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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        Nick Scipio

        August 1, 2020

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

      And when you get to the end of the series, the Epilogue will wrap up the whole saga and answer the two big questions from the very beginning—who’s the wife and who died?
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      Trip and Wren were already at the private terminal when we arrived. So were my parents. I hated to arrive last, but life didn’t always go the way I planned.

      The girls opened their doors as soon as the SUV stopped moving.

      “Whoa!” I said before they could leap out. “Take your bags with you. Dad’s taxi doesn’t do luggage.”

      They reached over the back seat and pulled out their backpacks. Then they jumped to the ground and ran inside to talk to Trip and Wren’s kids.

      “This is just a big adventure to them,” I said after they’d gone.

      “They’re young,” my wife said. “No one close to them has died before.” She looked at me for a moment. “Are you okay?”

      “No. But yeah.”

      She nodded.

      “I guess I still can’t believe she’s gone. I mean, one minute she’s part of our life, and the next…? Bam! Gone.”

      “She’s still part of our life.”

      “Yeah, but you know what I mean.”

      “I do.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I know I say this all the time, but I love you. And it’s times like now that I really appreciate all we have together.”

      “I love you too. And I can’t imagine life without you.”

      I leaned across the center console and gave her a kiss. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Laurie come out of the terminal. She took one look at us through the windshield and went back inside.

      “We’d better get going,” my wife said with a laugh, “before the girls tell them we’re making out.”

      “Oh, no! They might think we’re married or something.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “All right, all right. Let’s go.”

      In the terminal we exchanged hugs and greetings. And for the first time I could remember, I thought my mother looked old. Her eyes were puffy from crying.

      “Don’t say a thing,” she warned.

      “Wasn’t even thinking it.”

      My father joined us with a very excited Emily under his wing.

      “You want to fly left seat?” he asked me.

      He’d been retired from the airline for less than a year, and his current “job” was chief pilot for a hotshot design firm that happened to have his son’s name on the building. It wasn’t a sinecure, but his boss was easy to work with and the hours were good.

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “You take it.”

      He nodded and then glanced down at Emily.

      “Can I fly the right seat?” she asked me. “Grandpa says it’s okay with him if it’s okay with you.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked him.

      “Are you kidding? She handles the radios and nav better than you do.”

      I laughed and agreed.

      “Come on, Short Stuff,” he said to her. “Let’s go do the preflight walk-around.”

      “Hey! Who you callin’ Short Stuff?”

      “Sorry, First Officer Short Stuff,” he corrected.

      “Much better.”

      I smiled as they walked out to the flight line together.

      Even at ten years old, Emily already knew what she wanted to be: a Navy pilot. She’d do it, too! I was sure of it. She was the most willful child I’d ever met. She never, ever let go of an idea once she decided to do something. And heaven help anyone who stood in her way, deliberately or not.

      As I watched her, I thought of all the women who’d come before her. Those trailblazers had cleared obstacles from her path before she ever knew they existed, much less encountered them.

      Thinking of them made me think of the women in my own life. They hadn’t blazed any trails for me, but their influence had shaped me in so many ways. Oh, men like my father and Laszlo Joska had played a part, but I owed much of my personality to the women in my life. My mother was the most important, but I was so much like her that I couldn’t think of a time when she hadn’t influenced me. The others had come into my life later.

      Susan was the first, obviously. She’d opened my eyes to sex and relationships. And she’d introduced me to the radical idea that men and women were equals and should be treated that way.

      I’d learned about love and heartbreak from Gina, and even how to handle a second chance when it came around. I’d also learned the meaning of compassion and the value of public service.

      Kendall had taught me to take off my blinders and learn from my mistakes. And for the record, she wasn’t the mistake. She was just the unfortunate woman who’d suffered because I’d been paying too much attention to the “what” and not enough to the “why.”

      With Wren I’d learned that things happen for a reason. And when they didn’t go the way I wanted, I could sulk about it or make the most of the situation. Leah had played a big part in that lesson too.

      And then Christy had taught me the value of patience, as well as the equally radical idea that my perspective might not be the only right way to look at things. And I’d probably changed her as much as she’d changed me.

      I stared out the terminal windows for several minutes before I felt someone beside me. My wife and I shared a smile, and I put my arm around her.

      “Thinking about her?” she asked softly.

      “Yes. And you, in a roundabout way. But mostly the past.”

      She fell silent for a long moment. “Did you ever think…?”

      “That we’d end up together? No. Well, not at first.”

      “Me neither.”

      “I’m glad we did.”

      “Me too.” She breathed a deep sigh. “I can’t believe it’s been twenty years.”

      I chuckled. “Nineteen.”

      She furrowed her brow.

      “Trust me,” I said. “It was 1983. That fall. School was about to start, and…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book 1

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Trip, Wren, and I spent the Monday after Labor Day in Atlanta, packing boxes and loading a rental truck. The next day we drove to his parents’ house in Franklin, where we added even more to our fledgling household. Then we ignored the advice of age and experience (Trip’s father and stepmother) and drove to Knoxville. We probably should have listened, but we were young and eager.

      We arrived after dark and spent the next five hours unloading the truck. Trip and I did most of the grunt work, while Wren sorted and stacked boxes inside. We moved the last piece of furniture, a small couch, to a third-floor bedroom in the wee hours of the morning.

      We were exhausted and glad it was over, but the house was ours. We were home.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up after only a few hours. I tried to go back to sleep but finally threw back the covers and swung my feet to the floor. I went to the window and opened the curtains. Streetlights glowed on parked cars, their windows opaque from dew. Nothing moved. Nothing made a sound.

      I decided to go for a run, partly to work out the soreness from the move, but also to explore the neighborhood. The streets were laid out in a grid, so it was almost impossible to get lost. I spent a blissful hour jogging through Fort Sanders as the world slowly came to life.

      When I returned to the house, I came to a halt at the front porch. I watched in silent amusement as a hundred-pound bundle of energy, Christy, paced back and forth in high dudgeon. She jabbed the doorbell. Then she pounded on the door. She seemed like she’d been at it for a few minutes.

      She wore plaid flannel pajamas that were a couple of sizes too large, which made her look like a kid playing dress-up. Her slippers didn’t help. They were fluffy white bunnies, complete with cotton-ball tails. She balled her fists and stomped a foot.

      The result was less than earth-shattering, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      She rounded on me. She didn’t recognize me at first, but then her eyes widened.

      “Mornin’,” I said with exaggerated southern politeness.

      “Good morning.” She looked me up and down. “What happened to you?”

      I blinked.

      “Did you lose weight?”

      I felt self-conscious all of a sudden. “A little, yeah.”

      “A lot.” Her irritation returned. “Where have you been?”

      My shirt was tied around my waist. I was breathing heavily and my bare skin steamed in the cool air. Those should’ve been her first clues. My shorts and running shoes should’ve doubled the clue factor. I looked down at myself, if only to make sure I saw the same thing she did.

      “Don’t you ever wear clothes?” she snapped. “And I don’t mean where have you been. I mean all of you. Where have you been?”

      “Nice to see you too.”

      Her eyes narrowed.

      “Okay, I give up,” I said at last. “What’re you talking about?”

      “I’ve been here for days! Waiting. Where were you?”

      The front door opened before I could answer. Wren, clad in a blue terrycloth bathrobe, stared out blearily.

      Christy turned. “Where have you been?”

      “Wha’?”

      I caught Wren’s eye. “She means, ‘Good morning. Nice to see you. May I come in?’”

      Wren mumbled something and stepped aside.

      I followed them into the house and headed upstairs. “Shower,” I said over my shoulder. “Back in a bit.”

      “Clothes!” Christy called after me.

      I stuck my head over the railing. “What about ’em?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As it turned out, Christy had good reason to be annoyed. Wren had forgotten to tell her about the change in plans. So Christy arrived in Knoxville to find the house locked and empty. She’d called Wren’s parents and left several messages, but never heard back. And she didn’t know Trip’s number or mine. So she’d been waiting five days, with no idea where we were.

      Wren apologized profusely, but Christy was still in the mood to fume.

      “What did you do?” I asked when she finally paused to breathe.

      “I called Sayuri. I’ve been staying with her.”

      “Friend of yours?”

      She looked at Wren in exasperation. “Is he serious?”

      “Probably,” Wren said. She yawned. “Do we have any Coke?”

      Christy ignored her and said to me, “Sayuri lives next door. She used to own the house.”

      “Ah. That explains your pajamas. They’re fitting, by the way. Very… Victorian.”

      She thought I was making fun of her.

      I was, but in a friendly way. I gestured at the house around us. “It’s Victorian too.”

      “Is it?” She waved a hand. “It’s just a house.”

      “That’s a bit like saying Michelangelo was ‘just an artist.’”

      Her five-foot-nothing glare wasn’t very intimidating.

      I smiled. “Down, girl. The house isn’t the Sistine Chapel, but it isn’t ‘just a house’ either. It’s a work of art.”

      “No it isn’t.”

      “Sure it is. You just have to know how to look. There’s beauty in everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Since I was the only one who was awake, showered, and dressed (in clothes and everything, as requested), I offered to make a grocery run.

      “We need Coke,” Wren said with another yawn. “And coffee and filters too.” She nudged a cardboard box with her toe. “I’ll find the coffee maker. I hope.”

      I nodded and glanced at Christy. “Anything you want, m’lady?”

      She tried to decide if I was making fun of her again. “Apples,” she said at last. “Grapes. Maybe a melon.”

      “Cantaloupe or watermelon?”

      “Cantaloupe. Or honeydew. Whichever is fresher.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Carrots. Celery. Radishes.”

      “In other words, the usual bunny food?”

      She turned to Wren. “Has he been like this all summer?”

      “Worse,” I said. “And the word you’re looking for is ‘unrepentant.’”

      “I was thinking ‘annoying.’”

      “That too,” I agreed cheerfully.
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        * * *

      

      We met Sayuri after breakfast. She was a tiny Japanese woman, neither young nor old. I guessed that she was in her early fifties. She had black hair, dark eyes, and a plain face. She spoke with a pronounced accent, but was easy enough to understand if I paid attention. She was unfailingly polite, although she studied Trip and me without seeming to look at us. We were being evaluated, judgment deferred.

      Trip must have felt it too, because he didn’t object when I suggested we move Christy’s things to our house. We had to make several trips to haul over four large suitcases, three small ones, a half-dozen dress bags, several large boxes, and more. It must’ve cost a fortune to ship from California.

      When we finished we took an impromptu tour around the front of Sayuri’s house. It was also Victorian, smaller than ours, without all the ornamentation and extra rooms. It was built as a workaday house for a wealthy family, a home instead of a statement.

      The inside was well-kept and tidy, with a mixture of Japanese and western decorations. We sat at the dining room table and made small talk until Wren brought up the subject of the other renovations.

      Sayuri owned two more houses in the neighborhood, one across the street and one a block away. She didn’t entirely trust her current contractor (I couldn’t blame her, especially after her experience with the first guy), but she had no way to know if she was getting the runaround. Trip and I promised to check things out. She nodded and smiled, agreement without confidence.

      Christy said something in Japanese and then nodded at us. Sayuri asked something that sounded suspiciously like, “But they’re so young. How can they possibly know what they’re doing?” She smiled when she said it, but her dark eyes didn’t echo the sentiment. Christy answered respectfully.

      I watched their conversation and slowly reevaluated Sayuri. She reminded me of Susan, especially the way her mind worked. I didn’t understand a word she said, although I didn’t really need to. Her manner was restrained, and her voice never rose above polite conversation, but her questions were quick and direct. Her meaning was clear too: she wanted value for her money and wanted to make sure that Trip and I could protect her interests.

      Much to my surprise, Christy argued in our favor. She spoke Japanese, although her looks and gestures came through loud and clear. Trip and I knew what we were doing, she explained. Trust us, she said. She folded her hands in front of her and lowered her eyes in deference to the older woman.

      Sayuri thought for a moment and then smiled. Once again, I had the feeling of deferred judgment. She clearly liked Christy, but Trip and I would have to earn her trust. Fair enough, I thought. Trip could dig into the contractor’s estimates and expenses, line by line if necessary. And I could do the same for the houses themselves.

      Sayuri said to us, in English, that she’d be very grateful if we would advise her on the renovations. We said we’d be happy to, of course. We exchanged a few more pleasantries and then said goodbye.

      “I hope we haven’t bitten off more than we can chew,” Trip said. He gestured to our house as we approached. “This place isn’t even close to what I’d call a good job.”

      Wren started to object.

      “He’s right,” I said. “You probably don’t see it, but we do. It’s little things. Lots of ’em. Rough edges, cut corners, half-assed work.”

      “I don’t even know how some of it passed inspection,” Trip said.

      “Nonsense,” Wren said. “It’s fine.”

      “Fine to live in,” I agreed. “But the work isn’t something I’d brag about.” Wren started to say something else, but I stopped her again. “Most of the things I’ve noticed are cosmetic. Trip and I can fix them. But it’ll be a problem if we find anything structural.”

      “Or any serious code violations.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And these other two houses might also be a mess—”

      “Our house isn’t a mess,” Wren objected. “We had it inspected before we bought it.”

      “Okay, maybe not ‘a mess,’” I said to placate her. “But it certainly isn’t up to Hughes-Whitman standards.”

      “Whitman-Hughes,” Trip corrected absently.

      I grinned. It was a friendly argument we’d had many times.

      “But he’s right,” Trip went on. “These other houses might take up a lot of our time, especially if we find problems.” He turned to Christy. “How do you think Sayuri will take that? Does she want to hear the truth, especially if her contractor isn’t… um… up to our standards?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Have to be careful, though,” he mused aloud. “We don’t want the job ourselves.”

      I perked up. “Why not? I mean, I’d like to see the houses first, but they might be fun projects.”

      “No way. Maybe if we could work on ’em full time, but not with school and everything else.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      Still, I imagined what we could do with an old Victorian. Most of them had fine bones, even if they’d seen better days. We could make them beautiful again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We spent the rest of the day unpacking boxes and arranging furniture. Wren and Christy concentrated on the kitchen and dining room. Trip and I worked our way through the living room, octagonal front room, and the little main-floor bedroom.

      The next day Trip and Wren worked in the master bedroom, while Christy and I did the same in our separate ones. I heard her struggling to move furniture, so I offered to help. Then I hung around to unpack an entire box of purses and store them on the top shelf in the closet.

      “I know what to get you for Christmas,” I teased. “A stepladder.”

      “Very funny.”

      “I’m serious. Why do you want these up here? You won’t be able to get ’em down yourself.”

      “I don’t need them very often.”

      “Then why’d you bring them?”

      “In case I do need them.”

      “Yeah, but…” I made a quick guess, “Thirty?”

      “Most go with formal outfits or cocktail dresses.”

      “How many formal events do you plan to attend?”

      “I don’t know. But I’ll need the right outfit.” She opened another large box.

      “Holy crap! Are those all shoes?”

      “Of course. That box too.”

      “What do you need all those for?”

      “They match different outfits. Some match purses. Some are just pretty. I haven’t found an outfit for them yet.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Of course. Why?” She looked up. “What’s the matter?”

      “I can’t believe you have all these shoes and purses.” I pointed at the pile of dress bags on the bed. “And those. Same with them?”

      “Same what?”

      “Formal dresses, cocktail dresses, dresses you haven’t found shoes and a purse for yet?”

      She smiled but was clearly nonplussed. “Yes.”

      “And you shipped all this stuff from home? From California?”

      “How else was I supposed to get it here?”

      “Why?”

      “Why what? I can’t wear them if they aren’t here.”

      “Why do you even need all this?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Clearly.”

      She knew she was being insulted. She bristled like a Chihuahua snapping at a Doberman. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Never mind.”

      “No, tell me. What don’t I understand? And what’s it to you anyway?”

      “Whoa! Sorry I asked. You can have whatever you want. It’s your stuff.”

      She continued to look belligerent until I gestured innocuously at the shoe boxes.

      “You want me to put those in the top of the closet too?”

      She wasn’t ready to back down but couldn’t find a reason to argue. “Yes,” she said eventually. “Please.”

      I stacked shoe boxes on the shelf below the purses. I silently counted—twenty-one—but knew better than to make a comment.

      The mood between us slowly defrosted.

      I helped her hang dress bags—six of them, with several dresses in each—which filled half the closet. Once again, I kept my comments to myself.

      I collapsed the empty cardboard boxes while she unpacked her everyday shoes and lined them along the bottom of the closet. She just kept adding more, from sneakers to loafers to docksides. She even had a couple of pairs of knee-high boots. She had six pairs of jellies alone, almost every color of the rainbow. The girl liked shoes. What could I say?

      I managed to compose my expression by the time she finished.

      “Thanks for helping.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “And thanks for letting me have the room with the bigger closet.”

      “It was luck,” I said, “but I’m glad you’re happy.”

      “I just wish it were bigger.”

      I swallowed a laugh.

      “What?”

      “I don’t hear that very often.”

      “Hear wha—? Oh!” Her tan cheeks turned rosy.

      “Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”

      “Very funny.”

      I shrugged, unabashed.

      “Speaking of which,” she said after a moment, “how’s Gracie?”

      “Fine, I guess.”

      “You ‘guess’?”

      “Well, yeah. ‘I guess.’ I haven’t talked to her in a while. A couple of months.”

      “A couple of months? Some boyfriend you are!”

      “What? Why should—? Hold on… Gracie and I broke up. Didn’t Wren tell you?”

      “I told her n— Um… I mean, no, she didn’t.”

      “It was a while ago. Before the summer. But after you left, I guess.”

      “What happened?”

      “Long story. We weren’t ‘compatible,’ I guess you’d say.”

      “I’m sorry it didn’t work out.” She didn’t sound very sorry at all. She must’ve heard it too, because she immediately said, “So I guess you had fun this summer.”

      Something about her tone made me frown. “How d’you mean?”

      “Nothing. Just that you could date a lot of different girls.”

      I heard the euphemism and felt the heat rise in my cheeks. “Is that what you think I do?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That I sleep around?”

      “You mean you don’t?”

      I clamped down on my temper. Then I took a deep breath and let it out slowly through my nose.

      Christy practically dared me to say something snide.

      “I’d better get back to work,” I said instead. “In my own room.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t speak to her the next day. I wasn’t rude about it, but she was persona non grata around me. She had a huge argument with Wren too. Trip and I stayed clear of both of them, which suited me fine.

      The following morning I returned from my run to find Christy waiting on the porch. I couldn’t ignore her without being a jerk, so I stopped at the bottom of the stairs. She shifted nervously as I waited.

      “I talked to Wren yesterday,” she said at last.

      “I heard.” The neighbors probably had too.

      “She told me about the summer.”

      “What about it?”

      “About trying to set you up with her friends.”

      I felt a stab of irritation with Wren too, not only for the matchmaking, but also for discussing my private life.

      Christy fidgeted with the hem of her pajama top. “She said you didn’t date anyone at all.”

      That word again! “And?”

      “And I’m sorry.”

      I wasn’t ready to forgive her just yet. “What for?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What are you sorry for?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Are you sorry you called me a man-whore, or just sorry you were wrong?”

      “I—!” Her eyes fell. “Both, I guess.”

      My anger flared anew, and I bounded up the stairs. “What gives you the right to judge me?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t know anything about me!”

      “I know. You’re right. I—”

      “And why do you care who I ‘date’?” I made it sound like pious doublespeak, which it was. “It’s my business, not yours. Don’t apply your goody two shoes Catholic schoolgirl morals to me!”

      I stormed inside and slammed the door for good measure.

      I replayed the whole thing in my head while I stood under the shower. When I finally calmed down, long after the hot water ran out, I felt a mixture of frustration and guilt. Christy had no right to judge me by her standards. And I had no right to yell at her when she was only trying to apologize. Worse, I had no idea why I’d gotten so upset.

      I dressed and went to find her. She was sitting at the kitchen table, poking halfheartedly at a slice of cantaloupe.

      “Hey,” I said. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”

      “It’s all right. You were right. I shouldn’t have judged you.”

      “Yeah, I guess there’s enough blame to go around.”

      She nodded glumly.

      Wren entered the kitchen in her blue bathrobe. She yawned. “What was all the shouting and slamming about?”

      “No clue,” I lied smoothly. “Must’ve been the neighbors.”

      “Or crazy people,” Christy added.

      “Definitely,” I agreed. “Crazy people.”

      We shared a hesitant grin.

      Wren filled Mr. Coffee and started him gurgling for Trip. “Well, I hope they’re gone now.”

      “Me too.”

      She grabbed a Coke and shuffled out of the kitchen.

      Christy and I were silent. The tension had ebbed between us, but it wasn’t completely gone.

      “Want some cereal?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I set out two bowls.

      She went to the refrigerator. She passed me the carton of milk and then poured two glasses of orange juice.

      I opened the pantry. “Grape Nuts or Froot Loops?”

      “Whichever you want.”

      My hand wavered between them.

      “On second thought, Froot Loops.”

      I chuckled.

      “What?”

      “I’d just decided the same thing.”

      “Oh. Good.”

      We sat across from each other and ate in silence.

      “I never realized…,” I said at last.

      “What?”

      “That bunnies eat Froot Loops.”

      “They do.” She smiled into her bowl. “But only on special occasions.”
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        * * *

      

      By Monday we had the house more or less unpacked. Most of our matching furniture, courtesy of Wren’s mother, went in the main living room.

      Trip had set up his expensive McIntosh stereo in the octagon room, along with a vintage console TV that took more than a minute to warm up. We filled the room with odds-and-ends furniture that didn’t fit anywhere else.

      Christy and I claimed the two small bedrooms on the third floor. Their windows faced south, so they offered plenty of afternoon light. They’d originally been servants’ rooms, but we wanted to use them as studios.

      She arranged a couch and a couple of beanbags in hers. They were castoffs from the Nixon-era decor that Trip’s stepmother had inherited when she married his father. She also added a small desk that had been mine when I was much younger.

      My studio boasted a pair of mismatched cloth easy chairs and a large bookcase. I used an old writing desk in place of a drafting table I didn’t own yet, along with an ugly Naugahyde barstool that would do the job of a drafting stool until I found a proper one.

      Christy didn’t have much to do in her studio, so she helped me unpack.

      “I didn’t know you liked art so much,” she said as she arranged books on the bottom shelf.

      “What do you think architecture is? It’s functional art. The best of it, at least.”

      “I know. But I guess I never think of it that way. Art is sculpture and paintings.”

      “Art is lots of things. I mean, most of the best Renaissance artists were also architects. Michelangelo, Raphael, da Vinci. Heck, Brunelleschi is the guy who discovered linear perspective.”

      “Who?”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      She shook her head.

      I rummaged for a book and sat next to her on the floor. “He was the world’s worst loser.”

      “Huh?”

      “He lost a competition to Ghiberti—”

      “I know him! The Gates of Paradise, right?”

      “Right. Well, after Brunelleschi lost, he threw a huge temper tantrum.”

      “Sounds like someone I know.” She said it with a grin but flinched when she saw my reaction. “Me! I was talking about me!”

      “Oh. Okay. Sorry. Well, anyway, Brunelleschi went on to build the dome of the Florence Cathedral.” I paged through the book until I found what I was looking for. “See? He used a catenary arch, like the Gateway Arch in St. Louis, along with chains that acted like barrel hoops…”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and I spent half a day going over details for Sayuri’s houses. She was surprisingly organized. She had all the original contractor’s estimates and invoices, as well as everything from the new contractor, including bid documents, specifications, construction drawings, and more. Trip pored over the paperwork, while I studied the drawings.

      I thought I’d be disappointed, but I was wrong. The drawings were professional and thorough. Trip grunted a few times but didn’t find any problems either.

      “What’s the verdict?” I said at last.

      He straightened his stack of papers. “I think,” he said slowly, “that you and I should be working for this guy.” He nodded toward the drawings. “You find any red flags?”

      “Nope. I couldn’t do better myself. To be honest, I don’t think I’ve ever done as well.”

      We gave the news to Sayuri but warned her that the houses themselves might not reflect what we found in the planning.

      She smiled a secret little smile. “I check a few times,” she said. “Work looks good.”

      “Let’s hope so,” Trip said. “We’ll take a look and let you know.”

      We crossed the street to the first house. We found the site foreman and told him that the owner had asked us to take a look around. He answered our questions, albeit grudgingly. He didn’t say so aloud, but his attitude made it plain that he thought we were snot-nosed college kids sent to second-guess him. He was right, in a way, but he didn’t know the whole of it.

      “Listen,” Trip said about halfway through, “we aren’t here to make your life difficult. The owner asked us to look out for her interests. All right? So give us a break.”

      “Her first contractor really screwed her over,” I explained.

      “First contractor?” the foreman said. “Who? We started this job.”

      “On that house.” Trip pointed to ours.

      “Oh. Okay. Well, that’s different. Who was it, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      Trip told him.

      The foreman rubbed his jaw. “Yeah, that guy. I don’t like to speak ill, but…”

      “We’ve seen his work,” I said. “We’ll probably be fixing things for the next couple of months.”

      “Who? You?”

      “Yes, us,” Trip said. “I’m a general contractor, and he’s an architect.”

      It was a white lie, but I didn’t correct him.

      The foreman laughed before he realized Trip was serious.

      “Don’t let my age fool you,” Trip said. “I’ve been doing it for years. Him too.”

      “Where? In Knoxville?”

      “No. Franklin, outside Nashville. And Atlanta this year.”

      The foreman looked dubious but decided to humor us.

      We finished our tour of the house and didn’t find anything wrong. Trip asked most of the questions, while I kept my eyes open and poked around in the background.

      The foreman walked with us to the second house. “Haven’t done much here,” he explained. “Won’t start demo for another six weeks.”

      “Not till you get closer to done with the first house,” Trip agreed. “I read the bid documents.”

      The man looked surprised. Again.

      “Listen,” Trip said in exasperation, “I can look into these houses like a building inspector, or you can just believe me when I say I know what I’m doing.”

      “Whatever. I just work here.”

      “Yeah. And we’ve kept you too long. Thanks for your time.”

      “No problem,” he said insincerely.

      Trip was in a surly mood as we walked back to report to Sayuri.

      “I don’t like the foreman,” he explained to her, “but I didn’t see anything wrong.”

      “Neither did I. Like Trip said, the foreman was a bit of a jerk, but the work is good.”

      “That is all I ask,” Sayuri said.

      “We’ll check on progress every week, if that’s all right with you,” Trip said. “And I can review any invoices before you pay them.”

      “That would be fine.”

      “Otherwise,” he finished with a shrug, “I don’t know what else to tell you. The crew is doing a good job. And I’ll be honest, they’re doing it for cheaper than I could do in Atlanta.”

      “That is also good to know. Christy said you have a wealth of experience for your years.”

      “She’s right about that.” Trip warmed to the compliment. “We’ll definitely make sure you’re getting your money’s worth.”

      “I already am,” Sayuri said with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Classes started on Thursday. Trip and I didn’t have a single one together. He wasn’t disenchanted with architecture, but he knew he’d never love it like I did. So he’d decided to avoid the intense competition of Professor Joska’s class, not to mention the long hours. He was taking an extra business class instead.

      I felt a little lost when I entered the design classroom and took a seat in the first row. I also dreaded seeing Gracie. I didn’t have anything against her, but was pretty sure she didn’t feel the same about me. Part of me hoped that we might be friends again, but another part told me to let it go. Besides, the things I didn’t like about her had only grown in my memory.

      I was talking to someone else when she entered. She sat at the other end of the row and pointedly ignored me. I halfway expected the air to freeze between us.

      Freddie DeFeo saved me from brooding about it. He dropped his bag on the floor next to mine and gave me the full paisan treatment, including a back-slapping hug straight out of The Godfather.

      Professor Joska arrived and started class with his usual brusqueness. He gave us the third-year version of his speech and then handed out copies of the syllabus and schedule. I skimmed them and groaned at the last page. We had a quarter project to design a building, from proposal to final drawings, as though we had a real client at a real architecture firm. It was a third of our grade and in addition to our normal coursework.

      Joska seemed to read my mind. “Your lives will only get busier from this point forward. Fourth- and fifth-year students have almost double the workload.” He unscrewed the cap of a fountain pen. “I will sign withdrawal slips if anyone wants.”

      No one did. Most of us had understood what we were getting into when we signed up for his class. I was a bit surprised that Freddie was there, but the others were familiar faces, the best and most competitive third-year students, including yours truly.
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        * * *

      

      Wren made a special dinner for the end of our first week of classes. It had only been two days, but we still felt the need to celebrate. We polished off several bottles of wine and lingered over our empty plates.

      “You think you have it bad?” Wren said, after Trip complained (again) about his course load. “Christy and I are seniors. So all our courses are 4000 level.”

      “Two of mine are technically graduate classes,” Christy said.

      “Yeah, okay,” Trip agreed, “but Architecture is a five-year program. So it’s even tougher than a regular degree.”

      “Says who?” Wren shot back.

      Christy sipped her wine and nodded.

      “I’m taking six classes,” Wren continued, “plus a senior seminar in mass media.”

      “And I found out today,” Christy added, “that Siobhan wants me to exhibit at a major show in November. November! That’s, like, barely two months away.”

      Trip refilled her glass. “Drink up.”

      “I’m going to need it,” she muttered, and took a long sip.

      “So,” I asked her, “do you have a piece in mind?”

      “For what?”

      “For your exhibition?”

      She shook her head. “I have a bunch of ideas, but…” She shrugged. “I’ll think of something.”

      “What about you?” Wren asked me. “You’ve been unusually quiet tonight.”

      “Deadlines as far as the eye can see. Crushing workload. Be surprised if I have time to breathe.”

      She snorted and opened another bottle.

      “How’s Joska?” Trip asked with a heartless grin.

      “Are you kidding? He’s half the deadlines himself. We have a huge project for his class. A design proposal, case study, full set of drawings, a model, the works.”

      “Professor Liang is pretty laid-back,” Trip said. Then he frowned. “Management class will more than make up for it, though.”

      “Told you it wouldn’t be easy,” Wren said.

      “You were right. I’m playing catch-up, ’cause I’m not a Business or Finance major.”

      “Yeah, but you have real-world experience,” I said.

      “This is different.”

      “How?”

      “You know what it takes to build a house, right?”

      “More or less.”

      “Nothing like design class, is it?”

      I snorted.

      “It’s theory versus real world,” he continued, mostly for the girls’ benefit. “They teach you how to design buildings, but it’s totally different on the job site.”

      “Most construction guys think architects are idiots,” I told them.

      Wren arched an eyebrow. “Are they?”

      I glared and held out my glass for a refill.

      “Most of them, yes,” Trip admitted. “At least when it comes to practical construction.”

      Christy glanced at me to see if I agreed or not.

      “Sadly, he’s right,” I said. “Most people in class couldn’t design a workable building if their lives depended on it. You should see some of the projects from fifth-year students.” I shook my head in mock disappointment. “Beautiful buildings, but completely impractical.” I gestured at Christy with my wineglass. “Remember the dome? By Brunelleschi?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “That’s what you get from an architect who’s also a builder. Beautiful and feasible.”

      Trip raised his glass. “Amen, brother.”

      The wine and conversation continued to flow until very late. We were all drunk by the time we went to bed.

      Unfortunately, I was still too keyed up to sleep. I thought about jerking off, if only to pass the time, but decided against even that. Then I heard a strain of familiar music from across the hall. It was Trip’s make-out tape.

      A small part of me was annoyed that they hadn’t asked me to join them, but that was completely irrational. Wren was Trip’s girlfriend, not mine. I didn’t have any claim on her. Besides, Wren didn’t want two boyfriends. She wanted Trip, with some fun on the side.

      I was the fun on the side.

      Sometimes.

      I closed my eyes and tried to will myself to sleep, but couldn’t help listening to the faint, rhythmic sounds from across the hall. The house was old, with lots of night noises, but not so many that I couldn’t imagine what was going on.

      I finally pulled on shorts and a T-shirt and went upstairs. I was standing in the foyer, still trying to decide what to do, when I heard a creak on the stairs behind me.

      “You too?” Christy said.

      “Yeah. Couldn’t sleep.”

      We glanced toward the master bedroom.

      “They weren’t exactly loud…,” she said.

      “But it was kinda obvious.”

      “Yeah. So, um… you wanna hang out?”

      “Sure.” I made an expansive gesture toward our little studios. “My place or yours?”

      “Mine,” she said after a moment.

      “Good call. Those beanbags are comfy.”

      She kicked off her bunny slippers and curled up on the smaller bag, an ugly orange thing with a suspicious stain on the underside. The other bag wasn’t much better, a brown blob that had been patched several times.

      We chatted for a few minutes, mostly small talk. Then she dropped a bombshell.

      “How come you aren’t… you know?” She glanced again toward the master bedroom.

      My eyes widened. Did she know about Wren and Trip and me? How could she? She wasn’t the type to understand swinging, much less condone it. So I couldn’t imagine why Wren would’ve told her. I took a deep breath and said neutrally, “How come I’m not what?”

      “You know… with someone? Like, a girlfriend.”

      “I dunno,” I said with disguised relief. “I guess ’cause I don’t have one.”

      “Why not?”

      My face grew still. I didn’t need another lecture about how I was a male slut.

      “Oh, gosh— Sorry! I don’t mean it like that.”

      “Then how do you mean it?”

      “I was just making conversation.”

      I doubted it, but decided to answer anyway. “I don’t really want a girlfriend. Not right now, at least.”

      “Oh. But… why not?”

      “That’s harder to answer.” I shrugged. “I guess I want to find myself first.”

      “Find yourself?”

      “I need to be happy on my own before I can be happy with someone else.”

      “I think I understand.”

      “Do you?”

      She nodded. “So… are you? Happy, I mean.”

      “I think so.”

      “I can tell.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “You’re… different… from when I saw you last.”

      “I had a lot to think about over the summer.”

      “Wren said you turned into a philosopher.”

      “Ah. What do you think?”

      “Me? I dunno. I think you’re different. That’s for sure.”

      “Different-good or different-bad?”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Too soon to tell.”

      “Fair enough.”

      We fell silent.

      She thought of something and smiled. “You remind me of someone.”

      “Oh? Who?”

      “Nobu.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “The Japanese monk?”

      “You remember?”

      “Of course.”

      She smiled again. “He used to tell me there’s beauty in everything.”

      “Ah.”

      “And he was always very calm. Like you are.”

      “It’s an illusion.”

      “What is?”

      “Me. Being calm. I have to work at it. All the time.”

      “I think he did too,” she said.

      I let her enjoy the memory.

      “I’d better go,” she said all of a sudden. “I need to get some sleep.”

      “Oh. Okay. G’night.”

      She left before I could say anything else.

      I listened to her pad down the stairs. Then I realized that she’d left her slippers. I thought about taking them down to her, but decided to leave them where they were.

      I went next door to my own studio and turned on the desk light. I pulled a book at random from the shelf and sank into the nearest easy chair. I read for a while but didn’t really see the words. I was thinking about Christy and what she’d said. After a while I closed my eyes, just to rest them for a few minutes.

      I woke up the next morning in the same chair. I was a bit stiff, but not so much that a good run wouldn’t take care of it. I went to rub my eyes and realized that someone had covered me with a blanket during the night. My book had slipped off my lap and now lay on the floor, closed, but with a scrap of paper to mark my place.

      My eyes fell on a drawing in the other chair. I picked it up and looked at it. It was a quick sketch in pencil, the kind of thing I made in my own sketchbook when I wanted to remember a design.

      Christy had drawn me as I’d slept in the chair, covered with the blanket that still lay across my lap. My hand rested on the book I’d been reading. The scene was still and very serene.

      You looked so peaceful, she’d written across the bottom.

      I smiled.

      She must have come upstairs during the night.

      For her slippers, I decided.
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        * * *

      

      Life settled into a routine in the new house. Class and studying took up most of our time, but Trip and I started working out together at the Sports Bubble. Wren and Christy found an aerobics class at the same time, so we went together.

      Separately, I kept up my morning runs, mostly to have some time to myself. I also made time for judo twice a week with my friend Glen. The girls went to the swimming pool about as often, while Trip joined an intramural football team with a couple of guys from his management class.

      Wren made dinner most nights, although the rest of us promised to take an occasional turn to give her a break. Christy was a decent cook, but Trip and I were pretty bad. I steeled myself for Wren’s criticism, but she always found something to compliment (except once, when I carbonized dinner because I’d been sketching ideas for my design project; we ordered pizza that night).

      Christy still hadn’t decided what to do for her exhibition. She was starting to panic, so I brought it up one evening as we lingered over wine after dinner.

      “How should I know?” she snapped. “You think of something.”

      “Okay,” I said, unruffled, “how about a modern take on a classic? You know, like you did with Michelangelo’s David. You could do a Discobolus or Doryphoros. Or maybe something like the Farnese Hercules.”

      “Now you’re just showing off.”

      “About what?” Wren said.

      “How much he knows about art.”

      “I like art,” I said. “Yours especially.” I was trying to cheer her up, but she wasn’t having it. “Why don’t you do something like The Dying Gaul?”

      “More like The Dying Paul,” she muttered.

      “Sure, I’ll pose for you. It’ll be fun. I miss doing it for Siobhan’s class.”

      “You just like getting naked in front of a bunch of women,” Wren teased.

      “There were some guys in those classes.”

      She snorted.

      “I can’t do anything like that,” Christy said gloomily.

      “Sure you can,” Wren said. “We’ve all seen your work.”

      “And you’d better get started soon,” Trip added. Wren glared at him, but he ignored her. “November is right around the corner. When’s the show?”

      “The twenty-second,” I said.

      Christy’s head came up. “How do you know?”

      “Well, it’s all over the A&A building. And, um… Siobhan sort of talked to me. A few days ago.”

      Christy blinked in surprise. “What did she say?”

      “She… uh… said that you might need a little inspiration.” She’d actually said that Christy was depressed and suffering from a creative block, and could I help?

      Wren met my eyes and understood immediately, although she didn’t say so aloud. “What’s this dying guy look like?” she asked instead.

      “The Dying Gaul,” I corrected. “He’s a warrior sitting on the ground, dying. Duh. I know that doesn’t do it justice, but…”

      “It’s very emotional,” Christy said. “He’s been stabbed, and he knows he’s dying. You can see his pain.”

      “Sounds depressing,” Trip said.

      Wren shot him another glare.

      “It isn’t,” Christy said. “He’s brave and very dignified. He’s a warrior.” She looked at me. “Do you really think I can do it?”

      “You can do anything you set your mind to.”

      “And you’d pose for me?”

      “Absolutely. As long as you don’t mind if I read or study to pass the time.”

      She shook her head.

      “Then it’s a deal.”

      “I don’t want to do an exact copy,” she said.

      I smiled to myself and watched her creative wheels start turning.

      “I want to do something new and original, but inspired by the classic.”

      “That’s the spirit!” Wren said.

      “I know just the thing,” I said. “Let me run upstairs and get a book. It’s perfect. Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?”

      “Huh?”

      “Trust me.”
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        * * *

      

      And so I began posing for Christy. We worked in the afternoons, when the light in her studio was best. The Gaul himself was nude in the classical sculpture, but I wore a pair of running shorts. The pose wasn’t very comfortable, but I could manage for a couple of hours at a time.

      Christy focused completely once she started on a project. She was all artist, consumed by her creation. We talked before and after each session, but never during. Consequently, I had a lot of free time on my hands.

      Mostly I worked on my own project, albeit in my head. My original idea had been to design a museum. I’d written the proposal and Joska had approved it, but I hadn’t been particularly inspired by any of my design sketches. Then Christy unknowingly gave me an idea.

      She liked to work in her beanbag chair. She lay half-curled as she sketched me from different angles. One day I was simply staring into space when my eyes started tracing the lines of her body, from thighs to hips to waist. She was a tiny girl, but not skinny. She had all the right proportions, and I was thinking about how she was basically a regular-sized woman, only smaller.

      Then I imagined a woman like her, but larger, the size of a building. Could I design one like the curve of a woman’s body? I didn’t want a lot of support structure to mar the lines, so the roof would have to be cantilevered from the rear. That would let me design the façade as a glass curtain wall. I didn’t want the building to be sexual or even obvious; I simply wanted it to suggest a woman’s curves.

      The challenge was exciting: how to design a workable building in the shape of a woman. I made several sketches, first of Christy as I remembered her, then of the building itself. Since the entire project was simply made up, I decided that my site would be the face of a low hill.

      The cantilevered roof—the visible part, at least—would be supported by a long pier that was actually the back wall of the museum itself. The rear half of the roof would slant into the hill and be covered by earth. That let me add landscape elements, which would make the building blend into its surroundings. The interior would be natural materials and woods that mimicked skin tones. It was all very Frank Lloyd Wright.

      I was talking about it to Trip one day when the girls returned from the pool. They came into the dining room to find out what we were talking about. I laid out my design sketches and explained a couple of creative leaps. Trip liked the idea. So did Wren.

      Christy leafed through the sketches in my book. She was an incredibly talented artist, especially where people were concerned, so I wanted her opinion. She nodded several times, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. She turned another page and reached the early drawings, the sketches of her.

      “You gave me the idea,” I said enthusiastically. “You were curled up in your beanbag, drawing me, while I was drawing you in my head.”

      “That’s pretty cool,” Trip said.

      “This is me?” Christy said. She traced a finger over the sketch and then looked at the larger drawing of the building itself.

      “It is. Do you like it?”

      She was silent for a long time.

      I found myself holding my breath again.

      She looked up, her expression unreadable. “Do you think I’m going to sleep with you now?” she said. “Just because you drew me?”

      I was so shocked that I didn’t know what to say. Then I felt a flush of anger. “Is that what you think this is about?”

      “Well, isn’t it?”

      I suddenly felt disconnected, like a wall had sprung up around my emotions.

      I gathered my drawings and closed them in my sketchbook. I looked at Christy but couldn’t think of a single thing to say that wasn’t spiteful. I stared at her for a moment. Then I turned and left.

      “Wow,” Wren said to her, “you really don’t understand him at all.”
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        * * *

      

      I spent the next day brooding, and I avoided the house when I knew Christy would be there.

      Screw her, I thought viciously. If that’s what she thinks about me…

      I was so full of pent-up frustration that I challenged Glen at judo practice. He was bigger, stronger, and a better fighter, but he couldn’t compete with cold fury. He knew I was upset, but he never said a thing, even when I slammed him a lot harder than I should’ve, especially in a friendly match.

      I left before the sensei could kick me out. I heard Glen talking to them as I stormed off, telling them that he was fine, that I just needed to work some things out. I felt guilty, especially as the adrenaline wore off and I thought about what I’d done.

      I went home, but only because I knew that the girls would be at the pool and Trip would be at football practice. I took a long shower and let the cold water run over me until I felt the anger wash away. Why did I let Christy get to me like that?

      The phone rang as I was sitting on my bed.

      “Hello?”

      “Paul? Hey, it’s Mark!”

      I drew a blank. “Mark who?”

      “Leah’s Mark, ya doofus. I’ve been trying to reach you for days!” He laughed. “Doesn’t anyone answer the phone there?”

      “Sorry. We don’t have an answering machine.”

      “Hey, no problem. I understand. So let me get to the reason I called. I wanna have a small party for Leah’s birthday.”

      I felt a fresh wave of guilt, but for a completely different reason: I’d forgotten.

      “I know it’s last-minute,” he said, “but she’s feeling kind of ignored.”

      “Ignored?”

      “Yeah. Everyone’s getting ready for Kara’s wedding next week. They still…”

      I wanted to kick myself. I’d forgotten about the wedding too, and I’d known for a month. Kara had even asked me to be an usher.

      “…so things’re a bit crazy over there,” Mark was saying when I tuned back in. “No one’s said a thing about Leah’s birthday. Anyway, I’m hoping you and Trip and Wren can come to Atlanta this weekend.”

      “Trip and Wren can’t,” I said immediately. “They’ll be in Savannah.”

      “Oh. Can they do it another time?”

      “No. Wren’s cousin is getting married. It’s… um… a bit of an emergency, if you know what I mean.”

      He laughed. “Shotgun wedding?”

      “Not entirely. They were planning to get married anyway. They had to change the date is all.”

      “Ah. Gotcha. So that leaves you. Are you going too?”

      “I wasn’t invited.”

      “Great! I mean… well, you know. Sorry. But now you can come to Atlanta.”

      My first instinct was to decline, even though it was Leah. I was in a foul mood and didn’t want to be around people, much less people I actually liked.

      Mark heard the hesitation in my silence. “Leah would love to see you.”

      “I know, but—”

      “Look, man,” he said reasonably, “come to Atlanta. Have fun with us.”

      “I’m afraid I’ll ruin things for Leah.”

      “Not possible. Come on down.”

      “I really appreciate it, Mark, but I’m lousy company right now.”

      “What’s the matter? Never mind. This is exactly what you need.”

      I sighed.

      “Listen, man, get away from whatever’s bothering you.”

      “I don’t think that’ll work,” I said. The problem wasn’t Christy; it was me.

      “All right,” Mark said, still reasonable, “then if you won’t do it for yourself, do it for Leah.”

      “C’mon, Mark, that isn’t fair.”

      “Of course not.”

      “You aren’t going to stop until I say yes, are you?”

      “Nope. Sorry.”

      “And if I’m still in a foul mood this weekend?”

      “Then we gave it our best shot.”

      I let the silence drag out.

      “Look,” he said at last, quieter and less like a sales pitch, “I don’t know what you’re upset about, but nothing’s ever as bad as it seems.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      “Yeah, but I know how it is, man.” He waited and then went on, “Come to Atlanta. It’s a small party, just the four of us.”

      “I dunno, Mark.”

      “Leah would love to see you. So would I. Even Erin said she misses you.”

      “Erin?”

      “Your sister?” he teased. “About 5’4”, blonde, kinda looks like you, only prettier.”

      I laughed in spite of myself.

      “Whaddya say, man. Will you come?”

      “Yeah, okay. I’ll be there.”
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        * * *

      

      I wanted to avoid Christy until I left for Atlanta, but living in the same house made it almost impossible. I was working in my studio when she came to find me. I could tell it was her. I’d heard her come up the stairs and hesitate outside my door. I closed my sketchbook and waited for her to knock, which she eventually did.

      “Come in.”

      “It’s Christy,” she said through the closed door.

      “I know.”

      “Can I still come in?”

      I tried not to smile. I wasn’t an ogre. “Yes.”

      “Are you sure?” She opened the door a crack and peeked around it.

      “I won’t bite your head off.”

      “Serve me right if you did.”

      “Yeah, probably.”

      She opened the door a bit further.

      “So,” I said, as lightly as I could, “is this normal Christy or jump-to-conclusions Christy?”

      “Um, normal… I hope.”

      I nodded at the other chair. “Sit down?”

      “D’you mind? Standing makes me feel like I’m in the Principal’s office.”

      “You only go to the Principal’s office if you’ve done something wrong.”

      She stopped halfway into the seat. “Maybe I’d better stand.”

      “Sit down,” I said with a laugh.

      “Thanks.”

      I waited.

      She fidgeted.

      I looked at her expectantly.

      She fidgeted some more.

      I settled in for a long silence.

      “I never know how to apologize…,” she said eventually.

      “Maybe you should stop doing things you need to apologize for.”

      She laughed, dark and humorless. “You sound like Nobu.”

      I thought I sounded like Susan, which made me smile inside.

      “I’m… sorry.” She took a deep breath and mustered the courage to look me in the eye. “I’m sorry I accused you of… you know.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “You’re going to make me say it?”

      “I’m not sure what you accused me of,” I said after a moment. “I mean, I know what you meant, but… what kind of person do you think I am?”

      “A forgiving one?” she said hopefully.

      “I am, but you need to understand something about me.” I tried to find a delicate way to put it. “I’m a guy, sure. And sometimes I think with the little head. But most of the time I use the big one.”

      “I know.”

      “In other words, I don’t think about sex all the time.”

      “But I thought all guys…”

      “We don’t. Then again, I’m not like all guys.”

      “Tell me about it.” She digested that for a moment and then asked the question she’d been building up to. “Why did you draw me?”

      “Not because I want to seduce you or anything. I did it ’cause…” I searched for the right word. “Well, because you inspired me.”

      She blushed and looked at her hands. “It’s very flattering.”

      “I didn’t do it to flatter you or anything like that.”

      “I understand. Besides, if you had— I mean… Um…”

      “No, what were you going to say?”

      “Promise you won’t get upset?”

      “Cross my heart.”

      “Well… they weren’t very good.” My eyes must have bugged, because she hurriedly continued, “The sketches, I mean. Of me. The building was great! But the drawings of me…”

      I laughed in a sudden release of tension.

      “Sorry. I hope that doesn’t make you angry.”

      “Not at all. I’m an architect, not an artist. And I’m definitely not as talented as you.”

      “Thank you.” She lowered her eyes but then looked up. “But you are. As talented. You just can’t draw.” She rolled her eyes. “Oh my gosh! I should stop talking. Of course you can draw. You’re awesome at… um… drawing.”

      “Boy, you really know how to flatter a guy.”

      “I mean you’re awesome at drawing buildings and landscapes. Yours are just… amazing! But… you can’t draw people.”

      “I never learned how.”

      She looked at her hands and fidgeted again. “I could teach you.”

      “Would you?”

      “Yes. You’re really very talented. You just haven’t had the training.”

      “Thank you.” I chuckled at a thought. “Then I accept. On both counts.”

      “Both?”

      “The apology and the offer. I accept both.”

      Her smile lit up the room. “Awesome! We can start tomorrow.”

      “What about Monday instead?”

      The room seemed to darken.

      “I’m going home for the weekend,” I explained.

      It brightened again, but not as much as before.

      “Oh, okay.” She mustered a smile. “So we’ll start Monday then.”

      “Yep. Monday it is.”
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        * * *

      

      Wren came upstairs a little while later. I silently grumbled that I’d need a waiting room for all my visitors. She pulled the door closed and sat in the empty chair.

      “So,” she said without preamble, “Christy said she talked to you. She apologized?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “She was totally unfair.”

      “I thought so too.”

      “But… um… maybe it wasn’t entirely her fault.”

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. “Lemme guess,” I said at last, “you were matchmaking again?”

      “Maybe just a little.”

      “Seriously? After I asked you not to?”

      “Hear me out… I wasn’t trying to get her to go out with you or anything. I was just telling her that you totally changed since last year, and—”

      “Hold on a second. What d’you mean, ‘totally changed since last year’?”

      “What?”

      I repeated the question.

      “Well, you know.”

      “No. Enlighten me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You were a total horndog last year.”

      “What!”

      “Yeah. You nailed everything but the crack of dawn.” She talked over my glare. “You did! Daphne, Sara, Gracie, and a whole bunch of others whose names I don’t even know.”

      “I never had sex with Sara,” I protested.

      “Okay, but the list is still pretty long. And then there’s Leah.”

      “She’s different.”

      “I know. But—”

      “She is.”

      “All right! But I’m just sayin’, you slept with a lot of random women last year.”

      I shot her a baleful look.

      “Okay! Not Leah.”

      “Not Daphne either.”

      “Fine. But the others?”

      “They weren’t random.”

      “Then what were their names?”

      I sighed in exasperation. “Tracy. And, um…”

      She gestured impatiently.

      “Lemme think!”

      She let me flounder for a ten count. “See what I mean?”

      “Fine, whatever. But why is my sex life anyone else’s business?”

      “It isn’t, but…”

      “But what?”

      Her eyes searched mine. “You really don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “Christy.” She sighed and debated whether to keep going. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this,” she said at last, “but she had a major crush on you last year.”

      That cut through my irritation. “For real?”

      “Totally.”

      “I had no clue.”

      “Didn’t think so. And I didn’t tell you ’cause…” She shrugged. “She got over it. You were a total jerk and then… well… you sort of went off the deep end after you found out about Trip and me.”

      I’d had good reason, I thought sulkily, even if it was selfish and immature.

      “But I think she might still like you.”

      “Why is my life so complicated?”

      “Just lucky, I guess.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “No problem. Anyway, I’ve been telling Christy how you’ve changed.”

      I waited for the other shoe to drop. “And…?”

      “Well… I might’ve told her that you’re saving yourself for someone special.”

      “Super,” I said sarcastically. “And lemme guess, she could be The One?”

      Wren had the good sense to look chagrined.

      “Thought so.” I took another deep breath and exhaled through my nose.

      “You’ve been spending so much time with her lately. I thought it might be true.”

      “I’m modeling for her! It’s nothing.”

      “I know, but…” She leaned forward earnestly. “She’s really great, Paul. I know you’d like her if you gave her a chance! She’s per—”

      “Stop,” I said. “Just… stop. I really, really don’t need you to fix me up. Least of all with Christy. She’s more of a goody-goody than Kimberly. Aha! Kimberly! Total prick-tease. Catholic, too. Uh-uh, no thanks!”

      “Whatever. Christy’s—”

      “Paige,” I blurted. “The other girl’s name was Paige. Huge hypocrite. Said she was ‘saving herself for marriage,’ even though she— Well, you get the picture.”

      “Christy isn’t like that.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “But you’d—”

      “Wren, please! I asked you before. Please stop. I don’t need help finding a girlfriend. I don’t even want one at the moment.”

      “But—”

      “Quit! I know you mean well, but seriously! You aren’t in charge of my life.”

      “I just want you to be happy.”

      “Then let me be happy by myself. I’ll find someone when I’m ready. Okay?”

      “Don’t be mad at Christy. It wasn’t her fault.”

      “Fine. I’ll blame you next time she says she doesn’t want to sleep with me. Fair enough?”

      “Yes. But if it makes you feel any better, I think—”

      “Stop! I don’t wanna know. Sorry. Just leave it alone.”

      “Okay.”

      “Listen,” I said to lighten the mood, “I appreciate the thought. I really do. But I don’t need help in the relationship department. I’m fine the way I am, alone.”

      She put her hand on mine and squeezed. “Are you sure? I know you haven’t… you know, had sex. Not since camp. You must be…”

      “I’m fine. I jerk off twice a day. I swear.”

      “Twice a day? You’re probably serious.” She rolled her eyes when she saw my expression.

      “Hey,” I spread my hands, “a guy has needs.”

      She laughed but then turned serious. “I just want you to be happy.”

      “I know. And thanks. But I’m pretty happy now.”

      “Okay. Well. I’m sorry I started this whole mess.”

      I nodded amiably.

      “Now, I’d better get downstairs and start on dinner, or you’re going to tease me about having to order pizza.”

      “What, you didn’t like my tuna flambé?”

      “Flambé is an actual cooking technique. What you did is called incineration. That poor casserole. Disgusting!”

      “Stank up the house too.”

      “God! Don’t remind me. It was awful.” She stood and planted a kiss on my head.

      She genuinely cared about me, which made it hard to stay irritated.

      “I’ll stop matchmaking,” she said. “I swear.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?”

      “Because you know me too well.”
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        * * *

      

      Mark arranged a limo for Leah’s party. The driver picked us up and drove to a disco club called the Limelight. It was a legendary place, with a glass dance floor over a massive fish tank. Mark had finagled his way onto the VIP list, so the limo dropped us at the head of the line, which already stretched to the road.

      The inside of the club was an assault on the senses, a maelstrom of light, sound, and heat. I immediately regretted my sport coat. The girls wore slinky party dresses, so they didn’t have to worry about heatstroke. I took off my jacket while Mark tried to get us seats in one of the curtained booths. Unfortunately, we weren’t rich or famous enough.

      “Hey, I tried,” he shouted over the music.

      Erin spotted a table with someone she knew. She and Leah headed that direction, while Mark and I made our way to the bar. We joined them about ten minutes later with four Long Island iced teas.

      “Paul, you remember Mindy,” Erin shouted in my ear. She gestured at a pretty girl sitting next to her.

      “Yeah, of course,” I lied. I shook her hand. “Great to see you again.”

      I introduced myself to her date, who looked like he came from a Sears catalog: Fashion Trend Yuppie, Also Available in Tall.

      “And you remember Landon,” Erin said.

      I turned to the other guy and shook his hand. Then my eyes widened. I knew him.

      “Hey, man!” He pulled me into a hug. “Great to see you. How you been?”

      “Great! You?” I turned to Mark. “Landon and I were on the wrestling team together, back in high school. He was a year behind me.”

      Landon introduced us to his girlfriend, Diane, and then something in my memory clicked. Landon had a twin sister. I looked at Mindy.

      She laughed. “I knew you didn’t remember me!”

      “I…” I hung my head. “I’m an idiot.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “The last time I saw you…”

      “I was skinny and flat-chested.” She laughed.

      “Well, you don’t have that problem anymore. So, what’ve you been up to?”

      We spent the next few hours talking, drinking, and having a good time. I even spent some time on the dance floor, mostly with Leah or Mindy, much to her date’s annoyance. She didn’t seem to care. Mr. Fashion Trend even disappeared for about an hour, and no one noticed until he reappeared to tell Landon he was leaving.

