll be screwed if I don’t get this film off to the lab by Monday.”

      “The lab? Why? The school has darkrooms.”

      “Yeah, numb nuts, for black and white.”

      “So we’re shooting color today?”

      “You’re a genius.”

      “Look,” I said, “if you’re gonna cut me down the whole time, I can save you the trouble and go back to campus.” I started to turn away to make my point. “I have plenty—”

      She yanked me to face her.

      I looked down at her hand where she gripped my jacket and then gave her a hard, flat stare.

      She actually looked apologetic when she released me, so I didn’t press the issue. “Look,” she said, “this is important. I have a project too, and the proofs are due in a week. So I need to get these pictures tonight.”

      I continued to stare at her, unmoved.

      “If you won’t do it for me, do it for Daphne. She’s the one who wants you here in the first place, not me.”

      “But you need me here,” I said flatly, “don’t you?”

      “I don’t need you at all. I don’t—”

      “Okay. See ya.”

      “No, hold on!”

      I turned back and raised my eyebrows expectantly. I was pretty sure that Daphne had refused to do the shoot unless I was there, or that she’d offered something in trade to get Sara to agree. Either way, Sara had to deal with me, which gave me some leverage to make things a bit less combative.

      “All right,” she said at last, “I want you here.”

      I didn’t want to be a jerk, so I didn’t make her say that she “needed” me. Instead, I let my expression relax. “That’s good to hear,” I said. “I want to be here, too.”

      “Well duh. It’s Daphne. But I’m running the show, got it?”

      “Aye, aye, ma’am,” I said, although she missed the sarcasm.

      “And just because I’m nice to you while we’re shooting doesn’t mean I like you. I’m doing this for Daphne.”

      I managed to suppress a smirk and simply nodded instead.

      “At least you’re not the usual knuckle-dragger that she’s attracted to.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “But you’re a smug bastard, aren’t you?”

      “Not at all,” I said, bone dry. “My parents were married.”

      She actually laughed, but then covered it with a deeper scowl.

      I knew I’d won the first round, so I didn’t need to rub it in. So I shifted my suit bag and gestured toward the door. “Ready to get started?”

      “Just remember who’s in charge, shi—”

      I cleared my throat to cut her off. “No problem,” I said. “You’re in charge.”

      She glared at me again for good measure and then turned to open the door.

      My cheeks flushed as soon as I walked into the apartment. It felt like a furnace, so I immediately dropped my things and shed my leather jacket.

      “Why so hot?” I asked.

      “’Cause we’re shooting nudes,” Sara said, almost sweetly, “and gooseflesh isn’t sexy.”

      “Oh, thanks.”

      “It’s not for you. It’s for Daphne.”

      I just laughed, which she ignored. Then I took a good look at her living room. She’d pushed all the furniture to the side and set up two big lights on poles. They were aimed at a backdrop that covered the back wall and extended eight or ten feet into the living room. In addition, she had several smaller fill lights on the floor. The whole setup looked like something out of a fashion magazine.

      Sara followed my gaze. “Daphne told me you have an SLR. Are you any good?”

      “I’m an amateur,” I said, and gestured at her apartment-cum-studio. “Especially compared to you.”

      She didn’t say anything snide for a change.

      A smallish guy came out of the kitchen and saw us. “Almost ready,” he said to Sara. He nodded at me like he knew me. “Hey, Paul. How’s it going?”

      “Um… pretty good,” I said after a moment. “You?”

      “Good, thanks. Long time, huh?”

      I played along. “Um… yeah, long time.”

      “You don’t remember me, do you?” He didn’t seem offended. “I’m Jamie, Billy’s friend.” My frown must’ve deepened, because he actually laughed. “Billy Vaughan,” he explained. “Your roommate. Last year…?”

      Everything finally clicked into place, although my expression made him laugh again.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “We only met a few times.”

      “Dracula,” I said out of the blue. “Um… Inherit the Wind.” I stumbled through dim memories. “And… um… 1776!”

      “Wow,” he said, “you were paying attention.”

      “Yeah, sorry I didn’t recognize you sooner. How’s it been? Still doing theater?”

      “Of course,” he said with a flourish.

      “And how’s Billy?”

      His expression changed and he looked at Sara. “Does he… um…?”

      She snorted. “Him? Are you kidding?”

      Jamie turned back to me. “We don’t hang out much anymore.”

      I glanced between the two of them and wondered what I’d missed. I was about to ask when Daphne came out of the bedroom. She saw me and her eyes lit up. We shared a moment of excitement before we remembered that we weren’t alone.

      “You can put your stuff over there,” Sara said brusquely, and gestured toward the pile of furniture. “And then take off your clothes.”

      I stood there for a moment, confused. Daphne was dressed in a red cocktail dress and matching shoes, and I figured that I’d wear my suit. We’d look like a couple on a date. I didn’t expect to strip down first thing.

      “Come on,” Sara said. “We don’t have all night. Jamie still has to do your makeup.”

      That brought up another problem, and I shot a glance at Jamie. Most guys are uncomfortable with nudity, especially when it’s another guy.

      “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “I see it all the time. In the theater.”

      “In the theater?” Sara scoffed. “Right.”

      “You’re one to talk,” he shot back.

      I still didn’t know what they were talking about, but judging from Sara’s impatient look, I wasn’t going to find out. So I hung my suit bag on an overturned chair and began taking off my clothes.

      “Are you sure about this?” I said as I sat down next to Jamie’s makeup table.

      “Everybody needs makeup, sweetie,” he said. “Trust me. Well, everybody except Daph. Her skin is flawless.”

      He gave me a critical appraisal and then used a wedge of sponge to apply base and a little concealer. He didn’t use lipstick or eye shadow or anything else, but it still made me feel strange.

      “There,” he said, and surveyed his handiwork. “You’re ready for Playgirl.” Then he casually surveyed the rest of my body. “You want it anywhere else? I can give you a six-pack, or make your pecs stand out.”

      “Um… no thanks. I’m cool.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I don’t bite,” he said, but then smirked. “Unless you like that sort of thing.”

      Sara came over. “Is he ready?” She looked over my shoulder and studied my face in the little mirror. “Yeah, you’ll do. Here,” she said, and held out a dog collar and leash. “Put this on.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Which part didn’t you understand? Put. This. On.” She shook the collar for emphasis. “Come on, we don’t have all night.”

      I decided not to make a big deal of it, so I took the collar and fastened it around my neck.

      “Good boy,” Sara said. “Now come over here.” She gestured at the backdrop and then ignored me as she began adjusting the lights.

      Daphne took one look at me and covered a smile.

      “I didn’t realize I’d be a dog,” I muttered.

      “I’ll swallow your bone,” she said softly.

      I cracked a smile.

      She smiled too, but then turned serious. “Thank you,” she whispered. “This means a lot.”

      “I’m glad.” I was about to tell her how sexy she looked when Sara clapped her hands for attention.

      “Daphne, you stand in the center. Paul, get on your hands and knees next to her. You’re her loving pet. Got it?”

      “Loving pet. Got it,” I said, but couldn’t resist a spark of mischief. “Do you mean that literally?”

      Her expression was hard and unamused.

      “Evidently not,” I muttered, and got down on all fours.

      “All right,” Sara began, “for this first scene, I want you to…”
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      We took a break a couple of hours later. After the loving pet scene, we did another where Daphne used me as furniture. She lounged on me in a dozen different poses. It was fun because her dress was short and she wasn’t wearing panties, but it was still hard work. Daphne wasn’t a small girl, and I had to hold her in some positions that really tested my strength.

      Sara evidently wanted to break me, so I smiled and did everything she asked without complaint. If she thought I’d cry uncle, she was going to be disappointed. Daphne apologized a couple of times—quietly, of course—but I shook it off. I was made of tougher stuff than that, and Sara hadn’t even scratched the surface.

      I snapped out of my woolgathering when Jamie said, “I’m starving. Who wants a sandwich?”

      “Me,” Sara said without looking up from her equipment table. “I could eat a cow.”

      She was probably serious. Jamie was ostensibly her helper, but he ended up holding diffusers or reflectors more than anything else. Sara worked harder than all of us, directing the shoot, handling her equipment, and moving the lights as well.

      Jamie gave me a sandwich wrapped in wax paper, and my stomach let me know that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. I tore open the wrapper and tried not to wolf down the food.

      “What is this?” I asked when I came up for air.

      “Turkey and Havarti,” he said, “with Dijon mustard and slices of Granny Smith apple.”

      I blinked and looked at my sandwich with a new appreciation. “It’s really good.”

      “Thanks.”

      “They’re my favorite,” Daphne said.

      “Of course they are, doll,” he said.

      She smiled and gave him a kiss on the cheek.

      I waited for Sara to bristle, but she didn’t seem to care. I was still trying to figure out what was going on when she crumpled her wax paper and picked up her notepad.

      “Okay,” she said, “I want to do the curves and angles scene next.”

      Jamie nodded and began picking up the trash from the sandwiches.

      “We’ll finish off with the silhouettes in black and white,” Sara went on. “Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said.

      “Go ahead and slip out of your dress, hon,” she told Daphne, “and let Jamie touch up your hair and makeup.” She turned to me. “You can wait over there.”

      “Do I need to get dressed or anything?”

      “No. You’re going to be in your birthday suit all night.”

      “Then why’d you have me bring all those clothes?” The words were barely out of my mouth before I realized that I’d been set up. “You just wanted to prove you were in charge,” I said, “didn’t you?”

      “I am in charge.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Whatever.” If she expected me to get upset at that, she was going to be disappointed again.

      Daphne joined me on the backdrop a few minutes later. She was still wearing her heels, but nothing else. I gave her a discreet once-over. She posed and let me look until Sara finished resetting the lights.

      “Everyone ready?” she said.

      For the first several shots, I stood behind Daphne and covered her breasts with my hands. Sara didn’t want to see my face at all, so I hid behind Daphne’s shoulders (in heels she was two or three inches taller than me). After a couple of shots, we changed poses and went from there, with Sara giving direction and shooting from different angles.

      I began to enjoy myself. Sara was surprisingly easy to work with, especially since she was a different person behind the lens. I didn’t want to admit it, but I was impressed. Daphne made things fun too. She was completely at ease in front of the camera and didn’t mind being nude, even in front of several people. Most people are self-conscious about their body and get nervous when people look at them, but not Daphne.

      She was having fun teasing me as well. She wasn’t obvious about it, but most of our poses involved a lot of contact. I tried not to react when she “accidentally” brushed my cock or pressed her ass against it, but all the teasing was beginning to have an effect.

      I worried what would happen when Sara noticed my nascent erection, but she actually found it amusing. Maybe she thought I was frustrated or something. Too bad for her that I’d spent a lot of time around Susan, who used to tease me and keep me hard for hours.

      After six or seven rolls of film, Sara called a break. I couldn’t hide my erection once Daphne and I separated, but no one seemed to care, although Jamie wasn’t shy about checking me out. I figured that he was one of those rare guys like me, who wasn’t self-conscious about looking at another guy’s dick.

      He didn’t have time to stare, though, because Sara started giving directions for the next scene. She moved the main lights behind us and adjusted them to cover the backdrop. When Jamie turned off the fill lights, the shadows crowded closer, and Sara stepped forward to meter the light. Finally, she loaded her camera with a fresh roll of film.

      “Okay,” she said, “this next series is silhouettes in black and white. Daphne, give me lots of poses that show off your curves.” She lowered her viewfinder and looked at me. “Try to keep your boner out of sight. This isn’t porn. Okay? It’s art.”

      I agreed, although I was a bit nonplussed. I hadn’t expected her to be so sanguine about my erection, especially since it was mere inches away from her girlfriend. But she seemed to care more about her scene than me, so I shut up and did what I was told.

      When Sara checked her camera again to set the exposure, Daphne leaned close and whispered, “I owe you.”

      “Mmm hmm,” I said under my breath. “A blowjob.”

      “As many as you want.”

      “What’s that?” Sara asked, and Daphne and I acted like teenagers who’d been caught making out.

      “Nothing, love,” Daphne said.

      “All right then, let’s get shooting. We don’t have all night.”

      Sara started taking pictures, and I made sure to keep my erection behind Daphne as much as I could, although some of our poses left me completely exposed. Fortunately, I wasn’t shy about grabbing the thing and holding it out of the way until Daphne moved into a new pose.

      The real problem was that Daphne was as horny as I was. Even when my dick wasn’t pressed against her in some pose, she knew it was there. She didn’t show it on the outside, but I could almost feel her thrumming with desire.

      “Okay,” Sara said at last, “I think I have everything I need.”

      Daphne and I looked at each other. We were both thinking the same thing, but we couldn’t do anything about it. Fortunately, Sara didn’t notice our expressions as we slowly separated.

      Jamie turned on a few lights and then looked at his watch. “Um… I hate to run, but…”

      Sara looked at her own watch. “Oh, that’s right,” she said, “you had to leave by ten.”

      He nodded. “We’re…” He glanced at me. “Um… going to a rehearsal.”

      “Sorry we ran late,” Sara said. “Go ahead and get out of here. Say hi to Tom. Have fun at your, ahem, rehearsal.”

      “Do you want me to help with the lights before I go?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I can manage.”

      “I’ll help,” I said.

      Sara gave me a weird look, but Jamie smiled gratefully.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      He kissed Sara on the cheek and then gave Daphne a hug and kiss. He didn’t seem affected by her nudity. He was probably used to it from the theater, but Daphne was more Playmate than college play, so I didn’t understand how he could blithely ignore her body as she pressed against him.

      “It was good to see you again,” he said to me as he gathered his coat and satchel.

      “Yeah, good to see you too.”

      “Good night, good night,” he said to the girls. “Parting is such sweet sorrow.”

      He left with a flourish and a blast of cold air.

      I started to move the heavy lights away from the backdrop, but Daphne had other ideas.

      “Love,” she said to Sara, “can we do one more scene?”

      “It’s kinda late.”

      “Just one? I’ve been thinking about it and it’ll be a good one, I promise.”

      I almost laughed at the conflict in Sara’s face. She clearly wanted to put the apartment back in order and get me out of there, but at the same time she didn’t want to disappoint Daphne.

      “I’ll dance for you,” Daphne blurted. “I know how you love it.”

      Sara gave me a pointed look. “Can’t it wait till later?”

      “It’ll be better with Paul,” Daphne said.

      Sara’s expression said otherwise.

      “He can be the customer,” Daphne explained. “He can sit in a chair with his back to the camera.”

      “I don’t know, hon.”

      “Please? I promise you’ll like it.”

      Sara eventually gave in, but not before glaring at me. “Put on your suit,” she said. “And if you smirk one more time, I’ll knock your block off.”

      I grinned to tweak her and headed for my clothes. Unfortunately, I had time to think while I was getting dressed. I didn’t want to believe the rumors about Daphne and Sara, but too many things had started to add up. I should have figured it out sooner, I told myself, but I’d been too distracted. Besides, I didn’t really care if she’d been a stripper. I didn’t mind being nude in front of people—I even enjoyed it sometimes—so I could see the appeal, especially for someone like Daphne.

      I was still thinking about it when Daphne emerged from the bedroom. She looked like she’d just stepped out of a Frederick’s of Hollywood catalog, with a matching blue bra and panty set, a garter belt, white stockings, and four-inch platform heels.

      Even Sara gawked. Then she came to her senses and glanced at me. “Bring a kitchen chair and put it in the middle of the backdrop,” she said. “Sit facing away from the camera. I don’t want your ugly mug in these shots.”

      I shot my cuffs and stifled another grin.

      “Damn, hon,” Sara half-whispered to Daphne as she walked to the backdrop, “you look fantastic.”

      Daphne lowered her eyes and put on the shy act. I saw right through it, but Sara bought it completely. She ignored me and pulled Daphne to her. It was a rough gesture, and Daphne gasped when Sara grabbed her ass. I wanted to watch, but decided to give them some privacy instead. I faced the backdrop and quietly took my seat.

      As I waited I straightened my cuffs again, flicked a piece of imaginary lint from my trousers, and tried to ignore the scene behind me. The girls didn’t make a sound, but my imagination didn’t need any.

      Sara finally broke the silence. “I’ll get the music,” she said, her voice husky.

      I suppressed a chuckle and wondered if I sounded like that when I wanted to fuck Daphne senseless.

      Daphne stepped onto the backdrop, and I pretended to ignore her rock-hard nipples and flushed expression. A moment later Sara set a boombox to the side of the backdrop and plugged it in. She pressed Play and thumping disco music flooded the apartment.

      “Not so loud,” Daphne said over it. “The neighbors will complain again. You know what happened last time.”

      “I don’t give a damn,” Sara said, although she turned the volume down.

      Daphne began swaying her hips to the sound of Donna Summer. She locked eyes with Sara, who had moved behind me. I instinctively turned to look.

      “Don’t move,” Sara warned. “Just shut up and enjoy the show.”

      Her shutter clicked and the motor drive whirred close over my shoulder. She continued shooting as Daphne danced to the beat of “I Feel Love.”

      My dick tented my pants in record time. I’d never been to a strip club, but I knew a professional when I saw one. Daphne moved like pure sex appeal, half-lost in the music. I almost gulped when she opened her eyes and swayed toward me. She turned away and bent over to rub her panty-covered ass against my crotch.

      I had to grip the edge of the chair to keep from pulling her onto my lap. Then she faced me and straddled my hips as she thrust her cleavage in my face. I felt the heat of her body, although she never quite touched me. Then she danced away, her eyes still locked on Sara. I knew I was just a prop, but I still couldn’t believe how the girls ignored me almost completely.

      Daphne danced close and said something to Sara. I turned my head in time to glimpse Sara as she tossed aside her T-shirt and picked up her camera again. She unclasped her bra with one hand and raised the viewfinder with the other. Her breasts swayed into view as she shrugged out of the bra and flung it away so she could use both hands on the camera.

      I stared at her chest like I’d never seen a pair of breasts before. When I faced Daphne again, she was cupping her own breasts and pinching her nipples. I started to say something, but lost the thread of it as she hooked her thumbs in her panties and began working them over her hips.

      “You too,” she told Sara.

      I didn’t want to take my eyes off Daphne, but the thought of Sara getting naked right behind me was irresistible. I sat undecided for a moment but gave in and glanced back just as she kicked off her panties.

      Her bush was dark brown, like her hair, and trimmed into a neat triangle. She ignored me completely as my eyes devoured her flat stomach and lingered on her full breasts. They were bigger than Daphne’s, but just as firm, and her nipples looked very, very hard.

      I almost jumped when Daphne unzipped my trousers and pulled out my cock. She stroked it a couple of times and then danced away again.

      Sara continued taking pictures over my shoulder as Daphne swayed and caressed herself. She danced close and rubbed her ass against my stiff pole, and I somehow managed to keep from spewing all over her.

      She turned around and ran her hands up my chest and under my suit coat. With a practiced motion she flipped the coat over my shoulders. I shrugged out of it while she loosened my tie and used it to pull me toward her. My nose hit her chest and soft breasts cradled my face.

      I thought Sara would freak out, but she simply loaded a new roll of film and kept shooting. Daphne unbuttoned my shirt and practically ripped it over my shoulders. Then she went to work on my belt. I lifted my hips so she could pull off my pants and boxers. My heart was beating so fast that my cock pulsed in time with the music.

      Daphne grabbed my hand and pulled me up as she lay back. I knew what she wanted, but a sudden flare of conscience stopped me from kneeling between her legs. Instead, I moved beside her and used a finger to probe her damp bush.

      The hair on the back of my neck prickled as Sara moved behind me. I waited for her to hit me with a baseball bat. Instead, she stood over Daphne and continued taking pictures. I thrust a finger into the furnace of Daphne’s pussy. She was hot and very wet, so I added another finger and then a third. Daphne moaned over the music while Sara kept shooting.

      Time raced to a standstill. I vaguely remember Sara changing film a couple of times, but I was too busy with Daphne to pay much attention. My dick ached with the need to bury itself in something hot and wet, but I resisted the urge and fingered her instead. Daphne writhed and moaned until she released a flood of hot juices.

      “Oh, God,” Sara said, “perfect!” Her camera clicked away while Daphne stiffened from the pleasure of a second wave. Her pussy didn’t gush again, but it clamped down on my fingers like her life depended on it.

      The music stopped abruptly and Sara’s camera fell silent at the same time. Daphne’s breasts heaved from her breathing, and I saw spots as oxygen returned to my brain. I’d been holding my breath, and I wanted to laugh. Hysterically.

      When I finally came to my senses, Sara’s ass was only a foot in front of me. Her legs were spread as she stood over Daphne, and the dark outline of her labia showed through her pubic hair. None of us moved for several moments. Then Sara stepped aside and looked at me.

      “Do you mind taking your fingers out of my girlfriend?” It was the same tone she might’ve used to ask for the salt.

      My fingers came free with a squelch, and I sat back on my haunches. The smell of pussy juice hit me and my dick twitched with the need for release. I ignored it and watched as Sara loaded a new roll of film and shot several pictures of Daphne’s glowing face.

