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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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      This is it, the last book in the fifth series of an epic coming-of-age saga. When you get to the end, you’ll know the answers to the two big questions from the very beginning—who’s the wife and who died?

      So, without further ado…
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      Christy and I finally went back to bed in the wee hours of the morning. We slept late and emerged from the bungalow a little before noon.

      The storm was a distant memory. A cool breeze had cleared the persistent summer haze, and fluffy white clouds floated in a topaz blue sky. The ground was a different story. It was littered with forest debris, everything from old brown pine cones to fresh green needles. The pool had been too, but someone had cleaned it.

      Brooke and Wren were sitting in lounge chairs, talking more than sunbathing. They’d been laughing a moment earlier. They heard us and looked over their shoulders at the same time.

      “Well, speak of the devil,” Wren said.

      “In the flesh,” Brooke agreed.

      Christy realized they were looking at her instead of us. “What?”

      “Oh, nothing,” Brooke lied.

      Wren switched gears and asked, “Did you finally get some sleep? What was it? Five a.m.?”

      “Um… something like that,” I said, a little sheepishly.

      “I thought you were going to wake the whole camp,” she added.

      “I slept right through it,” Brooke said. “Didn’t hear a thing.”

      “At first I thought it was the storm,” Wren told her, “but then they started playing tag… or whatever it was.”

      “It was Paul’s fault,” Christy said.

      I started to come to her defense, but Wren didn’t give me a chance.

      “What do you think?” she asked Brooke. “Does that sound right?”

      Brooke considered it but then shook her head.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Wren said. “She used to do it to me all the time.”

      “What? Wake you up in the middle of the night?” Brooke said. “Yeah, same here.”

      Christy stiffened mulishly, and I had to suppress a chuckle. She really was innocent this time, but she had a reputation.

      “I always had fun when she did…,” Wren began.

      “You can say that again!” Brooke laughed.

      “But it isn’t the same when she’s running and screaming her head off.”

      “I wasn’t screaming my head off,” Christy grumbled to no one in particular.

      She was guilty on that count, but I decided that discretion was the better part of a happy relationship.

      “Come on,” I told her, “let’s get some breakfast.”

      “Lunch, you mean,” Wren said. She asked Brooke, “You want some?”

      “Sure, I guess.”

      “Are you going to be nice?” Christy asked.

      “Why would we do that?” Wren shot back. “We love you!” She and Brooke shared a look that went from a grin to outright laughter in no time.

      Christy looked genuinely hurt, until Wren sobered and wiped her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, my love.”

      “Me too,” Brooke said. “It’s just that we’ve been comparing notes.”

      “Talking about your bad habits,” Wren added.

      Christy frowned uncertainly and looked up at me. “I don’t have bad habits, do I?”

      “No, they’re all adorable.”

      “They are,” Brooke agreed.

      Christy wasn’t convinced, so I put my arm around her.

      “What’d you expect?” I said. “You wanted them to get to know each other.”

      “I didn’t think they’d make fun of me.”

      “Welcome to life with two girlfriends. Better you than me. Now, come on, I’m starving.”

      “I bought fresh figs at the market,” Wren said hopefully. “I can throw together a quick salad with feta and walnuts.” She grinned at Brooke and added in an aside, “The way to her heart is through her stomach.”

      “I can boil water, but that’s about it,” Brooke said. “I had to do it the old-fashioned way.”

      “Oh? How?”

      “Porn and booze.”

      Wren doubled over with laughter, while Christy gave me a stricken look.

      “It gets better,” I said as I held the door for her.

      “When?”

      “No clue.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin, Leah, and Mark arrived about an hour before dinner. Wren had been expecting them earlier in the afternoon, but the change in plans didn’t seem to bother her.

      We greeted them as they climbed from the car and stretched the kinks from their muscles. I introduced Brooke, and we exchanged the usual pleasantries.

      Leah blinked in surprise when she realized I shaved my pubic hair. She recovered before anyone else noticed. Then she chewed her lip, and I smiled at the familiar tic. Gina had done the same thing, although Leah seemed more thoughtful than anxious.

      She realized I was watching her, and she actually blushed at what she’d been thinking. Then she sobered. Her dark eyes held mine, and we connected again, like we’d never been apart. She relaxed and started breathing again. My reaction wasn’t as obvious, but I still felt like a weight had been lifted.

      Do you think it’ll always be like this? I asked silently.

      What? Us? Her eyes softened, and her lips curved with the hint of a smile. I hope so.

      Me too.

      After a moment she glanced at Christy, who was talking to Erin.

      What about her? Leah asked. Is she…?

      One of us? A swinger? I didn’t answer immediately. Instead, I let the anticipation build before I grinned and nodded.

      Don’t do that, Leah said with a look. Then she glanced at Christy again and did the thing with her lip. Her expression went from speculation to calculation, and I barely managed to suppress a laugh.

      Leah had been into girls more than guys when she’d been younger, although her preferences had changed since then. Still, she was a Coulter woman, which meant that she liked sex, period. My imagination kicked into overdrive, and I pictured us in a foursome. She laughed and covered it just as quickly, but her dark eyes glittered with amusement.

      So sue me, I said with a shrug.

      She gave me a playful look and deliberately moistened her lips.

      Mark picked that moment to interrupt our flirting.

      “Let’s unload our things,” he said to the girls. “Then we can get comfortable.”

      “We have your rooms ready,” Wren said smoothly. “Brooke and I took care of everything this morning.”

      Leah caught my look of surprise, and her eyebrow ticked up with a question.

      I’ll tell you later, I replied.

      Her gaze shifted from Wren to Brooke to Christy, and she made the two girlfriends connection. Then she smirked, although I had the impression that she was laughing at me instead of Christy.

      She was still grinning when Mark passed her a backpack and then handed one to Erin. He shouldered his own.

      “Want us to help with the rest?” Trip asked.

      “Sure, thanks.” Mark tossed him the car keys, and Trip caught them with a practiced swipe. “Everything’s in the back,” Mark added.

      “Right this way,” Wren said. She led him and the girls around the pool and toward their bungalows.

      “What can we help with?” Christy asked cheerfully.

      “Grab the groceries,” Trip said as he popped the Accord’s hatchback. His eyes widened at the sight of several brown grocery bags, a cardboard box of liquor, plus a half-dozen cases of Bartles & Jaymes. “Someone’s planning a party,” he said under his breath.

      Christy and Brooke each grabbed a bag of groceries. Trip and I hefted two cases apiece and followed them. The girls started unloading the food, while he and I returned to the car for another load. He grabbed the box of liquor, which left me with the heavy lifting.

      “Gee, thanks,” I said sarcastically.

      He grinned. “Don’t mention it.”

      Mark joined us in the clubhouse as I deposited the last of the wine coolers on the floor with the others.

      “How much are you gonna drink?” I asked.

      “We brought enough to share.” He laughed and gestured at our own supply. “I didn’t know you’d have a full bar!”

      “We have an account with the liquor store,” Trip said. “Costs a small fortune, but the girls’re happy.”

      “The liquor store?” Mark said. “Like, only one?”

      “Small town,” I said. “There’re a dozen churches, but only one liquor store.”

      “And I bet no strip clubs at all,” he laughed.

      “Well, they do have a nudist camp,” I said dryly.

      “Speaking of which,” Christy interrupted, “we’re going to hang out with the girls.” She stretched upward, and I bent for a kiss on the cheek. Then I patted her bottom and sent her on her way.

      Mark waited until the door closed behind them, although he moved to get a better view of Brooke and her curves as she crossed the patio.

      “Holy crap,” he said at last. “Is she really a swinger?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Trip said.

      “She doesn’t say much,” Mark added, “but she doesn’t need to. Not with a body like that.”

      He wasn’t normally a beauty-over-brains type, but I cut him some slack. Brooke had that effect. And, as Trip had already pointed out, I could afford to be nonchalant about her—I was sleeping with her, after all.

      “Holy crap,” Mark repeated, almost reverently. “I’m usually an ass-man, but tits like hers might convince me.”

      “No kidding,” Trip agreed with a chuckle. “Wait till you see ’em wrapped around your dick.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. And she sucks like a Hoover.”

      Mark nodded in appreciation.

      “She takes it up the ass, too,” Trip added. “We’ll have to make her airtight.”

      “Yeah, for sure.”

      I decided to put an end to the locker-room banter before it went too far. I wasn’t immune to it myself, but Brooke deserved better.

      “That’s enough, guys,” I said.

      Trip flashed a look of annoyance. “Dude, we’re just talking.”

      “I know, but…” I wanted to ask if he ever talked about Wren like that, but I bit my tongue instead.

      “Paul’s right,” Mark said.

      “Yeah, whatever,” Trip said.

      I reminded myself that he wasn’t a bad guy. He was better than most, in fact. Besides, his double standards weren’t his fault, and starting an argument wasn’t likely to change them.

      Mark came to my rescue before the tension erupted into confrontation. He clapped his hands and rubbed them together in anticipation.

      “So, this place is amazing,” he said. “The girls’ve been telling me…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We relaxed around the pool after dinner. Trip brought out his guitar, and he and Christy entertained us with their greatest hits. Wren caught my eye about halfway through. She nodded toward the clubhouse and then stood, so I took the hint and followed.

      “What’s up?” I said when the door closed behind us. “You need help with the sangria or something? It’s delicious, by the way.”

      “Thanks. It’s a simple recipe.”

      “Yeah, but that’s what you do. Take a few simple ingredients…”

      “Peaches are in season,” she demurred. “But that isn’t what I wanted to talk about.” She nodded toward the sink and the dishes from dinner. “Help me with those?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Someone has to do it,” she explained. “And we might as well work while we talk.”

      “All right.” I suppressed a grin. She reminded me of Carter, who used the dishes as an excuse to organize his thoughts.

      We set to work. Wren washed, while I rinsed and set the plates in the rack to dry. I could almost hear the wheels turning in her head, so I bided my time. She grew angry at first, but she worked through it. Then she became concerned. Finally, she settled on curious, with an extra helping of annoyed.

      “So, what’s up with you and Christy?” she said. “I mean, why’re you in charge of swinging all of a sudden?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked neutrally.

      “I wanted to talk about plans,” Wren explained, “but she told me to talk to you. Is that your new rule or something?” she demanded.

      “Not mine,” I said. “Hers.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she snapped.

      I chuckled deliberately, if only to ease the tension and keep from snapping in return. “Just what I said. It’s her rule.”

      “You didn’t lay down the law?” She puffed out her chest and said in a macho voice, “I’m the man. Do as I say.”

      I stopped rinsing and gave her a flat look. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, all right,” she admitted, a little calmer.

      Still, I felt the urge to drive the point home. “Do you really think I could force her to do something she didn’t want to?”

      “No.”

      “Exactly. I wouldn’t try, either. But to answer your question… No, I didn’t ‘lay down the law’ or anything like that.”

      “Then… why the change?”

      “She tried to organize things before, but it didn’t go so well.”

      “When? Not with Carter and Kim. With Lily and whatshisname? Yeah, she told me. But… I thought it went well?”

      “It did and it didn’t,” I said.

      “Yeah, okay, I get it,” Wren said. “But just because it didn’t work once doesn’t mean quit altogether. Why didn’t she ask for help?”

      “She did,” I said simply.

      “Not from me. Not Susan or your mom, either. I think they’d’ve told me.”

      I shook my head and confirmed it.

      “Then… who?”

      “Me.”

      Wren rolled her eyes but thought about it and eventually nodded. “She likes when you’re in charge. And not just in bed.”

      “Exactly,” I agreed. “Besides, you know how she is. She doesn’t do things directly. She works in the background.”

      “No kidding.” Wren turned introspective and then laughed. Her shoulders relaxed, and she shook off her attitude from earlier. “She doesn’t need me to protect her, does she? Especially not from you.”