      “I told Landon I don’t wanna date one of his frat buddies,” Mindy said in my ear. Her look told me exactly who she did want to date.

      Leah gave me a wink and headed to the dance floor with Mark.

      I put an arm around Mindy and pulled her close. Might as well enjoy myself, I decided.

      We partied a while longer and fended off several people who offered to sell us coke. Mark was incredibly cool about it, and made us sound like we were too well-connected to need extra party favors.

      I was buzzed enough to be curious what it was like, but not so drunk that I was willing to try, even when Mindy hinted that she might like to.

      A small part of me laughed at how much my attitudes had changed. I used to think drugs were only for losers. And being gay was wrong. And relationships were simple. Period, full stop, end of discussion. Somewhere along the line I must have realized that the world wasn’t black and white.

      Mindy pulled me back to reality before I could ride away on my high horse. We danced for a couple of songs before she maneuvered me toward a little alcove near the stage. We started making out. Plenty of other couples were doing the same, including a surprising number of gay men.

      Two of them jostled us and then moved away with a wave of apology.

      Mindy overreacted.

      “Relax,” I told her.

      “They make me wanna barf.”

      “Why?”

      “You aren’t grossed out?”

      “Why should I be? People are people. Besides, I have better things to do.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Like tell you how good you look.”

      “You aren’t so bad yourself.”

      I was just wondering how far I wanted to take things when Mark appeared beside us.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” he said. “Landon needs your help, Mindy. He’s drunk.”

      “Can’t Diane take care of him?”

      “’Fraid not,” he said apologetically. “She tried, but…”

      Mindy huffed. “He always does this.”

      We went back to the table, where Landon had more or less passed out. He was bigger than me, and Diane was doing her best to keep him upright. We decided it was a good time to leave. Mark and I ducked under Landon’s arms, while the girls gathered our things from the table.

      We carried him to his car and laid him on the back seat. Mindy rummaged in the glove compartment until she found a pen and scrap of paper. She scrawled her phone number and handed it to me. Then she gave me a boozy kiss that was half-goodbye, half-invitation. Erin and Leah both smirked as I helped her into the passenger seat and shut the door.

      “God, that took forever,” Mark said as they drove off.

      “What?”

      “You’re such a goof,” Leah said, and rose to kiss me.

      “Come on,” Mark said. “Let’s find the limo and get the real party started.”
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        * * *

      

      Mark had also booked rooms at a hotel, since the Coulter house was already full of family. Elizabeth’s parents had flown in from England and were staying in the main house. Her sister and brother-in-law had just arrived from Scotland. They currently occupied the pool house with their two grown children.

      I chuckled at the thought of trying to have an orgy with all those people around. Fortunately, Mark interrupted before the scene in my head turned into an X-rated episode of The Benny Hill Show.

      “Sorry about what happened back there,” he said as the limo pulled away from the club. “Landon and the girls were fun and all, but they aren’t swingers.”

      “Ah. Right.”

      “So,” he finished matter-of-factly, “I had to keep buying Landon drinks.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “You mean you got him drunk on purpose?”

      “Yeah. But he wasn’t really the problem. Mindy was.”

      I looked at Leah out of the corner of my eye. She was more amused than annoyed.

      “She wasn’t going to let you go until you took her home.”

      “Um, no,” Erin agreed.

      “So I had to figure a way to get rid of them, without hurting anyone’s feelings.”

      “Tonight is a private party,” Leah said. “Now, isn’t there some rule that says the birthday girl gets a kiss?”

      Who was I to refuse?

      Mark and Erin began making out too.

      I pulled Leah’s hand to my lap, and she began squeezing my resurgent erection.

      “Don’t get too carried away,” Mark said. “We’ll be there soon.” A couple of minutes later, he moved Erin’s hand from his own lap. He turned around to see where we were.

      “Better cover up,” he said absently, and I realized that Erin’s breast was exposed.

      She grinned at me and waited until the last second before she lifted the strap of her dress.

      The limo pulled to a stop outside the hotel entrance. Mark and I helped the girls out of the back while the driver unloaded our small overnight bags from the trunk.

      “I checked in this afternoon,” Mark said as we grabbed the bags and headed into the lobby. “Adjoining rooms,” he added, and pulled a key from his pocket. “We can party in one and sleep in the other.”

      We tossed our bags on the beds, and the girls disappeared into the bathroom.

      “Grab the ice bucket,” Mark said as he opened the door to the other room.

      “Why? Duh. Never mind.”

      “Be right back,” he said. “Make yourself comfortable.”

      I poked around the room—a standard hotel double—and then decided to turn on some music. Mark had brought a boom box. Trip would’ve made a special mix tape just for the party, but Mark hadn’t brought any, even store-bought ones. So I turned on the radio and found a station I remembered from my high school days.

      “We’re all set,” Mark said when he returned. He put the buckets on the table and plunged two bottles of champagne into the ice. “I brought the stuff to make B-52s. You wanna hand me those bottles?”

      He lined up shot glasses and filled them partway with Kahlúa. I watched in fascination as he used the back of a spoon to add Baileys Irish Cream. Then he carefully finished with a layer of Grand Marnier.

      “They’re a pain to make and cost a fortune,” he said, “but they’re awesome.”

      The girls emerged from the other room. I glanced their way and did a double take.

      “We were overdressed,” Erin explained.

      I felt a twinge of guilt when I looked at her. The feeling passed quickly, though, and I let my eyes roam over her nude body. I winked at her and turned to Leah.

      She smiled, warm and inviting. I drank in the sight of her, from tousled dark hair to painted toenails. Then my eyes returned to her face, and I felt a surge of emotion. She must have felt it too, because she looked away quickly.

      I glanced at Mark, but he hadn’t seen it.

      “God, you look awesome,” he said. “Both of you.”

      He crossed to Leah and held her in his arms.

      For a moment I wished things had gone differently between us. But they hadn’t, I told myself, and now she was with him.

      I’d missed my chance with Wren too. She said we wouldn’t have made a good couple, but I wasn’t so sure.

      Erin slid her arm around my waist. I automatically put mine around her shoulders.

      “You okay?” she asked quietly.

      “Yeah. Just… thinking.”

      “I could tell. You get this look.”

      “That obvious, huh?”

      “You and Mom… you’re so alike. You overthink everything.”

      “So you’re an expert on Mom now?”

      “Have to be,” she said flippantly. “Never be able to do anything otherwise.”

      “Ah.”

      “You’d better watch out, though.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Means I’m an expert on you too.”

      I chuckled. “Somehow I doubt it.”

      Mark and Leah pulled apart before Erin could reply.

      “Hey,” Mark said, “who wants shots? They’re your favorite.”

      “Really? B-52s?”

      “Yeah. Come on.” He handed out shot glasses. “Happy birthday!”

      Leah smiled as we echoed the toast.

      I paused with the glass at my lips and realized that I should sip instead of toss it back. I tasted the first two layers, but didn’t see what all the fuss was about. Then I grimaced my way through the Kahlúa.

      “What’s the matter?” Mark said.

      Leah chuckled. “He doesn’t like coffee.”

      “That’ll change,” Erin said out of the side of her mouth.

      I shot her a curious look, which she ignored.

      “Hey,” she said, louder, “you guys are still dressed.”

      “We’d better fix that,” Leah said.

      A look passed between them.

      Erin set her empty shot glass on the table and began unbuttoning my shirt.

      I glanced at Mark. “Um… hey, Erin… why don’t you help Leah instead?”

      “Why? Are you shy?”

      I wasn’t sure how to react as she undressed me. On one hand, we were nudists, and we saw each other’s bodies all the time. On the other hand, we rarely touched each other. Worse, I hadn’t had any female attention in more than a month, and the little head didn’t care who it was, sister or not.

      Erin smirked and made sure to press her breasts against me when she took off my shirt. Then she unzipped my pants and surreptitiously tickled my balls through my underwear. Finally she knelt in front of me to pull off my trousers and boxers. She tugged them far enough down to reveal my pubic hair and the base of my semi-hard cock, which bent as the elastic waistband inched lower.

      Then she leaned close and looked up at me with a knowing grin. She gave my boxers a quick tug. My cock sprang up and hit her in the chin. She feigned surprise, but pulled back slowly. My dick bounced gently in front of her, so close that I could feel her breath as she laughed.

      I silently begged Leah to hurry up with Mark. If she didn’t, I was likely to—

      “There,” Leah said. “That’s better. He’s all ready for you, Erin.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief as the girls switched places.

      Leah knelt in front of me. “Ooh, what’s this?”

      “It’s a hard-on,” Erin said. “You’re supposed to suck it.”

      “Really? I never would have guessed.”

      “I can show you, if you like.”

      “I might need some help later,” Leah said, “but I think I’m fine for now.” She planted a kiss on the tip of my shaft. Then she kissed toward my balls and sang, “Happy birthday to me…”

      Erin grinned and turned her attention to Mark. She teased him for a bit and then started sucking in earnest. I felt a touch of déjà vu as I watched. She looked a lot like Mom, including the way she held his hips as she bobbed her head.

      Leah continued humming “Happy Birthday” while she nuzzled my balls. She sucked one into her mouth and swirled her tongue around it, which sent shivers of pleasure up my spine. Then she did the same to the other. I stroked her hair and gently guided her toward the tip of my shaft. She closed her eyes and began sucking.

      A few minutes later Mark groaned and emptied his balls in Erin’s mouth. She looked up at him as she swallowed. His dick didn’t go soft, so she kept going. The sight was enough to push me over the edge. Leah pumped the base of my shaft and sucked the head until I coated her tongue. She closed her eyes to savor the taste.

      “Ready for round two?” Mark said. He nodded toward the beds. “Together or separate?”

      “Together,” the girls said in unison.

      “Your wish is our command.”

      Leah stifled a snort of laughter.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Long story,” I said. “Just be glad Wren isn’t here. She’d’ve bitten you. Or worse.”

      “I’ll tell you later,” Leah promised as I helped her to her feet.

      I sat on the bed and gestured for her to join me in a sixty-nine. She swung a leg over my head and aimed my cock at her mouth.

      Erin lay beside us and played with her nipples as Mark went down on her. After about ten minutes he stood, lifted her legs, and slid into her. She groaned and pulled him toward her. He began thrusting with easy strokes.

      I patted Leah on the flank. “Let me get behind you.”

      She moved into position, and I entered her from behind. Mark watched as I began fucking her with long, slow strokes. I maneuvered her toward Erin, and they immediately began kissing and playing with each other’s nipples.

      Mark rubbed Erin’s clit while he fucked her. After several minutes she cried out softly and clutched the bedspread. Leah kissed her and twisted her nipple. Erin went rigid and held her breath at the moment of climax.

      She beckoned to Mark when it passed. “Come up here. We need your dick.”

      He climbed onto the bed. Leah began sucking his cock while Erin licked his balls. The temperature in Leah’s pussy went up a couple of degrees. I held her hips and buried my hard-on as deep as I could. Then I reached around and found her clit. The dense little button slid under my fingers as I started rubbing. I rocked my hips at the same time, and my cock moved within her.

      Mark eventually groaned and held Leah’s head as he erupted in her mouth. Afterward he sat back on his heels. His cock was still semi-hard. Semen oozed from the tip and made a small damp spot on the bedspread.

      I released Leah’s clit and held her hips as I began thrusting. I quickly worked up to a pounding rhythm. She cried out each time my hips slapped her ass. After less than a minute, she let out a moan and went rigid. I buried my cock and grunted as heat and moisture flooded her pussy.

      She collapsed on Erin’s chest when her orgasm finally dwindled to aftershocks.

      Erin looked up at me, her eyes alight with mischief. “Your turn.”

      “Um, I’m good for the moment.”

      Leah looked over her shoulder. “I wanna taste you. Just…” She laughed. “Gimme a sec.”

      “Take your time. No rush.”

      “Want me to do it?” Erin teased.

      I glanced at Mark, but he didn’t seem the least bit shocked.

      “Not on your life,” Leah said. “I’m the birthday girl, remember?”

      “No problem. Just checking.”

      Leah pushed herself up. My shaft slid out, shiny with her juices. She turned and saw it, and her eyes lit with excitement. She sighed in pleasure when she tasted herself on my cock.

      Erin grinned and propped herself on one elbow to watch her friend suck me off.

      I came after barely a minute. Leah moaned in surprise when the torrent didn’t slow after the first couple of spurts. They eventually tailed off, though, and she pursed her lips.

      She held my semen in her mouth instead of swallowing. Then she tilted her head back and turned to Mark to show him.

      “Holy crap! How do you do it, man? I mean, that’s more than a mouthful!”

      “You can say that again,” Erin joked.

      Leah closed her mouth and swallowed twice. She took a deep breath and then smiled in satisfaction.

      “All right, who’s ready for champagne?” Mark climbed off the bed without waiting for an answer.

      He had a full erection. Again. I blinked in surprise. He hadn’t been playing with himself, so it was probably from watching me and Leah.

      Whatever floats your boat, I thought.

      “Sorry about the plastic cups,” he said as he poured. “I couldn’t find my mom’s picnic set.”

      “I have a toast,” Leah said once we all had cups.

      Mark looked surprised, but adjusted quickly. “Oh. Okay.”

      “To the best friends a girl could have.”
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        * * *

      

      Mark opened the second bottle of champagne and refilled our cups. He also mixed another round of shots. I still had a buzz, but I drank one anyway. Then I relaxed and let the chitchat flow around me. Erin dropped a couple of hints that Leah and Mark might want some time to themselves, but I was drunk enough that I didn’t entirely trust myself to be alone with her. I pretended I hadn’t heard, and she finally gave up.

      The conversation eventually wound down, and I hinted through a yawn, “This has been a really fun night.”

      “A perfect night,” Leah agreed. Then she glanced at Erin. “Well, almost.”

      “Eh, it’s all right,” Erin said with a shrug.

      Thwarted but not annoyed, I thought in relief.

      “But I’d like to borrow Mark for a bit.”

      He’d drunk as much as I had, yet he had some secret reserve of energy. He leapt up.

      “Your wish is my command!”

      Leah and I both laughed.

      “What is it about that phrase?” he said, a bit deflated.

      “Ignore us,” I told him.

      “Whatever.” He extended a hand to Erin. His dick was completely hard. Again.

      Erin joined him on the other bed. She was worked up already and didn’t bother with foreplay. She simply climbed on top and set his cock at her pussy. She sat back and began moving her hips.

      Leah and I watched for a bit, and I felt my own energy returning.

      “You in the mood for another round?” I asked her.

      “Sure. But first… can we shower?”

      “I’d like that.”

      All of her things were in the other bathroom, so I followed her into the adjoining room.

      “Why didn’t you come over here with Erin?” she asked. “I mean, that’s why we didn’t invite anyone else. Are you worried about Mark? He’s totally cool with it.”

      I shook my head.

      “Then… what?”

      I shrugged and left it at that.

      Leah gazed at me thoughtfully. “Sometimes I just don’t get you.”

      “I’m a pain in the butt, I know. Lots of people would agree.”

      “You’re a goof.”

      “But I’m your goof.”

      Her smile wavered and turned melancholy. “Do you ever wonder…?”

      “Yeah. All the time.”

      The silence grew uncomfortable.

      “Ready for that shower?” I asked.

      “I need to pee first.”

      I gestured. “Go ahead.”

      “Don’t be silly.” She took my hand and tugged me into the bathroom.

      She used the toilet while we waited for the shower to heat up. Then I pulled aside the curtain and followed her into the tub.

      All of a sudden she turned and wrapped her arms around me.

      I held her lithe, water-slick body against mine.

      “I love you,” she said.

      “I love you too.”

      “And if things were different…”

      “They aren’t,” I said, a little too curtly.

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I want you to be happy.”
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        * * *

      

      We made love again after Mark and Erin went to sleep. Part of me felt like I was betraying his friendship, but Leah and I would always have something between us, something that had existed long before he’d met her. If only I’d realized it sooner.

      “Ah, well,” I said aloud, softly. “If wishes were horses…”

      Leah rolled toward me in the dark. She held my face and kissed me. Then she reached between us and found my penis. She massaged and slowly coaxed it to life.

      “Are you sure?” I whispered.

      “Mmm.”

      “Get on your stomach.” I straddled her hips and slid into her without looking.

      She sighed and clutched the pillow.

      I kissed her neck.

      She turned her head and found my lips.

      I began thrusting gently.

      Mark and Erin slept on.
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      Trip and I finished our workout and waited for the girls’ aerobics class to let out. They talked to some friends for a minute or two before they headed toward their duffel bags. Out of the blue Christy did a little dance step and a pirouette. I laughed aloud as Wren huffed and looked skyward in exasperation.

      “She’s been like this all day,” she said as they joined us.

      “You’re just in a bad mood, Miss Sourpuss.”

      I glanced at Trip to see his reaction. He and Wren had had an argument on the way home from Savannah. He’d told me a little about it before our workout. The short version was that Wren had wanted to have sex with another couple after the wedding. She’d been drunk at the time, and Trip had said no. Wren being Wren, she wasn’t happy that she didn’t get her way.

      She was still sulking about it, evidently. I shared Trip’s opinion that she knew she’d been wrong but didn’t want to admit it. I briefly thought about teasing her, but knew better than to poke that bear.

      “So,” I asked Christy instead, “why are you in such a good mood?”

      “I just am.” She beamed up at me, bright as sunshine. She skipped ahead and turned to walk backward in front of us. “I talked to Siobhan this weekend.”

      “Oh?”

      “Mmm hmm. She gave me a bunch of pointers.”

      “About what?”

      “How to teach figure drawing.” She rolled her eyes theatrically. “I showed her your sketches, an—”

      “Wait. You did what?”

      “I showed her your sketches. I hope you don’t mind. You left your sketchbook in your studio. I sort of borrowed it.”

      “Sort of borrowed it?”

      “Yeah. She said you have a good eye.” She twirled and fell in beside me again. “She also liked your building idea.”

      “Hold on. You took my sketchbook. Just… took it.”

      “I put it back.”

      “That isn’t the point.”

      “Sorry. I hope you don’t mind. You left it sitting out. And you’d already showed it to me, so…” She shrugged, unabashed. “I thought it’d be okay. I mean, it isn’t like I’m trying to steal your ideas. Besides, I thought of something you might add.”

      “Wait. What? Slow down. What’re you talking about?”

      “I thought of something you might add,” she repeated. “You know, to your model. Of the building. When you build it, that is. I was telling Siobhan about how you came up with the idea. I couldn’t remember all the architecture stuff like canti-whatsits and curtain halls, but—”

      “Cantilever and curtain walls.”

      “Right. Those. Anyway, we mostly talked about the design. I… um…” She danced ahead, spun, and walked backward. “I think it needs something else.”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “Art.”

      “Art?”

      “Exactly! It’s supposed to be a museum, right? What does a museum have? Art! So I was thinking…” She turned without a dance step and walked beside me again. She was silent so long that Wren leaned forward to look at her.

      “You were thinking…,” I finally prompted.

      “Well, you’ll probably think I’m silly, but…”

      “I already think you’re silly. Go ahead and tell me.”

      She gave me a shy grin, and her confidence grew along with her excitement. “I was thinking… maybe I could do some art for your model. My take on Rodin for the plaza…”

      “Not The Thinker.”

      “Oh, please. Give me some credit. No, I was thinking—”

      “The Danaïd.”

      “Right! How’d you know?”

      “I just know. Besides, it goes with the building.”

      “Exactly! It echoes the lines and adds a human element. That’s what Siobhan says, by the way.”

      “Oh? And what else does Siobhan say?”

      She completely missed the wry tone. “That I should do something like Degas too.”

      “His sculpture, I’m guessing. Which one?”

      “One of the dancers. Duh. Here, hold this.” She handed me her duffel bag without waiting for an answer. Then she danced ahead of us. She did a series of side leaps followed by a jump with a scissor-kick.

      “Ten years of ballet,” Wren said dryly.

      “Till I was fourteen,” Christy agreed with a grin.

      I leaned forward and looked at Wren.

      She was doing her best to nurture her sour mood, but it was a losing fight, especially in the face of Christy’s exuberance.

      “I told you,” Wren said, “she’s been like this all day. Dancing everywhere, bouncing around. Swear to God, she’s more annoying than the Care Bears.”

      Trip utterly failed to hide a smile.

      Wren slugged him in the shoulder. She simply glared at me.

      I grinned.

      “I mean it.”

      “Don’t listen to her,” Christy said. “She’s all talk.” She danced out of Wren’s reach. “Ha ha!”

      “You know I’ll catch you.”

      “Nuh-uh.”

      “Yes I will.”

      “Only in your dreams.”

      Wren lunged.

      Christy shrieked and dodged.

      Wren ran after her, but Christy was too light, too quick.

      “God,” Trip said as they ran out of earshot, “she needs to let off some steam.”

      Christy darted around a parked car.

      Wren followed, but Christy circled and kept the car between them. All of a sudden she shot away toward the library.

      Trip and I watched them with a mixture of amusement and disbelief.

      “Been a bit tense?” I said at last.

      “What do you think? She’s so stubborn.”

      “Hey, you asked for it.”

      “Yeah,” he mused, “I did. But I didn’t think it’d be nonstop.”

      “She’s intense.”

      “Tell me about it. She wants things to happen right now. And she wants to control everything.” He chuckled darkly. “For example, she can’t understand why you won’t let her fix you up.” He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “Um… you know she’s been—?”

      “Matchmaking again? Yeah.” I shrugged. “That’s okay. Christy’s cute and all, but she isn’t my type.”

      “Don’t be so sure.”

      It was my turn to look at him.

      “You should hear some of the things Wren’s told me. Pretty hot stuff. From when they first lived together.”

      “Ah, that’s right,” I said. “I forgot, they were lovers for a while.”

      “More than a while. Till Wren and I got together.”

      They raced toward us, shrieking like schoolgirls on the playground. Then Christy swung around a signpost to change direction. She dashed toward the library again.

      “I think that’s part of what’s been bothering Wren,” Trip said as we watched them in the distance. “She misses her.”

      “Christy?”

      “Yeah. But… I don’t think it’s just, you know, the sex stuff.”

      “Oh?”

      “Uh-uh. I think it’s like… well… love, if that makes sense.”

      I thought about Susan and my mother’s relationship.

      “I know,” he added, “it’s crazy.”

      “Not really. Love is love. Sometimes you can’t control who you have feelings for.”

      “Yeah, well… I wish I could be as relaxed as you.”

      I shrugged. “I’ve had more experience with it.”

      Wren finally caught up with Christy and tumbled her to the ground. They landed on a patch of grass near the library doors. Christy struggled, but Wren outweighed her by twenty pounds. She straddled Christy and pinned her arms to the ground.

      People stopped and stared, although it was obvious the girls were only playing.

      Trip and I eventually reached them.

      “Bridge and dump her,” I suggested to Christy. Much to my surprise, she actually tried. She didn’t have the neck strength, and Wren was too high on her body, but that didn’t stop her from lifting her hips and trying to throw her.

      More people started to gather and point.

      “Come on,” Trip said to me. “Before someone calls the cops.”

      We pulled the girls to their feet. Christy came up laughing, but Wren scowled.

      “I almost did it,” Christy said as she brushed twigs from her hair. Her eyes shone with adrenaline.

      “You did,” I said. “But… where’d you learn to do that?”

      “Seriously? Rich and Laurence were wrestlers.” Her expression clouded before she managed a smile. “They used to teach me. I was always too small, though.”

      “Still are, I’m afraid.”

      “Hey, I can hold my own!”

      I laughed. “I don’t doubt it.”

      “Maybe not against Wren the Giant,” Trip said.

      “What did you call me?”

      “Calm down.” He tried to put an arm around her.

      She ducked out of the way and planted her hands squarely on her hips, daring him to try again.

      I laughed and cupped my hands around my mouth. “In this corner we have the challenger, Superfly Christy Snuka. And in that corner, the undisputed world cham-peen, Hulk Hilliard.”

      “You too?” Wren accused.

      I spread my hands. “What can I say? You’re my favorite wrestler.”

      “What about me?” Christy said indignantly.

      “You’re my favorite pint-sized wrestler.”

      “I’m bigger than pint-sized, but okay.”

      Wren laughed in spite of herself.

      “See?” I said. “It’s impossible to stay mad at us.”

      “I wasn’t mad at you,” she said. “I was mad at these two.”

      “Me?” Christy bleated. “What’d I do?”

      “You tried to cheer me up.”

      “A capital offense,” I declared.

      Christy nodded with mock gravity. “Off with my head.”

      Trip bit a knuckle and shook with suppressed laughter.

      “I don’t know why I put up with you all,” Wren huffed.

      “Because you love us,” I said.

      “That’s okay,” Christy added, “you can’t help it. It’s ’cause we’re so adorable.”

      “Maybe you,” Wren said, “but not these two.”

      Trip put his arm around her. She let him do it, and he relaxed a bit. “Come on,” he said reasonably. “Let’s go home. I want a shower before dinner. After that I have forty pages to read, plus a management quiz to study for.”

      “Ugh,” I said. “School. Don’t remind me.”

      “Don’t get too busy,” Wren told Trip. “I was hoping we could… you know.”

      “Uh-oh, make-up sex,” I said with a laugh. “Hey, Christy, care to join me in a not-so-soundproof studio?”

      “You’re just jealous,” Wren accused.

      “I’d love to,” Christy said. “We can start figure drawing.”

      “Awesome. It’s a date!”
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        * * *

      

      Christy closed her sketchbook in disgust. “This is getting ridiculous.”

      The muted chords of Marvin Gaye twanged up the stairs. It was Trip’s make-out tape, for the third time.

      “You wanna get out of here? Go do something?” I was more sanguine about it, but even I was growing annoyed.

      “Like what?”

      “I dunno. Anything.”

      “Sure, I guess.”

      I closed my own sketchbook. “Should I lock this up?”

      “Ha ha. It’s not like it’s private, like a diary.”

      I suddenly recalled her private sketchbook, the one full of penises. I chuckled.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You aren’t really gonna lock it up, are you?” she said. “I promise I won’t do it again.”

      “No, it’s okay. It’s… hard to explain. It’s private, but…”

      “But…?”

      “This is gonna sound crazy, but you’re an exception.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Well, you’re another artist. And…” I finally shrugged and shook my head. “I guess I don’t mind if you know what I’m thinking.”

      Her eyes widened. They looked even brighter blue than usual.

      I started to say something, but a thump from below beat me to it.

      “Okay,” I said, “time to go.”

      “Yes, please.”

      We turned out the lights and headed downstairs. We didn’t stop until we reached the main level and the front door.

      “Whoa,” I said. “Better grab a jacket.”

      It was the time of year when we needed the air conditioning during the day but the heat at night. Christy had changed clothes after aerobics, to shorts and a light cotton sweater.

      “Be right back.” She ran upstairs.

      I watched her go and found myself admiring her firm legs and tight little ass. I had to remind myself that I wasn’t looking for a girlfriend. And even if I were, I didn’t want one with religious hang-ups. Been there, done that, didn’t enjoy it.

      I distracted myself by donning my own jacket, which was hanging on the rack by the door.

      Christy returned wearing a light windbreaker.

      I glanced at her bare legs and had to force myself to look up. That was worse. Her nipples showed through her bra and thin sweater. I kept going until I reached her eyes.

      “Pretty chilly out,” I said. “You wanna put on jeans or something?”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. I’m hot-natured. Always have been.”

      “Suit yourself.” I opened the front door and followed her out. “So… where you wanna go?”

      She shrugged.

      “How about a tour of the neighborhood? I can show you some of my favorite houses.”

      “I’d like that.”

      We set out at a stroll along the route I took on my morning runs. Two blocks over I showed her a big Victorian house that someone had lovingly restored to its original glory. (It was the nicest house in the neighborhood.) We stopped on the sidewalk under the streetlight, and I pointed out the things that made it such a beautiful example of the Queen Anne style.

      “That’s what ours is,” Christy said. “Queen Anne, right?”

      “Mmm hmm. Not quite as ornate as this one, but probably the same architect. They have the same feel.”

      “Oh, cool. Are they all like this?”

      “No. Further away from downtown, you get what’s called ‘Folk Victorian.’ They’re middle-class versions of these beauties. They have a lot of the same trim and decorative elements, but they’re simpler houses.”

      “Simpler how?”

      “Basic floor plans. No turrets. No octagonal rooms. No servants’ quarters. Stuff like that.”

      “Servants’ quarters? Are you serious?”

      “What do you think our little studios used to be? The housekeeper and children’s nanny probably lived in our rooms.”

      “Oh my gosh!”

      “Exactly.” I nodded toward downtown. “There’s another upper-class Victorian five blocks that way. It’s a different style, though. Italianate.”

      “How’s it different?”

      “It’s an earlier style and not very common around here. I think someone from the north must’ve moved to Knoxville. Maybe a banker or railroad executive. They probably wanted a house like they were used to in New England.”

      We headed that way and reached it about ten minutes later.

      “It’s a boxier style than Queen Anne,” I explained. “The windows are usually narrower and the roof pitch is flatter, with those extra wide eaves. Oh, and do you see the brackets under the cornice?”

      “Neat!”

      “No front-facing gables either.”

      “What’re gables?”

      I leaned down to match my eyeline to hers and pointed at a nearby house. “See those triangles where the roof pitch meets? Now look at this house. No triangles on the front. Remember the Queen Anne?”

      She closed her eyes and imagined it. Then she opened them and beamed with interest. “That’s amazing! How do you know all this?”

      I shrugged and started walking again. “I just do. I mean, how do you know how to draw people?”

      It was her turn to shrug. “I just do. Always have.”

      “Same here,” I said. “My mom says I looked at buildings differently, even when I was little. I started drawing them when I was six or seven, I guess. Just doodles, though.”

      “I started drawing when I was little too.”

      “You still are little,” I teased.

      “Funny.”

      “Well, you are.”

      “I can’t help it. Besides, good things come in small packages.”

      “So they say.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her rub her arms. I took off my jacket. “Here.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “Don’t be silly. Take it. I’m fine,” I lied. I draped the jacket over her windbreaker. Mine was two sizes too large, at least.

      She held it closed and smiled up gratefully.

      “Around the block,” I continued, “there’s a Foursquare house. It doesn’t match its neighbors at all. I figure someone built it when they tore down an older house. It needs a lot of work, but…”

      It was well after eleven o’clock when we eventually returned to our own street. We stopped on the walkway in front of the house.

      “You think they’re… you know… done?”

      “God, let’s hope so.”

      We tiptoed up the steps and cautiously opened the front door. Silence greeted us, and we both breathed a sigh of relief. We stepped into the warm house, and I closed the front door behind us. We stood looking at each other.

      “I had fun tonight,” Christy said after a moment.

      “Me too.”

      She fidgeted. “Almost like a date.”

      “Almost,” I agreed uneasily. Wren and her damn matchmaking!

      Christy heard the hesitation in my voice. Her expression fell.

      My internal jerk-alarm went off, but I kept talking anyway. “We’ll have to do it again sometime.”

      She shrugged.

      “How ’bout tomorrow? We can draw after I get home from judo.”

      “Yeah, of course,” she said lightly.

      The silence went from strained to awkward.

      “Well, it’s late,” I said at last. “And I have to get up early.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      “We’d better go to bed. Separately, of course. Don’t wanna give you the wrong impression.” I meant it as a joke but knew it was a mistake as soon as I said it.

      Christy’s eyes flared with something altogether different: temper. Her lips compressed in a thin line. After a frosty, excruciating moment, she turned and climbed the stairs in mute fury.

      I stared after her and wanted to kick myself. I didn’t want to sleep with her, but that wasn’t an excuse to be rude. I silently cursed Wren and her matchmaking again, but I couldn’t really blame her. Christy and I had had a perfectly enjoyable evening until I screwed it up. Yours truly. All by myself.
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        * * *

      

      I heard her come home late the next afternoon. She and Wren had been at the pool. I didn’t want to ambush her as soon as she came upstairs, so I gave her time to shower and change clothes. Then I knocked on her bedroom door.

      “It’s me,” I said.

      “Oh. Okay. Gimme a sec.”

      I grinned at the bumps and scrapes and sounds of drawers opening and closing. I imagined her hiding underwear and dirty laundry.

      She finally yanked open the door. She took one look at me and frowned. “What’s so funny?”

      “You. You’re like my little sister when a guy comes over.”

      Her eyes narrowed.

      “You know,” I added conversationally, “it’d be a lot easier if you just clean up as you go.”

      “Why? ’Cause that’s the way you do it?”

      I held up my hands in surrender. “Hey, I’m just saying. Personally, I think it’s cute you’re—”

      “A slob?”

      “I was going to say ‘mess.’” I smiled to take the edge off it. “I really do think it’s cute, though. It makes you interesting. I wouldn’t know how to treat you if you were a neat freak.”

      “You mean like you?”

      I shrugged. “I like things in order. It’s my logical mind.”

      “And I like chaos.”

      “Maybe that’s why you’re more creative than I am.”

      That stopped her next comeback.

      “Anyway,” I said into the silence, “I didn’t come to argue. I came to apologize.”

      “For what?”

      “For being an insensitive jerk. Last night.”

      “You weren’t,” she lied.

      “Yes, I was. And I enjoyed our date. Maybe it wasn’t romantic, but still.”

      “I didn’t think it was a date.” Another fib.

      “Okay, well… if it wasn’t, then maybe we can have one tonight.”

      Her lips curved in a smile before she could stop it.

      “You know,” I said, “you’re really bad at hiding your emotions.”

      “And you’re an expert?”

      “See? Like now. You’re annoyed.”

      Her nostrils flared.

      “But that’s okay. I annoy lots of people. Just ask the women I’ve dated.”

      “It’d take a year,” she said faux-sweetly. “There are so many.”

      “Fair enough. No one right now, though. Maybe that’s why I’m annoying you. Have to keep in practice, I guess.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yes. No. Maybe. I dunno.” I shrugged. “I just know that I’d like to learn figure drawing tonight, if that’s okay. If we don’t call it a date, maybe I won’t screw it up.”

      “I don’t know whether to be furious with you, or…”

      “Or what?” I said at last.

      “I don’t know. But something. Not good, either.”

      “Then tell you what,” I said. “Let’s try tonight and see how it goes. If I’m a jerk again, I’ll help you figure out how you feel about me. We’ll start with furious and go downhill from there.”

      “Are you making fun of me again?”

      “Yeah, but only a little. I’m mostly making fun of myself.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s easier that way, when I say what you’re thinking. Then I don’t get my feelings hurt.”

      “Feelings…?”

      “Mmm hmm. I have ’em too. So I don’t like it when I step on other people’s.”

      “I don’t have feelings. I mean, I do, but not for you.” She grimaced in annoyance. “Why can’t I ever think straight around you!”

      I chuckled. “I know the feeling. So… how about tonight? Do we have a not-date?” I made a show of thinking about it. “Should that be ‘not have a date’? But if it’s a date, how can you not have it? I’m not saying it’s a date, but I’m saying we should have it. A not-date, that is.”

      She looked away and tried to hide a smile.

      “Don’t worry if you’re confused,” I added. “I think I confused myself. I’m not sure if we’re having a not-date or not having a date. Or both. Maybe neither?”

      Her smile turned into a stifled laugh.

      “Let’s try this. I’ll be upstairs after dinner. If you’re not there, it’s a date. If you’re there, it’s not a date. Will that work?”

      “Get out,” she said at last. “Just… leave me alone. I can’t think when you talk nonsense.”

      I grinned.

      “I mean it.” She put her hand on my chest and shoved me bodily backward. She was a lot stronger than she looked.

      “So it’s not a date?”

      “Out! Leave! Stop talking!” She closed the door in my face.

      I raised my voice and said, “Okay! I won’t see you later.” I was still smiling when I turned and caught a glimpse of Wren’s hair as she disappeared around her bedroom door. I stalked over and stuck my head in. “Don’t say a word.”

      She looked smug.

      “We’re just friends. That’s all. I don’t want a girlfriend.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      “You’re insufferable. You know that, right?”

      “Especially when I get what I want.”

      “You’re not going to get what you want.”

      “That’s what you think.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I had our not-date. Or we didn’t have a date. Whichever.

      I was reading in my studio when she poked her head around the door.

      “Are you going to be serious?” she said.

      “That depends. Are you going to be here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then yes.”

      She smiled and stepped into the room.

      I set my book aside and gestured to the empty chair. “Wanna pick up where we left off last night?”

      “Before or after you were a jerk?”

      “Before, of course. Let’s forget about after.”

      “All right.” She took a seat and opened her sketchbook.

      I reached for mine.

      “So,” she said, “we were talking about proportions…”

      I could’ve sworn I heard Wren smile.
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I spent the next two evenings together. I made huge progress drawing people, but that wasn’t saying much, since I’d started from scratch. Still, by Thursday I could sketch a person that looked real enough, as long as I didn’t mind a generic, almost cartoonish face.

      “Don’t worry, faces take forever to master,” Christy said. “And not just portraiture. Drawing them at different angles is really tough.”

      “You do it.”

      “Well, yes, but…”

      “You even sculpt them. They look like people frozen in time.”

      “That’s because I’ve done it for years.”

      “You also have talent. Loads of it.” I gestured at my own feeble attempts. “I’ll never be able to do what you do.”

      “You do other things. Here, look.” She turned to a blank page in her sketchbook. She drew a rectangle topped by a squat triangle. Then she added a smaller rectangle with a curlicue of smoke coming out of it. “That’s how I draw a building.”

      She reached over and flipped back a couple of pages in my book. She tapped a drawing of a Palladian façade.

      “I watched you do that in five minutes. Five minutes! You were just doodling. Last night. I don’t even think you realized it. I was telling you about my brothers or something. Remember?”

      I nodded.

      “I’ll never be able to do that. Believe me, I’ve tried.”

      My eyebrows twitched up.

      “Mmm hmm. Wait here.” She unfolded herself from the chair and disappeared out the door. She returned a moment later with a different sketchbook. She opened it and sat on the arm of my chair. I put my arm around her bottom out of pure habit. She glanced at me but didn’t move.

      “This is from last year,” she said instead, “when you were working on that Beaux-Art building. I drew those water nymphs for you. Remember?”

      I nodded again.

      “Anyway, I thought your buildings were beautiful, but they didn’t look that difficult. I mean, they were just a bunch of straight lines and some shading, right?” She turned pages until she found what she was looking for. “I thought, ‘If he can do it, so can I.’ I even checked out books from the library on architectural rendering and stuff. Ha!” She showed me her drawings.

      “They’re not bad,” I said. “I mean, they’re better than mine when I was a first-year.”

      “But they’ll never be like yours now,” she said. “Or in the future. That’s only part of it, though. Your drawings are beautiful, but your ideas are brilliant. I can barely come up with an idea how to pose someone, but you create whole buildings out of nothing. They didn’t exist before you thought them up!

      “Me?” She scoffed. “I just draw people. And sculpt them if I’m lucky. Yeah, I’m pretty good at it, but I don’t really create anything new. And no one will ever live in one of my creations. I doubt they’ll ever buy them, either. I’ll probably end up a kindergarten art teacher with chalk on my dress and runs in my stockings.”

      I laughed.

      “You don’t think so? You know how many artists make a living at it?”

      “No, I was laughing at the idea of you with chalk on your dress and runs in your stockings. Seriously? You?” I shook my head. “I’ve seen your wardrobe. If anything, you’ll be a fashion icon.” I shot her a grin. “Still a kindergarten teacher, though. You’re right about that.”

      “Go ahead and joke. I’m supposed to graduate in June. I have no idea what I’m going to do then.”

      “Get an MFA.”

      “What good will that do? I still won’t be able to make a living.” She threw herself into her chair and sulked.

      “You can be a starving artist.”

      “Ha!”

      “Then again, maybe not. You’ll waste away if you don’t eat at least a bushel of carrots a day. Good thing they’re cheap.”

      She huffed. “I eat like a sumo wrestler and barely break a hundred pounds.”

      “Right. Starving artist is out.”

      “Very funny.”

      I flirted with the idea of suggesting she marry rich, but that wasn’t her style. She had a fierce independent streak, and I couldn’t imagine her marrying someone just so he’d support her.

      She looked at me crossly, and for a moment I thought she’d read my mind.

      “What?”

      “You made me think about food.”

      I laughed.

      “Now I want a snack.”

      “C’mon,” I said. “Let’s go make a sandwich or something.”

      “Boy, you really know how to treat a girl right,” she said sarcastically. “If we keep not-dating like this, I might actually gain a pound or two.”

      We headed downstairs, where we passed Trip and Wren. They were studying in the dining room. Wren saw us together and didn’t even try to hide a grin. I gave her the evil eye.

      Trip was clueless. “What’s up?”

      “Raiding the fridge.” I hooked a thumb over my shoulder. “Time to feed the bunny.”

      We made leftover chicken sandwiches, and I put away the ingredients while she halved and cored an apple.

      “Peanut butter?” I said.

      “Yes, please.”

      We joined the others in the dining room.

      “Hey,” Trip said without preamble. “You mind going over this history stuff with me? You know I always get Romanesque and Gothic mixed up.”

      “Gothic is prettier,” I said around a mouthful of sandwich. “Describe the characteristics of each.”

      “You sound like Joska,” he laughed.

      I shrugged and took another bite. Then I impatiently gestured for him to speak while I ate.

      “Okay. Romanesque flourished in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries. It was a revival of the classical elements established by the Romans. It…”

      We spent twenty minutes reviewing until he finally knew it cold.

      “Thanks,” he said. “You mind if we go over Renaissance and Baroque tomorrow night?”

      “Can’t. I’ll be in Atlanta.”

      Christy looked up. “Again? Why?”

      Wren looked surprised too, and a bit flummoxed.

      “I told you all, remember? Kara’s wedding? I’m an usher.”

      “Ah,” Trip said, “that’s right.”

      “Remind me again who’s Kara,” Christy said.

      “Leah’s sister,” Wren said. Then she put two and two together. She looked at me in alarm.

      That’s right, I thought at her. Gina will be there.

      “Oh,” Christy said. She didn’t make the connection, but she sensed Wren’s reaction. She ventured a smile. “Sounds like fun.”

      “It should be,” I said, more for Wren’s benefit. Then I suppressed the instinct to tease her. I turned to Christy instead. “Our families have known each other for years. Kara’s like my big sister.” One that I’ve had sex with, I added to myself.

      Wren glared. She knew what I was thinking. The gist of it, at least.

      “Anyway,” I said, “I’d better get back to work. I have an Environmental Control quiz in the morning, and I haven’t even started to study for it.”

      “You mind if I hang out with you?” Christy asked. “I have to do a figure study for Siobhan. I can call it ‘Man Versus Environmental Control’ or something.”

      I laughed. “Sounds good.”

      Wren caught my eye and nodded toward the kitchen.

      “I’ll take the plates,” I told Christy. “You go on up. I’ll be right behind you.”

      “All right.”

      Wren followed me into the kitchen. “What’re you doing?”

      “I told you,” I said, my voice pitched low, “I don’t need any help in the girlfriend department. Christy’s nice and all, but she isn’t my type.”

      “And Gina is?”

      “Who said anything about Gina?”

      “She dumped you once. Do you really wanna go through all that again?”

      “Listen, Gina and I are friends. That’s all.”

      “Friends with a history. And with similar… lifestyles.”

      “If you mean that I wouldn’t have to explain a million things about my life, then you’re right.” I pointed toward the top floor. “You know what my problem is with Christy? She’s smart, funny, and cute. Totally my type. But she’s a Catholic schoolgirl at heart. A goody-goody. Thanks, but no thanks!”

      “What? She isn’t like that. She—”

      “Save it,” I said. “I don’t need you to run my life. Okay?”

      “Everything all right in there?” Trip called from the dining room.

      Wren started to say something bossy but thought better of it.

      I looked at her with new respect. “Good for you.”

      “Thank you,” she said insincerely. Then she raised her voice, “Everything’s fine. Paul and I were just having a difference of opinion.”

      He appeared in the kitchen doorway. “You mean you were trying to tell him what to do, but he wasn’t having it?”

      “That about sums it up,” I said.

      Wren rolled her eyes and huffed. “I’m telling you, Paul, you’re wrong about Christy.”

      “Seriously, dude,” Trip agreed. “If even half the stories are true.”

      “They’re all true,” Wren snapped.

      “Right,” he said without missing a beat. “As I was saying… Christy’s a lot wilder than you think, man.”

      “You too?”

      “Hey, I’m just tellin’ ya what I think. Wren might be right. I’d trust her on this one.”

      “Yeah?” I shot back. “And what if she isn’t? Which one of us has to move out?”

      “What are you talking about?” Wren said.

      “You’ve seen how Christy and I are when we fight.”

      “I dunno,” Trip said to Wren. “He’s right about that.”

      She opened her mouth to say something dismissive. And again she controlled the urge.

      I chuckled and looked at Trip. “Dude, if you ever need proof that she loves you, there it is.”

      “What?”

      “She’ll tell you.” I stepped around her. Then I leaned back so I could see her face. “Thank you for being a friend. I know you care. But you can’t live my life for me.”

      She reluctantly nodded. “Christy’s special,” she said after a moment. “She really likes you, so don’t lead her on. Okay? Promise me.”

      “I promise.”

      “I’ll hold you to that. Now go on. She’s waiting for you.”
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        * * *

      

      I skipped my last class and drove to Atlanta on Friday—drove instead of flew because I wanted more freedom once I arrived. My parents were out, but Erin greeted me in the kitchen.

      “Hello, big brother. And I do mean big.”

      “Is that all you ever think about?”

      She grinned and opened the refrigerator. “Want a Coke?”

      “No thanks. I’m kinda hungry, though. I skipped lunch. We have any apples?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Cantaloupe?”

      “Nope.”

      “Carrots?”

      She gave me a quizzical look. “Are you on a health kick?”

      “Oh my God, I’m turning into her!”

      “Who?”

      “Never mind.”

      “Whatever. The rehearsal starts at six thirty. They said we can tour the house if we get there early. So we need to leave here by five.”

      “We?”

      “I’m your date. Unless you have other plans.”

      “Um… I was kinda hoping…”

      “To spend time with Gina? Don’t worry, I won’t cramp your style.” She turned coy. “Leah said she asked about you.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah,” she said with a laugh. “I think she’s actually a bit annoyed.”

      I frowned. “Gina?”

      “You’re such a dweeb sometimes. Leah.”

      “What about her?”

      “She’s annoyed. God, you really are slow on the uptake.” She popped the top on the Coke and took a sip. “Anyway… Mom wanted me to tell you that Susan’s flight arrives about eight. She’ll be staying in the guest bedroom.”

      “Susan’s coming too?”

      Erin shook her head sadly. “Let me know if your clue ever shows up.” She turned to go. “I’ll be ready at five.”
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        * * *

      

      I showered and shaved, and then shaved again, just to be sure. I told myself not to expect anything with Gina. We were friends now. She probably had a boyfriend, and I wasn’t looking for a girlfriend. Right?

      “Right,” I told the mirror. “We’re just friends.”

      Even my reflection didn’t believe it.

      “Yeah, well… what d’you know?” I jumped at a knock.

      “Let’s go,” Erin said through the door. “Need to leave in five minutes.”

      “I’m coming.”

      “You’ve been in there half an hour. I swear, you take longer than a girl.”

      “I’ll be right there! God, Erin. Gimme a break.”

      “Whatever. I’ll be in the kitchen… waiting patiently.”

      “Or not,” I muttered.

      I dressed in a hurry and returned to my bedroom to change ties at the last minute. I’d brought four, along with three different dress shirts.

      Erin appeared in the doorway. “You are worse than a girl. Here, let me see.” She reached for the ties and gave them a quick look. “This one. And the pink shirt.”

      She held them for me while I took off the ones I was wearing. She handed me the new shirt and returned the first one to the hanger.

      “You’re turning into Mom,” I told her as I buttoned my cuffs. “You know that, right?”

      “Oh, gag me with a spoon!”

      I laughed.

      She reached up to adjust my tie. She was wearing a midnight blue dress with a radiant pattern of silver sequins on the left shoulder. I thought of Christy and all her outfits.

      “You look nice,” I said.

      She patted my chest. “Thanks. So do you. Now, put on your coat and let’s go already. We’re late.”

      “Yes, dear.”
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        * * *

      

      Gina was standing with a group at the edge of the parking lot. She wore a lavender wraparound dress that made her look slimmer than I remembered. Her hair fell in soft, black waves around her shoulders. It was longer than I remembered too.

      “Come on, Romeo,” Erin said.

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “Just try to be cool.”

      Leah glanced our way. She smiled but then looked at Gina, who hadn’t seen us yet.

      I felt a moment of guilt as I watched Leah’s expression. Part of me wondered if I shouldn’t be trying to win her back instead of Gina. I couldn’t do that to Mark, though. He was a good guy.

      Gina turned at our approach. Her expression lit up.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey!” She gave me a hug. “How’re you?”

      “Good. You?”

      “A little tired from staying up too late,” she said, “but I’ll survive.”

      “Well, you look great.”

      “It’s the clean living in California,” a young woman said. She had a Scottish accent and looked like a bustier version of Kara, only with curly hair.

      “My cousin Tessa,” Gina said with a smile.

      “Pleased to meet you.”

      “And you,” she said. “Gina’s told us all about you.”

      Erin went to stand by Leah. She reached down and squeezed her hand. They shared a look, and Leah smiled.

      Gina missed the whole exchange. She moved to my side and introduced the rest of the small group: Tessa’s younger brother, about my age; Victor’s brother and his girlfriend; plus a Coulter cousin and girlfriend, both from Virginia.

      “I thought Stacy and Jason were supposed to be here,” I said. “Sydney and Woody too.”

      “They decided to skip the house tour.”

      “The lads are still worn out,” Tessa said. “From the stag party.”

      “Ah.” Very witty. I looked around. “So… is this all of us? Are we ready for the tour?”

      “There isn’t a guide,” Leah said, “but they gave us tickets. Here. I have them.”

      “Shall we go up then?” Tessa suggested.

      We made small talk as we walked to the house. Then we turned into the gate, and I pulled up short.

      “What is it?” Gina said.

      I’d heard about the Swan House but never seen it, even though I’d grown up less than a dozen miles away.

      “Are you all right?” Tessa asked.

      “He’s a total nerd about architecture,” Erin said.

      Leah elbowed her in the side.

      “Wow,” I said at last. “It’s beautiful.”

      “If you like that sort of thing,” Tessa’s brother said.

      I managed not to scowl at him.

      Gina smiled patiently and took my hand. “Let’s go see.”

      “Philistine,” I muttered.

      “Be nice,” she whispered back.

      We climbed the steps of the formal garden terrace. I marveled at the house and absorbed hundreds of little details that my brain barely registered. Inside, I felt like I’d stepped into architectural nirvana.

      The others? Not so much.

      Tessa’s brother and the Virginia couple were bored in less than five minutes. They started talking about Atlanta nightlife.

      “Just ignore them,” Gina told me quietly.

      The others seemed to enjoy it more, but even they were ready to leave after a cursory tour.

      “Go on down to the garden,” Gina told them. “We’ll catch up with you.”

      “All right. Have fun,” Tessa said.

      “Thanks. See you in a bit.”

      “Cheerio.”

      I thanked Gina when they’d gone.

      “My pleasure. I like seeing things through your eyes. You really love it, don’t you?”

      “What’s not to love? I mean, look at this floor! See how the architect’s hidden the air vents in the pattern with the dark marble? And here, this staircase is gorgeous. It’s practically floating.”

      We strolled through the rooms again, and I soaked up the mansion’s ambiance. I could’ve spent hours just on the main level, but Gina eventually looked at her watch and squeezed my hand.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said. “Time to go.”

      “Sorry.”

      “That’s okay. It’s all up here.” I tapped my temple. “I’ll draw it later, while it’s still fresh.”

      “Tonight?”

      “No. I… um… was hoping…”

      Her dark eyebrows twitched in amusement. “Oh you were?”

      “Not that,” I said quickly. “I was hoping to spend some time with you.”

      “I know,” she said with a laugh. “Me too.” She hugged my arm, and I was acutely aware of the swell of her breast. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too.”

      “Good. But we’d better hurry. Kara will kill me if we’re late.”
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        * * *

      

      The Swan House actually had a person whose job was to coordinate weddings. She was a prim and immaculately dressed thirty-something woman.

      Mark and I chatted while she organized the wedding party. Tessa’s brother and the Virginia cousin stood nearby. Our job as ushers was fairly simple: friends of the bride on the left, of the groom on the right. We also had to seat family in the first three rows, but that was about it.

      When the coordinator guided us into place for the processional, I learned that I had a bigger role than I’d thought. Elizabeth and I officially started the ceremony. Well, she did. I was just her escort.

      “Are you ready for this?” I asked as we marched down the aisle at a stately pace.

      “I hope so.”

      “You’ll do fine,” I said. “You’re the most important woman here. Well, after Kara.”

      “You’re such a dear.” She glanced at me sidelong. “You and Gina seem to be getting on well.”

      “Don’t plan our wedding just yet,” I said with a laugh.

      “God, no! Let us get through this one first.”

      “That’s the spirit.” We reached the first row. “This is where I leave you.”

      She sat and crossed her legs.

      I gave her a wink and finished my circuit around the left. My job was done.

      We ran through the whole ceremony twice, from beginning to end. Afterward the coordinator made sure everyone knew where and when to arrive. (The bridal party had to arrive before noon. I only had to be there two hours early, at two o’clock.)

      Gina appeared beside me. “Do you mind if I ride with you to dinner?”

      “Um… sure. Lemme just find Erin.”

      “Oh, she’s riding with Leah and Mark.”

      “Ah. Gotcha.”

      We joined the crowd heading to the cars.

      “So,” I said, “how’ve you been?” I felt like an idiot, but didn’t know where else to start.

      “Good. Busy with school. My classes are a lot harder now.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “How about you?”

      “The same. Projects. Deadlines. Studying for exams. You know how it is.”

      “Yeah. I’ve already started studying for the MCAT. They say it’s brutal.”

      “So you still like pre-med?”

      “Definitely. I’ve been talking to Kara a lot. It’s a lot of work, but she enjoys it.” She glanced at me. “What about you? You still love architecture.”

      “Gee, what was your first clue?”

      “Oh, I dunno. I think it was when you gushed for an hour up in the house.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be. I told you, I like seeing things through your eyes.”

      I opened the Cruiser’s door and helped her climb in. She smoothed her dress out of the way, and my eyes fell on her dark, slim ankles. She was wearing silver high heels, and I wondered if Christy had a pair like them.

      Gina gave me a curious look.

      “Just admiring your legs.”

      Her lips pursed with a smile.

      I shut the door and walked around to the driver’s side. I started the engine and shifted into gear. “So, you still like LA?”

      “I do. The weather’s amazing. We can go to the beach almost year-round.”

      “So you still have tan lines?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know!” she laughed.

      “Well, I have to file a report. You could lose your nudist’s license.”

      “You don’t say?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Well then, I’d better hope they make an exception.”

      “They might. You’ll have to undergo a thorough examination, though.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah. It’s policy, I’m afraid.”

      “In that case I’d better get it over with.” She turned in her seat and ran a finger along the neckline of her dress. Then she moistened her lips and gave me a suggestive look. “Do we need to go somewhere private?”

      “Okay, now you’re messing with me.”

      She broke into laughter. “What gave it away?”

      “It sounded like a porn movie.”

      “Oh my God, Paul! You wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve been asked to do porn.”

      I blinked at the change of subject. “Seriously?”

      “Yes! Sometimes it seems like everyone in LA is in the porn business. They’re all over the Valley. And I see flyers on campus all the time for ‘Models Wanted’ or ‘Movie Auditions.’ You can’t wear a bikini on the beach without some guy telling you how beautiful you are and saying you should do a ‘photo test.’ It’s ridiculous.”

      “So you never thought about doing it?”

      “Thought about it? Sure. But I never would. Too many people would find out. And it’d ruin any chance I have to become a doctor.” She looked at me. “Wait. Are you asking…?”

      “No. I was just curious if you’d ever—”

      “Paul, it’s one thing to take off my clothes at camp, or for a special person. But do you really think I’d do it for money?”

      “Not really. I guess…”

      “What?”

      “I guess I was thinking about it and got a little carried away.”

      “Thinking about what, exactly?”

      “Not you doing porn. Mostly…” I shot her a grin. “Well, you know what I was thinking.”

      Her eyebrows rose.

      “Hey, you can’t blame a guy for trying.”

      “No, I guess not,” she said at last.

      “Sorry.”

      She looked at me from under long, dark lashes. “I didn’t say I was upset.”

      I almost missed the turn for the restaurant.