      Her breathing grew slow and regular, and I thought that she’d fallen asleep. Then I realized that she had. Sara smiled down at Daphne and couldn’t resist the urge to take a few more pictures.

      “Do you want me to carry her to bed?” I asked after a minute.

      “Yes, please.”

      I gathered Daphne in my arms and stood. Her eyes fluttered, but she was too logy to speak. Sara opened the French doors into the bedroom and I followed. Then she folded back the covers and I slid Daphne under them. She opened her eyes with an effort and looked up at us.

      Sara bent and gave her a kiss on the forehead, soft and affectionate and full of tenderness. I started to go, but Daphne caught my hand.

      “Thank you,” she said to me. Then her eyes shifted to Sara. “Both of you.”

      “Hush, love,” Sara said quietly.

      Daphne frowned up at us. “You shouldn’t fight.”

      “We won’t,” Sara said. “I promise.” Then she kissed her again and pulled the covers over her. “Go to sleep. I’ll come to bed as soon as I can. ”

      Daphne nodded and closed her eyes, too exhausted to argue.

      Sara and I left in a weird silence. When she closed the doors to the bedroom, the click of the latch seemed to echo in the small apartment.

      We stood there for a moment, nude and aroused, unsure what to do next.

      “Why didn’t you do it?” Sara finally asked. “She wanted you to.”

      I shrugged. “It didn’t seem like the thing to do.”

      She snorted.

      “Besides,” I added, “I told you I wouldn’t.” I caught her expression and frowned in accusation. “You don’t remember.”

      “Remember what?”

      “You made me promise not to have sex with her in your apartment.”

      “I don’t remember half the things I say when I’m angry.”

      “Maybe, but I do.”

      She eyed me narrowly. “You really mean that, don’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “I thought it was because you didn’t have the balls.”

      “Oh, I have the balls,” I said, “but I also have… respect.”

      “Yeah, for wha—? You mean for me?”

      I shrugged.

      “What? Are you gay? Some kind of Boy Scout?”

      I rolled my eyes and pointed at my dick, which had finally softened to half-mast. “What do you think?”

      “All right, so you’re not gay.”

      “No,” I said. “I’m just a guy who’s trying to do the right thing.”

      “Christ, then you are a Boy Scout.”

      “Whatever,” I said in disgust, and turned away.

      “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      I stopped and glanced back.

      “It’s just that… I’ve never met a guy like you. Not one who’s for real, at least.”

      “So you’ve figured out that I’m for real?”

      “I don’t know what else you could be,” she said at last.

      “I’m glad you realize that,” I said, and turned away. I resisted the urge to add, Finally.

      “Hey, wait! Where’re you going?”

      “Home,” I said. “It’s almost midnight, and it’s been a long day. Why?”

      “I… um…”

      I raised an eyebrow at her sudden change of attitude.

      “I don’t know exactly how to say this, but… um… do you mind if I shoot you?”

      “With a camera or a gun?”

      She actually laughed. “A camera.”

      “What for? Didn’t you get enough earlier?”

      “I… um… I just had an idea for my project.”

      Both eyebrows went up at that.

      “Since you’re already here,” she said, “and since you’re already… you know.” She gestured vaguely.

      “What? Nude? Aroused? Confused?”

      “All of the above?”

      I hesitated.

      “So you’ll do it?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      She didn’t bother getting dressed, and seemed as unconcerned about it as I was about my own nudity. I was a bit self-conscious about my recurring erection, but I couldn’t really do anything about it, so I tried to ignore it.

      We repositioned the lights for a silhouette shoot and then Sara loaded her camera. I was still wondering what she was up to when she turned businesslike and asked me to step onto the backdrop and do some bodybuilder poses.

      I started to imitate the pictures I’d seen in an article about Arnold Schwarzenegger, although I wasn’t sure I was doing what she wanted. I tried to keep my hard-on out of the shots, but she lowered her camera and looked a bit awkward.

      “Hey… um… I need some more explicit shots, if you know what I mean.”

      “You mean you want my dick in these?”

      “Yeah, sort of.”

      “You either do or you don’t,” I half-snapped. I was horny and annoyed—never a good combination—and regretted my tone almost immediately.

      “Okay, I want boner shots. There! I said it. Are you happy?”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to sound so snappy.” I turned to the side and put my hands on my hips. My rod jutted almost obscenely. “How’s that?”

      Instead of answering, she raised the camera and pressed the shutter release.

      I started posing again, doing different things that I only vaguely remembered from the article. I also tried to do what Daphne had done: hold a pose for a few seconds and then shift to a new one and hold it. My erection began to flag as I concentrated.

      Sara lowered the camera. “Do you mind…?” she said, and gestured at my dick.

      I blinked. “You mean you want it hard?”

      “Well duh.” She pointed to her breasts. “Why do you think I’m shooting in the nude? It’s not ’cause I like you.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I don’t kid around when it comes to a shot. Now come on, we don’t have all night. Get it up, big boy. Stroke it if you need to.”

      “Unbelievable,” I muttered, and gripped my cock. It came back to life quickly, especially when Sara encouraged me by teasing one of her nipples. “Un-fucking-believable,” I muttered again.

      We shot another four rolls of film, and my erection was the star of the show. I had to periodically stroke it to keep it hard, but Sara made it easy. She knew what kind of effect her body had on me, and had no qualms about caressing herself or “accidentally” giving me a beaver shot as she crouched to shoot from different angles.

      Not surprisingly, I was ready to explode by the time she finally unloaded her camera and set it on her little equipment table. I headed for my clothes with visions of a long shower and the threesome that was going to feature in my jerk-off fantasy.

      “How come you never asked?”

      I stopped and turned. “Asked what?” Was she interested after all?

      “About the rumors.”

      My hopes took a nosedive as I thought about the question. “I guess ’cause it’s none of my business,” I said at last.

      “Weren’t you curious?”

      “Of course I was. But still, it’s none of my business. Besides, I kinda felt guilty.”

      “Guilty? Why? You didn’t spread them. Not that I heard, at least.” She looked suspicious. “Or did I miss something?”

      “Um… no,” I said, and stared at the floor. “It’s just that… well… it’s sort of my fault that they started the rumors. They did it to get back at me.”

      “Well duh. Aren’t you a genius.”

      My brow wrinkled in confusion. “You mean you knew? Why they started them, I mean.”

      “I didn’t know for sure until you just said it, but I thought it had to do with you.”

      “How?”

      She laughed and shook her head in bewilderment. “You really aren’t that bright after all, are you?”

      “We’re not gonna start that again, are we?”

      “Sorry,” she said, and seemed to mean it. “Sometimes I forget that guys don’t actually think with that thing you keep on top of your shoulders.”

      I wanted to deny it, but couldn’t bring myself to even try, so I gave her the satisfaction of a rueful grin.

      She paused and then sized me up as she said, “They’re true, you know.”

      “What? The rumors?” My eyes must’ve widened, because she shrugged indifferently.

      “I don’t really care what you think,” she lied. “I wanted to know why you said what you did. That’s all.”

      “Said?”

      “To that bitch Aisling and your little girlfriend.”

      I ignored the barb—Christy wasn’t my girlfriend.

      “What’s her name? Christy something? Anyway, I heard about what you said to them.”

      “What did you hear?”

      She ignored the question and continued with her own. “So why bother sticking up for us? Why not just get back at those little tramps?”

      “Hold on a second,” I said, my voice tightly controlled, “they’re my friends, and they’re not tramps. What did you—?”

      “Okay, if they’re your friends, then why defend us?”

      I pulled back in surprise.

      “Well?”

      “Because Daphne is my friend too,” I said, “and you’re Daphne’s friend.” I shrugged. “And maybe I thought—”

      “What? That I’d fuck you if you defended my honor or something?”

      My expression hardened.

      She had the good grace to look ashamed. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “Then how did you mean it?”

      “I just want to know why you did it. Why’d you stick up for us?”

      “Because somebody had to.”

      “We don’t need you to protect us!”

      “I wasn’t doing it for you!”

      “Then why’d you do it?”

      “Listen, you s—” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes before I said something I’d regret. I found my center and took another deep breath. “I did it because it was the right thing to do, because I couldn’t live with myself if I hadn’t said anything.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      I paused to consider my answer. “I guess it has to do with who I am. Or who I want to be, at least.”

      “What’s that have to do with anything?”

      “If I don’t do what’s right, then what kind of man am I?”

      “The usual kind.”

      “You just don’t get it, do you?”

      “What? You think you’re different?”

      “I am different,” I said pointedly. “And there are plenty of guys like me. Better, even. Lots better.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Just because you’ve never met one doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

      “Yeah? And what makes you so special?”

      “Because I care what’s right!”

      “Sure you do.”

      I turned away in disgust. “I guess I shouldn’t expect you to understand.”

      “Hold on!” She grabbed me. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      I looked down at her hand and she pulled it back.

      “Sorry.” Her expression softened. “Look, I don’t want to fight, okay? I promised Daphne.”

      I feigned surprise. “You mean you actually meant what you said?”

      “Of course I di—” Her lips formed a soft O.

      I nodded. “Maybe you do understand.”

      “Look, I’m sorry. Okay? It’s just gonna take a while.”

      “To what?”

      She fidgeted. “To get used to you.”

      “I’m not the easiest person to get used to.”

      “Neither am I,” she conceded. “Christ! I need a drink. You want one?”

      She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she went to the kitchen and came back with a jug of wine. She unscrewed the top and poured two glasses. I laughed when she handed me one: they were Flintstones collectibles from Burger King. We clinked them together and each took a big swallow.

      She grimaced. “That’s one thing I miss about working in the clubs.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.

      “The champagne,” she said. “It was usually cheap stuff, but better than this.” She finished her wine and then refilled our glasses. “You wanna sit down?”

      All of a sudden she seemed to notice that she was still nude. She didn’t look embarrassed or even uncomfortable, although she avoided looking at my dick. It was soft at the time, but only just. “Um… or maybe you want to go home and… you know…,” she said, “take care of things.”

      “With Rosy and her friends?” I said blandly.

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      I considered it for a moment before I said, “Be a shame to waste such good wine.”

      “I’m not going to sleep with you, even if I get drunk.”

      “Didn’t think you were,” I half-lied. She narrowed her eyes, so I came clean. “All right, a guy can dream, right?”

      “That’s all you’ll be doing.”

      “Fair enough. Then let’s sit down and have a drink instead.”

      “Gimme a sec.”

      She returned from the bedroom a minute later, wearing a short, form-fitting silk robe. It barely covered her ass and didn’t do a thing to hide the shape of her luscious breasts, but it was more than a fig leaf.

      I had done the same, although my boxers didn’t hide my erection either. It had returned when I’d had an errant fantasy about Sara and her perfect breasts. She picked up her glass and sank to the couch. I joined her, and she actually laughed when my hard-on popped out of my fly.

      “Sorry,” I said as I tucked it back in, “it has a mind of its own.”

      “They all do,” she said, and raised Wilma Flintstone in salute. She drained it in one gulp and then poured another. She stared into it for a long time and then said, “Thanks for everything tonight.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “And thanks for not fucking Daphne when you had the chance.”

      “It seemed like the right thing to do,” I said, although my balls disagreed.

      “Yeah, well, lots of guys would’ve done it anyway.”

      “I’m not ‘lots of guys.’”

      “So you keep telling me.”

      “Do you believe it yet?”

      “No. Yes. Hell, how should I know? Can we talk about something else?”

      “Sure. How about Christy? She wanted to apologize, you know. In person. I talked her out of it.”

      “Why?”

      “I thought you’d kill her,” I said frankly.

      “Are you kidding? Why should I? I don’t care about her.”

      “But—”

      “Look, I don’t care what she thinks. I don’t care what anyone thinks about me.” She shook her head in annoyance. “Let’s talk about something else.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, “how about your project?”

      “You really want to know, don’t you?”

      I nodded.

      She took a drink while she processed that. Then she started talking. I listened and sipped my wine while she explained that every photography major had to create a portfolio project before they could graduate, and she’d been putting hers off. Architecture majors had to do something similar, so I understood what kind of pressure she was under.

      “But Daphne wouldn’t pose unless she could do it with you,” Sara finished. She took another drink of wine and gave me an accusing look over the rim of the glass. “She really cares about you. I hope you realize that. I’ve seen her play guys before, and she’s not playing you.”

      “I care about her too.”

      “I know,” she said morosely. “That’s what sucks.”

      “She loves you, though.”

      “You really think so?”

      I nodded. “You can see it in her eyes when she looks at you.”

      “Then why is she fucking you on the side?”

      “Maybe she needs… um… you know.” I gestured at my semi-dormant erection.

      “I don’t.”

      “But maybe Daphne does. Do you… um…?” I took a drink of wine and cleared my throat. “Do you use… toys… when you’re together?”

      “None of your business.”

      “I’ll take that as a no.”

      She glared.

      “Maybe you should try,” I said. “I mean, if Daphne likes… you know… there’s no reason you can’t buy something similar.”

      “You mean a vibrator.”

      “Or a dildo.”

      “What do you care? I thought you liked fucking her.”

      “I do.”

      “Then why are you trying to talk yourself out of a job?”

      “First of all,” I said, “it’s not a ‘job.’ It’s something I do because I enjoy it. I also enjoy making Daphne happy. But she doesn’t love me.”

      “You don’t love her either,” she accused.

      “At least I realize it. Most guys would follow her to the ends of the earth if she even gave ’em the time of day.”

      “Yeah,” Sara admitted, “you’re right about that.” The wine was starting to hit her, so her speech was a bit too precise. “But why do you care?”

      “I told you: I care about Daphne. I want her to be happy.”

      “Even if she cuts you off?”

      “I can get laid any time,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t have many opportunities to make someone happy.”

      “Christ, you are a weird one.”

      “Maybe. But I am what I am.”

      “Yeah, I guess you are.” She raised her glass, drank it off, and then glanced at the clock.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, “it’s time for me to go.” I finished my own wine and stood. “Thanks for being… cool… tonight.”

      She scowled automatically before she realized that I was offering an olive branch. Her expression softened. “Thanks for not being a normal guy.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “I still don’t get you.”

      “And if you’re lucky,” I said, “you never will.”

      She laughed and reached for my glass.

      Our hands touched when I passed it to her, and then our eyes met. We weren’t exactly friends, but we weren’t enemies anymore and we both realized it.

      “Try not to look so smug,” she said.

      “Who? Me? Smug?”

      “Just go home and… do… whatever you’re going to do.”

      “You know exactly what I’m going to do,” I said, “and you know who I’m going to be thinking about when I do it.”

      She whirled and her eyes flashed. So did her left nipple as the robe came loose. Since her hands were full, she scowled and tried to shrug the robe back into place. Instead of covering herself, her entire breast slipped out.

      I smirked and walked toward her. “Let me help with those.”

      “Touch me and lose a hand.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said smoothly, and took the glasses from her.

      She straightened her robe and retied the belt. Then she snatched the glasses and spun away, headed toward the kitchen.

      I watched her ass move under the thin silk of the robe.

      “Enjoy it while you can, buster,” she said.

      “Oh, I will, thanks.”

      After I got dressed I helped pack away the lights and backdrop and other equipment. At first Sara told me that she’d take care of it in the morning, but I could tell that she was grateful for the help. The backdrop alone was a two-person job, not to mention the heavy lights and cases.

      So it was nearly two in the morning when I finally unlocked the door to my apartment. I was exhausted, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Sara’s body and what I’d do to her if she weren’t a lesbian.

      “Confirmed lesbian,” I told myself as I closed the door behind me.

      The apartment was quiet, but it reeked of beer and cigarette smoke, and I could hear the faint sound of the bed squeaking in Luke and Jeff’s room. I rolled my eyes and dumped my things on my bed. The room was dark and empty, but smelled completely different than the living room. My dick realized what it was before I did, and it rose to attention. Again.

      I was just about to turn on the light when I heard the bathroom door open. A moment later someone tiptoed into the bedroom and ran into me. She stifled a scream, and a second person ran into her.

      “What the—?” Trip turned on the light and blinked. He and Wren were towel-wrapped and still damp from the shower. They also had a freshly-fucked glow about them, which my dick also noticed.

      “Oh, hey,” Trip said lamely. “We thought you were out for the night.”

      I shook my head. “Just helping a friend with a project.”

      “This is kinda awkward,” he said, “but… um…”

      “No problem. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      “You can’t,” Wren said. “Sorry.”

      For a fleeting moment I thought that she wanted to have a threesome, but then she explained.

      “Christy’s on the couch.”

      “Christy?”

      Wren nodded. “We were modeling in Siobhan’s studio, and—”

      “Wait,” I said. “Who’s ‘we’?”

      Trip looked embarrassed, although Wren grinned and included him with a glance.

      “Well,” I said dryly, “that explains”—I gestured at the room and the two of them—“you know. But why does the living room smell like a bar? Luke and… um… company?”

      “Oh, no,” Wren said brightly, “that was us. We went to the Strip after modeling.”

      Their evening sounded a lot like mine, but they had each other, whereas I was looking forward to my right hand.

      Super, I thought glumly. And I get to sleep on the floor afterward. “So why is Christy on the couch?”

      “We came back here after the bar,” Trip said.

      “And she fell asleep on the couch,” Wren added, “so we decided not to move her.”

      Christy picked that moment to wander past the doorway, headed for the bathroom. She was wearing a Riverwood Wrestling T-shirt that did little to hide her body. The bathroom door thumped shut behind her.

      “Was that my T-shirt?” I asked.

      “Sorry about that,” Wren said. “She spilled beer on herself. We tried to give her one of Trip’s shirts, but she wanted one of yours. I didn’t think you’d mind.”

      “No problem,” I said in resignation. Then I took a last look at my bed (and the box of Kleenex next to it). “Let me grab a pillow and blanket and I’ll get out of here.”

      Wren looked pained for a moment but then had an idea. She found her purse and pulled out her keys. “Here,” she said, “you can sleep in our apartment. Take my bed. I thought we might end up there tonight”—she smiled at Trip—“so I put on clean sheets this morning.”

      I started to argue but then thought better of it. “Yeah, sure,” I said, and took the keys. “Thanks.”

      “Thank you,” Trip said. Then he waved at the apartment in general. “And sorry about… everything. We’ll have it cleaned up tomorrow, I promise.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “You kids just have fun.”

      They grinned like idiots. Horny idiots.

      I grabbed my duffel bag and nodded to Trip.

      “Thanks again, man,” he said.

      “We’ll make it up to you,” Wren added.

      “No need,” I said, and threw them a mock salute as I headed out. “Be sure to use protection.”

      “We will,” Wren said with a giggle as the door closed behind me.

      I stopped in the foyer and looked into the living room. Christy was asleep on the couch, curled on her side with her head resting on her hands. For some reason I lingered a moment and watched her. The faint light from the window fell on her face, which made her look angelic. She really was a nice girl, I thought, and we’d been friends once. Good friends, actually.

      A sound from down the hall interrupted my reverie and I shook my head in annoyance. “At least somebody’s getting lucky tonight,” I muttered as I left.
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      Wren and Christy’s apartment felt like a tomb. I didn’t want to wake Zoë or Ash—especially Ash—so I tiptoed to the empty bedroom. I wanted to take a shower, but didn’t want to risk waking the other girls, so I decided to forego the pleasure. Instead, I closed and locked the bedroom door behind me.

      I’d had a long, strange night, but one thing was certain: if I didn’t take care of my dick soon, it was going to take care of itself. I stripped off my clothes and looked for a box of Kleenex. I didn’t see one, but had an impish thought as I remembered Christy wearing my T-shirt. I opened drawers until I found the one with her underwear. The contents were a jumbled mess, so I pulled at random.

      “What the—?”

      I stared at the thing for a moment before I realized that it was an open-cup bra. My eyebrows rose in surprise, but I threw it back and tried again. I came up with a sheer black babydoll, which was so thin that it wouldn’t do any good if I tried to catch with it. I reached into the drawer a third time, where I found a pair of yellow cotton panties. They were soft and well-worn, and looked perfect for the job.

      I climbed into Wren’s bed and slid under the fresh sheets. My head barely hit the pillow before I wrapped my fingers around my rock-hard shaft. I clutched the panties in my left hand and began pumping with my right. I didn’t last more than a dozen strokes before I filled the panties with a colossal load.

      When I recovered I was still hard and still horny, so I went back to the underwear drawer. After a frilly camisole and a lace bra, I came up with a plain blue pair of panties.

      Thank you, Miss Carmichael, I thought wryly, these will do nicely.

      I lay back in bed and began stroking languidly. I had time to fantasize, so I started thinking about Daphne as she danced. Then my thoughts turned to Sara, of course. She liked men in my fantasy, and was eager to sink to her knees.

      Then my thoughts skipped to Wren and the hollow of her cleavage as she stood in front of me wearing only a towel and a come-hither smile. I imagined her opening the towel and letting it fall to the floor.

      My fantasy shifted abruptly and I pictured Christy, her nipples hard beneath the thin fabric of my T-shirt. I recalled the flash of her bare leg as she walked past the door, the curve of her ass where the shirt covered it. Then I imagined her without the shirt, on her knees in front of me. She gazed up at me and I met her piercing blue eyes.