      “No, but I think she appreciates it when you do.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.” She paused. “Sometimes I forget… You’re a good guy.”

      “Thanks. You too. I mean… you know. You’re a good woman. That sounds patronizing, but you know what I mean.”

      She rolled her eyes. Then she busied herself with the last of the silverware. We worked in silence until we finished. She pulled the drain plug, rinsed it, and set it aside. Then she stared at the backsplash and absently dried her hands.

      “Things’ll never be the same,” she said at last. “Not after this summer.”

      “What? With us? You and me?”

      “Me and Trip. You and Christy. Leah… Erin… Everyone.”

      “No,” I said, with heavy finality.

      “Have you thought about when you’re gonna ask her?”

      “Not really.”

      Wren rolled her eyes, in exasperation this time.

      “Yeah, I know,” I said.

      “Look, I know you don’t like it when I— What’d you call it? A ‘marketing campaign’? Doesn’t matter. What matters is that you’re running out of time. It has to be this week.” She leaned against the counter and gave me a pointed look. “What’s the problem?”

      “No problem. I’ve just been… busy.”

      “Doing what?” she scoffed. “Playing ‘tag’ at five in the morning?”

      “That really was my fault,” I told her. “I woke her this morning.”

      “Who cares? Don’t change the subject.”

      “I wasn’t changing the subject!”

      She gave me a skeptical grimace instead.

      “Yeah, all right,” I admitted. “Maybe I was.”

      “If you don’t wanna marry her, just say so.”

      “That isn’t it.”

      “Then what is?”

      “I… don’t know how to do it,” I said at last. “Ask her, I mean.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. I thought about doing it in front of everyone—”

      “Don’t,” Wren said.

      I blinked at her abruptness.

      “Guys always think we want these grand proposals,” she explained in a gentler tone, “like in the movies or fairy tales. But that’s a bunch of Hollywood BS. This is probably the most important question you’ll ever ask her, and it shouldn’t happen in front of an audience. You don’t want to put her on the spot like that. Trust me, I know when to make a public spectacle, and this isn’t it.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      “I know I’m right. Do it somewhere private, just the two of you.”

      I nodded.

      “She loves the quarry and the lake. Why not take her there? I’ll make sure no one bothers you.”

      “I thought about that,” I said vaguely.

      “Don’t just think about it. Do it! And don’t make it complicated, either. Just get down on one knee and say, ‘Will you marry me?’ See? Simple.”

      “Easy for you to say,” I shot back.

      “It should be easy for you, too. You’re the one who’s good with words. Besides, you know she’s going to say yes.”

      “I know. But…”

      Wren rolled her eyes. It was the most versatile expression in her repertoire, and she used it to devastating effect.

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      “Man up,” she said. “You can do this.” She waited a moment and then went into planning mode. “Erin and the others are leaving on Thursday. So, Wednesday’s your day.”

      “Why not Tuesday?” I griped, only half joking. “Or Monday? Why not tomorrow? Or even tonight?”

      “Do you want my help or not?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Not tonight because it’s a little late. Besides, she doesn’t want a half-assed proposal.”

      “Yeah, true.”

      “Not tomorrow because she’ll know something’s up if you take her to the quarry all of a sudden. She may not want a public proposal, but she still wants to be surprised.” Wren paused to make sure I understood. Then she continued, relentless as ever, “Not Monday ’cause you’re meeting with Susan.”

      My forehead wrinkled. “Susan? No… Granville.”

      “You need to reschedule. Trip probably forgot to tell you. Susan wants an update on the permits. And she wants to make a bunch of additions.”

      “Hold on,” I protested, “how do you know?”

      “Duh, because we talked about it. Besides, it’s on her schedule.”

      “Gee, thanks for telling me.”

      “Blame him, not me. Anyway, not Monday.”

      “Why not Monday afternoon? Or evening?”

      Wren sighed and explained with exaggerated patience, “Because we want to celebrate. With a party. You don’t want to rush back after you ask her.”

      “Why not?”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, all right,” I said. “We’ll want to, ahem, celebrate privately.”

      “You’d better screw her brains out!” Wren laughed. Then she thought of something and snorted. “Or she’ll suck yours out. Anyway, quit changing the subject. You can’t do it Tuesday, ’cause you’ll need to meet with Granville.”

      “I’m glad one of us knows my schedule,” I grumbled.

      She ignored me and plowed ahead, “On the plus side, that’ll be a good time if you need to do anything in town without her knowing.”

      “You’ve really put some thought into this.” I didn’t know whether to be annoyed or impressed.

      “Duh! It’s what I do, remember? Besides,” she added, “someone had to. Now, let’s move on. It has to be in the morning, and Wednesday’s the first time you can do it and not give away the surprise. We’re going to have a party that night anyway—sort of a last-hurrah, going-away party for the others—and that’s my cover story.”

      “Hold on… why do you need a cover story?”

      “I don’t know if I can plan a party without her knowing about it. Or at least suspecting.”

      “Oh. Yeah. I hadn’t thought about that.”

      “No, you hadn’t. So, she’ll think the party’s for everyone else, but it’s really for her. And you,” she added, almost as an afterthought.

      “Of course,” I deadpanned. “So, Wednesday morning…?”

      “Wednesday morning,” she agreed. “Will you be ready by then?”

      “I should be.”

      “Good. I’ll take care of everything on my end. You just make sure you’re ready on yours.”

      “Why do I get the feeling that this is a group proposal all of a sudden?”

      “Because it is,” Wren said matter-of-factly. “I can’t marry her myself, so I have to live vicariously through you.”

      “Is that all?”

      “Of course not. You’re my best friends. I love you both and want you to be happy. Besides, I’m tired of all your pussyfooting and procrastination. God! Trip has his flaws, but at least he’s decisive.”

      “I’m decisive!”

      She didn’t believe it.

      “I am,” I insisted.

      “Yeah, all right, you are. Most of the time. Now, are you ready to talk about the other thing?”

      “What other thing?”

      “Swinging! Duh! Haven’t you been paying attention?”

      “No. Someone’s been grilling me about proposals.”

      “Whatever,” she said dismissively. “Let’s talk party. Christy wants to play that blowjob game, the one Erin told her about. Anyway, she and Leah are cool with it, obviously. Brooke isn’t quite as single-minded about giving head, but she likes it too. So, that only leaves me.”

      “I thought you liked it,” I said in surprise.

      “I like it fine,” Wren said, “but it isn’t the only thing. I like to receive, too. You know? So, let’s come up with a game that the women can enjoy.”

      “What d’you have in mind?”

      “How should I know! That’s why I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Why not ask Trip? He’s the expert.” I said it with more sarcasm than I meant—consciously, at least. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who wanted to be the best at everything.

      “That isn’t how this works,” Wren said. “He just wants to show up and screw… whoever.”

      Because planning the sex is “women’s work,” I thought snidely, before I could stop myself. Worse, it must’ve shown on my face.

      “Look,” Wren said, “Trip isn’t a chauvinist. Yeah, he can be, at times, but he’s a good guy otherwise. Maybe not as New Age touchy-feely as you, but I happen to like him a little rough around the edges.”

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

      “Good. Now, let’s talk about this game. No, wait… I have a better idea.”

      I waited.

      She thought it through and grinned.

      “What?” I finally had to ask.

      “I’ll ask Brooke.”

      “Brooke?”

      “Yeah. She’s smart. Really smart, damn her. Beautiful too,” she mused. “And I’d totally hate her if she weren’t so nice.”

      I had the good sense to chuckle instead of saying something dumb.

      Wren echoed my thoughts anyway. “Yeah, you told me so. Thank God I don’t have the hots for her.” She saw my look of surprise and added, “She’s too full of herself.”

      If anything, Brooke was a bit insecure. And she was more annoyed by her looks than vain about them. I didn’t want to argue, though, so I kept it to myself.

      “Anyway, I’ll ask her,” Wren continued. “We’ll come up with something. Don’t worry your pretty little head.”

      I snorted.

      “Now, let’s make another batch of sangria,” she said. “I’ll teach you the recipe. Then you can make more, in case I’m… indisposed.”

      “Drunk or getting laid?” I wondered wryly.

      “Who says I can’t do both?”
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        * * *

      

      Erin, Leah, and Mark walked down to the main camp in the morning. The girls gave him a tour and then they caught up with friends and family by the lake. They returned after lunch and spent the afternoon around the pool with us, talking and drinking and relaxing.

      Brooke was a bit shy at first, but Mark was his usual charming self and coaxed her out of her shell. He was so naturally cool that I felt a rare moment of green-eyed resentment. It passed quickly—he was a great guy, genuine and completely down-to-earth—but Leah caught the tail end of my thoughts. She came to sit beside us.

      Christy uncrossed her legs, touched my hand, and stood. “I’ll let you two talk.”

      “No, that isn’t what I meant,” Leah protested. “Don’t go.”

      “I need another wine cooler,” Christy said. Then she gave me a faux-suspicious glare. “I think someone’s been drinking mine.”

      I snorted.

      “Thank you for bringing them,” she added to Leah.

      “You’re welcome. It was all Mark’s doing.”

      “I’ll have to thank him later.” Her eyes flashed playfully.

      Leah laughed, “He’d like that!”

      “Mmm, me too.” Christy switched gears and asked me, “Do you need anything while I’m up?”

      “I’m good, thanks.” I was drinking at my usual pace, which meant that my half-finished bottle had been sitting on the table long enough that it was probably warm.

      Christy nodded and headed for the clubhouse.

      “I like her,” Leah said after a moment. “Seriously. You’re good together.”

      “Thanks. I think so too.”

      Christy returned with a fresh wine cooler and went to sit with Erin and Wren. Trip was sitting next to them, but he was listening to a ballgame. I still hadn’t returned his portable radio, so he had his little earphone plugged into the full-size boom box. It was a ridiculous combination, but he seemed happy enough.

      Leah and I lapsed into a companionable silence and returned our attention to Brooke and Mark, who were still deep in conversation.

      “I envy him,” Leah said at last. “He can talk to anyone. Doesn’t matter if they’re jocks, nerds, punks, or preps.”

      “You aren’t exactly an introvert,” I said.

      She shrugged. “I tend to interview people. That’s what my mom says, at least.”

      “I don’t mean to change the subject,” I said, “but how’s she doing? I’ve seen her down in camp, but we haven’t talked more than to say hi. Are you two getting along better?”

      “Surprisingly, yeah. She’s given up on me becoming a doctor, but lately she’s been talking about law school.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. She thinks Journalism is basically Pre-law. My dad tried to explain it to her, but you know how she is.” Leah sighed and shook her head. “What is it about Indians? They can’t run their own country, but they’re super-successful everywhere else.”

      “All the good ones left?”

      “Maybe,” she mused. “Indira Gandhi’s a good one. She’s gonna have problems with the Sikhs, though, especially after the Golden Temple thing. What a nightmare!”

      “You lost me,” I laughed easily.

      “Yeah, sorry,” she said. “I forget that other people don’t follow the news like I do.”

      “No television here,” I said. “And I catch the headlines every once in a while, but I haven’t read a newspaper in… wow… a couple of months.”

      “That’d drive me crazy. I have to read the news every day. Erin gave me crap about it the whole time we were in Europe.”

      Something in her voice made me ask, “Are you and she getting along okay?”

      “We were a bit sick of each other,” she admitted, “especially toward the end of the trip. But now that we’ve had some time…” She shrugged. “We aren’t really growing apart, but… we’re different these days. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “I think I understand.”

      “She says it’s Mark, that he’s driving us apart, but I think she’s just looking for excuses.”

      “Excuses for what?”

      “The way she feels. She’s been weird lately. She reminds me of you,” Leah laughed all of a sudden. “She’s really intense. And she gets moody sometimes.”

      “That’s me, all right,” I said.

      “Maybe how you used to be,” she said after a moment, “but not anymore. I think you weren’t happy. Or you were frustrated. Probably with Gina, but maybe with me.”