      She laughed. “God, I’ve missed you.”

      “Keep thinking that. Especially if I kill us both.”

      “Don’t. Kara would never forgive me.”

      “Or me.” I pulled into a parking space and turned off the engine. “Gimme a sec,” I said, and hopped out. I went around and opened Gina’s door for her.

      She lowered a foot to the ground. Her dress wasn’t particularly short, but I still had a tantalizing view from ankle to mid-thigh.

      I took her hand and met her eyes.

      She grinned. “Still wondering…?”

      “About what?”

      “My tan lines.”

      “Sort of.”

      She arched an eyebrow.

      I stepped close. I could feel her body mere inches away, could smell her flowery scent. I brought my lips to her ear.

      “I was thinking,” I whispered, “about how beautiful you are.”

      She held very still.

      “And how much I want to…”

      She swallowed. “To what?”

      I waited a moment and then pulled back.

      Her dark eyes searched mine.

      I let a slow grin spread across my face.

      “You aren’t going to tell me?”

      “We’d better head inside.”

      She looked at me with a mixture of disbelief and surprise.

      I put a hand on the small of her back and gently propelled her toward the restaurant. I walked beside her and slid my palm down.

      She jumped but didn’t pull away.

      I grinned to myself and patted her bottom.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner passed in the blink of an eye. We were supposed to get to know Victor’s family better, but Gina and I were in our own little world.

      I told her about the backyard at the rancher and the other houses in Atlanta. She told me about smog and traffic and life in Los Angeles. I talked about the beautiful houses in Fort Sanders and the project for Professor Joska. She talked about her friends in the sorority and how she volunteered at a women’s clinic. We laughed about several awful dates Regan had been on. I told her about Wren’s matchmaking antics.

      “You didn’t sleep with any of her friends?” Gina said, incredulous.

      “Nope. Not one.” I ventured a rueful grin. “Dumbest thing I’ve ever done.”

      She laughed. “I’ll say!”

      “What about you? You haven’t mentioned a boyfriend…”

      “I don’t have one.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “I broke up with Brock back in April.”

      “April?”

      “Mmm hmm. And I’ve been single ever since. Not really looking for anyone either.”

      “For real?”

      “For real. Although…”

      “Yes…?”

      “Well, I came to camp in July. I was hoping to see a certain someone…”

      “Me?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re such a goof. Who else?”

      “You mean…?”

      “Mmm hmm. But you missed your chance.”

      “What’d you do instead?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know!”

      “Just think,” I said. “Instead of spending time with you, I was digging up a septic tank. By hand.”

      “Wow. You really got the better end of that deal.”

      “No kidding!” I did my best Richard Dawson voice: “A hundred people surveyed, top five answers are on the board. Name something you’d rather do besides sex. Backbreaking manual labor? Ding, ding, ding!”

      Her eyes sparkled with laughter. “Who said anything about sex?”

      “Oh, please!”

      “So what about you?” she said. “Has Wren found you a girlfriend yet?”

      “No. But not for lack of trying!”

      “So… you and Leah?” Her tone carried more than a simple question.

      “Leah and Mark,” I said firmly.

      “There isn’t…?”

      “Between Leah and me? Yeah, of course there is. But it’s hard to describe. She’s…” Like you and I used to be. I couldn’t say that aloud, so I stared at my half-eaten dinner instead.

      “You really care about her.”

      “Of course I do. She…” I’d started to say that she reminded me of Gina, but that wasn’t true. I never thought of Gina when I was with Leah. Oh, sure, they had a lot in common, from looks to attitude to personality, but they were different people.

      “I think I understand.”

      But she didn’t, and I didn’t correct her.

      “So,” she said at last, “what do you do? In Knoxville, I mean. If you aren’t dating anyone, and you and Leah aren’t serious…” Her dark eyes danced with mischief.

      “What do you think?”

      “You must go through a lot of Kleenex.”

      “Boxes!”

      “I knew it!” she laughed.

      “I should buy stock in the company.”

      “You should. You’d make a fortune.”

      “Yeah, but I’d blow it all buying more Kleenex.”

      “Mmm.”

      “What?”

      “I was just thinking about you ‘blowing.’”

      I rolled my eyes. “What about you? What do you do?”

      She feigned innocence. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if you don’t have a boyfriend…”

      “It’s the eighties. I’m a modern girl.”

      “Which means…?”

      “Let’s just say I should buy stock in Duracell.”

      “Mmm hmm. That’s what I thought.”

      “You can’t blame a girl for having an electronic friend.” She grinned. “Or two. And maybe a couple of non-electronic friends.”

      “What about Regan? Do you…?”

      “We do,” she admitted. “But it isn’t the same.”

      “What isn’t?”

      “You know,” she said after a moment.

      “Know what?”

      “What I like.”

      “I do.”

      Kara loomed over us and cleared her throat.

      Gina and I pulled apart like we’d been caught behind the bleachers by the principal.

      Seriously? Now?

      “We’re headed home,” Kara said. Tessa and Victor stood behind her.

      I looked around the restaurant. Almost everyone else had left.

      “Don’t stay out too late.”

      My hard-on had plans to do just that.

      Too bad, I told it. You aren’t running the show.

      It thought otherwise.

      “We’ll be right behind you,” I told Kara.

      She nodded a bit dubiously, but left with the others.

      I glanced at Gina. “Big day tomorrow. You need a good night’s sleep. Remember?”

      “I…”

      “Come on,” I said. “I’ll drive you home.”

      The evening had turned chilly, and Gina shivered as the restaurant door swung closed behind us. I took off my coat and put it around her shoulders.

      She thanked me with a smile and laced her fingers through mine.

      We walked to the car in a silence filled with unasked questions.

      I opened her door and helped her into the seat, but then lingered a moment.

      She looked into my eyes.

      “We don’t have to go straight home,” I said softly.

      “No, we probably should.”

      I leaned in.

      Her lips parted, and she closed her eyes.

      I kissed her.

      “That was nice,” she said afterward.

      “It was. But… are you sure you don’t want to…?”

      She hesitated. “I’m sure.”

      “Want me to change your mind?”

      “Yes.”

      “Sorry. I promised—”

      It was her turn to kiss me, with a lot more heat than the first time.

      I pressed the bulge of my erection into her leg. Then I ran a hand along the silky skin of her inner thigh, until my fingers brushed damp panties.

      “I’ll take them off,” she panted. “But not here.”

      My brain threatened to desert my head and run things from my penis. I resisted with an almost physical effort.

      Gina felt it. She made a sound of frustration and reached for my belt.

      I easily fended her off.

      “Don’t you want to?”

      “Of course I do. Can’t you feel how much?”

      “Then why…?”

      I looked around at the nearly empty parking lot. “Here? Seriously? Our first time in… what? A year? More?” I shook my head.

      “We could go somewhere.”

      “Not tonight,” I said gently. “Tomorrow. In a real bed. With real sheets.”

      She nodded.

      “Maybe in a real hot tub, too.” I paused to imagine it. “Bent over a real desk. Up against a real door. On top of a real—”

      She kissed me again. Her lips were full of hunger and desire.

      I almost gave in.

      A group of waiters saved me. They spilled out of the restaurant, talking and laughing.

      “We can’t,” I said at last. “Not here.”

      “You’re right.” She adjusted her dress. Then she grinned as I tried and failed to find a comfortable angle for my trapped hard-on.

      “It’ll just have to suffer.”

      She made a moue. “Poor thing.”

      “Exactly. Now, let’s get you home before we change our minds.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The woman from the Swan House gave orders like a drill instructor. Go here. Stand there. Wait for this. Do that.

      Not surprisingly, the wedding went exactly like it had in rehearsal.

      Kara was radiant. Victor was nervous. Chris Coulter was unusually dignified. (I found out later that Elizabeth had threatened him with “grievous bodily harm” if he cracked a joke when he presented the bride.) The minister was a refreshing mix of serious and lighthearted. The garden and fountains were the perfect backdrop. Even the weather cooperated with a beautiful fall day. Best of all, the whole ceremony took less than thirty minutes.

      Victor and Kara walked up the aisle to cheers and applause, followed in a procession by the rest of the couples in the wedding party. I caught Gina’s eye and smiled, but was already headed around the left side of the seats. Mark went around the right. Our job was to stand in the aisle and dismiss the guests by rows. We made it to our post before the coordinator had to threaten us with mess duty.

      I went looking for Gina as soon as the last of the guests filed out. The reception was on the front lawn—the garden and fountains were actually the back of the house—so I edged along the stream of people climbing the terrace steps.

      Gina excused herself from a group as soon as she saw me. I lifted her into the air and kissed her, which surprised us both.

      “Why, Mr. Hughes,” she said, “you’ll sully my reputation.”

      I laughed and set her down. “Your accent’s coming back.”

      “Must be something in the water.”

      “Speaking of which… you want something from the bar? Beer? Wine?”

      “Are you trying to get me drunk?”

      “Um… do I need to?”

      She laughed. “Just some lemonade, please.”

      “Right. Two lemonades, coming up.”

      The caterers had set up bars on either side of the porte-cochère, with cases of alcohol ready in the center. The lines were already five deep and growing.

      Fortunately, the regular drinks were on a table at the end of the ones they planned to use for the buffet. They had pitchers of iced tea and water, along with a big fountain for lemonade. I filled two glasses and returned to Gina. She drank half of hers straight away.

      “Thanks. I was parched. They only had champagne in the bridesmaids’ tent.”

      “Hold on… you aren’t drinking?”

      She held up her half-empty glass.

      “You know what I mean. Alcohol. You weren’t drinking last night either.”

      “No.”

      “Have you given it up altogether?”

      “I dunno. I never really drank much before, but now…” She shrugged. “Go ahead and drink if you want to.”

      “Nah. I’ll pass.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind.”

      “No thanks. I… kinda had fun last night. Maybe it was ’cause I was sober.”

      “It didn’t have anything to do with me?” She mocked me with a playful flutter of dark eyelashes.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do. But it’s fun to tease you.”

      “You’re too much like Susan. And your mom. And my mom, for that matter.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “It depends.”

      “On what?”

      “Whether we’re in bed or not.”

      “So you think you’re going to bed with me?”

      “Well, I did promise,” I said.

      “Uh-huh.”

      I started to say something else, but an older gentleman and his wife approached us.

      Gina gave me a wry little smile and turned to greet them.

      They were Victor’s grandparents on his mother’s side. We talked to them for a few minutes before they made their way to the bar. Another couple took their place almost immediately.

      Gina was the sister of the bride, which meant that everyone wanted to talk to her. She was also young and pretty. She drew middle-aged men like moths to a flame. She was unfailingly polite, but I could see the amusement dancing behind her dark eyes.

      One randy older guy, Victor’s great-uncle, said he’d never seen so many “beautiful brown women.” He spoke in a deep southern drawl and flattered Gina shamelessly. She laughed and flirted right back. Then she dashed his hopes and introduced me as her date. Without batting an eye, he said, “What about the dusky young lady over there, the one with the enchanting accent?”

      “You mean my cousin Tessa,” Gina said with a laugh. “I’ll introduce you.” She handed me her empty glass. “Would you mind getting us refills while I do?” She rose on tiptoe and kissed my cheek. “I have a surprise for you later,” she added in a soft voice.

      My eyebrows shot up, but she merely grinned and took the older man’s arm. She headed toward Tessa, who was surrounded by men her own age.

      Gina returned a few minutes later, still laughing. “You know, I think he might actually have a chance. He’s a silver-tongued devil.”

      “He certainly is.” I handed her the lemonade. “So,” I said after we drank, “what’s this surprise?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You mentioned a surprise.”

      “Yes, that.”

      I waited.

      She grinned and touched my arm. “Let’s go say hi to my Nana and Nani. I know they’d love to see you again.”

      We spent a while talking to her grandparents and reminiscing about our trip to Europe. Then we circulated and talked to more friends and relatives. We chatted with my parents and Susan for a few minutes, until Elizabeth pulled them away to meet some distant relative or another.

      We drifted through a half-dozen conversations after that. Each one more or less followed the same script. The men said something about the reception or how lucky I was to be with Gina. The women talked about Kara and the ceremony itself. They all asked when Gina and I were going to get married.

      I nearly choked on my lemonade the first time, but Gina answered with her usual aplomb.

      “Oh, we aren’t ready to settle down yet. Besides, I don’t know if I’m going to keep him.”

      I turned the tables on her with the last couple.

      “Definitely before the baby’s born,” I said.

      Gina squawked.

      “Oh… well… yes,” the woman stammered. She and her husband moved on.

      “That wasn’t nice,” Gina said.

      “It was funny, though. And it serves you right, especially after what you told that first couple.”

      “Well, I haven’t decided if I’m going to keep you.”

      “Do I need to convince you?”

      Her eyes shifted to something behind me. “Hold that thought. The food just came out. I’m starving. I haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

      Being a member of the wedding party did have its perks, and people made space for us near the front of the line. We filled our plates and joined Mark and Leah at a table. She smiled at me and turned an acid look on Gina.

      “Who wants more wine?” Mark suggested.

      “I’ll join you,” I said.

      We used our boutonnières as a sort of pass to skip the line at the closest bar. Mark ordered two glasses of champagne.

      The bartender glanced at me.

      “Nothing, thanks.”

      Mark looked at me in surprise.

      “Long story. Is Leah okay?”

      “Yeah. It isn’t you. It’s Gina.”

      “Sibling rivalry?”

      “I guess. It bugs her that Gina always gets what she wants.”

      “Anything I can do?”

      “Not unless you find another date.”

      “Little late for that.”

      “That’s what I told her.” He raised the glasses of bubbly. “Don’t worry. This’ll help.”

      “Not if we’re standing here and they’re over there.”

      “No kidding!”

      We returned to the girls, who were politely ignoring each other and talking to the people on either side.

      I caught Leah’s eye when Gina was deep in conversation and Mark went for more food.

      Are you okay? I mouthed.

      She nodded, but looked resigned more than anything.

      Sorry.

      I know. Me too.

      Anything I can do?

      She shook her head.

      “Paul can probably tell you more about it,” Gina said from my right.

      Leah automatically glared at her.

      Fortunately, Mark slid into place between us, both literally and figuratively.

      “Sorry, wasn’t paying attention,” I said to Gina. I turned and rested my arm on the back of her chair. “More about what?”

      “The Swan House,” she said. “Carl and Clara are curious about it.”

      “Ah, cool. What do you want to know?”
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        * * *

      

      Gina and I enjoyed the rest of the reception together. It continued well into the evening. People made the usual toasts and speeches. The newlyweds cut the cake and dabbed each other with icing. The photographer immortalized it all. And people drank. Oh. My. God. They drank.

      The bartenders had cases and cases of empty bottles by the time Kara and Victor changed into regular clothes and made their ceremonial rice-showered exit. The crowd thinned noticeably after that. My parents and Susan came looking for us.

      “Keep an eye on Erin,” Mom said to me. “She’s been flirting with every boy here.”

      “Most of them are young men,” Susan said.

      “If she’s anything like I was, sh—”

      “She’s probably blown half of them already.”

      “Shush,” Mom told her. “You’re drunk.”

      “And you aren’t?”

      Gina covered a smile with her hand.

      Mom ignored Susan and said to me, “We’re going home.”

      “To fool around,” Susan added.

      My father swayed.

      “You okay?” I said. “I can drive you home if you like.”

      He shook his head. “’M fine. C’n drive with m’ eyes closed.”

      “C’mon, Dad. You’re slurring your speech.” I took his car keys.

      He swiped them back. “’M not slurring m’ vision.”

      Susan snickered.

      Dad realized what he’d said. He heaved an eighty-proof sigh and extended the keys.

      “Thanks.” I pocketed them.

      I went looking for a pay phone, but found that the Coulters had already contracted a local taxi company to have cars on call.

      “The ca’erers’ suggestion,” Chris told me. He took another drink of Scotch and raised his glass in a boozy toast. “Good t’ see you an’ Gina t’gether again. Jus’ gimme a couple’a years t’ pay off this wedding ’fore you pop th’ ques’ion.”

      “Don’t worry,” I told him, “your checkbook’s safe for a while.”

      “Is it? Liz’beth had it las’ I saw.”

      “You’re a good guy, Chris.” I patted him on the shoulder and returned to Gina.

      She and I escorted Susan and my parents across the lawn and decanted them into the back of a taxi. I gave the driver the address.

      Mark, Leah, and Erin appeared almost immediately. They weren’t as drunk as my parents, but they weren’t feeling any pain either.

      “Hey,” Mark said. “We’re going with a bunch of people to the Limelight. An after-after-party.”

      Erin had a guy in tow. She silently dared me to say something. She looked like she could handle herself, so I simply nodded.

      “Y’all wanna come?” Mark asked.

      “Please, Paul,” Leah said. “You too, Gina. You’d love it.”

      I looked at Gina.

      She gave a slight shrug and left it up to me.

      “Maybe some other time,” I told them. “Thanks, though.”

      “Okay. I un’erstand,” Leah said. She flung her arms around me and gave Gina a hug too. “Love you so much. Can’t believe I was such a bitch earlier.”

      “It’s okay,” Gina said. “I love you too.”

      They said goodbye and climbed into the next taxi.

      “A lot of people will be coming back for their cars tomorrow,” I said to no one in particular.

      Gina and I returned to the reception and found a group of diehards around the bar. The bartenders had announced last call and were packing away the remaining wine and liquor. The waiters and waitresses were cleaning up too, and the house staff had half of the chairs already folded and stacked.

      A small group from the wedding party—Stacy and Jason, Sydney and Woody, and Ty and Julia (the best man and his wife)—were gathering flower arrangements and setting them next to a long table piled high with wedding gifts.

      “I know it isn’t very sexy,” I said to Gina, “but we should probably help.”

      “Being a responsible adult is kinda sexy.”

      “Oh. Well. Then I guess I’m screwed.”

      Her eyes glittered with affection. “If you’re lucky.”

      We joined the others and helped with the flowers and centerpieces. I thought we were done, but we still had to load all the presents into Elizabeth’s station wagon.

      I took one look at the hoard and realized that it wouldn’t all fit. Not with the flowers too. I told the others I’d be right back. Then I wrapped Gina in my coat, gave her a kiss, and jogged to my car.

      The guys had Elizabeth’s car halfway loaded when I returned. The girls were sitting to the side on the last four chairs in sight. They were all wearing their dates’ coats, which made them look even smaller than they already were.

      I gave Gina another kiss—because I could—and opened the back of the Land Cruiser. Ty helped fold down the rear seats. Then he and I filled the car with flowers. Jason and Woody loaded Elizabeth’s to the headliner but still didn’t have enough room. I looked at the remaining pile of presents.

      “We can fill the passenger seats and footwells,” I suggested. “That should do it.”

      “Only one problem,” Jason said. “Stacy and I are supposed to drive the station wagon to Kara’s parents’ house.”

      “She can drive it,” I suggested, “and you can drive my car.”

      “How will you get home?”

      I pulled out my dad’s car keys.

      “Oh. Well. That’s convenient.”

      We loaded the remaining presents and left enough room for the drivers, but that was about it.

      “Okay,” I said at last, “are we ready to blow this popsicle stand?”

      “Not quite,” Jason said. “We still have to get our stuff from the tents.”

      “I don’t know about you all,” Ty said, “but I don’t feel like changing clothes. I’m fine to wear this back to the hotel.”

      I looked around and realized that I was the only one not wearing a tuxedo or bridesmaid’s dress.

      “Yeah, let’s just get our stuff and get out of here.”

      We trooped down the stairs to the terrace lawn. I stood around while the men disappeared into the groomsmen’s tent and the ladies went into the one for the bridesmaids.

      When everyone emerged, Stacy and Jason said goodbye to us and climbed the stairs to the front driveway. The rest of us walked to our cars. I carried Gina’s dress bag and a small overnight bag. I hefted it and gave her a speculative look. She looped an arm through mine and leaned against me.

      “Thanks for all your help,” Ty said.

      “No problem.”

      “It was great to see you again,” Sydney said. She stood on tiptoe to kiss my cheek. “You’re next.” She glanced at Gina and held up her wedding ring to make sure I understood. “Oh, and enjoy the drive home.”

      I furrowed my brow and shook hands with Woody as the girls said goodnight. They climbed into their car and drove away.

      I stowed Gina’s things behind the seats in my dad’s Corvette. She took off my coat, folded it neatly with the boutonnière on top, and added it to the back. Then she lowered herself into the passenger seat and smiled up at me as I closed the door.

      My dad was several inches taller than me (which still annoyed me sometimes), so I had to move the driver’s seat forward. I slid the key into the ignition but didn’t turn it.

      “Sorry about tonight,” I said. “I know it wasn’t what you planned.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I dunno. It wasn’t what I planned.”

      “Oh?”

      I watched her out of the corner of my eye. “I wanted to sweep you off your feet. Seduce you with my charm and wit. Tempt you into bed with me.”

      “And…?”

      “Well, let’s see…” I counted things off: “We had crazy relatives, a crowd of drunks, flower clean-up, a truckload of gifts, and then a long walk to the car.” I sighed. “On top of all that, pretty much everyone tonight assumed we’d be getting married next. Like we don’t have any say in the matter.”

      She unbuckled her shoes and tucked them under the seat.

      “I mean, sure, we’ve known each other since we were kids, but we haven’t seen each other since Christmas. We’ve been apart longer than that. It takes some time to get to know someone again. Worse, I just assumed you’d be coming home with me. I know we’ve been flirting all night, but I didn’t even ask if that’s what you wanted.”

      “I was wondering if you’d realize that.” She studied my face. “You’ve grown up a lot since we broke up.”

      “Had to happen eventually,” I muttered.

      She nodded.

      “So,” I said at last, “take you home?” I moved to start the car, but she stopped me with a gesture. “What? Did we forget something?”

      She sat on the center console and held my face in her hands. “You’re sexier now than I’ve ever known,” she said softly. “Tonight was wonderful.” She closed her eyes and kissed me, softly at first, but with growing desire.

      I slid my hand up her thigh. Then I cupped her breast and gently squeezed. She moaned, so I helped her climb over the console and straddle my lap. She took a break long enough to unfasten my belt and trousers. Then she reached inside and pulled out my penis. It was as surprised as I was, but it quickly stiffened as she stroked it.

      She rose on her knees.

      “What’re you doing?”

      “What do you think?” She steadied my erection between her legs.

      “But…”

      “I took off my panties when I went into the tent to get my bags.”

      “So that’s what Sydney meant! When she said enjoy the drive home.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      The tip of my cock slid into her warm channel.

      Gina sat back and impaled herself with a groan. “Oh, God! I’d forgotten how thick you are.”

      “And how tight you are.”

      “Maybe we should do this more often.”

      “Fine by me.”

      She began moving her hips. “Lemme know when you’re ready. I wanna taste you.”

      “I’m ready,” I gasped.

      Her eyes popped open. “Are you serious?”

      “Close enough. If you keep moving I am.” I held her in place. “Better.” I reached behind her and found the tab of her zipper. It made a soft hiss as I lowered it.

      She pulled the dress over her head and tossed it into the passenger seat. She was wearing a light pink bustier.

      “Nice,” I said.

      “You like it? The panties match, but you’ll have to take my word for it.”

      I laughed. “So you were planning to come home with me.”

      “You’re such a goof,” she said fondly. “But it’s nice to know you didn’t take it for granted.” She reached behind herself and made a show of unfastening the hooks. She paused before she took it off. “Any final guesses?”

      “About what?”

      “Tan lines, silly.”

      I pretended to think about it. “Um… yes.”

      “Ding, ding, ding!” She peeled away the bustier and threw it aside. Pale triangles covered her breasts. They joined at the bottom and came to a point below where the bustier had covered. They made her nipples look very dark.

      My eyes traveled lower, down the curve of her stomach. “Did you…?”

      “Mmm hmm. Told you I had a surprise for you. Ms. Gillette and I had a little chat in the shower this morning. A very intimate discussion.” She had trimmed her pubic hair to a dark triangle that left her labia bare.

      “Very nice.” I surprised her with a hungry kiss.

      She moaned into my mouth and began moving her hips.

      I wanted to stop her but didn’t have the willpower.

      She sensed that I was close and tried to climb off me. The steering wheel got in her way, and she bumped her head on the roof. Still, she managed to twist herself back over the center console.

      She made a beeline for my cock and reached it just in time. Then she groaned as white, salty come gushed over her tongue. I held her head in place and flexed my butt to pump more of the precious liquid into her mouth.

      When I finally stopped shooting, Gina made a soft sound of contentment and continued sucking. My shaft didn’t soften a bit.

      I played with her nipples until I felt a second orgasm building. Then I reached between her legs and pulled her toward me for a better angle. I ran a finger over her shaved labia. She was practically dripping as I spread her open and teased the stiff little bead of her clit. She moaned, and the vibration sent shivers up my spine.

      She began bobbing faster. I obliged her by shooting a second load down her throat. My fingers vibrated on her clit, and she thrust her hips toward me. Her pleasure mounted until she stiffened and cried out.

      She breathed hard through her nose and slowly closed her legs. I kept my right hand where it was and used my left to caress her face and brush back a strand of dark hair. She opened her eyes and gave me a heavy-lidded, happy smile.

      “You like?” I said.

      “What’s not to like? First taste I’ve had in months.”

      I chuckled. “Good. Now, would you still like to come home with me?”

      “Love to. But in a minute.” She closed her eyes and kissed the tip of my slowly shrinking cock. Then she took it in her mouth and nursed until she coaxed out the remaining semen.

      The parking brake handle finally convinced her to move. Even though it was lowered, it was still digging into her side. She groaned as I helped her sit up. Then she pulled her clothes from beneath her. She tossed the bustier in the back and fluffed through the dress until she found the right opening. She wriggled into it.

      I started the car and rumbled out of the parking lot. The main roads of suburban Atlanta were never really empty, even late at night. Gina did her best to distract me, though. She put her feet on the dash and played with her pussy. By some minor miracle we made it to my parents’ house without an accident.

      “If I didn’t know better,” I said as we turned into the driveway, “I’d swear you were trying to get us killed.”

      “I can’t help it. You make me so horny.”

      “Can you wait till we get inside?”

      “Maybe.”

      I pulled the Corvette into the garage and shook my head with amusement. “A little while ago I didn’t think I was gonna get lucky at all.”

      “You were always gonna get lucky.” She climbed across the console to kiss me.

      We started making out again.

      The rational part of my brain reminded me that we were sixty feet from a bed and all the comforts of home.

      “Let’s go inside,” I finally managed.

      “Okay. You’re right.” She climbed back to the passenger side and swung the door open.

      We gathered our things and headed in. Halfway through the kitchen she came to an abrupt halt.

      “What is it?”

      “Look.”

      My parents and Susan were in the hot tub. The porch lights were off, but they were silhouetted by the light in the tub itself. One of the women sat on the side with her legs spread. The other was licking her pussy while my dad fucked her from behind.

      Gina tensed with excitement. “Let’s watch.”

      I set her bags in a kitchen chair and followed her into the living room. We watched through the blinds in the patio door.

      “You remember doing this at camp?” she said.

      “Mmm hmm.” I lifted her dress over her head. “Have to talk to whoever made this. It keeps coming off.”

      “It’s had help.”

      “Whatever.” I unzipped my pants and pulled out my rapidly stiffening manhood. Then I dragged my balls through the fly and let them hang free too.

      Gina bent forward and braced herself on the doorframe. I stroked my cock and aimed it at the pale triangle of her ass. She moaned as I entered her and slid home.

      “You remember doing this at camp?”

      “God, yes.”

      I held her waist and started thrusting.

      My dad was doing the same outside.

      I grinned to myself and matched his tempo.

      He didn’t last long before he pulled out. The woman he was fucking turned and sank to her knees in front of him. The other woman slipped into the water and joined her. They took turns sucking his balls as he stroked his cock.

      Gina moaned.

      Outside, Dad threw back his head. The first woman captured his dick and swallowed. Then she passed it to the other woman, who finished him off. He stood panting as the ladies shared his come in a kiss.

      I reached between Gina’s legs and played with her clit.

      “Oh, God,” she gasped. “I’m gonna come.”

      “I know.”

      “That’s right. I don’t… have to tell… you.”

      “Did you have to tell Brock?”

      She groaned and didn’t answer.

      “Did you?”

      “Yes,” she hissed. A moment later she let out a wordless cry.

      I slammed into her and held still as her pussy convulsed around my cock. My fingers went into overdrive on her clit. She cried out again as her pleasure peaked.

      Her orgasm eventually subsided, and I ran my hands up her body and cupped her breasts. I kneaded them gently as she slowly recovered her breath.

      “I don’t remember you making me come that quickly,” she said. “Or that hard.”

      “I’ve had a little practice since then.”

      “I’ll say.”

      Out in the hot tub, my dad sank to a seat and watched the women kiss. One of them started sucking the other’s nipples.

      “Wanna join them?” Gina asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      She looked over her shoulder at me.

      “I want you to myself tonight.”

      “And what, exactly, do you want to do to me?”

      “All sorts of perverted things.”

      She grinned.

      “But first, I wanna get out of this suit and these shoes. My feet are killing me.”

      “Oh, very perverted,” she teased. Then she gasped as I withdrew my cock. She turned and started to drop to her knees, but I caught her first.

      “Hold that thought,” I said. “I’m serious about getting comfortable.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She looked down at my hard-on.

      “It can wait.”

      Her eyebrows rose in surprise. “You have grown up.”

      “Lots.”

      I returned to the kitchen and retrieved her things. My erection led the way like a thick pink divining rod. Gina followed me through the darkened house to my bedroom. I turned on the lights and closed the door.

      “It looks different than I remember,” she said.

      “Yeah. Like your elementary school when you go back as a teenager.”

      She laughed. “Sort of.”

      I untied my shoes and kicked them off. Then I scrunched my toes in the carpeting. “God, that feels good.”

      Gina watched with growing amusement.

      “What?” I said at last.

      “You. Your dick. You look so sexy with it sticking out like that. You sure you don’t want me to…?”

      I wanted to get undressed first. But then I heard Susan’s voice in my head, A relationship is about compromise. I chuckled to myself when I realized the absurdity of the situation: a beautiful woman wanted to suck my dick, and the “compromise” was to let her.

      I motioned her toward me and drew her into my arms. My hard-on bent against her stomach. She smiled and tilted her head up for a kiss. Our lips met, and she reached between us. Her hands found my shaft and began stroking. My hands found her nipples and began teasing.

      We made out for a couple of minutes before she pulled back. Her eyes shone with excitement as she sank to her knees. She tasted pre-come and moaned deep in her throat.

      I undressed while she sucked me. She bobbed away, unconcerned, until I finally stopped her so I could take off my boxers. I pulled them over my jutting erection and kicked them off. She recaptured my cock as soon as I righted myself.

      She wanted that third load, all right. But I wanted to fuck her before I came again.

      Time to compromise.

      “Look,” I said, a bit flippantly, “a real bed with real sheets.”

      She ignored me.

      “Come on, my lovely limpet.” I pushed her away and lifted her to her feet.

      “But…”

      “Bed,” I said firmly. “Now.” I threw back the covers. “All right, in you go. On your back.”

      I climbed in after her and kissed my way up her body. I lingered over her breasts. They were about the same size as Leah’s, maybe a little bigger, but her nipples were more like a grown woman’s. I licked and sucked until she couldn’t take it anymore.

      “I need to feel you inside me.” She spread her legs wider, the perfect invitation.

      The tip of my shaft entered her without help.

      I chuckled. “It knows the way on its own.”

      “Mmm.”

      “It likes the warmth.”

      She gripped the sheets and hissed as I slid all the way into her.

      “Okay?”

      She nodded.

      I began thrusting, and our repartee dwindled to sighs and soft moans. I wanted to take my time and enjoy getting reacquainted with her body, but my dick had other ideas.

      Hold on, I told it.

      What about compromise?

      I don’t have to. We aren’t in a relationship.

      Sure we are.

      No, we aren’t. I own you. I control you. You’re just a tool. I chuckled at my own wit.

      My dick didn’t have a good comeback, so we ditched the compromise thing and did it my way. I stopped thrusting and held very still. Gina opened her eyes when I didn’t immediately start again.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “I’m going to come if I keep going.”

      “Go ahead. I’m still on the pill.”

      “That isn’t it. Although it’s good to know.” I glanced at where my body joined hers. “Really good to know.”

      “Then… what?”

      “You feel so good I wanna take my time.”

      She smiled. “Is that all?”

      “That’s a lot!”

      “You’re a better lover than I remember too.” She caressed my face. “But we have all night. And all day. I told my parents I wouldn’t be home until tomorrow afternoon.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but it’s been tomorrow for about an hour.”

      “Then hurry up. I have places to go, things to do.”

      We erupted in laughter, which I quickly put a stop to.

      “What?”

      “You tighten up when you laugh. It was all I could do not to come.”

      She pulled me down for a kiss. Then she touched her cheek to mine.

      A weird part of me was glad I’d shaved twice. I thought of the strangest things sometimes.

      “Come inside me,” she whispered.

      That grabbed my attention.

      She wrapped her arms around me and moved her hips.

      I began thrusting again. Ten seconds later I closed my eyes and let out a low, continuous groan as a geyser of semen erupted from deep within me. I clench my muscles so hard that I thought I might hurt myself before I finally stopped shooting.

      When I sort of regained control of my body again, I relaxed against her and breathed hard through my nose.

      “I definitely remember that,” she said with satisfaction.
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        * * *

      

      We slept for a couple of hours, until someone knocked on the door. I opened my eyes. The room slowly came into focus. The lights were still on, and everything was where we’d left it.

      “Come in,” I said without thinking.

      Mom opened the door. She must have sobered up quite a bit, because she immediately looked away and cleared her throat.

      My sleepy brain took a moment to realize why.

      I was lying on my back, with my dick stretched out on my thigh. Gina lay with her head on my chest and one leg over mine. And if I had to guess, her shaved pussy lips were in full view. We must’ve been quite a sight.

      “Sorry ’bout that.” I pulled the sheet over us.

      “It’s okay,” Mom said. “I should’ve expected— Never mind. Where’s Erin?”

      I looked at the clock. It was almost four in the morning.

      “She isn’t in her bedroom.”

      “Relax,” I said, and belatedly remembered that I was talking to my mother. “Sorry. I mean, she’s probably okay. She was with Mark and Leah.”

      “That makes me feel a little better, but she still isn’t home.”

      I struggled to sit up without disturbing Gina. I finally gave up and rolled her away from me as gently as I could.

      “Wha’ time izzit?”

      I suppressed a grin. Leah said it the same way. “It’s still early,” I said softly. “Go back to sleep.”

      I cast about for something to wear and found my trousers. I pulled them on. “I know where they were going,” I told Mom. “I’ll go look for her.” I jammed my bare feet into my dress shoes and didn’t bother tying them.

      Gina sat up and rubbed sleep from her eyes. Her tan lines drew my eyes to her breasts, and I reminded myself that I had more important things to do than enjoy the scenery.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked.

      “Erin isn’t home yet.”

      “She was with Leah,” she said in alarm.

      “They’re probably fine.” I shrugged into my shirt and snatched the car keys from the desk.

      Gina climbed out of bed and put on my suit coat. It still had the boutonnière pinned to the lapel. I almost laughed at the absurdity of it.

      We were halfway across the living room when the front door opened. Erin came in. She thanked someone we couldn’t see and closed the door. Then she locked it and leaned forward. Her forehead made a soft thump when it touched the wood.

      Mom cleared her throat.

      Erin jumped and dropped her keys. She picked them up and came into the living room.

      We looked at her.

      She looked back.

      “Well…?” Mom said at last.

      “Well what?”

      The silence drew out.

      “Do we have to do this now?” Erin limped toward the bathroom, and I realized she was walking on one shoe. She was carrying the other one. Its heel was missing.

      Mom tailed her into the bathroom.

      Gina and I looked at each other and followed.

      Erin lifted the toilet lid, unceremoniously hiked up her dress, and sat. She breathed a deep sigh and let loose a stream of pee.

      I glanced at Mom to see if she’d noticed that Erin wasn’t wearing panties. Either way, she didn’t say anything.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Erin said. She laughed and wiped her smeared mascara.

      “What happened?” Mom said with more composure than I’d have given her credit for.

      “What’s it look like?” Erin said testily. She knew it was the wrong tone. “Sorry. It’s been a long night.” She took a deep breath and wearily crossed her arms over her bare legs. “After the reception we went to a club. The Limelight.”

      “I know it,” Mom said neutrally.

      “We had fun and didn’t do anything stupid. When it was time to leave, we couldn’t get a taxi. There was this… guy,” she added, clearly a polite alternative to what she was thinking.

      “The guy from the reception?” I said in alarm.

      “No. Another one. We met him there. He followed us when we left, wouldn’t take no for an answer. He was groping me. Mark told him to knock it off. They got in a fight, and—”

      “Wait,” I said. “Mark got in a fight?”

      “Yeah. We needed you, though. You’d’ve taken this guy apart. Mark…” Her shoulders shook with a humorless laugh. “Well, he can’t fight for shit.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “I know,” she continued, “you were with Gina. I get it. Nice to see you, by the way,” she said to her. “Sorry we didn’t have much chance to talk at the reception.”

      “It’s okay,” Gina said. “Is Leah all right?”

      “I’m getting to that,” Erin snapped. “Just hold your horses.”

      Gina looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

      I’d never seen Erin like that either.

      “Anyway,” she went on, “the bouncers broke up the fight. Someone inside must’ve called the cops, though. They showed up and threatened to arrest us all. Underage drinking, drunk and disorderly, disturbing the peace. Fucking morons,” she muttered darkly.

      All three of us blinked in shock. Erin wasn’t a choirgirl, but she usually didn’t swear like a sailor.

      “How’d you get out of it?” I said.

      “The bouncers backed up our story. The… guy… was some kind of drug dealer. So they said. I’m pretty sure the cops planted the drugs, though. Assholes. They arrested him. Not for what he did to me, but for some trumped-up bullshit charge. ‘Just Say No,’” she mocked. “Fucking police care more about drugs than sexual assault. We should file a complaint with the mayor or something.”

      “We’ll look into it,” Mom said dryly.

      “I mean it, Mom! Don’t fucking patronize me!”

      “Whoa,” I said. “Take a chill pill, Erin. We were worried about you.”

      “Then where were you when we needed you!” She sobbed, and I realized she was scared more than angry.

      “I’m really sorry, Er.”

      “We should’ve gone with you,” Gina said.

      Erin savagely tore off some toilet paper and used it to wipe her eyes.

      “How’d you get home?” Mom asked.

      “The cops brought us. Well, the other cops did. The assholes who arrested the guy were just going to leave us. But more cops showed up, and they knew Mark’s stepfather. They dropped Leah and him off first. At your parents’ house,” she said to Gina. “Then they brought me home. They were actually pretty cool. They walked me to the door and everything. Made sure I was safe.”

      “That was very nice of them,” Mom said. She turned to us. “Why don’t you two go back to bed.” She knelt in front of Erin and brushed her hair out of her face. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      “Oh, Mom,” she sobbed, and flung her arms around her, “I didn’t know what to do! I was so scared!”

      “I know, sweetheart. It’s all right. I’ve got you.”

      Gina put a hand on my arm. I nodded, and we retreated to the hall. I pulled the bathroom door closed behind us.

      “Is everything all right?” Susan asked. “I heard voices.”

      “Erin had a bit of a scare. She’s okay now.”

      “Does she need any help?”

      I looked over my shoulder and thought about it. “Probably not. It’s… hard to explain.”

      “I think they need some mother-daughter time,” Gina said.

      “Oh.”

      “We should probably go back to bed,” I added.

      We said goodnight, and Gina and I returned to my bedroom. I closed the door and let out a long sigh.

      “I dunno ’bout you,” I said, “but I’m wide awake.”

      “No kidding.” She looked at me for a moment. “You handled that very well. They’d’ve started arguing if you hadn’t been there.”

      “Mom and Erin have a… rocky… relationship. It isn’t really either of their faults.”

      “It’s the same with my mom and Leah.”

      I nodded. Then I thought of something. “How come you never had problems like that?”

      “Oh, I did. But never like Leah. She’s always been difficult. Kara and I used to think she was switched at birth or dropped on her head.”

      I chuckled.

      “Seriously. I don’t understand what her problem is. Mom just wants the best for us.”

      “Yeah, but Leah wants something different.”

      “Don’t tell me you agree with her.”

      “Not saying I do,” I lied. “I just know Leah doesn’t want to be a doctor.” I knew a lot more than that, but I didn’t want to start an argument. “It doesn’t really matter, does it? I mean, she isn’t standing in my bedroom half-naked.” I reached inside the coat and tweaked her nipple.

      “How can you think about sex? At a time like this?”

      “What else am I s’posed to think about? Besides, look at you. You’d make the Pope stand up and take notice. A certain part of him, at least.”

      She laughed. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “Yeah, but you love it.”

      “You’re right,” she said at last. “I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up at the usual time and cursed my internal alarm clock. I’d been asleep less than two hours. Gina was warm beside me in bed, so I caressed her bare bottom. I thought about nudging her awake with my hard-on, but she was sleeping so soundly that I decided to let her continue.

      I had to go to the bathroom—part of the reason I had an erection in the first place—so I slid out of bed. I didn’t bother to cover up since I didn’t think anyone else would be awake.

      Surprise!

      Mom was listening at Erin’s bedroom door when I came out of my room.

      The hall was too dark to see her expression, but somehow I knew she’d seen my hard-on. I didn’t try to hide it, either. If anything, part of me wanted her to see.

      She played it cool. “Did you sleep?”

      “A little. You?”

      “Not really.”

      “Erin…?”

      “Finally asleep, I think.”

      “Good.”

      “Mmm. Thanks for your help earlier.”

      “Any time.”

      We looked at each other for a moment. She was less than ten feet away, but only a silhouette against the faint light from the master bedroom.

      I could see her curves—she was nude too—but little else. I thought about her fantasies. My hard-on felt like it might explode if I didn’t give it some attention.

      “Well,” Mom said after a moment, “I’m going to try again to get some sleep.”

      “Good luck.”

      “Thanks. And watch where you point that thing,” she added playfully. “You’ll shoot an eye out.”

      “Yeah, but whose?”

      “Not mine,” she said with a throaty chuckle. “I swallow.”

      Part of me wondered what the hell we were doing. Another part, the honest one, knew better than to ask. I wasn’t sure I was ready to face the truth.

      “Well, goodnight,” she said after a moment.

      “G’night.”

      I went into the bathroom and closed the door behind me. I couldn’t pee with a hard-on, and it wasn’t likely to go away by itself, especially with the fantasies running through my head at the moment. I thought about returning to bed. Gina liked a morning dose of semen as much as the next Coulter woman, but she also liked her sleep.

      In the end I took care of things myself.
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        * * *

      

      Gina and I spent the entire morning in bed. We slept for most of it. But she eventually wanted her taste of cream, and I had a fresh batch ready to deliver. We dozed for a while after, since neither of us was in the mood to get up.

      Sometime later I moved her hand to my resurgent hard-on. She spread her legs, and I played with her pussy until we were ready. Then we took our time and enjoyed ourselves, without all the urgency and interruptions from the night before.

      We lay together afterward and talked, mostly because we didn’t want the morning to end. Neither of us asked the question we were both thinking: did we want a relationship again or was this a one-time thing?

      We eventually showered and joined my parents and Susan for lunch. We talked about the wedding and reception, of course. Dad thanked me for bringing his car home safely, and later Mom drove us to the Coulters’ to pick up mine.

      Gina and I hung out with her family for a couple of hours. Most of them were hungover, but none as bad as Chris. He looked like death warmed over in the microwave.

      A little before five o’clock, Gina finally admitted that she had to pack for her flight back to Los Angeles. We’d both known it was coming, but neither of us had wanted to face it head-on. I offered to drive her to the airport.

      “That’s okay, we can take her,” Elizabeth said.

      “Oh, get real, Mom,” Gina said. “You’re about as hungover as Dad.”

      “I am not.”

      “Then take off your sunglasses.”

      “You’re a wicked girl. You know that?”

      Elizabeth’s father laughed and patted her hand. “She’s just like you were, lal. Let her go with the young man.”

      So Gina packed and said goodbye to her family. I drove her to the airport and walked her to the gate with the question hanging over us.

      “I’d like to see you again,” I said at last. I chuckled at the uncertainty in my voice.

      “What?”

      “It’s like we’re on a first date,” I explained, “and we’re both too shy to ask about the next.”

      “You weren’t shy last night. Or this morning.”

      “Neither were you. But we weren’t saying goodbye then.”

      “No.”

      “So… what comes next?”

      “I’d like to see you again too,” she said.

      “When?”

      “I don’t know. We both have school.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Christmas?”

      “Or Thanksgiving,” I said.

      She grimaced. “I can’t. I promised to spend it with Regan.”

      “Ah.”

      “Don’t say it like that, Paul. She’s my friend.”

      “She’s more than that.”

      “So? Besides, you have ‘friends’ too. One of them’s my sister!”

      I started to say something snarky but turned it into a deep breath instead. “Look,” I said at last, “we both have lives. And we both have other… friends.” I thought of Christy and felt a jolt of surprise. Where the hell did that come from? I shook it off and continued, “We also have a history together. A pretty good one, if I do say so myself.”

      “True.”

      “So let’s not fight, especially now. I don’t know if things’ll work out between us. I want them to, but we’ll have to see.”

      “I know. Me too.”

      I pulled her into my arms and kissed her forehead.

      “I don’t want to go,” she said. “Not now.”

      “I know. But you have to. I have to. Like you said, we both have school.”

      “You can come visit. In LA”

      “Or you could come to Knoxville. Isn’t Regan’s family still there?”

      She nodded.

      “Does she ever visit?”

      “Not much. Her parents are kind of… distant.”

      “Ah. That makes sense. From what I know about her.”

      “We can write, though,” she said. “And talk on the phone.”

      “That’d be nice. It’ll be fun to get to know you again.”

      She arched a playful eyebrow. “You mean last night and this morning weren’t enough?”

      “You tell me,” I said with a grin.

      She grinned as well. “No.”

      “So it’s settled. We’ll write and call, and see each other at Christmas.”

      “Okay.” She looked up, and I wiped a tear from her cheek.

      “Hey,” I said, my voice hoarse with emotion, “it’ll be all right.”

      “I know.”

      I was going to say something else, but the gate agent announced final boarding. I looked around in annoyance and wondered when they’d announced the start of boarding.

      “I’d better go,” Gina said.

      “Unless you wanna ride with me to Knoxville.”

      She smiled. Then she tilted her head up, and my lips touched hers. The kiss went from tender to hungry in two heartbeats.

      When we finally separated, the gate agent was blushing and trying not to smile. She also gestured to speed things up. She looked apologetic, but she had a schedule.

      I gave her a nod of thanks and turned Gina toward the entrance of the jetway. “Go,” I said softly. “I’ll write you tomorrow. I promise.”

      She turned and kissed me again before she crossed the gate area. She looked back once and waved, and then she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Wren was sitting on the living room couch in a warm circle of light cast by a table lamp. She was studying, but she closed her notes and textbook when I came through the front door.

      I made a point of looking at my watch.

      “All right, fine,” she admitted. “I was waiting up for you. Welcome home, by the way.”

      “Um… thanks?”

      “Why do you have to be so suspicious?”

      “Gee, I dunno. Maybe because you’re usually up to something?”

      Her eyes narrowed.

      “Wren, it’s late,” I said. “I’ve had a long day, and I just wanna go to bed.”

      “Have you eaten?”

      I blinked at the non sequitur.

      “Did you eat dinner?” She read the answer in my expression. “Want me to fix you something?”

      “Sure,” I said after a moment. And let’s get this interrogation over, I added, but kept it to myself.

      I sat at the kitchen table while she toasted bread and made a roast beef and tomato sandwich. I took the first bite and looked at it in surprise.

      “Creamy horseradish,” she said before I could ask. “Gives it a little kick.”

      “It’s good.”

      She shrugged. “It’s simple.”

      “Maybe. But you make even simple things special.”

      “Why, thank you,” she said sincerely.

      “You’re welcome.” I ate another bite and looked at her. “But before you ask, the answer is ‘no comment.’”

      “Ask what?” she said unconvincingly.

      “You know, you’re not the only person who can read people.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You knew I was hungry. And I know you’re dying to ask about the weekend. It’s obvious.”

      “Okay. Did you have fun?”

      “Of course I did. The bride was beautiful, the ceremony was blissfully short, and everyone got drunk at the reception. End of story.”

      “And did you—?”

      “No comment.”

      “I was going to ask, ‘Did you see Gina?’”

      “Sure you were.”

      “Well, did you?”

      “You know I did.”

      “How’d it go?”

      “Fine.”

      “That’s all?”

      “No comment.”

      “So you slept with her?”

      “No comment.”

      “Are you back together now?”

      “No comment.”

      She huffed. “Seriously? That’s all you’re going to say? ‘No comment’?”

      “Might as well get used to it,” I said lightly. “If you’re going to be in PR, you’re going to say it a lot. Especially if you go into politics.”

      “For your information, my focus is corporate communications. But don’t try to change the subject.”

      I finished the sandwich and tossed my napkin onto the plate. “Thanks. That was good. Exactly what I needed.”

      “You’re welcome. You’re still dodging the question.”

      “And I’m going to keep dodging it every time you ask.”

      “Why do you have to be so stubborn?”

      “Why do you?”

      “See,” she sniped, “this is why it’d never work between us.”

      “You’re probably right,” I agreed. “But it does make me devilishly attractive.”

      “So you think.”

      “So I know.” I grinned at her. “You wouldn’t give me the time of day if I were a pushover. And that’s why you’re with Trip. You can control him, but only sometimes, when he wants you to. So he’s the best of both worlds for you: someone who lets you have your way, but pushes back enough to keep you interested.”

      “Now you’re a psychologist too?”

      “No, but I dated one for a while. Well, she wanted to be a psychiatrist—there’s a difference—but I learned a thing or two. And,” I added before she could cut me off, “I’ve been watching people a long time.”

      “So have I.”

      “Then you know I’m right. About you.”

      “So?”

      “Well, it’s also the thing that I find so attractive. About you. You’re intense.” I reflected for a moment. “I think that’s one of the big things I didn’t like about Gracie. She was never assertive, never confident. Not like you. She was competitive and ambitious, but always in a way that made me think she was… I dunno, deeply insecure. Anyway, that’s in the past.”

      “Thank God for that,” Wren said. “None of us could stand her.” She leaned forward. “And you may be right about me, but—”

      “I am.”

      “—you’re wrong about one thing.”

      “Oh?”

      “Christy.”

      I looked at the ceiling and took a deep breath.

      “She isn’t a goody-goody. Not even close. She just wants to think she is.”

      I looked at her, interested in spite of myself. “What’s that s’posed to mean? Does she want us to think she is?”

      “Uh-uh. She tries to be a good Catholic girl because that’s what she thinks she’s supposed to be. But she’s more like us than you realize.”

      “Oh, really? And you think this because…?”

      “You’re not the only one who knows a thing or two about people.”

      “Fair enough. But that still doesn’t make Christy a swinger.”

      “Maybe not, but she could be.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “She’s a lot wilder than you realize. She just hides it better than the rest of us.” She nodded at my disbelief. “I should know. We were more than just roommates. Remember?”

      “I remember.”

      “And I used to think the same as you, that she was all sweet and innocent. I mean, she went to Catholic school. And I figured she was pretty sheltered until she left for college. So when we first moved in together, back in the dorm, I thought I’d have some fun and corrupt the naïve Catholic girl.”

      “And…?”

      “She seduced me.”

      “Hold on… did I hear that right?”

      “I swear to God, Paul. I’ve had a lot of time to think about it since then, and I know I’m right. At the time I thought I was luring her into bed. But she wanted it all along. I thought she’d be ‘Oh, this is all so new. We shouldn’t be doing this. But it feels so good!’”

      “And…?” I was repeating myself, but I couldn’t help it.

      “She knew exactly what she was doing. Wasn’t the least bit naïve. On top of that, she could make me come like nobody’s business. Faster and harder than Trip, even.” She grimaced and added, “Please don’t tell him that. Okay?”

      “I won’t. But… seriously? Christy?”

      “Mmm hmm. She told me later she’s had a steady girlfriend since she was thirteen. Never a girlfriend-girlfriend, like lesbians or anything, but always a best friend she fooled around with.”

      “Good for her, I guess. I still don’t—”

      “That’s not all.”

      I tried to tell myself I wasn’t interested. I didn’t want a girlfriend like Christy, with all her religious baggage. I wanted Gina. But I literally couldn’t stop myself from saying, “Oh? What?”

      “She has an oral fixation.”

      I didn’t think my eyebrows could climb any higher, but I knew the truth of it as soon as she said it. I’d noticed the same thing myself.

      “Mmm hmm. She likes to put things in her mouth. Watch her sometime. Pens, pencils, her hair. She’ll suck her thumb sometimes if she isn’t paying attention. Just the tip, but she does it.”

      “I don’t see what it has to do with me.”

      She scoffed. “Sure you don’t.”

      Of course I did, but I didn’t want to admit it.

      “She likes giving head, Paul.” She smirked. “And I mean really likes.”

      “Maybe girls…,” I said feebly.

      “Uh-uh. Guys too. Probably more than girls. I mean, think about it… there’s more to put in her mouth.”

      I deliberately didn’t adjust my hard-on. The discomfort was good for me, I told myself.

      “We used to laugh and joke,” Wren continued, “after we’d been together for a couple of months. We’d talk about things we’d done and guys we wanted to do.”

      “And…?” Dammit. Really? Again?

      “She always talked about their dicks, what she thought they were like. And you remember her sketchbook, don’t you? The one wi—?”

      “I remember.” Vividly.

      “I’m telling you, Paul… she likes guys. And not in some idealized biblical way, like you think. I mean like your hottest fantasy come true.” She plowed over my disbelief. “No, you don’t understand. Not like some generic fantasy from Penthouse Forum. I mean your hottest fantasy. Like, you personally.”

      I swallowed to moisten my tongue. I tried to speak, but nothing came out.

      “Exactly. Like, suck you all day and into the night.”

      “So?” I finally managed.

      “Watch her sometime,” she said cannily. “You’ll see. She puts things in her mouth. It calms her down or something.”

      “I don’t—”

      “And think about what I said. She isn’t a goody-goody. Not even close.” She knew when to stop selling. She stood and moved behind me. Then she put a hand on my shoulder and bent her lips to my ear. “I’m glad you’re home safe.” She kissed my cheek. “There’s extra Kleenex in the linen closet.”

      And with that, she left. Damn her.
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        * * *

      

      Christy was in another of her bouncy moods after aerobics on Monday. And this time Wren wasn’t a killjoy. If anything, she encouraged her.

      “So I was thinking,” Christy said. “Over the weekend. While you were in Atlanta.” She absently handed me her duffel bag and danced ahead of us. “I want to completely redo my Dying Paul sculpture.” She stuck out her arms and twirled.

      “Do you have time?”

      “If you help me I will.”

      “Okay,” I said cautiously.

      Wren didn’t even try to hide her smirk.

      I sent dark thoughts in her direction.

      She ignored me.

      “I don’t want a pose like the Gaul. Maybe you can try a bunch of different ones, so I can see what I like.”

      “I know what she’ll like,” Wren muttered beside me.

      I shot her a glare, which she also ignored.

      “Can we start tonight?”

      “I dunno,” I said. I wanted to write a letter to Gina.

      “Please, please, please, Paul. I really wanna start.”

      “Okay, I guess. As long as it doesn’t take too long.”
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        * * *

      

      “Will you help me carry up some lamps?” Christy asked after dinner. “I need more light to sketch.”

      “Can do.” I said, and gathered all three lamps from the living room.

      “And would you mind grabbing a bottle of wine?” she added.

      “I’m kinda running out of hands here. Okay if we leave the lampshades?”

      “Sure. We don’t need them. I’ll get the wine.”

      I returned the shades to the tables where the lamps belonged.

      “Anything else, your highness?”

      She missed the sarcasm. “No. Just you.”

      I hauled the lamps upstairs and nearly ran her over at the door to her studio.

      “Oh, rats! I forgot a corkscrew. You set up the lamps. I’ll be right back.” She scampered down the stairs.

      I plugged in the first lamp and turned it on, followed by the second. The third plunged the entire floor into darkness.

      Trip looked up when I stomped through the dining room. “I thought I heard—”

      “Blew a fuse.” I added a few choice curses for the original contractor.

      “Yeah, thought so.” He joined me.

      I grabbed a flashlight from the kitchen drawer and opened the door to the basement. I cursed the contractor all the way down the stairs.

      “We need to upgrade the entire service,” Trip said as I opened the fuse box. “This thing’s older than we are.”