      She began stroking me, her expression eager as she focused on my dick. Her hand was so small that it barely fit around my girth, and she unconsciously moistened her lips in anticipation. Then she opened her mouth to take me inside. Her lips stretched tight as she closed her eyes in concentration.

      I wanted to draw things out and enjoy myself, but something about the fantasy made me shiver with a sudden and familiar urge. I bunched the panties and held them against the tip of my cock. Then I stiffened and arched my back as a geyser of ecstasy spurted up my shaft. Another followed, and then another, each more powerful than the last.

      I clamped my eyes shut and felt my neck go taut as I tried not to cry out from the pleasure overloading my senses. When I finally relaxed and sagged to the bed, I opened my eyes and shivered with an aftershock.

      It had been a long time since I’d come that hard, with Daphne, Leah, or anyone else for that matter.

      What the hell was that about? I wondered. Then I held up the semen-soaked panties and thought about the first pair on the floor. “And what am I going to do with these?”
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      I woke up the next morning without my alarm clock, although I suffered a moment of disorientation as I stared up at the wall above me. A poster of a guy stared back. He was tan and fit, with dark hair and blue eyes and very white teeth. My eyes trailed lower and I stared at the bulge of his Speedos as something about the previous night nagged at me, something about the shape of his swimsuit.

      I groaned when I remembered what it was—Christy’s panties—since I still didn’t have a clue what I was going to do with them. I couldn’t put them back in the drawer, and I definitely didn’t want to leave them as a surprise in the dirty clothes hamper. Christy had brothers, after all, and would probably recognize dried semen.

      The only thing I could think of was to wash them and return them without her finding out, but that was easier said than done. Part of me hoped they might have disappeared during the night, taken by the Soiled Panties Fairy, but I wasn’t that lucky: they were still on the floor next to Wren’s bed. I stuffed them in the side pocket of my duffel bag as I pulled out my running clothes.

      It was early enough that Ash and Zoë were still asleep. I emerged from the first bedroom, tiptoed down the hall, and quietly let myself out. Upstairs at my own apartment, I opened the door and set my duffel bag in the foyer without even stepping inside. Then I rode the elevator down and walked through the deserted lobby.

      The morning air was so cold that it almost hurt to breathe, but it cleared away the cobwebs from the night before. I did my stretches and slowly worked the kinks out. Then I checked the time and began to run. I settled into a distance-eating pace and quickly lost myself in my thoughts.

      As usual, I had a dozen questions and no real answers. My thoughts drifted from Daphne to Sara to Christy and then back to Daphne. I even thought about Jamie and his weird attitude toward me and nudity in general. I couldn’t figure him out, so I gave up trying and eventually focused on my design project. I still had a lot of work to do, and the end of the quarter was only two weeks away.

      I felt immensely more relaxed by the time I looked at my watch and realized that I’d been running for more than an hour. I wasn’t going to win a marathon any time soon, but I’d covered at least eight miles. I waved to a few other early-bird runners as I turned and headed back to the apartment. The glow of the sun had just begun to fill the sky when I veered into the driveway and slowed to a walk to cool off.

      Upstairs, I found Trip clad in pajama bottoms and slippers in the kitchen. Jeff had come home sometime during the night, and the two of them were crowding the Mr. Coffee like supplicants at an altar. I grabbed the pitcher of orange juice from the fridge and poured a glass.

      “Y’all should come running sometime,” I said between gulps. “It’s a better wake-up than that stuff.”

      “Fuck that,” Jeff said without malice.

      I arched an eyebrow at Trip.

      “Ditto.”

      The coffee maker gurgled and both of them lunged for the pot. Jeff grabbed it first and yanked it out of the way. He thrust his coffee cup under the stream. Trip cursed.

      I laughed and got a surly look in reply. Once again, my runner’s high was at odds with his caffeine addiction, but our morning banter was more teasing than genuine ill-will. I chuckled and put the juice pitcher back in the fridge.

      I almost ran over Christy as she walked into the kitchen. Her legs and feet were bare, and my wrestling T-shirt barely reached her thighs. My eyes moved upward, over the swell of her breasts, and I grinned at her expression. She kept one eye closed against the light, while the other gave me a squinty stare. Her hair was mussed, but she looked surprisingly good.

      “Yes?” she said, as surly as the other two. Then she smelled the coffee. “Never mind.”

      I turned and shamelessly watched as she opened a cabinet and stretched upward to reach a coffee cup. Her legs were toned and firm, and her tight ass filled her panties nicely. (They were white with little blue flowers.)

      “Nice,” I said.

      “What?”

      I couldn’t help myself: “I like your panties.”
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      The last weeks of the quarter passed in a blur of school work, junk food, and late nights. And in spite of the grueling schedule, I managed to keep up my workouts. I also made time to run in the morning, since it was the only time I could be alone with my thoughts.

      When I wasn’t lifting weights to work off the junk food, I was at judo practice with Glen. I had a lot of stress to work out, and he was the perfect sparring partner. I didn’t really challenge him, but I could gauge my own progress by his level of surprise when I pulled off a new move or did something unexpected.

      Because of my hectic schedule, I spent a lot less time with Daphne. I saw her in Siobhan’s class and we were always friendly, but things had changed between us. Maybe she wasn’t in the mood for sex with a guy anymore. Maybe Sara had bought a sex toy. Maybe our relationship had simply run its course. Whatever the reason, I still cared about her and felt the same from her, but we both knew we didn’t have a future as a couple. It was a refreshing change from the way my last two relationships had ended.

      As a side benefit, Sara and I struck up an unlikely friendship. It began when she sent a note via Daphne and asked me to meet her one afternoon. I met her in one of the photo studios, where she showed off her portfolio project like an artist revealing a masterpiece. She had good reason to be proud, too. I knew she could handle a camera, but until then I had no idea what kind of talent she had.

      Her pictures were captivating and complex and full of emotions. In addition to Daphne’s silhouette nudes and the loving pet scene, Sara showed me a series of Daphne in a loose cashmere sweater. The sweater had slipped off her shoulder and her blonde hair fell in a silken wave over her face, partially obscuring it. The play of light and shadows accentuated her physical beauty, but my eyes were drawn to her melancholy expression.

      “Wow,” I said softly. The picture didn’t need any more words, and Sara could sense my admiration. After a long moment I asked, “What does your professor think?”

      “She hasn’t seen it yet.”

      I looked a question at her.

      “I asked around about you,” she answered enigmatically.

      “Oh?”

      “Everyone says you’re really good.”

      I started to demur, but she cut me off.

      “I didn’t believe them so I wanted to see for myself.” She paused to work up her nerve. “You… you have a clean style. I like that. I saw a couple of your drawings, even a watercolor that you did.”

      My brow furrowed. “Which one?”

      “It was modern, with a bunch of glass and a torchbearer statue. The statue… It was really good.”

      I searched my memory for the building she was talking about and then laughed when I remembered.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “I’m glad you liked the building,” I said, “but the statue isn’t mine.”

      “But it had your name on it…”

      “Oh, the building is mine all right, but someone else drew the statue.”

      “That was my favorite part! Who did it?”

      “The little princess.”

      Her eyes widened. “Christy? Christy Carmichael? You’re kidding!”

      “Nope.”

      “I asked about her too. Did you know she actually apologized about the rumors?”

      My eyebrows rose.

      “Yeah, that’s how I felt. But she came right up and introduced herself. Said she was sorry for what she’d done and everything. Even asked me to forgive her.”

      I didn’t think my eyebrows could go any higher, but they must have.

      “Exactly,” Sara said. “Pretty ballsy, if you ask me.”

      “No kidding.”

      “I was… impressed. So that’s why I asked about her. People talk about her like she’s the second coming of Michelangelo. I didn’t believe it, but…”

      “She’s really good,” I said, “although I think her style is more Bernini. Michelangelo’s a little… um…”

      “Butch?”

      “I didn’t want to say it like that, but…”

      “If the shoe fits,” Sara said with a shrug.

      We fell silent and turned our attention to the picture of Daphne.

      “You’re really good too, you know,” I said. “I didn’t want to admit it at first, ’cause I didn’t like you, but…”

      “I know the feeling,” she said. “I still don’t like you or anything, but at least you’re not a total prick.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “And maybe you’re not a total bitch either.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” she said with a grin. Then, “Oh, shit! I almost forgot…”

      “And ‘total prick’ reminded you? Great.”

      She grinned, smug as much as wry. “I have something else to show you. It’s not part of my portfolio, but it’s been getting a lot of attention from… certain people… in the department.”

      “I don’t know if I like the sound of that.”

      She took out another art portfolio and unzipped it. She leafed through several black and white prints that I recognized from our solo session. Then she stepped back so I could get a good look at the picture on the open page.

      I laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Nope. I call it ‘The Root of All Evil.’”

      “It’s me, all right,” I said. “Well, part of me.”

      “What do you think about the title?” Her expression dared me to object.

      “Believe it or not, that’s the best part.”

      “Wha—? You don’t hate it?”

      “No, it’s a great pun.”

      “So you’re not offended?”

      “Why?”

      “It’s a picture of your dick! I called it ‘The Root of All Evil.’ Doesn’t that piss you off?”

      “Why should it?” I said. “I mean, I know I’m not evil.”

      “But… you’re a guy.”

      “And there’s the proof,” I said with a gesture, although I was mostly baiting her. I knew what she was getting at, but I still didn’t feel any sense of outrage at having my erection called the root of all evil. It wasn’t, and I knew it. It was willful, inappropriate, and often treacherous, but hardly evil. Besides, it was too simple-minded to be truly evil. That took real brains, and not the kind that I kept in my dick.

      Sara huffed in exasperation. “I still don’t get you,” she said, and slapped her portfolio shut.

      “Hey,” I teased, “I was still looking at that.”

      “Go home and look at the real thing!”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” I said, but I was already talking to her back. “Who should I fantasize about when I do?”

      She flipped a bird and the door swung shut behind her.

      I just laughed.

      She wasn’t really upset, so I let her go without chasing her down to smooth things over. We were still playing games, but they didn’t have the underlying tension of before. I could live with that, and I suspected that she could too.
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      We turned in our projects for Joska’s class on the last day of design lab. We each had to do a short presentation, which included drawings and a full watercolor. Joska grilled each of us for a minute or two afterward. Some people genuinely deserved to be raked over the coals. I couldn’t imagine turning in drawings like theirs.

      Mine were better than most, but they weren’t the best. Gracie’s were, of course, even though her watercolor wasn’t as good as mine. She had a better eye for detail, but I was more creative, hands-down. Still, neither of us escaped Joska’s criticism.

      He asked about my design decisions, what styles had influenced me, how the plan fit the site, and several other things. He didn’t give me a chance to answer in detail, so I couldn’t defend myself. That was the point, evidently, because he did the same to everyone.

      I walked out of lab feeling like I was going to earn a C in the class, followed by a mediocre career designing strip malls and tract housing in New Jersey. A bunch of others felt the same way, so we went to the Old College Inn to drown our sorrows. We stayed out too late and drank way, way too much.

      Trip and I spent the next day nursing the mother of all hangovers. Wren planned to study with Christy, so they hadn’t gone out the night before. Wren didn’t have any pity for us, and Christy seemed even more distant than before. I didn’t have the slightest idea what I’d done, and I didn’t really care. Then again, maybe it wasn’t me at all. I wasn’t the center of the universe, I reminded myself.

      At least Trip and I had time to talk, once we’d forced ourselves to drink enough water and go to the gym. I didn’t feel quite human after a workout and a hot shower, but I didn’t feel like death warmed over anymore. We went out for dinner at the Presidential Grill and brought it back to the apartment. It was nice to relax for a change, without all the distractions of the previous months.

      “Hey, I’ve been thinking about this summer,” I said as we listened to his latest mix tape.

      “Yeah?”

      “What if we buy houses in Atlanta?”

      He looked dubious, so I laid out my thinking. The housing market was much bigger in Atlanta, and it was growing faster than Franklin. We’d have a wider selection of houses, and we’d make more money when we sold them. We’d be able to live at my house for the summer, so it wouldn’t cost anything. Besides, we’d have the place practically to ourselves while my family was at camp. Little else would be different from the previous summer.

      Trip was still skeptical. “What about Blackie and the crew?”

      “We can hire a crew in Atlanta. They have them there too, you know.”

      “Yeah, but we don’t know ’em. What if they can’t do the job?”

      “Then it’s our fault for hiring the wrong guys.”

      We went back and forth for twenty minutes, although I didn’t make any headway until I mentioned Wren.

      “What about her?” Trip said suspiciously.

      I wanted to roll my eyes at his insecurity—I wouldn’t go behind his back in a million years—but I stifled the urge. “Is she going to move to Franklin?” I said instead.

      “No, she’ll be working.”

      “Oh? Where?” I already knew the answer, but I wanted him to figure it out for himself.

      “At one of her dad’s restaurants.”

      “Where?”

      “Atlanta, duh. Where—? Oh, I get it.”

      I nodded. “Uh-huh. If we’re working on houses in Franklin…”

      He fell silent and thought for a moment. “You don’t play fair,” he said at last.

      “I play to win.”

      “I still think it’s a big risk with the crew.”

      “It is,” I admitted, “but the reward is worth it. We could double our profits if I’m right about the housing market in Atlanta.”

      “Or lose our shirts if you’re wrong.”

      “Faint heart never won fair lady.”

      He rewarded me with a rueful grin. “Another low blow.”

      “Only slightly below the belt,” I said with a grin of my own. “Besides,” I added, “I’m trying to get you laid on a regular basis.”

      “I can get laid on my own, thank you.”

      “I know. But I don’t want to be around you if you’re not. I might start to look good.”

      “You do have a nice ass,” he deadpanned.

      “It’s one of my better features.”

      “But you’re not my type,” he went on. “We’ve been over this. Remember?”

      “I have a dick.”

      “Yep,” he said. “Deal breaker.” He got a funny look and changed the subject. “What’s this I hear about a picture of your… schlong… making the rounds in the art department?”

      I stalled for time and hoped my blush wasn’t too obvious. “What do you mean?”

      “I overheard Wren and Christy. They said everyone’s talking about it.”

      “Seriously?”

      He nodded. “All the girls, and even some of the guys. So… what did you do?”

      “Well, it’s a long story…”

      He barked a laugh. “Not that long. I mean, you don’t have your own zip code.”

      “No,” I admitted.

      “Okay, so how did a picture of your johnson end up in circulation? And how come everyone seems to know it’s you? From what Wren said, it’s just a close-up of your… um… tool.”

      I frowned. “Why are we talking in euphemisms? I mean, you’ve seen my dick. Heck, you even touched it. That threesome with Kendall was… pretty wild.”

      “No kidding,” he said, although I had to stifle a laugh at his expression.

      He seemed aroused by the memory of the threesome, but nagged by guilt because he thought it was somehow cheating on Wren.

      “I don’t know how everybody knows,” I said, as much to let him off the hook as to return to his question. “Sara probably told someone. Or maybe someone from Siobhan’s class recognized me, although I doubt it. So it was probably Sara, ’cause I don’t think anyone could figure it out from such a… um… limited perspective.”

      “Christy did,” he said. “She was the one who told Wren about it.”

      I was confused for a moment, but then I remembered Christy’s special sketchbook.

      “What’re you smiling at?” Trip asked.

      “I don’t even know where to begin…” I said, and left it at that.

      “Yeah, sure… whatever. So let’s talk about houses in Atlanta.”

      “So you’ll do it? Awesome!”
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      Exam week was the usual whirlwind of frantic activity followed by hurry up and wait. Wren and Christy finished theirs on the second day, so they left campus before the rest of us, bound for Wren’s family condo in Florida. Jeff and Meredith finished on the same day and left to visit her family in Indiana. Freddie headed back to New York, and the rest of us split up without any long goodbyes.

      Trip and I drove to Atlanta to look for houses. The basement rancher that I’d found the previous October was still available, and the owners had reduced the price. It was already at the top of my list of potential remodels. Besides, it was close to my neighborhood, so we wouldn’t have to trek halfway around the Perimeter to get to work each day.

      We started looking for other houses in the same general neighborhood and found several likely candidates. Trip also had an idea about how we could hire a crew who could do the job to our standards.

      “Why don’t we ask Mike Junior and Big Jim to come down here?” he said.

      “Do you think they would?”

      He nodded. “Junior was making noises about wanting his own crew. Blackie and Senior run things pretty well, and they aren’t going to retire any time soon. So if Junior wants to make the big bucks, he has to strike out on his own.”

      I nodded.

      “If we can talk him into coming down here with Jim, I’d feel a lot more comfortable about the crew. I mean, you and I sort of know what we’re doing, but those guys have a decade more experience than both of us put together.”

      “Yeah, seriously.”

      “Let me call him when we get home tonight and see what he says. I’m convinced about the housing market down here, but I’m still nervous about getting the right crew. I’ve made my reputation on quality, and I’m not going to sacrifice that just to make a little more money. You know?”

      “Trip, this is a lot more money.”

      “Would you really do a half-assed job just to make an extra buck or two?” He read me perfectly. “I didn’t think so.”

      “Let’s head home now, then, so you can call Mike.”

      Trip laughed and clapped me on the shoulder. “Let’s look at the rest of the houses on our list.”

      “Why? Don’t you want to call him?”

      “Of course I do, but he won’t be home till later. He has a job, remember? So let’s finish this neighborhood and then head over to the other one. Where is it… Jefferson Ferry?”

      “Johnson Ferry,” I corrected, and put the Cruiser in gear.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Trip hung up and gave me a serious look. I’d heard his side of the conversation, but it had been pretty ambiguous, so my heart sank when his expression turned grim. He kept me on tenterhooks for a long moment before he cracked a smile.

      I wanted to punch him. “So they’ll do it?” I blurted instead.

      “He said he’d think about it. He wants to come down and look at the houses on our short list.”

      “But he’s interested?”

      “Between you and me, I think he’s ready to jump at the idea, but he doesn’t want to tip his hand. He knows I’ll offer him less if I think it’s something he wants to do anyway.”

      “Would you?”

      “Maybe,” Trip said. “I like those guys, but they’re smart enough to know that this is business. So he’s playing it cool. Still, he knows that I want him here, and that the houses are bigger projects. More money for us means more money for him. It’s a win-win situation. We just have to ease into it so everyone thinks they’re getting the best deal. My dad once told me that the best partnerships are the ones where each side thinks they’re getting away with murder.

      “So I— sorry, we want to get Junior and Jim and a crew at the right price,” he continued. “They want to get paid a lot more for working on a bigger project. So it’s a balancing act. Besides, I suspect that he’ll end up staying here after we’re done. From what I’ve seen over the last few days, there’s a lot of work here for a guy like him, especially as more people move to the area.”

      I nodded.

      “So I’ll sweeten the deal by offering to pay his and Jim’s living expenses…”

      My eyes widened.

      “…unless they decide to stay here and keep working after the summer.”

      My surprise turned into admiration that bordered on awe. Trip was already thinking two moves ahead, if not more. Sure, I had come up with the idea of Atlanta in the first place, but he was finding ways to make it work for us.

      (I didn’t realize it at the time, but our partnership was founded on that: I came up with good ideas and Trip figured out how to make them happen. I thought I was getting the better end of the deal, because I never could have managed some of the projects that Trip has pulled off. Likewise, Trip thought he was getting the best deal, because I give up my best ideas and let him make them his own. So his father was right after all, which is why Trip and I are still together and have the reputation we do. But I’m getting ahead of myself.)

      “Hey, guys,” Erin said as she walked into the kitchen, “what’s going on?”

      Leah came in behind her. She gave me a kiss on the cheek and I put my arm around her waist.

      “Do you want to tell them,” Trip asked, “or can I?”

      “Hey, if this works, you get all the credit,” I said. “So go ahead and tell them.”

      He grinned and described our plans.

      “Wow, that’s awesome,” Erin said. “Let’s celebrate!”

      “I don’t know…,” Trip said. “I have to get up early and drive to Florida tomorrow.”

      “Aw, come on,” she wheedled. “It’ll be fun.” She could be very convincing when she wanted. Big blue eyes and a girlish pout are a killer combination.

      “What do you think?” he asked me.

      I looked at Leah.

      She still didn’t like Trip very much, but she was sanguine about it. “If you want.”

      “Sounds like fun,” I said.

      “You won’t be sorry,” Erin told Trip. Then she looked at Leah. “Oh, my God, I know exactly what I’m going to wear. You know that little blue dress I bought before Christmas?”

      Leah’s eyes widened. “The one your dad said you couldn’t wear in public?”

      “He was only kidding,” Erin said as they disappeared down the hall.

      Trip and I shared a look, and I had to laugh at his expression.

      “Don’t worry about Erin,” I said. “She doesn’t bite. Besides, she has a boyfriend, and she knows you have a girlfriend, so it’s just casual.”

      “Yeah, sure,” he said. “No problem. It’s casual.”
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      Leah went home and returned a little later with a dress bag and small makeup case. Then she and Erin disappeared into the bathroom to get ready. Trip and I took turns in the guest bathroom and then donned slacks and button-down shirts. We talked about the houses as we waited for the girls.