      “I doubt it,” I said. “Probably life in general.”

      “Maybe. But you’re a lot calmer these days, more laid-back.”

      “I don’t think I’ve changed all that much…”

      “But you wouldn’t, would you? I mean, it’s the same with me. Mark pointed it out, how I used to get so upset. I mean, any time my mom even hinted about medical school. But this morning she was talking about law school again, and I just laughed.”

      “Maybe we’re growing up?”

      “Maybe.” She grinned sideways. “It suits us.”

      “It does.”

      “I know one thing that hasn’t changed…”

      “Oh?”

      “You know,” she said coyly.

      “You’re still as horny as you used to be?”

      “Ding, ding, ding,” she laughed. “Oh my God, Paul! I’m totally looking forward to it. And not just the sex. I’ve missed you.”

      “Me too.”

      Our chairs were almost touching, so I slid my hand toward hers. She mirrored the gesture. Our fingers touched, and I felt a spark of connection. I turned my hand palm-up, and she slid hers over it. Her fingers caressed mine.

      “Still the same,” I said, although she surprised me by shaking her head.

      “It’s better. I have Mark, and you have Christy, but we still have each other.”

      “I think we’ve always had each other.”

      “I dunno,” she said cautiously. “I was worried for a while there, when you first started dating her.”

      “Me too,” I admitted.

      “Would you really have chosen her over us?”

      “Over the group? Over swinging? In a heartbeat. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” she said. “That’s how you know she’s The One.”

      “She is,” I agreed.

      “I feel the same about Mark. I’d choose him over anyone.” She gazed at him thoughtfully and then sighed, in contentment more than regret. “Luckily, he doesn’t make me.”

      “We’re both lucky.”

      “We are.” She smiled and laced her fingers through mine. She squeezed once, and we shared a smile. We pulled apart at the same time and then laughed about it.

      “God, we’d’ve been good together,” she said, so softly that I almost missed it.

      “We still are,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was more of a party atmosphere, especially after we’d been drinking all afternoon. None of us were drunk, but we definitely weren’t feeling any pain. Even better, everyone seemed to enjoy the undercurrent of sexual tension, including Brooke. She wasn’t ready for a full-blown orgy, but she was definitely working up to it.

      On that account and to no one’s surprise, least of all mine, Wren pulled me into the clubhouse to help with the dishes. She’d been drinking more than the others, and she was in a playful mood.

      “I like having a Sue,” she said.

      I sighed. It didn’t do any good to tell her that I could hear the difference. She knew, which was why she said it.

      “Aw, did I hurt your feelings?” she mocked. “I’m just kidding. I know you’re a man.” She looked me up and down and made an exaggerated moue of interest.

      “Oh, boy,” I said under my breath, “here we go.”

      “I’m just kidding. Although…” She moved close and ran her index finger down my chest. She stopped before she reached my dick, but the invitation was clear. “Are you interested?”

      “I’m always interested,” I said, “especially when you’re in a good mood. But… we shouldn’t.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” She sighed and gazed out the window. “Poor Trip’s gonna be worn out when I’m done with him.”

      We could see the others in the light from over the clubhouse, but it washed out the color and turned everyone a little yellow. Still, it was enough to see their faces and expressions.

      “Brooke’s exactly like Christy, isn’t she?” Wren mused. “She gets horny when she’s drunk.”

      “Something like that.”

      “You’re going to have your hands full.”

      “Tonight? Or in general?

      “Both.” She grinned, although it faded slowly as she watched. “Is she better than me? In bed?”

      “It isn’t a competition.”

      “I know, but I still wonder.” She watched for a moment and then sighed. “I get it, what Christy sees in her, but still…”

      “You’re different. Venus and Saturn.”

      “Yeah, but she’s so pretty.”

      Out on the patio, Brooke was listening to Mark, laughing at something he’d said. She was as beautiful as ever, a goddess among mortals. I watched for a moment and then deliberately shifted my attention to Christy. She was smaller in every way and plainer in most, but her personality blazed with an intensity that made it impossible to look away.

      She must have felt my gaze, because she turned and saw Wren and me staring back at her. She grew self-conscious, and I had to bite my tongue as she tried not to fidget. Then she looked down and tucked her hair behind her ear.

      My breath caught in my throat.

      “Oh, God, Paul,” Wren said, her voice hoarse from emotion, “I love her so much.”

      I swallowed hard. “Me too.”

      “I don’t know what I’d do without her.”

      Time slowed, and each second stretched into a lifetime. The three of us remained connected until the moment passed. Then Christy relaxed, and Wren and I started breathing again.

      “We’re lucky to have her,” I said at last.

      “You can say that again,” Wren sighed.

      “We’re lucky to have her.”

      That broke the spell, and Wren decided that an eye-roll wasn’t enough. She slugged me in the arm. Christy laughed at the sight, a pure expression of joy and love.

      “Ow!” I rubbed my arm. “I love you too.”

      Wren glared. “I know what she sees in Brooke, but not you.”

      “A big dick?”

      “You have one or you are one?”

      “Ha!”

      “She isn’t like that, though,” Wren added, almost defensively. “Erin’s the size queen.”

      I blinked in surprise. “Hold on… What?”

      “You didn’t know? No, of course you wouldn’t. But yeah, totally. She’s obsessed, the bigger the better. Anyway, I don’t know why I’m telling you. You’re her brother. I… um… might be a little drunk.”

      “I could tell,” I chuckled.

      “Yeah, sorry.” She seemed to remember why we’d come inside in the first place. “Anyway, let’s talk about tomorrow night. C’mon, you wash this time.”

      I sighed. “How come we always seem to have these conversations while we’re doing the dishes?”

      “Because we have to eat and we want to fuck. They both take planning.”

      “And cleanup,” I added, a little gloomily.

      “Hey, you’re the one who’s in charge of the swinging now. I’d rather be doing this with her.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Anyway, the party. Brooke came up with a game for the ladies. She’s still working out the details, but it’s pretty much what you’d think. We also want to…”
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        * * *

      

      Trip eventually remembered to tell me about the change of plans. I called Granville to reschedule, and we met on Monday morning with Susan instead. We gave her an update on the permit applications and talked about the schedule for the rest of the year.

      Trip had several pages of notes already and filled a half-dozen more as we discussed things. I didn’t think we had that much to do, but I was so, so wrong. At least I began to understand why our management fees were a small fortune. It was a massive project, after all, and about to get bigger.

      “Next order of business,” Susan said. “I’ve been thinking about what you said, Trip. You’re right, the camp’s a business, whether I like it or not.”

      He nodded.

      “And you probably know already, but I’ve made a decision. I’m going to hire a full-time assistant. She can act as a manager for the camp during the season. I wish Wren could stay on, but I understand why she can’t.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No need to apologize. She’s good at it, but this isn’t her real interest.”

      “No,” he agreed. “Do you want us to help you find a replacement?”

      “No, but thank you. I’ll put out some feelers. I want to hire a woman. I don’t need the… shall we say, the ‘temptation’ of having a male assistant.” She glanced at me and added, “Certainly not a young and handsome one with a history of seducing older women.”

      Trip snorted a laugh, while my cheeks heated.

      “I’m glad I can still get that reaction,” Susan said to me. “I was a bit worried.”

      “Oh,” I said after a moment, “you’ve still got it.”

      “Mmm, indeed.”

      “But… is there a reason you’re teasing me?”

      “Just having fun,” she admitted. “You’re fun to tease. You always were.” Then she did something that would’ve seemed innocuous to anyone but me. She drew a deep breath, pursed her lips, and exhaled slowly.

      All of a sudden I was fifteen again and standing on a ladder while Susan held it steady for me. My dick was at the level of her face. It was hard already, but then I felt a gentle breeze, like someone blowing on it.

      I felt light-headed in the present too. The little head had hogged all the blood flow, and I had to brace my hands on the cool Formica of the table. At least it hid my current erection, which felt like it might explode if anyone so much as looked at it.

      “Are you okay?” Trip asked.

      “Fine,” I managed weakly.

      Susan’s eyes crinkled with amusement. She knew exactly what was going on in my head. She even made a point to move her right arm. She was wearing a piece of jewelry I’d given her, a charm bracelet with six silver P’s. It was a private joke—P as in peas, frozen ones—and she smiled when she saw that I’d made the connection.

      Then she continued blithely, “As I was saying, I want to hire an assistant who can act as camp manager during the summer. Wren and I were talking about what else she might do—this hypothetical manager—and we came up with a list.”

      Trip knew his cue when he heard it. He flipped to a new page on his notepad and poised his pencil to write.

      “To that end,” Susan continued, “I’d like to make some changes to the clubhouse. I like the idea of a commercial kitchen, so let’s include that. And I think we need an addition to the building itself, a convenience store for staples like coffee, tea, milk, bread, et cetera. It needs to be separate, so we can lock it up at night.”

      Trip nodded and kept writing.

      “I’d also like to expand the RV bathhouse. I want to add…”

      She talked for several minutes, and he made notes. I followed along, but most of the details went in one ear and out the other. Why? Well, in another life, Susan could’ve been a magician or a pickpocket. The conversation wasn’t exactly a diversion, but she took full advantage of it.

      While Trip was busy taking notes, Susan teased me under the table. At first she simply caressed my calf with her foot, but then she grew bolder. She moved her hand to my thigh and stroked gently. She couldn’t reach my hard-on without making it obvious, but she didn’t need to.

      “Wow, lots of changes,” Trip said when she finished speaking. He flexed his writing hand, flipped back a page, and scanned his notes. “Several months and… ballpark… a hundred thousand dollars. I’ll have to get estimates, though.”

      “Mmm,” Susan said noncommittally.

      Trip looked up and did a double take. He couldn’t see my hard-on or what Susan was doing under the table, but he wasn’t stupid. He read my expression and then glanced at her. She smiled innocently, a look she’d perfected over thirty years of being anything but.

      “Okay,” he said slowly. “I… should probably type up my notes while they’re still fresh.”

      “Yes, good idea,” Susan agreed. “We can discuss renovations here some other time. On second thought,” she added, as if she’d just thought of it, “Paul can stay and do it.”

      “He’s your man,” Trip said, “especially when it comes to projects like this.”

      “Yes, he’s always been very… helpful… around the house.”

      “Always up for the job,” Trip agreed. He stood to leave but then thought of something. “D’you mind if I steal a couple of newspapers?”

      The question was such a non sequitur that Susan frowned and gave him her full attention.

      “The Braves and Padres had a fight last night,” he said. “They’re calling it the greatest brawl in the history of baseball. And I totally missed it. I was gonna listen to the game, but we—”

      “You missed it,” Susan said in a rare moment of impatience.

      “Yeah, sorry. Anyway,” he continued, “I wanna see what the papers said about it.”

      “They’re in my office. Take what you like.”

      “Just the Sports section.”

      She nodded, and he disappeared into the living room. She took the opportunity to lean sideways. I shifted to give her a better view of my hard-on. A clear drop of pre-come glistened at the tip.

      “Oh, my,” she said in her best innocent voice. “Is that for me?”

      “You know it is.”

      She moistened her lips and then met my eyes. “May I?”

      “Go ahead.” My dick swelled in anticipation as she spread the pre-come. Then she tasted it.

      “Mmm. I know exactly—”

      Trip swept into the kitchen and brandished a folded stack of Sports sections. I abruptly scooted forward, and Susan sat back. He was too preoccupied to notice.

      “I got the Times, the State, and the Constitution,” he said. “When did you start getting an Atlanta paper?”

      Susan’s brow furrowed in annoyance. “What?”

      “Never mind,” he chuckled. “Forget I asked. I’ll be going now.” He gathered the rest of his things and gave me a cheerful wave. “Have fun! Give her a good estimate.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Susan waited until the kitchen door closed behind him. Then she exhaled and tried to shake her irritation.

      “It’s tough to get good help these days,” I said dryly.