      “Add it to the list,” I groused. We’d been halfheartedly making a list of all the things we wanted to fix around the house.

      “We need to start working on it,” he said. “For real.”

      “Then add the list to the list. Classes, projects, workouts, football, judo, Sayuri’s house… am I missing anything?”

      “Sleeping and eating?”

      “Sex,” I added.

      “Can’t forget that.” He hesitated. “And on that note…”

      “Yeah…?”

      “Wren wants me to find out if you slept with Gina.”

      “I—”

      “Chill, dude. I told her you wouldn’t tell me. And even if you did, it’s none of her business.”

      “Thanks.”

      “But she made me promise to ask. So… I asked. You told me ‘no comment.’ Sound good?”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” I looked at him sharply. “Did she tell you about our conversation last night?”

      “Um… yeah. Woke me up, in fact.”

      My eyebrows rose.

      He blushed. “She was in the mood.”

      I laughed.

      “I swear, dude, she’s been wearin’ me out lately. Every time she talks about Christy, she gets worked up and takes it out on me.”

      “Oh, you poor thing,” I teased.

      “Yeah, well, you try having sex a couple of times a night, every night. See if you have any energy the next day. I’ve thought about calling for a pinch hitter.”

      “Batter up!”

      “Laugh all you like, man, but I’m serious.”

      “Oh. Okay. Then let me know. You wanna plan something?”

      “Wish we could. But Wren says we can’t until after you and Christy… you know.”

      “Oh, you’re fucking kidding me.”

      “’Fraid not. Sorry. She has a plan…”

      “Lemme guess,” I said. “I get together with Christy. We convince her to become a swinger. Then Wren can fool around with whomever she likes.”

      “It’s almost like you’re in her head,” he said dryly.

      We laughed, and I replaced the fuse.

      “That did it!” Wren shouted from the kitchen.

      “How can you tell?” Trip called back.

      “Duh! Christy yelled down.”

      “Oh,” he said conversationally. “Christy yelled down.”

      “She’s actually pretty helpful.”

      “Don’t underestimate Wren,” he said. “You know how she is. She usually gets what she wants.”

      “Usually.” I closed the fuse box. “I don’t think she will this time. Gina and I had a really, really good weekend, if you know what I mean.”

      He laughed and clapped me on the back. “Still, Wren’s on a mission. And she won’t stop till she gets what she wants.”

      “Point taken.”

      “All right. Let’s go up. Oh, and if you have time, I still want to go over Renaissance and Baroque. And you’ll have to explain the difference between it and Rococo.”

      “Rococo is a more pastoral style,” I said as we climbed the basement stairs. “Think about Michelangelo versus Bernini versus Falconet. That’s the progression.”

      “I only know one of those guys,” he said with a laugh.

      “Okay, then check out the Pietà, the Ecstasy of Saint Teresa, and the Seated Cupid. I have a book you can borrow.”

      “Awesome, thanks. I have a midterm this week, and I wanna knock it outta the park.”

      I dashed up to the third floor and stuck my head into Christy’s studio. “Quick art project. Be right back.” Then I grabbed a big coffee table book from my own studio and thundered back down.

      “Here you go,” I told Trip. I found the pages. “These are sculptures, duh, but they’ll give you the general idea. Renaissance, Baroque, Rococo, in that order. Just remember: rebirth, flourishes, pastoral. Got it?”

      “Yep. Thanks.”

      I nodded and headed back upstairs.

      “Okay, sorry about that,” I told Christy as I caught my breath. “Where were we? Right. We can only do two lamps. The third overloads the circuit. Sorry.”

      “That’s okay. I think this is enough light.” She poured a glass of wine and handed it to me. She’d already finished half of hers. On top of the two glasses we’d each had with dinner, she had a healthy buzz.

      Not tipsy, I decided. Just a little loose.

      “Are you ready?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Where do you want me?”

      “Over by the couch. And… um…”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “Do you mind…?”

      “Taking off my shirt?” I suggested helpfully.

      She nodded. “And maybe your…?”

      “Pants too?”

      “Um… yes, please. And could you…?”

      “I’m running out of clothes here,” I joked.

      “Well, the Gaul is nude.”

      “I’m not the Gaul. Besides, I wasn’t nude for your first sketches.”

      “About that…,” she ventured. “Siobhan thinks maybe you should be. For this one, I mean. I wasn’t sure, but she said yes. It’s better that way, she said. More classical. And then I thought, it would make a better artistic statement. Don’t you think? We want to show the replicant in pain, don’t we? To show that he’s human, too? He’s been stripped of his armor and even his clothes. All he has left is his sword. He—”

      “Whoa!” I said with a laugh. “Slow down. You’re chattering.”

      “Sorry.”

      “And he wouldn’t have a sword, I don’t think.”

      “Why not?”

      “The replicant is a futuristic warrior. He’d have a blaster rifle or something.”

      She snapped her fingers. “You’re right! Let’s go. We need to find one.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now! Come on!”

      So we headed downstairs. I stopped halfway to the front door.

      “Better get a jacket.”

      “Right,” she said, and skipped back up the stairs. “I still have yours,” she called back. “From the other night. I’ll get it too.”

      Wren came out of the dining room. She didn’t smirk, exactly, but I could see it in her eyes.

      “Where are you two off to?” she asked.

      “To find a blaster rifle.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      “For her project?”

      I nodded.

      “You’re going to pose nude, right?”

      “How…?”

      She grinned.

      “But I thought Siobhan…?”

      “Oh, Siobhan might’ve suggested it first, but I told her it was a good idea. ‘Paul will love it,’ I said. ‘It’ll make a great artistic statement.’” She laughed at my poleaxed expression. She turned to go and shot her index finger into the air. “Wren, 1. Paul, 0.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I eventually found a Return of the Jedi Electronic Laser Rifle at Kmart. It was after nine o’clock when we returned home, so I thought we’d call it a night. I was wrong.

      “I need to get started,” Christy said. “I don’t have much time.”

      “But…” I wanted to write my letter.

      “You said you’d help. Please? I need you. You’re my muse.”

      “Well, when you put it that way…”

      Upstairs in her studio she turned on the extra lights and reached to plug in the third.

      “No! Not that one.”

      “Why not?”

      “Remember the fuse?”

      “Oh, right. Sorry.”

      I wrapped the cord around the base and set it in the hall, just to be sure.

      Christy picked up her wineglass and took a sip like we’d never left. “That’s better,” she said. “Whenever you’re ready.”

      I suddenly felt self-conscious, especially since I knew Wren had set me up. “You sure I need to be nude? I mean, you can fudge the details, right? You don’t really need to—?”

      “Why are you shy all of a sudden?”

      “I’m not,” I fibbed.

      “It has to be realistic, Paul. That’s the only way to show pathos. It won’t work if you— if he has something to protect him. The replicant is dying. Alone. With nothing left.”

      “Including his dignity,” I muttered.

      “No! That’s all he does have. He isn’t afraid to die. He’s facing it with courage. He doesn’t need a spacesuit or armor or anything. Everything he has left is on the inside, and they can’t take that away from him. Don’t you understand? It’s what makes him human.”

      I really couldn’t argue with her logic, especially since I’d told her what Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? was about in the first place. Little did I know she’d use it against me, I groused as I filled my wineglass and drained it. Dutch courage.

      I slowly undressed and folded my clothes on the brown beanbag. Then I picked up the toy blaster. I thought about using it to cover myself. I wasn’t used to being self-conscious. Christy had seen me before, I reminded myself. But that was before I knew what she liked.

      She studied me from several angles and had me change poses a half-dozen times. She was very serious, and never once made me feel like she was sizing me up.

      “Why don’t you try kneeling on one knee?” she said at last. “You’re hurt. You’re dying. You know it. Hold the gun loose in your hand. It can’t help you anymore. You have to face this alone.”

      I sank to one knee.

      “Hold it! Right there. Good. That’s good. But drop the gun. Right at your feet, like you just lost your grip.”

      I did. Then I tried to look tired and humiliated.

      “No! You aren’t defeated. They can take your life, but they can’t take what’s inside.”

      “I have no idea how that looks.”

      “Don’t worry, I do. I just need your body for now.”

      I didn’t even ponder the subconscious intent behind that little gem.

      She fell silent and started sketching.

      I tried to think about my own project or Sayuri’s house or anything but what Wren had told me. Unfortunately, I kept watching Christy. She pursed her lips. Then she paused to study an angle. She nibbled her pencil.

      I thought of her nibbling my pencil, and it reacted predictably.

      I closed my eyes and started reciting architectural styles in chronological order. I listened with half my attention as Christy moved around. Would she notice that I was getting hard? What would she do if she did?

      I finally managed to control my unruly penis, but then I opened my eyes. Christy was sitting cross-legged on her beanbag. She was studying a sketch and absentmindedly sucking her left thumb.

      Wrennnnn!

      I managed to survive the next two hours, but not without a couple of close calls. If Christy noticed, she didn’t say anything. She was completely absorbed in her work. And she filled more than a dozen pages with sketches, from general ones to close-ups of things like my right hand as it curled loosely. I pulled on my boxers and shirt while she showed me.

      “Hands are tough,” she said over the last one. “It took me a long time to get them right. Faces were easy by comparison.”

      I almost asked about penises but stopped myself.

      “Thanks for posing,” she said, demure all of a sudden. “Especially… you know.”

      “Nude?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “I’d say ‘my pleasure,’ but to be honest, it was a little weird.”

      Her eyes widened with concern. “Not ’cause of anything I did?”

      “Yes and no. It was mostly ’cause I’d never posed for you before. I mean just you.”

      “But you did before,” she said, perplexed.

      “Not nude.”

      “Oh. No.”

      “This was more… intimate.”

      She looked down and studied her pencil. She seemed to notice the teeth marks for the first time. She discreetly dropped it over the side of the beanbag.

      I did my best not to smile. “Not intimate like, you know, but—”

      “I know how you meant,” she said, too quickly. She looked down.

      Why was I flirting with her?

      “Do you mind if we do it again tomorrow? Oh my gosh! I didn’t mean it like that, like ‘do it’ do it. I hope you didn’t think— I mean, not that you would, but— Of course, I wouldn’t— I’m not that kind of girl. Oh, gosh. Why don’t I just shut up now?”

      “It’s okay.” I chuckled. “I knew what you meant.”

      “That’s a relief. I wouldn’t want you to think…”

      “Think what?” I teased.

      “That I’d…”

      “You’d what?”

      “Is it too late to shut up?”

      “I think so,” I said with a laugh.

      “I’m glad one of us thinks this is funny.”

      I paused to let the sexual tension cool to a simmer. “Tomorrow evening?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “A date or a not-date?”

      “A not-date.”

      “Okay. Then it’s a not-date.”
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        * * *

      

      I completely forgot about the letter I promised to write to Gina. I remembered the next morning during my run. I made a mental note to write it after judo practice, before the girls returned from the pool.

      Life had different ideas.

      Trip came home before I’d managed to write much more than Monday’s date, “Dear Gina,” and a couple of paragraphs that read like the dullest diary entry in history.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s check the progress across the street.”

      “Can’t it wait?”

      “Dude, we haven’t checked in more than a week.”

      “I check it every day. It looks fine.”

      “Yeah, from the outside. But let’s see how the inside is coming. I wanna do it while that asshole foreman isn’t around.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, okay. But let’s hurry. I need to finish this.”

      He glanced at the page. “You know,” he mused, “Wren would probably thank me for distracting you.”

      “Do you have a horse in this race? That I don’t know about?”

      “Sort of,” he admitted.

      “Tell me,” I said as we walked to Sayuri’s house to fetch the spare set of keys.

      “Well, Christy’s really cute. And naïve-sexy, like she doesn’t even realize it.”

      “And…?” I rolled my eyes at my conversational skills lately.

      “Well, Wren’s been telling me stories about when they were together. Pretty hot stuff. Christy plays a good game, but she isn’t as innocent as she wants us to think. She and Wren were pretty serious, too.” He shook his head in wonder.

      “What?”

      “Man, if you’d told me a year ago that my girlfriend was in love with another woman, I’d’ve freaked or something. Maybe gone off the deep end. Like you, when you found out about Wren and me.”

      “Don’t remind me,” I said darkly.

      “But you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      We rang Sayuri’s doorbell and asked for the keys. Then we walked across the street.

      “So, what’re you gonna do?” I asked.

      He looked at me sideways. “Um… I think I have to help. With Wren’s plan. The matchmaking. I mean, everything starts with you.”

      “You’re kidding,” I said in semi-disgust. “You’re going over to the dark side?”

      “Wren isn’t Darth Vader, dude. Besides, he turned out to be good in the end.”

      “Maybe. But he did a lot of evil shit before that. He blew up a planet! A whole freakin’ planet!”

      “You really think Wren’s evil?”

      “No, but…”

      “But nothing. She cares about you, she’s in love with Christy, and she wants you both to be happy.”

      “With you and her in the middle.”

      “Well, yeah,” he said with a goofy grin.

      “Hey,” I laughed, “at least you’re honest about it.”

      “Of course. That’s what friends are for.”

      “Let’s see… You want to help your girlfriend set me up with another girl so I can have sex with her while you have sex with mine. Oh, and they have sex with each other while you and I watch. Have I got that right? Wait… and we all live happily ever after. The end.”

      “Well, when you put it like that…”

      “Oh, what a tangled web we weave…”

      “Exactly!”

      “You don’t know the rest of that line, do you?”

      “No. What is it?”

      “When first we practice to deceive.”

      “Ha! Okay. But… how do you know all this stuff? I mean the books and quotes and art and architecture and everything?”

      “I read. All the time. That’s what I do half the time when I’m up in my studio. And I just remember stuff.”

      “No kidding. You’re a regular Renaissance man. Whereas I can barely tell the difference between Renaissance and Romanesque.”

      “Oh, come on. Those are easy. They’re so completely different.”

      “I know. I was just kidding.” He grinned and unlocked the front door of the house. “At least I know this stuff. C’mon, let’s have a look.”

      The house looked fine. Better than fine. The work was as good as the planning, which made our job easier. We reported back to Sayuri, and I fiddled with a Japanese puzzle box while she and Trip went over the latest invoices and estimates from the contractor. We said goodbye and promised to look at the house more frequently as the work neared the end.

      The girls were home when we returned. It was Christy’s turn to cook dinner, but she was in the process of wheedling and cajoling Wren.

      “Okay, okay! I’ll do it,” Wren said at last. “You know I can’t resist when you look at me like that.”

      “Thank you, thank you. I’ll make it up to you, I swear.” Christy impulsively kissed her cheek, and Wren actually blushed.

      I had to stifle a snort. Annoying Wren before dinner was always a bad idea.

      Christy bounced up and down when she saw Trip and me.

      “Bunny’s excited,” I said to him as an aside.

      “I refuse to let you bring me down, Mr. Sourpuss.”

      “Not me. I know better. Uh-uh. You’re more than I can handle when you’re like this.”

      “And don’t you forget it, mister!” She changed direction mid-thought. “Oh, let me tell you! I showed my sketches to Siobhan today. She says the pose is exactly right. And your expression is perfect. Speaking of which, I fixed that today.”

      “When? You haven’t seen me.”

      “I did it from memory.”

      “Oh. Okay. So what’d you do?”

      “Well, do you remember when you showed me your sketches for the building? I said I wouldn’t sleep with you?”

      “How could I forget?” I said evenly.

      “I drew that face. You were so angry. But you never said a mean word, though I probably deserved it if you had. But, gosh! You were hurt and confused and really upset.”

      “I’m glad my pain is your art.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” she said quickly. “I just meant that I understood. You were so emotional, so… frustrated. It was like you were helpless. I just thought…” She looked at her hands. “I don’t know what I thought. I guess… I just wanted you to know.”

      Wren’s eyes pleaded with me not to blow up.

      I reminded myself to breathe. “I… get it,” I said to Christy at last. “And I’m glad you found the right look.”

      “You’re upset. I’m sorry. I didn’t—” She hung her head. “I should probably go now.”

      “No,” I said. “It’s okay.”

      Wren watched with tears in her eyes.

      I forced a smile. “There’s beauty in everything, right?”
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        * * *

      

      I was headed to my workout the next day when I ran into Andy (from Daphne and Sara’s graduation party). I greeted him warmly. I didn’t even think about it. I just did it, which seemed to startle him. When he recovered he asked where I was living, so I told him about Wren’s father and the house.

      “So you moved in together?”

      “Yes, but not like you think. She and my best friend are together. Trip. Her best friend lives with us too. Christy. So it’s the four of us.”

      “Sounds like a cozy arrangement,” he said with a grin.

      “It’s more trouble than it’s worth sometimes.”

      “This is normally the point where I’d say, ‘Women, huh?’ Gotta keep up the act. But you know better.”

      “No kidding. So how’re you? How’s life?”

      “The same. Still searching for truth and happiness.”

      “Who isn’t?”

      “In other news, I applied to the PhD program. Philosophy. I wanna be overeducated and underemployed the rest of my life.”

      “At least you can be philosophical about it.”

      He looked at me askance and laughed when he realized I wasn’t mocking him.

      We chatted for a few more minutes, until I was almost late.

      “Hey,” I said before we parted, “let me have your phone number. I’ll call you sometime.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah, sure. We can hang out.”

      “I’d… like that.” He wrote in a small notepad and tore off the page.

      I took it and gave him my number.

      “Thanks,” he said. “Take care.”

      “You too. Say hi to Jamie and the other guys.”

      He looked at me for a moment. “You really mean it?”

      “Of course.”

      He shook his head and laughed.

      “Hey,” I said, “I’m straight, not narrow.”

      He laughed again, and it reached his eyes this time.

      “Take care, man. But I gotta run. Call me sometime!”
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        * * *

      

      “I was thinking…,” Wren said at dinner that evening, “we’ve all been working like crazy and could use a break.”

      “Amen,” Trip said. “What d’you have in mind?”

      “Well, Halloween’s on Monday, so I was thinking—”

      “It’s a school night,” I warned.

      She gave me a cross look. “I know. Which is why I was thinking of a party on Saturday. Does that work with your busy school schedule?”

      “A costume party would be fun,” Christy said.

      “Exactly,” Wren said in a much lighter tone.

      The fix was in, I realized, but I wasn’t going down without a fight. “Do we have time to get costumes and decorate and all?”

      “You are just determined to be a wet blanket, aren’t you?”

      Yes. “No.” I sulked.

      “It’s okay,” Christy said. “Not everyone can be sunny all the time. Well, except me.”

      “What? You’re as moody as I am!”

      “Am not! And if you say so again I’ll pout.”

      “Children,” Trip said. “Behave.”

      “Yes, Dad,” Christy and I said at the same time. Mine was sullen and contrary. Hers was upbeat, and her good mood wore me down.

      I reluctantly cracked a grin, and hers turned into a radiant smile of triumph.

      Wren watched the whole thing, of course.

      “You were saying…?” Trip prompted her.

      “Right. Well, I was saying… I think we should have a party this weekend. I’m pretty sure I can throw everything together in time, food- and drink-wise.”

      “Paul and I can do the decorations,” Christy volunteered.

      “And I’ll start making Halloween mix tapes,” Trip added. “And we’ll need to party-proof the house. Start by finding the keys for the bedroom doors.”

      “Good call,” I said.

      “Have you thought of costumes?” he asked Wren.

      “You’d look good as Han Solo.”

      “Yeah, I would. Cool. That was easy.”

      “And I was thinking…”

      I almost laughed as she let the pause draw out so we’d look at her. She was a performer, all right.

      “I want to make a Princess Leia costume. You know, the metal bikini one?”

      “It’s pretty skimpy,” I said. “You definitely have the body to pull it off. But still…”

      “You’d look awesome!” Christy said. “What’re you thinking, Paul? For a costume, I mean.”

      “No clue.”

      “You know…,” she mused, “you’d look cool as the guy from Risky Business.”

      “Tom Cruise?”

      “Yeah! When he does the dance in his underwear, with those rad sunglasses.”

      “Wayfarers,” Trip said. “I have a pair you can borrow.”

      “You’d need tighty-whitey underwear,” Wren added.

      “That’s what you said the last time we had a costume party,” I said. “When I wore a toga. Remember?” I looked from her to Christy and back again. “Hold on a sec… This was your idea, wasn’t it? The Tom Cruise costume.”

      “What if it was?” Wren said mildly.

      “What’s it matter?” Christy said. “You totally look like him. Except…”

      “Except what?”

      “Well, your legs and butt are nicer’n his.”

      Wren burst into laughter at my expression. “I swear I didn’t tell her to say that!”

      “Say what?” Christy said. “I really do think they’re nicer.”

      “Thank you,” I told her with exaggerated politeness. Then I glared at Wren again. “You’re insufferable.”

      “Yes.” She wiped the corners of her eyes and couldn’t stop smiling. “I am.”

      “So… what?” Christy said. “Don’t you like the costume idea?”

      “I love it,” I told her.

      “I just thought you’d look nice.”

      “I think so too. Thank you.”

      She smiled but was still a little confused.

      “What’re you going to wear?” I asked her.

      “Alice in Wonderland.”

      “Your idea too?” I accused Wren.

      “I think it’ll be cute!” Christy objected. “Lots of frills and ruffles. Even better, I have the perfect shoes. They’re cute patent leather Mary Janes. I’ve been dying to wear them, but I—”

      “Hadn’t found the right outfit yet?” I chuckled.

      “Are you going to start making fun of me again?”

      “Yes. No. Maybe.”

      “Hell hath no fury…,” Trip began.

      “Like a pint-sized woman scorned,” I finished.

      Christy’s eyes blazed. “You’d better watch out, mister. I could take my brothers out, and I’ll do the same to you.”

      “Sure, in a battle of cuteness.” I smiled to take the edge off. “I’m only kidding. You are cute though, especially when you’re riled up.”

      “And don’t you forget it!”

      “Better watch out, Paul,” Trip said with a laugh, “she’s a feisty one.” He poured the last of the wine into her glass. “Here you go. Facing down bullies is thirsty work.” He turned to Wren. “Want me to fetch another?”

      “I think we’re good,” she said.

      “Would you get one for Paul and me?” Christy asked.

      Wren’s eyebrows shot up.

      Mine did the same.

      “Oh, come on. Seriously?” Christy said. “We’re going to the studio. We’ll be working.”

      “In that case,” Trip said, “I’ll fetch the ice bucket.” He returned a minute later and handed it to me.

      Christy swept up her wineglass. “Come on, Mr. Cute Butt. Let’s get to work.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy drew just as well with a buzz. But the wine lowered her inhibitions, and she forgot to act like a schoolgirl. She didn’t turn into a brazen seductress, but she wasn’t as reserved as usual. She wasn’t as modest, either, which was both good and bad.

      Good, because I enjoyed the view.

      Bad, because I enjoyed the view.

      She was wearing one of her thin bras, and her nipples showed through her light sweater. She was also wearing a tight pair of stirrup pants. My imagination didn’t have to work very hard to picture her without them.

      Worst of all, she needed a lot of close-ups and detail sketches. She sat on the floor by my knee, and her sweater fell away from her body whenever she leaned forward. I had a clear view of her small, firm breasts. Her bra was sheer enough that I could see the outline of her areolae. They were dark, almost brown. I could smell her perfume, too, and it was driving me crazy.

      I finally lost it when she frowned at one of her sketches. She unconsciously touched her mouth as she studied it. My vision seemed to zoom in on her perfect pink lips. They parted in slow motion. She ran her thumb along them. They closed around it, and she sucked gently.

      Blood rushed to my penis so quickly that I actually felt lightheaded. I lost my balance and caught it against the couch.

      It took Christy a moment to realize something was wrong. “What…?”

      “I’m okay,” I lied. But my dick was already semi-hard. And judging by the spots in my vision, it wasn’t going to stop until it diverted my entire blood supply. “Just a little dizzy.”

      “Oh my gosh. It’s probably low blood sugar. Happens to me all the time.” She stood up abruptly. Her crotch was at eye-level, and I could see through the triangle gap at the top of her thighs. “I’ll be right back. Wait here.”

      Where’m I going to go? Out for pizza?

      I climbed onto the couch and grabbed one of the pillows to cover my erection.

      Gee, that won’t be obvious.

      My head was fine by the time Christy flitted up the stairs and thrust a glass of orange juice at me.

      I drank it, grateful for the distraction from her nipples.

      “Thanks,” I said, and took a deep breath.

      My hard-on started to relent, but it wasn’t going soft any time soon.

      “Do you need another? Are you shaking? How’s your head? Still dizzy?”

      “Yes. No. Better. Not really,” I said.

      “I love how you play with words. It’s like you’re an artist and they’re your palette.” She snapped out of it. “Oh my gosh! Just listen to me, chattering away. I’d better get you more juice, just to be sure.”

      She returned a minute later, breathing a little harder than before. Her nipples threatened to make me dizzy for real.

      I downed the juice and made a show of feeling normal. I still had an erection, of course, but that was normal too.

      “We should probably finish for the night,” Christy said when she decided I wasn’t going to pass out. She looked at her watch. “Oh, wow. It’s almost midnight.”

      “Time for bed.”

      “Separately, right? I don’t want you to get the wrong impression.”

      I started to apologize but realized she was grinning. “Now who’s making fun of whom?”

      “See? That’s what I mean about you and words. I’d’ve said ‘who.’ But it’s really ‘whom,’ isn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      “How do you know?”

      “There’s a trick to it. Use ‘who’ if you’d say ‘he’ and ‘whom’ if you’d say ‘him.’”

      “Oh, cool. I always learn stuff with you. Like Brunelleschi and his dome. Or why Gothic churches are so tall. Or creative ways to use a throw pillow.” My face must have turned scarlet, because she laughed.

      “I was hoping you wouldn’t notice. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I’ve seen one before, you know.”

      “One what?” I teased.

      She rolled her eyes. “Duh. An erection.”

      “Well, I’m kinda shy about mine.”

      “Not according to Wren.”

      My eyes widened in surprise.

      “I know all about how she teased you when you modeled together. She used to brag about it.”

      “Oh she did, did she?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      I gave her a critical look. “How much wine have you had?”

      “All of it,” she said proudly. She pointed at the empty bottle. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I never really get drunk. Not with my metabolism. Well, I do get drunk, but not from wine. I have to drink whiskey or something like that.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Sure. But don’t try to get me drunk. I’m Catholic, remember?”

      “How could I forget?”

      “Drinking is a sacrament with us.”

      “Right.”

      “So… are you ready to try standing up?”

      “I think so.”

      She waited a moment and then nodded at the pillow. “Are you going to take that with you?”

      “I hadn’t planned on it. But now I think I might, just to annoy you.”

      She reached to snatch it away.

      I was too quick for her and held it in place.

      She tugged. “No fair. You’re too strong.”

      “Okay,” I said when she pouted, “you win.”

      I pulled my hand away. She made a quick feint, but I didn’t move. She gave me a suspicious look. Then she reached out slowly, while I left my hand where it was. She grasped the pillow and yanked it away.

      My penis was flaccid.

      “No fair! You cheated!”

      “Sorry,” I said without a trace of remorse. “You missed your chance.”

      “I’ll see it one day.”

      “Not if I can help it.”

      Her expression crystallized.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I stood and held out a hand to keep her from leaving. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

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

      “Listen,” I said earnestly, “we have to stop.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Saying the wrong thing. We hurt each other’s feelings. Then we apologize. Then we do it again.” I spread my hands in supplication. “We have to stop. And maybe cut each other some slack. I mean, I say some monumentally stupid things sometimes, but I never mean to hurt your feelings.”

      She nodded. “Me neither. I just… say the wrong things.”

      “So… from now on we give each other the benefit of the doubt.”

      She nodded.

      “Then maybe we won’t have to apologize as often.”

      “That’d be nice.”

      I ventured a smile, which she returned.

      Then she pouted. “I still say you cheated, though.”

      “With the pillow?” I laughed. “Yeah, I did. Sorry. Better luck next time.”
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        * * *

      

      We spread the word about the Halloween party. I told Freddie and a few other friends in design class. I even invited Gracie, just to try to clear the air between us. She pretended I didn’t exist. She simply stared at her notebook and turned the page.

      “Seriously?” I said in exasperation. “Whatever. At least I tried.”

      I ran into Andy again, this time on the way to judo class. I told him about the party and asked him to invite Jamie and their other friends.

      “Um…,” he said, “I hate to ask, but what kind of party is it?”

      “Just a regular party.”

      “Regular, as in…?”

      “It isn’t a kegger at the frat house with a bunch of assholes,” I said with a laugh.

      “But will there be…?”

      “People like you?” I finished.

      He nodded in relief at not having to say it.

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ll be there. A few others too.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “But it’s what I mean.”

      “Okay, sure,” he said after he mulled it over. “Sounds like fun. I’ll tell Jamie.”

      “And the other guys?”

      “And the other guys.”

      “Awesome! See you Saturday. Oh, we’re having a costume contest, so wear something fun.”

      We parted with a wave.

      I told Glen about it too, but he had a party at the Kappa Alpha house. Sometimes I forgot he was in a fraternity. He was the exact opposite of Rod and the Pikes.

      I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t thought about them in a while.

      Not surprisingly, I took a short and unpleasant trip down memory lane. I shook it off and tried to remember what had started it. Ah, right! Fraternities. And sororities. Like Chi Omega. And Gina.

      “Oh, shit,” I said.

      Glen grinned. “Just remember something?”

      “Yeah. How could you tell?”

      “You looked confused.”

      I shot him a rueful grin.

      He shrugged.

      “Yeah, well, I’d better go,” I said. “Have fun at your party.”

      “You too.”

      “See you next week.”

      I jogged home and immediately bounded up the stairs. I didn’t shower or change clothes or anything. Instead, I sat at my desk and took out my unfinished letter to Gina. I added a few more generic paragraphs about my life, very boring stuff.

      I was still staring at the letter when Trip came home. He climbed the stairs from the main floor, and I listened for a moment as he banged around the master bedroom. The pipes rattled when he turned on the water for a shower. One more thing to add to the list, I thought with irritation.

      I wrote a bit more, until Christy and Wren came home. They were a lot quieter than Trip, but I heard them moving around in their bedrooms. Christy eventually came upstairs and stuck her head into my studio.

      “Hey,” she said. “Whatcha doin’?”

      “Just studying.” I moved my notebook and covered the letter.

      “Oh. Want some company?”

      “Maybe later.”

      Her face fell.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” I said quickly. “I just… need to shower. I came home from practice and had something to do. I got so wrapped up that I lost track of time.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “You wanna tell me about your day?”

      “I talked to Siobhan and showed her my sketches,” she said, her eyes bright. “She says I’m ready to make a maquette. It’s a kind of—”

      “Model,” I said. “I know.”

      “You would know. You seem to know more about sculpting than I do.”

      “Not really. And I don’t have your talent.”

      She blushed.

      “Lemme go shower,” I said. “Then you can show me your sketches. I’ll show you mine for the museum. Sound good?” I had a sudden thought along the lines of I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.

      She beamed. “It’s a not-date.”

      I kept my thought to myself, obviously, but jerked off in the shower just to be sure.
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        * * *

      

      I finally mailed Gina’s letter on Friday morning. I’d finished it the night before, in a bit of a rush. It wasn’t much more than a description of my life for several days. I thought it was deadly dull, but it was all I had.

      The rest of the day was wide open, since we didn’t have classes. None of us knew for sure why, but we weren’t about to complain. Christy and Wren gave the house a thorough cleaning. Trip and I fixed a bunch of little things that had been bugging us. We also oiled and adjusted all the door locks, since we didn’t want random partygoers in our bedrooms or studios.

      In the afternoon we decided to skip our workouts and aerobics and go in search of costumes instead. Trip needed a Han Solo vest and boots, as well as a toy blaster, belt, and holster. Wren already had a brown bikini, but she needed thin copper tubing and a skirt that matched. My costume was simplest, and I already had everything, but Christy’s existed solely in her imagination.

      “Let’s divide and conquer,” I suggested. “Trip, you and Wren get what you need. I’ll take Christy and hit all the kids’ dress shops.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny.”

      I had the last laugh on that score. She found the perfect dress at a local department store, in the Girls & Young Misses section. It was a blue and white confection of satin and organza, clearly meant for a twelve-year-old with a nostalgic and nearsighted grandmother. I thought it cost too much for an outfit she’d wear once, but Christy blithely wrote a check and we returned home with our find.

      Trip and Wren were already there, working on her costume. We ate pizza for dinner, drank too many bottles of wine, and planned the next day’s whirlwind of activity.

      Christy and I spent Saturday morning scouring stores for decorations. We spent a small fortune but came home with bags of fun. Trip and Wren did the same at the grocery and liquor stores. He was still grumbling about the cost as we unloaded bags and boxes on the dining room table.

      “It’s a party,” Wren said. “Lighten up.”

      “But I actually had to work for that money. It didn’t just appear, like magic, in my checking account.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she fired back.

      “Never mind.”

      “No, tell me. Do you have a problem?”

      “Well, yeah, now that you mention it. I thought you were going to stop acting like daddy’s little princess.”

      “Uh-oh,” I said under my breath to Christy. “Let’s make a run for it. Upstairs. I’ll cover you.”

      She nodded and grabbed two bags of decorations. I followed with the rest.

      The fireworks heated up in our wake.

      Christy’s studio was relatively quiet. And since the weather was cool and sunny, we opened the window to enjoy the fall day. We sat on the floor and cut out bats and cat shapes from black construction paper. Then we used string and an entire box of tissues to make little ghosts. (It seemed like a waste of good Kleenex to me, but I kept my mouth shut.) Finally we taped together two dozen honeycomb paper balls.

      We had a lot more decorations—crepe paper, fake cobwebs, skeletons, jack-o’-lanterns, and more—but nothing else we could work on upstairs.

      “Sounds quiet down there,” I said. “Want me to take a look?”

      “What should I tell your mother if you don’t make it back?”

      I grinned and stuck my head over the railing.

      “What d’you see?” Christy whispered from the door.

      “Nothing. But I don’t hear anything either. Let’s check it out.”

      We slunk downstairs like burglars. Faint domestic noises came from the other side of the house. We tiptoed through the living room to the dining room.

      Trip and Wren were working in the kitchen. He was washing vegetables at the sink. She was cutting them like she held a grudge. They were together physically but light years apart emotionally.

      “Um…,” I said hesitantly, “we’re gonna start decorating. If that’s okay.”

      “Fine.” “Whatever.”

      Christy and I looked at each other and shrugged. What else could we do?

      I slid around the kitchen table. “I’m just gonna get the stepladder.”

      “Go ahead.” “Whatever.”

      I returned from the basement and carried the ladder through to the living room.

      “What do you think?” Christy asked.

      “Defcon 2. Could be worse, but it’s pretty tense in there.”

      “Should we do anything?”

      “Decorate for the party,” I said with a shrug. “Keep a sharp lookout. Be prepared to duck and cover.”

      She grinned.

      “Come on. Let’s get to work.”

      We strung black and orange crepe paper and hung the honeycomb balls from the ceiling in the main rooms. Then we taped up the rest of the decorations and tried to make the place look festively scary. When we were done on the main level, we went upstairs and hung cardboard RIP tombstones on the bedroom doors, with signs that read, “Danger: Zombies! Do Not Enter.”

      “Anything else we can do?” Christy asked.

      “Decorate the bathroom, maybe. But we should probably wait till later.”

      She looked at her watch. “Three thirty. You wanna hang out?”

      “I have a better idea. Grab your swimming bag.”

      She nodded and went to fetch it.

      I rummaged in my dresser until I found my bathing suit and beach towel. I emptied my judo bag and stuffed them into it.

      Christy was waiting for me in the hall.

      “Let’s go.”

      Trip and Wren were still working together. They were making some kind of bean dip. A yeti would’ve felt at home in the kitchen.

      “Hey,” I said, as innocuously as I could, “Christy and I finished decorating. We’re going out for a bit. Good opportunity for some make-up sex, if you ask me.”

      “No one asked you,” Wren said tersely.

      I took my life into my hands and slid behind her. I whispered in her ear, “He loves you, and you know it.” She tried to brush me away, but I persisted. “Think about how much effort you’ve put into him. The next guy might not be so willing to share. Hmm?” I kissed her cheek and then patted her bottom just to annoy her.

      She watched me out of the corner of her eye.

      I actually had to stretch upward to speak into Trip’s ear. Sometimes I hated being only middling tall.

      “Dude,” I said, “she loves you. She’s beautiful, smart, and ambitious. Hell, she’s like me with tits.”

      He compressed his lips but snorted a laugh anyway.

      “She rocks your world and lets you sleep with other women. You will never, ever find another woman like her.”

      Just for fun, I grabbed his ass too.

      If they were annoyed at me, they might forget to be annoyed with each other.

      I rejoined Christy and we beat a hasty retreat.

      “You should’ve seen their expressions!” she laughed as we walked down the hill toward campus. “What did you say to them?”

      “Told ’em they loved each other. And if they don’t kiss and make up, I’m gonna put itching powder in their underwear drawer for a month.”

      She burst out laughing. “What’d you really tell ’em?”

      “That,” I said, less than convincingly.

      “No, really.”

      I shook my head.

      “You aren’t going to tell me?”

      “It’d take too long to explain.”

      “It took you thirty seconds to say. How long can it take to explain?”

      “Oh, a decade or two, I guess.”

      “What if I stick around that long?”

      I glanced at her sidelong. “That’s a good question.”
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        * * *

      

      We went to the pool at the Student Aquatic Center. Christy was like an otter in the water, lithe and playful. She was a better swimmer than I was, but she didn’t rub it in like Wren did. Mostly we goofed around and let off stress. After an hour or so, we climbed out and dried off. Christy noticed me looking at her.

      “What?”

      “I just realized I’d never seen you in a bathing suit.”

      “So, what do you think?” She let her towel fall. “Here I am in all my glory. A hundred pounds, soaking wet.”

      I made a show of looking her up and down.

      She frowned. “Kinda scrawny, I know.”

      “Not what I was thinking.”

      “Oh?”

      “Well, you know what they say… good things come in small packages. Pretty things too.”

      She turned on the sun. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now, let’s get home and see what kind of carnage we have to deal with.”

      We headed toward the locker rooms, and she fell into step beside me. She slipped her arm through mine and smiled up at me.

      I smiled back and had to admit that I liked having her there.
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren hadn’t killed each other. But they weren’t on the main level either. Christy and I cautiously headed up the stairs. We surprised Wren at the top. She had a towel wrapped around her and was using another to dry her hair. She was looking for something. She jumped when I cleared my throat.

      “Hey, babe?” Trip called from the bedroom. “Did you find ’em?” He appeared in the doorway and quickly covered himself with his towel. “Oh. Hey.”

      “So,” I said casually, “everyone in a better mood?”

      Trip grinned.

      Wren summoned a glare.

      “Oh, quit,” I told her.

      “Where have you two been?” she said. “We have tons left to do.”

      “Attention on deck!” I barked.

      Christy played along and braced beside me. We saluted.

      “Ensigns Hughes and Carmichael, reporting for duty.”

      Christy looked at me hopefully. “Can I be a lieutenant?”

      “Ensign Hughes and Lieutenant Carmichael, reporting for duty. Hold on, then you’ll outrank me.”

      “You can be a commander.”

      “Sounds good.” We snapped to attention again. “Attention on deck. Commander Hughes and Lieutenant Carmichael, reporting for duty.”

      “I dunno,” she said. “I kinda liked it when I outranked you.”

      “You’d better be a captain, then.”

      She nodded. “That works.”

      “Captain Carmichael and Commander Hughes—”

      “Shouldn’t you be first?”

      “I thought you should. I mean, you’re the captain.”

      “No, the person speaking is first.”

      “Oh, right. Hadn’t thought of that.”

      Wren huffed and stalked past us. “You deal with them,” she snapped at Trip.

      He simply grinned.
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        * * *

      

      Christy took a shower in the second-floor bathroom while I used the third. The hot water never quite reached me. And I’d forgotten to grab my razor, toothbrush, or anything else I needed from my usual bathroom. So I wrapped a towel around my waist and headed down. I knocked on the door.

      “Yes?”

      “Are you decent? You mind if I get my stuff real quick?”

      She opened the door and a cloud of steam escaped. She was wrapped in a towel. Her chest and face were pink from the heat.

      “Well, now I know where all the hot water went.”

      “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry. I didn’t even think…”

      “It’s okay. I’m used to cold showers.”

      Her eyebrows rose with a question.

      “Not for the reason you’re thinking.”

      “And what was I thinking?”

      “You know,” I said. “Now, can I get my stuff real quick?”

      “Don’t be silly. There’s room for both of us. I’m used to it.”

      “Used to it?”

      “Mmm hmm. Laurence and I shared a bathroom in our house in Japan.”

      She moved closer to the sink and motioned me behind her. She was short enough that I could easily see over her.

      “Works for me,” I said.

      She grinned at me over her shoulder. “This is how Laurie and I used to do it.”

      “I’ve never heard you call him that.”

      “What?”

      “‘Laurie.’ You just called him Laurie.”

      Her eyes misted with tears. She wiped them and forced a smile. “I guess I was thinking of him.”

      “Do you want me to go?”

      “No. Stay. Please. I’d… like it.”

      Wren yelled at us from downstairs.

      “We’d better get a move on,” Christy said.

      “Yep. Chop-chop.”

      She laughed. “My dad says that too.”

      “Must be a Navy thing.”

      “Probably.”

      “Christy! Paul!” Wren yelled again, even louder. “Are you coming or what?”

      “We’ll be right down!” I shouted back. “Fifteen minutes.”

      “We’ll have guests in fifteen minutes.”

      “Then send ’em up and they can help stuff my shorts!”

      Christy giggled. “She’s probably right,” she said after a moment. “We’d better hurry.”

      “Yeah. So no more foolin’ around. Got it?”

      “Yes, sir, captain, sir!”
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        * * *

      

      My costume was so simple that I was dressed and downstairs long before Christy.

      Wren had been right, we did have guests already. They were friends from Trip’s management class.

      Leave it to Business majors to show up early for a meeting, I thought.

      Their costumes were pretty basic (variations on corporate executive), but at least they’d tried. I introduced myself and offered to fix them drinks. They’d brought a bottle of Bacardi, so we started with rum and Coke.

      Trip came through from the kitchen. He greeted his friends in passing and continued toward the octagon room, where he started his first mix tape. The eerie sound effects from “Thriller” filled the house a moment later. Just like him, I thought. He knew the perfect music for every occasion. He returned to the dining room and I excused myself to answer the doorbell.

      Freddie DeFeo and a couple of people from design class came in. He was dressed like a mob boss. The others were a cowboy, a ghost, and Tinker Bell (a mousy girl named Rosemary, who had a much nicer body than any of us had realized). I welcomed them to the party, told them the drinks and food were in the dining room, and sent them on their way.

      I closed the front door and glanced toward the stairs. Christy stood on the landing. In the background Duran Duran’s “Hungry Like the Wolf” started with the woman’s laugh, and I had to suppress a smile at the timing. She grinned like the song had been cued for her.

      She had rolled her wheat-gold hair and added a baby blue bow. Her Alice dress was shorter than I remembered from the store. The ruffled organza petticoat ended at mid-thigh, and I could see several inches of skin between it and her over-the-knee stockings. They were white, with little blue bows at the top, and she definitely hadn’t bought them at the department store.

      I slid my sunglasses down my nose and looked over them. “Wow. You look amazing.”

      She blushed and lowered her eyes.

      “And now I see what you meant about the shoes.”

      “You like ’em?”

      “They’re perfect. The stockings too. The dress. Your hair. Everything. Perfect.”

      Her blush deepened.

      I pushed my sunglasses into place and held up a hand.

      She descended the stairs and took it. She did a little turn when she reached the floor.

      The doorbell rang.

      “You’re kidding,” I griped. I smiled down at her. “Hold that thought.”

      I opened the door.

      “Is this the party?” a Wall Street wannabe asked.

      “No, I normally dress like this.”

      “Oh, right. So where are the hookers?”

      I thought he was serious at first. Then I remembered my costume.

      “You’re on your own with the ladies,” I said. “’Fraid you’ll have to get by on charm and good looks. Food and drinks are that way.” I ushered him and his friends inside. I started to close the door, but another group was walking up the sidewalk.

      Christy materialized by my side. “You want me to fix you a drink?”

      “Please. I might be here for a while.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Whatever you’re drinking.”

      “Are you sure you can handle it?”

      “Are you kidding? You’re a hundred pounds soaking wet. You said so yourself. If you can handle it, I can handle it.”

      “Okay,” she said with a mischievous grin. “Just remember, you asked for it.”

      I welcomed the newcomers, who were Wren’s friends from a communications class. We chatted for a moment about costumes and then I sent them toward the dining room.

      Christy returned and handed me a cup.

      I drank it without looking and immediately regretted it. “What is it?” I wheezed.

      “Whiskey. You should probably go a little slower.”

      “Thanks for warning me.”

      She tried to look innocent, but I knew better. She was competitive, after all, just not to Wren’s level.

      She hung out with me at the door, and we greeted a steady trickle of people for at least half an hour. Their costumes ranged from simple to elaborate, with everything in between.

      I was about to close the door when I spotted someone I’d been waiting for.

      Andy and Jamie turned up the walk, along with three guys I vaguely remembered from the graduation party.

      “Hey, you made it!” I invited them in and introduced them to Christy.

      Jamie held her at arm’s length and then spun her around. “Well, aren’t you precious.”

      Trip must’ve had a crystal ball when he made the current mix tape—Bow Wow Wow’s “I Want Candy” had just started.

      “I know a guy who’s tough but sweet,” Jamie sang along with a wink for me. “He’s so fine he can’t be beat.”

      I simply rolled my eyes.

      Christy’s expression glowed with amusement, especially when Jamie slipped his arm around her waist.

      “Sorry,” he said without meaning it, “I’m gonna steal your girl.”

      I laughed and shooed them away.

      “He always does that,” Andy said. “Sorry.”

      “No problem. But hey! Glad you guys could come. Let’s get you drinks and I’ll introduce you to Trip and Wren.” I leaned close. “They’re like us.”

      “You really have to stop saying that.”

      “Why? It’s true. Come on. You’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      The party was a smashing success, with about sixty people at its height. Trip’s music and Wren’s food were both hits, of course, along with all the fantastic costumes. Christy and Wren were voted into the final round in the contest. The others were a saloon girl whose cleavage was a winner by itself, a guy dressed like a baseball card, a girl mummy with Playmate curves, and a guy who looked like he’d stolen Boba Fett’s outfit from the set of the movie.

      Christy won the prize for best fairy tale costume, and the mummy girl won for best horror costume (as well as best wet dream inspiration). The baseball card guy was the hands-down favorite for most creative costume. Boba Fett was the grand winner. He had the helmet, armor, backpack, and everything. His costume was so good that even the diehard mummy and saloon girl fans cheered for him to win.

      People started leaving after the contest, although the last of them stuck around till Trip killed the music at three o’clock. We called a couple of taxis to haul them away. They didn’t have to go home, we said, but they couldn’t stay here.

      “Leave the mess f’r in the mornin’,” Wren said.

      Trip nodded through a yawn.

      “Bed?”

      “Bed,” he agreed. “An’ no hanky-panky. Swear t’ God, I’m too drunk t’ fuck.”

      “We’ll jus’ see ’bout that.”

      They headed upstairs together.

      “I dunno ’bout you,” I said to Christy, “but I’m gonna sit my butt on the couch.”

      “You have room for mine? It’s little.”

      “Sure!” I patted the couch beside me.

      She ignored it and sat in my lap instead. She rested her head on my chest. “I’m really drunk.”

      “I can tell.” I suddenly felt a lot more sober than I had the moment before.

      “I had fun tonight.”

      “Me too.” I put an arm around her out of reflex.

      “Your friend Jamie is funny.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “But I think he’s… a little… you know.”

      “A little what?”

      “He really likes you.”

      “I like him too.”

      She chuckled like she had a secret. “But not like he likes you.”

      “Nothing wrong with that.”

      “Thought you’d say that. You’re so cool about stuff like that.”

      “Stuff like what?”

      “Sex stuff.” She giggled. “That’s such a fun word.”

      “Sex? Yeah, it is.”

      “No, it’s fun to say.

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “It feels good in your mouth.”

      I decided to play along. “I know another word that feels good in your mouth.”

      “What?”

      “Nipple.”

      “You’re so naughty.”

      “No, think about it. It’s a fun word.”

      “It kinda is.”

      “And it feels good in your mouth.”

      “Nipple.”

      “See what I mean?”

      “Mmm, nipple. That does feel good.”

      “Told you. Wanna know another?”

      “M’kay.”

      “Clitoris.”

      She laughed and swatted my chest. “Now you’re really being naughty.”

      “Yeah, but it feels good in your mouth.”

      “It does.”

      “I like the way clitoris feels. Don’t you?”

      “What? Clitoris?” She giggled again. “You tricked me.”

      “I’d never do that.”

      “Liar.” She yawned and squirmed into a more comfortable position. “My turn.”

      “For what?”

      “A naughty word.”

      “Okay, go.”

      “Penis.”

      The penis in question filled with curiosity.

      “Ooh, I can feel it.”

      “What d’you mean?”

      She grinned up at me, her eyelids heavy. “You’re jus’ trying to get me to say ‘erection.’ Well, it won’t work. Oops!”

      “Speaking of which…” I shifted her to the left a bit.

      “Had t’ move your eee-rection?”

      “It’s a pest.”

      “I don’ think so. I kinda like it. Better now?”

      “Much.”

      “Erection.” She said it normally, as if tasting the word.

      “What about it?”

      “I like how it feels in my mouth.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “It’s long and hard.”

      “It sure is.”

      “The word, I mean.”

      “Not just the word.”

      “Mmm. I noticed.”

      We fell silent for a long time. Her breathing grew deeper and more regular.

      “I’m really drunk,” she said softly.

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Sleepy too.”

      I patted her hip. “You wanna head upstairs?”

      “Hmm? No. ’M fine right here. You’re warm and comfy.” She nuzzled my chest.

      “Okay, then. Sweet dreams.”

      “Sweet dreams,” she said drowsily, “of penises.”

      “And erections.”

      “Mmm.” She sighed and fell asleep.

      I turned off the lamp next to us. I couldn’t reach any of the others, but I didn’t really care. I had a warm and snuggly girl in my lap.

      My erection wasn’t entirely happy with the situation, but that was too bad.

      I was.
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      We’d forgotten to turn on the heat after the party, so the house was cold when I woke up. I was glad to have a blanket over my bare legs. Christy lay curled beside me with her head in my lap, warm under her own blanket. She had taken off her Alice dress and draped it over the arm of the couch. A pretty blue bra lay on top of it. I tugged the blanket up to cover her bare shoulder.

      I sat quietly for a moment and surveyed the room. It looked like we’d had a party, but I’d seen worse. My hangover was fairly mild too, mostly because I’d switched from Jameson to Coke after the costume contest.

      Christy stirred. She stretched and added a little squeak at the end. I couldn’t help but grin.

      “Morning,” I said softly.

      She blinked several times. Then she looked up at me and smiled. A moment later her eyes widened in panic as she realized she wasn’t wearing a bra. She pulled the blanket tight around herself and sat up.

      “You must’ve gotten up during the night,” I explained. “I guess that’s when you took off your clothes. I didn’t see a thing.”

      She nodded, but her eyes still darted frantically as she tried to remember.

      “We didn’t do anything, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      She still didn’t say anything.

      “Seriously. I’d tell you if we had.”

      She eventually nodded. “What time is it?”

      “A little before nine.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m not ready to start cleaning up,” I said, “and I’m a little stiff from sleeping sitting up. Think I’ll go for a run.”

      She nodded automatically.

      “Relax,” I said. “Nothing happened. We just fell asleep together.”

      She still wasn’t mollified.

      I sighed. “Whatever. I’ll be back in a bit.”
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        * * *

      

      I kicked a bunch of empty beer cans out of the street when I returned. I tried to ignore the cigarette butts that littered the yard and sidewalk, but I picked up the cardboard remains of someone’s costume. Then I pulled a trio of empty wine cooler bottles from the mailbox and tossed them into the yard with the rest.

      At that point I realized that we hadn’t picked up the mail in a couple of days. We’d been so busy with party preparations that we’d simply forgotten.

      I sorted through the letters and immediately recognized Gina’s handwriting on one. It felt thick, several pages at least. I resisted the urge to open and read it then and there.

      The scene inside the house hadn’t changed, except that Christy’s dress and bra were gone. She’d left a note on the dining room table.

      
        
        Gone to Mass. Be back later. - C
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        * * *

      

      She returned as I was cleaning, by myself. I’d already picked up the porch and front yard and was working on the living room.

      To her credit, she pulled out a trash bag and joined me.

      “How was church?”

      “Fine.”

      “Did you confess your sins?” I didn’t even try to keep the contempt out of my voice. “What’s the penance for sleeping with a man who isn’t your husband?”

      “I’ll start on the kitchen.”

      “What are you so guilty about?” I shouted at her back. “We didn’t do anything!”

      She disappeared through the dining room.

      I fumed and snatched decorations from the ceiling to vent my frustration.

      Wren came downstairs wearing Trip’s Han Solo shirt and little else. She winced as bottles clanked when I dropped the trash bag.

      “What’s the matter with you?” she asked.

      “Ask your friend,” I said with a gesture at the kitchen. “That is, if she isn’t too busy saying Our Fathers or Hail Marys.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Never mind. I know.” She glared at me. “Why are you such a jerk about this? It makes her happy. What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. She can be as happy and guilt-ridden as she likes… just not with me.”

      She huffed. “Fine. Whatever. It’s too early for this crap.”

      “It’s almost eleven,” I said petulantly.

      “Do you have somewhere else to be?”

      “Yeah, I think I do.” I headed upstairs to change into my running clothes. Again.
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        * * *

      

      I tried to put things into perspective as I ran. Christy was simply my housemate. We were friends, nothing more. So why was I so upset? Part of the answer was simple. I’d had fun the night before, but she felt guilty about it. I reminded myself that I wasn’t the problem. Her stupid Catholic guilt was, and I couldn’t do a thing about it.

      I decided that I needed to wear myself out physically, so I sprinted the last quarter-mile to the house. Then again, maybe I just needed to find someplace else to live. Christy’s flirty and shy moods would drive me crazy if I lived with her much longer. I paced back and forth on the sidewalk in front of the house. I stared at the mailbox on every pass, thinking of Gina’s letter.

      “Screw it,” I said at last. “Why do I even care?”

      I jogged up the walk and into the house. Upstairs, I took a shower and locked myself in my room. Then I settled on the bed and opened Gina’s letter.

      
        
        Dear Paul,

        I know you said you’d write first, but I couldn’t wait. I hope you don’t mind. I thought about you the whole flight home. I had the best time at the wedding, and especially after! You’ve changed so much from what I remember. I hope I’ve changed too. I know I’ve grown up a lot. Being out here in LA has made me see things differently, especially where you and I were (are?) concerned…

        

      

      The first two pages were about us and the reasons we’d broken up in the first place. We’d both screwed up, she said. We were young and immature. We’d been too busy with school and other people to pay attention to each other. She was as guilty as I was, she said. She didn’t know where things would go from here, but she liked the idea of getting to know me again, the new me (according to her). She hoped I wanted to get to know the new her too.

      Boy, do I, I thought sourly. The alternative was a girl with more religious hang-ups than the cloakroom at the Vatican. Once again I asked myself why I even cared.

      I returned to Gina’s letter. Page three was written later, that evening.

      
        
        Oh my God! You’re not going to believe who I saw today. Heather Wellesley! I was eating lunch near the clinic where I volunteer when I heard a familiar voice. Well, I really heard her accent. Most people around here sound so Val it isn’t funny. And they tease me about my accent? Ha! But anyway, I heard her voice and knew she wasn’t from California, even though she looks like a typical surfer girl. You remember her, right?

        

      

      How could I forget? I pictured her in my mind: a blue-eyed blonde, curvy and busty. I had some very fond memories of her. My dick stirred, and I unfastened the towel around my waist. I stroked my thickening penis as I returned to the letter.

      Gina and Heather had met up later that afternoon. Heather was working for “someone in the Valley, she wouldn’t say who,” according to Gina. She’d left college in Georgia and gone back to Kansas for a while. Then she’d moved to California to take up acting.

      
        
        You know what that means. Porn. I mean, seriously, she can’t act. But she has a fantastic body, and that’s all the porn people really care about. I guess I shouldn’t judge her. I mean, is being a swinger any different? I say it is, but you know what I mean. Still, I guess I thought she was smarter than that. She likes to party, though, and we hear all the time about parties in the Valley, how wild they are. I’ve been to a couple. Lots of half-naked girls. I don’t mind that—you know me!—but the guys are mostly jerks.