      The basement rancher was at the top of his short list too, as well as a Tudor from the same neighborhood. The two houses were less than a half-mile apart, which would make it easier to manage the renovations. We also added a Prairie style house in a nearby neighborhood and two others within a mile. We were still discussing a sixth when the girls emerged from the bathroom.

      I blinked and felt a very unbrotherly reaction when I saw Erin in her dress. I also understood why Dad didn’t want her to wear it in public. It was a cornflower blue that matched her eyes, and its deep-cut halter covered her breasts but left the rest of her exposed from the waist up. When she turned to model it, the sides of her breasts flashed under the halter. The hem of the skirt was cut on a bias, and the high side soared past mid-thigh. Its only concession to modesty was that the fabric wasn’t transparent.

      Leah’s little black dress was the complete opposite, although just as revealing. Where Erin’s was loose and draped, Leah’s sheathed her from neck to thigh like a second skin, accentuating her trim figure and firm breasts. The material was sparkly and sheer, and I could easily make out her areolae. I couldn’t see a shadow of pubic hair because she shaved it, but I didn’t see the outline of panties either. I felt a moment of vertigo when I remembered her as a coltish girl and compared her to the young woman in front of me now.

      Both girls looked like walking invitations to mischief, and they knew it. Trip glanced at me uncertainly, so I gave him a smile full of confidence before I turned my attention to Leah. She posed and gave me a chance to appreciate the full effect.

      “We’re underdressed,” I said to Trip.

      “No kidding.”

      “Give us a minute,” I said to the girls.

      We returned in sport coats and dress shirts. Mom came out of the kitchen to say goodbye, but her eyes widened when she saw Erin.

      “Is that the dress—?”

      “God, Mom!” Erin said. “It’s perfectly decent. Everything’s covered.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, to Erin as much as Mom. “We’re just going out to dinner. We won’t let anything happen to her.”

      “I don’t need you to protect me either,” Erin snapped. She returned her defiant glare to Mom.

      If anything, our mother knew when to choose her battles, and this wasn’t a hill worth dying on. Still, she didn’t want to give in without saying something.

      “I don’t know…,” she hedged.

      “It’s okay, Mrs. Hughes,” Trip said. “We won’t be out late. I have to leave tomorrow morning, so I need a good night’s sleep.”

      “It’s not you I’m worried about,” Mom said.

      “And you shouldn’t worry about me, either,” Erin said. “I’m practically a grown-up, and I can take care of myself.”

      “Seventeen is not the same as an adult,” Mom shot back, but then decided that she didn’t want to have an argument in front of an audience. She looked at me instead. “Don’t drink and drive. Okay?”

      “Gee, thanks,” Erin mocked under her breath. “You’re not Nancy Reagan.”

      “I won’t, Mom,” I said, a little louder than I needed to. Then I put my hand on the small of Leah’s back and gently turned her toward the door. “We won’t stay out too late either.”

      “Like hell we won’t,” Erin muttered.

      Mom heard but pretended not to. “You kids have fun,” she said instead, and winced at her choice of words. We weren’t “kids” anymore and she knew it.

      I helped Leah into her coat and then hustled her toward the door. Erin didn’t have a choice but to follow. Trip trailed after her and offered to hold her coat while she put it on.

      “Jeez, Er,” I said outside, “what’s got into you? Mom’s just being… Mom.”

      “Let’s go,” she said tersely. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Leah and I exchanged a look, but she didn’t come to my defense. She probably agreed with Erin, after all. She and her own mother had a tumultuous relationship as well.

      “Where do y’all want to eat?” I asked to smooth things over.

      “Who said anything about eating?” Erin said. “We want to drink and party.”

      I looked to Trip for help, but Erin was already one step ahead of me.

      “I know!” she said, to him more than me. “Let’s go dancing. There’s this new club with a rad DJ. The music is totally awesome.”

      Trip’s resistance collapsed like a house of straw. “Awesome!”

      I just laughed and helped Leah into the Cruiser. “Whatever,” I said, and jogged round to the driver’s side. Once there, I grinned sidelong at Trip. He was a strong-willed and decisive guy, except when it came to women, where he was a complete pushover. I wondered if he realized that Wren was going to call the shots in their relationship. Probably not, poor sap.
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      The club was everything that Erin had promised, and we had a great time. The girls got a little drunk, but Trip and I mostly sipped our drinks. Our last hangover was too recent, and he really did have to wake up early to drive to Florida. Still, we both had a decent buzz by the time we paid the check and left.

      “Are you good to drive?” Trip asked on the way out.

      “Yep.” I did a little counting trick with my fingers to prove it.

      I helped Leah into her coat, but she shivered as we stepped into the parking lot. I pulled her close and slipped my hands around her waist. We’d been teasing and flirting all night, and she was as eager as I was. I bent and kissed her.

      “I can’t wait to feel you inside me,” she whispered when we broke the kiss.

      “Mmm hmm,” I agreed quietly.

      “Hey,” Erin said, “I have a great idea. Let’s go skinny dipping.”

      “Isn’t it a bit cold?” Trip said.

      “The pool is heated,” Leah said. “And so is the hot tub.”

      “Yeah, awesome!” Erin said.

      “I don’t know…,” Trip said.

      “C’mon,” Erin said, “you’ll enjoy it. You’ve been to camp before. You’re practically a nudist.” She let her coat fall open suggestively. “Besides, don’t you want to see us naked?”

      That was exactly what he wanted, and exactly what he was afraid of.

      I started to come to his rescue, but Leah stopped me with a gentle touch. “Please,” she said.

      “We’ll be on our best behavior,” Erin said to Trip. “We swear. You can look, but no touching.”

      “You can touch me,” Leah whispered in my ear.

      “I still don’t know…,” Trip said.

      “Oh, please,” Erin begged. “It’ll be just like the club, except without clothes. I promise you won’t regret it.”

      He wrestled with his conscience and lost in record time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Coulter house was dark and quiet when we arrived, so we came in through the back gate and avoided the house altogether. Leah turned on the pumps and lights, and made sure the thermostat was turned up on the hot tub so it would be ready for later. Then she and Erin shed their coats. Trip and I took off ours as the girls kicked off their heels.

      Erin simply unclasped the halter on her dress and let it fall around her waist. Then she pushed it over her hips and posed for us to admire. She seemed a little curvier than I remembered, and her breasts were fuller. Her bush was trimmed into a neat little wedge, but otherwise she looked exactly like a younger version of Mom.

      Leah did a little dance in order to coax her dress over her hips before she tugged it higher. Then she wriggled and managed to free her breasts. She got tangled up in the sleeves, so I suppressed a chuckle and stepped forward to help.

      “There,” I said, and smiled down at her. Her nipples tightened into little brown points in the cold air, so I tweaked one and bent to give her a kiss.

      Water splashed behind us as Erin and Trip jumped into the pool.

      “You’re overdressed,” Leah said to me. Then she flashed a grin and shoved me back. “Last one in is a rotten egg!” She leapt away before I could catch her, and followed the other two into the water.

      I took my time getting undressed, and folded my clothes neatly at the end of a chaise. Erin and Trip were splashing in the deep end, so I walked into the pool via the steps. Leah came to meet me and floated into my arms. Her hair was shiny and slick with water, and it shone with a blue-black nimbus in the light from the deep end.

      “Hi, sexy,” I said softly. Then I kissed her. It had been entirely too long since I’d had sex with an actual woman, so my dick reacted predictably.

      Leah stroked it and her dark eyes glittered. “You sure do know how to treat a girl.”

      “I try.”

      We kissed again and then swam to meet the others in the deep end. Erin had her arms around Trip’s neck, and she wrapped her legs around him as we approached. He didn’t know how to react, so he didn’t do anything. Even Leah realized his predicament. She asked Erin if she wanted to help get some wine.

      “Sure,” Erin said. Then she gave Trip a suggestive look. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      The girls climbed the ladder and I took a moment to admire their water-slick bodies. Trip did the same. It was hard not to, especially for a guy who didn’t have a lot of experience being a nudist.

      “Are you okay?” I asked as soon as the girls were out of earshot.

      “Yeah, I’m cool,” he said. “It’s just casual.”

      He sounded like he was trying to convince himself more than me, so I let it drop.

      The girls returned a few minutes later with a big bottle of white wine and four acrylic wineglasses. Trip did the honors as the girls slipped into the warm water. We hung out and talked in the shallow end for a while, sitting on the steps to keep out of the cold air as much as possible.

      Leah seemed relaxed and mellow as she leaned against me, but Erin was in full-on flirt mode. She laughed at all of Trip’s jokes, no matter how lame, and she couldn’t keep her hands off him. She didn’t grope or anything, but she touched him every chance she got.

      Trip was a little uncomfortable, but seemed to lose his reserve with every sip of wine. I wanted to ask Erin what she thought she was doing, but didn’t want to make a scene. So I suggested we move to the hot tub and held her back as the others climbed out of the pool.

      I pitched my voice low, but I didn’t hold back. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “What do you mean? Let go of me.”

      “Not until you tell me what’s going on. Why are you flirting with Trip?”

      “I’m not flirting. I’m just being friendly.”

      “Like hell,” I said. “You know he has a girlfriend. And you have a boyfriend.”

      Erin scoffed. “Sean? He’s a loser.”

      That was news to me, and my expression said so.

      “Besides,” she added defensively, “it’s not like he’s here or anything.”

      “Who cares if he’s here?” I said. “You can’t have a relationship with someone only when you’re with them!”

      “I don’t see how it’s any of your business—”

      “It’s my business because Trip’s my friend and you’re my sister.”

      Her eyes flashed. “You’re not my father.”

      “No, I’m your big brother. And if you want to fool around with someone, be my guest. But don’t do it behind your boyfriend’s back, and don’t do it with a guy who has a girlfriend. Two wrongs don’t make a right!”

      “So? I’m going to dump Sean anyway.”

      “But you haven’t yet,” I said, and she didn’t deny it. “So you’re still in a relationship, whether you like it or not.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do!”

      Trip called from the hot tub, “Are y’all coming?”

      “Yeah, be right there,” I called back.

      “It’s none of your business,” Erin whispered tersely. “I’m a grown-up and I can do what I want.”

      I snorted.

      “Besides, I’m not going to sleep with him or anything. I just want to have some fun. Is there anything wrong with that, Mother?”

      “There is if your boyfriend—”

      “Former boyfriend.”

      “Current boyfriend,” I argued.

      “Soon-to-be-former boyfriend.”

      “Fine,” I conceded, “it’s wrong if Sean doesn’t know about it. And what about Wren, Trip’s girlfriend? Have you thought about her?”

      “God, Paul, when did you become such a hypocrite?” she accused in a low voice. “I mean, you can screw anything that moves, but I have to be some kind of virgin?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. If you’re in a relationship, you need to have some respect for that.”

      “Respect for Sean? That insecure little wimp? Ha!”

      “Okay, then have some respect for Trip’s relationship.”

      “I don’t see her here either.”

      I rolled my eyes. Erin could argue two sides of the same issue and win both arguments. “Whatever,” I said, exasperated. “Do what you’re going to do. I can’t stop you. But what would Dad say?”

      That got through to her. “Jeez, Paul, you’re such a dweeb sometimes. I’m just having fun. I’m a grown woman and practically single.”

      “‘Practically’ is the key word here.”

      “You’re one to talk! I know all about you and the Raefords while you were still going with Kendall.” She had me there and she knew it, so she turned victory into a peace offering. “Look, I’m not going to do anything with Trip. I just want to flirt and have a little fun. Okay?”

      “I guess.”

      “And I’ll break up with Sean the next time I talk to him. You’re right, it’s not fair to him.”

      I nodded in acquiescence if not agreement.

      “And I won’t do anything with Trip,” she added. “I swear. I know he has a girlfriend, and I don’t want to break them up or anything. I’m just having fun. Okay?”

      “Yeah, okay,” I said at last.

      “But thanks for looking out for me,” she said, and seemed to mean it. “I appreciate it, even if I don’t seem like it sometimes.”

      “Everything okay over there?” Leah asked from the hot tub.

      “Everything’s fine,” I said. “She just lost her contact.” I leaned close so only Erin would hear: “With reality.” I wasn’t sure if I was kidding or not.

      “Wait…,” Leah called back, “she doesn’t wear contacts.”

      “Yeah,” I said as we crossed the cold concrete, “I guess that explains why we never found it.”

      Erin grinned and hugged my arm.

      I was acutely aware of her breasts and how soft they were. I also noticed with an inward groan that my hand was tantalizingly close to her pussy.

      “Thanks,” she said and released me.

      We joined the others in the hot tub and Trip refilled our wineglasses. Erin sat beside him, close but not touching, and Leah floated into my lap as I settled on the seat. I wrapped my free arm around her and caressed her breast.

      The conversation resumed like nothing had happened, and we quickly moved past the awkward moment. As the wine started to hit me, I began teasing Leah under cover of the bubbles. She spread her legs, so I took the hint and slipped a finger between her smooth labia. My erection pressed against her ass, but she was content to lean against me and let me play.

      We were already buzzed from the club, so we finished the wine pretty quickly. Erin had shifted from sitting to kneeling, which put her closer to Trip and raised her breasts above the water. He was getting an eyeful and seemed to be enjoying the view. I barely noticed because Leah and I had escalated our underwater teasing. I was ready to explode, and I wasn’t going to be satisfied with a handjob.

      Leah rested her head on my shoulder and whispered in my ear, “I wanna taste you so bad.”

      That was all the suggestion I needed. I pulled my finger from her molten pussy and stood up with her still in my arms.

      “Who wants more wine?” I said, and reached for my towel.

      “I’ll go with you,” Leah said on cue.

      We made a beeline for the house and didn’t even bother drying off. I simply closed the door behind us and led her toward the kitchen. Once there I spread my towel on the slate floor to give her some padding. She sank to her knees and immediately began kissing the length of my shaft.

      It felt so good that I didn’t want to rush her, but I could already feel the orgasm boiling behind my balls. I held the back of her head and shoved my dick into her mouth. She mumbled something in surprise, but then began sucking. I didn’t last more than a minute or two before I felt the rush of semen.

      I pulled back and began stroking my cock. She gazed up at me and opened her mouth to receive. The first spurt flew wide and arced along her cheek, but the next hit her tongue dead-center. She groaned and wrapped her lips around my glans. I continued pumping, and she moaned softly as each spurt hit the back of her throat. She swallowed and then sucked the remaining come from my shaft.

      I was still hard and barely sated, so I picked her up and set her on the kitchen table. She lay back and spread her legs. I stepped between them and rubbed my cock against her smooth pussy. She was already wet, but I teased her anyway, circling my glans over her clit and then down the furrow of her labia.

      “God, stop playing,” she whispered urgently. “Put it in.”

      I eased into her and held her waist to keep her from sliding away as I began thrusting. Her firm breasts bounced each time I slammed into her, and I watched them in fascination for a moment. Then I let my gaze wander down her taut stomach to her pussy. Her outer lips parted around my girth, while her dark inner lips gripped my shaft every time I pulled back for another thrust.

      We were both getting close when the light suddenly snapped on. I missed my thrust and my dick slipped free. Part of me wanted to put it back and keep fucking, but curiosity got the better of me and I looked at the doorway.

      Elizabeth blinked, as surprised as we were. She recovered quickly, though. “Oh, hello. Sorry to intrude. I didn’t realize you’d come indoors.”

      She was wearing a sheer white peignoir that did little to hide her lush figure and ample breasts. They were darker and heavier than Leah’s, but capped with the same chocolate-colored nipples. Her eyes lingered on my hard-on, wet and shiny with her daughter’s juices. Then she gazed down at Leah and smiled fondly.

      “My beautiful girl,” she said.

      I thought it was an odd thing to say, but then she did something even stranger. She bent and kissed Leah. It started as a chaste mother-daughter peck on the cheek, but then the older woman moaned and things heated up quickly. I blinked when Elizabeth squeezed her daughter’s breast and circled the nipple.

      Leah reacted like a jolt of current had passed through her, but Elizabeth pulled back before she could do anything else.

      “I envy you,” Elizabeth said to her. “You’re a beautiful young woman with a brilliant career ahead of you. And you have a wonderful man to provide all the come a woman needs.”

      I blinked in confusion, but then realized that Elizabeth must have tasted the semen that had missed Leah’s mouth when I’d come earlier. It was like a drug to her, because she seemed to lose her judgment when she tasted it.

      Leah stared at her, completely taken aback.

      Elizabeth went a step further and pulled Leah to her feet. Then she gently pushed her to her knees in front of me.

      “There you are,” she said in her soft British lilt. “Now you can suck him off like a proper young lady.”

      With that, she gave me a kiss on the cheek, smiled, and patted my shoulder. She left without another word, and even turned off the light as she passed the switch.

      Leah and I were still in shock, so neither of us reacted for several seconds. Then Leah boiled to her feet and started after her mother.

      “Who does she think she is?” she sputtered.

      I caught her arm to keep her from doing something she’d regret.

      “Let go of me!”

      “Oh no,” I said gently, and pulled her back from the doorway.

      She struggled for a moment before she realized that I wasn’t going to let go. “Who does she think she is?” she said again. “‘Brilliant career,’” she mocked. “That’s her fantasy, not mine!”

      “I know,” I soothed, but she was just getting started.

      She raised her voice and half-shouted after her mother, “I will have a brilliant career, but not as a doctor, you overbearing—”

      “Whoa there, missy.”

      She rounded on me. “And you…,” she spat. “She thinks you’re nothing more than a walking semen factory. That doesn’t make you angry?”

      “I’m pretty laid back these days,” I said, and realized that it was true. “You should try it some time.”

      “Laid back?” she raged. “Laid back? You want me to be laid back, when she—?”

      I kissed her to ward off another tirade. I tasted the semen that Elizabeth had tasted earlier, and it gave me an idea. I ran a finger along Leah’s cheek and collected the errant come. It was mostly dried, but I got enough for what I wanted. Leah had just opened her mouth for another rant when I touched my finger to her lips. She started to object, but then tasted the semen. Her lips closed around my finger instinctively.

      “That’s why your mom got worked up,” I explained. “She must have tasted it when she kissed you. You know how she is.”

      Leah wanted to continue the argument, but gave up with an angry huff.

      I was still in the mood to finish what we’d started—well, part of me was—but Leah was clearly out of the mood. So I kissed her again, with more affection than lust. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get the wine and head back to the hot tub. You’re not going to solve anything by having a fight with your mom.”

      She glared but didn’t argue. So we picked up our towels, grabbed another bottle of wine, and returned to the others.

      Trip and Erin moved apart as though we’d caught them in the middle of something. Erin’s smile was smug until she saw Leah’s expression. “What’s the matter?”

      “Long story,” I said. “Some other time.”

      I opened the bottle and poured, but Leah’s foul mood put a damper on the rest of the evening. So we finished the wine, turned off the lights and pumps, and returned to our clothes.

      “Do you want to come home with me?” I asked Leah. I didn’t really think I’d get laid, but I still wanted to spend time with her.

      She looked at me like I was an idiot for even asking, so I rewarded her with a goofy smile.

      We gathered up the rest of our things and were about to leave when I said, “Shouldn’t you leave a note for your mom, to tell her where you are?”

      “Screw her,” Leah said with enough venom to raise everyone’s eyebrows. “Let her wonder.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Erin caught my eye and shook her head to keep me from pushing it.

      “Okay,” I said. “No problem. I’m sure she’ll figure it out.”
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      Later that night Leah was still fuming in bed. She hadn’t been able to sleep, and she’d kept me awake with her angry thrashing. When she realized that I was awake too, she started venting about her mother. I let her go on for a few minutes, offering one-word answers and general sympathy, but it was the same argument they’d been having for months. I put a stop to it by rolling on top of her.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she objected.

      “Listen,” I said reasonably, “telling me all this stuff is like preaching to the choir. I can’t do anything about it, and I already agree with you. The only person who can fix things is you. You need to talk to her and tell her how you feel.”

      “Yeah, like she’d listen.”

      “Well, she can’t listen now,” I said, “because she’s not here. I am, though, and I can do something she can’t.”

      Leah mocked, “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “Fuck you senseless,” I said. “Then I’ll probably fuck you again for good measure. If you’re lucky, I’ll let you blow me in the morning.”

      She started to say something, but I cut her off by kissing her, hard.

      “Better,” I said. “Now close your mouth and open your legs.”

      She didn’t do either, but she didn’t object as I spread her thighs with my knee. She felt my erection a moment later as it bumped against her pussy. She was closed and dry, but warmed up quickly when I began kissing her neck. I slid into her a few minutes later, and she dug her fingernails into my back.

      We had hard, angry sex. She had a lot of pent-up aggression, which found its release under my pounding. She came in a rush and bit my shoulder to keep from crying out. I emptied my balls into her a moment later and we collapsed in a sweaty tangle.

      Once wasn’t enough for her either, and she sucked my cock until I was hard enough to mount. Then she climbed on and rode me like Annie Oakley. She worked herself into a frenzy before she suddenly dismounted and grabbed my cock hard enough to make me yelp.