      She blinked and then smiled for real. “It is.”

      I pushed back from the table, and my erection swayed insistently.

      “Oh, my,” Susan said again. “Would you like me to take care of that for you?”

      “You probably should. I mean, I can’t exactly stroll across camp like this.”

      “No,” she laughed, “you might scare the women and children.”

      “Can’t have that,” I agreed.

      “It’s a family camp, after all.” She stood and retrieved her towel from the chair.

      I stroked my erection and wondered if Christy had put her up to it, but I didn’t want to look a gift blowjob in the mouth.

      Susan finished folding the towel, dropped it to the floor, and sank to her knees. Then she replaced my right hand with her left. She squeezed another drop of pre-come and tasted it from the source this time. Her charm bracelet jingled as she used her right hand to caress my balls.

      “Like old times,” she said.

      “Only better.”

      “Oh?”

      “I have a lot more control now. I don’t come as quickly.”

      She chuckled, low and suggestive. “You think so? Well, let’s just see about that…”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and the others were relaxing around the pool when I returned from the main camp. She smiled and waved, but her expression grew curious as I drew closer. I understood why as soon as Wren spoke up.

      “Where’s Trip?”

      I frowned. “He isn’t back yet?”

      “Duh. Why else would I ask?”

      I didn’t think he was up to anything—he probably wanted to read the news in peace—but I decided to cover for him anyway.

      “He went to check on the houses, to see if the storm damaged any of them. He must’ve found something that needed his attention.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “Lots of branches down between here and there,” I added truthfully, “and even a few trees.”

      “Did your meeting go well?” She smiled blandly but flicked her eyes toward Christy.

      “Yeah. Susan wants to add a convenience store.”

      Wren nodded. “We talked about it. Then campers and especially RV people won’t have to drive to town. And it’s a decent source of revenue.”

      “Exactly.” I paused and then casually added, “She wants to make the improvements at the quarry, too.”

      Christy perked up.

      “Oh?” Wren said, as if she didn’t know exactly where I was going.

      “Yeah. Everything we talked about.”

      Christy raised her sunglasses and sat forward. “Everything?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Everything-everything? As in…?”

      “The sun deck, the floating dock, the raft…”

      Wren stuck to the script and nodded thoughtfully, but Christy couldn’t hold back her enthusiasm.

      “The diving platform too? And the ladder?”

      “Of course,” I said. “So I need to head up there and take some measurements. Trip and I can—”

      “I’ll do it!”

      I played dumb. “Do what?”

      Wren suppressed a grin, and poor Brooke had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. Even the others realized that something was up.

      “Help with the measurements,” Christy said. She was so focused on getting what she wanted that she completely missed the bubble of amusement around her.

      “You don’t mind?” I said.

      “Of course not. Trip’s busy, I’m sure.”

      “Not really. We’re going to take the rest of the week off.”

      Wren glared and Brooke smirked, while Leah shot me a look of reproach. Erin was simply confused. She wasn’t normally slow on the uptake, but she had her moments. I returned my attention to Christy, who was making her case.

      “…work on the computer or something. So I can help.”

      “Well, if you’re sure…,” I said.

      “She’s sure!” Wren snapped in irritation. “When do you want to go?”

      “Not today,” I said, and Christy’s expression predictably fell. “Trip and I need to go over the notes from the meeting with Susan. And we have the party tonight.”

      We were back on-script, and Wren nodded along.

      “I have to meet Granville tomorrow,” I continued. “That’ll take forever, especially with the new additions, and I’ll need to do a little work when I get back.” I pretended to think before I asked Christy, “Does Wednesday work?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Sorry, I don’t think I can do it sooner.”

      “No, it’s okay.”

      “Besides,” I added, deliberately nonchalant, “it’s just some measurements and drawings. No rush.”

      She looked crestfallen, although she forced a smile and tried to make the best of it. I felt like a bit of a jerk, but I told myself that the surprise would be worth it.
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        * * *

      

      “I dunno ’bout you guys,” Mark said, “but I’m ready to get my dick sucked.”

      “What’s new?” Erin sniped. “You’re always ready.”

      “Duh,” he replied cheerfully. “So, tell me about this game of yours.”

      “Seriously? We told you last night.”

      “I was a little drunk,” he laughed. “And distracted.”

      “You’re drunk again.”

      “Only a little. Besides, we’re all ready.” He gestured at Trip and me, and Erin turned her glare on us.

      I held up my hands. “Whoa! I didn’t say anything.”

      “Me neither,” Trip said.

      “Pussies,” she taunted.

      Trip recoiled in surprise, and my eyebrows hit the stratosphere. Mark jumped in before either of us could reply.

      “Seriously,” he said to Erin, soothing instead of a challenge, “all I’m saying is we’re ready to get the party started.”

      “Yes, please,” Christy agreed.

      Brooke and Leah simply nodded.

      “Even I’m ready,” Wren chimed in.

      “See?” Mark said to Erin. “You’re the only holdout.”

      “She isn’t a holdout,” Leah told him. “She’s just annoyed.”

      “Annoyed? Annoyed about what?”

      “Lots of things.” Leah glanced at Erin and considered her next words. “But mostly that we aren’t doing things the way we used to.”

      “Wrong,” Erin said childishly. “You know why I’m annoyed! And whose fault it is.”

      “Oh, come on, Erin! That’s totally unfair. It isn’t anyone’s fault.”

      “Is too.” Erin fumed. Then she turned sullen and muttered, “Stupid prude.”

      Christy blinked in hurt surprise. I sat forward, ready for a fight.

      “Don’t,” Leah said to me with real steel in her voice. “This isn’t about you. Okay? I’m dealing with it.”

      I nodded and reluctantly sat back, although I was still tense.

      Leah looked at Erin again. “This isn’t about… her… either. It’s about you.”

      “Oh, really,” Erin sneered. “That’s who it’s about?”

      “C’mon, Er, listen to yourself,” Leah said in a quiet, reasonable voice. “Think about what you’re doing, who you’re hurting.”

      Erin looked at Christy and swallowed in anguish. Then she swept her eyes over the rest of us and set her jaw, exactly like I did when I knew I’d lost but didn’t want to admit it.

      “Don’t do this,” Leah continued gently. “It isn’t worth it.”

      “Is too,” Erin sulked.

      Leah waited, but Erin didn’t have anything else to say. Instead, she shot to her feet, snatched her towel from the chair, and stomped away. Leah sighed and rose to follow her. The rest of us watched in stunned silence.

      Erin disappeared into her bungalow and tried to slam the door, but Leah caught it and closed it gently instead. The pool pump whirred in the background, the loudest sound in the clearing.

      “What the hell…?” Trip said at last.

      “Sorry you guys had to see that,” Mark said. “They’ve been sniping at each other all week. And it isn’t about you at all, Christy.” He wanted to look at someone else, but he forced himself to keep his eyes on Christy. I probably wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t been so focused myself.

      “If you’re sure…?” Christy said uncertainly.

      “I’m sure.” He glanced at me but then picked up his wine cooler. The bottle was empty. He stared at it for a moment and then sighed audibly. “Well… I’m sober all of a sudden.”

      “You can say that again,” Brooke agreed under her breath. Mark shot her a grin, and she flushed pink to the tips of her nipples.

      That broke the tension for all of us.

      “C’mon,” Mark added to Brooke, “I brought the stuff to make Alabamaslammas.”

      “Hold on… what?”

      “It’s a drink.” He said it properly, “Alabama Slammer.”

      “What’s in it?”

      “Aha!” Wren said before he could answer. “I was wondering why you brought Southern Comfort.”

      Trip shuddered involuntarily.

      “You’ll like these,” Wren said in an aside to Christy. “They have amaretto.”

      “And sloe gin,” Mark agreed.

      “With orange juice.”

      “The lady knows her drinks!” he laughed. “Just another reason you’re awesome.” He stood and nodded toward the clubhouse. “C’mon, I’ll help you make ’em.”
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        * * *

      

      The pink concoction was too sweet for my taste, but I wasn’t about to complain. Besides, Mark and Wren had mixed them strong, so Brooke already looked more relaxed, and Christy was working on it. Trip had opted for Jack Daniel’s instead of the “girly drink” (said under his breath, so only I could hear), and he was happy as well.

      We also brought out several trays of hors d’oeuvres that Wren claimed she’d “thrown together” earlier. Her idea of quick and easy didn’t look like the cover of Gourmet magazine, but it was close enough. She’d made smoked salmon pinwheels, cherry tomatoes with feta and fresh basil, and curry chicken salad rolls that were surprisingly tasty. She’d also cut up the usual assortment of raw veggies for the bunny types.

      The sun bent toward the horizon, and the heat of the day had begun to fade. It wasn’t quite cool, but it was a lot better than the week before.

      “So, tell us about this game,” Mark said as we settled into our chairs once again.

      No one looked at the bungalow where Erin and Leah were holed up, but their absence loomed large.

      “What about it?” I said, more to buy time than anything else.

      “Well, the name says a lot. Blindfold Blowjob Bingo. I mean, that’s pretty obvious. Erin told me the rules last night, but she was right, I… um… wasn’t really paying attention.”

      “I wonder why,” Wren teased fondly.

      “Hey, I’m only human,” Mark laughed. “Leah’s a major distraction all by herself. But she and Erin together…? No way I could pay attention with both of them… um… you know.” He shot a glance at Brooke, who blushed predictably.

      “Oh, I know,” Wren said.

      “And I can imagine,” Christy agreed.

      Mark raised his cup and toasted his vindication. He drank and then nodded at me. “Sorry. I changed the subject again. You were about to tell us the rules…?”

      “It’s been a while,” I hedged. “Leah and Erin probably remember more.”

      “Yeah, but you can give us the basics.”

      He wasn’t going to let me off on a technicality, so I thought back and tried to remember. The game itself was easy enough, but the rules were a bit harder. Besides, it had been three years.

      “Okay,” I said at last, “I think I have it. First, we need poker chips or something.”

      “Leah has them,” Wren said.

      “Seriously?”

      “Duh. This isn’t our first party, remember? I know you’re new, but try to keep up.”

      “Be nice,” Christy warned her.

      “Yes, dear.” Wren was mocking me for my standard reply, but Christy let it go.

      “Better,” she said instead.

      “Okay,” I said after a moment, “where was I? Right, poker chips… a different color for each guy. The women draw—”

      “Erin’ll have to draw again if she gets one of yours,” Wren cut in.

      I clamped down on my frustration, both for the interruption and her attitude. Erin hadn’t been off-limits in the game with our families, but Wren wasn’t so open-minded. And I suddenly realized that Erin had called Wren a prude, not Christy. Trip wasn’t any better, though, especially about anything other than regular group sex.

      “Of course,” I said through a forced smile. “That goes without saying.” Still, I couldn’t hide my irritation, so I pursed my lips and waited.

      Christy patted my hand, gentle but firm. You too. Be nice.

      I sighed. Yes, dear.

      Better.

      “Anyway,” I continued, “poker chips. The women draw until they’re gone.”

      “What if there are extras?” Christy asked.

      I threw up my hands.

      “Well,” she said stubbornly, “I want to know. Can I have them? The extras, I mean.”

      “Oh, brother,” Wren sighed.

      “There won’t be any extras,” Brooke explained. “Three guys, five rounds. Fifteen divided by five? Never mind. It’s math.”

      “I knew you’d see it my way,” Christy said.

      Brooke rolled her eyes in exasperation, and Wren laughed.

      “Drives you crazy, doesn’t it?” she added.

      “You can say that again.”

      Genuine irritation had begun to replace my frustration about Wren and taboos. “As I was saying…,” I said testily.

      Mark did his best not to smirk, but his best wasn’t very good.

      “Hey,” I snapped, “do you wanna do this?”

      “Oh, no. You’re doing fine. Sorry. Keep going.”