        

      

      She talked more about the parties and then returned to Heather.

      
        
        It was kind of weird seeing her again right after I saw you. Almost like I was back in high school. I thought those days were over, but I felt the same rush of familiarity, not to mention heat and moisture, if you know what I mean! She looks as good as ever, maybe better. She’s lost some of the baby fat she had in high school. A lot like you, as a matter of fact. (Oh, you looked great, by the way. I know I told you that—on my knees, on my back, on top of you, ha ha!—but you still make my heart go pitter-pat.) Hmm. I need to take a break from writing. My hand is getting cramped and a certain other area needs some attention. Be right back!

        

      

      I set the letter aside and imagined Gina playing with herself. Was she using her fingers or her vibrator? What did she call it? Pinky? I pictured her dark, swollen pussy lips, slick with moisture as she masturbated.

      My thoughts turned to Heather and my seventeenth birthday. I remembered how her breasts had bounced as I’d fucked her. Then I pictured her on her knees, sucking my dick with Gina. I had to reach for a handful of Kleenex in a hurry. I stifled a groan and blew a huge load into the wad of tissues.

      My breathing slowly returned to normal as I cleaned up and reached for the letter.

      
        
        Much better! I was thinking of that time on your birthday, with Heather and me. Remember how many times we did it? God! I’d almost forgotten those days, how much fun we had in high school. We were so lucky. You were, especially. So many girls wanted to screw you. But you were mine! They were so jealous. I was happy to share, but Hands off, girls! He’s taken. Ha ha! God, we were so young then. I mean, not like we’re old now, but you know what I mean. There’s a big difference between 17 and 20. Like, huge.

        Anyway, now that I can think straight again… Did you take care of a certain problem too? I hate that you probably had to use your hand. I would’ve taken care of things for you if I’d been there. I’ve never been so jealous of Kleenex in my life. I probably shouldn’t get started again, or I’ll never finish this letter!

        

      

      She went on to talk about Heather and how they planned to get together again. She wrote about her life too, about classes and friends. She knew I didn’t really like the sorority—I partly blamed them for our breakup—but she slipped in a few details. Regan was dating a new guy who wasn’t a Greek. Things were going well so far. The sorority itself was planning a fall formal with a “brother fraternity” (wasn’t that redundant?). They had a bikini car wash fundraiser planned. She thought it was stupid, but she’d do it, she said.

      I finished the letter and jerked off again, thinking about her and Heather together in Los Angeles. I could fly out and join them, I thought. That’d be fun. And neither of them would feel guilty in the morning.

      The message was clear, and the little head agreed: I should forget about Christy and get back together with Gina. I picked up her letter and read it again from start to finish.

      Afterward I sat at my desk and pulled out some stationery. I filled three pages front and back. I didn’t pour out my heart and confess eternal love, but I didn’t write about my daily routine either. Mostly I talked about the good times Gina and I had had together, from camp to high school to our trip to Europe. I also apologized for my first letter. I felt guilty for not taking more time and making it more personal. When I was done, I folded the pages and stuffed them into an envelope.
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        * * *

      

      The next evening I was reading in my studio when Christy tapped on the doorframe. I closed the book and held my place with a finger.

      “What’s up?” I said.

      She shrugged. “I was next door by myself and thought you might like some company.”

      “Sure, whatever.” I opened my book and picked up where I’d left off.

      She slid into the empty chair. “Whatcha reading?”

      I showed her the cover.

      “Sappho: A New Translation,” she read aloud. “A new translation of what?”

      “Poetry.”

      “Really?”

      “Mmm hmm.” I went back to reading. Translation: leave me alone.

      She took the hint and opened her sketchbook. She shifted in her chair to get a better view of me and began drawing.

      I tried to ignore her.

      After a while she stopped and simply looked at me. She wanted my attention. When that didn’t work, she nudged my foot with her toe.

      I glanced at her briefly before returning to my book.

      She nudged me again.

      I crossed my legs the other way.

      “Do you have a favorite?” she asked.

      I didn’t look up. “Favorite what?”

      “Poem.”

      I held my place in the book and looked at her.

      “Sorry. I was just curious. I just thought you might like to share.”

      “Not really. No, wait.” I turned back several pages until I found what I was looking for. “Yeah, this is perfect for you.”

      
        
        
        Why am I crying?

        Am I still sad

        because of my

        lost maidenhead?

      

        

      

      I gave her a flat look, not the least bit friendly.

      She stared at her hands. “Have I done something wrong?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Only… I feel like I have.”

      I shrugged.

      “It’s because of yesterday, isn’t it? When I went to church?”

      “Nope,” I lied. “Didn’t bother me a bit.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why does it bother you?”

      “It doesn’t. You’re you and I’m me. We’re different people.” Very different.

      “Is it because I’m Catholic?”

      “Is what because you’re Catholic?”

      “Why you’re upset.”

      “Why should I be upset?”

      “Because… I thought… I mean…” She looked down again. “I guess I don’t know what I mean.”

      I gazed at her with silent animosity.

      “Sorry. I’ll let you get back to your book.”

      “Thanks.” I opened it and found where I’d left off.

      When she’d gone, I closed it for good and stared out the window at the dark sky. I sat for a long time, wondering why I’d been such an unmitigated ass.
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        * * *

      

      I knew why, of course. I just didn’t want to admit it. I thought about it during my morning run on Tuesday and again on Wednesday. I thought about it between classes and at the gym. I was still thinking about it that evening when the phone rang.

      Christy yelled up the stairs.

      My thoughts were lost in the dark sky.

      She appeared at the door. “Sorry to bother you. Phone.”

      “Thanks.” I set my book aside and followed her down.

      The phone in my room was Erin’s old one, a white Princess model with pink and yellow flower stickers on the handset. I kept it because it made me think of her and smile. I picked up the receiver and covered the mouthpiece.

      “I got it,” I called to Christy.

      She hung up the extension in her room.

      “Hello?”

      “Well, it’s about time.”

      I smiled at the tone but frowned because I didn’t recognize the voice. “Sorry, who is this?”

      “Sara.”

      “Um… I think you might have the wrong number. Who’re you looking for?”

      “You! It’s me, your favorite dyke bitch.”

      The penny dropped, but I decided to mess with her anyway. “Hmm, lemme see. My favorite dyke? Gertrude? No, she’s in Paris. Virginia? Uh-uh. London, I think. Who else…?”

      “Very funny.”

      “Hey, Sara,” I said warmly. “How’re you? Where are you?”

      “I’m fine. How’re you?”

      “Good.” I kicked my door closed and flopped onto the bed. “I thought you moved to California.”

      “We did. San Francisco.”

      “So Daphne went with you? That’s awesome. How’s she?”

      “Thinking with your dick again?”

      “No. Just asking one friend about another.”

      She laughed, happy and nostalgic. “She’s fine.”

      “So… everything’s okay?”

      “Yeah. I just wanted to hear a friendly voice.”

      “And you called me?”

      “Is that so crazy?”

      “Not from my perspective. I know I’m a nice guy. But from yours…?”

      “I know you’re a nice guy.”

      I thought of something out of the blue. “Hold on… how’d you get my number? Not that I mind or anything, but I’m curious.”

      “From Jamie.” She laughed. “You’re getting quite a reputation.”

      My brow creased at the non sequitur. “Reputation? How?”

      “The queer grapevine in Knoxville. Seems you’re all the talk among Jamie and friends.”

      “Okay,” I said cautiously. “Is that good or bad?”

      “Oh, good. He raved about the party at your house this weekend.”

      “Yeah. Halloween. A costume party.”

      “Mmm hmm. He said you made a point to invite him.”

      “Yeah. Him, Andy, Tom, a couple of other guys I met at your party. What about it?”

      “He said you were cool with it. Not many straights are. Not once they realize… you know.”

      “That you’re normal?”

      “Christ, why is every conversation such a fencing match with you?”

      “Sorry. I guess you bring out my combative nature.”

      “Yeah? Well, give it a rest.”

      “Will do. So, Jamie gave you my number?”

      “Yeah.” She laughed. “I wanted to talk to him about… what’s going on in my life. He said it wasn’t his department. Call you.”

      “What department?”

      “Women.”

      “Got it. So, what’s going on?”

      “I guess I just wanted someone to talk to.”

      “And you picked me?”

      “Yes! I picked you. Now, do you want to listen or what?”

      “Sorry. I’ll cool it. I swear.”

      “Yeah, well… whatever. Anyway, things haven’t been so great since we moved out here.”

      I sat up. “Sorry to hear it. Anything I can do?”

      “I don’t know.” I heard the shrug in her voice. “Nothing, really. Maybe just listen and tell me things’ll work out.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “It’s… Daphne.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “Yeah. She’s fine. But…”

      I put two and two together. “Lemme guess,” I said, “same problem you had when she met me?”

      “Yeah. Only this time…”

      “The guy’s a jerk?”

      “No. He’s nice enough. And that’s the problem.”

      “Ah. Is it serious?”

      “I think so. He’s nice-looking, single, decent job.”

      I nodded.

      “And he actually treats her right. Wants to rescue her.” Her contempt came through loud and clear. “At least you never thought of her as some sort of charity case.”

      “No. But in a way, I think we both wanted to save her.”

      “Who? You and this guy—?”

      “No. You and me. I mean, that’s why you were with her, right? You wanted to save her.”

      She was silent for a long time. “Yeah. I guess so.”

      “I’m sure you loved her too—still do, obviously—but you wanted to take care of her.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And now this guy is trying to push you out?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Then… what?”

      She sighed. “I’m going to have to tell you everything, huh?”

      “Not if you don’t want to.”

      “Might as well.” She took a deep breath and gathered her thoughts. “When we moved out here, I thought everything would be great. San Francisco! Woo-hoo!” She laughed bitterly. “They don’t tell you how expensive it is. Or how dirty. Or how no one gives a shit about you.”

      I nodded silently.

      “I had a couple of jobs lined up, and we stayed at the YWCA.” She snorted. “The irony is pretty thick, I know.”

      I didn’t know, but I didn’t want to interrupt either.

      “Then we started looking for a place to live,” she continued. “We couldn’t afford much, not and still eat. The best we could find was a dingy little one-room apartment in the Hate—”

      “Hold on. The what?”

      “The Haight.” She spelled it. “Haight-Ashbury? Hippies? Counterculture? Don’t tell me you never heard of it.”

      “Never heard of it,” I admitted. “My parents weren’t exactly hippies. Kinda the opposite, actually. My dad was in the military. Hawks versus doves. I’m a hawk.”

      “Oh. That’s explains a lot. About you, I mean. You’re so clean-cut and Dudley Do-Right.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “It kinda was, actually. Anyway, we have a crappy apartment in the Haight. It costs a small fortune, along with everything else. We blew through our savings in a couple of months, even with me getting jobs.”

      “How’s that going, by the way? I know it’s off the subject, but… I guess I’m curious. You’re a really good photographer.”

      “Thank you. It’s going well. Most of what I’m doing is commercial. For now, at least. Until I get a name with some of the gallery owners. But they’re starting to notice.” She laughed. “You remember those pictures I took of you? The silhouettes of you and your best friend?”

      I laughed at her description of my hard-on. “I remember.”

      “Those sold first thing.” She laughed too. “Let me know if you ever want to come to San Francisco.”

      “You’ll find me a job?”

      “Hell no! I’ll keep you to myself. Take pictures of you all day.”

      “You’ll have to give me some inspiration,” I said.

      “I’ll shoot naked and spread-eagle if it makes you happy.”

      “Nude is fine. And then after…?”

      She laughed. “Sorry, still not interested. I guarantee I can get you laid, though. Are you picky about who? Does it hafta be a girl?”

      “Yeah, it does!” I laughed. “You know what I like.”

      “I do,” she said, a smile in her voice. “I’m only kidding. Not about the work, but about getting you laid.”

      “I figured. That’s okay.” I paused. “So work’s going well?”

      “Yeah, it is. About the only thing, though.”

      “Right. So. Back to Daphne.”

      “I told you how expensive it is here, right? Well, when we started to run out of money, Daphne talked about finding another job, maybe going back to the clubs.”

      “Why is that a problem?”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah, sort of. I mean, it’s Daphne’s body. If she wants to strip and make money, what’s the big deal?”

      “The stripping isn’t so bad. It’s what happens in the back.”

      “Oh.” I hadn’t thought about that.

      “Some places aren’t so bad. Just handjobs and blowjobs. But other places have private rooms where anything goes. Management expects it. They take a cut of everything, and the more money a girl brings in…”

      “Got it,” I said heavily. “Not good.”

      “Exactly. Most girls are just meat to these guys. Chew ’em up and spit ’em out.”

      “That sucks.”

      “Daphne’s lucky, though… I guess. She’s pretty enough to work in one of the high-class clubs. Their clientele is better. VIPs and CEOs. That’s where she met this guy. His name is Austin. He’s some kind of finance hotshot.”

      “And lemme guess,” I said, “he wants to ‘rescue his fallen angel’ or some other nonsense?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Does he know about you?”

      “Only that I’m her roommate.”

      “What does she think?”

      Sara paused for a long time, and her voice quavered when she finally spoke. “I think she’s happy. She’s… talking about the future again.”

      “But one that doesn’t include you?”

      “No.”

      “I’m so sorry, Sara.”

      She sniffed. “Yeah, well, what’d I expect!”

      “Hey, don’t say that.”

      “I knew how she was when I first met her. Stupid little—”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa! This is your girlfriend you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah, well, what do you know?”

      “I know what it’s like to lose someone you love.” It hurt me to say it too. “And I know what it’s like to push someone away just to save yourself from pain.”

      “I guess that makes you special,” she said with real bitterness. I knew it wasn’t for me, though.

      “No. It makes me human. Just like you.”

      “Aren’t you so smart.”

      “I dunno. Wait till I tell you what’s going on in my life. Then you might not be so sure.”

      “Yeah, let’s change the subject,” she said. “Too much about my problems for one night.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t mind…”

      “I’m sure. Nothing you can do to help me anyway.”

      “That doesn’t mean I can’t be your friend.”

      She laughed and sniffed again. “You know, I never thought I’d say this, but I’m glad you are.”

      “Me too. And I know what you mean. Surprising as hell, isn’t it?”

      “To say the least. So… tell me about your fucked-up life.”

      “Well… there’s a girl.”

      “I knew it.”

      “Hey, you’re one to talk!”

      Her dark laugh was agreement enough.

      “Anyway, this girl…” I told her a little about my history with Gina, up to the point where we’d broken up. “Then we saw each other again at her sister’s wedding.”

      “And sparks flew?”

      “Big time. As good as it ever was, only better. We’d both grown up a lot.”

      “So… what’s the problem?”

      “Well… there’s this other girl.”

      “There always is.”

      “Says the lesbian.”

      “Ha! Okay. You got me there. Anyway, what about this other girl?”

      “I like her.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.”

      “No, I mean I really like her.” I woofed like someone had punched me in the gut.

      “What?”

      “That’s the first time I’ve said that. Not just aloud, but even to myself.”

      “Said what?”

      “That I like her. And not just in a casual way, like any pretty girl.”

      “Sure.”

      “Hey, I may seem like a hound, but I’m actually pretty discriminating. I have ridiculously high standards. And my lifestyle… well, I’ll tell you later. But take my word for it, it’s complicated.”

      “So… what’s she like, this other girl?”

      “You remember the girls who started all those rumors about you and Daphne?”

      “Yes,” she said cautiously. “Hold on… you aren’t talking about that bitch Aisling.”

      I laughed. “No.”

      “So… the other one? The little blonde? What was her name?” She searched her memory. “Christy, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah. Good memory.”

      “Thanks. So… you fell for her? Isn’t that why she started all those rumors in the first place? To get back at you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So… what happened?”

      “Well, it turns out she had a crush on me.”

      “Figures.”

      “And I was kind of a jerk to her.”

      “Figures.”

      “Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “Hey, what’re friends for? Anyway, what happened to change that?”

      “I moved in with her.”

      She laughed. “You what?”

      “Moved in with her. She’s my best friend’s girlfriend’s best friend.”

      She laughed again and worked through the relationships. “Okay. So you live with her. This Christy.”

      “That wouldn’t normally be a problem. I mean, I’m not really looking for a girlfriend or anything.”

      “Well, you might not be, but your weenie probably is.”

      “Yes and no. I don’t really have any shortage of… um… friends.”

      “Friends like you and Daphne?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Ah. I get it.”

      “And speaking of which,” I said, “remind me sometime to tell you why I don’t think your sexual preferences are all that shocking.”

      “Oh?” she said, titillated.

      “Yeah, but not tonight.”

      “So you expect me to call back?”

      “No, I’ll call you next time. I mean, I’m not rich or anything, but I can afford a couple of long-distance phone calls.”

      “I don’t even wanna think about my phone bill this month.”

      “No kidding. So I can call you if you’d like.”

      “Um, yeah. That’d be nice.”

      I laughed at the surprise in her voice.

      She must have heard it too. “You’re a smug prick.”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “Let me give you my number.”

      I wrote it down.

      “So,” she said, “you were explaining your perverted sex life?”

      “Be careful with the words you throw around,” I said. “Lots of people would say being a lesbian is perverted. So don’t judge me, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said, chastened. “I’ll give you that… you never make me feel immoral or unnatural or anything.”

      “You’re completely natural. Trust me. I haven’t met many true lesbians, but I know a lot of women who’re bi. Some are like Daphne, just doing it because men have really screwed ’em over.” I thought of Stacy when I’d first met her. “But others, like a friend of mine… She and my mom have been lovers for a long time. And I don’t mean ‘best friends’ or a girl-crush. I mean genuine love.”

      “I knew you weren’t normal! I don’t mean that in a bad way,” she said quickly. “I just knew you had something in your past—”

      “In my present.”

      “—in your present, then… to where you weren’t a judgmental asshole.”

      “Oh, I’m a judgmental asshole all right. Just not about sex and love. Lemme finish my story about Christy. Then you’ll see.”

      “Okay, but hurry it up. Daphne will be home soon.”

      “Yeah.” I looked at my watch. “And it’s almost midnight here. So I have to go soon myself. Anyway, here’s my ‘judgmental asshole’ story.” I told her about the Halloween party, and especially after.

      “Sounds like she likes you too,” Sara said.

      “She does, but there’s a catch. She’s religious.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “Exactly. Catholic.”

      “No shit? Did I ever tell you I was raised Catholic?”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “Yeah. Just outside of Pittsburgh. But anyway… Christy’s Catholic too? She isn’t a bride-of-Christ type, is she?”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “A nun.”

      “Oh. No. Definitely not. But the problem is, she thinks she should be.”

      “That’s pretty common. Catholic guilt. I lived with it till I couldn’t stand it anymore.”

      “What’d you do?”

      “Ran away, as far as I could get, started working the clubs. Some darker stuff too, that I’m not proud of. Then I got my shit together, got the hell out, and made something of myself. Isn’t that what all good Catholic girls do?”

      “Um… no. Not this one, at least. Well, not the first part. The last part…? Not sure yet.”

      “It can be tough. I mean, they put a lot of pressure on you.”

      “That’s part of the problem. She puts a lot of pressure on herself.”

      “What’d she do? Wait, lemme guess. She went to confession the day after she fooled around with you.”

      “Give the lady a prize!”

      She laughed. “I actually believe it when you say that.”

      “What?”

      “When you call me a lady.”

      “You are,” I said simply. “And one I like more and more as I get to know you.”

      “Thanks. That means a lot.” She fell silent for a moment. “I have to go soon. Sorry. But I’m dying to hear what happened with you and Christy.”

      “Well, I didn’t react very well when she went to church. I have a bit of a history with religious girls and their sexual hang-ups.”

      “Tell me about it!”

      “I figured you’d understand. Anyway, I was an absolute jackass to her the next day.” I told her about Monday evening. “I more or less told her to fuck off and die. Not in so many words, but that was the gist of it.”

      “Sounds like it. And you’re right, you are a judgmental asshole.”

      “Told you. But what do I do? I mean… I really like this girl. That’s why I tried to push her away. Same thing you were doing with Daphne earlier.”

      “Do you want to fix things with Christy? Or do you want the other girl, Gina?”

      “I don’t know. That’s the problem. Gina is… awesome. She’s fun, she’s smart, she’s pretty, she’s everything. But Christy is… I dunno. It’s hard to explain. She’s exciting. She’s pretty too, and smart in a different way. But she’s also talented and creative. She puts me to shame.”

      “I remember that. Everyone in the art department talked about her.”

      I nodded. “She’s also… I dunno. I can’t figure it out. Something about her just gets me worked up. One minute I want to jump her bones, the next I’m so angry I turn into mega-jerk.”

      “Sounds like you do have problems,” she laughed. “Makes mine seem insignificant.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” I said. “Your problems are plenty big.”

      “Thanks for reminding me— Oh, shit! I gotta go. Call me tomorrow. Before nine o’clock. Okay? Bye!”

      The line clicked.

      I stared at the phone and wondered if the past hour had really happened.
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        * * *

      

      Wren cornered me after she came home from the pool on Thursday. She bounced up the stairs and stuck her head into Christy’s studio. Then, as if on a whim, she poked her nose into mine.

      I looked up from my painting. “Seriously? You can’t think of anything more clever than that?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You can hear the water running downstairs. Christy’s in the shower. So if you’re up here, you’re looking for me.”

      The pipes hammered as the water shut off. I gritted my teeth and imagined what I’d like to do to shoddy contractors.

      “Well, now that you mention it…,” Wren said, completely transparent. “Who were you talking to last night?”

      I cleaned my brush and dipped it in the fresh water. Then I loaded it with brown paint and started applying it to the heavy paper. The tree trunks and branches had to dry before I could add the foliage. And I had to shade and color the building itself before I did that. I also had to put the finishing touches on an interior watercolor, so it was going to be a long night.

      I’d missed Wren’s question completely. “I’m sorry… what?”

      “Who were you talking to last night?”

      “A friend,” I said absently. “In California.”

      “Aha! I knew it.”

      I looked up and automatically moved my brush to the dirty paper towels. (You learn things like that when you accidentally drip paint on an almost-finished watercolor because you aren’t paying attention. But I digress.)

      “What’re you talking about?” I said.

      “You were talking to Gina!”

      “No.”

      “Don’t try to hide it.”

      “Wren, I wasn’t talking to Gina. Besides, why do you care if I was?”

      “You know why. Christy’s really upset.”

      “How is that my fault? Never mind. I know how.”

      “Exactly. You were a real jerk to her.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’d try to explain it to her, but I think it’d only make things worse.”

      “Then maybe you can explain to me.”

      I sighed and dropped my brush into the dirty water. I wasn’t going to get any more work done until I satisfied Wren, and not in the way I wanted. Still, I took my time cleaning the brush and putting away the watercolors. Then I wiped my hands on a rag and hung it from a hook on the side of my desk. I still needed a real drafting table, but it would have to go on the list with all the other things I wanted to do around the house.

      Downstairs, Christy turned on the water.

      “Ugh! Like finding those damn loose pipes and strapping them down!”

      “Huh?”

      “That knocking sound,” I explained. “Every time someone turns the water on or off.”

      “I hardly even notice anymore.”

      “Well I do. And I’ll bet Trip does too. Stuff like that bothers us.”

      “What’s this have to do with you being a jerk to Christy?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “It’s just one more thing on the list of things I can’t fix until I have some time… which I’m not going to get if I keep talking to you about my love life.” I flung myself into the easy chair and sulked.

      “If you’d just give in to the inevitable,” Wren said with exaggerated sweetness, “then you’d have plenty of time.”

      “Yeah, well…,” I said. “On that count, your nefarious plan is starting to work.” I waved at the door. “Might as well close that. I have a feeling this is going to get serious.”

      She locked it for good measure. Then she sank into the other chair and crossed her legs. “It isn’t nefarious. My plan.”

      “It is to me.” My lips twisted into a grimace. “Okay, maybe it isn’t,” I admitted. “But it really galls me to let you win.”

      “You haven’t ‘let’ me do anything,” she muttered.

      “And you know why? Because I don’t like you meddling with my life. It’s my life, Wren. Not some recipe or pet project. It’s real people with real feelings.”

      She deftly skewered my outrage. “Like Christy?”

      “Yeah.” I fell back in the chair. “Like Christy.”

      “Whose feelings you hurt?”

      “Whose feelings I hurt,” I agreed.

      “Why do you get so upset at her?” Wren asked in a much softer voice. “You know church makes her happy.”

      “The part that bugs me is where she feels guilty when she hasn’t done anything. Worse, it makes me feel like I’ve done something wrong. It’s like she’s saying, ‘You did this to me! It’s your fault!’”

      “That isn’t what she means.”

      “I know. But that’s how I feel.”

      She nodded. “She really likes you, you know.”

      “Yeah. I do. And I really like her.”

      “I know.”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      “Maybe not to everyone, but it is to me.”

      “Does she know?”

      “Uh-huh. That’s why it hurts her when you…”

      “Behave like a complete and total jerk?”

      “More or less.”

      “How d’you think it makes me feel? I have to live with myself.”

      “Why don’t you just tell her how you feel?”

      “Honestly? Till now it was because I didn’t want to admit it, even to myself.” I snorted a laugh. “You know that phone call last night? From the ‘friend’ in California?”

      “What about it?”

      “It really was a friend. Not Gina.”

      “Then who?”

      “You remember Sara and Daphne?”

      “The strippers? Of course.”

      I glared at her contempt. “Seriously? You too? You’re a swinger, for Christ’s sake! What moral high horse are you on?”

      “Sorry! I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Then how did you mean it? Think about it, Wren! Life’s hard enough as a woman sometimes. If she takes off her clothes for money, she’s a stripper or a whore. If a guy does it, he’s a fucking Chippendale! How’s that fair? A woman sleeps with more than one guy and she’s a slut. A guy does it and he’s a stud! Come on! I shouldn’t have to tell you this! You should know better!”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      I took a deep breath. “No, I’m sorry. You aren’t the problem. It’s society. And I can’t change it by yelling at you.” I closed my eyes and found an island of peace. “I was talking to Sara,” I said at last. “The photographer.”

      Wren nodded.

      “We sorta became friends while I was dating Daphne. She needed a shoulder to cry on. Turns out I did too.”

      “For real?”

      “Yes and no. No, I wasn’t really crying. But yes, I needed someone to talk to.”

      “About Christy?”

      “And Gina.”

      “Her.”

      “Yes, ‘her.’ She was an important part of my life, Wren. She might be again. So you’d better get used to it.”

      “I—”

      “My life, Wren. Mine. Not yours.”

      “You’ve made that very clear.”

      “And you’ve made it very difficult.” I stared at the ceiling and ran my hand over my face. “Look, I don’t wanna get started again. I know you want me to be happy. I just wish you’d… let me figure it out for myself.”

      “You don’t seem to be doing a good job.”

      “You’re right about that.” I laughed, but softly. “You haven’t exactly helped, though. If anything, you’ve made my life more complicated.”

      “How?”

      “By throwing Christy into the mix. I was fine before you told me about her, about what she likes. Now she’s all I think about!”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes and no. Again. I know I keep saying that, but I’m pretty mixed-up.”

      “I’ll say.”

      “I like Gina. I really do. Part of me still loves her. I wouldn’t have to explain my lifestyle to her. I wouldn’t have to deal with her stupid Catholic guilt. And I wouldn’t have to convince her that I’m not Satan.”

      “Christy doesn’t think you’re Satan.”

      “She thinks I’m a bad influence.”

      Wren shook her head. “She thinks she’s bad, for how you make her feel, what you make her want to do.”

      “Did she tell you what happened after the party?”

      She nodded.

      “All of it?”

      “All of it. Including stuff you probably didn’t realize.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as… she wanted to do more.”

      I quirked an eyebrow.

      “Duh. Figure it out.”

      I didn’t need to. I already knew.

      “And I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but… She likes to be told what to do.”

      Both eyebrows shot up.

      “Like, give her orders. ‘Take off your clothes.’ ‘Spread your legs.’ ‘Finger yourself.’ Stuff like that.”

      “For real.”

      “Mmm hmm. It gets her hot.”

      “Listen, here’s the problem with that,” I said. “It’s fun once in a while, but it doesn’t make for a good long-term relationship. Kendall was like that.” I laughed at a sudden realization. “Matter of fact, Christy is a lot like Kendall. I never realized it before. The same religious background and hang-ups. Baptist versus Catholic, but the result is the same.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Kendall had a wild fantasy life. And we did some really crazy stuff together. But I always felt like she needed me to… I dunno… turn the key, so to speak. And she always went way too far when she got started. Like she had no control once I released the bad girl inside. I don’t really want that again. I don’t mean the wild sex. That was fun. But feeling like I was totally responsible for her behavior.”

      “I get it,” Wren said. “I think.”

      “One of the things I really like about Gina is that she’ll start things sometimes. Same with you. Leah and Susan too. And I guess that’s what I find most attractive about all of you. You aren’t wallflowers. Don’t get me wrong, Kendall wasn’t either. But she wanted people to think she was.”

      “That’s Christy, all right.”

      “Maybe that’s why I’ve been fighting you so hard,” I said. “And why I couldn’t admit that I even liked her until I was talking to Sara.”

      “But you do like her?”

      “What’s not to like? If she’s really like you say she is—”

      “She is.”

      “—then you’re right, she’s my wildest fantasy. But here’s the catch… I don’t want to live with a fantasy. I tried that once, with Kendall. It was kind of boring in the end. And frustrating. She never could break out of her shell. Worse, it was her own making. She had this dumb idea that she had to be one way in public and another way in private.”

      “So… what’s the solution? With Christy, I mean.”

      “No clue. But I don’t want an altar girl. Real women have flaws.” I laughed and gestured. “Take you, for example. You’re smart, sexy, and incredibly motivated. But you’re a meddling matchmaker who won’t take no for an answer. You’re also convinced that your way is best, to hell with what anyone else wants. You’re smug when you get what you want but irritable when you don’t. And in spite of all that—or maybe because of it—I love you. Not romantic love, but you know what I mean. I love your virtues and your vices.”

      “Thank you. I think.”

      “You can also tell Christy I don’t want a madonna. Or a whore,” I added with a frown.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It’s a psychology thing. Kendall told me about it. Sigmund Freud, I think. Some guys want a whore in bed, but they’ll never marry her. They marry a madonna instead, but she doesn’t excite them in bed, so they end up cheating with a whore type. I didn’t choose those words, by the way. It really bugs me that a woman who likes sex is a ‘whore,’ but that’s Sigmund Freud for you.”

      “Man, you talked about some weird stuff with Kendall.”

      “And the stuff you and I talk about is normal?” I laughed. “Seriously? We’re talking about your best friend and what I want in a sexual relationship with her. How is that normal?”

      “Don’t use logic on me when I know I’m right.” She tried to look cross.

      “The problem is,” I said, “I really am at a crossroads. Do I choose Gina or Christy?”

      “I know who I’d choose.”

      “Yeah,” I said dryly, “I got that.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help you make the right choice?”

      “Tell Christy to ease up on the guilt. I really don’t mind her going to church or confession or any of that. Heck, if it makes her happy, I support it. But I don’t like feeling that I’ve done something wrong, just for being who I am. And if she’s really like us, as much as you think, then she shouldn’t feel bad about it either.” I took a deep breath and gazed up at the corner again. “I spent a long time by myself this summer…”

      “I know. I think it rotted your brain.”

      “But one thing I learned is how to live with myself. I am who I am. You know? I don’t have a public face and a private one. You get what you get; take it or leave it.” I chuckled at a minor epiphany. “I think that’s why I’m making a point to be more open and accepting with guys like Andy and Jamie.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to ask about them,” Wren said. “Christy thinks they’re… you know.”

      “Gay,” I said simply. “They are. But think about it… is being gay really that different than being a swinger?”

      “Well… yeah.”

      “Oh? How?”

      “I dunno. It just is.”

      “No, it isn’t. It’s a stupid society thing, like how we treat women. Do you wanna be shamed and rejected simply because you like sex with different people, men and women?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Then how do you think they feel? They like sex with men. So what? Heck, you told me yourself that your mother’s practically a lesbian. Is she a candidate for public humiliation?”

      “No!”

      “Exactly! So maybe you can add guys like Andy and Jamie to the list of people like us—not wrong, just different.”

      “Well, when you put it like that…”

      “And that’s what I mean about learning to live with myself, being true to who I am. ‘Real men’ are supposed to be macho and hate ‘fags,’ right? What a crock of shit! A real man has the courage to accept people who’re different. The same goes for Christy. A real woman should accept who she is. If she’s a good Catholic girl, that’s fine. But if she isn’t, hiding behind a rosary won’t make her feel any better.”

      “I’ll… tell her. I dunno how, but I will.”

      “Tell her I enjoyed sleeping with her too. Best no-sex not-date I’ve ever had.”

      Wren frowned in puzzlement.

      “Inside joke. Never mind. I’ll tell her. I need to apologize for the other night anyway. I’ll try to tell her the other stuff too.”

      “Don’t,” Wren said immediately.

      I looked a question at her.

      “She… wants to impress you.”

      My eyes widened.

      “And I think she’ll be too embarrassed if you tell her.”

      “You really are devious,” I said.

      “Maybe. But I get what I want. And the results are usually worth it. They were in your case.” She dared me to disagree.

      “Fine. But just remember… I’m not entirely sure who I want. I like them both, but for different reasons.”

      “Then we’ll just have to make sure Christy comes out on top.” She shot me a grin. “And on the bottom. And on her knees. Oh, especially on her knees.”

      “Get out of here,” I said. “I’ll never finish my illustrations if I don’t get back to work. And since they’re fifteen percent of my project grade, I’m going to finish.”

      She smiled and stood.

      I stood as well, and we leaned together.

      She kissed my cheek and then turned mischievous. “On top,” she whispered, “on the bottom, on her knees…”

      “Out!”
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        * * *

      

      Christy looked back as I followed her into the kitchen with a stack of dishes.

      “I thought it was Trip’s turn,” she said.

      “I traded with him.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      I turned on the water. While it heated up, I scraped the plates into the trash can under the sink. Then I put the stopper in the drain and added dish soap. The dirty plates went into the water with a clatter of silverware.

      Christy brandished a clean towel. “Ready to dry, captain!”

      “You are sunny,” I said with a smile. “One of the things I like about you.”

      “A light heart lives long, my Granny Carmichael says.”

      “Well, I appreciate it. Even when I don’t deserve it.”

      Her smile faded a bit.

      “I’m… sorry about the other night,” I said. “With the poem.”

      “Oh.”

      “I was childish and rude. I was upset, but that’s no excuse.”

      She nodded and took the first plate after I rinsed it.

      “I’m sorry about Sunday too. I know going to Mass makes you happy.”

      “I can’t explain it. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You are who you are. Never be ashamed of that.” I glanced at her sideways.

      She felt it and furrowed her brow.

      “There’s something else I want to say, but I don’t want to upset you. I’m going to risk it, though, ’cause it’s important. To me, at least.”

      “What is it?” She took another plate and dried it absently.

      “I really enjoyed spending time with you after the party.”

      She blushed and set the plate on top of the first.

      “And not for the reasons you think.”

      “Then… why?”

      “I’ve been trying to figure out how to say it, but I think this is best: you’re my church.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You make me happy. I don’t really understand it myself, but I think that’s why I get so upset when one of us does something stupid and hurts the other’s feelings.”

      “That I understand.”

      “I thought you might.” I passed her the next plate.

      “I had fun too. After the party.”

      “I thought so.”

      “I was really drunk though.”

      “Don’t use that as an excuse.”

      Her forehead creased.

      “Alcohol doesn’t make you do anything you wouldn’t normally do. It just lowers your inhibitions.”

      “But I’m not really like that.”

      “Like what? Not the girl who sat on my lap and talked about how good ‘nipple’ feels in her mouth?”

      She turned rosy and polished the plate to a high gloss.

      I chuckled. “I like that girl. In some weird way, I like this one too, the one standing next to me trying to figure out how to turn invisible.”

      She made a strangled noise.

      “But here’s the thing…” I stopped washing and turned to her. “They’re the same girl. The flirty one and the shy one. The flirty one just needs alcohol to come out.” I faced the sink again and finished washing the last plate. I handed it to her and started on the serving platter.

      She dried in silence.

      “I need to work on a couple of watercolors tonight,” I said when I finished with the platter. I rinsed it and handed it to her. “Do you wanna hang out? I probably won’t be much conversation, but I’d enjoy your company. I think my drawings’ll be better for it.”

      “I’d like that very much,” she said softly.

      I grinned. “Bring a bottle of wine.”

      She rolled her eyes and swatted me with the towel.
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        * * *

      

      I looked at my watch and rinsed my brush. I dried it and set it with the others, ready for more when the current paint dried.

      “I need to make a call,” I said as I wiped my hands.

      Christy looked up from her book. “This late?”

      “Mmm hmm. To California. It’s three hours earlier. Duh. You know that.”

      She nodded. Then her expression clouded. “Who’re you calling? Never mind. It’s none of my business.” She started to stand, but I stopped her with a gesture.

      “Sara Gilman. You remember her?”

      “Tall? Dark hair? Big b— um… chest? The photographer, right?”

      I nodded and couldn’t help but smile at her description. Take that, Wren!

      “Was she the one who called last night?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Oh. I thought it was—”

      “Gina? No.” I paused to gauge her reaction. “So… you know about her?”

      “How could I not? Wren talks about her like she’s just toying with you, though.”

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

      “Oh?”

      “Ex-relationships always are.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Ex-relationships always are.”

      “I didn’t mean for real!” She laughed in spite of herself. “Always painting with words, aren’t you?”

      “One of my many talents,” I said.

      She took another sip of wine. Her blue eyes glittered over the rim and the pale golden liquid.

      “Right. Well. I need to make this call. Sara’s going through a rough time and needs a friend. I don’t know how long I’ll be, but… you’re welcome to hang out.”

      “You want me to hang out while you go talk to another woman?”

      “It beats the alternative.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Um… doing something by yourself while I… uh… do my own thing? Okay, so it’s lame. It sounded good in my head.”

      She smiled indulgently and opened her book.

      I went downstairs and closed my bedroom door. I dialed Sara’s number. She picked up on the first ring.

      “Hey, it’s me.”

      “I was wondering if you’d really call.”

      “Now you know. I really called.”

      She laughed.

      “So… how’s your day been? How’s Daphne?”

      “Good and good. I had a shoot today. Boring fashion ad. The model was hot, but straight and a total airhead.”

      “Too bad.”

      “How was your day?”

      “Surprisingly good. I had a talk with Wren, and…”

      We chatted for almost an hour. It seemed like five minutes.

      “I’d better go,” she said at last. “Daphne will be home soon. She spends time with Austin before her shift at the club. He’s trying to get her to quit, but he hasn’t said the magic words yet.”

      “Magic words?”

      “Will you marry me?”

      “She’s that serious, huh?”

      “Yeah, I think so. She’s ready to settle down. She wants a house and kids. Normal stuff. Straight stuff.”

      “And what do you want?”

      “A big studio and one of those little dogs I can carry in a camera bag.”

      I laughed. “Not a wife and kids?”

      “Are you kidding? With Ronnie and Queen Nancy in the White House? Right.” She held the phone away from her mouth. “Uh-oh. I hear her key in the door. Gotta go. Thanks for calling. Talk to you later. Bye!”

      I chuckled and hung up.

      Christy was asleep in my chair upstairs. The bottle of wine was empty. I fetched a blanket from her studio and covered her with it. Then I pulled out my stool and went back to work on my painting.

      I spent an hour touching up the exterior painting and then another on the interior one. I used clothespins to hang them to dry. Christy hadn’t moved. No wonder, since it was after two o’clock. And if I had to bet, my stupid internal clock would wake me before six.

      I turned off the lights and scooped Christy into my arms, blanket and all. I carried her downstairs and into her bedroom. She woke up enough to mumble thanks.

      “Want me to undress you for bed?” I teased.

      “Uh-uh. Not till we’re married.”

      I laughed softly. “Gonna happen long before then. But not tonight.”

      I set her on the bed and pulled the blanket over her. Then I kissed her forehead. “Sleep tight.”

      “You’re s’posed t’ say ‘sweet dreams.’”

      “All right. Sweet dreams.”

      “Mmm. Of penises.”

      “And erections,” I added with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Wren fixed a special dinner on Friday. We’d all had a tough week and wanted a bit of a celebration. She made trout amandine with steamed vegetables. It was disgustingly healthy, but Christy saved the day with a sinful almond pound cake. Afterward we opened a bottle of amaretto that someone had left at the Halloween party.

      Trip swirled the amber liquid in his glass. “You know, I really enjoy these dinners, just the four of us.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. It sounded too pat.

      He knew he’d been caught. His look said it all, Sorry, dude. She put me up to it.

      I chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” Wren said.

      “You,” I said. “And you know why.”

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

      “Sure you don’t. But yeah, I enjoy them too. And thanks for cooking. Thank you, Christy, for supplying the calories the fish and vegetables were missing.”

      “Don’t blame me,” she said, “I’m trying to gain weight.”

      Three pairs of eyes rolled.

      “I’m serious. You have no idea how hard it is.”

      “Sorry, my love,” Wren said. “None of us have any sympathy.”

      “Paul does.”

      “I do? Since when?”

      “Since you told me I couldn’t be a starving artist.”

      “Maybe you should try a liquid diet,” Wren suggested.

      My eyes snapped to her.

      She ignored me.

      “Do you think it would help?” Christy asked earnestly.

      “It might,” Wren said. “You’d have to drink everything through a special straw.”

      “That’s okay. I love straws.”

      “You’d need a big one.”

      “The bigger the better.”

      I had a hard time keeping a straight face. Trip wasn’t in on the joke, but he figured it out pretty quickly.

      “You’d have to swallow a lot at once,” Wren said.

      “I can do that. And if I can’t, I’ll just drink more often.”

      “That might work. It really depends on the straw.”

      “Yeah,” Christy said. “Some are better than others.”

      I lost it at that point.

      Christy looked confused.

      “You explain it to her,” I said to Wren through tears of laughter.

      “Explain what?”

      “I’ll tell you later,” Wren said. Then she smirked at me. “Two. Zip.”

      “Oh, absolutely,” I said. “Well played. Very well played.”

      Christy was naïve, not stupid. She thought back and realized what Wren had really been talking about. She threw her napkin at her.

      “That’s just mean,” she added. “I thought you were serious!”

      “I’m sorry,” Wren said. Her ear-to-ear grin said different. “I couldn’t help it. You were just so enthusiastic.”

      “Yeah, and dumb!”

      “Not dumb. Just…”

      “Beautifully clueless,” I finished for her. I smiled at Christy. “Don’t worry. I’m the same way. Not as beautiful, but a lot more clueless.”

      The phone rang. I was the closest to the kitchen, so I went to answer it. I was still chortling as I picked up the receiver.

      “Hello?”

      “Paul?”

      I cleared my throat and turned serious in a hurry. “Hi. How’re you? Hold on a sec. Lemme switch phones.”

      “Who is it?” Wren asked from the dining room.

      I stuck my head into the doorway. “It’s for me. Long-distance. From California.” I felt a stab of guilt at the half-truth. “I’m gonna take it upstairs.” I caught Trip’s eye. “Will you hang this up for me?” He was farthest from the kitchen, but I didn’t want either of the girls to hear who was on the other end of the line.

      “Um… sure,” he said.

      Wren looked suspicious until Christy started up again.

      “I can’t believe you did that!”

      “I wasn’t doing it to you. I was teasing Paul!”

      “That doesn’t make it any better.”

      I handed the phone to Trip and said in a low voice, “Cover me.”

      “Yeah, sure, of course.”

      I slipped past him and edged around the arguing girls. I sprang up the stairs two at a time and skidded to a halt in my bedroom. I kicked the door shut and swiped the phone off its cradle. “I got it,” I said into it.

      “Okay,” Trip said. “Looks like we averted World War III down here.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      The line clicked.

      “Are you still there?” I said, a little breathlessly.

      Gina laughed. “What was that about?”

      “Long story. Hold on a second.” I tried to control my breathing as I listened for telltale clicks or breaks in the line. I didn’t want a certain meddling matchmaker to pick up an extension and listen in. “Okay,” I said at last. “Go ahead.”

      “Is it a good time?”

      “Yep. We were just sitting around after dinner.”

      “Ah, okay. I just got home from the clinic.”

      “Good day?”

      “Yes, but a lot better when I came home.”

      “Oh, why? What’s up?”

      “Three things. First, I read your latest letter. So I was thinking of you.”

      “In a good way?”

      “Very good.”

      “Cool.”

      “Second, Regan has a date tonight. She already left, so I have the apartment to myself.”

      “Does that—?”

      “Third, I’m running a hot bath right now.”

      “Yep,” I said with a laugh, “that means what I think it does.”

      “Oh? What do you think?”

      “Let me ask you a question first. What’re you wearing?”

      “The pearls your parents gave me.”

      “Anything else?”

      “A smile.”

      “Yep, it means what I think it does.”

      “You know me so well.”

      “I do. But I’m way overdressed for this call.”

      “Oh? What’re you wearing?”

      I skinned out of my clothes in record time.

      She laughed at all the rustling.

      “Sorry, bad connection,” I said at last. “What’d you say?”

      “I said…” She turned on her sexiest voice, “What’re you wearing?”

      “A goofy grin.”

      “Anything else?”

      “A hard-on.”

      She laughed again, warm and rich. “God, I miss you.”

      “I miss you too.”

      “I wish I could see you.”

      “I’d mail you a picture,” I said, “but I don’t have a wide-angle lens.”

      “Ha! That was good.”

      “Thank you, thank you. I’ll be here all week.”

      “Hold on a sec,” she said. “My bath is ready. I don’t wanna drop the phone.”

      I listened to her turn off the water and sink into it with a low groan of pleasure.

      She picked up the phone again. “God, this water feels good.”

      “I know what would make it better.”

      “You?”

      “Yep.”

      “Mmm, I’d like that. Your hands, your hard dick…”

      Speaking of which, I thought, and flopped on the bed, where I introduced the hand in question to the hard dick in question.

      I started stroking as Gina described exactly what she wanted to do to me in the bath. I didn’t even try to prolong things, so I had to juggle the phone and reach for Kleenex at the same time. She must have heard, because she started telling me how much she wanted to taste my come. I blasted the tissues with about a quart of the white stuff.

      “I wish I could taste it,” she said as I caught my breath.

      “Me too.” I swallowed to moisten my mouth. “Your turn?”

      “I wanna take my time, I think.”

      “Fine by me.”

      “You remember the first time I gave you head?”

      I thought back. “Um… at the quarry?”

      “Uh-uh. On the raft. Movie night.”

      “Ah, that’s right! I remember now. We could hear the laughter from the clubhouse.” I chuckled. “I remember trying to concentrate on what you were doing.”

      “You came on my face. It was the first time I tasted you.”

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “And then you came on my boobs.” She sighed, and I imagined her fingers moving in circles over her clit. “That’s why I’m wearing your pearls today. I was thinking of you last night. About our first time.”

      My dick perked back up, so I gave it some attention.

      “The women at the clinic thought they were pretty. I got hotter and wetter every time they said, ‘What a lovely pearl necklace.’ They had no idea.”

      I snorted a laugh. “I bet.”

      “I almost had to slip away to the bathroom to take care of things.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “But I’m glad I waited. I came home and read your letter and wanted you more than ever. God, you make me so hot.”

      “And you make me so hard.”

      Her breathing grew heavier, and I described what I remembered of that first blowjob on the raft.

      “Stop,” she said at last, breathless. “I don’t wanna come yet.”

      “Mind if I do?”

      “Mmm, I’d love it.”

      “I wish you were blowing me now.”

      She laughed suddenly. “You remember the time Heather went to that party and told people she was Becky Leonardi?”

      “Vaguely.”

      “Becky Blowjob,” Gina said with a sigh of nostalgia. “God, we had fun back then. Heather and I were talking about it yesterday. That’s why I was horny last night and thinking of you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Remember prom night?” She let out a soft sigh, and I realized that she was playing with herself again.

      “With Scott and Shannon?”

      “Mmm, yeah. Heather and I double-teamed him.”

      “I remember.” It was the first (and only) time I’d had sex with Shannon.

      “He screwed me while I licked her. Oh, God… that was so hot.”

      “No kidding.”

      “And then later Heather and I sixty-nined. Her tongue on my clit and Scott’s cock in my ass. Unh!”

      “You like it in the ass, don’t you?”

      “I do.” She panted. “I wanted to do it after the wedding. I wanted you in my ass.”

      “You should’ve told me.”

      “I want it now, your big cock in my ass.”

      I reached for more tissues and almost dropped the phone.

      Gina moaned in pleasure. “Oh, God, give it to me.”

      I muffled a groan and hosed the Kleenex with another load of semen.

      Gina was still panting when I recovered. She moaned and whimpered, so I told her how I wanted to spread her cheeks and slide into her. I added details and kept talking until she cried out.

      A shiver ran through me as I listened to her orgasm. The big head was ready for another round, but the little one needed a break.

      You’re getting soft, I told it.

      I need more exercise.

      Maybe you’re right.

      And proper facilities, it added. Your hand is getting tired.

      Ha! Working on it.

      Gina eventually recovered enough to speak. “That was totally awesome. Can’t you just fly out here and give me what I want?”

      “’Fraid not. Sorry.”

      “Why not?” she half-whined.

      “You want the long version or the short one?”

      “Ooh, ooh, the long one.”

      “Ha! But seriously. No can do. Sorry. I’m as busy as you.”

      “I know. I just wish…”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “Hold on a second,” she said. “The phone just beeped at me. Ugh! It says Low Battery. Regan must’ve left it off the charger. I hate when she does that.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “I need to go anyway.”

      “Hot date?”

      “A project, actually. And some reading. But if I had a date, it’d be with you.”

      “That’s what I wanted to hear.” She fell silent for a moment. “I miss you.”

      “I miss you too.”

      “The phone is beeping at me again. This is so lame. I’d better go. I’ll send you a letter tomorrow.”

      “Okay. I’ll look for it.”

      She hesitated, and I knew why.

      I wasn’t ready to say it either.

      “Well, bye,” she said at last.

      “Yep. Bye.”
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        * * *

      

      I ran into a snag with my project when I started building the model. The curve of the roof was impossible with the materials I had. I tried everything. Poster board was too flimsy. Foamcore wouldn’t bend. Balsa split when I tried to bend it with the grain and wouldn’t bend at all when I tried against. I even tried laminating thin sheets of it, but the results were a mess. Ditto with poster board. I wasted a small fortune in supplies and finally decided that I didn’t have the tools or experience to do it right.

      “Why don’t you try plastic?” Christy suggested as we contemplated the failed experiments.

      “Like Saran Wrap?”

      “No, like plexiglass or something. One of the guys I know is creating sculpture with it. He uses a heat gun and bends it into all sorts of shapes. He might be able to help.”

      “I’ll try anything at this point.” I looked at my watch. “Ten thirty at night on a Sunday. Do you think he’s still in his studio?”

      She laughed. “No, but I’ll talk to him tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      “Great news,” Christy said after aerobics. She handed me her duffle. “My friend—his name is Jonas, by the way—said he can do it. No problem.” She danced ahead and then twirled.

      “Why does she always do this after aerobics?” Trip asked Wren as an aside.

      “Too much energy. I think she’s hyper.” She eyed me sideways. “She needs more sex. It calms her down.”

      “I heard that, Miss Fussbudget,” Christy said. “And my sex life is just fine, thank you very much.”

      I snickered.

      Christy gave me a sunlit smile and pirouetted away.

      “When can we get started?” I asked her.

      “I told you, not till we’re married.”

      Trip laughed.

      “No,” I said, “when can we get started with your friend?”

      She feigned surprise. “You wanna have sex with my friend?”

      “Not sex! Sheesh. All I wanna do is make a roof. Is that too much to ask?”

      “All right, all right! You don’t have to get all grumpy. That’s her job.”

      Wren squawked and made a grab for her.

      “Can’t catch me!” She ran off, with Wren in hot pursuit.

      Trip bent and snagged Wren’s duffle bag. “This seems so familiar.”

      “Déjà vu all over again.”

      “Ha! I know that one. Yogi Berra, right?”

      “Yep.”

      The girls rounded a lamppost and came shrieking back toward us.

      Christy almost knocked me over when she grabbed my arm to slow down. She was a speedy little thing when she got going. She whirled around us and used me as a shield.

      “Help, help! Protect me from the evil witch!”

      “Whoa there, Hazel,” I said to Wren.

      Trip caught her around the middle as she lunged at the little blonde.

      “Put me down!”

      “Not until you calm down.”

      “Franklin Davis Whitman the Third, put me down this instant!”

      “She sounds serious,” I said.

      “I am serious!”

      “Are you going to behave?” Trip asked.

      “Yeah, behave!” Christy taunted.

      I caught her eye and shook my head sternly.

      She immediately settled down.

      “Think about your position here,” Trip said to Wren, his voice reasonable. “I can carry you home if I have to.”

      “Do it and you’ll—”

      “Be careful what you say next,” he warned.

      “I’m sorry, Wren,” Christy piped up. “I’ll be nice. I swear. Still friends?”

      “I’m not mad at you.”

      “You’re not mad at me either,” Trip said with calm assurance. “You just don’t like losing.”

      She didn’t answer.

      “If I put you down,” he asked again, “are you going to behave?”

      “What if I say no?”

      He chuckled. “Then I’ll carry you all the way home. Over my shoulder. With your cute little ass in the air.”

      “It is a cute ass,” I said.

      “Very cute,” Christy agreed.

      “Fine,” Wren huffed after a moment. “Put me down.”

      Trip waited.

      “Please.”

      He set her on her feet, and she blew hair out of her face.

      “I’m sorry,” Christy said contritely. “I was just having fun.”

      “I know,” Wren said. She smiled. “You just drive me crazy sometimes.”

      “Maybe you need more sex,” I said.

      She glared.

      “He may be right,” Trip said. He grinned at her. “I can pencil you in tonight if you’d like.”

      Christy giggled.

      “Don’t sell yourself short,” I told him. “You’re a lot bigger than a pencil.”

      Christy’s look of shock was priceless.

      “Well, he is.”

      “But… how do you know?”

      “I’ve seen it,” I said simply. “I’ll tell you about it one day. But first, this friend of yours… Jonas? I really need to get this model back on schedule. Can he help me do the roof or not?”
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        * * *

      

      I skipped judo the next day and Christy skipped the pool. Together we descended into the bowels of the A&A building. Jonas was an MFA student and shared studio space with several other artists who worked in mixed media. His sculptures reminded me of the Chicago Picasso, all weird shapes and flat planes, but he knew how to form plastic.

      I sacrificed a half-finished elevation drawing to use as a template. I used it to cut a second template and then taped them both to the ends of a composite block of balsa. Then I spent four dusty hours shaping and sanding the mold into the proper curves. Christy handed me tools, brushed away sawdust, and was the best little assistant I could ask for.

      Jonas returned after dinner. He studied the mold, ran his hands over it, and pronounced it good.

      “Dunno why, but I like it,” he said. “It has a feminine vibe.”

      Christy beamed.

      “But you’re really gonna be pissed when you see how long this part takes,” he added.

      “Why?” I said in alarm. “Is it hours? Days?”

      He simply chuckled as he set a flat piece of plexiglass on top of the mold. Then he donned a pair of thick work gloves and triggered his heat gun.

      “Hold on,” I said, “are you sure this won’t burn the wood?”

      “I’m sure. Balsa has an ignition temp of nearly 400°F.”

      He said it “four hundred eff.”

      “Plexi melts at 360°F, but we only need to get it to about 280°F to make it pliable.”

      “You’re the expert.”

      He nodded. “So, you’re an architect?”

      “Yeah. Working on it.”

      “Cool, man. I dig what you’re doing here. Not the usual temple of capitalist greed.”

      “Um, no.”

      “Little B here says you’re a visionary.”

      “I dunno about that, but thanks.” I gestured at Christy. “Little B?”

      He glanced at her and nodded. “Yeah. Little Bernini. What some of us call her. She has the touch. Gonna be famous one day.”

      The sheet of plexiglass had been heating up as we talked. After only a few minutes, it started to sag into the curves of the mold. Jonas gave it another couple of minutes before he set the heat gun aside. He gave the sheet some gentle taps and then studied it from several angles.

      “That should do it,” he said at last. “Give it a while longer to cool and you’re ready to go.”

      “You’re kidding me. That’s it?”

      “Told you you’d be pissed. Four hours to create a mold, four minutes to make a piece. A bit longer with heating and cooling, but yeah, that’s it.” He nodded at the wavy plexiglass. “I normally make freeform shapes. Now you know why.” He shrugged. “But you gotta go where the vision takes you. I grok, man.”

      He took off the gloves and handed them to me. “I’m gonna get back to work. Big show in a couple of weeks.”