      “Come in my mouth,” she demanded, “you walking semen factory.”

      I blinked in surprise and then winced as she began stroking. I had to do something quickly if I wanted to save my prized possession, so I took over and wrapped my fist around my shaft.

      “Play with yourself while I jerk off,” I told her, and she immediately thrust a hand between her legs.

      She sucked my balls as she played with herself. She was a little rougher than I liked, but I focused on what I was doing and quickly reached the point of no return.

      “Get ready,” I warned, and she rose on an elbow so she could wrap her lips around my cock.

      She sighed when the first spurt coated her tongue, and I felt her tense with the first twinges of her own climax. She kept rubbing her clit and held my sperm in her mouth when I finished spurting.

      She came a moment later. Her mouth was full, so her scream wasn’t a full-throated cry, but it was still loud enough. She spent several moments breathing through her nose before she swallowed my come and released my semi-hard cock. She was so exhausted that she didn’t even lick up the dribble that leaked onto my thigh.

      “Good?” I asked when I caught my own breath.

      “Very.” She mustered the energy to crawl up beside me.

      I wrapped my arm around her.

      “Thanks,” she said after a while. “I needed that.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      We lay in silence for a few minutes until she relaxed with a sleepy sigh. I kissed the top of her head and rubbed her back until she fell asleep for good. Then I pulled the covers over us and began to get settled myself. My mind was still going, but I had enough post-orgasm endorphins in my blood that it didn’t matter. I was asleep in minutes, if that.
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      I woke up several hours later, well before dawn, and went for a run to ward off a niggling hangover. My route took me past the basement rancher and then the Tudor. The rancher had been empty for months, so no one was tending the yard. It would definitely need some attention come spring. The pool and landscaping in the backyard would also need some work if we wanted to turn it into a selling point.

      The Tudor’s owners were still living there, but they didn’t have the time or inclination to keep the place up, which was why it was on our list in the first place. The façade alone needed a lot of work, and I could only imagine what the inside looked like. We’d see as soon as we got the realtors involved, but that was still a ways off.

      In spite of the two eyesore houses, the rest of the neighborhood was as picturesque as we could want, with large, well-manicured lawns and big old houses. The biggest and nicest were along a tree-lined boulevard that meandered through the center of the neighborhood. The rancher and Tudor were on side streets, but they still stuck out like sore thumbs among the houses that surrounded them.

      I let my mind wander as I jogged through the early morning twilight and half-listened to the sounds of the world waking up around me. A circuit of the neighborhood finally took me back to the rancher after about an hour. I stopped and took another tour around the outside of the house, and peeked in where I could. I memorized what I saw of the layout and then continued on my way, just another early-morning jogger in a sleepy suburban neighborhood.

      Trip was awake and finished in the bathroom by the time I returned. No one else was up, so I started a pot of coffee and poured myself a glass of orange juice. Trip followed his nose into the kitchen about ten minutes later. He took one look at the coffee maker and sighed like a man with a reason to live after all. I chuckled and finished my juice.

      “Let me jump in the shower while you’re packing your things,” I said, “then I’ll see you off.”

      He nodded over the rim of his coffee mug and took another sip.

      We chatted about the houses before he left, but he was eager to get on the road. He probably couldn’t wait to see Wren, especially after the night before. I smiled to myself and wished him a safe trip. Then he climbed into his big Impala, waved once, and drove off.

      Leah was still warm in bed when I returned, but she was beginning to stir. I slipped out of my clothes and climbed under the covers with her. I kissed my way down her body and spread her legs as I settled between them. I woke her up by licking and sucking until she came with a pillow-muffled scream.

      Cool, fresh air filled my lungs as I emerged from under the covers. I rested my hips against hers while she caught her breath. Then she reached between us and set my erection at her opening. She closed her eyes as I pushed into her. She was a little sore from the night before, so we made love slowly, tenderly. Toward the end she wrapped her legs around me and urged me to come inside her.

      A little while later I whipped up a breakfast fit for a king, as long as he was from a very small country. Leah didn’t seem to mind cereal, toast, and orange juice, and we ate sitting cross-legged in the middle of the bed without a stitch of clothing or an ounce of self-consciousness.

      “So,” she said when she finished the last of her cereal milk, “did Gina tell you she’s coming home for a couple of days next week?”

      I still felt a thrill of desire at the mention of Gina’s name, but managed to hide it. I also stopped myself before I answered without thinking. “She’s coming home?” I said instead. “Oh. Okay.”

      “She didn’t tell you?”

      “I haven’t talked to her in…” I shrugged and hoped it didn’t look phony. “I dunno, a couple of months? Before Christmas, I guess.” Time to sound nonchalant: “Why?”

      “Oh, no reason,” Leah lied. “I just thought you might want to see her is all.”

      I pretended to think about it before I nodded. “Yeah, it’d be nice to see her, but I guess we’ve both moved on. You know?”

      Leah set her empty bowl aside and gave me a kiss. Then she reached for my flaccid penis and crawled forward. I barely had time to put my own bowl on the tray before she drove me onto my back. I grinned as her silky black hair tickled my cheeks.

      “You’re totally lying,” she said, although she didn’t sound upset. “I saw how you reacted when I said her name.”

      I started to deny it, but something told me to shut up and let her finish.

      “You still tried to hide it,” she said, “which means a lot.”

      “I can’t help the way I feel about Gina,” I said. “Just like I can’t help the way I feel about you. It’s different, but…”

      “Just as hard,” she finished with a grin, and she wasn’t talking about emotions.

      I lifted my head and gazed between us as she steadied my erection with one hand.

      “But Gina,” she said with a soft moan as she impaled herself, “isn’t in bed with you.”

      “Nope.”

      “You didn’t wake her up by going down on her…”

      “Uh-uh.”

      “And she isn’t going to swallow your come after she rides you to another orgasm.”

      “Definitely not,” I agreed.
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      Leah and I spent the rest of the weekend together. Erin joined us for part of it, after a long and emotional phone call with Sean. She’d broken up with him in the end, but she was more upset than she wanted to admit. So we took her to the mall and did our best to distract her. She wouldn’t get over him as soon as she wanted, but she’d survive.

      Unfortunately, Leah had to go to school on Monday. Her spring break didn’t start for another week, so I was left mostly to my own devices. I used the time to catch up on my workouts and begin sketching ideas for the houses. I was eager to get started, because I’d already decided that we wanted the rancher and Tudor.

      Trip wouldn’t be hard to convince, especially since they were at the top of his short list too. We still had to get them for the right price, but that was his department. Mine was the designs themselves, and I already had more ideas than time to sketch.

      Leah and I spent the night together before I had to drive back to Knoxville. As a testament to the odd nature of our relationship, we spent less time having sex and more time talking about some guy she liked. He sounded like a typical jock, good-looking and popular. Leah herself was popular enough, but she wasn’t part of his exalted crowd.

      Part of me wanted to tease her for having a crush on the star football player, but another part understood her girlish excitement. So I was more than happy to listen while she gushed about him. And in between her starry-eyed fantasies, she did to me what she wanted to do to him. He’d be a lucky guy if he ever started dating her.

      I packed my things and left the next morning. Erin and Leah were already at school, so I said goodbye to Mom and Dad (who was home for six days in between trips). Then I loaded my clean laundry in the Cruiser and headed out.
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      Registration for spring quarter went smoothly, much to my relief. The registrar had my schedule correct, the bursar had the right fees, and my scholarship check was waiting at Financial Aid. Mrs. Halberstam even recognized me and came over to make sure everything was in order. I thanked her and went on my way, tuition in hand.

      With everything going so well, I shouldn’t have been surprised when things changed. Professor Joska found me in the A&A building while I was talking with some friends.

      “Ah, Mr. Hughes,” he said. “I’m glad I found you.”

      My friends deserted me, the rats.

      Joska barely noticed. “Did you have a good spring break?”

      “Yes, sir, thank you. How was yours?”

      “Very busy, very busy,” he said. “I was preparing something special for the fifth-year classes.”

      I nodded as though I didn’t pity those poor schmucks. I’d be one of them eventually, but not for a while, thank God.

      “Which brings me to the purpose of this conversation,” Joska continued. “I just spoke to Miss Fisher, and she agreed to participate.”

      I felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Participate in what?”

      “A special project, of course,” he said. “I would like you and she to work together on an analysis of one of the major design movements in Twentieth Century architecture.”

      You’re kidding, right? “For extra credit?” I asked hopefully.

      “For extra knowledge,” he countered, “which is far more valuable.”

      “Of course,” I answered through a fake smile. In my copious spare time? Yeah, right.

      “Excellent. I felt certain that you’d want to participate.”

      “Want” is probably too strong a word, I thought sarcastically. “Be forced at grade-point” is more like it. But I smiled like I agreed.

      “I hope you’ll pardon my assumption, but I asked Miss Fisher to contact you this evening to discuss the movement upon which you want to focus.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I lied. “It sounds like fun.”

      “Very well, then,” he said. “I’ll see you in class on Monday. Good day.”

      I said goodbye and mentally canceled my weekend plans. I’d had a vague idea of flying home to see Gina—with the excuse that I was meeting Mike Junior and Big Jim to show them the houses—but that definitely wasn’t going to happen.

      “Oh well,” I said to myself. “Probably for the best. Leah and I get along so much better when I’m not putting the moves on her sister.”

      Two girls nearby turned and scowled.

      And I wondered why I didn’t have a girlfriend?
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      Gracie was excited about the project. She already had a dozen ideas and seemed to be working up to more. I wasn’t sure there even were a dozen major architectural movements during the Twentieth Century, but I didn’t want to dampen her enthusiasm, especially so early in the quarter.

      We spent part of Saturday afternoon in her dorm room, a single in Strong Hall. The building was old and quaint, and supposedly haunted by the ghost of Sophie Strong herself. I wasn’t sure about the ghost, but Gracie’s room had its own tiny bathroom, so that was nice.

      Haunted buildings aside, I definitely got a weird vibe from Gracie herself. We were the top students in the second year, so we should’ve been arch-rivals, but she didn’t see it that way. Of course, her vision of our relationship didn’t quite match mine. She saw us as a team with her in charge, where I would complement her talents and defer to her wishes. I was too polite to tell her what I thought about that idea. I wasn’t going to play second fiddle to anyone, no matter how talented they were. No matter how attractive, either.

      We argued back and forth about which movements we wanted to analyze. I liked the International style and wanted to focus on Charles and Ray Eames. My second choice was the Bauhaus movement, which combined design and fine arts. Gracie couldn’t have been more opposite. She liked mid-century Brutalism and slab-sided Postmodern abominations.

      As far as I was concerned, the beauty of architecture was its ability to combine form and function into a whole that was greater than the sum of its parts. It should be pleasing to the eye at the same time that it served its intended purpose. Moreover, I wanted people to look at my designs and see a reflection of beauty in the world around them.

      For Gracie, architecture was about making a statement. It was about rejecting the past and creating a “new aesthetic that embodies change.” (Yes, she actually said that. I almost gagged.) She wanted people to look at her designs and ask questions about what it meant to be part of modern society and why they should reject the status quo.

      In short, Gracie wanted to change the world, and architecture was the message.

      I just wanted to make beautiful things, and architecture was the medium.

      “Okay,” I said at last, “we’re at an impasse. I say we go to the library and start looking for research material. We don’t have to decide which style right now. Heck, the quarter hasn’t even officially started yet.”

      “But if you’d just look at things from—”

      I held up a hand to cut her off. “Library,” I said tersely. “Now.” I began to gather my things. I was going with or without her.

      She decided on “with,” so she slid into her shoes and picked up her book bag. “I still say—”

      “Save it.” I was done arguing, but she hadn’t gotten the message yet.

      She tried one more time as we walked across campus, although she finally got a clue when I commented on the weather.

      We spent the rest of the afternoon in the architecture section of the library, poring over design books and magazines. I was mostly quiet throughout, although Gracie tried to change my mind a couple of times. She never came right out and restarted the argument, but everything she showed me had an underlying theme: do things her way.

      We didn’t decide anything that day, although we both learned a lot about the past eighty years of architecture. That was probably what Professor Joska intended in the first place. I didn’t have good things to say about his ideas either.
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      My courses were the usual mix of architecture and required electives, but I was also taking a fun class, Asian Art. That was Glen’s influence. He was a quiet man by nature, although I had learned how to draw him out by asking about the Japanese warrior philosophy. I wanted to learn more, but UT didn’t offer classes in bushido, so the art class was the closest thing that also satisfied an architecture elective.

      I had three classes with Gracie, as well as several other friends from the design track, but Trip and I only had Joska’s class together. He was trying to get a business minor, so he spent most of the morning taking classes that’d bore me to tears.

      In addition to everything else, Wren and I had signed up to model for Siobhan three times a week after lunch, and again on Tuesdays and Thursdays before lunch. So I’d be busy every day until two o’clock, except on Wednesdays, when I had Joska’s design lab until five. I had some free time in the afternoons, but I knew I’d fill it with homework, studying, and regular trips to the gym.

      During the day I spent most of my time in the A&A building. That gave me lots of time to work on design projects. I also saw the same group of people, so I eventually ran into Daphne and Sara. I gave Daphne a friendly kiss on the cheek and had an awkward moment with Sara before she decided that I was worthy of a hug after all. Neither of us missed Daphne’s smile and laughing gray eyes.

      “Whatever,” Sara said.

      “How’d you do on your portfolio review?” I asked to break the ice.

      Sara actually blushed.

      “Oh?”

      “Um… yeah,” she said. “About that picture.”

      “Which picture?”

      “The one of your… um…”

      “Cock,” Daphne supplied with a barely concealed grin.

      Sara glared. “Yeah, that one.”

      “What about it?” I asked.

      “My professor thought it was really good. She liked the whole series.”

      Daphne’s eyes sparkled with mischief again. “She liked your cock.”

      “Can we change the subject?” Sara asked tersely.

      “Fine by me,” I said, “but you’re the one who brought it up.” If Daphne was going to tease her girlfriend, I wouldn’t abandon her when she needed me most. Besides, I was enjoying myself at Sara’s expense.

      “Anyway,” she continued doggedly, “she wants to know if you’d be interested in modeling for her sometime.”

      “She wants to see your cock,” Daphne added with another grin.

      “Okay,” Sara snapped, “enough about his cock!”

      Several passers-by overheard and looked at us in shock. Daphne and I just laughed, but Sara seemed even more embarrassed. “I hope you two are having fun,” she growled. Then she suppressed her pique and glared at me for good measure. “This is all your fault.”

      “Probably.”

      “Anyway,” she went on, as if no one were staring at us, “she wants you to stop by her office if you’re interested.”

      Daphne added, “So she can see your cock.”

      “Will you quit already?” Sara said in exasperation. “My grade depends on keeping this woman happy. All right?”

      “Sorry,” Daphne said, although her eyes said otherwise.

      “Yeah, I’ll behave too,” I added.

      “I’m starting to really dislike you,” Sara said to me.

      I didn’t even try to hide my amusement. “I can tell.”

      “Fine. Whatever. I gave you the message. Now fuck off.”

      “Ah,” I said, “that’s the Sara I know and love.”

      She looked like she wanted to hit me. Instead, she turned on her heel and stalked toward the door.

      “Call me sometime,” I called after her. “We’ll do lunch. You can see my—”

      She glared over her shoulder and dared me to say it.

      Daphne blew me a quick kiss and hurried after her.

      I just chuckled.

      I was still smiling when I noticed Christy watching from the stairs. She gave me a look of studied indifference and continued on her way.
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      Wren and I decided to eat lunch together before Siobhan’s class. Trip still wasn’t entirely comfortable with us modeling together, but he had grown a bit more secure in their relationship. He also seemed to understand, finally, that he couldn’t tell Wren what to do. She was as strong-willed as anyone I knew, me included, which probably explained why I liked her so much.

      “Hey,” she said after she finished her sandwich, “I know this is kind of last-minute, but I want to plan a surprise party for Trip’s birthday.”

      “Last-minute?” I almost choked. “His birthday is tomorrow. The only way it could be more last-minute is if you do it at the last minute… literally. Are you serious?”

      “Yeah. And I was hoping you’d help.”

      “Of course I’ll help,” I said. “He’s my best friend. What do you have in mind?”

      “Something big and kinda wild,” she said. “Maybe you could ask Luke to fix some of his gumbo. I’ll buy the groceries and all.”

      “I’ll pay for half,” I said.

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “No problem,” I said. I still had quite a bit left over from the houses the year before, even with the majority set aside to reinvest for the next summer. “Do you wanna buy booze or make it BYOB?”

      “I want to take care of everything, but that’ll get expensive.” She looked thoughtful. “I know! We can set out a tip jar for contributions.” She began ticking off a mental list: “Wine coolers, beer, liquor, and mixers, of course. We’ll also need some kind of snacks to keep people from getting too drunk, and a cake for dessert.”

      I chuckled at her thoroughness. Then again, her father was a successful restaurateur for a reason, and the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.

      “I was also thinking we could decorate the apartment,” she said, and we began planning in earnest.
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      I went to judo practice after design lab on Wednesday. I was tired after spending all day in class, but also tense and full of energy, so I wanted to burn off some aggression on the mat. Wednesdays were perfect for that, because practice ended with open sparring. Any judoka could challenge another within the same general weight class.

      I always challenged fighters of a lower kyu, which meant they were more advanced than me. I tried to choose opponents who were good enough to be a serious challenge, but not so good that I didn’t have a chance of winning. I lost more than I won, but I rarely made the same mistake twice, and I’d been working my way through the ranks ever since my first challenge.

      Some guys enjoyed the chance to spar with me, because they knew I wanted to improve, but others were annoyed that I challenged outside my kyu. I didn’t really care what the latter group thought, or why they didn’t like me. The only way to improve was to set goals higher than I could achieve at the moment. It was an extension of Michelangelo’s philosophy, and I tried to live by it.

      I was feeling ornery that night—Joska had gotten under my skin during lab—so I challenged one of the complainers, a guy named Kyle. He was good but a bit of a slacker, and I thought I could beat him. He rolled his eyes like he wanted to blow me off, but that would’ve been worse than fighting and losing. So he rose from the circle and met me in the center of the mat.

      The others cheered us on and shouted suggestions as we circled and sized each other up. He looked like he wasn’t taking me seriously, so I let him get ahead of me as we turned. Then I feigned a stutter-step and dropped my left arm.

      He only saw the opening I’d given him, so he lunged and grabbed the shoulder of my gi. He didn’t see how it would leave him vulnerable, or what I could do when he overextended. He found out when I turned his momentum into a sumi gaeshi reversal and scored an ippon, an instant win.

      I started to return to the center of the mat, but Kyle shot to his feet and swung a fist that nearly connected with my ear. One of the sensei was acting as referee, and he caught Kyle in an arm bar.

      “Ma-te!” the sensei barked. He made sure Kyle had his temper under control before he released him and said to the group, “He who can suppress a moment’s anger may prevent many days’ sorrow.” Then he looked at Kyle and added privately, “To lose is to learn. Remember that.”

      “Yes, sensei,” Kyle said, although it was grudging.

      We bowed to each other, but his expression said that things weren’t over between us. He was a Pike, I remembered too late, from the same fraternity as Rod Fortner. I normally tried to steer clear of trouble with Greeks—Glen was a KA, and two of my roommates were in fraternities—but I decided that I wouldn’t steer clear of this particular asshole. I wouldn’t go looking for trouble, but I’d return it with interest if it found me.

      The matches resumed after that, and Glen stood up to challenge one of the first dan guys, a black belt. The other fighter was a football player and one of the few black guys in the club. He was also one of the judoka who welcomed a challenge. He met Glen in the center of the mat, where they bowed and took their stances.

      I knew that Glen was good, but I rarely got to see him at the top of his game. Despite being a big guy, he was agile and extremely strong. His opponent was just as muscular, and at least an inch taller than Glen’s 6’4”. He looked like an African god, but he hadn’t risen to first dan on size and strength alone.

      The two fighters put on an amazing performance. Neither could get an advantage on the other, and they used moves that I didn’t even know the names for. The match lasted nearly fifteen minutes, until the referee called time.

      Both judoka bent over in exhaustion as the referee consulted with the other sensei who’d been scoring the match. They awarded the victory to the black belt by a single point. The winner bowed to Glen and then pulled him into a hug.

      The rest of us mobbed them at that point, and the practice broke up on a high note. I noticed Kyle hanging back with a small group of malcontents, but I didn’t think anything of it at the time.
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      Trip had class on Thursday afternoon, so Wren and I grabbed Christy and Luke and headed to the grocery store. We loaded an entire cart with food for the party. My jaw dropped at the bill, but Wren didn’t bat an eye as she wrote a check to pay for it all. Then we drove to the liquor store, where Luke and Christy went a little nuts. Luke and I had to make four trips to the Cruiser to load it all. Wren paid for everything with surprising equanimity, while I cringed at what my half would come to.

      It was for a good cause, though. Trip was my best friend, and if I couldn’t spend money on my friends, what good was it anyway? Luke and Christy had fun too, especially since they got to shop for all the stuff and didn’t have to pay for it.