      “As I was saying…” I waited, in case anyone else had anything to add. They didn’t. “Thank you!”

      Christy stroked my hand and used her mind control again, this time to soothe my ego. I closed my eyes, inhaled slowly, and found my island of inner peace.

      “Right,” I continued after a moment. “The game is six rounds—”

      “Five.”

      I glared. “What?”

      “Five rounds,” Wren said. “We decided. And Brooke just said it. ‘Three guys, five rounds’? Remember?”

      Inner peace, I reminded myself. “Five rounds,” I said aloud. “Each woman gives a blowjob for a minute.”

      Wren couldn’t leave well enough alone. She raised her hand for permission to speak.

      I imagined a grade school on my island. I was the cool teacher that everyone loved. “Yes?”

      “We decided on two-minute rounds. Well, they did. I was outvoted.”

      “Yes,” Brooke countered, “but we’ll have two-minute rounds in our game, too.”

      “If you recall,” Wren said, faux-sweet, “I wanted five-minute rounds.”

      “Then we’d have five-minute rounds in the blowjob game.”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “Besides,” Brooke went on, undeterred, “that’s twenty-five minutes for each game, minimum. Time between rounds plus time between the games…? That’s an hour. I thought these were supposed to be ‘quick and fun.’ That’s what you said, remember?”

      “I know what I said,” Wren flared, before she too put the brakes on her frustration. “We don’t have to have the same rules for both games.”

      “Why not?” Brooke said obstinately. “It’s only fair.”

      Wren started to say something but then thought better of it.

      Christy sighed into the silence. “Is it always this hard?”

      “Is what—?” I said. “Never mind. I know. Yeah, it is. But it gets better.”

      “That’s what you said last time.”

      “We’re sorry, my love,” Wren said.

      “I’m not so sure,” Christy muttered.

      Wren and Brooke looked at each other. They shrugged at the same time and then laughed about it.

      “We’ll behave,” Brooke said for both of them.

      “Thank you,” Christy said. “Paul…? You were saying…?”

      “Right. Five rounds. Two minutes each. And then the guy tries to guess who it was. If he gets it right, the woman gives him the chip. If he’s wrong, she keeps it. The guy with the most chips wins. Same for the woman with the most.”

      “What happens in the case of ties?” Brooke asked.

      “Who cares,” Trip said flippantly. “What do I win?”

      Wren glared.

      “Okay, let me rephrase. What does the winner—who might be any of us but will probably be me—win?”

      “That isn’t what I meant,” Wren said. She glanced at me and made a little hand-raising gesture.

      “Seriously?” Trip said. “This isn’t kindergarten.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Besides, Paul was right. Y’all kept interrupting him.” He continued after a pause, “So, what do we win?”

      A new voice answered, “We haven’t decided yet.”

      We turned as a group. Leah and Erin had rejoined us.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Leah added.

      “No, no! It’s fine,” I said. “Welcome back.”

      Erin ventured a smile, although she’d clearly been crying. “I want to apologize…”

      Leah clasped her hand for support, and Erin threatened to tear up again. She smiled gratefully and wiped her eyes with her free hand.

      “Sorry” she said. “I’ve been under a lot of stress lately. And I guess I haven’t handled it very well.”

      “None of us have,” Mark said. “It’s been hard on everyone, but worst for you.”

      “I know,” Erin said. “And thanks for putting up with me.”

      “We don’t ‘put up with you.’ We love you.”

      Erin swallowed hard, and Leah gave him a look like she’d fallen in love all over again.

      “Thanks,” Erin said through unshed tears. “I love you all too.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes again. “Anyway, I’m sorry for how I acted before. I’m not upset at anyone, and definitely not Christy.”

      “We never thought you were,” Christy said.

      “You’ll make me start crying again,” Erin said.

      Leah embraced her before she could.

      “I’m so sorry,” Erin whispered, her voice rough with emotion. “I love you so much. I just…”

      “I know. I love you too.”

      No one spoke.

      Christy and I glanced at each other. Her hand touched mine, and our fingers twined together.

      “Come on,” Leah said to Erin, “let’s get you cleaned up again.” She led her away. Then she looked over her shoulder at Mark, and something passed between them.

      “Right,” he said. “Hey, Brooke… let’s make some more drinks. Help me in the kitchen?”

      She blinked. “Of— of course.”

      Leah and Erin disappeared into her bungalow, while Mark and Brooke headed for the clubhouse.

      “So,” Trip said after a sip of whiskey, “does this mean we aren’t gonna get our dicks sucked?”

      Wren rolled her eyes in annoyance. “You see what I have to put up with?” she said to Christy. “Are you sure you don’t wanna marry me instead?”

      “I’m sure. Sorry.”

      “Whatever.” She glared at Trip.

      “What?” he said with exaggerated innocence. “I was just askin’.”
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        * * *

      

      Mark and Brooke returned with cups for Leah and Erin, along with a pitcher of refills for the rest of us.

      I held my hand over mine. “I’m fine, thanks.”

      “I’ll drink his,” Christy said.

      Mark chuckled and poured. He waited for her to take a long drink before he topped it off.

      “You sure?” he asked me.

      “I’m sure. Thanks.”

      He gestured with the pitcher at Trip.

      “God, no. But thanks.”

      “What’s the matter?” Christy said. “You don’t wanna drink with us?”

      I blinked in surprise at her tone. She’d been relatively quiet to that point, while the rest of us had been touchy and irritable. Brooke noticed and frowned. I started to say something, but I shouldn’t have worried. Alcohol made Christy bolder, but it had the opposite effect on Trip. He smiled diplomatically.

      “Of course I do,” he said. “But I don’t like Southern Comfort. And instead of being a butthead about it…” He raised his cup and shrugged. “Anyway, I decided to drink something else and keep my big mouth shut.” He glanced at me. “Isn’t that what you say?”

      “When I’m thinking with the big head,” I admitted, and everyone chuckled.

      “Besides,” Trip continued, “that leaves more for you all. But if you get tired of the fruit punch, I’ll be happy to share the good stuff.” He even extended his cup.

      Brooke raised a coppery eyebrow, and Christy looked suitably chastised.

      “No, thank you,” she said, polite again. “Sorry. I thought…”

      Trip waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Sorry to keep you all waiting,” Leah said. “Again.”

      A ripple of surprise went through us as we turned.

      Erin looked a thousand times better. She’d brushed her hair and pulled it into a side ponytail, and Leah had fixed her makeup. She didn’t normally wear much, but Leah had added subtle touches like eyeliner, mascara, and lip gloss.

      “Wow,” Mark said, “you look awesome.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy agreed.

      Trip stood and pulled out their chairs for them. Mark rose at the same time and gestured them around the table. Erin looked a little self-conscious at all the attention, but Leah smiled and encouraged her. Trip scooted her chair under her, and Mark did the same for Leah.

      “Your timing’s perfect,” Mark said as he slouched into his seat and picked up his drink. “We’ve been sniping at each other.”

      “Mostly me,” Christy said.

      “Nah,” Trip said, “you’re fine. You kept everyone in line. It was them, Wren and Paul.”

      My cheeks warmed, and Wren shot me a guilty glance.

      Still friends? I asked with an eyebrow.

      She smiled and nodded. Always.

      “It was all of us,” Mark said aloud, and everyone agreed. “We’ve had a crazy week,” he added. “I don’t think we’ve fully recovered.”

      “Ours was pretty crazy too,” Trip said.

      “You know what we need…?” Mark ventured.

      Christy imitated him perfectly, “To get your dick sucked?”

      “Ha! Good one.”

      Leah teased him, “You mean you don’t want us to suck your dick?”

      “Whoa,” I said, “speak for yourself.”

      Wren rolled her eyes, but it was fond instead of abrasive.

      Christy patted my hand. “I’ll take care of you if they don’t.”

      “Oh, my love,” Wren sighed, “you’re too good for him.”

      “Hey, hey,” Mark said coolly, “let’s not get started again. I meant we need more alcohol.”

      “Hear, hear,” Trip said. He rattled the ice in his empty cup.

      “And maybe a concert,” Mark added. “Whaddya say? Trip? Christy? You guys’re amazing.”

      “Sure,” Trip said, “I’m up for it.”

      “I’d love to,” Christy agreed.

      “All right, then.” Mark lifted the pitcher and filled cups for Leah and Erin. “Let’s chill out. We’ll get to the dick-sucking and pussy-eating when we’re good and ready.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and Trip put on a short concert and then Wren brought out some heavier hors d’oeuvres for dinner. Trip refilled his Jack Daniel’s, while Mark made another pitcher of extra-strong Alabama Slammers. I was a lightweight and switched to wine coolers, but no one gave me a hard time about it.

      Not surprisingly, the music, food, and alcohol improved everyone’s mood, and we were laughing and telling stories by the time the trees reached up to embrace the sun. Even the breeze did its part. It soughed quietly through the forest and carried the fragrant scent of gardenia.

      “Ladies,” Leah said at last, “I believe we’re ready.”

      “God, yes,” Erin agreed. “I totally need a dick to suck.”

      “What about you?” I said to Christy.

      “Oh my gosh, yes, please.”

      “She’s always ready,” Brooke said.

      “So’re you, Miss Dirty Knees.”

      Mark leaned to the side and made a show of examining them. “Her knees aren’t dirty. They’re pink and kinda cute.”

      “So’s the rest of her,” Trip agreed.

      “Oh, brother,” Wren said. “Let’s get this party started already!”

      “Come on,” Leah said to Erin, “we left the stuff in our living room. We’ll be right back,” she said to the rest of us.

      “Should we get the guys ready?” Christy asked.

      “Sure!” Leah glanced at Mark. Something passed between them again, and she smirked. “Hey, Brooke… do you mind filling in for me?”

      “What? Oh, sure, I guess.”

      Mark feigned a moment of dizziness.

      “What’s the matter?” Brooke said in mild alarm.

      He grinned and steadied himself. “Sorry, all the blood just left my head.”

      “Correction,” I laughed, “it left your big head.”

      “Huh, I think he’s right.” Mark pushed back from the table, and Brooke’s eyes widened at the sight of his erection.

      “Seriously?” she said. “Just like that?”

      “Just like that,” he agreed with a grin. “You have that effect…”

      She blushed and smiled shyly from under coppery lashes.

      “He’s all yours,” Leah said. She and Erin headed for the bungalow.

      “C’mon, Little Bit,” I said to Christy, “let’s get this party started.” I took her hand and led her around the pool. We waded down the steps and along the wall, far enough to give the others room. Then I hopped to the concrete edge. It was still warm from the sun, and it soaked up the water that ran from my legs. Christy put her hands on my knees and eyed my dick.

      “Mmm, my two favorite flavors, penis and chlorine.”

      “Yes, please.” I guided her toward my burgeoning erection, and she began kissing the underside.

      Brooke and Mark stopped beside us, but he didn’t hop up. He turned and kissed Brooke instead. She moaned and leaned into him, so he cupped her ass and pulled her closer. All of a sudden she pushed him back. He was a couple of inches taller and thirty pounds heavier, but he was a lover, not a fighter.

      He laughed. “Gotta love a woman who knows what she wants.”

      “Mmm, and I want your dick.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.” He turned, vaulted onto the side, and shot me a grin. Then he closed his eyes and groaned as Brooke engulfed his hard-on and began sucking. “Oh, God, that’s what I was talking about.”

      Trip hopped up a few feet away, close to the steps.

      “Sorry,” Wren said to him, “but you’ll have to make do with me.”

      “Babe, you’re the best.”

      “Liar.” She eyed him. “How much’ve you had to drink?”

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Besides, it’s true.”

      I leaned forward and looked at them. “Less talking, more sucking.”

      “That’s your answer for everything,” Wren shot back.

      “Duh. Besides, I’m sure you’ll say the same thing later. ‘Less talking, more licking.’”