      I nodded dumbly.

      “I’ll hold on to your mold in case something happens to that piece. It should be fine, though. Give it a good sanding to rough it up before you try to paint it.”

      “Got it. Thanks. And let me know when I can return the favor.”

      “Dunno if I’ll ever need a building designed,” he said with a shrug, “but you’re the first one I’ll call.”

      “It’s a deal.”

      Christy hugged my arm and smiled up at me.

      “Oh, yeah,” Jonas added, “take care of Little B. She’s like everyone’s little sister down here.”

      “Will do.”
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        * * *

      

      Wren and Trip were studying at the dining room table when we returned.

      “How’d it go?” he asked.

      I held up the plexiglass piece like a trophy.

      “That’s it?”

      It was a clear square, fifteen inches on a side, and curved in the shape of a woman’s hip and waist. I glanced at Christy. A little slip of a woman…

      “Six hours of work for that?”

      “You have no idea,” I said. “Damn thing took five minutes once the plexi heated up. Everything else was prep or cool-down.”

      “I saved you some dinner,” Wren said. “I kept it in the oven on warm. Oh, Christy… you have a message. He called twice. I wrote down the number.”

      “He?” I teased her.

      She shrugged and gave me a curious look as she followed Wren into the kitchen.

      I set the plexiglass in front of Trip and told him the short version of what it had taken to create.

      Christy shrieked from the kitchen.

      Trip shot to his feet and knocked over his chair.

      I almost knocked him over as I bolted past.

      Christy was listening to the phone, oblivious to us.

      We looked at Wren, who was just as confused as we were.

      “How long?” Christy said. “Are you sure? Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Okay. We’ll be there. The main gate. Right. Ten minutes. Oh, Danny, I can’t wait!” She hung up and beamed at us. Her expression fell when she saw ours. “What’s the matter?”

      “We thought you were hurt,” I said.

      “No! That was Danny. He’s at the airport. Come on, we have to go!”

      The rest of us looked at each other.

      “I’ll explain on the way,” Christy said. She gestured at me. “Come on. Get your keys. He doesn’t have much time. I told him we’d meet him in ten minutes.”

      “He’s at the airport? Which one? It’s gonna take more than ten minutes.”

      “The airport!” Christy said. “Wait, there’s more than one?”

      I rolled my eyes and dug in my pocket for keys.

      “You want me to keep your dinner warm?” Wren asked.

      “No. Thanks.” I kissed her cheek and opened the back door. “I’ll let you know what’s going on as soon as I know. Come on, princess,” I said to Christy. “Let’s go. Chop-chop.”

      She bounced with excitement. Then she grabbed my hand and tugged me into the night.
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        * * *

      

      The Land Cruiser’s headlights swung past the sign for McGhee Tyson Air National Guard Base. I pulled to a stop at the gate and rolled down the window.

      “Good evening, sir. May I see your ID?”

      Christy leaned over. “We’re looking for Captain Danny Carmichael. He’s a Marine.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The airman—who couldn’t have been a day older than me—turned and gestured at the guard station. “He’s been waiting.”

      Christy squealed when a blond man stepped out. He was wearing a green pilot’s jumpsuit and leather flight jacket. She leapt out of the Cruiser and ran to the guard station, where she threw her arms around his neck. He picked her up and swung her around.

      “Birdy! It’s great to see you. Thanks for coming.” After a moment he set her down and pulled his cap out of a thigh pocket. He told the airman he’d be back in about an hour. They exchanged salutes, and Danny followed Christy to the open passenger door.

      “You sit up front with Paul,” she said. She hopped into the back and immediately thrust her head and shoulders over the front seat.

      He climbed into the car, closed the door, and then he held out his hand. “Danny Carmichael.”

      “Paul Hughes.”

      His grip was firm and self-assured.

      The airman gestured for me to pull forward. “You can turn around past the gate, sir.”

      “Roger. Thanks.” After I did, I looked at my passengers. “Where to?”

      “I’m starving,” Danny said. “Have you eaten yet?”

      Christy simply grinned at him.

      “I’ll take that as a no.” He glanced at me. “You have a preference?”

      I shook my head.

      “Something chicken or fish,” he said. “I don’t care.”

      “Danny’s a Buddhist too,” Christy said.

      “I’m not a Buddhist, Birdy. And neither are you, for that matter. I eat like one, but I’m still a good Catholic. A little lapsed, maybe, but Mom won’t have to disown me or anything.”

      I spotted a sign and pointed. “How about Red Lobster?”

      “Perfect.”

      I pulled into the parking lot. The restaurant was nearly empty, so they seated us immediately. Christy slid into the booth next to Danny and bounced like a kid on Christmas.

      “It’s so great to see you!”

      “Great to see you too, kiddo,” he said.

      The waitress arrived to take our drink orders.

      “May I have a glass of wine?” Christy asked. “White.”

      “Beer for me,” Danny said. “Draft. Michelob or Miller.”

      “I’ll have a Coke,” I said.

      “Coca-Cola? Dr. Pepper? Sprite? Orange?”

      “Coca-Cola, please.”

      She wrote it down. “Be right back.”

      “Sorry we were late,” I said to Danny after she’d gone.

      “That’s okay.” He laughed. “I know how Birdy is about time. I asked at the duty desk, and they said UT is about thirty minutes up the road. So I hadn’t been waiting long.”

      “Birdy?” I said.

      “Short for Tweety Bird. Harry started it when she was little, and the name kinda stuck.”

      “It’s ’cause I’m so cute.”

      “I see the resemblance.” I grinned at her. “I’m learning all kinds of nicknames for you today.” I turned to Danny. “The guys in the art department call her Little B.”

      “B for Birdy?”

      “Bernini.”

      “Don’t know him.”

      “Famous sculptor. Baroque. Incredibly talented.”

      “That’s our Birdy,” Danny said. “Started drawing almost before she could walk.”

      She blushed at the praise.

      We fell silent for a moment, until Danny gave me a piercing look.

      “So, you’re Paul.”

      “That’s the rumor.”

      He glanced at Christy. “Mom said you started dating again.”

      I shot her a look, which she avoided.

      The waitress saved her. She delivered the drinks and pulled out her order pad. “You know what you want to eat?”

      Danny smiled at her, and I studied him as he did. He was impossibly good-looking, with short blond hair, straight white teeth, and eyes the color of sapphires instead of Christy’s baby blue. He was taller than me and slimmer, with a swimmer’s build compared to my wrestler’s physique.

      “We don’t have much time,” he told the waitress. “Is the special any good?”

      “Filet of sole.” She nodded. “Pretty good, yeah.”

      “I’ll have that with rice and vegetables,” he said.

      “Same for me, please,” Christy said.

      “Make it three, I guess.”

      “Okay. I’ll put your order in.”

      Danny took a sip of beer and leaned back in the booth.

      I returned his look without challenge, but without backing down either.

      “Birdy says you’re going to be an architect.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      He regarded me with a friendly smile. “You’re a cool one. I’ll give you that.”

      “I wasn’t sure what to expect tonight.”

      “So you’re on your guard? Not a bad idea. But I’m not the one you have to watch out for.” He grinned at Christy. “Dad and Rich are.”

      “Oh my gosh. Don’t remind me.”

      “Our dad isn’t the protective type,” he said to me, “but she’s his only daughter. Not to mention his favorite. And Rich…? Well, Rich doesn’t like anyone. He’s just mean.”

      “He is not!” Christy said. “Don’t say that.”

      “Yeah, I know. I just like teasing you.” He gave me a conspiratorial wink. “But you have to admit, Birdy… Rich hasn’t liked a single guy you’ve ever dated.”

      “He’s just protective. He loves me.”

      “Yeah, I know. But he doesn’t think you know how to use the brains God gave you.”

      “What do you think?” I asked coolly.

      “I think she has a good head on her shoulders. She doesn’t have a clue about time or money, but that isn’t really her fault. The rest of us always took care of her. I guess that’s what you get when five older brothers raise you.” He abruptly fell silent. Then he clenched his jaw and fiddled with the salt shaker.

      I took a sudden interest in a ring of water on the table.

      “I know,” Christy said softly. “Me too.”

      He put his arm around her and squeezed. She hugged him back, and they sat in silence for a moment. Then he cleared his throat.

      “So,” he said, in control once more, “Birdy says you’re a pilot.”

      “Yeah. Civil. Obviously.”

      “Obviously.” He grinned. “How come you didn’t go military, like your dad?”

      “You know about my dad?”

      “Oh, we know all about you,” he said with a friendly laugh. “The Carmichael grapevine has been on fire since Birdy started telling us about you.”

      I shot her another look, which she also avoided.

      “I wanted the pleasure of meeting you first, before the others scare you off.”

      “I don’t scare very easily.”

      He laughed again. “You haven’t met Dad. Or Rich.”

      “Daddy will love him.”

      “Rich won’t.” He grinned at me. “Rich is the family Mikey. He hates everything.”

      “He does not! He’s just…”

      “Disagreeable. So,” Danny repeated, “how come you didn’t join the military? I’m just curious, mind. But you’d better come up with a good answer before you meet Dad. He’s serious about it.”

      “I never really thought about it,” I admitted. “I mean, I did, but never seriously. I guess I always wanted to build things.”

      Danny grinned. “Targets, you mean.”

      “No, buil— Ah, I get it. Funny.”

      “You’re right,” he said to Christy. “He’s a sharp one.”

      “Leave him alone. You’re talking like we’re already married. We just started… um…” She looked down and finished in a small voice, “Dating.”

      My eyebrows flew up in amusement. “I’m sorry, what was that?”

      She gave me a pleading look.

      “Oh, dating!” I said. “Right. Yeah, we just started dating. A little while ago.” Like, ten minutes.

      Danny laughed and read me perfectly. “So you aren’t really?”

      “We’re just good friends at the moment. We have a lot in common. And we like spending time together. So… yeah, I could see us dating. One day. In the future.”

      “Well, that’s good to know. Birdy tends to get ahead of herself sometimes. The last guy was engaged before he realized it.”

      “He was not!” she protested. “Simon asked me.”

      “Whatever you say, Birdy-bird.” He drank some beer and gestured with the glass. “But I’m glad you dumped him. He was smart enough, but kind of a pantywaist if you ask me.”

      “Not that anyone did,” Christy muttered.

      Danny and I shared a grin.

      “Did you ever meet him?” he asked me.

      “Before my time.” I took a sip of Coke to cover my amusement at Christy’s discomfort.

      “You didn’t miss anything.”

      She sat up indignantly.

      “Oh, relax,” Danny said. “No one liked him.”

      “I did.” In a small voice she added, “I just didn’t love him.”

      “I know, kiddo,” he said gently. “We didn’t really make it easy on him, either. I’m sorry about that.”

      “Can we change the subject?”

      “Sure,” he said with a recruiting-poster smile. “I have some news. Just for you.”

      “What? Is it a surprise? Does it have anything to do with Sabrina?”

      “My girlfriend,” Danny said for my benefit. Then he grinned sidelong at Christy. “Soon to be my fiancée. If I’m lucky.”

      “You mean it? She’s going to be my new sister-in-law?”

      “If she says yes.”

      “You know she will, Danny. I’m so happy for you!”

      “I’m going to ask over Thanksgiving.” He raised his beer. “Holy matrimony, here I come!” He clinked glasses with Christy and me. “Seems a shame to toast without alcohol. You want some beer? Wine? Whiskey?”

      “To be honest,” I said, “I’m afraid I’d fall asleep. I’ve had a pretty long day already.”

      He nodded. “I’m only drinking because I’m a passenger. I can sleep the rest of the flight.”

      The food arrived and we started eating.

      “If you don’t mind me asking,” I said to Danny, “why are you here?”

      “Oh, yeah! I guess I haven’t told you yet. Been so busy interrogating you and teasing Birdy that I forgot.”

      I couldn’t help but like the guy.

      “The Beirut bombing has everyone scrambling,” he explained. “The situation’s still pretty gnarly, from what we hear. The powers-that-be put us on alert to deploy. So I’m headed to El Toro with another pilot to ferry a couple of planes back to Cherry Point. We hitched a ride on an Air Force bird, and I told the crew that my baby sister is at school in Knoxville.”

      “So they scheduled a refueling stop?”

      “Not quite. They engineered a mechanical problem and made an unscheduled landing. But this is the Air Force we’re talking about. I’m sure someone had to pick up a case of Jack Daniel’s for a general or drop off a colonel’s golf clubs.” He looked at his watch. “I hate to cut things short, but we’d better eat up. I need to get back. The flight crew already delayed things longer than they said they could.”

      We finished our food and asked for the check. I was closest to the waitress when she brought it, so I managed to snag it before Danny could.

      “Are you sure?” he said.

      “No problem.”

      “Let me pay for Birdy and me, at least.”

      “Thanks, but I got it. I mean…” I shot her a smile. “If we’re dating, I’m supposed to pay anyway.”

      “See?” Christy told him. “He’s a gentleman.”

      “Well, I’m also trying to impress your brother.”

      He arched an eyebrow.

      “Never hurts to have a friend in the family.”

      “Oh, Birdy,” he said with a laugh, “he’s a keeper.” He was still smiling when he turned to me. “Not that you need it, but you officially have my blessing to date my sister.” He put his arm around her and hugged. “It was great to see you, kiddo. I’m sorry it wasn’t longer.”

      “That’s okay. It was great to see you too.”

      “Want me to give you a few minutes?” I asked. “I don’t mind.”

      He shook his head and looked at his watch. Then he drained his beer. “We’d better book it.”

      We drove him back to the base and pulled up to the guard station. I rolled down my window.

      The same airman looked across me. “Good evening, Captain. The crew from your plane has a jeep waiting for you.” He looked at me. “Sir, if you’ll pull inside the gate and park next to the office, you can let the captain out there.”

      “Thank you, Airman,” Danny said.

      I did as instructed.

      Danny flashed his recruiting-poster smile. “Nice to meet you, Paul. Take care of our girl.”

      I chuckled.

      “What’s funny?”

      “You’re the second person today to tell me that.”

      “She’s a special girl. And she really needs looking after.”

      “Danny! I do not!”

      “Thanks for dinner.” He shook my hand and opened the door.

      Christy climbed out and gave him a hug.

      He picked her up and held her a foot off the ground. Then he set her down and kissed her forehead.

      “I love you, Sis.” He bent to look at me through the open door. “Hope to see you again.”

      “You too,” I said. “And good luck when you pop the question.”

      “Thanks.” He gave Christy another hug and then jumped into the waiting jeep. It backed out and sped away.

      Christy climbed into the passenger seat and watched him go with a sigh.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m glad you got to meet him. I just wish he could’ve stayed longer.”

      I backed out of the parking space and turned toward the gate. The airman waved us through. I pulled onto the highway back to campus. Then I glanced at Christy.

      “Dating, huh?”

      Her shoulders fell. “I was wondering how long before you said something.”

      “You told your family we were dating?”

      “Are you upset?”

      “No.” I laughed. “A little surprised, but not upset.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “I’m curious, though. If we aren’t dating, are we not-dating?”

      “Oh, boy.”

      “What exactly does that imply? Will there be any not-kissing?”

      “Here we go.”

      “And we should talk about not-sex.”

      “You aren’t going to let me live this down, are you?”

      “Well, I have lots of questions. Like, do you want to not-meet my family? Will I not-meet the rest of yours?”

      “What can I do to make you stop? Please! Anything.”

      “Okay, I’ll give you a break, but just this once.”

      “Thank you!”

      We drove in companionable silence until I felt her mood change. I glanced at her. She was staring out the window.

      “Penny for your thoughts.”

      “How long has it been since May?”

      “Six months.” I glanced at her again. “Thinking about Laurence?”

      “Yeah. It’s been two and a half years, and I miss him like it was yesterday.”

      “Come over here,” I said.

      She unbuckled her seatbelt and slid across the seat toward me.

      I put my arm around her and felt her sob. I held her until she cried herself out.

      She wiped her eyes and sniffled. “I must look a mess.” She laughed feebly. “You won’t not-dump me, will you?”

      “Never.”

      “Does that mean ‘never’ or ‘not-never’?”

      “Double negatives,” I said with disapproval. “Dangerous territory. Especially this early in our not-relationship.”

      She hugged my chest. “Thanks for coming tonight.”

      “Thanks for dragooning me.”

      “You and your beautiful words,” she said with a teary laugh.

      I slowed and turned into the driveway. We sat in silence as she composed herself.

      “I think I’m ready,” she said at last.

      I nodded.

      “Would you believe I’m hungry again?”

      “Maybe Wren left dinner in the oven.”

      “I hope so.”

      She hadn’t, but she’d left us a note on the kitchen table.

      
        
        Hope you had fun with Danny. It sounded like everything was fine when you left, so we went to bed. Wake us if it’s a real emergency. If not, see you in the morning. Love you both, Wren.

        P.S. - Your dinner’s in the fridge if you want it. Heat for 20 minutes at 300.

        

      

      “You want me to?” I asked.

      “Yes, please. I’ll be right back.”

      I slid a foil-covered plate into the oven. Christy returned after ten minutes or so. She’d washed her face, pinned her hair up, and put on her flannel pajamas.

      “These were Laurence’s,” she explained. “I know they’re big and goofy and make me look like a little kid, but I like wearing them.”

      “Makes sense. What about the bunny slippers? His too?”

      “No, but he gave them to me. He used to…”

      She reminisced about him and her other brothers until the timer dinged.

      “Hold that thought.” I retrieved her second dinner from the oven.

      “Aren’t you having anything?”

      “Maybe a slice of pound cake. A small one. I’m pretty full from dinner.”

      “I wish I was.”

      “And I wish I had your metabolism.”

      “No, you don’t. It’s a major pain. Sometimes I think I spend more time eating than sleeping.” She dug in.

      I cut a slice of cake and ate about half of it.

      Christy finished her dinner and then my dessert.

      “You ready for bed?” I said at last.

      “I think so.”

      We put the plates in the sink, turned out the lights, and went upstairs. We lingered at her bedroom door.

      “Thanks for all your help this afternoon,” I said.

      “My pleasure.”

      “I couldn’t’ve done it without you.”

      “I like watching you work.”

      “And I like having you there.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It was nice to meet Danny too.”

      “I knew he’d like you.”

      I grinned. “Did you really tell your family we’re dating?”

      “Maybe by accident.”

      “Maybe on purpose?” I chuckled. “That’s okay. I’m not upset. I… kinda like the idea.”

      “You do?”

      “Why so surprised?”

      “I dunno… I just… I mean…”

      “Shhh.” I held a finger to her lips.

      She closed her eyes and breathed a sigh.

      I left my finger where it was.

      Her face slowly transformed with desire. Then, as though in a trance, she pursed her lips and kissed the pad of my finger. I felt her breath on my skin as she planted another languid kiss, and another. My pulse raced as my penis filled with blood when her kisses slowly turned into suckling. She pulled my finger deeper and held it gently between her teeth. Her tongue circled the tip.

      I let her suck a moment longer before I slowly pulled my finger free. She swayed toward me, her lips still parted. I bent and kissed her, and she returned it hungrily. Then she moaned when I pulled her against me and our bodies curved together.

      After several heartbeats we both seemed to come to our senses. I pulled back and breathed hard through my nose. She moistened her lips and looked up at me with a mixture of emotions.

      “Wow,” I said after a moment.

      “No kidding.”

      “I didn’t see that coming.”

      “Me neither.”

      “But… it was nice.”

      “Mmm, you’re a good kisser.” Her eyes crinkled with a smile. “And you taste like cake.”
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      Christy and I didn’t see each other the next day until after aerobics. She was her usual bouncy self, full of energy. Wren smirked at me, though, so Christy must’ve told her about the kiss. Christy skipped ahead of us and walked backward. I couldn’t help but smile, and she returned it with interest.

      “Oh, yeah,” Trip said, “I’ve been meaning to ask. My dad wants me to listen to a band on Friday. They’re playing in Gatlinburg. Wren and I are just gonna spend the night rather than drive home so late. Y’all wanna go with us?”

      “What kind of music is it?” I asked cautiously.

      “Country and bluegrass.”

      “Um… would you be offended if I pass?”

      “Not at all. How ’bout you, Christy? Any interest?”

      “Thanks, but I think I’ll stay home too.”

      “You don’t like country music either?” I said.

      She scrunched up her nose and shook her head. Then she twirled and danced away down the sidewalk.

      Wren leaned forward and grinned at me. “Home alone on a Friday night? Just the two of you? Whatever will you do?”

      “Oh, behave,” I said.

      “Is it too early to call it three to zip?” she asked Trip.

      “Don’t count your chickens,” he warned.

      “Exactly,” I said. “One kiss does not a romance make. Then again, ‘as in the soft and sweet eclipse, when soul meets soul on lover’s lips.’”

      “You did not just make that up,” Wren said.

      I chuckled. “No. Percy Shelley beat me to it.”

      Trip turned the conversation back to plans for Friday night, and I watched Christy gambol through a patch of leaf-strewn lawn by the library. She danced for the sheer, uncomplicated joy of it, and I found myself smiling again.
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        * * *

      

      The phone rang after dinner. Christy was already in the kitchen, so she answered. She talked for several minutes and sounded like she was chatting with a friend. She eventually stuck her head around the doorframe.

      “Paul, it’s for you.”

      “Why were you talking so long?”

      “Just catching up,” she said without a trace of guile. “It’s Sara.”

      “Oh. Okay. Um… I’ll take it in my room.”

      She nodded and began talking to Sara again.

      Upstairs, I closed my bedroom door and gingerly lifted the handset. Dammit, Erin! I covered the mouthpiece and listened for a moment.

      “—you find out?”

      “She said before the weekend.”

      “Good luck,” Christy said. “I hope she adds you.”

      “Me too.”

      I uncovered the mouthpiece and fumbled to make it sound like I’d just picked it up. “I’m here.”

      “Okay,” Christy said. “Great talking to you, Sara. That’s really exciting about the show. I hope you get good news.”

      “Thanks. And good luck with your exhibition too.”

      “Thanks. Talk to you later.”

      “Yeah, we’ll do that.”

      “Thanks, Paul,” Christy said. “She’s all yours.”

      The line clicked as she hung up.

      “What the heck was that about?” I asked, a bit too brusquely.

      Sara ignored the question. “Hi. How’re you?”

      “Fine, thanks. You?”

      “I’m good.”

      “Now, what the heck was that about?”

      She laughed. “We were just catching up.”

      “How do you even know each other?”

      “We met after her little rumor stunt. I could’ve sworn I told you.”

      “Oh, yeah! Right. You did.”

      “She came right up and introduced herself,” Sara recalled. “Apologized and everything. We had a good talk. I like her.”

      “And I’m sure it has nothing to do with the fact that she’s cute and female.”

      “That doesn’t hurt, but from what you’ve told me, she’s already fallen for you. I’m not the type to steal someone else’s girlfriend. Unlike someone I won’t name.”

      “Hey,” I protested, “I didn’t steal Daphne. And if I did, I gave her back.”

      “In slightly better condition, too.” She laughed. “I’ll give you that.”

      “Speaking of Daphne… How is she? Any news yet from whatshisname? Austin?”

      “Nothing new. She’s talking about getting a place of her own, though. I think he’s pushing her to move in with him. Sounds like he isn’t ready to commit yet but doesn’t want to let her get away. He isn’t stupid. He knows she won’t be single for long if he doesn’t tie her down.”

      “She isn’t single now,” I said.

      “Well, you know that, and I know that, but he still thinks I’m just her roommate.”

      “She hasn’t told him?”

      “No. She…” She sighed. “I always knew it would end like this. Daphne was never in it for the long run. Not with me, at least.”

      “I still think she loves you.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. She keeps her real self locked away.”

      “I guess she has to.”

      “Yeah. If you’d been through some of the stuff she has…”

      “I can imagine. Or I can’t. You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I do. Anyway, let’s change the subject. Talk about something happier. Like your little princess, Christy.”

      “Yeah, that’s right!” I laughed. “You called her that.”

      “It’s what she is. She doesn’t act like it, though, which makes her easy to like.”

      “It does.” I didn’t mention any of the other reasons I liked her. Curse you too, Wren! “So,” I said instead, “what were you and the little princess talking about? She mentioned a show?”

      “Yeah! A gallery owner in the Castro saw some of my work and wants to include me in a show of female photographers. Only four or five pieces, but it’d be good exposure.”

      “No pun intended.”

      “Huh? Oh, no.”

      “And you’ll find out Friday?”

      “Hopefully.”

      “Fingers crossed,” I said.

      “Yeah, and Christy was telling me about her exhibition at the show next week. She’s nervous but really excited.”

      “Her main piece should be awesome.” I told her about it.

      “Wow. Very cool idea. Doesn’t sound like her, though. She had help?”

      “Yeah, a friendly book nerd suggested it.”

      “I dunno if I’d call you friendly,” she laughed, “but the rest fits.”

      “Ha ha. Very funny.”

      “I’m just teasing.”

      “I know. I can tell when you’re really angry at me. You cuss a lot more.”

      “Fuck you very much.”

      “See?”

      “So… things are going good with you and Christy?”

      “Yeah. Heating up, actually.”

      “Oh? Something happen?”

      I told her about the kiss and everything leading up to it.

      “Meeting her family already?” Sara laughed. “And she told them you were dating? Do I hear wedding bells in your future?”

      “Hardly! She barely knows a thing about me.”

      “She likes what she does know, though.”

      “Yeah, but she hasn’t really scratched the surface.”

      “Deep, dark secret hidden in your past?” she teased.

      “More like several.”

      “No shit?”

      “No. For starters, my family are nudists.” I paused and blinked at the sense of mental whiplash. Had I really told her, just like that?

      “For real?

      “For real.”

      “That makes sense, I guess. You didn’t have a problem posing for me. That’s usually the biggest challenge with a new model, getting them to feel comfortable taking off their clothes. So how’d that happen? You being a nudist, I mean.”

      I sketched out the story of my family and camp.

      “Cool. There are a bunch of nude beaches out here. I’ve thought about going, just to work on my tan, but I never seemed to have the time, and now it’s too cold.”

      “Yeah, sometimes I forget you’re sort of an honorary nudist.”

      “Yep. Dance naked in front of enough people and you kinda lose the taboo.”

      “See? I knew there was a reason we got along so well.”

      “Had nothing to do with the fact that you tried to steal my girlfriend,” she said dryly. “Tried and failed, I should add.” She fell silent and then sighed. “Change the subject again. Tell me something fun. About you and Christy. Or you and the other girl, Gina. Hold on a second… just how many girlfriends do you have?”

      “None at the moment. Gina’s an ex-girlfriend. Christy’s a future ex-girlfriend.”

      She laughed.

      “But I only want one. Tried the two-girlfriend thing once. It didn’t work out.”

      “Another dark secret buried in your past?”

      “Actually, yes.” I paused and decided if I really want to take the plunge or not.

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” she said. “Heaven knows I keep enough secrets from you.”

      “Well, this secret is a bit like you being a lesbian.”

      “Oh? How?”

      “Well… remember how you said my sex life was perverted?”

      “I’m really sorry about that. I was just joking.”

      “Well, it’s sort of true. I don’t think it’s perverted,” I said quickly, “but Ronnie and Queen Nancy might disagree.”

      She laughed. “More perverted than being an unnatural ho-mo-sex-ual?”

      I laughed too. “Hey, we all have our kinks, I guess.”

      “So you know what mine is. What’s yours?”

      “Promise you won’t laugh?”

      “You didn’t laugh when you found out about me,” she said quietly.

      “Yeah, true.” I took a deep breath. “All right… here goes. My family are swingers too.”

      She was silent for a long time.

      “Finally shock you?” I said at last.

      “No! I was just… trying to think of exactly what you mean. I know what I think it means, but…”

      “My parents have sex parties with other couples. Not random people. Close friends. Gina’s parents, for example. She and I started coming to the parties when we were old enough.” I didn’t mention how old. “And now that I have close friends my own age, we’re carrying on the tradition.”

      “Yep. That’s what I was thinking. Wow. No wonder you’re pretty liberal. I mean, being a lesbian is practically normal compared to you.”

      “I told you,” I warned, “don’t judge me.”

      “No, no, I don’t! I’m not. It’s just… a lot to take in at once.” She mused in silence for a moment. “Wow. You are complicated.”

      “Told you.”

      “And now I think I understand you better.”

      “I thought you might.”

      “It also explains why you were never jealous about me and Daphne. I mean, most guys…”

      “I’m not like most guys.”

      “No fucking kidding.”

      We fell silent as she digested everything I’d told her.

      “Wow,” she said again. “Just… wow.” Then she chuckled.

      “What?”

      “I was just thinking… we have the same taste in women.”

      “Yeah, I guess we do.”

      “You aren’t the jealous type, either.”

      “Definitely not.”

      “And you’re one of the few guys where I don’t feel like I have to guard myself when I’m naked around you.”

      “Um, no. I understand the difference between just nude and nude for sex.” I followed her logic and laughed. “So you think I’d share girls with you?”

      “We already have, when you think about it.”

      “But now it’s my turn to share? Is that it?”

      “Well… Christy’s really cute and all. And my girlfriend is ready to leave me for a husband and kids.”

      “Christy and I barely just kissed.”

      “Yeah, but you’ll seduce her in a jiffy once you set your mind to it. Get busy!”

      “You forget the Catholic guilt thing.”

      “She didn’t seem guilty after you kissed her, did she? Or today?”

      “No, not really. She’d talked to Wren about it, though.”

      “Remind me who Wren is? I mean, I know who she is. But I don’t have a good image of her in my head.”

      “Five-three, about 120 pounds. Brown hair, about like mine, and hazel-blue eyes. Curvy, but not a Playmate.”

      “She isn’t an art major, is she?”

      “No. Communications. Public Relations.”

      “Ah, right.”

      “If you ever saw her, she was with Christy.”

      “All I remember is that little bitch Aisling.”

      I laughed. “You carry a grudge, don’t you?”

      “You’d better believe it, buster!”

      “Well, anyway, Christy must’ve told Wren about the kiss. Wren is playing matchmaker from both sides, so I’m sure she told her not to rush off to church or anything.”

      “That bugs you?”

      “Yeah, it does.”

      She laughed, but it was soft and ironic.

      “What?”

      “I used to love going to Mass,” she admitted. “It was the one time I knew I wouldn’t get slapped around or called names.”

      “Family or other kids?” I asked after a moment.

      “Father. Alcoholic. Mean drunk.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Change the subject. Back to you.”

      “Right. Got it. But if you ever wanna talk…”

      “I don’t,” she said curtly. Then she sniffed.

      “Whatever happened, it wasn’t your fault.”

      “You think I don’t know that! I don’t need a fucking shrink, asshole!”

      “Hey, calm down. I’m not a shrink. I’m your friend, remember?”

      “Yeah,” she said, and sniffed again. “Just brings back bad memories.” She laughed bitterly. “You’re the first guy I’ve ever been able to talk to about this.”

      “A lot of guys are assholes.”

      “You aren’t, though. I’ll give you that.”

      “Thanks.”

      “But seriously, let’s change the subject. Back to you and Christy.”

      “Okay.”

      “Does she know any of your past?”

      “About the nudism and swinging? Are you kidding?”

      “No, I’m serious. You’ll have to tell her, sooner or later.”

      “Does Daphne know about your past?”

      “Yeah, she does, matter o’ fact. So, whaddya have to say to that?”

      “Ha! Was that your Pittsburgh accent?”

      “Yeah. You like it? I mostly lost it when I was working through the Midwest.”

      “I like it. It’s a part of you that most people don’t know.”

      “Yeah, it is. But don’t make me start crying again. Asshole.”

      “I won’t. Anyway, about me and Christy… Yeah, I’ll have to tell her some of it, but I guess I’m waiting for the right time. On the other hand, that’s one of the things that’s so appealing about Gina.”

      “What about her?”

      “Her family and mine are best friends. They’re nudists and swingers too.”

      “Ah, right! The parties. You mentioned her. So you wouldn’t have to explain your deep, dark secrets to her.”

      “Right.”

      “Then let me ask you this: do you think Christy can handle them? ’Cause you can’t change your past. You can hide it, but sooner or later, it always catches up with you.”

      “That’s kinda what I’m worried about. Christy has this whole good-girl, bad-girl thing going on. Wren says she isn’t as goody-goody as I think, and I’ve seen flashes of that. Give the girl a glass of wine and she’s as flirty as anyone. But when she’s sober, when she thinks she needs to act like a ‘good Catholic girl’—”

      “Mmm hmm.” She heard the quotes.

      “—she’s a goody two shoes.”

      “I’m not so sure,” she said after a moment. “You said she hadn’t had a drink when she kissed you.”

      “A glass of wine at dinner, but that’s all. And that was a while before. She was stone-cold sober at the time. And just to be clear, I kissed her.”

      “Yeah, but she kissed you back. And she was sucking your finger before you did. That doesn’t sound like a goody two shoes at all. I mean, when I suck someone’s finger, I’m not thinking about going to confession.”

      I laughed.

      “So maybe you’re oversimplifying things.”

      “Maybe. But I’m still worried about telling Christy about my past. Maybe I’m reading too much into her behavior.”

      “Maybe you should actually talk to her instead of making assumptions.”

      “Ha! Listen to you. Who’s the shrink now?”

      “Hey, I just know how it was with Daphne and me. Some of my favorite memories are when we just talked.” She laughed softly. “That and watching her dance.”

      “Seriously? Me too.”

      “You too what?”

      “Watching Christy dance. Ballet.” I explained about her impromptu routines after aerobics.

      “With me it was always watching Daphne at the club.”

      “I bet. She’s—”

      Someone knocked on my door.

      “Hold on a sec,” I said to Sara. To the door, “Yeah? C’mon in.”

      Christy opened the door and stuck her head in. “Sorry to bother you…”

      “No problem. What’s up?”

      “Only, you’ve been talking for two hours, and… Are you almost done?”

      “Holy crap! Really?” I looked at my watch.

      “Sorry. It’s just that I told my mom I’d call, and…”

      “I’ll wrap up,” I told her. “Gimme five minutes.”

      She nodded and smiled. “Tell Sara I’m sorry. Oh, and tell her to let us know about the show. Okay?”

      “Will do.”

      She smiled again and pulled the door closed.

      “The little princess needs to call the queen,” I told Sara.

      “Huh?”

      “Christy needs to call her mother.”

      “Oh, right! Sorry. I speak in visual metaphors.”

      “Ha! You do. Speaking of which… Christy wants you to let us know about the show.”

      “She’s just nice, isn’t she? I mean, like, honest-to-God nice.”

      “Yeah, she is. Well, except when I’m a jerk to her.”

      “Then don’t be a jerk to her. Jesus. How hard is that?”

      I laughed. “Harder than you think!”

      “I have faith in you. Now, let her call her mother.”

      “Right.”

      “And…”

      I could almost hear her gathering her courage.

      “Thanks for trusting me about that stuff, earlier.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Makes me feel better about trusting you.”

      “You can always trust me.”

      “I’m starting to realize that.”

      I smiled. “Take care, Sara. Talk to you soon. And let us know about the show. We’re excited for you.”

      She laughed, much to my surprise. “Did you just say ‘we’? Like you’re a couple?”

      “Oh my God… I did!”

      “Wedding bells,” she teased with a laugh. Then, “Take care yourself. Talk to you soon.”

      We said goodbye and hung up. I held the phone to my chest for a moment longer. I smiled as I replayed the last few minutes of conversation in my head.

      “You’re pretty nice yourself, Sara Gilman,” I said to the ether. “You just save it for special people.”
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        * * *

      

      I came home after judo on Thursday and checked the mail. I had a letter from Gina. I opened the envelope as I climbed the stairs. Then I checked my watch. Trip and the girls wouldn’t be home for twenty or thirty minutes. I locked my bedroom door, tossed my bag in the corner, and stripped off my clothes. I flopped on the bed and started reading.

      
        
        Dear Paul, I finally climbed out of the bath. I was thinking of you and had to take care of things. Again. Now I’m one big wrinkle! Are you sure you can’t fly out to LA? I’ll make it worth your while. Ha ha! Just kidding. I know you can’t. Maybe I can come visit you in Knoxville. I just don’t know when. I’m busy with class, the sorority, the clinic, you name it. Too many things going on, I guess. And I have to keep studying for the MCAT. I should be doing that now instead of writing to you. But the test is so far away and you feel so much closer.

        

      

      I felt a surge of affection and paused to imagine her writing that. The little head interrupted my romantic fantasy.

      Impatient organ.

      When I started reading again, I scanned ahead and realized the letter wasn’t as steamy as I’d hoped. I left my penis to its own devices and kept reading.

      Regan hadn’t come home yet when Gina started her letter. That was a good sign, she said, since the non-Greek guy was good for her. A lot of frat guys felt they could do anything they wanted, especially with “little sisters.” So Gina thought it was good for Regan to date someone who treated her like a real person instead of an easy lay.

      She also wrote about her work at the clinic and how she enjoyed making women’s lives better. Most of their patients were from poor families who’d come to America looking for a better life. Many had never seen a doctor before.

      
        
        Oh, Paul, sometimes it breaks my heart! Some of these girls are younger than me and they’re already pregnant with their second or third child. They’ll come in with a baby on their hip and another child in tow. One girl last week was sixteen. Sixteen, Paul! When I was sixteen I barely knew what sex was. Can you imagine what would’ve happened if I’d gotten pregnant? How much our lives would have changed? Yet these girls—no, these women—just bear it all and get on with their lives. They’re so inspiring!

        And I’ll tell you, my Spanish has improved a thousand percent. They tell me I sound like a “gringa,” but I can’t tell the difference. They actually call me “la morena.” That means “the dark girl,” more or less. They know I want to be a doctor, and they all tell me to study hard. Can you imagine? They’re barely making ends meet and trying to raise their own children, yet they’re telling ME to work hard and do well in school? If I didn’t know before that I was on the right career path, I definitely do now.

        

      

      The rest of the letter was more about her everyday life. She threw in a few tidbits about how she wanted to get together with Heather Wellesley sometime, but none of it was stroke-worthy. Part of me was disappointed. I’d been looking forward to a good jerk-off session. But another part told me to grow up. Gina was a real person, not just an easy fantasy.

      She was also 2,000 miles away, I reminded myself. I reached for the envelope and checked the postmark. The letter had taken five days to wing its way across the country. I thought back to my last letter to her and then did the math. Five days for that one, too.

      Did I really want a long-distance relationship? When a simple conversation took ten days? Hadn’t I decided against it already, the year before?

      I scoffed. Gina didn’t want a relationship at all back then, long-distance or otherwise. So it’d been easy to “decide” I didn’t want one either, especially since it wasn’t really an option in the first place.

      Things were different this time. Gina did want a relationship. She hadn’t said it openly, but I knew her well enough to read between the lines. And even a long-distance relationship would be so much easier than trying to convince Christy to become a swinger.

      When I was being especially honest with myself, I had to admit that I enjoyed the swinger lifestyle and didn’t want to have sex with only one person for the rest of my life. I didn’t have a problem with emotional monogamy, but sexual monogamy would bore me to death. So any woman I dated would eventually need to join the club, so to speak. Would Christy be willing to do that? Wren seemed to think so, but I wasn’t so sure.

      I thought back to Kendall. She’d overcome her inhibitions but hadn’t been able to escape the guilt that came with it. She always needed my “permission” to do what she really wanted. I saw many of the same warning signs in Christy.

      But Christy made me smile. Not just smile, she made my heart race. The little head thought she was awesome. She drove the big head crazy sometimes, but I’d learned long ago that the opposite of love wasn’t hate (or anger or frustration or anything similar). It was indifference. And I didn’t feel the least bit indifferent about Christy.
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        * * *

      

      After we returned from the Sports Bubble on Friday, Trip and Wren showered and packed an overnight bag. I thought it was cute that they were traveling with one bag instead of two. That’s what couples do, after all.

      Christy and I told them to have fun and waved goodbye. Then we headed upstairs to shower ourselves. I made the mistake of using the third-floor bathroom again, so I didn’t get any hot water. I didn’t have any of my bathroom things either. I groused about needing a duplicate set as I wrapped the towel around my waist, padded down the stairs, and knocked on the bathroom door.

      “You decent? Mind sharing?”

      Steam plumed out when Christy opened the door. I noticed her smile first. Her cheeks were rosy from the heat. My eyes slid to her cleavage next. Her breasts were small, but round and firm. She laughed when she saw the direction of my glance.

      “Come in, Mr. Peeping Tom.”

      “Hey, a peeping Tom likes to watch people undress. So… unless… you know…”

      “Unless what?”

      “Unless you wanna take off that towel.”

      She rolled her eyes but smiled and moved closer to the sink.

      “How ’bout Mr. Cold Shower?” I suggested as I slid behind her.

      “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry. I forgot again, didn’t I?”

      “Eh, I did too. It’s okay. Just a little shrinkage.”

      She snickered. “I know what that is.”

      “So do I, unfortunately.”

      “I’m sure he’ll get big again in no time.” She smiled at me over her bare shoulder.

      “‘He’? Do you have a name for him?”

      “What do you call him?”

      “Treacherous Organ.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Totally.”

      “Not John Thomas or Little Paul or anything like that?”

      “Nope. You’re welcome to come up with a nickname if you’d like.”

      “I told you,” she said with faux primness, “not until we’re married.”

      “And I told you,” I reminded her, “it’s gonna happen long before then.”

      “Says you.”

      “Yep. Says me.” I looked at her steamy reflection in the mirror and felt my brow furrow. “Hold on, have you been drinking?”

      She half-turned and looked up at me. “No. Why?”

      “Because you’re awfully flirty.”

      Her cheeks turned pink again.

      “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?”

      “No, Mr. Clever… uh…”

      “Mr. Clever Uh,” I teased. “That has a nice ring to it.”

      “I’m not as quick as you are with words. So sue me.”

      “Can I use you instead?”

      Her eyes widened in shock and surprise, but she didn’t immediately bolt.

      “Think about it,” I said calmly. “Sue, S-U-E. Rearrange the letters and you get…?”

      “Oh! Use! Ha ha. Okay. I thought you were saying…”

      “I know. Although I sorta meant it like that too. I wouldn’t mind using you. In all sorts of naughty ways. But I don’t think we’re at that point in our not-relationship. I mean, we just started not-kissing the other night.”

      She blushed and faced the sink again.

      “But you still haven’t told me why you’re being so flirty.”

      “Well, if you must know…”

      “I must, I must.”

      “Well, if you must know,” she repeated, “I’m in a good mood.”

      “Oh. Okay. What’s up?”

      She shrugged. “I’m just happy is all.”

      I thought I knew why, but I didn’t press her on it.

      She grabbed a bottle of lotion from the shelf above the toilet. She squirted some into her palm and lifted one foot to the toilet lid. She rubbed the lotion into her smooth, firm calf. Then she slid her hands up her thigh.

      I watched out of the corner of my eye. Part of me—okay, most of me—was hoping to get a glimpse of the promised land. She was too conscious of what she was doing to give me a free show, but she definitely noticed me watching.

      “Would you do my back?” She handed me the lotion and turned away. Then she strategically lowered her towel wrap. She stopped when it reached the top of her butt.

      “Oh, you’re good.”

      She grinned over her shoulder. “Have to keep some surprises for our wedding night.”

      “The only surprise I’m going to have on my wedding night,” I said as I squirted lotion into my palm, “is that the woman of my dreams actually married me.”

      I rubbed the lotion into her skin. It was smooth and flawless, with a light dusting of freckles. She pulled her hair aside, and I massaged her shoulders and neck. She closed her eyes and moaned softly, so I took my time. After a minute I squirted more lotion and continued down her back.

      “So tell me,” I said conversationally, “what makes you think you’ll be able to keep any secrets from me?”

      “I have a lot of willpower.”

      Her breathing had grown quicker, and my hands felt the lie. I chuckled and rubbed the top of her butt. She relaxed when my hands slowly moved up her sides. My fingertips came to rest just under her armpits. I could’ve easily reached around to cup her breasts. She must’ve been thinking the same thing, because she held her breath. I grinned and bent my lips to her shell-like ear.

      “I have a lot of patience,” I said softly. “Which do you think will win?”

      “My willpower.”

      “Uh-uh. Guess again.”

      “Your patience?” she said automatically.

      “Mmm hmm.” I kissed her ear. A moment later I deliberately shattered the mood. “Want me to do your front?”

      She blew out her breath. Then she pulled up her towel and tucked it securely over her breasts. She whirled around, but I caught her before she could push past me. I held her close and waited until she looked up.

      “I really am patient,” I said. “And I’m completely serious about the secrets… we won’t have any on our wedding night.”

      Holy crap! I thought. Did I just talk about our wedding?
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        * * *

      

      We made dinner in companionable silence, punctuated by plenty of smiles. Christy broiled salmon steaks and cooked rice pilaf. Wren had left everything with instructions. I poured the wine and fixed a bowl of salad, no instructions required.

      When everything was ready we took our plates into the dining room. On impulse, I searched drawers in the sideboard until I found what I was looking for. Then I made a production of fitting two long taper candles into holders.

      “I thought we’d like some ambiance,” I said as I struck a match. “After all, it’s our first dinner alone together.”

      “I’d’ve dressed nicer if I’d known,” Christy said. She was wearing a sky blue cashmere sweater that matched her eyes, along with light gray stirrup pants and dark blue leg warmers.

      “Nah. You’re fine. At least you’re dressed nicer’n I am.” I gestured at my Park City sweatshirt and cutoff sweatpants.

      “I dunno. I think you look ruggedly handsome.”

      “Well then,” I said, and raised my glass, “to classically beautiful and ruggedly handsome.”

      She laughed and clinked her glass against mine. Her eyes smiled at me over the rim as she drank.

      “Oh ho!” I said. “Do I see flirty girl coming out?”

      “Maybe,” she said coyly.

      I refilled our glasses.

      “We’d better eat before it gets cold,” she said.

      We chatted about classes and projects as we did. Then we lingered over the empty plates and finished the bottle of wine.

      “Open another?” I suggested.

      “Sure. Why not.”

      “Let’s clean up first and then relax.”

      “Okay.”

      After we finished in the kitchen, we moved into the living room with our glasses and a fresh bottle of wine.

      “You have homework?”

      “Yeah,” she said, “but I don’t really wanna do it.”

      “Me either. I feel like reading instead.”

      She nodded.

      “My book’s upstairs. Want me to get yours while I’m up there?”

      “Sure. It’s on my nightstand.”

      I returned a minute later. She was sitting on the couch with her legs tucked under her. She held her wineglass loose in one hand and stared pensively at something only she could see. Her other hand was at her mouth, where she unconsciously sucked the tip of her thumb.

      I watched her for a moment and felt a rush of pure longing. She seemed so small and fragile that I wanted to hold her and never let her go.

      She looked up and saw me. Her expression went from cloudy to bright to cloudy again. “What?”

      “Nothing. Just… you look really pretty.”

      She blushed and studied her wineglass. “Thank you.”

      I sat on the end of the couch and gestured for her to join me. She scooted closer, and I held out her book, The Little Drummer Girl.

      “What’s it about?” I asked. “Any good?”

      “It’s a spy novel. Israeli agents, Palestinian terrorists, an English actress. It’s fun.”

      “You’ll get along just fine with my mom,” I said with a chuckle. “She loves John le Carré. And Ian Fleming, Ken Follett, Robert Ludlum, all those guys.”

      Christy smiled and then nodded at my book. “What’re you reading?”

      “Prometheus Unbound.” I showed her. “It’s poetry, but not really. It’s a lyrical drama, basically a play.”

      “Prometheus. Cool. He gave fire to mankind, right? I like that story. Will you read some to me?”

      “Um… sure.”

      Her smile lit up. She set her book on the floor and stretched out beside me. Then she rested her head on my leg and looked up at me with innocent blue eyes (that weren’t so innocent, I reminded myself).

      “Comfy?” I teased.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      I opened the book and began reading. Then, ever so casually, I moved my left hand to her stomach.

      She sighed instead of pushing me away, so I began rubbing gently. She closed her eyes.

      I finished the page and turned to the next with one hand. I reached the end of a scene about ten minutes later.

      “I love listening to you,” she said softly. “You take your time and don’t rush.”

      And I’ll do the same to you, I thought.

      She must’ve been thinking the same. Her breathing grew a bit quicker, and her nipples showed through her bra and sweater. I edged my hand toward them. Her eyes snapped open.

      I smiled calmly and slid my fingers between her flattened breasts. I found her bra catch through her sweater. She still didn’t move or speak. I pinched the clasp and popped it apart. Her eyes widened at how easily I’d done it, but that was all.

      “Take it off,” I said quietly. It wasn’t a request.

      She sat up immediately but then stopped. “You too.”

      “Me too what?”

      “Your underwear.”

      My eyebrows rose. “Okay,” I said at last. “But your panties too. All of it. Off.”

      She nodded jerkily. Then her eyes darted around the room.

      “Trip’s office.”

      She nodded and left the room.

      I stood as soon as I heard the door close. Then I untied my shorts and shucked them and my boxers in one motion. My erection bobbed gently as I pulled the shorts back on. I sat down again and did my best to make my trapped hard-on look presentable.

      Christy returned after a minute. She set her bra and panties on the chair. I smiled when I saw them. They were cobalt blue, a matching set, satin with lace trim.

      I patted the couch next to me. Her eyes immediately went from my hand to the outline of my cock. She picked up her wineglass and drained it. Then she lay down and rested her head on my leg again.

      I smiled and caressed her face, and she closed her eyes to savor the touch. After a moment I returned my hand to her stomach and began moving my fingers. I picked up my book and started reading again.

      Christy crossed her ankles and squeezed her thighs together. She was trying to be discreet, but I saw out of the corner of my eye.

      I kept on reading, and my fingers moved in slow, ever-widening circles that eventually reached her breast. I squeezed the firm flesh through her sweater. She let out a sigh that turned into a moan when I circled her sensitive areola. The cashmere was so thin and her nipple so hard that I could feel the contours of it.

      She re-crossed her legs and began rubbing her thighs together unobtrusively. I watched in my peripheral vision and wondered if she could get off that way. I decided to help, so I teased her nipple. She did her best but sighed in exasperation after fifteen minutes of fruitless pleasure.

      “Sit up,” I said. “Kneel here, next to me.”

      She moved into place, and her leg felt warm and soft next to mine.

      “Give me your left hand.” I placed it on my erection, and her fingers closed automatically. “Good?”

      She nodded silently. Her nipples rose and fell with her aroused breathing.

      I kissed her, long and lingering, and tweaked her nipple as we separated. Then I gently tugged her toward me. She moaned and kissed me again. Her fingers tightened around my cock. My shorts were loose enough that she could grasp it almost completely.

      “Go slow,” I said. “Patience, remember?”

      She swallowed hard and nodded.

      I took a sip of wine. Then I held the glass to her lips and let her drink as well.

      “Thank you,” she said, the first words she’d spoken since before she’d taken off her underwear. “I was thirsty.”

      I kissed her again and we began making out. She was tentative at first, so I didn’t push things. She became adventurous as her comfort level grew. She kissed my cheeks and down my chin. Then she nuzzled the hollow of my neck. Her kisses were soft but insistent.

      I pulled her closer. She gasped when I grabbed a handful of her ass and squeezed. The thin fabric of her stirrup pants felt like a second skin. After a moment I grasped her left hand and used it to stroke my cock through my shorts. I let her continue on her own and cupped her breast again.

      Her lips found mine, and she sucked my tongue. She laughed when my dick jumped in her hand.

      “I think he likes me.”

      “Hmm, lemme think.” I pretended to ponder for a moment. “He does,” I said at last. “I mean, I don’t get an erection unless I like someone.”

      She grinned.

      “Maybe you can see it for real sometime. Not just modeling or through my shorts.”

      “I’d… like that.”

      “And maybe you can draw it.”

      Her eyes lit up.

      “But…”

      “But…?”

      “We should probably slow down. I know that’s probably the last thing you thought you’d hear from me, but…” I shrugged. “I can’t explain it.” Oh, I could, I thought, but not with your hand on my cock.

      “I… understand.” She frowned and turned thoughtful. “Is it me? Because I’m not…?”

      “Not what?”

      She blushed and looked down. “A virgin.”

      I actually laughed.

      She leapt up and tried to run away, but I caught her wrist.

      “Sit down,” I said. She tried to pull away, so I put some authority in my voice. “Sit!”

      She obeyed immediately.

      “Look at me.”

      She did.

      “It has nothing to do with you. I couldn’t care less if you’re a virgin. No, I take that back. I’m glad you’re not.” I took a moment to gather my thoughts. “Look,” I said at last, “I want to slow down for me. I have… a complicated history. There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

      “I don’t care about any of that!”

      “You should. ’Cause it affects you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I know. And I can’t explain. Not now. Not yet. And definitely not after such a nice night.” I lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. “I like you. And I want to get to know you better. But we have to go slow. If you were any other girl, someone I didn’t really care about, I’d take you upstairs and fuck you silly.”

      She blushed at my choice of words but didn’t object to the idea itself.

      “But I do like you,” I continued, “so I don’t want to screw this up. I… need to figure out how to tell you some things. Okay?”

      She nodded.

      “And I can’t do that when we’re making out with our hands all over each other.”

      “I know. I can’t…”

      “I can’t help it either. You make me want to do naughty things to you. Seriously naughty.”

      She lowered her eyes and smiled.

      I had a thought. “You know why we work out?” I said. “Trip and I lift weights; you and Wren do aerobics. We play sports; you go to the pool.”

      She nodded.

      “No pain, no gain, right?”

      “Of course. But what’s that—?”

      “Be patient. I’ll get there.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Tonight’s pain is that we both go to bed horny and alone.”

      She thought about it and nodded.

      “I really wanna sleep with you, but we’d both feel guilty in the morning.” She started to deny it, but I stopped her. It was the wine talking. “You would, and you know it. And I’d feel guilty for taking advantage of you when you were drinking.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      “The long-term gain from tonight is that we might actually have a chance at a real relationship. I don’t want another notch on my bedpost.”

      “I don’t want that either.”

      “So I’d rather slow down and do things right. No pain, no gain. Does that make sense?”

      “Yes.”

      I chuckled softly. “Sometimes doing the right thing is hard.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Sometimes doing the right thing is hard.”

      She rolled her eyes and laughed. “I knew you were gonna do that!”

      I grinned and kissed her gently, but pulled back before we could heat things up again. “Other times doing the hard thing is right.”

      Her eyes widened.

      I chuckled but then turned serious again. “I had a good night.”

      “Me too.”

      “But give me some time. Let me figure out how to tell you things. And then we’ll do it again. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “In the meantime, I really need some time alone, if you know what I mean.”

      She laughed. “Me too.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “It’s a sin,” she said. “I know, but… I can’t help myself.”

      I surprised her with a kiss and let it heat up this time. After a moment I pulled her hand to my erection. She began stroking and moaned into my mouth when I teased her nipple. I felt my resolve weakening, so I gently pushed her away before it failed completely.

      “I thought I’d give you some inspiration,” I said guiltily. “But if we do that again, I’m gonna forget everything I just said and have my way with you, right here, right now.”

      Her eyes asked what was wrong with that.

      I chuckled. “We will. Trust me. And not on our wedding night.” God! I’d done it again! “Just be patient. No pain, no gain.”

      She nodded.

      “Now,” I said matter-of-factly, “if I don’t go upstairs, my pain is gonna be blue balls.”

      “Oh, you poor thing,” she teased.

      “Hey, I dunno if there’s a female equivalent—”

      “There is. Sort of.”

      “—but I know you’ll be suffering too if you don’t… you know.”

      “Go upstairs and commit a sin?”

      “It isn’t a sin.” I touched her face and lifted it to mine. “It’s natural. Everyone does it. Just because a bunch of celibate old men say it’s wrong doesn’t make it so.”

      “I know. It’s just…”

      “I get it. You have a lifetime of Sunday school that tells you one thing, but your body tells you another.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Listen to your body.”

      “I don’t have much choice. She’s screaming at the top of her lungs.”

      “‘She’?” I asked with a grin. “Do you have a nickname for her? Miss Kitty?”

      Her cheeks turned rosy and she shook her head.

      “That’s okay. I’ll think of one. But for now… we’d better stop.” I stood and pulled her with me. My erection had softened a bit, but it still made a healthy bulge in my shorts.

      Christy grinned at it.

      “Whoa, don’t make me regret what I’m about to do. Seriously. Stop looking at it. You’ll just encourage it.”

      “Him.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “Your penis. It’s a him.”

      “Okay, it’s a him.” The bulge was turning into a tent again. “But I need to go take care of him, or he’s gonna do it himself. Now, upstairs. March!”

      “Yes, sir, captain, sir!” She saluted. Then she dashed toward the stairs.