      Luke told Boudreaux and Thibodeaux jokes on the way back to campus, and I laughed so hard I could barely see straight to drive. Even Christy had loosened up since the first part of the trip. We pulled into the driveway at the apartment building when Wren looked at her watch.

      “Oh, crap!” she said. “I need to run. Trip is supposed to be at my place in twenty-five minutes, and I still need to shower and do my hair.”

      “I’ll help,” Christy volunteered.

      “Luke and I will take care of this stuff,” I said. “You get ready. Go.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Duh,” I said. “Go!”

      She gave me a grateful kiss before she looked over her seat at Christy. “Do you think we can do it?”

      Christy nodded. “Piece of cake!”

      The girls grinned and then ran inside. Luke went to find a luggage cart while I took a blanket from the back of the car and covered the cases of alcohol (UT was officially a dry campus). As I waited for him to return, I thought about what Christy had said. My father said the same thing, and I’d learned the expression from him.

      “Mais,” Luke said as he arrived with the cart and interrupted my woolgathering, “we gonna have us a good ol’ time!”

      I laughed and agreed.

      “Say,” he asked as we loaded the cart, “you know if Christy is seein’ anyone?”

      “Why?”

      “You don’ have eyes? Sha! She’s cute as a button.”

      “I don’t think she’s your type.”

      “She’s female, ain’t she?”

      “She’s definitely female,” I said, “but I think she is seeing someone.”

      “You sho’? She don’ ack like it.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “I think she is. He’s in California.” Christy could take care of herself, but for some reason I didn’t like the idea of Luke chasing her. He never had a serious girlfriend and rarely slept with any of them more than twice. Women were disposable as far as he was concerned, and I had a visceral reaction to that kind of attitude.

      “Shame,” he said, and I thought that was the end of it.

      We wheeled the heavily-laden cart toward the door. Trip and Wren planned to spend the night at her place, but we couldn’t keep him away from ours the entire time until the party. He was supposed to change clothes at Wren’s apartment, but if he came upstairs and found the groceries, we’d explain that they were Luke’s for a frat party. The liquor and decorations were easier. We simply stashed them in Luke and Jeff’s room and closed the door.

      Luke returned the luggage cart while I parked my car in the non-commuter garage. I ran into Trip and Wren as I returned.

      “You look sharp, dude,” I said.

      “Thanks, man.”

      My jaw dropped when I took a good look at Wren. Christy had teased her hair out with enough hairspray to defy a tornado, and she wore a gray dress and diamond drop necklace that drew my gaze to her cleavage. I reluctantly pulled my eyes away and took a step back to appreciate the full effect. She looked like the cover of Playboy.

      “Wow,” I said at last, “you look awesome.”

      “Thanks,” she said. Then she grinned sidelong at Trip. “And thanks for letting Christy spend the night at your place.”

      He blushed at the allusion, which was what she’d wanted.

      “Any time,” I said. “I told her she could crash in Trip’s bed, but she said she’d rather sleep on the couch.”

      “She probably figures you’ll have company,” Wren said.

      I barked a laugh. “Not likely. Anyway, you kids have fun.” I blinked at the déjà vu moment, but waved as they headed to his car.

      Upstairs in our apartment Christy and Luke were already putting away the groceries. He was flirting with her, and she didn’t seem to mind. It bugged me, though, especially since I’d told him that she had a boyfriend. It was a lie, but he didn’t know that.

      He did what he normally did, though, which was think with his dick. I wasn’t in the mood to analyze the irony of that thought, so I told him, “Don’t worry about this stuff, dude. We’ll take care of it. I’m sure you have a date or something.”

      “Nope,” he said. “I’m all yours tonight.”

      Super, I thought.

      “Why don’t you mix us some drinks,” Christy suggested.

      “Aw, sha,” he said, “I thought you’d never ask.”

      I hid my irritation and decided to put on some music. Someone knocked on the door before I reached the stereo, so I turned and went to answer it. I must have looked annoyed, because the girl outside jumped when I yanked the door open.

      Then I got a good look at her and my annoyance turned to surprise.

      “Oh, hi,” I said. “What’re you doing here?”
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      Leah shifted nervously. “Um… hi.” She ventured a smile and I suddenly remembered my manners.

      I took her suitcase and overnight bag, and invited her into the apartment. “Seriously, what’re you doing here? Not that I mind,” I added hastily, “but… um… did we plan something and I just forgot?”

      “You didn’t forget. I’m still on Spring Break and thought I’d surprise you,” she said. “Is that okay?”

      “Sure!”

      “Who is it?” Christy called from the kitchen. She came around the corner and stopped abruptly. “Oh. Hello.”

      “Leah, this is Christy,” I said, and the two girls shook hands.

      Leah’s smile was forced. She still hadn’t forgiven Christy for her part in the Wren fiasco.

      Christy reacted better, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes.

      Luke stuck his head around the corner. “Who is it?”

      I introduced them and hid a grin when Leah didn’t give him more than a token smile. She wasn’t rude, but she didn’t swoon over his good looks and Cajun accent.

      “We’re planning a surprise party for Trip,” I explained. “We just got back from the grocery store.”

      “Oh, that explains it,” she said. “I got here about an hour ago, but no one was home.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      She shrugged.

      “Well, we’re here now, and you’re here, so…”

      “How ’bout those drinks?” Luke suggested. “I’m makin’ hurricanes, my specialty.”

      “Your specialty is anything alcoholic,” I said.

      “I am not an alcoholic,” he said with great dignity. “I just have a high tolerance. It’s my Cajun blood.”

      “Yeah, right.” I glanced at Leah. “Hey, lemme get her situated and give her the nickel tour. Then we’ll take those drinks. Cool?”

      “Laissez les bon temps rouler,” Luke said.

      I started to explain what it meant, but Leah cut me off.

      “‘Let the good times roll,’” she said. “I take French, you know. I swear, sometimes I think you don’t pay attention to my life.”

      “Tell me about it,” Christy muttered.

      I ignored the jabs and grabbed Leah’s bags. “Ready for that tour?”

      We returned to the kitchen a few minutes later, and Luke handed us drinks. “How’s about I whip us up somethin’ to eat?” he said. Then he looked at Christy. “What you say, sha?”

      The rum in the hurricane had improved her mood, so her eyes lit up and she nodded.

      “I hope you don’t mind spicy,” I said to Leah.

      “You really don’t pay attention, do you? My mother is Indian. Hello?”

      “I thought you looked too exotic to be plain ol’ American like me and your ugly friend,” Luke said. “What tribe?”

      I rolled my eyes, but Leah didn’t miss a beat. “Kshatriya,” she said.

      “The warrior caste?” Christy asked.

      Luke and I shared a look. He was as clueless as I was.

      Leah nodded. “Mmm hmm. My great-grandfather was an officer in the British Army. But caste is an inherited thing these days, and doesn’t mean much for me. My father’s white, and I’m American.”

      “Well, dis-moi la vérité,” Luke said.

      Christy and Leah explained at the same time. “‘Tell me the truth.’”

      They’d done it for my benefit, and I almost laughed when each grew annoyed at the other.

      Leah recovered first. “I just did,” she said to Luke.

      “You mentioned dinner?” Christy said to him.

      “My pleasure!”

      We hung out in the kitchen and made small talk while Luke cooked and entertained us with stories about “life on the bayou.” It was mostly an act for the girls (Luke had grown up in the suburbs, just like the rest of us), but he had a flair for storytelling. It also didn’t hurt that he could cook with one hand and pour drinks with the other.

      After dinner we sat in the living room and listened to the stereo. Luke’s drinks had a way of sneaking up on people, and none of us were feeling any pain. Leah curled up next to me on the couch and snuggled close. Christy and Luke carried the conversation, flirting back and forth like dueling fencers. In a way it was fun to watch, since I was pretty sure that he wasn’t going to get into her pants.

      By the time Jeff came home around midnight, we were all winding down. Christy held her liquor as well as Luke did, and he’d finally realized that he wasn’t going to get lucky. So we all said goodnight and helped Christy make up the couch.

      In my bedroom Leah began taking off her clothes as soon as I closed the door. She normally slept in her birthday suit, but I gave her the same Riverwood T-shirt that Christy had borrowed.

      “Just in case you need to go to the bathroom during the night,” I explained.

      Leah modeled it as a gag. She filled more of the shirt than Christy did, so it only reached her hips. She wasn’t wearing panties, and her bare pussy peeked from under the hem.

      I pulled her toward me and settled her on my lap. We began making out. I reacted predictably, even after so much rum. Since I was still fully dressed, I held her around the waist and stood up to unbuckle my pants. They didn’t even fall to my ankles before I freed my erection and thrust into her. She was hot and wet and very ready, and moaned softly as I fucked her standing up.

      A little while later we moved to the bed, and finally rolled apart in the wee hours of the morning, exhausted but happy. Leah caressed my chest as she rested her head on my shoulder.

      “Thanks for letting me stay,” she said quietly.
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      I woke up the next morning with a pounding headache and a taste in my mouth like I’d eaten year-old oranges. I slowly disentangled myself from Leah and staggered to the bathroom. Christy surprised me in the hall after I finished. She blinked and took a step back, and I belatedly realized that I was bare-ass naked.

      “Um, sorry.”

      “That’s okay,” she said. “I almost didn’t recognize you. I mean, it doesn’t look like the picture.”

      “Wha—?” I belatedly realized what she was talking about.

      She grinned.

      I couldn’t help but look down at my limp manhood. Then I covered myself with my hands. “Sorry,” I said again. “I didn’t mean to… you know.”

      “It’s okay. I have brothers,” she said. “I know what men look like.”

      “You saw your brothers like this?”

      “No,” she said primly. “They usually wore clothes around the house. You should try it sometime.”

      I felt my cheeks flush.

      “Now if you’ll excuse me,” she continued, “I need to use the bathroom.”

      I stepped aside. Seriously? I scolded myself. I picked that moment for small talk?

      Christy closed the bathroom door and then locked it for good measure, which bothered me for some reason.

      “Yeah, right,” I muttered. “I’m going to walk in on you in the bathroom. I have a sister. I know what women look like.” I shook my head in annoyance. Why do I let her get to me?

      “Wha’?” Leah asked groggily.

      “Nothing,” I said. “I’m going for a run. I’ll be back in an hour.” I kissed her forehead and covered her with the blanket.

      “M’kay.”

      I didn’t see Christy when I emerged from the bedroom—fully dressed this time—so I grabbed my keys and headed out. Unfortunately, I didn’t enjoy running as much as I usually did. For one, my brain felt like it was bouncing around my skull. For another, I was so thirsty that I could barely work up a good spit. For a third, I kept reliving the conversation with Christy and trying to think of snarky comebacks.

      She was gone when I returned to the apartment. No note. No nothing. The only sign that she’d been there was the pile of neatly folded blankets and a pillow on the arm of the couch.

      “Fine, whatever,” I said to myself, and poured a glass of orange juice. My head was starting to ease off, but the juice felt like ballast in my stomach.

      Leah shuffled into the kitchen as I was brooding. She had brushed her hair and donned the Riverwood T-shirt over a pair of panties.

      “Ugh,” she groaned. “I’m never drinking again.”

      “Here.” I poured her a glass of juice. “This’ll help.”

      She took a whiff and almost gagged. “Oh, God. Too much like a hurricane. Do we have any coffee?”

      “You too? Jeez. Am I the only one who doesn’t drink the stuff?”

      “Yes,” she said, and spotted the Mr. Coffee. She opened the cabinet above it and found Luke’s can of Luzianne coffee. Once she filled the machine, she stood there looking miserable and clutching her mug.

      I gave her a quick kiss. “I’m gonna shower,” I said. “We don’t have class ’cause of Good Friday, but the dining hall is open and a bunch of us usually get breakfast together. You wanna go?”

      She made a face. “Food? God, no.”

      “No problem. We have stuff here if you get hungry.” I still wanted a shower, so I headed down the hall.

      Jeff emerged from his bedroom. “Do I smell coffee?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Leah’s making it.”

      He looked puzzled. “The Indian girl? I thought you broke up with her. What? Last year, right?”

      “That was her sister,” I explained.

      He shook his head. “Jeez, Hughes, you sure keep it in the family.”

      “We’re just friends,” I said, which rang hollow. It also made Leah sound cheap, which wasn’t what I intended. “Well, more than friends, but… it’s complicated.”

      “Sounded pretty simple last night.”

      I started to bristle, but he defused me with a grin.

      “Relax. I’m just fucking wit’ ya,” he said. “She seems like a nice girl. Besides,” he gestured toward the kitchen, “she made coffee, which is more than you ever do.”
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      Trip came home after lunch. Wren had taken him to his favorite record store as part of his birthday present, and he’d bought a stack of vintage vinyl. He gave us a cursory wave and made a beeline toward his baby. Then he plopped in front of the McIntosh and adjusted the dials as the vacuum tubes warmed up.

      “It’s cool,” I told Leah. “He gets like this sometimes.”

      “Whatever,” she said.

      “I need to talk to Wren, though,” I said in a lower tone. “Can you keep an eye on him while I slip away for a few minutes?”

      He was holding his new LPs up to the light, one by one, looking for scratches or dust.

      “Sure, I guess.”

      “Thanks.” I gave her a quick kiss and headed downstairs.

      Wren invited me in.

      “So,” I teased, “you had a good time last night?”

      “Uh-huh. You did too, huh?”

      “Christy told you?”

      “Of course. But how’d you get on her bad side this time?”

      “Who knows?”

      Wren had the good grace to change the subject. “So… you had company last night?”

      “Yeah. Leah came for the weekend. It was kinda out of the blue, but…” I shrugged.

      “What’s the story with you and her?”

      “It’s… complicated,” I said.

      “Well, she’s not your girlfriend, so…”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “The whole Daphne thing. I mean, you wouldn’t have sex with me ’cause you were dating Kendall at the time. So why Daphne if you had someone like Leah at home?”

      “Yeah, well, like I said, it’s complicated.”

      “What isn’t? You wanna talk about it?”

      “Between you and me?”

      “Of course.”

      I trusted her more than anyone but Susan and my family, so I told her about Leah and Daphne and the rest. It felt good to get it off my chest.

      “Wow,” she said when I finished. “So Leah’s a swinger too?”

      I nodded. “Her whole family.”

      “And Daphne and Sara really used to be strippers?”

      Another nod.

      “Your life is complicated.”

      “No kidding.”

      She laughed and teased, “Poor Paul. More women than you can handle, but you still don’t know what to do.”

      “When you put it that way…,” I said with a laugh of my own.

      “But that gives me an idea.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “You’ll find out later,” she said cryptically. “If it works out.”

      I couldn’t coax any more out of her, so I changed the subject. “Okay, does Trip suspect anything? About the party, I mean?”

      She shook her head. “Have you figured out how you’re gonna get him out of the apartment?

      “Yeah. We need to talk about the houses for this summer.”

      “Thanks for that, by the way. For getting him to come to Atlanta. I know you had other reasons, but I hope I was part of it too.”

      “Of course,” I said, and she smiled. We shared a companionable moment until I looked at my watch. “Holy shit! I told Leah I’d be back in a few minutes and it’s been almost an hour.”

      “She’ll understand, especially if what I’m thinking works out.”

      “That again?” I said. “You won’t tell me what you’re up to?”

      “You’ll find out eventually,” she said with a secret smile.

      Smug little vixen.
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      Luke needed time to cook, and Wren and Christy had to decorate, so I asked Trip if he had plans for the rest of the afternoon.

      “Yeah, I thought I’d make a mix tape. Why?”

      “Well, I was thinkin’… We still have to talk about the houses for this summer. I want to get started as soon as we can, and since we both have time this afternoon…”

      “But what about Leah?”

      “I’ll be okay,” she said on cue. “I know you guys need to plan. Besides, I kinda wanna see what’s on the news.”

      “We don’t have cable,” Trip said, “and the TV is in Luke and Jeff’s room. You don’t wanna go in there. It’s a disaster area.”

      It’s also full of booze and party decorations, I thought smugly, but you don’t know that.

      “I think I can handle it,” she said. “I grew up with two older sisters.”

      “But what about my records?” Trip complained. “I got a Beatles promo LP.”

      “Dude,” I said, “you can listen to those after we figure out what we’re gonna do with the houses. Come on. You know we need to get started on this stuff.”

      “But… why now?”

      “’Cause we have time now. Now c’mon. You know I’m right.”

      He put business before pleasure, but not gracefully. “Fine,” he said, “but you better have another brilliant idea like Atlanta.”

      “Oh, I’m full of brilliant ideas. Now let’s go. I figure we can grab a booth at the Grill or OCI’s and sketch things out.”

      He grumbled as he gathered a couple of notepads and some pens and pencils.

      I grabbed my own sketchbook and said to Leah, “We’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

      Trip goggled. “A couple of hours?”

      “Oh, pipe down. You know you’ll enjoy it once we get going.”

      We decided on Presidential Grill, and found a table near the back. Trip grumbled about leaving his music, so I launched straight into my pitch for the two houses in the neighborhood near mine.

      He picked up the thread and started asking questions. I answered them all, until we hit our first sticking point. I wanted to do some major renovations to the backyard of the rancher, but he wasn’t convinced.

      “Seriously, dude,” I said, “that backyard is going to sell the house, especially if we fix up the pool area. We can add a gazebo or rose trellis and turn it into a little sanctuary. People pay big bucks for that kind of thing, especially within thirty minutes of downtown. Trust me. This isn’t like Franklin, where most people work a few miles from home. Atlanta is big.”

      “A lot of people commute from Franklin to Nashville,” he said defensively.

      “But a lot more in Atlanta. And to get that kind of yard with any privacy, most people have to move out to Marietta. That’s a long way.”

      “I guess,” he said. “I’m still not convinced that we’ll make our money back from something like that. I mean, kitchens and master bedrooms still make the best return.”

      “I’m not disagreeing. I’m just saying that for this house, we need to spend on the backyard too. We’ll make it back and then some. I swear.”

      “We’ll see,” he said, which meant he’d at least think about it.

      “All right,” I said. “Let’s talk about the Tudor…”

      Since we didn’t have actual plans to work with, we covered the details fairly quickly. Then I had to come up with something else to keep him occupied.

      “Hey,” I said, “do you wanna take a short vacation between school and work?”

      “Probably not.” He gestured at his notes. “We have a lot to do.”

      “I dunno…,” I said. “I mean, we should take some time off. I’m not talking about a month, but maybe a week.”

      “That’s an awful long time…”

      “Not really. Besides, I was thinking… we could go to camp.”

      “Camp? Wait, you mean… camp?”

      “You could introduce Wren to the… um… fresh air. I mean, you know she tans in the nude at home, don’t you? Well, she does. And at camp you’ll be nude too, so you won’t have to waste time if the mood strikes.”

      I threw out some more bait. “Besides,” I said, “you know how many good-looking women are there. And since Wren likes ’em too, you can both admire the… um… ‘scenery.’ Trust me, girls like it as much as guys do.”

      “Do you really think she’ll go?”

      I nodded. “I’m surprised she hasn’t said anything. I mean, have you told her you’ve been?”

      He shook his head.

      “Why not?”

      His eyes widened. “Are you kidding? I can’t tell her any of that stuff!”

      “Nonsense,” I said. “She knows you had a life before you two started dating. She knows you had sex too. She doesn’t think you figured it out from magazines, does she? And you’re definitely keeping her happy. I mean, I’ve seen how she looks after you spend the night together.”

      “Really? She has a look?”

      “Cloud nine,” I said.

      “You honestly think she’d go?”

      “Sure! Here’s what you should do…”

      The camp conversation lasted longer than I thought, so we were late getting back to the apartment.

      “Why’s it so dark in here?” Trip asked. He stepped inside and flipped on the light.

      “Surprise!”

      The wall of sound hit him and he took a half-step back. Then Wren rushed forward and gave him a hug.

      “Surprise, baby,” she said. “Happy birthday!”

      Trip held her with one arm and turned an accusing glare on me. “So that’s why you kept me out so long. You knew about this?”

      “Of course.”

      People started wishing him happy birthday as he waded into the crowd. Luke shoved a drink at him as music suddenly filled the apartment. Trip and the crowd moved into the living room.

      Leah slid under my arm and handed me a Bartles & Jaymes. She raised her own bottle and we clinked. We each took a cautious sip and shared a grin that said it all: no more hangovers like last night. Then we watched the commotion around the birthday boy in the living room.

      “So… you survived Luke and Wren and Christy?” I said at last.

      “Yeah. Luke’s funny. He’s a bit full of himself, though. Thinks he’s God’s gift to women.”

      That was Luke all right.

      “Wren is… okay,” she added grudgingly. “She knew there was some tension between us—her and me, I mean—but she went out of her way to make me feel welcome. That was… really nice. And…”

      “And…?”

      “I couldn’t figure it out at first, but then it hit me. She is seriously protective of you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Christy said something catty about you walking around naked or something, and Wren shut her down cold. Even Luke noticed, and he isn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer.”

      “Um, no.”

      “She never came right out and threatened me, but she made it clear that I’ll regret it if I ever hurt you.”