      “Probably,” she laughed. She watched Brooke and Christy for a moment. They were both enjoying themselves, and Wren shrugged. “When in Rome…”

      “I’ll return the favor,” Trip said.

      “I’m counting on it.”

      We all fell silent, except for occasional sighs of enjoyment from Christy and Brooke.

      “That looks like fun,” Leah said when they returned. “Come on, Er, let’s put these on. I’ll start with Trip. You do Paul.”

      Something in her tone made me look up, but I couldn’t catch her eye before Erin drew my attention to the right. She knelt beside me and held up the remains of an old green T-shirt, which Leah had cut up and folded into a blindfold. The logo had faded over time and washings, but the script was still legible, Mountain Dew.

      I sang, “Gimme my good friends, gimme a Dew.”

      Erin gave me a quizzical look instead.

      “The song? From the commercial?” I laughed at another memory. “And the one from when we were kids? The hillbilly? ‘Mountain Dew’ll tickle your innards…’”

      Christy stopped sucking. “’Cause there’s a bang in every bottle! Oh my gosh, yes!”

      “You’re such a dork,” Erin laughed. “Both of you.”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “Sorry, can’t talk now,” Christy said. “Need to tickle my tonsils.”

      Erin smiled fondly and held up the blindfold. “Ready?”

      “Go for it,” I said.

      She covered my eyes with the soft fabric. Then she pitched her voice low and spoke in my ear, “Sorry about earlier.”

      “It’s cool.”

      “I was annoyed at Wren. I’m sure you know why.”

      The pieces suddenly fell into place. “Ah! Okay. Right.”

      “I wanted to…” Erin sighed and began tying the blindfold in place. Then she leaned close again and whispered, “You know what I wanted to do.”

      I didn’t trust myself to speak, but the little head (and Christy) did it for me. My dick swelled in her mouth, and she moaned around it.

      Erin chuckled, low and throaty. “Maybe we’ll tag-team you. One day…”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Mmm, me too.” She kissed my ear. Then she nipped the lobe with her teeth.

      I hissed in surprise, and Christy stopped sucking. She stroked me instead.

      “I like her,” Erin said in my ear, and I realized they were probably looking at one another. “She’s perfect. She’s like us, isn’t she?”

      “Mmm,” Christy said before she returned her attention to her favorite flavors.

      “God, that’s sexy,” Erin said, her voice scarcely a whisper.

      Christy bobbed gently and then swallowed about half my length. She paused for a couple of deep breaths before she slowly forced my cock into her throat. Her lips closed around the base, and I had to grip the edge of the pool to steady myself.

      “I can’t wait,” Erin whispered, “big brother.”

      Christy fucked me with her mouth, and I struggled not to blow my load then and there.

      Erin laughed, kissed my ear again, and sat back. Then she said in a louder voice, “All done. Can you see anything?” I groaned something inarticulate, and she laughed. “I’ll take that as a no.”

      Christy pulled back, and her lips caressed the entire length of my shaft. I groaned again and felt lightheaded.

      “Now that’s incredible,” Leah said from above me. “Wish I could do it.”

      “It’s easy,” Christy said as she caught her breath. “Well, not really, but I could show you.”

      “I’ve tried,” Leah said. “I can’t do it, I’m afraid.”

      “If at first you don’t suck seed,” I said, but Christy was the only one who heard the pun.

      “Suck, suck again. Mmm, yes, please.”

      Leah touched my shoulders and spoke quietly in my ear, “Is it still incest if they’re sisters-in-law?”

      “I don’t think so…”

      “…but you’re willing to try?” she finished with a wry, breathy chuckle. “You’re so much like her. And I hope you don’t mind our little subterfuge. With the blindfolds,” she added, in case I hadn’t made the connection.

      I had. Mark was fine with Erin and me, and Brooke had fantasies about her own brother, but Wren and Trip were taboo kryptonite. Leah had thoughtfully provided a distraction so Erin and I could talk.

      They learned from the best, I thought with a silent laugh.

      “She wanted to tell you herself,” Leah added. “She loves you, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know. And I love her, even when she drives me crazy.”

      “That’s what sisters’re for!” Leah laughed. Then she kissed my cheek and straightened. She said in a normal voice, “C’mon, Er, let’s hand out the chips. I’m ready for a dick.”

      “Totally!”

      “Ladies…?” Leah prompted. She shook the bag and rattled the plastic poker chips. “Come and get ’em.”

      “Unh,” Christy complained. “Do we have to stop?”

      “Come on,” Wren told her. “You have the rest of your life, remember?”

      “Not you too!”

      “Hey, I’m the one who started this whole thing, remember?”

      “How can I forget, Miss Matchmaker?”

      “Come on,” Wren said again, this time from the top of the stairs, “hop out. The sooner we get these chips, the sooner you can get back to sucking.”

      Water swirled around my leg as Christy moved around it. She vaulted smoothly to the side, and droplets spattered the concrete deck as she joined the group a few feet away.

      “Paul is red, Trip is white, Mark is blue,” Leah said. “Are we ready? Erin, you first.”

      The chips clinked softly.

      “Oh my God! Seriously?”

      “It’s a sign!” Christy said.

      “Don’t be disgusting,” Wren told her. “Draw again, Erin.”

      “Of course. That goes without saying.”

      “Oh my gosh, that’s exactly what— Never mind. Here, I’ll take it,” Christy said. “Thank you. Feel free to draw another.”

      “Thanks,” Erin chuckled dryly, “I think I will.”

      “No,” Brooke explained, “she meant, ‘feel free to draw another red one.’”

      “What about the rest of us?” Leah teased. “Don’t we get a turn with him?”

      “Only if I can watch!” Christy said.

      “That’s the spirit,” Erin laughed. The poker chips rattled faintly. “Okay, that works. Next?”

      She and the others joked and made suggestive comments as they drew their chips.

      “Are we ready?” Leah said at last. “Come on, let’s do this. Hey, Paul, can we borrow your watch?”

      “Sure.” I unsnapped the bracelet and held it up.

      She took it from me and then laughed. “How d’you tell time on this thing?”

      “I know, right?” Christy said. “There’s, like, a million numbers.”

      “A million?” Brooke teased. “A thousand thousand? Ten to the sixth?”

      “Smarty-pants.”

      “It’s just a watch,” Erin said. “Here, I’ll do it. Who wants to go first?”

      “Me!” “I do!” “Yes, please.”

      They huddled and began discussing it in low voices.

      “Okay, we’re ready,” Erin said. “Ladies… into the pool and assume the position. Remember, guys, no hands. Only dicks.”

      “Fine by me,” Mark joked.

      Two women walked down the steps, while Christy and someone larger—Wren?—simply hopped into the water beside me. They waded away, and I felt a different woman move between my legs. She’d come from the direction of the stairs.

      “Here we go,” Mark said, “what we’ve all been waiting for.”

      “Mmm,” the woman in front of me agreed.

      I thought I knew who she was, but a single word wasn’t enough to confirm it.

      “No talking,” Wren warned from the stairs. “Only touching.”

      “And sucking!” Christy said, also from my left.

      “I’m serious,” Wren told her. “We don’t want to give the guys any hints.”

      “Fine, Miss Sea Lawyer.”

      “Hold on,” Brooke said, from somewhere closer, “we can’t both—”

      “No talking!” Wren snapped.

      “She’s right,” Erin said in a gentler tone, definitely from the stairs.

      “Sorry, guys,” Wren said, “we’ll figure it out.”

      “Never let a woman pick teams,” Trip joked.

      “Hey, watch it,” she warned.

      “Sorry, babe. Just kidding.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Are we ready?” Erin prompted. “You don’t have to say anything, ladies! Just nod or wave.”

      The woman in front of me waved, returned her hand to my thigh, and then rubbed them both in anticipation.

      “Me too,” I said, and she rewarded me with a soft laugh.

      “All right,” Erin said. “On your marks… get set… suck!”

      Warm lips closed around my dick, which had softened a bit during the pre-game confusion. It swelled immediately, and the woman moaned in surprise. Then she began sucking in earnest. I already thought I knew who she was, and her style confirmed it. I knew her better than anyone except Christy, so I stopped thinking and simply enjoyed myself instead.

      “Time!” Erin called, long before I was ready. “I mean it,” she laughed. “Stop!”

      “Oh, brother,” Wren said.

      “No talking, remember?” Erin said to her. “Time! Seriously,” she said to someone else. “Stop sucking.”

      “Unh,” Christy complained. She’d been sucking Mark, although I didn’t think he’d recognize her voice.

      “Okay, guys,” Erin said. “Time to guess. Paul, you first.”

      “Leah,” I said confidently.

      “He’s good,” Leah said, and pressed a poker chip into my hand. Then she gave my dick a farewell kiss. “Mmm, I’ve missed this, but I’ll be back.”

      “We’re looking forward to it,” I said.

      “We? Oh, that’s right! See you soon, Mr. Big.”

      “Mark, your turn,” Erin said. “Who was it?”

      “I’m not sure. Brooke, maybe? Although… No, I’m gonna stick with Brooke.”

      “Oh, sorry,” Erin said insincerely. “The lady keeps her chip. Trip? What about you?”

      “Wren,” he said, as confident as I’d been.

      “Seriously?” Wren said. “I thought you knew me better than that.”

      “Um… babe… I’m wearing a blindfold.”

      “Still, you—”

      “Be nice,” Christy told her.

      Wren huffed. “Fine, whatever.”

      Christy cleared her throat softly, and I did my best not to smile. For one, I didn’t want to antagonize Wren, but I didn’t want to become the new target for her displeasure, either.

      “I’m sorry, my love.” She actually sounded contrite. “Sorry, Trip. I just want you to win.”

      “Me too, babe, but this is harder’n you think. Anyway, congratulations to whoever.”

      “Me, Brooke. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. Uh… good job?”

      “Ha! Nice one,” Erin said.

      Mark spoke up, “You mind if I ask who was sucking me?”

      “Me!”

      “He doesn’t know your voice,” Brooke said to her.

      “Oh, sorry. It’s me, Christy, your favorite fellatrix. Only, I suppose Leah’s really your favorite, but you know what I mean.”

      “You’re all my favorite,” he said.

      “You can’t have two favorites, you know. ‘Favorite’ is a superlative… whatever that means.”

      They were my own words, and I laughed in surprise.

      “Will you hush,” Brooke said.

      My temper flared, although I bit back a heated reply before it even formed on my lips. The universe rewarded me a moment later.

      “Sorry,” Christy said. “I’m just excited. You know how I get.”

      “Of course, but now isn’t the time,” Brooke said.

      “Yes, dear.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Mark chuckled. “We’re all excited. And, yeah… I know what you mean, Trip. It’s pretty hard.”

      “Hard is good,” Leah said. “We like hard.”

      “Yes, please,” Christy added enthusiastically, and everyone laughed.

      Erin waited until it died down. “Are we ready for the next round?”

      “Here, I’ll do it,” Leah said from the direction of the steps. “Thanks. Uh, hold on… Paul, is this thing waterproof?”

      “I sure hope so,” Christy said. “He swims with it all the time. He even has one of those cute tan lines. I think all his tan lines are cute,” she added, “but that one especially. Hmm, on second thought, his butt is—”

      Brooke cleared her throat.

      “Sorry,” Christy said. “I chatter when I’m excited.”

      “You don’t say,” Leah teased. “Don’t worry about it. It’s cute. Besides, Mark’s right, we’re all excited. Okay, ladies, who’s next?”

      “Don’t say anything,” Wren cautioned. “Just hold up your chips.”

      “Right,” Leah agreed. “Okay, you… you… and you.”

      Mark leaned toward me. “This is kinda fun. I like the anticipation.”

      “I like the blowjobs,” I said.

      “Well, duh!” he laughed. “That too.”

      “Ready?” Leah said as a different woman moved between my legs. Leah waited a moment and then said, “On your marks… get set… suck.”