      I raced after her, but she was too quick.

      We came to a halt at her bedroom door, breathing hard and grinning.

      I quickly grew serious. She looked up, and her eyes found mine. I bent to kiss her but kept it short and sweet.

      “Thank you for tonight,” she said softly. “It was nice.”

      “It was. And I take back what I said after the party.”

      “What’s that?”

      “This is the best no-sex not-date I’ve ever had.”

      She grinned and stretched upward for another kiss.

      “Goodnight,” I said at last. “I’ll see you in the morning. We’ll talk.”

      “Okay.” She smiled and closed her door.

      I took a deep breath and slowly walked to my room. I replayed the evening in my head as I kicked off my shorts and pulled the sweatshirt over my head.

      “Yep,” I said to Wren, wherever she was, “three to zip. Gonna be a shutout, I think.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning I ran for an hour and a half, nearly twelve miles by the time I finished. I was thinking about Christy, of course, and what I wanted to tell her. I had a lot to say, evidently.

      She was sitting at the kitchen table when I finally returned home. I held up a finger and drank straight from the faucet. I didn’t want to make myself sick, so I stopped long before I wanted to.

      “Sorry,” I said at last. “I was parched. Need to get a water bottle or something if I do that again.” I plucked at my sweatshirt. “Is it hot in here? I think it is. D’you mind?” I pulled the sweatshirt over my head and fanned my T-shirt. “Guess I didn’t cool down enough outside. It’s warmer than when I left, too. And I think it’s hot in here. Gotta check the furnace. If I ever find that contractor, I’m gonna—”

      She was grinning.

      “What?”

      “You’re chattering,” she said calmly.

      “Oh my God! I really am turning into you.”

      “They say couples become more like each other.”

      “Are we a couple now? Or a not-couple?”

      “I don’t know. We still have to talk.”

      “Um… yeah,” I said. “About that. D’you mind if I shower first?”

      She smiled and shook her head. “Do you want me to make you breakfast?”

      “Yeah, that’d be nice. Thanks.”

      “What do you want? I can’t really cook bacon and eggs.” She scrunched up her nose. “Can’t bring myself to touch the bacon. Yuck!”

      “That’s okay. Surprise me.” I glanced at my watch. “Fifteen minutes?”

      She nodded.

      I dashed upstairs, raced through my bathroom routine, and returned to the kitchen exactly fourteen and a half minutes later.

      Christy grinned and checked her watch. “That was quick. You’re five minutes early.”

      I checked my watch again, just to make sure.

      “What? Did I do it again? I always get the hands mixed up.”

      “Why don’t you just buy a digital watch?”

      “Are you kidding? A big ugly plastic thing on my wrist? No, thank you.”

      I had to admit, her slim gold watch matched her slim wrist. “Yeah, okay. I see your point.”

      “Thank you. Now, have a seat while I finish your breakfast.”

      “Nah. I’ll help. What’re you fixing?”

      “A gourmet meal fit for a king!” She looked chagrined. “Better known as cereal, toast, and melon. Sorry.”

      I laughed. “Sounds perfect. What can I help with?”

      “Will you do the melon? The big knife scares me.”

      “Sure.”

      She buttered the toast and poured the cereal while I cleaned and sliced the cantaloupe.

      “Orange juice?”

      “No thanks,” I said. “It makes the melon taste weird. Probably just milk.”

      She delivered plates and bowls to the kitchen table.

      I set a plate of melon slices in the middle and joined her.

      “This is actually my second breakfast,” she said.

      I chuckled. “You’d make a good hobbit.”

      “What’s that?”

      I blinked at her.

      “What?”

      “You’ve never read The Hobbit? The Lord of the Rings? You’re kidding, right?”

      “Uh-uh. They’re books, I know, but that’s about it.”

      “They’re only the greatest fantasy stories ever written!” I told her about them as we ate. She followed most of it and acted interested, but her eyes glazed over a couple of times. I finally stopped and laughed at myself.

      “What? I was enjoying it. What happened with Frodo and the ring?”

      “You want me to spoil it for you? Never mind. There’s no way you’ll read the books, is there?”

      “Sorry, probably not.”

      “That’s okay. Frodo and Sam make it to Mount Doom. Then Gollum attacks and bites Frodo’s finger off, along with the ring.”

      Her eyes went wide.

      “Gollum falls into the fires of Orodruin and the ring is destroyed. The End. There’s actually lots of other stuff that happens after that, but it doesn’t matter.”

      “It sounds very interesting.”

      “It is, but you probably couldn’t care less.”

      “I care that you care,” she said. “That’s what makes it interesting to me.”

      I was struck by something similar that Gina had said.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Random thought,” I lied. “Then again, maybe not so random.” I brushed away some crumbs. Then I stacked the dirty dishes. I was stalling and knew it. “Okay,” I said at last, “here goes. The talk I promised you.”

      “I’m ready.”

      “Right. So, you remember Kendall?”

      Her eyes tightened.

      “Ah. Got it. Well, this is going to be about her.”

      “Okay,” she said cautiously.

      “And… during my run I thought about what I wanted to say. I went back and forth: PG version or the R-rated one?”

      “Which did you decide?”

      “At first, the PG. But just now I changed my mind. The R-rated version is why it’s important. In case you haven’t guessed, it’s about sex. But I’ll clean things up from the X-rated version. Something tells me you don’t want a blow-by-blow account.”

      “I guess it depends. I grew up with older brothers. So I overheard all kinds of stories.”

      “Probably not like this one. So let’s stick to the R-rated version. If you want to know more, ask. But be careful. I’ll tell you the truth. Some of it might get… let’s say ‘interesting’ and leave it at that.”

      She nodded.

      “Okay, so… Kendall.” I drew a deep breath and marshaled my thoughts. “I have to start a bit before her, with Gina. She was my first serious girlfriend. We started having sex when we were sixteen. Then we met Kendall, and we were both interested in her.”

      “Wait… both?”

      “Mmm hmm. Gina likes girls too. So did Kendall.” I looked at Christy. “Now you understand why I wasn’t shocked when I met you and Wren. I mean, I realize that most women aren’t bisexual, but I seem to attract the ones who are. Not surprisingly, I’m attracted to them too.”

      “I’m not really like that,” she said. “You know… bisexual. I like guys.”

      “Oh, you’re bisexual, all right. And that’s okay. Better than okay, in fact. I don’t think I’d be interested if you weren’t.”

      Her protests died in a hurry.

      “Seriously,” I said. “Remember I told you that Gracie and I broke up because we weren’t compatible? Well, she was way too conventional. That’s only part of it—plenty of other things didn’t mesh with us—but it was a big part.”

      Christy nodded.

      “Back to the main story. Some of this you know, some will be new. But I’m gonna tell it from the beginning just in case.”

      “Okay.”

      “So… Kendall was lonely when Gina and I first met her. We both liked her, so we asked her to join our relationship. It was a lot more complicated and emotional than that, but that’s the gist of it. In retrospect, I think Gina went along because she thought she might lose me. I was thinking with my dick at the time. Big surprise. I loved both girls, but we were young, and none of us knew what we were getting into.”

      “And you were all… um… having sex? When you were sixteen?”

      “Yeah. It was… pretty wild.”

      “You can say that again. No, don’t! I get it.”

      I grinned. “Right. So, Gina and I went to high school together, but Kendall lived in Chattanooga. Gina and I were mostly normal boyfriend and girlfriend, but Kendall was always in the picture. I mean, she was my girlfriend too.” That was a gross oversimplification, but I wasn’t ready to go into my history as a swinger just yet. Baby steps, I told myself.

      “Kendall was two years ahead of us in school,” I continued. “She came to UT first. Then I fell in love with the School of Architecture here and decided to come too. Gina came by default. She really wanted to go to UCLA, where she is now, but she didn’t want to break up with me. Not at the time, at least. I thought things would be great with all three of us together. Once again, that was more wishful thinking by the little head.

      “Things didn’t work out like I’d hoped, obviously. Kendall was a lot more manipulative and deceitful than I’d realized.” I felt a flare of anger and took a deep breath to snuff it out. Once I had my emotions under control, I came clean about the other reasons. “I was a big part of the problem too. I was immature,” I said frankly. “Clueless, idealistic, self-centered, you name it.

      “So… Gina and I broke up. The truth is, she dumped me. For lots of reasons, but mostly because I didn’t pay enough attention to her. Then she transferred to California. I thought it would be all right with just Kendall and me, and for a while it was. But then… I guess I started to see more of the real her, that she’d kept under wraps before.

      “I’ve had a lot of time to think about it since then. I don’t think Kendall really changed all that much. I think I did. I took off the blinders and started seeing her flaws. You’re a lot like her, by the way.”

      Christy’s eyebrows flew up. “Exactly how?”

      “Not the flaws! Sorry. Your upbringing. She was very Baptist. Sunday school, church picnics, that sort of thing. And she had this ideal in her head of what a ‘good Christian girl’ should be. It didn’t match up with who she really was, so she felt guilty about it.”

      “I’m not like that at all,” Christy protested.

      I gave her a flat look. She replied by crossing her arms, so I arched an eyebrow with polite disbelief. When she set her jaw, I took a deep breath and settled back to wait.

      “Okay, fine, Mr. Patient! Maybe I am like that. But what’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing. Not the church part, at least. I mean, I don’t really care if you’re Catholic, Protestant, or a Moonie. As long as it makes you happy. The problem is when who you think you should be clashes with who you are.”

      She opened her mouth to object but then closed it again.

      “Back to Kendall. Things were pretty normal between us, but she had some wild sexual fantasies. The details don’t really matter. I never had a problem with any of them. I mean, they were consensual and no one was hurt. To be honest, they were pretty exciting, even when they involved other guys.”

      Christy’s eyebrows flew up at that.

      “The problem was how she dealt with them. Her fantasies, I mean. Like I said, she had this mythical Baptist ideal, but her fantasies clashed with that. So she never really started anything. She always needed me to do something so she could be a ‘bad girl,’ so to speak. And once I did, she didn’t seem to have any control over how far she went or what she did.

      “That’s how I felt, at least,” I said. “I’m sure she did have control, but it seemed to me that she always took things too far. Because in her mind, I was the one responsible for her actions. She never was. If she were, she might’ve had to admit to herself that she wasn’t who she thought she was.”

      I sounded bitter, even to myself, so I took another deep breath and brushed away imaginary crumbs.

      “I’m simplifying things,” I said eventually, “and I don’t know any of this for a fact, but it all makes sense when I think about it now. Basically Kendall wanted to have her cake and eat it too, to be a ‘good girl’ in public but a ‘bad girl’ in the bedroom. And she always put the burden on me. I ‘made’ her do the bad-girl things. They were never something she did herself.

      “That’s how I saw it, at least. Well, toward the end. At first I just enjoyed the wild sex. I mean, what guy wouldn’t, right? Kendall was every guy’s fantasy, the body of a Playmate and a total nympho in bed.”

      “It’s a wonder you ever broke up with her,” Christy said derisively.

      I shot her a piercing look. “Gee, you’d think I only care about looks and sex. Hey, she’s a woman, only good for two things, right? Just how shallow do you think I am?”

      She cringed as my sarcasm hit home.

      “Sure,” I continued in a calmer tone, “I’m attracted to a pretty face or a nice body, but they aren’t everything. I learned a long time ago that sex is important, but it’s only part of the equation. So yeah, I broke up with Kendall. I walked away from a nympho Playmate. And you know what? I don’t regret it a bit. Never have, never will.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “These days I’m more attracted to talent, ambition, intelligence, or even a friendly personality. That’s why I’m attracted to you. All of it. Yeah, I think you’re pretty, and you have a nice body, but that’s just the superficial stuff. What’s inside is what really matters in the long run.”

      I paused and decided how much I wanted to reveal next.

      “Look,” I said at last, “I’m in real danger with you. I’m falling for you and it scares me. Not because of you, but because of me. I see a lot of similarities between you and Kendall. I’ve been down that road before, and it didn’t work out. You’re different in most ways, but I think you have a wild side too. Wren seems to think so, and she knows you better than I do.

      “So I want to have a relationship with you—I think you do too—but I don’t want to end up in a situation where you feel guilty about anything we do together. That’s why I overreacted after the party, when you went to Mass. I know you enjoy going to church. I know it makes you happy. But I also think you have this unrealistic model in your head about what a ‘good Catholic girl’ is. Maybe you can talk to Sara about it. She was raised Catholic, so she understands the pressure you’re under better than I do.

      “And just so you know, I don’t want you to give up your faith. I guess I hope you can find a way to enjoy it and accept that no one wants you to be a madonna on a pedestal. I certainly don’t. I want someone real, with flaws and everything. And if one of your flaws is that you like wild sex or kinky fantasies, that’s okay too.”

      She snorted. “I bet it is!”

      “Seriously. I see something in your eyes. I feel it when we kiss. You’re holding back and hiding a lot. Maybe because it scares you. Maybe because you think it’ll scare me. It won’t. Trust me.” I paused to let my words sink in.

      “But that’s why I wanna take things slow,” I went on. “I don’t wanna rush and have sex before you’re ready. I may end up with a permanent case of blue balls, and we may have some misunderstandings and hurt feelings along the way, but I think you’re worth it. No pain, no gain. Right?

      “So… that’s what I wanted to talk about. I know it’s a lot, but it’s really important to me. I’m sorry you have to deal with my baggage from Kendall. You aren’t like her in one important way. You’re more honest with yourself, so you’re willing to change. Your Dying Replicant sculpture really convinced me. You had a good idea, but you changed it when it wasn’t exactly what you wanted.” I fell silent for a moment and stared at my hands.

      “I guess I’m hoping I’m what you really want,” I said at last. “I know I’ll have to change too, but I’m willing to give it a shot. I mean, that’s what relationships are all about, right? Compromise.”

      “I…” She cleared her throat. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Don’t say anything, I guess. But think about it. Talk to Wren. And maybe talk to Sara. She likes you, and I think she’ll give you honest advice. And… one more thing.”

      “What?”

      “If you decide I’m full of crap and don’t know what I’m talking about, or you just don’t want to deal with my issues, or whatever… let me down easy, before I get my heart broken. Okay?”

      “Okay,” she said softly.

      I nodded once and then stood. On impulse I bent to kiss her cheek. I thought she might rebuff me, but she turned toward me instead.

      The kiss was tender and affectionate, and it surprised us both.

      “I’ll… I’ll think about what you said,” she said.

      “Okay. And I’ll lay off the flirting and seduction for a while. We can just be friends. No matter what else happens, I hope we never lose that.”

      She nodded.

      “I’m gonna go for a run. Again. I’m still tired from the first one, but I need to think. And I’ll probably kick myself for screwing up what might’ve been a really good relationship while it lasted.”

      “You didn’t screw it up. I just…” She shook her head. “I don’t know what to think.”

      “That makes two of us.”
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        * * *

      

      The phone rang later that afternoon. Wren and Trip had returned a couple of hours earlier and she answered it. She shouted up two flights of stairs, “Paul, phone!” I set aside my X-Acto knife and fitted the piece of foamcore to my model. She yelled again.

      “Hold your horses!” I hollered back. “One minute. Take a damn message if it’s so urgent!”

      Christy stuck her head into my studio. “Want me to see who it is?”

      “Nah. I got it. Just needed to get this piece into place before the glue dries.” I tapped gently and slotted it into position. Then I wiped my hands on my rag. (I’d become obsessive about clean hands. You learn that lesson when you have to replace an entire wall section because you smudged it with dirty fingers. But again, I digress.)

      I ran downstairs to my bedroom. I smiled and thought of Erin as I picked up the phone.

      “I got it. Thanks.”

      Wren hung up.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Paul. It’s Mom.”

      “Oh, hey! Sorry I haven’t called in a while. Been busy with a project. It’s due the week after Thanksgiving, and I still have a lot to do. It’s for Professor Joska, so I can’t wait to the last minute if I want an A.”

      “When did my little boy become a grown-up?”

      “I’ll let you know when it happens. Till then, I’m just a scared kid who doesn’t want to disappoint his elders.”

      “So I’m your ‘elder’ now?”

      “Technically, yes. But not in this case. The elder in question is Joska.” I did a credible imitation of his accent, “You’ll have to do better than that, Mr. Hughes.” I shook my head in frustration. “Sometimes he drives me crazy, Mom. I swear to God, I think he makes up stuff to ding me on. ‘This line is too fuzzy, Mr. Hughes. Use harder lead. The grain in this wood looks like birch, not poplar. Your proportions are too much like Wright. They should invoke Hughes. Do not copy. Innovate!’”

      She laughed. “Welcome to the real world.”

      “Can I go back to being a kid again? I swear I’ll be good and clean my room.”

      “Sorry. Nice try, though.”

      “Yeah, I know. I just never realized it would be so hard.”

      “It always is when you want to be the best.”

      “Well, at least I’m doing okay on that score. I’m in the top of my class. I want to be number one, but the competition is pretty stiff.”

      “I have faith in you.”

      “Yeah, thanks. Love you too. Anyway, I’m sure you didn’t call to hear me complain. So, what’s up?”

      “Can’t I call just to see how you’re doing?”

      “Sure, you can. But we’re a ‘no news is good news’ family. So if you call, something’s up.”

      She laughed. “Guilty as charged. It’s about Thanksgiving.”

      “I’m still planning to come home the night before. Do you need my room for visitors or something? I can sleep on the couch.”

      “Um… no. We’ve had a change of plans. We won’t be there.”

      “Oh? Why not?”

      “Well, we’ve been in touch with some old friends from our Navy days.”

      I heard something in her voice. “By ‘friends’ do you mean friend-friends or special-friends?”

      “The latter.”

      “Got it.”

      “They’ve invited us to come to Hawaii for a week. They have a timeshare, so it has to be the week of Thanksgiving.”

      “Wow. So it’s that kind of vacation.”

      “It is. We’ve gotten together with them a couple of times to see if the interest is still there, and it is.”

      “So now you’re going to spend a week in Hawaii with them? Good for you. Have fun.”

      “Are you okay with it? I know it’s the first Thanksgiving we haven’t been together as a family. But since you’re a functioning adult, and Erin shows every sign of becoming one, we thought… Well,” she finished with a laugh, “you know what we thought.”

      “So you and Erin are getting along better since the wedding?”

      “Night and day,” Mom said. “I think she realized that having a mother who looks out for her isn’t always a bad thing. And I realized that maybe she isn’t so immature after all. She was in a tough spot and handled herself well. Maybe she shouldn’t’ve been in the spot in the first place, but I was young once too, believe it or not. I’ve done a few dumb things in my life and had to talk my way out of them. Erin did okay.”

      “Wow. Maybe you’re growing up too,” I said, only half joking.

      “Had to happen sooner or later.”

      I laughed. I’d said the same thing to Gina.

      “Anyway, are you okay with us going away for Thanksgiving? Erin is planning to spend it with Leah and the Coulters. Since you and Gina are getting along better, we thought…”

      “Gina won’t be there,” I said. “She’ll be with her roommate, Regan.”

      “Oh. Okay. I didn’t know. I guess I’ve been so busy with this Hawaii thing that I didn’t even think to ask. I just assumed…”

      “You know what happens when you assume.”

      “Right. So, now that I look like an ass…”

      I laughed. “You don’t. It’s fine.”

      “I’m sure Grandma and Grandpa would love to see you. Or Nana and Papa.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “I mean, it’d be nice to see them, but I should probably stay here and work on my project. I still have to finish my model. My drawings too. And I need to type up all my handwritten notes in the computer. That’s on top of studying for finals in all my other classes. I hate to sound like a functioning adult, but…”

      “All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.”

      “Jack doesn’t have my professors.”

      “I understand. Are you sure you’re okay with us going away?”

      “Yeah! Absolutely. I’m sure there are plenty of other people whose parents are abandoning them for a week of swinging in Hawaii. I can have turkey and gravy with them.”

      She laughed. “Let me know if you actually find anyone like that. We’ll want to meet their parents!”

      “Ha! Listen to you. You sound like a teenager who just discovered sex.”

      “More like rediscovered! We can travel for fun now. We’re looking forward to an empty nest. Not that we don’t love you and Erin, but…”

      “You’ve made a lot of sacrifices because of us. I get it. And thanks, by the way. But yeah, that’s cool. Have fun. Gather ye rosebuds and all.”

      “Do you know what poem that’s from?” she asked with a laugh.

      “Crap! I don’t. Tell me, O English Major Mother.”

      “It’s ‘To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time.’”

      It was my turn to laugh. “Okay, not entirely appropriate.”

      “The sentiment is.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “So, while I have you, tell me what’s going on in your life.”

      We talked for a while longer and then said goodbye. I was a little disappointed to miss Thanksgiving with my family, but I really did need the time to finish my project.

      Besides, it’s just one weekend, I told myself, not some life-changing event.
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        * * *

      

      Part of me worried that things would get weird between Christy and me, but they didn’t. We had a normal dinner with normal conversation and everything. Then she and Wren put their heads together and took their conversation upstairs to her studio. They absconded with the rest of the wine and left the dirty dishes to Trip and me.

      After we cleaned up we took over the dining room table to work on his design project. He’d come up with a serviceable design, good but not brilliant. I critiqued his drawings and offered a bunch of suggestions. I sounded like Professor Joska, which annoyed me to no end.

      Wren came downstairs half an hour later. She breezed through the dining room and gave Trip a kiss in passing. On the way back, with a full bottle, she bent and kissed me.

      “Good job,” she said.

      She wasn’t talking about the project.

      “What was that about?” Trip asked when she’d gone back upstairs.

      “I had a big talk with Christy this morning.”

      “No fireworks?”

      “No. Went pretty well. Told her a bit of my history.”

      “Ah. I’m sure I’ll hear about it tonight.”

      “Yeah, probably. Can’t keep anything secret around here.”

      “Just so you know,” he said, “Wren and Christy tell each other everything. If one of ’em knows, the other does too.”

      “I kinda figured.”

      “And they aren’t like us. They give details. Like, intimate details. Christy probably knows more about my sex life than you do. Just a heads-up.”

      “Got it. Thanks. Now, let’s take a look at that case study of yours. If you change the design, you’ll have to…”

      Christy came downstairs the next time, about an hour later. She patted my shoulder on the way by. When she returned with a full bottle, she paused and gave Trip a sisterly kiss on the cheek. Then she planted a whopper on me. I felt lightheaded when she pulled away.

      “Um… not that I mind,” I said, “but are you okay?”

      “Mmm hmm. We aren’t drunk or anything. Just buzzed. Having a girls’ night. You guys have fun. You know where we’ll be.” She waved and headed toward the stairs.

      “That was interesting,” Trip said when she was out of earshot.

      “Very. And if you don’t mind, tell Wren I’m trying to slow things down. Christy gets really flirty when she’s drinking.”

      “Gee, you think?”

      “Exactly. So it’d be easy for me to take advantage of her when she is. I really don’t want that.”

      “Okay. I’ll tell her.”

      “Thanks. I don’t think I need a chaperone or anything, but I’m a little worried what’ll happen if we’re both drunk. Then the little head does most of my thinking.”

      “Been there, done that.”

      “Right. Anyway, let’s get back to your site plan. I think you should…”

      The girls came out of Christy’s studio a little after eleven. We heard them giggling from two floors down.

      “Oh, boy,” Trip said under his breath.

      “Right. Good thing we’re more or less done.”

      “Thanks for all your help, man. I didn’t realize how much I miss having you around to give me advice.”

      “I’m always here. Sorry I’ve been busy with my own stuff. I should’ve made more time for you.”

      “It’s okay,” he chuckled. “We aren’t dating.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. Sorry. Couldn’t resist.”

      We stood as the girls entered the room.

      “Trip Whitman,” Wren said, “the bases are loaded, an’ I need a gran’ slam.”

      “That isn’t all that’s loaded,” I stage-whispered.

      Christy giggled.

      “I heard that,” Wren said. “Yes, we are loaded. Horny too.”

      “Speak for yourself!”

      Wren ignored her. “Hustle up,” she said to Trip. “You’re on deck.”

      “She’s really kinda cute when she tries to talk baseball,” he said. “Better give her what she wants. Batter up!”

      “Doubleheader if you’re lucky,” Wren promised.

      “Already am lucky.” He ushered her toward the stairs. “Especially with you as my bat girl.”

      Christy rolled her eyes when they’d gone. “She drank a lot more than I did.”

      “I could tell.” I nodded at the seat next to me. “Join me?”

      “I’m a little hungry. You want a snack instead?”

      “Sure.”

      I sliced carrots while she cut an apple in half and smeared it with peanut butter.

      “Aren’t you having anything?” she asked.

      “Nah. I’m still full from dinner.”

      “Lucky you.”

      “Wish I knew where you put all this,” I said.

      “Me too.”

      I sat at the kitchen table with her while she ate. I told her about Trip’s project and the changes we’d made.

      “Wren said he’s really struggling,” she said. “He has to work a lot harder now. He doesn’t get it like you do, and it bothers him.”

      “He has other talents. He gets the business side of things.”

      “Yeah. She said he’s doing well in his management class.” She fell silent and ate her apple.

      “So,” I said when she finished, “is that all you talked about?”

      She shook her head and looked down at her plate. She wiped up stray peanut butter and absentmindedly sucked it off her finger. She blushed when her eyes met mine and she realized what she was doing.

      “If you eat any more peanut butter, I may have to leave the room.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      “I know. Sorry. I’ll be nice. So… you told Wren what I said?”

      She nodded.

      “Did she have anything to add?”

      “The usual.”

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

      “It isn’t that. It’s just that I have a lot to think about.”

      “Okay. I can live with that. Like I said, I’m patient.”

      “I’m glad.”

      I took her plate and set it in the sink. “You ready for bed?”

      “Separately or together?”

      My jaw didn’t quite hit the floor.

      “Sorry,” she said with a laugh. “I can’t be a good girl all the time. I have to keep you interested.”

      “You’re doing fine,” I said. “But after that comment and the peanut butter, I need some alone time. Are you coming or not?” I realized what I’d said too late.

      She grinned. “Coming, I think.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “You’re cute when someone beats you to a pun.”

      “It doesn’t happen very often. Now come on, Little Bit, let’s go.” I turned out the lights as we walked through the house and up the stairs.

      She stopped at her bedroom door. “Thank you for being patient with me.”

      “You’re welcome. Thanks for not running away this morning.”

      She nodded.

      “Well, goodnight.”

      “Goodnight.”

      “And sweet dreams.”

      She grinned. “Of peanut butter.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Running was my time by myself to think and work things out. Cooking was Wren’s. I had no idea what she needed to work out, but she made a big meal on Sunday, a rack of lamb with all the trimmings.

      “I’ve been wanting to do this for a while,” she said as she set the platter on the table.

      Christy politely hid her reaction to the sight of the meat and bones sticking up.

      “Oh, relax,” Wren said to her. “I made you a special entrée. Quail stuffed with dates.”

      Christy brightened immediately. “Thank you.”

      “And we have a special Bordeaux tonight. My dad has a case of this tucked away. I sort of borrowed a couple of bottles.” She smiled at Trip. “Being daddy’s little princess has its perks sometimes.”

      “That it does,” he said agreeably.

      Christy and I shared a covert smile. Trip and Wren had been especially nice to each other since their Halloween blowup.

      “So,” he said as we dug in, “I was thinking… let’s talk about New Year’s plans.”

      “Party?” Christy said hopefully.

      Trip glanced at Wren.

      “Sort of,” she said. “We were thinking of renting a cabin in Aspen or Breckenridge.”

      “Ooh, that sounds fun!” Christy said.

      Wren shot a glance at Trip.

      “Maybe all four of us could go,” he said on cue.

      I set down my knife and fork. “Have you completely gone over to the dark side?”

      “You don’t know the power of the dark side!” he said in his best Darth Vader voice.

      “Yeah, I think I do,” I said. “She’s a freakin’ force of nature.”

      “You can say that again,” Christy said. Then she shot me a warning look.

      “Right,” I said agreeably. I added a grin. “See? I can change.”

      She laughed. “You can.”

      “About New Year’s,” Trip said doggedly. “We all love skiing, and it’d be fun to get away for a couple of days before we start school again.”

      “Tell you what,” I said, “let’s get through this quarter first. Okay?”

      “But we’ll need to rent the cabin,” he said. “And we’d better do it early.”

      “Whose side are you on?” I said.

      “Hers! Are you kidding? I know what’s good for me.”

      Wren simply smirked.

      “We haven’t even had Thanksgiving yet,” I objected. “Speaking of which, what’re you all doing?”

      “Gonna spend it with Wren’s family,” he said, “and Christmas with mine.”

      She looked mildly annoyed that I’d managed to hijack the conversation, but she didn’t interrupt.

      “Her father always has a big party Wednesday night for all his employees. So we’re going to that.”

      “And since Christmas is such a big deal with Trip and his little brothers,” Wren added, “we’ll be at their house for the holidays.”

      “So you’re already splitting time between your families?” I teased.

      Christy grinned at me.

      “It’s almost like you’re married already.”

      “You’re just jealous,” Trip said around a mouthful of lamb. “This is really delicious, babe.”

      “Yeah, I kinda am,” I said. “I mean, I’m happy for you both. But it’s still fun to tease you.” I didn’t want Wren to re-hijack the conversation, so I turned to Christy. “You going to San Diego for Thanksgiving?”

      “Mmm hmm. Almost everyone will be there. My mom isn’t sure about Rich, but we’ll still have a full house.”

      “Sounds like fun,” I said.

      “It will be. I love spending time with my family. It’s chaotic, especially with all my nieces and nephews, but…”

      “You love chaos,” I finished for her.

      “What can I say?” She took another bite of her quail. “This is good. Thank you, Wren.” She looked back at me. “What’re you doing? Home to Atlanta?”

      “No. I think I’ll stay here. I have a ton of work to do.”

      She set down her fork with an uneaten bite of quail. “No, you can’t!”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s Thanksgiving. It’s family. How can you stay here?”

      “Well, I don’t have much choice. My parents are going to Hawaii with friends. Erin’s spending it with Leah and her family. I don’t really want to go to the Coulters’, and I don’t want to spend it with either of my grandparents. It’s okay,” I told her. “I don’t mind. I have plenty of work—”

      “But you can’t. You’ll be all alone.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t mind.”

      “Don’t be silly. You can come home with me.”

      Even Wren was shocked, although she reacted quicker than I did.

      “That’s a wonderful idea,” she said.

      “I can’t.” I reacted without thinking, mostly to forestall Wren. “I mean… it’d be a huge imposition. Besides, you said so yourself, your parents have a full house.”

      “Nonsense,” Wren said. “One more won’t make a difference. Besides, you need to meet Christy’s family anyway.” The rest was unspoken: Your future in-laws.

      I looked at Christy. “Do you really want me to come?”

      “I do.” She blushed when she realized what she’d said, but she didn’t take it back.

      “I’d… like that.”
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      I didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about Christy during my run on Monday. She’d gone from housemate to something close to a girlfriend in the span of a few days, but that didn’t really bother me. I wasn’t even nervous about spending Thanksgiving with her family. If anything, I was looking forward to it.

      Instead, my problems involved Gina, and I could name the cause in one word: guilt. I hadn’t replied to her letter, hadn’t thought about her much since it arrived, and felt like I was stringing her along. Altogether, that was a recipe for an extra-long run and no easy answers.

      Did I really want a long-distance relationship for a couple of years, maybe more? Could I make it work even if I did? Could Gina? Part of me still thought it would be easier than persuading a sometimes-naïve Catholic girl to become a swinger.

      But I was convinced that Christy had a wild side. I’d seen flashes already and heard more from Wren. I thought I could coax it out of her. Even so, did I want to give up Gina for the long-shot possibility of a relationship with Christy?

      Yes? No? Maybe?

      I don’t know.
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        * * *

      

      I made time later that evening to write Gina a letter. I spent most of it telling her about Trip’s project, my own, and the house remodel across the street. I carefully avoided anything about my parents’ trip to Hawaii or my Thanksgiving plans. I didn’t mention Christy at all, which made me feel even more guilty. A lie by omission is still a lie, after all.

      I was still thinking about it when Christy came home from working late on her exhibition piece. I heard the front door close and voices downstairs as she talked to Wren and Trip. Then she came upstairs with a foil-covered plate cradled on a folded dishtowel. She smiled tiredly when she saw me. Then she walked straight into my studio and sank to the floor beside my chair.

      “You would not believe how much work I still have to do,” she said. “Siobhan wants me to make a half-scale marble dust version of The Dying Replicant. The small one doesn’t convey enough emotion, she says.”

      “She’s probably right. Anything I can do to help?”

      “Maybe pose for me? I can scale up from the small one, but it’d be easier and quicker with you there. Not to mention the moral support.”

      “Can do,” I said.

      She removed the foil from her dinner and started eating.

      “You want anything now? A drink? Dessert?”

      “Oh, that’d be awesome. I didn’t have enough hands. Do you mind?”

      “Not at all. What do you want? Coke? Juice? Water?”

      “Maybe just some water. And… do we have any whiskey from the party?”

      “I can check.”

      “My nerves are shot, and I could really use something to settle them.”

      “One water and one whiskey, coming up. And I’ll see what we have for dessert.”

      “Thanks. You’re amazing.”

      I headed downstairs.

      Wren and Trip were working together at the dining room table, their usual hangout on school nights.

      “Do we have any more Jameson?” I asked her.

      “Uh-oh. I thought she was okay.”

      “Just frazzled.”

      “Yeah. She said she’ll be working every night this week and probably through the weekend if she wants to get everything done.”

      “Anything we can do to help?” Trip asked.

      “I’ll let you know.”

      Wren stood and gestured for me to follow her into the kitchen.

      “Aren’t you going to gloat?” I said.

      “About what?”

      “I’m taking care of Christy like she’s my girlfriend.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Wren said. “I only gloat when you’re being stubborn.”

      “Mmm. But now that I’m doing what you wanted all along, you’re a gracious winner?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” she said. “I’m jumping for joy on the inside. But I’m also worried about my best friend. You’re taking good care of her, so I’m giving you a break.”

      “Seems fair.”

      She opened the cupboard where we kept our liquor and took down the bottle of whiskey. “Hey, babe,” she called to Trip in the dining room. “Would you put Jameson on the liquor store list?”

      “Got it,” he called back.

      She swirled the liquid in the green bottle. “Enough for two. You want one?”

      “Sure. Why not.”

      She took a tray from a bottom cupboard and set it on the counter.

      “We have any dessert?” I asked while she filled glass tumblers with ice.

      “Cookies okay? They’re store-bought. In the pantry.”

      “Cool. Thanks.”

      A few minutes later I headed upstairs carrying the tray laden with late-night goodies. Christy was sitting where I’d left her, eating tiredly. I set the tray on my desk, filled the two whiskey tumblers, and handed one to her, followed by a glass of ice water. I took my own tumbler and sank into the chair.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      “You’re welcome. Cookies are on the tray.”

      She finished eating in silence and then took a long drink of Jameson. She sighed.

      “Better?”

      She nodded and took another sip.

      I could almost see the liquor work its way through her.

      “Would you rub my neck like you did the other day?”

      “Sure. Slide over.”

      She scooted into place between my feet, and I began massaging her shoulders and neck. She moaned and lolled her head forward.

      After a while she finished her drink and set it aside. Then she wordlessly climbed into my lap, where she curled up with her head on my chest and fell asleep in minutes.

      I carried her downstairs once I was sure she was good and asleep. I met Wren and Trip on the way up.

      “She okay?” Wren asked quietly.

      I nodded. “Just tired. Fell asleep in my lap.”

      “You’re a good guy,” Wren said. “I don’t care what people say.” She brushed back a strand of Christy’s blonde hair with surprising tenderness. “Come on, I’ll help put her to bed.” She turned and rose on tiptoe to give Trip a kiss. “Go on to bed yourself. I’ll be there shortly.”

      He nodded.

      I carried Christy into her bedroom and waited for Wren to clear a pile of clothes from the bed. I grinned to myself and surveyed the chaos.

      “Here you go,” Wren said. “Let me take off her shoes first.”

      Christy sighed and snuggled deeper into the hollow of my shoulder.

      “Okay. Set her down and then help me get her jeans off.”

      “Better if you do it,” I said as I laid the sleeping girl on the bed.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. You’ll see everything eventually, but…”

      “It needs to be her decision.”

      “Right.”

      “I’ll wait in the hall.”

      Wren emerged a few minutes later. She stretched upward and kissed me on the cheek. “Seeing you with her makes me love you even more.”

      “But in a sisterly way.”

      She chuckled, low and suggestive. “Only if your sister wants to screw your brains out.”

      My eyebrows shot up. My sister did, in fact, want to do just that. But Wren didn’t know that. Not unless she could read minds.

      “Down, boy.” She laughed and patted my arm. “As soon as you and Christy are together and she’s ready.”

      “You don’t need a doubleheader tonight?” I teased.

      “Oh, God, I’d love a doubleheader! You have no idea how much I want you and Trip together. But we can’t. Christy wouldn’t understand. Not yet.”

      “I know.” I glanced at her closed bedroom door and thought for a moment. “You really think she has the makings of a swinger?”

      “Totally. She’s so hot for you she’d do just about anything.”

      “Yeah, but she has to want it. And not just for my sake. You remember how it was with Trip.”

      “Yeah. And I’ve talked to Susan about it too.”

      My eyebrows headed north again.

      “Of course. She gave me her phone number. Told me to call any time I wanted to talk.”

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      “She thinks you and Christy would make a good match.” She grinned, but I saw the barest flicker of irritation at the corners of her eyes.

      “Lemme guess,” I said with a low chuckle, “she also thinks Gina and I would make a good match.”

      The flicker flared to life. “I didn’t say that.”

      “But you were thinking it. I know Susan—better than you do—and she’d’ve said it was up to me.”

      “So what if she did?”

      “Take her advice. All of it. Yeah, Christy and I might make a good match, but we’re a long way from that. Gina and I have a history together—a pretty good one, too—and she isn’t out of the picture yet.”

      “No, but she’s in California. And Christy’s here.”

      “You know, I think I noticed something like that,” I said with gentle sarcasm.

      “Well, it gives her home field advantage. Soon enough you’ll be undressing her for bed. Then you’ll climb in beside her.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “No maybe about it.”

      “Goodnight, Wren,” I said firmly.

      “Ugh. I hate it when you’re like this.”

      “What? Thinking and acting for myself? Yeah, I can see how that would drive you crazy.” I kissed her forehead. “Just let me do things my way, okay?”

      “All right,” she said ungraciously. “But hurry up. I’m dying for that doubleheader you mentioned. And Christy…! Oh, God, Paul, you have no idea what she does to me.”

      “Then be patient. Good things come to those who wait.”
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        * * *

      

      The next two days passed in a blur. Christy and I spent both evenings in Siobhan’s studio. My biggest complaint was that I couldn’t really do anything while I posed. When I did the original Gaul’s pose, I could put a book on the floor between my hands. But I was kneeling in the new pose, which meant I couldn’t hold anything without changing the lines. So I spent a lot of time designing fanciful but completely impractical buildings in my head. Trip and Wren stopped by to check on us and bring us dinner, but that was about it.

      On Thursday we had to inspect the house across the street. I didn’t really have time for it, but Trip had already delayed once, and the contractor wanted to get his invoice paid. So we met him and Sayuri for a final walk-through. He was a lot friendlier than the foreman, but I still had the feeling that he didn’t like us.

      We added about a dozen things to the punch list, although most were cosmetic. The foreman and his crew had done a good job and hadn’t cut any corners that we could see. The contractor was polite throughout and treated us like we controlled the money (which we did). Still, we were all happy when it was over.

      Christy and I returned to Siobhan’s studio that evening as well. She was almost done with the clay sculpture she would use to make the mold, but she still needed to put the finishing touches on it. I thought it looked fine, but Siobhan stayed late and the two of them spent hours adjusting and fixing flaws. It was grueling detail work, and I didn’t envy them.

      They finally finished after ten o’clock, when Siobhan pronounced the model ready for the molding process. Christy seemed on the verge of collapse, and I thought I might have to carry her home. She found a reserve of energy, though, and made it under her own power. Wren was waiting for us with sandwiches, which Christy ate mechanically. She was simply stoking her furnace, nothing more. She went upstairs to bed without a word.

      I wanted to do the same myself, but I was woefully behind on my own project. So I thanked Wren for the sandwich and headed upstairs. The phone rang as soon as I reached the second floor. I detoured into my bedroom to answer it. I was so tired that I didn’t even smile when I picked up the flower-decorated handset.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, it’s Sara. Did I catch you at a bad time?”

      “Yes and no.” I looked at my watch and shook my head in irritation. “To be honest, I don’t think there is a good time these days.”

      “Oh, that’s right, it’s the end of the quarter. I don’t miss those days at all. But I’m sure it’s better than my life at the moment, so… tell me what’s going on.”

      I flopped on the bed and groaned as muscles protested after several hours in the studio.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Just a long day. A long three days.” I told her about Christy and Siobhan’s last-minute decision to create a half-scale version of the sculpture.

      “It sounds like they’re right, though,” Sara said. “You probably couldn’t see enough details on the small sculpture. I do the same thing with my photographs, blow ’em up when I want to really focus on emotions.”

      “Yeah, I agree. But unlike you, Christy can’t just blow up her smaller version. So she’s creating a new one. I’ve been with her the whole time, posing for the new sculpture.”

      “Not exactly quality time, is it?”

      “Believe it or not, it kinda is.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I used to love shooting Daphne. Just being with her was enough sometimes.”

      “Mmm hmm. You’re working together, even if one of you is ‘only’ the subject. It’s shared hardship.”

      “I used to stay up all night in the darkroom with a friend. I think she was secretly into girls, or at least curious.” She paused to enjoy the memory. “I wonder where she is now…”

      I chuckled. “So, I’m gonna venture a guess about Daphne. Things are still moving forward with her banker guy?”

      “Yeah. It’s more or less over between us.” She fell silent as the emotions hit her. “We still care about each other,” she said after a moment, “but she’s moved on, in her head at least.” She sniffed. “Sorry, I can’t believe I’m like this. Get it together,” she scolded herself.

      “It’s okay. Take a moment.”

      “No, I’m fine,” she continued in a stronger voice. “Anyway, she’s still living here, but I’ve noticed some of her things missing from our bedroom.”

      “She’s taking them to his place?”

      “Yeah. She’s also been hiding cash in my camera bag, my jacket, places like that, where I’ll think it’s mine.”

      “What for?”

      “She feels guilty, I think. And she knows I’ll need the money, especially when she moves out and I have to pay the entire rent on this glorious shithole dump of an apartment.”

      “Tell me how you really feel.” I laughed but then grew serious again. “She really does care about you.”

      “Yeah, I know. That’s what makes it so hard.” She sniffed and forced a laugh. “Sounds like you and the little princess are growing closer.”

      I smiled and went with the abrupt change of subject. “Yeah, but I feel guilty about Gina.”

      “So you’ve definitely made a decision?”

      “No. I wanna have my cake and eat it too.”

      “That never works.”

      “No kidding. I know that, but I’m still hoping. I mean, I feel like I’m giving up a sure thing for the maybe-kinda-sorta chance at something better. Does that make sense?”

      She laughed for real. “It does, actually.”

      “Still, faint heart never won fair lady.”

      “Ha! An old guy in one of the clubs used to say that to me.”

      “My grandfather says it.”

      “He doesn’t live in Memphis, does he?”

      “Florida.”

      “Okay. Good. I’d hate to think…”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I know. Too weird, right?”

      “Anyway, back to Christy and Gina. Sounds like you have decided, you just don’t wanna admit it. Like me and Daphne. I mean, I’m moving on too, I guess. I just don’t wanna admit it.”

      “Pretty messed up, aren’t we?”

      “Total psychos.”

      “You know,” I mused, “I used to think you actually were a psycho.”

      “If I was, it’s ’cause you were trying to steal my girlfriend.”

      “Fair enough.”

      She sighed at the memory, almost with nostalgia.

      “Your show!” I said out of the blue. “At the gallery! I haven’t asked you. I’m so sorry. I completely forgot. And when I tell Christy I talked to you, she’s gonna ask. So… what happened?”

      “Holy shit! I can’t believe I didn’t tell you either. Yeah! The gallery owner picked five of my pieces. She actually sold three of them, and I have a commission to shoot a magazine spread next week. It’s a dark sort of Christmas art series.”

      “That’s awesome! Congratulations.”

      “Yeah, thanks. I can’t believe I didn’t tell you.”

      “You had other things on your mind,” I said.

      “No fucking kidding.”

      We talked about the show for a few minutes, until I couldn’t contain a yawn.

      “It’s late there,” she said. “I should probably let you go.”

      “Sorry. I really enjoy talking to you, but… I still have a couple of hours’ work to do.”

      “I understand.”

      “Matter of fact,” I said, “I’ll probably be busy through the weekend too.”

      “Yeah, and I have my shoot on Monday.”

      “And then there’s Thanksgiving. Oh my God! I can’t believe I didn’t tell you…”

      “What?”

      “My parents are going to Hawaii, and you won’t believe what happened.” I told her about Christy’s invitation.

      “Holy shit. For real? She invited you to meet her family? That’s serious.”

      “No kidding.”

      “Are you nervous?”

      “Me? No. Seriously?”

      She laughed. “You’re always so goddamn confident. And I have to admit, you’re charming as hell, too. I’d’ve killed you if you weren’t.”

      “See? If I can win you over, her family will be a piece of cake.”

      We laughed and talked some more and agreed to catch up after Thanksgiving.

      “It was great hearing from you, Sara,” I said at last.

      “You too. You’re one of the few bright spots in my life at the moment.”

      “Same here. I hope you know that.”

      “I do,” she said quietly. Then she sniff-laughed. “Asshole.”

      “Made you cry, didn’t I?”

      “Yes. Fuck you very much.”

      “I love you too.”

      “You know, I actually believe it when you say that.”

      “You should,” I said. “It isn’t romantic love, but still…”

      “Thanks. That really means a lot.”

      I waited for a moment but then continued before the silence grew awkward. “Okay, now that we have that out of the way. I really need to hang up. I’m gonna fall asleep if I don’t get up and move around. And I still have a ton of stuff to do.”

      “Yeah, I know. Good luck with Christy and the sculpture. And I hope you figure out how to let Gina down easy.”

      “Thanks. Good luck with your magazine spread and everything. Are you doing anything for Thanksgiving?”

      “The gallery owner invited me to spend it with her and a few friends. I thought it was a friendly invite at first, but she called to remind me, so now I’m not so sure.”

      “Oh? Romantic possibility?”

      “Not sure. She’s twenty years older, so… I dunno. I hate to sound mercenary, but she’d be good for my career.” Her pause was as good as a shrug. “Sometimes you do what it takes.”

      “I guess you do,” I said at last. “Have a good Thanksgiving. I’ll call afterward, and you can tell me about your new gallery owner girlfriend.”

      “Yeah. And good luck with Christy’s family. Hope you charm ’em like you did me.”

      “Just without the shouting and threats of violence.”

      “Exactly!”

      “Take care, Sara. Talk to you soon.”

      “You too, Paul. And… um…”

      “Yeah?”

      “What you said earlier…?” She paused for a long moment. “Me too.”

      “I know,” I said quietly. “But I’m glad you said it.”

      “Well, don’t expect me to say it again.”

      “I won’t.”

      “So, yeah… I guess that’s goodnight.”

      “Yep. G’night. Talk to you soon.”

      The line clicked.

      I set the receiver on its cradle and rolled upright. Then I looked at my bedside clock and groaned. It was after midnight.

      “Screw it.” I began unbuttoning my shirt. Everything could wait till morning.
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        * * *

      

      Christy recruited a couple of art major friends to help with the next stage of her project. We transferred the heavy clay sculpture to a rolling table and wheeled it down to one of the molding and casting studios.

      We needed to build a box for the mold first. And even though Christy and her friends knew what to do, none of them had much experience doing it. I watched with amusement as they struggled with basic tools like a hammer and saw. At first I was a bit annoyed that Siobhan had simply cast Christy adrift without any guidance, but then I realized why I was there.

      I had to hand it to the older woman—she knew what she was doing. She gave her students guidance instead of doing the work for them. She taught them the skills, gave them the tools, and let them learn for themselves. And in this case, I was part of the lesson.

      I hopped off the cart where I’d been watching. “Here,” I said. “Lemme help.”

      “Oh my gosh, thank you,” Christy said.

      “Why didn’t you just ask me in the first place? You know I can do this.”

      “I didn’t want to impose. I mean, after all you’ve done…”

      “What? You think I have a limited amount of friendship?” I chuckled and took the saw from her before she hurt herself.

      “Have you ever made a mold?” one of the friends asked. She was a big-boned girl with a punk haircut.

      “No, but I’ve framed houses. Same principle. So, you draw what you want, and I’ll make it happen.”

      Christy, the punk girl, and her other friend (a tall, thin guy with bad acne) put their heads together and sketched out a basic box with slightly sloped sides. Christy started to put dimensions on it, but her math was terrible.

      “Here, give me that.” I laughed and took the tape measure from her. Then I measured the statue and made notes. I took their basic design and cleaned it up quite a bit. Then I added some structural support for the outside, to keep the plywood from deforming under the pressure of the mold material.

      “You have done this before,” the girl said.

      “No. But it’s fairly simple.”

      “He designs buildings,” Christy boasted.

      “So you’re an architect,” punk girl said, “not an artist?”

      I started to reply, but Christy beat me to it.

      “He’s both. Architecture is art. Michelangelo was an architect. He designed St. Peter’s Basilica.”

      I laughed. “So you were paying attention.”

      She beamed.

      “Michelangelo had help,” I told the other two. “He took over Bramante’s design and incorporated elements from Raphael. That’s basically what I’m doing here.”

      “Whatever,” punk girl said. “Let’s get a move on. We don’t have all night.”

      I didn’t particularly like her, but the girl worked hard and knew what she was doing in general. Christy and the guy held and fetched things for us, and we finished the basic structure in a couple of hours. We took a break when Wren and Trip showed up with a picnic dinner of sorts.

      “I knew y’all would be hungry,” she said as she laid out food on a makeshift plywood table. “And Christy forgets to eat when she’s working.”

      “I don’t have time for food.”

      “You still need to eat.” Wren gave me a look of disapproval, like it was my job to keep Christy properly fed.

      “Yes, mother,” Christy said with affection. “I promise I’ll be a good girl and eat all my vegetables.” She winked at me and began loading her plate.

      The others joined in. We chatted as we did, but then conversation died as we began shoveling food into our mouths. Christy ate all her vegetables, as promised, and went back for seconds. She wasn’t a quick eater, but she never stopped. Wren brought out a roll of aluminum foil and loaded two plates of leftovers for later.

      “Thanks,” punk girl said as she cleaned her own plate. “That was really good.”

      “You want to take some with you?” Wren offered. She brandished the foil.

      “If you don’t mind.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “Mine too,” the girl said.

      Something about her warmth made me pause. I shot a questioning glance at Christy, who nodded almost imperceptibly.

      After Wren finished with the leftovers for Christy’s friends, she and Trip began repacking the wicker clothes hamper they’d used to bring everything. Wren gave us hugs and told us not to work too late, and then they left. I scanned the box plans and told Christy’s friends that we could finish on our own. They took off as well, food in hand.

      “Come on, Little Bit,” I said to Christy. “Let’s knock this out.”

      “Just a sec.” She carefully pushed a pile of scrap lumber together at my feet.

      “What’re you doing?”

      “You’ll see. Hand me that board thingy.”

      “The two-by-four, you mean?”

      “Whatever it’s called. I need it.”

      She built up her pile until it was almost a foot tall. Then she tested its stability. She shifted a couple of boards.

      I thought I knew what she was doing, but I still smiled when she stepped onto the pile and rose to my level.

      She put her arms around my neck and kissed me. I caught her when the pile suddenly shifted. She never broke the kiss, though, and even locked her legs around me to hold herself in place. She squeaked when I grabbed her ass with both hands, but she still didn’t pull away.

      “That was nice,” I said when we eventually came up for air. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “For being the most awesome guy in the world.”

      “I bet you say that to all the guys.”

      “Only the ones I like.”

      “Oh? Is it a long list?”

      “It’s a list of one.” She grinned mischievously. “Although…”

      “Although…?”

      “It’s a long list of one, if you know what I mean.”

      I threw back my head and laughed.

      She smiled, and her blue eyes shone with pleasure.

      “We’d better get back to work,” I said eventually.

      “Spoilsport.”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “Kiss me again. One more time.”

      “Wait, you kissed me. You do it again.”

      “If you insist.”

      “I do.”

      She grinned.

      “What?” I said, suddenly uncertain.

      “I like hearing you say that.”

      “What… ‘what’?”

      “Uh-uh.”

      I thought back through what I’d said and then rolled my eyes.

      “Say it again, say it again.” She grinned like a little kid.

      “Make me.”

      “Do you want to kiss me again?”

      I nodded smugly.

      “No fair! You have to say it.”

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “Say it again, please?”

      I pretended to think.

      “Please, please. I promise, I’ll do whatever you want.”

      I glanced thoughtfully at the plywood table.

      She followed my eyes and blushed pink to the tips of her ears.

      “Whatever I want?”

      “Not that. Not till we’re married. I told you.”

      “And I told you, it’s gonna happen long before then.” I put my lips to her ear. “Long and hard and often.”

      She sighed.

      “Until then, we’ll just have to finish our box.” I grinned evilly. “Good thing we have plenty of wood. Even a small box needs a lot. We’ll have to give it a good pounding, too. And then we’ll fill it with lots of gooey white stuff.”

      She moaned.

      I kissed her ear and smiled to myself. “Just be patient.”

      “I don’t know if I can,” she said softly.

      “You can.”

      She pulled back, and her eyes searched mine. “You really think so?”

      “I do,” I said with a smile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Christy and I finally left the studio a little before eleven o’clock. The A&A building was abuzz with its usual end-of-quarter activity, and I was tempted to stop by the design labs to see which of my classmates were burning the midnight oil. Then the rational part of my brain kicked in, and I decided I didn’t care. I wanted to go home.

      Wren and Trip were listening to the stereo and enjoying a bottle of wine when we arrived. They invited us to join them, but Christy and I could tell by the music where things were headed. We chatted for a few minutes and then left them to their romantic evening.

      “You feel like a nightcap?” she suggested.

      “Sounds good.”

      We poured two glasses of Jameson and headed upstairs.

      “My place or yours?” I asked.

      “Mine. There’s a couch with my name on it.”

      “Right.”

      I slouched on one end of the couch and propped my feet on a beanbag. Christy took a long drink of whiskey and stretched out beside me with her head in my lap. She smiled when I rested my hand on her stomach.

      “Would you be offended if we’re just friends tonight?” I asked.

      “What’ll the neighbors think?”

      “Yeah, you’re right. We’d better get naked and have sex in front of the open blinds.”

      “We have a reputation to maintain.”

      We broke into giggles that faded into weary but companionable silence. When the phone rang and no one answered, we decided that Wren and Trip were otherwise occupied.

      “We gotta get an extension up here,” I grumbled as I climbed to my feet. “Add it to the list.” I trudged down the stairs and reached the phone in my bedroom.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey! I finally got you.”

      Christy appeared in the doorway. “Who is it?”

      “Hold on a sec,” I said into the phone before I covered the mouthpiece. “California girl.” Great, I thought sourly. Now I’m lying to Christy too.

      “Oh, cool. Say hi for me,” she said. “I’m going to bed. Thanks for all your help.” She tilted her face up.

      I kissed her goodnight. Oh, what a tangled web we weave… And I knew how the rest of that line went.

      Christy shuffled out. Her bedroom door closed a moment later.

      “Sorry,” I said into the phone as I swung my own door shut, “I’m back.”

      “Hot date?” Gina teased, although her voice had an edge. “I called and left several messages. Wren— That’s her name, right? Wren said you were out with Christy and wouldn’t be home till late. She made it sound like…”

      “We’re just friends,” I said, which was technically true, but a lie in most senses of the word.

      “Friends like you and Leah, or…?”

      Did I really want to have that conversation?

      Gina saved me from having to make a decision. “Never mind. I don’t have any right to ask.”

      “We were working on a project. She needed help building a box for a casting mold, and I volunteered.”

      “Oh, okay. I’m sorry I asked. Not sorry as in, ‘I don’t like the answer,’ but sorry I leapt to a conclusion. It’s just that Wren made it sound like you were on a date.”

      I sidestepped the question altogether. “You said you left several messages?”

      “Yeah. Didn’t she give them to you?”

      “She must’ve forgotten,” I said dryly. “In her defense, she and Trip were having a romantic evening while they had the house to themselves, but still…”

      “That’s okay,” Gina said. “I have you now, and that’s all that matters.”