      “That’s Wren all right.”

      “I can see why you’re friends. She’s a lot like you. I mean, I know you’ll always protect me. Like this weekend.”

      “Yeah.”

      We fell into a contemplative silence.

      “And Christy?” I asked after a minute. I didn’t really know what my own feelings toward her were, so I wanted Leah’s opinion.

      “She’s actually pretty nice,” she said, which surprised me. “Cute, too. But she has a bee in her bonnet about you, doesn’t she?”

      “That’s probably an understatement.”

      “I don’t think she likes me any better.” She paused for a moment. “You know what I think? She has a serious crush on you, and I’m the competition.”

      I didn’t want to admit it, but I’d thought the same thing.

      “Well, screw her,” Leah said without heat. “She’s not your type anyway.”

      “Oh? And who is my type?”

      She beckoned me closer so she could whisper in my ear. “Any girl who’ll suck your dick.” She covered her smile with a sip of wine cooler.

      “God, there’s a reason I love you,” I said as I hugged her tight.

      “It’s because I…” She smirked and left the rest to my imagination.

      “That and more,” I agreed. “Now, time for us to join the party.”

      We’d invited friends, neighbors, and people I didn’t even know, and they all came. I saw at least a dozen of the second-year architecture students, including Freddie, who brought a girl.

      “Hey, fuggedaboutit,” he said, as though he went on dates all the time.

      Leah enjoyed meeting all my friends, especially when they thought she was older than she was. Glen and T.J. were there, as well as a couple of other guys we’d known in North Carrick.

      A bunch of Wren’s friends showed up, along with Zoë and Peter. Ash even made an appearance, although she didn’t stay long. Gracie showed up, had several drinks, and left in a huff, but I was having too much fun to worry about it.

      We managed to avoid trouble until midnight, when one of our homebody neighbors called the campus police. Trip and Glen smoothed things over, along with the football player from the judo club. His name was Reggie, and the officers recognized him. They were reluctant to cause problems for the team, so they pointedly ignored the alcohol and told us to keep the noise down.

      They had to come back a couple of hours later, of course, but the crowd had dwindled by then. Still, the officers told us they would shut us down and arrest everyone if they had to come back a third time. We took the warning to heart and people began leaving on their own. We finally kicked out the diehards around four in the morning.

      Luke had passed out in his room with some girl. They were both naked from the waist up, so we covered them and left them where they were. Jeff and Meredith had gone back to her place a couple of hours earlier, and Christy had gone home as well.

      We surveyed the apartment once we were alone. Virtually every flat surface was covered with party debris. The place stank of cigarettes, alcohol, and a couple of things I didn’t want to identify, so we left the windows open to let it air out.

      On the bright side, we didn’t have any fresh stains on the carpet and nothing major was broken. Trip’s record collection might never be organized again, but none of the LPs were broken. Best of all, the donation jar was full of money.

      Our bedrooms were also in fairly good shape. We had tried to keep people out, but that was impossible with the crowd we’d had. Someone had obviously gone through my closet, and other things were out of place, but no one had used my bed for anything more than a convenient place to sit.

      Leah and I had switched to Coke sometime earlier, so we were more or less sober. Wren was still pretty tipsy, but she’d been drinking plain juice since the cops’ second visit. By contrast, Trip was drunk as a skunk. I was surprised that he was coherent at all, much less upright.

      “Thanks, y’all,” he said happily. “This was the bes’ birfday ever!”

      “Do y’all want to clean up before we go to bed?” Leah asked. She was about as enthusiastic as I was, which is to say not at all.

      “Leave it!” Trip boomed drunkenly. “Magical party fairies will take care of it.”

      “Okay, baby,” Wren said to him, “let’s get you to bed.”

      “Oh, you wanna go t’ bed, huh?” he said. “Awesome! Le’s go!” He tried to make a screwing gesture, but his finger missed his other hand completely. He gulped like a landed fish and sat down hard.

      “Come on, Romeo,” I said as I pulled his arm over my shoulder, “let’s get you to bed.”

      He balked. “I’m not goin’ t’ bed wif you! You got a dick. A big one.”

      I blinked, and Leah tried not to split her sides as she held back laughter.

      “Di’ you know he has a big dick?” Trip asked Wren. He turned back to me. “’Course she does. She wants t’ fuck you. Whaddya think of tha’? My girlf… girlfriend wants t’ fuck you.”

      Wren eyed us nervously. “Sorry.”

      “I’m not going to sleep with your girlfriend,” I assured him.

      “I know. I trus’ you. Dunno if I trus’ her tho.” He leaned close. “She’s a nym… nym… nymphomaniac. Wants t’ do it all th’ time. I swear!”

      I gave Wren an apologetic look as I dead-lifted him off the couch. “You’re lucky to have her,” I told him, “but if you don’t shut up, she’ll never sleep with you again.”

      He looked genuinely confused. “Why not?”

      “Because I’ll kick your ass so hard you’ll have a big brown pucker where your face used to be.”

      “Tha’s pretty hard all righ’,” he said, and allowed me to help him stagger to bed.

      “Thank you,” Wren said as she took off his shoes. Then she began unbuttoning his shirt. “Come on, let’s get you under the covers.”

      “See wha’ I mean?” he said to me. Then to Wren, “Le’s go, baby. I’ll give it to ya.” It was all talk.

      We stripped him down to his jockeys and unceremoniously rolled him into bed. Wren straightened from the effort and swayed unsteadily. I reached for her, but she raised her arms and kept her balance.

      “I’m okay,” she said. Then she recovered her dignity and looked at Leah. “Sorry you had to hear all that.”

      “It’s okay,” Leah said. “It’s the alcohol talking.”

      “Not really,” Wren said as she unzipped her dress. She slipped it off her shoulders. “I really wanna sleep with him. Paul, I mean.” She shrugged. “Sorry. But I’m sure you understand.”

      I didn’t, especially since she was getting undressed as she spoke. Did she want to do it then and there?

      “Matter o’ fact,” she said as she pushed the dress over her hips, “I wanna sleep with you too.” She made moon-eyes at Leah, who looked at me sidelong.

      Wren was drunker than I’d thought, so she ignored Leah’s panicked look. “You’re so sexy and exotic. Please tell me you’re into girls. Please!”

      Leah gave me another look, this one pleading.

      “Tell her,” I said. “She knows.”

      Leah’s eyes widened. “Knows? How much?”

      “Pretty much everything.”

      “We trust each other. Completely,” Wren said. “And I love him too. But not like he wants, poor guy.”

      “That I understand,” Leah said.

      “You too?” Wren said sympathetically. Then she shook her head in confusion. “Wait a minute… did I already ask if you like girls?”

      “Um… yes,” Leah said.

      Wren beamed but then grew confused. “Um… yes I did, or yes you do?”

      “Both,” Leah said simply.

      “I just knew you were bi,” Wren gushed. “I mean, Paul doesn’t like girls who aren’t, does he?” At that point she stumbled toward Leah, who caught her in an awkward embrace.

      I smirked for a moment before I came to her rescue.

      “Okay,” I said as I gently pried them apart. “Trip isn’t the only one who’s had too much to drink.”

      “Yes, I’m drunk,” Wren said with exaggerated care, “but so what? That doesn’t change how I feel.”

      “No, I guess it doesn’t,” I conceded, “but it does change what I’m going to do with you.”

      “Oh? And just what are you”—dramatic voice—“‘going to do’ with me?” Before I could stop her, she popped the catch on her bra.

      Leah giggled at my predicament, but didn’t offer to help.

      “Okay,” I said to Wren as I lowered her to the edge of Trip’s bed, “time for beddie-bye.” Trip was already snoring softly as I eased her back. “There you go.”

      She slipped out of her bra and threw it aside. She thrust her breasts at me and dared me to look.

      “Yes, I’ve seen them,” I said. “They’re very nice.”

      “Very nice,” Leah agreed from behind me, although I couldn’t tell if she was teasing me or Wren. Probably both.

      I pulled the covers over Wren and stood back.

      She smiled. “Yep, def’nitely wanna sleep with you.” She looked at Leah, “You too. ’Specially together. Mmm. A ménage à trois. Tha’s it.” She heaved a drunken sigh and patted Trip’s leg. “Maybe even a foursome. That’d be fun.” She closed her eyes and fell asleep almost immediately.

      “Was she serious about all that?” Leah asked.

      “Yeah, ’fraid so.”

      “What have you been telling her?”

      “Some other time,” I said.

      She agreed with a nod and slipped under my arm.

      “Was this what you thought you’d be doing this weekend?” I asked.

      She laughed. “Honestly? No. I thought I’d hide out for a couple of days and then figure out what to do.”

      “And instead you got… this. Crazy, huh?”

      “Crazy,” she agreed.

      We undressed and climbed into bed. She settled against my chest as I folded her in my arms. We fooled around for a while, but neither of us had enough energy for more, so we eventually drifted to sleep in a comfortable embrace.
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      I woke up with a raging hard-on and an even stronger need to pee. Leah felt warm and soft and oh-so-tempting next to me, and I honestly thought about taking care of my hard-on first. My bladder threatened to mutiny, though, so I climbed over her as gently as I could. She mumbled something, but settled again when I pulled the blankets over her.

      A few minutes later I finished in the bathroom and made my way down the hall. The morning sun was already high in the sky when I glanced toward the window in the living room. I didn’t have my watch, but guessed it was at least ten o’clock.

      The kitchen was littered with party mess, and someone had thoughtfully piled a half-dozen bags of garbage in the corner. I ignored the smell and rummaged in the refrigerator. Most everything liquid had fallen victim to Luke’s bartending, and the only thing drinkable was a four-pack of Bartles & Jaymes.

      I checked the freezer and found a can of frozen orange juice, but it was so hard that I couldn’t even get the juice out with a spoon. I put it back and was just about to close the door when I stopped.

      “What the…?” I opened the freezer again and pulled out the telephone receiver. I stared at the frayed end of the cord as though it might tell me what had happened. It probably had training by Soviet counter-intelligence, because it didn’t say a word. I carried the cold handset to the foyer and, sure enough, the phone was missing its receiver. I gave it a steely-eyed stare, but it didn’t say a thing, much less its name, rank, and serial number.

      “Damn Commies,” I muttered as I returned to the kitchen. I put the handset back in the freezer. It could stay there until it was ready to talk.

      My irritation vanished when I returned to the bedroom and saw Leah. She was awake and beautifully mussed. She pulled back the covers to reveal her breasts and then gave me a come-hither smirk.

      I simply stood there and appreciated the view, so she upped the ante by moistening her lips and letting her gaze drift to my growing erection. I practically leapt into bed, and my hand touched her hip.

      She gasped. “OhmyGodgetitoffme!”

      I realized too late that it was still cold from the phone receiver. “Um, sorry,” I said lamely.

      “You sure know how to wake a girl up.”

      “I can wake you up like last time,” I offered.

      “Oh, no. You keep your cold little paws to yourself. I’ll take care of you this time. Now lie still and try not to touch me with those ice cubes you call hands.” She smiled to take the sting out of the words and began kissing her way down my chest.

      I helpfully lifted the covers and watched her disappear beneath them. She settled between my legs and began kissing my erection. Then I made the mistake of resting my hand on my stomach. I gasped.

      “See?” Leah said around a mouthful of penis. “Col’, isn’ i’?”

      “I said I was sorry. Jeez.” I tucked my hands behind my head and stared at the ceiling as she began fellating me. I was happily thinking about nothing except her tongue when I heard a soft rustle from the other bed.

      When I glanced over, Wren was watching Leah’s head move under the covers. She didn’t notice that I was watching her, which gave me a wicked idea. I folded the covers back so Leah could breathe. She smiled around my shaft and then closed her eyes to concentrate.

      I rolled toward the other bed slightly, to give Wren a better view. The covers moved slightly as she played with herself.

      I tried to hold back my orgasm as long as I could, but Leah was an expert. After only a few minutes, I clutched the sheets and clenched my jaw to keep from crying out. Wren watched the whole time. She was still watching as Leah swallowed and then kissed her way up my body to straddle my hips.

      “Sorry about my cold hands,” I said softly.

      “That’s okay,” she said. “Your come was nice and warm, so I forgive you.” She kissed me and ground her hips. “Again?”

      I silently debated how much I wanted to torture Wren, but in the end I took pity on her.

      “Let’s take a shower,” I suggested to Leah instead. “The building has steam heat.”

      Her brow wrinkled. “So?”

      I explained, “Endless hot water.”

      Her eyes lit. She liked having sex in the shower, but we always ran out of hot water after fifteen or twenty minutes.

      We spent nearly forty-five in there. I fucked her standing up, bent over, and even sideways. She propped her leg on the soap dish and braced herself against the wall while I angled my hips and thrust extra-deep. Then I fucked her from behind until she sank to her knees to finish me.

      “God,” she said as we dried off, “that’s better than coffee.”

      “That’s me,” I joked, “good to the last drop.”
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      Trip and Wren finally emerged a little after noon. Luke and his friend had abandoned us sometime earlier in the morning, so we had the apartment to ourselves. I didn’t know if Wren had taken care of her needs or not, but I suspected she had. She had that look.

      By contrast, Trip looked like he wished he were dead. I could sympathize, so I didn’t give him a hard time. He gazed dully at a cup of coffee and some dry toast for fifteen minutes before he said a word. Even then, he begged us to put him out of his misery.

      Leah and I had already done a little cleaning, but we’d barely made a dent. We were making desultory jokes about magical party fairies when Jeff and Meredith arrived. They surveyed the mess and just shook their heads.

      “Fuck, dude,” Jeff said at last.

      Meredith elbowed him. “Language.”

      “Oh yeah, sorry.” He tried to think of something else, but eventually gave up. “Sorry, hon,” he said, “but some things deserve a good swear-word.” He gave the living room another once-over and pronounced it worthy. “Fuck, dude, that was some party.”

      “Come on,” Meredith said, “let’s find some garbage bags.”

      “Yeah, come on,” Leah said to me. “Back to work.”

      Trip wanted to help, but his stomach revolted whenever he moved, so he sat by the window and tried to sort his record albums. The rest of us were making decent progress on the living room when Christy arrived. She looked as chipper as usual, although she ignored Leah and me as she joined the cleaning brigade.

      Whatever, I thought. So much for being friends again.

      We eventually discovered more damage than we’d seen the night before. Someone had broken one of our dining room chairs, and the couch had suffered a ripped cushion and a couple of cigarette burns. A would-be promoter had scrawled “Party like it’s 1999” in charcoal pencil on the front door.

      “Oh yeah, I almost forgot,” I said to no one in particular. “Wait till you see the phone.” I returned from the kitchen with the receiver. The cord dangled forlornly. “It still won’t talk,” I said. “I think it has spy training.”

      Everyone gave me a funny look, but I decided not to explain.

      We went back to work and eventually restored the apartment to shipshape condition.

      “Sorry I haven’t been much help,” Trip said. “Can I take everyone to dinner to say thanks?”

      We all demurred, but it was halfhearted. We were dirty, hungry, and tired of cleaning. Trip knew exactly what we needed, so he persisted.

      “Yeah, sure,” I said for the group. “That’d be awesome.”

      He looked at Wren, who checked her watch. “Leave in an hour?”

      After Christy returned to her own apartment, the rest of us looked at each other. I almost laughed when I read the same question on everyone’s face.

      “Listen,” I said, “we’re all grown-ups. Shower together to save time, right? Say, twenty minutes?”

      Leah gave me a sly look.

      “What if I can’t shower in twenty minutes?” Jeff asked, although it was sarcastic.

      “Dude,” I said, “if you can’t manage twenty minutes, I’ll come in there and wash Mr. Zip Code for you.”

      “Hey,” Meredith said, “I’m the only one who handles that package.”

      Leah grinned when she realized what we were talking about.

      After a quick discussion, we took turns in the bathroom. Leah and I didn’t have sex again, but I was sorely tempted, especially after she gave her pussy a touch-up with the razor. I resisted the urge, though, and simply teased her as we finished getting ready. Wren and Trip were still in the bathroom when Christy arrived, but no one complained at having to wait.

      Trip still wasn’t enthusiastic about food, but Wren wanted him to have some bread and water at least, so she suggested Italian. At the restaurant Christy and Meredith ordered wine, but the rest of us asked for soft drinks. During dinner we talked about the party and the crazier things that had happened. Afterward we lingered over dessert and coffee. Consequently, we didn’t make it back to the apartment until almost nine o’clock, but it felt like midnight.

      “You guys go on up,” I told the others. “I’m gonna stop by the front desk and file a maintenance request for the phone. They won’t be able to fix it until Monday, but solitary will do it some good.”

      I thought the joke was hilarious, but the others gave me a blank look.

      “You’re one weird dude, Hughes,” Jeff said.

      “It’s a gift,” I said. Then I gave Leah a quick kiss and sent her up with the others.

      The guy behind the front desk pulled out the maintenance form and slid it across the counter. He looked bored until he saw the apartment number.

      “Dude, awesome party last night.”

      “Did you come?” I didn’t remember him, but I didn’t know half the people who’d been there.

      “Yeah. It was totally gnarly.”

      “Cool,” I said. What else was I supposed to say? “Glad you enjoyed it.” I started to turn away, but he called me back.

      “This request…,” he said as he skimmed it, “it’s for the phone? Yeah, I guess that explains all the calls.”

      “Huh?”

      “Yeah,” he said, “we had a bunch of messages for you today.” He checked my name on the form. “Yeah, Paul Hughes. Wait a sec, I’ll get ’em for you.” He came back with three slips of paper. “Here you go.”

      I read them on the elevator ride. The first was from Gina, “Call me in Palm Springs. It’s important.” She included a phone number I didn’t recognize. My heart skipped a beat until I read the second one, from my mother, “Call home as soon as you can.” The last was from Chris Coulter. I looked again to make sure I’d read the name right. It read, “Paul, please call me at home as soon as you get this message. It’s urgent that I speak with you.”

      “Why is Chris Coulter calling me?” I wondered aloud.

      Wren met me at the door as soon as I walked into the apartment. Leah stood behind her, looking nervous.

      “You had a phone message,” Wren said as she handed me a note from one of our neighbors. “It was taped to the door when we got home.”

      It read, “Paul, I need to talk to you. It’s very important. Please call as soon as you get this. Gina.” She left the same number with a California area code.

      Gina knew how the phones at UT worked, and would know that our neighbor’s phone number was only one digit different from ours.

      I looked at the slips of paper and then at Leah. I thought back through the past couple of days. Little things began to jump out at me, things that she’d said or done. None of them added up to much by themselves, but they painted a different picture when I put them together with the phone messages. I might be a little slow on the uptake, but I wasn’t an idiot.

      “We need to talk,” I told her. We went to my bedroom and closed the door.

      She began to tear up. “I didn’t know where else to go.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, and pulled her in my arms. “This weekend wasn’t about a visit, though, was it?”

      “No,” she said through tears. “I kinda ran away.”

      I laughed softly. “Is that all? Heck, that’s easy to fix.”

      “Not if I don’t go back.”

      I changed the subject: “Did you have a fight with your mom?”

      “Not really.”

      “Not really?”

      “Well… there were these horrible rumors.”

      “Rumors…?” Christy and Ash’s whispering campaign was all-too-fresh in my memory. “What kind of rumors?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Okay,” I said, “you’d better tell me.”

      “It doesn’t matter. My life is over.”

      “Hold on,” I said, “nothing is ever as bad as you think. Just tell me and we’ll fix it. Okay?”

      She nodded and wiped her eyes. “You remember that guy I liked?”

      “Gary something?”

      “Yeah, Gary. I saw him at the movies last week and he invited me to this party.”

      “Okay,” I said cautiously. “Doesn’t sound too bad so far.”

      “It gets worse,” she said. “We ended up making out in one of the bedrooms. I wasn’t drunk or anything, but he was so cute, and he was really into me.”

      “He didn’t… do anything… did he?”

      “Not like Todd Zachary,” Leah said, “if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      “In a way it’s worse. My reputation is basically ruined. Everyone thinks I went all the way.”

      Uh-oh. “What do you mean ‘everyone’?”

      “Everyone! Everyone who’s anyone at school. They all think I screwed him!”

      “Um… did you?”

      “No, of course not! What kind of girl do you think I am?”

      “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Then how did you mean it? Oh, never mind.”

      “Okay… so if you didn’t have sex with him, what happened?”

      “I let him play with my boobs,” she said. “And…”

      “And…?”

      “I sort of gave him a blowjob.”

      “How did people find out? Did you tell anyone?”

      “Erin, but she’d never tell.”

      “No, she wouldn’t,” I agreed. “So who then?”

      She winced.

      “Who?” I asked, my voice dangerous.

      “Erin heard that it was…”

      “Gary?”

      She nodded. “That’s what she and Stephanie Tanner heard.”

      I sighed and looked at my watch.

      “What’re you going to do?”

      “Well,” I said calmly, “if I leave now, I can get to Atlanta by midnight, one a.m. at the latest. I figure it’ll take me about fifteen minutes to find Gary’s house, then a couple of minutes to drag him outside. After that, it won’t take long at all.”