      Wren began sucking me. I couldn’t tell how I knew, but I did. Maybe it was because she didn’t like giving head as much as the others. I wasn’t about to complain, though, because any blowjob was a good blowjob.

      “Time!” Leah said at last. “Ready to guess? Start with Trip this time.”

      “Christy,” he said without hesitation.

      “Nope,” she said cheerfully, from somewhere in front of us. “I wasn’t in this round.”

      “And now everyone knows,” Wren carped at her.

      “No talking, remember?” Erin warned from my left. “Sorry, Trip,” she added, “better luck next time.”

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      “Mark?” Leah said. “Your turn. Who was it?”

      “That was Brooke.”

      “Damn. I thought I fooled you.”

      “Sorry,” he chuckled. “You can keep the chip if you want.”

      “No,” she laughed, and I imagined her blushing. “But thank you.”

      “Paul?” Leah said after a moment.

      “Wren.”

      “What the—? Seriously?”

      “Two in a row,” Erin chuckled. “Good job, big brother.”

      “I know, right?” Christy agreed.

      “Gimme the watch,” Wren said as she waded away. “I’ll time the next one.”

      I strained to listen as the women discussed the next round and then maneuvered into position, but they were getting better at hiding who they were.

      “Ready?” Wren said. “On your marks… get set… go!”

      Brooke’s round, firm breasts touched my inner thighs as she leaned in to suck me. She’d given me plenty of blowjobs over the past week, so I knew her style. She enjoyed it, too, and I started to wonder how long I could last.

      Mark answered the same question in his own way. He groaned, and the woman between his legs moaned in surprise.

      “Sorry,” he said without meaning it.

      “Time,” Wren said. “For everyone who didn’t come already.”

      “Sorry,” Mark said again. “But it wasn’t my fault. Erin’s really good. Like, amazing.”

      “Is that your guess?” Wren said.

      “Yeah, Erin.”

      “It was totally worth it,” Erin said. “Here you go.”

      “You did that on purpose,” Leah accused playfully. She sounded like she was in front of Trip.

      “Duh,” Erin said. “And now I get to make him hard again.”

      “It’s only fair,” Leah laughed. “Yeah, I know, no talking,” she said before Wren could say anything. “But Trip already figured out it was me.”

      “I did,” he lied.

      I had a sneaking suspicion that she’d taken pity on him, especially since he’d been wrong twice already. I didn’t want to be a jerk, though, so I didn’t call her on it. The others clearly agreed.

      “Paul, your turn,” Wren said. “Who was it?”

      “Brooke.”

      “Damn! That’s twice. I could’ve sworn— Oh, well. Here.” She handed me her chip, and I set it on the concrete beside me.

      “Sorry, ladies,” I joked, “but I know my blowjobs.”

      “He does,” Christy agreed. “I make sure he practices.”

      “She does,” Brooke laughed. “Like, all the time.”

      “Lucky guy,” Mark laughed.

      “You don’t know the half of it,” I said.

      “Oh, I do. I’d be jealous, but… Leah and Erin do the same to me. Oh, God, that’s what I’m talking about.”

      “Mmm, he’s ready,” Erin said.

      “For real?” Brooke said. “That quick?”

      “That’s why we love him,” Erin said.

      “We do!” Leah laughed. “Here, I’ll time the next round.”

      None of the women spoke as they shifted positions.

      “Ready?” Leah said. “On your marks… get set… suck!”

      Christy plunged her mouth over my cock. She didn’t stop until her lips closed around the base. I let out a long, low groan.

      “That good?” Mark chuckled.

      “Yeah,” I managed.

      “What’d she do?”

      “Deep throated me.”

      “Oh, c’mon,” Wren said. “She’s supposed to fool him. To try, at least.”

      “No talking, remember?” Leah said disingenuously.

      “Whatever.”

      “A minute and a half, ladies.”

      Christy spent the next ninety seconds making a solid case for why I should spend the rest of my life with her. She kept right on doing it when Leah called time. I finally had to push her away.

      “Unh! No fair.”

      “Were you trying to make him come?” Leah laughed.

      “Darn right I was.”

      “Well,” Leah said with a smile in her voice. “Do you really need to guess, Paul?”

      “The love of my life, my future wife.”

      “Ding, ding, ding! Give that man a chip.”

      “And my heart,” Christy said as she handed it over.

      “Aww,” several female voices said together.

      “Congratulations, man,” Mark said.

      “Thanks.”

      “Mark?” Leah prompted. “What about you?”

      “Oh, that was Wren,” he said.

      “You gave yourself away, babe,” Trip said.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “I knew it was you already,” Mark said, “so it’s cool. Like the man said, I know my blowjobs.”

      “Yeah, you do.” She handed over the chip, and he thanked her.

      “Trip? What about you?” Leah said.

      “I thought it was Christy,” he said, “but now I’m not so sure.”

      “What do the judges say? Should we give him another minute? All in favor say aye.”

      “Aye!”

      “Oh, sweet Jesus!” Trip gasped almost immediately. “Erin! Definitely Erin.”

      “She deep throated him,” Christy told me in a low voice.

      “I kinda figured,” I said.

      Mark leaned toward me and said in an undertone, “Not something you forget, is it?”

      “Um… no.”

      Christy started sucking me again while we waited for Erin to finish her minute. I was afraid she wouldn’t quit when time was up, but she pulled back when Leah called it.

      “Final round,” Wren said a moment later. “Who still has a chip?”

      “I do.” “Me.” “Right here.”

      Christy, Brooke, and Leah, I thought, and one of them moved between my legs. She rubbed my thighs, and I knew immediately who it was.

      “Ready?” Wren said. “On your marks… get set… go.”

      Leah spent the next couple of minutes reminding me why our relationship had stood the test of time. She was smart and beautiful, and we’d have been friends anyway, but it didn’t hurt that she loved the taste of come and enjoyed getting it almost as much.

      “Time!” Wren called, too soon.

      Leah reluctantly stopped, although she gave my dick a final wet kiss before she straightened. Then she stood between my legs and rested her hands on my thighs.

      “Trip… you first,” Wren said. “Who was it?”

      “Hell if I know. I suck at this,” he laughed.

      “No pun intended?” I said.

      “God, no. You’re the punny one.”

      “Ha!”

      “Anyway,” he continued, “who was it? I dunno, Leah?”

      I shook my head, and the real Leah laughed softly.

      “No, sorry,” Christy said to Trip.

      “Wow! You totally fooled me.”

      “That’s what she’s supposed to do,” Wren said without much pity.

      “Duh. And I’m cool with it.”

      “Paul?” Wren prompted.

      “Leah. For real.”

      The chip clinked against the others as she set it atop the small pile to my right. “My pleasure,” she added.

      “Mine too.”

      Mark spoke up before Wren could even ask him. “Brooke. I’d know those lips anywhere. Perfect.”

      “Are you gonna let him get away with that?” Erin teased.

      “Sure,” Leah said, “why not? Besides, he’s right.”

      “Yeah,” Erin agreed with a wistful sigh. “We’re totally jealous, Brooke.”

      “I don’t know why, but thank you.”

      I took off my blindfold and blinked at the change from earlier. The sun had set completely, and the sky in the east already showed a couple of stars. The sodium lamp above the clubhouse buzzed as it warmed up. Its light was pink instead of yellow, which made Leah’s skin look olive, especially in the shadows under her chin and breasts.

      “What?” she said anxiously.

      “Nothing,” I fibbed. “Just thinking how beautiful you are.”

      “You’re so full of it.”

      “Yeah, but it’s better than what I was really thinking.” I held up a hand. “Don’t ask, Miss Interview.”

      She pursed her lips, and her dark eyes glittered in amusement.

      “Besides, it’s true,” I added. “You’re beautiful.”

      “Well, that sucked,” Trip said, lighthearted instead of truly upset.

      “What did?” Erin said.

      “Everything, the whole game. It sucked.”

      “Mmm, I know,” Christy said.

      “You just hate losing,” I added.

      “What was your first clue?” he laughed.

      “If you ask nicely, I’ll finish you off,” she told him. “I’ll even do it right instead of trying to fool you.”

      “Hell yeah,” he chuckled. “Please. And thank you.”

      “Let’s announce the winners first,” Wren said. “Hold on! Christy, no, stop! We have to—”

      Trip groaned as she began sucking him.

      “Just let her go,” Brooke said. “You know she isn’t going to listen.”

      “Why do we put up with her?” Wren wondered aloud. “Never mind. I know why.”

      “Exactly,” Brooke agreed. “Anyway, Paul won for the guys.”

      “Perfect score.” I held up five red chips.

      “Congratulations,” Mark said.

      “Well-played,” Trip added. “I kinda figured you’d— Oh, Jesus!”

      Christy did her sword-swallower impression.

      “Never mind,” Trip gasped. He tossed a pair of white chips into the pool, rested his hand on Christy’s head, and dismissed the game entirely. He had better things to do, after all.

      “Goofy,” Wren said under her breath.

      “Yeah,” I said, “but we love her.”

      “We do.”

      “You can say that again,” Brooke agreed.

      “So, who won for the ladies?” Leah said.

      “She did.” Brooke nodded in the direction of Christy’s bobbing blonde head. “Erin and I each have one chip, but she has two.”

      Christy held up a pair, one white and one blue, although she didn’t stop sucking.

      “That’s my girl,” I chuckled. “What do we win? We didn’t decide, did we?”

      “No,” Leah said. “Anything you want, I guess.”

      “Can we collect later? I mean, it’d be a shame to stop her.”

      “Please don’t,” Trip said.

      “She really loves it, doesn’t she?” Mark said.

      “It’s a sickness,” Erin joked. “We can’t help it.”

      “Lucky for us!”

      “Anyway,” I said into the silence, “can we collect later?”

      “I don’t see why not,” Leah said. She surveyed the others, and no one disagreed. “Okay. All that’s left is to finish you.”

      “Are you interested?” Mark said to Brooke.

      “Yes, please.”

      He chuckled and leaned back, and she practically attacked him.

      I glanced at Leah and arched an eyebrow. “Your favorite elixir?”

      “How’d you know?” She rested her arms on my thighs and stroked my erection.

      “I know you, remember?”

      “You might’ve forgotten,” she teased.

      “Never.”
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      Leah and I went for a swim to cool off, and I realized she was a better swimmer than I remembered. She wasn’t in the same league as Brooke, Wren, or even Christy, but she could hold her own with me.

      “We all had to take lessons growing up,” she said, “although Kara and Gina never did anything with it. They were always focused on school and grades so they could get into medical school.” She snorted, not quite derisively, but close enough.

      “I was the black sheep,” she continued. “Maybe that’s why I spent more time in the pool. Who knows,” she added with a shrug. “I feel a little guilty, though. Not because I rebelled, but because I always took it for granted. We’ve had a pool for as long as I can remember. I mean, even back when my dad was just a local news producer.

      “Mom won’t admit it,” she laughed, “but it’s a big status symbol for her. The rich girls had them when she was growing up. Funny you should mention it. Nani and I talked about it, too, when we stayed with them.”

      “So, why didn’t they have a pool? They had money. I mean, your grandfather’s a doctor.”

      “It’s an Indian thing with him, an immigrant thing. He doesn’t want to seem posh, like he has ‘ideas above his station’ or something.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. The English are super-conscious about social class, way more than we are. I think it’s crazy. I mean, he drives a Jaguar and has an office on Harley Street, but they still live in the same old house. You’ve seen it.”

      “It’s pretty nice,” I recalled.

      “Yeah, but their garden isn’t big enough for a kiddie pool.”

      “True. A pool would take up the whole yard.”

      “Garden,” she said.

      “What?”

      “They call it a garden, remember?”

      “No,” I chuckled. “I’m not as good with languages as you are. I barely speak English.”

      “That is English,” she teased.

      “Then I barely speak American. Now, I’m thirsty. Are you ready to get out?”

      “Sure.”