      She sounded so affectionate that I felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. I drained the glass of whiskey. It burned going down, which made me think of guilt eating away at my insides.

      “…talk to you earlier,” Gina was saying.

      “Yeah, sorry. I don’t think I’ve been home before eleven all week. Closer to midnight, actually. It’s all project, all the time around here.”

      “I know what you mean, although most of my projects are research papers.”

      “We have to create things. Like, build them, I mean. Something physical.”

      “I always loved that about you, that you were so good with your hands. Not to mention your other body parts.”

      I felt a little dizzy—emotionally, not physically—and sat on the bed. I knew where she was headed, but I didn’t want to go there. I closed my eyes and scrubbed a hand over my face.

      “I wish you were here now,” she said, low and suggestive.

      “I do too, but I’ll be honest… I’d probably be just as useless.”

      Her tone changed immediately. “What’s the matter?”

      “I’m dead tired, Gina. Sorry. I’ve been up since six, and it’s after midnight here. And it’s not just today. My whole week’s been like that.”

      “I understand.” Still, she couldn’t keep the disappointment out of her voice. “Sometimes I forget about the time difference.” She didn’t, but it was a convenient excuse.

      “I’m really sorry. I’d love to have a steamy call, but I’m afraid I’d fall asleep in the middle.” I didn’t mention the whiskey, but I could already feel it working. “I don’t wanna hurt your feelings, so I figured I’d tell you.”

      “That’s okay,” she half-lied. “I’ll write you a letter instead. How’s that?”

      “That’d be awesome. I wrote you one earlier this week. Monday, I think. Mailed it Tuesday. Yeah, Tuesday. Did you get it today? That was quick if you did.”

      “No,” she said, “but I’ll get it eventually. In the meantime, I can write an extra. And maybe I can put in there what I want to do to you.”

      “I’d like that.” I sounded too disinterested, but she gave me the benefit of the doubt.

      “Okay. Then I guess I’d better let you get some sleep.”

      “Thanks. And I’m really sorry. I’ll try to call this weekend when I’m more awake.”

      “That’d be nice,” she said, although it was subdued.

      “Talk to you later, then.”

      “Yeah. Talk to you later. Goodnight.”

      “G’night.”

      I hung up, lay back on my pillow, and stared at the ceiling for a while. I was tired, but not as tired as I’d made it sound.

      Unfortunately, I knew exactly what the problem was, and Sara had nailed it: I’d already moved on. Gina was the past. Christy was the future, even with all my questions and doubts. Anything I did with Gina, even something as “innocent” as phone sex, would feel like cheating. Not physically, but emotionally. That bothered me.

      And my life wasn’t going to get any easier just because I understood the problem. If anything, it was about to get more complicated.
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        * * *

      

      Christy didn’t need my help to make the mold once the box was complete, so I worked on my own project most of Saturday. I finished the basic structure of the museum model and began adding watercolors for the landscaping. I also sketched out where I wanted to add physical landscape features like trees and bushes. The campus art supply store had a few basic modeling supplies, but I’d found a local model train store that had everything I needed.

      Most of the work didn’t require intense concentration, so I spent a lot of time thinking about Gina too. I needed to tell her how I felt. I loved her and always would, but I didn’t think we could make a long-distance relationship work. I also thought we were trying to rekindle the past instead of moving forward. And while I didn’t want to tell her about Christy, I owed her the truth for a change. The whole truth, and nothing but the truth, I told myself.

      I was distracted at dinner that evening, but Christy was too tired to notice. She finished her dessert, kissed me goodnight, and went upstairs to bed. Wren noticed my mood and gave me a hard look. I returned it calmly and then shifted my gaze to Trip.

      “I need to talk to Wren,” I said. “You wanna stick around for moral support? Or leave us to work it out?”

      “Gonna be fireworks?” he asked.

      “Depends on her. Probably not, though. Look at it this way… I have a bone to pick with her, but I don’t think it’ll involve bloodshed.”

      He glanced at her.

      “I’ll be okay,” she said. Then she kissed him. “You go work on your management paper.”

      “You sure?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay,” he said to both of us. “But if I hear any shouting, I’m gonna knock your heads together.”

      “Fair enough,” I said.

      Wren tried to stare me down when he’d gone.

      “Sorry, not gonna work,” I told her. “You’re in the wrong this time and you know it.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Gina.”

      The name landed with a silent thud between us.

      After a moment Wren said, “What about her?”

      “Last night. She called and left several messages.”

      “When?”

      “Don’t play dumb. It doesn’t suit you.”

      “I must’ve forgotten to give them to you,” she said with an air of indifference.

      “Did you even write them down?”

      “I don’t remember.”

      I sat back in my chair and studied her coolly. “You know why I don’t like your matchmaking?” I said at last. “You don’t play fair. You lie and cheat.” I held up a hand to forestall her objections. “I don’t mind a fair fight. Let the best man—or woman—win. But it’s never a fair fight with you, is it?”

      “I like to win.”

      “I do too. And I really don’t mind losing sometimes, especially when my… opponent… is so good.”

      She narrowed her eyes but nodded warily at the compliment.

      “I do mind losing if I think I was cheated. You might get what you want—me and Christy in a relationship—only to lose it when I feel like I’ve been manipulated. Okay?”

      She brushed away invisible crumbs and didn’t say anything. It wasn’t exactly an admission, but as close as I was going to get.

      “You know I’m falling for Christy. She told you, I’m sure.”

      She nodded.

      “So fighting dirty by not giving me Gina’s messages makes you look desperate. And it annoys me. I get pigheaded when I’m annoyed.”

      “You don’t have to tell me.”

      “So learn to win gracefully. An inch is as good as a mile. You’re winning with Christy and me. Who cares if it’s a shutout or a close score? For that matter, we shouldn’t even be keeping score. These are people’s lives we’re talking about here.” I stared her down until she nodded agreement.

      Then I continued, “Now, meddling with Gina and me is only gonna make me do things to spite you. You don’t want that. I don’t want that. It makes me feel petty and childish.”

      “Fine! All right.” She drew a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “I’m sorry I didn’t give you Gina’s messages.”

      “And you’re sorry you made it sound like I was on a date with Christy?”

      “But you were!”

      “Wren, we weren’t.” I let that sink in. “We were working on her project. A date is a lot more fun. Trust me, I know the difference.” I paused to add emphasis to my next words. “You wanted to make Gina doubt me. You did it deliberately to hurt her. That’s not a nice thing to do, no matter what your motives.”

      I leaned forward and put my hands flat on the table. “And let’s get one thing straight… I’m very protective of my friends. I don’t like it when someone tries to hurt one of them. Do you understand?”

      She avoided my gaze.

      My palm hit the table with a sharp crack!

      “Everything okay out there?” Trip called from his office.

      I looked a question at Wren.

      “We’re fine,” she said to him. “Paul was just… making a point.”

      He stuck his head out anyway. He surveyed the tableau and waited.

      Wren sat back and still wouldn’t meet my eyes. She looked at Trip instead. “It’s fine. I… did something mean. It was dumb, and I wasn’t thinking.” She met my gaze. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      I nodded.

      “Well,” Trip said, his voice deliberately light, “I’m glad I could help.”

      Wren looked at him and forced a smile. “Thank you.” Then her expression relaxed and she smiled for real. “We’ll be done in a minute. And maybe afterward we can have a drink together. All of us. I think I’m going to need it.”

      “You good with that?” he asked me.

      “Absolutely.”

      He laughed at the relief in my voice. Then he disappeared into his office and told us to call him when we were ready.

      Wren smoothed the tablecloth and stared at her hands for a long time. “I know I don’t fight fair,” she said at last, “and I’m sorry. I’ll try to do better. I… just get caught up sometimes.”

      “I know,” I said gently. “It’s what makes you good at anything you do. I admire that. And like I said, I don’t mind losing to a better opponent.”

      She smiled without lifting her eyes.

      “But you have to make me think I lost fair and square, not that I was cheated.”

      “I know.”

      “Because I’m completely lost where Christy is concerned.”

      Her smile peeked from behind the clouds.

      “Yeah,” I said with a soft laugh, “I’m head-over-heels falling for her.”

      “I told you so.”

      My expression slowly fell at the thought of what I had to do next.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Now I need to have a long talk with Gina.”

      “Oh.”

      “I can’t keep stringing her along. She’s a wonderful person and deserves a guy who’ll treat her right. I’m not doing that, so I need to be honest with her.”

      “Yeah. Are you going to call her tonight?”

      “I don’t think so. I want to sleep on it and figure out what I’m going to say.” I laughed at a sudden thought. “I’ll probably run ten miles tomorrow.”

      “You’re always calmer after you do.”

      “I know. It bugged the hell out of you until you figured that out, didn’t it?”

      “It did. I hate not knowing what’s going on.”

      “So… now you know what’s going on with Gina. Are you happy?”

      She started to say yes but then thought better of it.

      “Ah,” I said slowly. “The penny just dropped, didn’t it. For every win, someone loses. Real people with real lives, Wren. And someone loses. That hurts.”

      “I… hadn’t thought of that.”

      “I didn’t think you had.”

      “I’m definitely gonna need that drink.”

      I nodded. After a moment I stood and went to the kitchen, where I took down three glasses and reached to the top shelf for a lozenge-shaped bottle, Rémy Martin XO.

      “This okay?” I asked when I returned to the dining room.

      Wren took one look and laughed. “You sure know how to drown your troubles.”

      “Hey, when I do something, I do it right.”

      “You do,” she said softly. “I’ll have to remember that.”

      I set the glasses on the table and poured a healthy amount into each.

      “You know that’s about fifty dollars of cognac, right?”

      “We’re worth it.” I started to call to Trip, but she stopped me with a gesture.

      She picked up two glasses and handed one to me. She lifted hers, and I did the same. “One day we’ll look back on this and laugh,” she said. “I hope so, at least.”

      “I think we will.”

      “You’re a nice guy, Paul. Thanks for reminding me. I…” She sighed. “I was so focused on winning that I forgot that.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And…” She couldn’t help grinning. “You and Christy are gonna owe me for the rest of your lives. But—!” She held up a hand. “I have to let it happen on its own. I will. I promise.”

      I arched a skeptical eyebrow.

      “Shut up! I’m really trying here,” she protested. “Let me have my illusions, all right?”

      I laughed and touched my glass to hers.

      We drank.

      “Holy crap,” I said. “That’s smooth.”

      “Told you. There’s a small fortune in these glasses. You don’t drink three fingers of this like the cheap stuff.” She smiled at me. “But we’re worth it, like you said. You and Christy definitely are.”

      “You are too. You just need to act like it.”

      “Ugh. Don’t remind me.”

      “If I don’t, who will?”

      “That’s Trip’s job.”

      “Well,” he said from the doorway, “sometimes I know when to let the other guy do the heavy lifting.”

      Wren smiled and gestured for him to join us.

      “I decided to investigate when you two got quiet,” he explained.

      She nodded and slipped her arm around his waist.

      He picked up the third glass of cognac. “So, what’re we drinking to?”

      “To Paul and Christy,” Wren said.

      “How ’bout you and me too?” he suggested.

      “To all four of us,” I said, and raised my glass.

      We clinked them and drank.

      “Oh, man,” Trip said. “That is good.”

      “Feels kinda strange toasting without her,” I said. “Christy, I mean.”

      “We knew who you meant, dude.”

      “She’ll join us eventually,” Wren said.

      “You really think so?” I asked.

      Her eyes twinkled. “I don’t fight fair, remember?”

      “So help me God, I do!”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t run ten miles the next morning.

      More like twelve.

      I wanted to be honest with Gina, but honesty was a sliding scale, with brutal on one end and gentle on the other.

      Christy was sitting at the kitchen table when I returned from my run. She cradled her head in her arms, and she looked like she’d been there a while.

      “I can’t do it,” she said without looking up.

      I stripped off my sweatshirt and fanned my T-shirt to cool off. The house was thirty degrees warmer than outside.

      “I can’t do it,” she moaned again.

      “Nonsense. Have you eaten?”

      She shook her head.

      “Cereal and an apple?”

      She shrugged.

      “Wren bought more peanut butter,” I said in an effort to tempt her. “Come on, where’s my sunshine girl?”

      “Dead.”

      I laughed. She sounded like a petulant five-year-old. I poured two bowls of cereal and sliced the apple in silence. She didn’t move when I set everything in front of her, so I peeked in from the side.

      “Leave me alone,” she grumped.

      “Sit up and eat.” I slid into the seat next to her and took a bite of cereal. “What do you have to do today?”

      “Sleep.”

      I clanked her bowl with my spoon. “Sit up,” I snapped. “Now. Eat.”

      She jerked upright like a marionette. Her blue eyes were wide with surprise, but with dark smudges underneath.

      “I mean it,” I said. “Eat.”

      “Yes, sir.” She picked up her spoon.

      Wren shuffled in. She grinned at our little scene of domesticity. Then she communed with Mr. Coffee and opened a Coke for herself.

      “What’re y’all up to today?” she asked.

      “Pep talk and then working on her project,” I said.

      “What do you have left to do?”

      “If I had to guess, take the mold apart, clean it up, and get ready to pour the final statue.”

      Christy nodded glumly around a mouthful of cereal.

      “Want us to bring you lunch?” Wren asked.

      “And maybe dinner,” I said. “Just in case.”

      She nodded and left with a wave.

      Christy was almost human by the time she finished her apple.

      “There’s my pretty girl,” I said cheerfully.

      She smiled with genuine warmth, although I could still see the tiredness behind it.

      “Another apple?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I returned a minute later and set the halves on her plate. Then I sat and grinned at her.

      “What?”

      I held up my finger with a dab of peanut butter on it. “Oops. How’d that happen?”

      She rolled her eyes but still grinned.

      “You want it?”

      Her nostrils flared as she closed her eyes and parted her lips. She sucked my finger until the peanut butter was gone. Then she swirled her tongue around it. I let her keep going for almost a minute more, until the little head threatened to tear through my sweatpants. I reluctantly withdrew my finger from her mouth.

      She opened her eyes slowly, almost dreamily.

      “I’ll let you do it for real when you’re ready.”

      “I told you—”

      “And I told you, it’s gonna happen long before then.”

      She blushed and looked down.

      “Now,” I said, all business, “finish your apple and let’s go shower. Separately. For now.”

      “Okay.”

      I set our dishes in the sink and ushered her upstairs, where I left her and tramped up to the third floor bathroom. I didn’t get any hot water, big surprise, but I hadn’t really expected any. I dried off and idly planned an additional water heater in the attic. Add it to the list, I thought as I wrapped the towel around my waist and headed down.

      Christy answered the door as soon as I knocked. She smiled and looked a lot more like herself.

      I slid behind her and closed the door. “Just in case we get any wild ideas,” I explained. “Besides, it’s warmer with the door closed. I have a little case of shrinkage to recover from.”

      “I forgot again, didn’t I?”

      “That’s okay. I have a solution.”

      “Oh? What?”

      “Shower together.”

      She stiffened.

      “Not any time soon,” I laughed, “but eventually. It’s more fun that way. Saves water too. Or so they say.”

      She rolled her eyes and went back to her routine. A few minutes later she reached for the bottle of lotion. She did her legs and then glanced at me.

      “Of course. Any excuse to get my hands on you.”

      “Are you being a horndog on purpose?”

      “You tell me. We’re together in a small room with only a couple of layers of terrycloth between our naked bodies.”

      She turned pink from the terrycloth up.

      “So yeah, I’m being a horndog on purpose. Now turn around and drop your towel. As far as you want this time. I’m going to see it all eventually.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise, but she did as I asked. She stopped the towel at the top of her butt. I pushed it lower. She resisted at first, but finally gave in and lowered it until I could see her entire ass.

      I squirted lotion in my palm and began rubbing her shoulders.

      “I know you think you’re kinda scrawny,” I said quietly, “but you have a really nice body. You’re just petite. You have curves in all the right places.” I squirted more lotion. “And even if you didn’t, I don’t care. It’s what’s on the inside that counts, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Maybe that’s why I’m dying to find out what your insides are like.”

      She tried unsuccessfully not to laugh.

      “Are they soft and squishy?” I wondered aloud. “Or firm and springy? Or—?”

      “Hot and slippery,” she said, so quietly that I almost didn’t hear.

      “That was gonna be my next guess.” I squirted more lotion and began rubbing the top of her ass.

      She sighed but didn’t pull away.

      I covered each firm, small buttock, and made sure not to stray where I shouldn’t.

      “I can do the rest,” she said.

      I nodded and gently turned her around. She clutched the towel to her chest. I looked down at the tent in my own towel, and her eyes followed mine.

      “Oh, look,” I said, “he likes you.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Oh, look, he likes you.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Oh, look, he likes you.”

      She grinned. Her mood had improved a thousand percent, so I bent and kissed her. She returned it with a simmering intensity.

      “Better?” I asked quietly.

      “Much. Thank you.”

      “Good. We should get a move on, though. We have a lot of work to do.”

      She nodded and refastened her towel across her breasts.

      “And I’m gonna need a few extra minutes to get dressed. I’ll be useless all day if I don’t, ahem, take care of things.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “Yeah. Sex on the brain. Drowns out all rational thought. It’s pretty common among guys my age.”

      “Oh, please.”

      “Hey, it’s your fault. This never happens when I’m alone.”

      “Uh-huh,” she said dubiously.

      “I swear. I’m limp as a noodle most of the time. Then when I see you… boing!”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “I’m just sayin’. I might need to have it looked at by a penis expert.” I grinned as she returned to the sink. “You know anyone?”

      “I’m sure I don’t.”

      “I’m sure you do.” I pulled her hair aside and kissed her ear. “’Cause it’s you.”

      She smiled at me in the mirror. Then she dabbed moisturizer on her face and did her best to ignore me.

      I did my best to make sure she couldn’t.
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        * * *

      

      We spent all day in the studio. I took apart the box and then Christy and her friends gingerly cut the pink mold material away from the clay sculpture. They all knew what they were doing at this stage, so I kept out of the way and organized the notes for my final project writeup.

      The trio of artists spent several hours checking and cleaning the mold segments. Then Christy asked me to reassemble the box upside down. They sprayed release agent into the first empty mold piece and added it to the box. They did the same with the others and used quick-drying cement to hold them together.

      Siobhan stopped by to check on our progress. She tested all the seams she could see. She took out a flashlight and peered into the mold cavity. She even checked the wooden structure of the box itself.

      “I think you’re ready to pour,” she said at last.

      The work at that point became semiskilled labor, so I joined in. Christy and Siobhan weighed out white Carrara marble dust on a big scale and carefully mixed in polyester resin and a small amount of catalyst. The other two stirred the mixture in five-gallon buckets.

      The studio had a winch system to hoist containers over the molds, but it was designed for larger ones than our buckets, so it was quicker to do it by hand. I was the only one strong enough to hold them while the mixture flowed into the mold, so I got the job by default.

      We started an assembly line with me at the end. I poured more than a dozen buckets of marble goop. I privately congratulated myself on the box, too. I’d only been worried about the mold material when I’d added the support structure. But the marble slurry added hundreds of pounds to the entire system, so I was glad I’d overbuilt it in the first place.

      My muscles ached by the time the marble-resin mixture finally overflowed the mold. I thought we were done, but Christy rolled over a table with a half-dozen red plastic beach pails. They were small molds.

      “Fill these too, please,” she said without explanation.

      “Um… sure.”

      She held a funnel to the opening of the first, and I poured the mixture until it filled the small cavity. We repeated the process five more times. Then she took out a rubber mallet and tapped around the circumference of each pail.

      “Air bubbles,” she explained to my curious look.

      Next she took the mallet to the big mold. She whacked the plywood until her arms gave out. Punk girl took a turn, followed by the tall guy. I took my turn last and pounded away until Christy told me to stop.

      “No more bubbles coming up,” she said. “That’s all we can do.”

      Siobhan put an arm around her and hugged. “Now we wait.”

      “And pray,” Christy added as she crossed herself.

      “Oh, sure. We pray.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I walked home in high spirits. We were bone tired and speckled with dried marble goop, but our mood couldn’t have been better.

      “How long will it take to cure?” I asked.

      “At least twenty-four hours. Then we’ll take the mold off, and I’ll spend every waking moment getting it ready for the show.”

      “Will it really take that long?”

      “I’ll be lucky if I finish in time. I want to display it in the round, but I might have to hang a backdrop and treat it like a relief.”

      “You mean just clean up the front?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s no good. What can I do to help?”

      “I didn’t want to ask, but…”

      “Get real. I like spending time with you. And if I can be useful as well…”

      “You can do rough clean-up. But I’ll have to do all the finishing work and fix any problems.”

      “Sounds like a not-date.” I draped my arm around her shoulders, and she smiled up at me tiredly.

      We walked the rest of the way in happy silence.

      Wren came through from the kitchen when she heard us at the front door.

      “How’d it g—?” She laughed. “You look like you’ve been in a pastry dough fight.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “if dough weighs several hundred pounds and dries like glue.”

      She gave me an odd look. “That’s exactly what pastry dough does.”

      “How was I s’posed to know?” I said with a laugh. Then I looked at Christy, whose expression had changed. “What’s the matter?”

      She shook off her daydream and grinned guiltily. “All the pastry talk. I’m hungry again.”

      “Then come on,” Wren said with a chuckle. “Let me whip you something up.”

      “I’m going to shower while I can get some hot water,” I said.

      Christy nodded and rose on tiptoes for a kiss.

      “Then I need to make a phone call,” I added. I caught Wren’s eye to make sure she understood.

      She nodded and put her arm around Christy. They headed toward the kitchen without a backward glance.

      I thought about what I wanted to say (for the umpteenth time) while I was in the shower. Part of me felt like I had a date with an executioner, but another part was looking forward to life without guilt.

      When I couldn’t stall any longer, I closed my bedroom door and picked up the phone. My pulse quickened as I dialed Gina’s number.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, it’s me.”

      “Hey! I was just thinking about you.” Something about her tone made me pause, but I plowed ahead anyway.

      “I know this is gonna sound like a weird question, but is Regan home?”

      “Yeah, she is. Why?”

      “Just… well… I guess I don’t want you to be alone.”

      “Why? Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. But… we need to talk.”

      “Oh.”

      That single word almost broke my heart.

      “Wait a sec,” she said. “Lemme go to my room.” I heard a door close. “Okay, now we can talk. And… I kinda knew this was coming.”

      “How?”

      “Your voice the other night. Your last letter. Lots of things.”

      I nodded. “So… where should I begin?”

      “Before you do, I need to tell you something too.”

      “Go ahead,” I said, surprised.

      “I… um… I’ve been thinking the same thing.”

      “You have?”

      “Yeah. I was gonna call you in a couple of days.”

      “So it wasn’t just me?”

      “No.”

      “I really wanted to make it work,” I said, “but…”

      “Me too. And I thought we could. When I saw you at the wedding, it was like we were back in high school and everything was perfect.”

      “Exactly.”

      “No Kendall, no sorority, no distractions.”

      “Just us.”

      “Right. But then I came home, and…”

      “Real life hit. Yeah, I understand. Same here.”

      “I thought we could make the long-distance thing work, but…”

      “It takes ten days to have a conversation in the mail.”

      “No kidding,” she said. “And neither of us called enough.”

      “I was always too busy.”

      “Me too. At least, that’s what I told myself.”

      “What d’you mean?”

      “Well, I called other people all the time, friends here,” she said. “But I never seemed to have time to call you.”

      “Same here. I felt guilty about it.”

      “And when I did call, I realized it was mostly because I wanted to have phone sex.”

      I laughed. “I did the same thing, but with your letters. I kept hoping for something sexy about you and Heather that I could jerk off to.”

      “Ha! For real?”

      “Yeah. I felt really bad about that.”

      “That makes two of us. I was angry after our last phone call. I mean, how dare you be too tired to listen to me play with myself?”

      “No kidding. And if it makes you feel any better, the little head thought I was an idiot. He totally wanted to have phone sex with you.”

      “He always did have a mind of his own,” she said with a fond laugh.

      We fell silent, since neither of us wanted to go down that path.

      “I also noticed something,” she said at last.

      “What?”

      “Whenever we talked, it was always about the past. About Heather and prom night or movie night on the raft. Most of that was my fault—”

      “Not entirely. I mean, I was half of those conversations.”

      “Yeah, but I realized I was bringing up good memories, but never anything about the future. I guess it hit me when you told me you were working on a project with Christy.” She paused, and I waited for the other shoe to drop. “Tell me the truth,” she said at last. “Is she…?”

      “More than a friend? Yes.”

      “I thought so.”

      “We aren’t technically boyfriend-girlfriend, but that hardly matters.”

      “Have you had sex with her? I know I have no right to ask,” she added quickly, “but… I need to know.”

      “No. We’ve kissed and fooled around, but that’s it.”

      “I don’t know why that makes me happy, but it does.”

      “I understand. And I’ll be honest, that was one of the reasons I didn’t want to have phone sex with you the other night.”

      “I didn’t think it was only ’cause you were too tired.”

      “It wasn’t. I didn’t want to cheat on her. And I didn’t want to lead you on. I know that sounds crazy, but…”

      “I get it. That’s why I wanted to know.”

      “‘Cheating’ has always been emotional with us.”

      “Exactly.”

      “We can have sex with other people, but that’s just physical. Fidelity is emotional.”

      She laughed softly. “You’re probably the only other person I know who feels that way. I never had a problem who you had sex with. Except Kendall.” Her voice turned flinty. “Don’t get me started. I still have a lot of hard feelings about her.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

      “I get so mad sometimes I could cry.”

      “Some part of me will always love Kendall,” I said quietly, “but I understand. I still don’t like her very much.”

      “I know. I guess a teeny-tiny part of me will love her too. But the part that hates her guts is a lot bigger.”

      “Yeah. I’m really sorry about that. I screwed up. I was thinking with my dick.”

      “You were! And I used to be really mad at you for it.”

      “You aren’t anymore?”

      “No, not really. I was a little worried that I might be, but then I saw you at the wedding. You’d changed so much… Then you seduced me all over again, like we were sixteen under the stars at camp.”

      “Those were good times,” I said.

      “The best.”

      “But we can’t go back.”

      “We can’t go back,” she echoed.

      “I realized the same thing. I kept thinking of you in terms of things we’d done before. With Christy, I…”

      “Think of things you want to do,” she said, “in the future.”

      “You understand.”

      “Yeah, I do. I mean, I haven’t found that person yet, but I know how it is. You and I used to have it, but…”

      “Not anymore.”

      “No. And we couldn’t rekindle it.”

      “That’s exactly the word I used,” I said, “when I was thinking about what I wanted to say to you.”

      “Are you relieved I was thinking the same thing?”

      “Relieved and surprised.”

      “Surprised? Why? I know you better than anyone. Although…” She chuckled to herself. “Now that I think about it, I have to admit that I’m surprised too. Surprised that you called first. I mean, I could feel you pulling away, but I thought I’d have to be the one to end it.”

      “Like last time.”

      “Like last time,” she agreed.

      “Maybe I’m a bit more mature this time.”

      “For sure.” She laughed all of a sudden. “God, I sound like a Valley Girl.”

      “It’s kinda cute.”

      “Thanks.”

      We fell silent for a long moment.

      “I do still love you,” I said at last. “I know we were both afraid to say it before, but…”

      “I love you too. And yeah, I was afraid. I didn’t wanna say it and hear this long pause on the other end of the line.”

      “Tell me about it! I was worried you’d start talking about the weather in LA or something.”

      “No,” she said warmly, “I’d’ve said it back.”

      “I wish we could’ve made it work,” I said after a moment.

      “Me too.”

      “Maybe if we were closer…”

      “And you didn’t have Christy…”

      “Yeah. I still feel really guilty about that.”

      “Don’t,” she said. “I can’t compete with someone who’s right there. Just like you couldn’t compete with Brock when I was still with him. He was a real jerk in lots of ways, but he was here.” She fell silent for several heartbeats. “Do you think you really have a chance with Christy?”

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “She doesn’t know a thing about camp or me being a swinger or anything else. I think she may come around, but I’m not sure. She may be too normal, if that makes sense.”

      “It does. And it’s one of the reasons I wanted it to work between us. I mean, I never told Brock a thing about our lifestyle. He didn’t even know I was a nudist, much less about swinging.”

      “Same with me. Don’t take this the wrong way, but sometimes I thought of you as a sure thing. I wouldn’t have to explain anything to you.”

      “Oh, I know. I thought of you the same way. You were a safe choice.”

      “Christy isn’t. And I’m worried I’ll get my heart broken.”

      “I know the feeling. And part of me wants to tell you I’ll always be here if it doesn’t work out, but…”

      “Yeah. I can’t remember if I said it or not, but I thought it when you moved to LA”

      “It wouldn’t’ve been fair to you then, and it isn’t fair to me now.”

      “No.”

      “I hope we can still be friends, though.”

      “Me too,” I said. “And maybe if we see each other in the future…”

      “And neither of us is dating someone else…”

      “We might get together…”

      “And rekindle the flame.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Me too,” she said softly. She held the phone away from her mouth. When she came back she said disgustedly, “I’m gonna kill Regan.”

      “Low battery?” I laughed. “At least it didn’t happen at the beginning of the call.”

      “No kidding.”

      “I’m glad we talked, though.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’m sorry things didn’t work out.”

      “Me too. But I hope they do with you and Christy.”

      “Thanks. And I hope you find someone.”

      “I will. I think. Eventually. Maybe. If I’m lucky.”

      “You will be. You’re smart, beautiful, and incredibly compassionate.”

      “Try telling that to the guys around here! All they care about is the second one.”

      “Then they’re idiots.”

      “Crap! It’s beeping at me again.”

      “Yeah, we’d better go.”

      “I wanna keep in touch, though. I’ll be home for Christmas.”

      “Me too. And we can still write letters.”

      “We probably won’t, though.”

      I started to object but realized she was right.

      “I love you, Paul.”

      “I love you too.”

      “And I know this isn’t goodbye for good, but…”

      “It’s goodbye for now.”

      “Yeah. So I’ll say it first.” She paused to work up the nerve. “Goodbye, Paul.”

      “Goodbye, Gina. Take care.”

      “You too. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      The line went dead, but I held the phone to my ear until the busy signal shook me out of it. I replaced the handset in its cradle and stared at the ceiling. I don’t know how long I lay there before someone knocked on my door. I dried my eyes with the back of my hand.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s me,” Christy said.

      I sat up and wiped my eyes again.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” she said through the closed door, “and I heard you talking on the phone. I thought you were done, so…”

      “C’mon in,” I said after a moment.

      She opened the door and hesitantly stuck her head in. Her expression changed. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Just a tough phone call.”

      “Was it Sara?”

      “No.” I looked at her steadily.

      “It was Gina, wasn’t it?”

      I nodded.

      Her expression became unreadable, but she didn’t run away.

      “Do you want to know?”

      “It depends. Does it affect us? You and me?”

      “Yes.” I hung on tenterhooks for a minor eternity while she thought about it.

      “Tell me,” she said at last.

      “Okay. But I have to warn you, it’s an R-rated story. Parts of it might be X-rated.”

      “I can handle it.”

      I started to ask if she was sure, but she was. Every inch of her said so.

      She watched the questions play across my face. Then she came into the room and closed the door behind her.

      “Are you sure you wanna talk here?” I said. “In my bedroom? We can go someplace neutral, like the living room.”

      She shook her head and sat down beside me.

      “Okay. Here goes…”

      I told her about seeing Gina again at the wedding, and everything that happened during that weekend. I told her about the phone calls and letters. I fessed up to how I’d made it sound like I was talking to Sara when it was really Gina. I even told her about having phone sex, and how I’d avoided it the second time when it felt like cheating. Finally I told her about the last phone call and how we’d ended it.

      Christy sat in silence when I finished.

      Part of me felt like I’d just ended my second relationship of the night.

      She finally drew a deep, uncertain breath. “And all this was going on when you and I were…?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “But you ended it with her?”

      “Yes.”

      “Because of me?”

      “For lots of reasons,” I said. “But you were the main one.”

      “And you think you still have a chance? With me?”

      “I hope I still have a chance with you,” I corrected. “I probably just screwed it up by telling you the truth, but…” I shrugged. “We can’t have a relationship based on lies.”

      “You didn’t screw it up,” she said after a moment. “But… I don’t know how I should feel.”

      “I understand.”

      “Answer one question for me.”

      “Okay.”

      “Why did you choose me?”

      “Because Gina is my past. And I’m hers. That’s one of the things we both realized. We were trying to rekindle something, not start something new.”

      “And I’m the ‘new thing’? Is that it?”

      “I wouldn’t put it that way,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Then how would you put it?”

      I turned serious in a hurry and touched her knee until she looked at me. “I think about the future when I’m with you. I don’t think about things we’ve done and how I’d like to do them again.”

      “We haven’t done anything.”

      “Not sex. Other things. Like your sculpture. We created that together. If we’re lucky, it’ll outlive both of us. And my museum design. That’s you in the curve of the roof, your shape. We created it together. That’s what I mean.

      “Sure, I wanna have sex with you,” I admitted. “But that’s not what I mean when I talk about the future. I’m talking about art and buildings. Things that are beautiful and made to last. Things we have in common. And if we’re lucky, maybe a life and a family.”

      She suddenly blinked back tears.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said, “I’m getting ahead of myself.”

      “It’s okay.” She wiped her eyes. “I do the same thing.”

      “Yeah, you do.” I snorted a laugh. “I still can’t believe you told your family we were dating.”

      “I wanted it to be true!” she said with a laugh of her own.

      “Yeah, but do you still? That’s the question now.”

      “I…” She swallowed hard and considered her answer. “I do.”

      I smiled but immediately turned puckish. “I told you, not until we’re married.”

      Her eyes flew wide and she lunged at me. She bowled me over and ended up on top of me.

      I kissed her.

      She struggled for a moment but then gave in. Her body relaxed against mine, and she sighed with pleasure. My dick decided to join the fun. She squeaked when she felt it beneath her.

      “Sorry,” I said without a trace of regret. “But I told you so.”

      “It’s ’cause he likes me.”

      “He does. Very much. And he can’t wait to be properly introduced.”

      “I can’t either.”

      “Well, you’re gonna have to. So is he.”

      She frowned.

      “I told you, you aren’t ready yet. And to be honest, neither am I. Not after tonight.”

      “I understand.”

      I caressed her ass through her pajamas. “I definitely want to, though. So does he.”

      “I know. I can feel it.”

      “We’ll get there. Patience, okay?”

      She nodded.

      I kissed her again and patted her ass for good measure.

      She rested her head on my chest. Finally she said, “I’d better go.”

      “Yeah, I know. If you stay here much longer, my poor hard-on is gonna explode.”

      “He isn’t the only one.”

      I grinned and kissed her again. Then I gently pushed her away so I could sit up.

      She stood and looked down at me for a change. “You’re short.”

      “Yeah, when I’m sitting down and you’re standing up.” I grinned. “Then again, this puts me at a perfect level to admire your chest.”

      “Yeah,” she scoffed, “what little I have.”

      “Still, I can’t wait to be properly introduced.” I slid my hands up the outside of her pajama top and cupped her small breasts. I teased her nipples until they were stiff.

      Eventually I released her and stood. I kissed her again. Then I turned her toward the door. I marched her down the hall to her own room, where I lifted her chin for a final kiss.

      She sighed and leaned against me till it ended.

      “Sweet dreams,” I said with a grin.

      “Of penises.”

      “And erections,” I added. “Long, hard erections. That feel good in your mouth.”

      “Oh my gosh!”

      “G’night, Little Bit.”

      “Goodnight.”

      “See you tomorrow.”

      “Mmm. I can’t wait.”

      “Me neither.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy was in a good mood after aerobics. She bounced along as we walked out of the Sports Bubble.

      “Here, hold this.” She handed me her duffel bag. Then she twirled and walked backward in front of us, until she suddenly ran and leapt into my arms. She wrapped hers around my neck and gave me a long kiss as I carried her down the sidewalk. After about ten feet she hopped down and danced away happily.

      We watched her go. I felt like a grown-up watching a toddler chase a butterfly.

      “She told me about your call last night,” Wren said after a moment, “and what you talked about after.”

      I nodded.

      “So you ended it with Gina?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “Gina? Yeah, I think so. She knew it was coming. She’d been thinking the same thing. Still wasn’t easy, though. For either of us.”

      “A long-distance relationship is hard to make work,” Trip said.

      I nodded. He should know.

      “Also, it’s hard to compete with the all-star matchmaker here.”

      Wren piped up, “Do I need to remind you that you’ll benefit from it as well?”

      “Yes, dear,” he said blandly.

      “I’m sorry for Gina, though,” Wren said. “Happy for you and Christy, but…” She shrugged. “Real people with real lives. Isn’t that what you’ve been telling me?”

      I grinned sidelong at Trip. “She can change.”

      “Oh, I’ve known all along,” he said. “But next time maybe don’t make her feel so guilty about it. Totally ruins our sex life.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I laughed. Then I watched Christy frolic and run back toward us. “God, I can’t wait to get that energy into bed.”

      “She’s gonna rock your world,” Wren said with a smirk.

      Christy skidded to a halt, apple-cheeked and breathless. “What’s so funny, Mr. I Know That Look In Your Eye?”

      “You,” I said matter-of-factly. “I was just saying how I can’t wait to get you into bed.”

      Her baby blue eyes flew wide. Then she grinned. “You’ll have to catch me first!” She dashed away.

      “Have to catch her first,” I said to the others.

      Trip calmly reached out and accepted Christy’s duffel bag from me. He passed it to Wren and slung my backpack next to his own.

      “You’re never gonna catch her, dude,” he said.

      “That’s okay. I know where she lives.”

      He glanced at Wren. “He really is a doofus, isn’t he?”

      “Yeah, but we’re stuck with him.”

      I gave them a final grin and jogged after Christy. Trip was right, I didn’t have a hope of catching her. She was too light, too quick, too full of energy. But I’d run her down eventually. And when I did, I’d have fun toying with her until I was ready to eat her.
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        * * *

      

      Christy’s sculpture was ready to come out of the mold that evening. We met Siobhan at the studio, along with punk girl and the tall guy. The heat in the room was stifling. It helped the marble mixture cure faster, but it was a delicate balance. Cure too quickly and the mixture might crack; too slowly and it wouldn’t be ready in time for the exhibition. Fortunately, Siobhan had years of experience with the process.

      We used the ceiling-rail winch to turn the entire box over. It weighed several hundred pounds, so it took all of us to keep it stable. One slip and countless hours of work would turn into large chunks of marble debris. Once we set it on a dolly, I used a hammer and pry bar to detach the base. Then I hauled on the winch and lifted the box off the mold. The sloped sides released the pink material with a soft whoosh.

      I pushed the empty box to the side and lowered it to the floor. The three artists ringed the mold like senators around Julius Caesar. Their knives flashed as they moved in for the kill. I laughed to myself at the mental image. Siobhan joined me and watched silently.

      “Thanks for all your help,” she said eventually. Her Irish brogue made her sound like a character from a movie. “She couldn’t have done it without you.”

      I nodded silently.

      “You’re her muse. I hope you know that.”

      “I do.”

      “And she’s falling in love with you.” She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. “But you knew that too, didn’t you?”

      “The feeling’s mutual.”

      “I thought it might be. I hope you don’t mind, but I talked to Laszlo… Professor Joska.”

      I looked at her in surprise.

      “He says your work shows new passion as well.” She chuckled at my reaction. “We push you hard, but we care about you, our protégés. We like to see you do well.”

      “Professor Joska thinks of me as his protégé?”

      “Oh, sure. He’s right proud of you, he is.” She leaned close, and her eyes twinkled. “Don’t tell him I told you.”

      “I won’t.”

      We watched for a while longer, until the three artists had cut away most of the mold material.

      The marble sculpture gleamed in the lights from above, but it was studded with tags and ridges where the seams of the mold had been. It also had little pink bits of the stuff where the release agent hadn’t entirely done its job.

      “Time to get to work with the tools,” Siobhan said. She handed me a filter mask and safety goggles. “Let’s get to it.”

      I donned the gear as the others did the same. Siobhan passed out squishy yellow earplugs as well. I rolled them up and shoved them into my ears. Then I pulled on a pair of leather work gloves and accepted an angle grinder from punk girl. She looked at me through her goggles and nodded once in tacit approval.

      We surrounded the sculpture like a school of alien piranhas. The angle grinders whined and marble dust flew, and we worked for several hours, until almost midnight. Christy had plenty of detail work left to do, and she had a problem to fix where the mold material had torn during casting, but the statue was free of studs, ridges, and mold material.

      We stood back and surveyed the sculpture. We were all covered in white marble dust, with flesh-colored patches where the goggles and masks had protected us. We were dirty, tired, and sore, but I’d never seen five happier people in my life.

      Christy and I said goodnight and thanked the others. We probably looked like ghosts as we walked home, because neither of us wanted to get our coats dirty with dust. Wren had left us a note on the dining room table.

      
        
        Hope everything came out okay. Midnight snack in the fridge. It’s only chicken and three-bean salad, but you can eat it cold. Fresh bottle of Jameson in the cupboard. Rémy Martin on the top shelf if you feel like celebrating. Wake us if you need anything. Love you both so much! - Wren

        

      

      “I don’t know about you,” I said, “but all I really want is a shower and bed.”

      “I don’t even care if it’s separate or not. I’m too tired to be a proper young lady.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “I don’t even care if it’s separate or not,” she repeated with a grin.

      “Maybe you’re not so tired after all?”

      “I’m tired, not dead.”

      We headed upstairs. I threw my dusty clothes in the corner of my bedroom and didn’t bother to cover up as I climbed the stairs to the third floor. I didn’t relish the idea of a cold shower, especially after a cold walk home without my coat, but I didn’t want to deny Christy the hot water.

      I showered as quickly as I could, but the marble dust was stubborn stuff. I had to wash my hair twice, and I still felt the fine grit when I ran my fingers through it. I was shivering by the time I finished and dried off. I didn’t even bother to wrap the towel around my waist. I simply threw it over my shoulder and headed down to the second floor.

      Christy’s eyes widened when she opened the bathroom door.

      I ignored her and basked in the steam that billowed out.

      “Um… did you forget something?”

      “Crap! Environmental control. We just let all the heat out of the bathroom.”

      “No, I mean something else.”

      I glanced down at myself. “You’ve seen it all before.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” She shrugged and moved close to the sink.

      I stepped behind her and closed the door. Then I spread my towel on the toilet seat.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m just gonna sit here and warm up for a bit.”

      Her expression grew concerned when she realized that I was still shivering. My poor penis had retreated as far as it could, and my scrotum looked like a pink walnut. I gasped when I leaned against the porcelain of the toilet tank, but my skin was almost as cold itself.

      “I used all the hot water,” Christy said. “Sorry. Can I do anything to warm you up?”

      “Sit on my lap?” I suggested.

      “Do you wanna cover up with a towel or something?”

      “Nah, your bottom’s soft enough. Besides, your towel will keep us honest.”

      She rolled her eyes but turned and sat on my lap.

      I wrapped my arms around her.

      “I’m not poking you with my bony butt, am I?”

      “Nope. And I know I’m not poking you.” I pulled her close, and she rested her head on my chest.

      “Thanks for all your help,” she said. “Not just tonight, but everything.”

      “My pleasure.” I chuckled tiredly and closed my eyes. “It’s really my pleasure now. You’re warm.”

      She snuggled closer.

      I patted her bottom and rested my other hand on her bare thigh.

      She gasped at how cold it was but didn’t push it away. Instead, she kissed my chest and sighed deeply.

      “You can say that again,” I mumbled.

      She sighed, and I felt her breathing change.

      I fell asleep about a minute after she did.

      I woke a couple of hours later. Christy was still on my lap. I flexed aching muscles. Then I cradled her in my arms and stood. She sighed but didn’t wake.

      Her towel slid open and revealed a tantalizing expanse of thigh and hip. I was tempted to peek at her bush, but I behaved myself. I carried her into her bedroom and laid her atop the bedspread. It was clear of clothes for a change. I gently pulled it down and then covered her.

      “Sweet dreams,” I said, and kissed her forehead.

      Then I shuffled down the hall and to my own dreams.
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        * * *

      

      I went to Professor Joska’s office the next morning. I told him about Christy’s project and asked if I could skip class to help her. I promised to get the notes from Freddie.

      “Professor O’Riordan mentioned that you were helping Miss Carmichael,” he said.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So you aspire to be Michelangelo?”

      “I’d rather aim too high and fall short than aim too low and hit the mark.”

      He knew the actual quote and didn’t even try to hide his approval.

      “Very well,” he said. “I’ll see that Mr. DeFeo gets an extra copy of today’s handouts.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re welcome. Good day.”

      “Thanks. And Happy Thanksgiving. See you next week.”

      “Yes, Happy Thanksgiving.”

      I dashed down to the studio where Christy was already at work. I snuck up behind her and covered her goggles.

      “Who’s your favorite replicant?”

      She dropped her tools and threw her arms around my neck.

      “Told you I’d help,” I said.

      “But I thought you had class. Professor Joska.”

      “I told him I’d be here. He was cool with it. And I’d already decided to skip my Structures class. So I’m yours to command.”

      Her eyes glinted with mischief, but she wasn’t quite brave enough to say whatever she was thinking.

      “Give me a sec to get my gear on,” I said, “and I’ll start working on the rough spots. You can do finish work. Okay?”

      And so we went to work. Christy skipped her classes as well, and we kept at it through lunch and into the afternoon. I used rasps and progressively finer files to smooth away the remaining seams. She checked my handiwork and gave me the go-ahead to polish the stone to its finished look. She switched to detail work and used tiny chisels and sandpaper to highlight features that the mold had blurred. Siobhan checked on us between her own classes and seemed happy with our progress.

      We finished with a couple of hours to spare, which surprised all of us. Christy and Siobhan surveyed the sculpture from every angle. I turned it on the dolly so they could look at it in the best light. Then they ran their fingertips over it, feeling for imperfections we couldn’t see.

      Once they were happy with everything, we gave the statue a thorough cleaning. Christy headed off to Siobhan’s studio to gather the rest of her exhibition pieces, while I wheeled the dolly toward the atrium. Other artists were already getting ready for the show, so I recruited three guys to help me (one was Jonas, the plexiglass sculptor).

      Together we manhandled the statue onto its proper pedestal. I slotted the retaining bolts through the holes in the base. Then I tightened the nuts and covered the bolts with plaster plugs.

      We stood back and enjoyed our unofficial preview of the sculpture.

      “Damn,” Jonas said, “I’m so jealous of her talent.”

      “Is this Little B’s new one?” one of the other guys asked.

      Jonas nodded.

      The guy glanced at me and then looked closer. “You’re the model, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “She must like you.” He nodded at the statue’s genitals.

      “Eh. It was cold the day I posed.”

      He blinked and then guffawed. “Cold the day he posed,” he said as he walked away shaking his head. “That’s a good one.”

      Christy and Siobhan arrived with her smaller pieces and sketches. They’d also brought a black satin sheet to use as a drape. I threw it over the replicant and helped them finish setting up.

      Christy and I walked home on cloud nine. I wasn’t sure which of us was more excited. We were tired, sore, and slightly less covered with marble dust than the day before, but neither of us cared.

      Wren came through from the kitchen when she heard us at the front door, and Trip emerged from his office.

      “We’re done,” I said. “It’s as ready as it’ll ever be.”

      “Congratulations!” Wren said. “Do you wanna celebrate after you shower?”

      I looked at Christy.

      She shook her head. “Let’s wait till tonight when we get home.”

      “You wanna shower first?” I asked her. “Or you want me to? I don’t care which, but I want some hot water this time.”

      “You go first,” she said. “I wanna take a bath and try to get some of this dust out of my hair.”

      “I can wash it for you,” Wren said.

      “Would you? Oh my gosh, that’d be awesome!”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and I waited in the living room. He was dressed in a dark blue three-piece suit with a red and blue checked tie. My suit was charcoal gray, also three-piece, with a baby blue shirt and gold tie that I’d chosen to complement Christy’s eyes and hair.

      We’d been cooling our heels for twenty minutes. Trip shot his cuffs and adjusted his tie for the third time. I glanced at my watch. I’d lost track of how many times I’d done it. We stood when we finally heard the girls come out of the master bedroom.

      I saw Christy’s shoes first, black and strappy with a gold buckle and four-inch heels. She’d painted her toenails red. The smooth skin of her legs glowed in the light from the lamp next to the couch.

      My breath caught when I saw the rest of her. She was wearing a black sheath cocktail dress with threads of gold shot through it. It was so tight that she looked impossibly small and curvy at the same time. She’d done her makeup and teased her hair into a golden cloud that framed her face.

      Trip let out a long, low whistle, while I stood there showing my molars. Christy’s eyes glowed with pleasure at my reaction.

      “Wow,” I said at last. “Words fail me.”

      “And you’re usually so good with them.”

      “Not enough blood flow to the brain,” I said.

      Wren rolled her eyes. “Oh, brother.”

      “Hush,” Christy told her. “I like it.”

      “Are you ladies ready to go?” Trip asked. “We’re a little behind schedule.”

      “We need to make an entrance,” Wren said tartly. Then she draped a black shawl around Christy’s shoulders.

      The little blonde smiled back at her.

      Wren’s dress was dark maroon and strapless, and showed off her natural assets. She wore a dove gray shawl draped around her arms.

      Both girls were beautiful, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from Christy.

      “Stop it,” she whispered. “You’re making me nervous.”

      Wren fetched a Polaroid from the dining room table. She took pictures of Christy and me together. Then I snapped several of her and Trip. I finished the cartridge with two shots of the girls together.

      “Now are we ready?” Trip asked.

      “You sure are surly when you don’t get laid enough,” Wren snapped. She was only partly kidding.

      “You said it, not me.”

      I rolled my eyes and grinned at Christy. Nothing could dampen our enjoyment.

      I drove us to the A&A building, where I dropped off the girls and Trip. Then I whipped into the parking lot and rushed to join them. The party was in full swing already, with a string quartet playing classical music from the balcony.

      The Art Department had pulled out the stops with the food and drink. And even though the campus was officially alcohol-free, waiters at the punch table had bottles of wine wrapped in cloth napkins. As a fig leaf it wasn’t very clever, but the normal rules didn’t apply if enough bigwigs attended a party. The University of Tennessee had to uphold its long tradition of hypocrisy, after all.

      We picked up glasses of wine, ate a few hors d’oeuvres, and went in search of Siobhan. She was holding court in front of Christy’s draped sculpture.

      “Ah, ladies and gentlemen,” Siobhan said, “here’s one of the stars of the show.”

      Christy blushed prettily and shook hands as her mentor introduced her around. I stood in the background and smiled.

      “Did she say Johnson?” Christy asked one man all of a sudden. “Seward Johnson?”

      “So you’ve heard of me?” he said with a self-effacing smile.

      “Oh my gosh, yes! I love your work. I’ve only seen pictures of The Awakening, but it’s beautiful.”

      “Thank you very much,” he said. “I could say the same about your work. Siobhan gave me a sneak peek before the party started. I hope you don’t mind—”

      “No, not at all! I’m flattered.”

      “And I was speechless. Much better than my own feeble attempts. You’ve captured the essence of humanity. And it’s a very clever blend of classical and futuristic.”

      She blushed.

      “You call it The Dying Replicant?”

      “It was all Paul’s idea.” She looped her arm through mine and took possession of me for the duration. “And he’s the model.”

      “Now might be a good time to unveil it,” Siobhan interrupted. “Don’t you think?”

      “By all means,” Johnson said. “It’s your show.”

      Siobhan tapped her wineglass with a fork and called for everyone’s attention. Conversations continued in the corners of the atrium, but everyone around us grew quiet. Siobhan wasn’t quite the performer that Wren was, but she made a short speech and built up the suspense. Then she handed the floor to Christy, who smiled and stepped forward. I thought she’d be too nervous to speak, but I couldn’t have been more wrong.

      “Thank you for such a wonderful introduction, Siobhan. And thank you everyone for coming. Art has always been a personal thing for me, a part of who I am. So I’m always nervous to unveil one of my pieces. It’s like sending a part of my soul into the world for people to judge.”

      Most of the artists in the crowd nodded, including Johnson.

      “Physical art exists in the mundane world, but the real art is inside us. You can’t take this statue with you, but you’ll carry it forever in your memory. I hope so, at least. And when you do, I’ll know that a part of me is with you. That’s humbling and very inspiring.” She paused as people nodded.

      “Art is often a solo pursuit,” she continued, “but I couldn’t have created this piece without the help of many people. So I’d like to thank Siobhan for being my friend, mentor, and constant source of support. I’d also like to thank Nikki and Todd, for countless hours of help during the process. And finally, I’d like to thank Paul. He’s the model and inspiration for the piece. And yes,” she added as an aside, “he really is that good-looking in person.”

      Everyone chuckled.

      She smiled radiantly at me and then returned her eyes to the crowd. “So without further ado… Ladies and gentlemen, The Dying Replicant.”

      She whipped the sheet off the sculpture and basked in the applause.

      The rest of the party was a whirlwind of introductions, congratulations, and praise. Christy blossomed under all the attention. She chatted about styles and influences. She described her inspiration and gave me too much credit. She talked about artists she admired and what she aspired to in the future.

      Much to my amusement, she introduced me as “my friend” at first, followed by “my boyfriend” as the wine flowed. I accepted the growing intimacy in stride, but I almost choked on a canapé the first time she introduced me, toward the end of the party, as “my future husband.” I managed to smile and keep a straight face, but I was suddenly a lot more sober than I’d been a moment before. Pure adrenaline will do that.

      The party finally wound down around midnight, and we said goodnight to the few people left who we knew.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said as we went from the heat of the building to the cold November air. “I think that was the best night of my life.”

      “You were amazing,” Wren said. “Beautiful, charming, brilliant.”

      “So was Paul, wasn’t he?” Christy bounced up and down on my arm. “You were awesome!”

      “‘Future husband,’ huh?” Wren smirked. For the hundredth time.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” Christy said to me. “It just seemed natural.”

      “Natural,” Wren echoed with a significant look.

      “And I can’t wait for you to meet my family.”

      
        
        To be continued…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Read the next book in the series,

        Family Ties.

      

      

      
        
        Get It Now
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sign up for the Summer Camp Gazette,

        the official newsletter of Summer Camp Swingers.
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      Hi, I’m Nick Scipio, the creator of the Summer Camp Swingers universe.

      I started writing sex stories when I was a teenager, before I was legally old enough to read them. I wrote regular stories too, ones I could share with teachers, family, and friends, but I never stopped thinking about sex and all the “what if…?” scenarios.

      Fortunately, I led a fairly adventurous life through my teens and early twenties, so I have plenty of personal experience to draw from. Many of the things in my books actually happened to me, although plenty of them are pure fantasy, the product of my overactive imagination.

      I stopped writing in my twenties and into my thirties, especially while I was working nonstop at a small software company. The small company grew into a medium-sized one, which was bought by an even larger company. By then I was managing development teams and directing entire projects.

      I eventually reached a point where I was happy with my software career, and I found that I wanted to start writing again. It wasn’t really a conscious decision—it was just something I did. It was an easy transition, because I’ve always been a storyteller. These days I simply have a larger audience than my friends or a group of people at a party.

      In any event, that’s probably enough about me. You can join me on Patreon if you want to read more Summer Camp Swingers and be part of a fantastic group of people who love the story as much as I do. And if you want my free stories, you’ll find everything on my website.

      In the meantime, thanks for buying my books, and thanks for reading.

      
        
        Sincerely,

        Nick Scipio

        NickScipio.com
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        California Dreamin’, by Nick Scipio

        It’s all fun and games until you’re playing for keeps.

        Brooke is every man’s wet dream, a brainy beauty who’s fun in bed. She’s also Paul’s date for a long weekend in LA. But he quickly realizes that she wants him for more than just the weekend. He needs to walk a fine line between keeping her as a friend and losing her forever.
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        Nereids, a prequel by Nick Scipio

        War is hell. Seducing your friends shouldn’t be.

        Jack and Susan want to find another couple for extramarital fun. It’s the Swinging Sixties, after all. Beth and her husband might be the ones, but they’ll have to wait to find out. While the men risk their lives in the air war over Vietnam, the women bond on the home front. When they get together again, they set sail on a journey that will change their lives.
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        Dealing with the Devil, by Big Ed Magusson

        What the Devil is Hayley up to?

        All Jessica knows is she has to stop her.

        As their sorority heads to Vermont for a week of skiing, Jessica knows Hayley wants to make the new pledges serve her every sexual whim. But that may not be all…

        She’s got to figure it out and stop it. If she can.

        If you like erotica with a touch of mystery, you’ll enjoy Dealing with the Devil, a novella in Nick Scipio’s Summer Camp Swingers Universe.
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        of Summer Camp Swingers and more:
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