      “To what?” she asked nervously.

      “To rip his fucking head off.”

      She jumped between me and the door. “You can’t do it, Paul! You’ll go to jail. It’s not worth it. I’m not worth it.”

      I stepped forward. She moved to block me, but I gripped her shoulders instead of trying to get past her. “You are worth it,” I said, “but he’s not. Don’t worry, I’m not going to kill him. But he’ll wish he was dead by the time I’m through with him.”

      “Paul, you can’t! Promise me you won’t hurt him.”

      “Do you still like him?”

      “No, of course not! I think he’s a lying piece of crap, but what can I do?”

      I was about to answer when someone tapped on the door. It opened before I could even ask who it was.

      Wren looked embarrassed and a little defiant. “Sorry,” she said, “I couldn’t help but overhear… mostly because I was eavesdropping.”

      My eyes widened, more at her candor than her audacity.

      “I know what you can do,” she said to Leah. “And it doesn’t involve bloodshed.”

      “Well,” I said, “that’s a shame.” I meant it too, although Leah seemed relieved.

      “Threaten to tell everyone he has a little dick,” Wren said.

      My eyes bugged. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me,” she said. She turned back to Leah. “Threaten to tell everyone he has a little dick.”

      “If she tells them that,” I said, “they’ll think she really did have sex with him.”

      “They’re going to think that anyway,” Wren said. “But if he’s the one who started the rumor, he can’t deny that she’s seen his dick. So he’s between a rock and a hard place. Either they had sex and she knows how big his dick is, or they didn’t and she doesn’t because she never saw it.”

      “But she did see it,” I protested. “Besides, he’s a football player. Every guy who’s seen him in the shower knows if it’s true or not.”

      “Not necessarily,” Wren said. “You of all people should know that. Think about it. Some guys are little until they get hard, while others are pretty much the same whether they’re hard or soft.”

      “Okay, but what if he’s hung like a horse?”

      Leah laughed, dark and a bit hysterical.

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

      It took Leah a minute to stop laughing, and she shook her head in disbelief when she finally did. “She’s right,” she said. “It’s perfect.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “He really does have a little dick. It’s not a cocktail weenie or anything, but…” She held her fingers about four inches apart. “It’s one of those that doesn’t get any bigger when it’s hard.”

      Wren gave me an I-told-you-so look.

      “I could live with that,” Leah said, “but his come was, like, barf me out! I mean, he’s cute and all, but I have standards.”

      Wren and I lasted almost two seconds before we burst out laughing. Even Leah thought it was funny in hindsight, although her laughter was strained.

      “Okay,” I said when we calmed down, “that should fix Gary. Now let’s talk about your folks.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Oh, grow up,” Wren said. “Of course you are.”

      Leah glared.

      “You can’t stay here forever,” Wren continued, “much as Paul might enjoy it. Me too, for that matter, but that’s beside the point.”

      “I’m not going home,” Leah said.

      “Well, of course not,” Wren said reasonably. “Not this instant.”

      Leah was as stubborn as I’d ever seen her, but we eventually convinced her that she needed to let her parents know that she was all right. She still didn’t want to talk to her mother, so I agreed to make the call. We went downstairs to Wren’s apartment.

      Christy looked up. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Wren said. “I’ll tell you later.”

      Leah raised an eyebrow.

      “Oh, she’s okay,” Wren said. “Besides, she won’t tell anyone.”

      I started to object, but Wren caught my eye and shook her head slightly. She glanced at Christy.

      Got it, I said with a nod. She wanted Christy to see firsthand what a rumor could do to someone’s reputation. Clever, I thought. And a good object lesson.

      I picked up the phone and dialed. Chris was relieved to hear my voice, and doubly so when I told him that Leah was safe in Knoxville.

      “Her mother’s been worried sick,” he said. “So have I.”

      “Yeah, I understand. Sorry we didn’t call sooner. We had a bit of trouble with our phone. I think it’s a Soviet agent,” I added. “I’m sure you understand.”

      Wren glared. “One day you’re going to tell me what the hell you’re talking about.”

      Chris seemed nonplussed, so I forged ahead. “Anyway, she’s here and she’s fine.”

      “May I speak with her?”

      “Sure,” I said, “hold on a sec.” Then I said to Leah, “Your dad.”

      She tried to protest but eventually took the phone. “Hi, Dad. I’m fine.”

      He said something and she nodded.

      “Yeah, I had to get away from her for a while,” she said. Then she shook her head. “Not really.” She grew more defiant. “No, I don’t have to come home. I’m practically a grown-up, and—”

      I took the phone from her before she had a chance to dig a deeper hole for herself. “Hi, Chris,” I said, “it’s me again. Sorry. She’s still pretty upset.”

      “I’ll say,” Leah half-shouted, which was a louder version of Chris’s comment.

      “And it’s more than just the fight with her mom,” I added.

      Chris said, “She needs to come home.”

      “I know,” I said, “and she will.”

      Leah set her jaw and glared.

      I had to swallow a laugh—she looked like her equally stubborn sister. “Listen, Chris,” I said, “we’ll call again tomorrow. Okay? Leah still has a few things to work out here.”

      She raised her voice: “I’m never coming home. See what Mom says to that!”

      “She also needs to have a serious heart-to-heart with Elizabeth,” I added by way of explanation. “Leah doesn’t want to be a doctor, and she’s too scared to tell her mother.”

      “I am not scared,” Leah brayed. “And Mom can go—”

      I clapped a hand over her mouth. Then I cradled the phone against my shoulder and wrapped an arm around her. She began to struggle as I clasped her arms to her sides.

      “As I was saying,” I continued to Chris, “you should probably lay the groundwork for that conversation.”

      “I thought it might be something like that,” he said. “I had my suspicions, but…”

      “Yeah, I know,” I said, “believe me. Coulter women are completely pigheaded when they set their minds to something.”

      He laughed. “You have an excellent grasp of the situation.”

      “Anyway,” I continued, “we’ll call in the morning, and probably drive home sometime tomorrow.”

      Leah redoubled her struggles, but I was too strong for her.

      “Are you coming too?” he asked.

      “Yeah, probably. I don’t entirely trust her to come home on her own.”

      He laughed again. “You really do know her, don’t you?”

      “Mmm hmm. As a matter of fact, I should probably hang up now. I need both hands to keep her from ripping my balls off.”

      “I bet!” he said.

      “Do me a favor and call Gina and my mom and let them know,” I added. “Okay?”

      He said that he would and then thanked me before he hung up. Wren caught the receiver as I let it slip from my shoulder. Her eyes danced with laughter, both at my predicament and Leah’s struggles.

      Instead of letting go of her, I picked her up and pitched her over my shoulder. I caught her wrist and pinned her legs in a modified fireman’s carry. She could struggle all she wanted, but she wasn’t going to escape or emasculate me.

      “Stop it,” I barked, and added a hard smack to her upturned foundation.

      She gasped, more in amazement than pain. Then she started squirming again.

      I swatted her again. Harder. “I said stop it!”

      Christy looked on, eyes wide.

      “Put me down!” Leah howled. “I’m a grown woman!”

      I swatted her again. “Then act like it!” I paused to let it sink in. “I can keep this up all night. You don’t weigh that much, and I’m a lot stronger than you. So which is it gonna be: set you down and we act like adults, or paddle you like a little girl?”

      “You have to sleep sometime,” she threatened.

      “Not with you I don’t.”

      Her voice trembled: “You’re kicking me out?”

      “No, of course not,” I said. “But I can sleep on the couch.”

      “Or down here,” Wren added.

      “See?” I said to Leah. “You’re outnumbered. Now, are you going to calm down or not?” I almost laughed when she took a long time to think about it. “Dear God,” I said to no one in particular, “why do I fall for the feisty ones?”

      “You like a challenge,” Wren said dryly.

      “Just once I’d like a submissive girlfriend.”

      Wren laughed. “No way. You like to keep things interesting.”

      “Not this interesting.”

      “Nonsense. You eat this stuff up.” She looked at Leah. “I think you can put her down now.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m right here,” Leah snapped.

      “Oh, you’re impossible to ignore,” I said, and patted her bottom, fondly this time.

      “Spank me again and you’d better ignore me the rest of your life.”

      “I wouldn’t want to do that. I have plans for you.”

      “They’d better not include having sex.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I quipped. “I like my tender parts right where they are, thank you very much.”

      Wren smirked, and even Christy looked amused.

      I set Leah down and took a theatrical step back. “Truce?”

      She glared, but didn’t say anything.

      Wren stepped forward and put her arm around the younger girl. “It’ll be all right. I promise.”

      Leah looked defiant for a moment before relief overwhelmed her. She glared at me again, but her heart wasn’t in it.

      Wren hugged her. It lasted longer than I thought it deserved, and then went from supportive to affectionate. Leah actually blushed when they pulled apart.

      “Oh, my,” Wren said, and a look passed between them.

      My dick twitched at the fantasy growing in my imagination, but Christy broke the spell.

      “Great,” she said. “Everyone’s friends again, and I’m still outta luck.” She stomped off and slammed her bedroom door.

      “What was that about?” I asked.

      Wren stared after her. “I’m sure I’ll find out later.” She looked at Leah. “In the meantime, let’s call Gary. We need to talk to him. The sooner, the better.”

      Leah didn’t want to talk to him, so Wren made the call.

      “Hello, Gary,” she said. “You don’t know me and my name’s not important, but we have a friend in common, Leah Coulter.” She listened for a second before she cut him off. “No, you can’t. As a matter of fact, she doesn’t want to have anything to do with you. She heard your little rumor, and she’s going to start one of her own if you don’t quit lying to people.”

      Wren made an amused face. “I’m glad you asked. It’s about your four-inch wonder.” She covered the mouthpiece and grinned. “Uh-huh,” she told him when she got herself under control. “She’s going to tell everyone about your… shortcomings as a man.” She listened impassively. “Oh, she would dare. As a matter of fact, everyone at school will know in a couple of days. And I’m sure there are several other girls who’ll say they ‘heard’ the same thing.”

      She held the phone away and smirked as Gary blustered.

      She cut him off after a moment. “Gary, pay attention. How many girls do you think will want to sleep with a guy who’s hung like a ten-year-old and can’t keep his mouth shut about who he’s had sex with?”

      Leah goggled.

      “Exactly,” Wren said. “None.” She let him stew for a moment. “So that’s the situation. Either you tell the truth and say you didn’t go all the way with Leah, or your dating prospects hit rock bottom and everyone will know you’re a needle-dick. Which is it gonna be?”

      She listened for a moment and then laughed. “No, I don’t think you’ll do that.” She looked amused. “Why not? Because I have a friend who’ll kick your ass from here to the sea, like Sherman’s second coming.” She handed the phone to me.

      “Hi, Gary,” I said. “You don’t need to know my name either, but I know yours. I also know what you look like and where you live.”

      “Who do you think you are?” he bellowed. “I’ll kick your ass if I see you—”

      “Gary! Listen to me. You won’t see me until I kick you in the balls. Then I’ll stomp the ever-loving shit out of you while you’re on the ground.”

      “You won’t even fight like a man?”

      “No,” I said simply. “I don’t fight fair. I fight to win. So watch your mouth, Gary. If I hear from Leah that you’re running it again, I will come looking for you.”

      He fell silent.

      “Are we clear, Gary?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Wrong answer, Gary,” I said. “I can be at your house in ten minutes.” I turned philosophical and dispassionate. “Personally,” I said, “part of me hopes you choose the hard way, ’cause I really wanna fuck you up. But I promised my friend that I’d give you a chance, so… Which is it gonna be, Gary?”

      He let the silence drag out, daring me to speak first.

      I wanted to taunt him again, to warn him of the consequences, but that would only show my bluff. So I let him imagine what would happen if he tempted fate.

      “Fine,” he said at last. “Whatever. I never liked her anyway. Everyone knows she’s a cock-tease and won’t put out.”

      He was just showing his ass, but I let him have the minor satisfaction. Besides, I had the satisfaction of knowing how wrong he was. I handed the phone to Wren with a nod.

      “Hi, Gary,” she said, “it’s me again. I knew you’d do the right thing. You’re a smart guy, after all, and smart guys don’t cause trouble for themselves. They also don’t lie. That’s why I know you’ll set the record straight on Monday.” She listened and then smiled maliciously. “Oh, bless your heart. That is a problem. But I don’t care. You started this, so you can fix it. Now, you have a nice night.”

      She hung up and we all looked at each other. Would he believe us or not? More important, would his friends believe the new version of the story? We had a lot riding on the high school version of Mutually Assured Destruction, and we all knew it.

      The tension got to Leah first, and she silently hugged me. After a moment she pulled back and included Wren.

      “I just hope it works,” she said.

      “He’s too chicken to risk it,” I said.

      “I don’t know how to thank you,” Leah said.

      I wanted to lighten the mood, so I chuckled. “I can think of a way.”

      Wren swatted my shoulder. “Seriously?” she said. “Is that all you think about?”

      “More or less,” Leah and I said at the same time.

      We laughed for real at that, and Leah sighed and relaxed for the first time in a while.
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      We spent the rest of the evening in my apartment. Jeff and Meredith had gone to her place, but Trip and Wren hung out with us. His hangover finally began to ease off, so we listened to records and talked for a while. We’d all had a long day, though, and we decided to go to bed well before midnight.

      I was a little surprised when Wren asked if we minded sharing the bedroom. I felt Leah react beside me and had to swallow a laugh when I remembered her exhibitionist streak. In spite of that, I didn’t think any of us were in the mood for wild sex. Still, I was about to turn off the light when I paused to glance at Leah, who grinned in reply.

      Trip shifted nervously. “Um… are you gonna… you know… the light?”

      “Seriously?” I said. “Now you’re shy? I mean, last night you couldn’t stop talking about nymphomaniacs and orgies.”

      He blushed. “Really?”

      “Yeah. Well, not the orgy part. But you did call your girlfriend a nymphomaniac.”

      “A tolerant, forgiving nymphomaniac,” Wren pointed out.

      His blush deepened.

      “You also talked about Paul’s dick,” Leah added. “A lot.”

      “Oh, dear God,” Trip groaned. “Really?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “You were cute,” Wren said fondly. Then she unsnapped her jeans and pushed them over her hips. She tried to seem nonchalant about it, but she gave Leah a covert look.

      Leah must have seen it too, because she grinned and unsnapped her own jeans.

      “Come on,” I told Trip as I unbuckled my belt, “don’t be shy. You’ve seen everyone already.”

      He gulped.

      Wren patted his arm. “Don’t worry. I know all about the nudist camp.” She smiled. “I know a lot more than you think.”

      We were down to our underwear at that point, except Trip, who had stopped at his shirt. I was pretty sure that his shirttails covered a growing bulge in his jockeys.

      Leah must have realized the same thing, because she popped the catch on her bra and shrugged out of it. Trip spent a long time unbuttoning his cuffs while Wren’s eyes lingered on Leah, who was taking off her panties.

      Trip did his best to seem indifferent—he’d seen Leah before—but Wren stared.

      “Wow,” she said, “I didn’t know about that.”

      Leah glanced down at the smooth cleft between her legs. “You like it?”

      “Um… yeah,” Wren said.

      “Paul likes it this way,” Leah explained, “and I kinda do too. It makes me feel sexy.”

      Wren swallowed hard. “Um… yeah, sexy.”

      “You were a swimmer, right?” I teased. “Didn’t you ever shave for a meet?”

      She actually blushed. “Sometimes, but I never kept it that way. It always itched when it grew back.”

      “Oh, that’s why I just keep it shaved,” Leah said. Then she looked at Trip. “What do you think?”

      “I never thought about it,” Trip lied. “I mean… you know… it… um… I never thought about it.”

      “Right,” I said with a laugh, and took off my own underwear to break the impasse. I was half-hard from the sexual tension, and Wren tried not to glance at my dick as it flopped free.

      She realized she was staring, so she took off her bra and folded it over the rest of her clothes. She hesitated a moment before she slipped her fingers under the waistband of her panties and took them off. She kept her pubic hair natural, but neatly trimmed.

      “You’re a bit overdressed,” I said to Trip.

      He shifted nervously.

      “Oh, relax,” I said. “Everyone knows you have a hard-on. Jeez. It’s natural. It’s not a big deal.”

      “I think it’s a big deal,” Wren said, which only made Trip blush harder. Then she took pity on him and glanced at the light switch.

      “Yeah, sure,” I agreed. I turned on the small lamp by my bed and turned off the overhead. “There. Better?” Then I pulled back the covers and climbed into bed. My dick flopped as I scooted toward the wall, and Leah eyed it speculatively. I waggled my eyebrows.

      Trip took off his shirt and leapt under the covers before anyone could see the tent in his underwear. Leah gave me a private grin as she rolled her eyes and climbed into bed. She spooned in front of me as Wren climbed into bed with Trip. I turned off the light.

      We talked for a few minutes but then grew quiet. I was too excited to sleep, so I began teasing Leah’s nipples. She pressed her ass against my erection, but Trip and Wren started arguing before we could do more. It wasn’t a loud argument, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out what it was about.

      I put my lips to Leah’s ear. “You feel adventurous?”

      She didn’t answer with words. Instead, she reached back and guided my erection into her. I filled her from behind and cupped her breasts for leverage. I began thrusting silently, while she gnawed her fist to keep from crying out. I was afraid she was going to draw blood, but that didn’t stop me from teasing her nipples as I fucked her.

      Trip and Wren eventually grew quiet, but they weren’t asleep. We didn’t care if they heard, but trying to keep quiet was its own thrill.

      Leah came with a rush of heat and moisture, and whimpered as she tried to contain her scream. I rammed home as deep as I could and erupted with a groan of my own. Leah stiffened as she felt me spurt inside her.

      We panted in silence, and I grinned at the thought of Trip and Wren listening from the other bed.
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      Leah and I skipped the phone call and left for Atlanta early the next morning. It was Easter Sunday, so the roads were almost deserted. We talked about everything but what was on our minds: would our plan with Gary work, and how would things go with her mother?

      Once we reached her house, I pulled into the driveway and parked by the back door. We sat there for at least a minute, just listening to the car ping and pop as it cooled. After another long moment, Leah sighed and opened her door. I took her suitcase and overnight bag from the back.

      “You want me to come in with you?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      Chris greeted us at the door, and I set Leah’s things on the floor as she stood there nervously. I had to give her a little shove, but then she rushed into his arms.

      “Thank God you’re home,” he said as he hugged her. “We were so worried.”

      “Even Mom?”

      “Even Mom. She… she just wants you to be happy.”

      Elizabeth appeared on cue, but she hesitated in the doorway. She thanked me with a smile and then looked at her youngest daughter.

      Chris didn’t know that she was behind him. “She wants to talk to you,” he told Leah. “It’s your future, and she understands that, but she needs to hear it from you, okay?”

      Leah nodded.

      “I’ll leave y’all alone,” I said, and quietly backed out the door. I shut it behind me before I realized that I didn’t have a ride home. I dithered for a moment before I went back inside.

      The three of them were hugging right where I’d left them. They looked up when I came in.

      “Um… sorry,” I said. “But… can I borrow the phone? We drove Leah’s car from Knoxville, so I don’t have a way home.”

      “Oh, don’t be daft,” Elizabeth said. “Come here.” She gave me a grateful hug.

      We sat in the kitchen and talked for a few minutes after that, but I felt like a third wheel. Chris sensed it too, so he gave me a ride to my parents’ house. On the way there, he offered to fly me home later in the day. My original plan had been to ride standby on the first commercial flight, but his suggestion made more sense.

      “Besides,” he added, “Elizabeth and Leah need some time alone.”

      Mom and Dad were happy to see me, especially under the circumstances. I apologized for not calling sooner, and explained about the phone. I left out the part about the party, but they probably understood.

      We didn’t have plans for Easter lunch, so the Coulters invited us over for ham and potato salad by the pool. Leah and Erin sat apart and talked quietly, probably about the situation with Gary. My parents and the Coulters talked about the weather and life in general, like everything was normal.

      Kendall would say that they were in denial, but I saw how Elizabeth kept looking at Leah, and how grateful she was to have her back. She could be stubborn and demanding, but she loved her daughters.

      Chris and I went to the airport at four o’clock. He didn’t have his IFR certificate, so he wanted to make it back before the weather changed later that evening. I helped him preflight the plane and climbed in after him. He wasn’t as confident as I was, but he knew what he was doing.

      As I thought more about Chris, I realized that no one had a perfect life, no matter how good it seemed from the outside. My parents argued and had their problems just like the Coulters did, but they made it work somehow. That made me think of Christy, and how she and I got along. I was still thinking about her when we landed in Knoxville.

      Chris thanked me again as I helped him refuel the plane. He said goodbye when Trip and Wren arrived, and we watched him taxi into the fading light. He waggled the wings after takeoff, and then made the turn toward Atlanta.

      Trip and Wren and I rode back to campus in silence. I was somber and reflective, and they knew me well enough to leave me to my thoughts.

      “That was a good thing you did,” Wren said at last.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Leah’s… special.” And she helped me when I needed her most, I added silently. That alone earned her a place in my heart.
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