      We grabbed our towels and joined the others around the table. Mark poured a fresh drink for Leah and pushed a sweat-beaded wine cooler toward me.

      “Thanks.” I twisted off the top, took a long pull, and sagged into my chair.

      “It’s hard work,” he said, “keeping the girls happy.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Nah, it’s easy,” Trip said.

      Wren raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And how’s that?”

      “Ya just gotta treat ’em like a princess. Now, I dunno ’bout y’all, but I’m ready to eat some pussy.”

      “Ha!” Mark raised his cup in a salute. “Nice.”

      “How long did it take you to come up with that?” I chuckled.

      “A while,” Trip admitted.

      We all laughed.

      “Well, then,” I said to Leah, “I guess you’d better tell us about the next game. What’s it called?”

      “We still don’t have a name.”

      “Who cares,” Trip said.

      “I do,” Wren said. “We need a cool name.”

      “We’re goin’ down on y’all, right? Why not call it somethin’ simple, like Eat at the Y or Muff Divin’?”

      “Because most of us don’t have muffs,” Leah laughed.

      “What’s the matter with Who’s Going Down?” Brooke said. “I liked that one.”

      Wren shook her head. “It needs some pizzazz. Blindfold Blowjob Bingo has…” She snapped her fingers and tried to think of the right word. “Paul, you’ll know. What’s it called when words start with the same letter? Not rhyming, but…?”

      Erin beat me to it. “Alliteration.”

      I blinked in surprise, and she looked smug.

      “Right! That’s it,” Wren continued with hardly a pause. “The name needs to rhyme or… whatever. It needs to sound good.”

      “What about Guys and Girls Going Down?” Brooke said.

      “Too long. It needs to be snappier.”

      We suggested names, but no one came up with anything we all liked.

      “I know!” Mark said at last. “Liquor Lottery.”

      “Liquor?” Leah said with a frown. “What’s—?”

      “No, not ‘liquor.’” Erin sat forward in excitement. “‘Licker’! As in, ‘he’s a hard licker.’”

      Mark nodded.

      “Ooh, I like it,” Christy said.

      “Licker Lottery…,” Wren mused. “That’s good.”

      Mark inclined his head. “Thank you.”

      “Okay, we have a name. Brooke? You came up with the rules. You wanna tell ’em?”

      “Sure, I guess. They aren’t like the guys’ game, though.”

      Wren frowned. “I thought you said they were.”

      “I tried, but I couldn’t make it work. I drew up matrices and everything.”

      Christy’s forehead wrinkled almost comically. She leaned toward me and said in a stage whisper, “She drew what?”

      “A matrix. It’s math.”

      “Linear algebra,” Brooke agreed. “But in this case I wasn’t doing math. I was just using them for modeling. No, not that kind,” she said before Christy could ask. “Like, modeling a data set. So it was technically engineering.

      “I thought we could use chips for the turn order,” she continued, “but the contestants and the players are random elements. Things got pretty complicated, especially when I tried to control for an equal number of turns.”

      “I didn’t understand a word of that,” Christy said to me, still in a stage whisper, “but it sounded bad.”

      “It was bad,” Brooke said. “Too many random elements to handle with only three colors of poker chips.”

      “That’s all we have,” Leah said.

      “Yeah, I know. So I had to come up with some other way to randomize. I could show you the matrices, but…” She saw our blank looks and laughed. “Never mind. Sorry, I’m a total nerd sometimes.”

      “Give me a nerd any day,” Mark said. “Brains and beauty in the same package.”

      “Hear, hear!” Trip agreed.

      Wren huffed in exasperation. “Yeah, guys, we know. You both have a hard-on for Brooke. But will you let her finish explaining before you jump her bones?”

      Brooke was already a little flustered by the guys’ attention, and Wren’s comment made it worse. Her cheeks went pink, but they looked the color of a ripe peach in the yellow light from the sodium lamp. (Sorry, I’m a color nerd. And I digress. So sue me.)

      “Chill out, guys,” Erin said. “We’ll take care of you later. Trust me.”

      Mark and Trip both nodded and fell silent.

      “Thank you,” Erin said. “So, Brooke… you were saying…?”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about. Take it as a compliment. The guys have good taste.”

      “And it’s a big deal that you’re here,” Leah agreed.

      Erin nodded. “We’re a smart and sexy bunch, if I do say so myself. I may be the ugliest—”

      “Whoa, stop right there,” Leah said. “You’re beautiful and you know it, especially to me.”

      “And me,” Mark said.

      “Me too,” Trip agreed.

      “All of us,” I finished, and the others nodded.

      Leah smiled and touched Erin’s hand, and they shared an intimate smile.

      “She’s right about the rest,” Mark said to Brooke. “And we’re glad you decided to join us.”

      “Wow. Thanks. I… um… yeah.”

      I waited for her to regain her composure before I asked, “How’d you solve the problem? With the game, I mean.”

      She sat forward and focused, a true engineer. “It was simple… I removed a variable. We need to do things one at a time. First, we decide who’s the contestant. Then the players draw chips. Well, the potential players. If you draw a red chip, you’re a player. A white one, you’re a spectator.”

      “Okay,” Mark laughed, “now you lost us.”

      “Contestants… players… spectators?” Trip agreed. “I mean, it makes sense, but…”

      “It might be easier to just show us,” I suggested.

      Brooke breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

      “No problem. Leah, why don’t you go first?”

      “Yeah, that’s perfect,” Brooke agreed. “Here, let me have the bag of chips.”

      “Where do we want to do this?” Leah said.

      “I like to eat at the table,” Trip said.

      “He does,” Wren agreed. “It’s probably unsanitary, but—”

      “Emily Post says it’s okay—”

      “Emily Post?” Christy laughed. “Not Xaviera Hollander?”

      “Naughty, naughty,” Mark joked. “Someone reads Penthouse.”

      They’d all had enough to drink that they were likely to keep going, so I yanked their attention back to the game.

      “So… Leah’s going first,” I said, “on the table.”

      “With the candlestick,” Mark snickered. Then he caught my glare. “I mean, sorry. You were saying…?”

      “Right. Leah’s first. On the table. With the blindfold.”

      “All right,” he said, “let’s do this. C’mon, gorgeous.”

      Chairs scraped as we pushed back from the table.

      “Let’s use that one,” Mark suggested, “so we don’t have to move our drinks and the pitcher.”

      “Good idea,” Wren added. “But scoot ’em apart, so we have standing room for the spectators.”

      We did. Then Leah spread her towel on the adjacent table and Mark helped her climb up. He tied the blindfold in place, a white one with red letters from an “I’m a Pepper” logo.

      I chuckled to myself and wondered how many soft drink T-shirts had given their lives for our enjoyment. At least three. The third blindfold had been a light blue Pepsi Light shirt before it had met a pair of scissors.

      Christy and I had a proper blindfold in our nightstand, although I hadn’t even thought to mention it. Brooke had one too, along with a masquerade mask.

      “What’s so funny?” Christy asked quietly.

      “Different lifestyles. I’ll tell you later.”

      Leah lay back. Her breasts flattened, although her dark nipples rose and fell with her rapid breathing.

      “Relax, sweetheart.” Mark clasped her hand, and she calmed down immediately.

      Brooke rattled the bag of poker chips to get our attention. “Red is a player,” she explained again. “White just watches this round.”

      We all nodded, even Leah.

      “At the end of two minutes, the contestant—”

      “Just call her Leah,” I suggested. “And we’re the lickers.”

      “Yeah, sorry. I’m thinking in terms of engineering again.”

      “That’s okay. You fall back on habit. Anyway, keep going.”

      “Thanks. So… Lickers go down for two minutes. Then Leah guesses man or woman. I had to do it that way to get enough points. Otherwise we’d have an issue with ceiling effect.” She automatically answered Christy’s frown, “It’s math. Statistics, but you know what I mean. Anyway, Leah gets a point if she’s right, but I added a twist.”

      I scanned the group and made sure everyone was paying attention. They were buzzed but seemed to be following.

      “She can get a bonus point if she guesses who,” Brooke continued. “Correctly, I mean. Well, duh, of course ‘correctly.’ Sorry, I explain things when I’m nervous.”

      “We all do,” Mark said with a smile. “But you’re doing fine.”

      “Thanks. So, Leah can score a maximum of six points if she guesses everyone correctly.”

      “Sounds good,” Trip said. “Let’s get this Licker Lottery started.”

      We all drew chips. I pulled a red one, along with Wren and Mark.

      “Aw, dude,” Trip complained. “I wanted to go first.”

      “No talking,” Wren warned.

      “Will you give it a rest?” he said.

      I expected her to flare angrily, but she looked hurt instead.

      He softened his tone. “Babe, this isn’t the World Series. It’s just a pick-up game in the park.”

      “I know. But—”

      “Sometimes ya gotta play for the fun of it and forget about the score.”

      “I know. I just want you to win this time.”

      “Yeah, I know. And thanks. But let’s just relax and have fun.”

      She nodded, suitably chastened.

      “S’why I love you,” he said. He folded her in a hug and kissed the top of her head.

      “I know,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

      He channeled Freddie DeFeo with a perfect, “Fuggedaboutit,” and Wren laughed. “Anyway,” he said to the rest of us without releasing her, “let’s play ball. Who’s up first?”

      Mark and I held up our red chips, and Trip belatedly remembered that Wren had drawn one too.

      “Babe,” he said in a low voice, “you’re up. Come on, have fun. Do your thing.”

      I unsnapped my watch and handed it to Brooke.

      “Okay, Leah,” she said, “get ready for your first licker.”

      “Let’s pull up a chair,” Mark suggested, “so she’ll have somewhere to put her feet.”

      “Good idea. I should’ve thought of that.”

      “Nah, it’s cool. You thought of everything else.”

      Mark moved the chair into position and guided Leah’s feet to its arms. Then he tapped her calf and lifted her leg so Wren could slide into the seat.

      “Okay, let’s do this,” Leah said with a little tremor in her voice.

      “You’re gonna love it,” Mark told her.

      “Licker ready?” Brooke said, and Wren nodded. “On your mark… get set… go!”

      Leah and Wren were both a little self-conscious at first, but they quickly forgot about the rest of us. Wren’s tongue and fingers worked their magic, and Leah’s breathing deepened with excitement instead of nerves.

      “Time!” Brooke called. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize,” Erin told her quietly. “You’re in charge.”

      “Thanks. So… Leah? Was it a man or a woman?”

      “God, this is hard.” She chewed her lip for a moment. “A man?”

      “No, sorry,” Brooke said.

      Mark spoke up, “She can still guess who, right?”

      “Sure, of course!”

      “I… don’t know,” Leah stalled. “Um… Christy, maybe?”

      “No, it was me,” Wren said.

      “She doesn’t know your voice,” Christy said, exactly the way Brooke had said it to her.

      “Oh, sorry. It was me, Wren.” She held up her chip and looked at Brooke. “So, I get to keep this?”

      “Damn! I forgot about that. No, sorry,” Brooke said, “we need to use it for the next round.”

      “How do we tell who won?” Trip said. “Never mind. Fuck it. We’re just here to have fun, right?”

      “Right!” we agreed.

      “Okay, who’s next?” Brooke said, and I held up my own chip.

      Mark grinned and gestured toward the chair.

      “Um… get ready,” Brooke said.

      Leah lifted her leg and waited until she felt me slide into position.

      “Licker ready?” Brooke said. “On your mark… get set… go.”

      I started by planting a couple of kisses on Leah’s soft inner thighs. Then I teased her damp opening with two fingers. After a moment I slid them inside and began licking in earnest. She tasted tangy and salty, with just a hint of chlorine from earlier. I tried to be gentle and lick her like a woman would have, and I was pretty sure I fooled her. I was just getting into it when Brooke called time.

      “That was a guy,” Leah said immediately. “Paul. For sure.”

      “What the—?” I blurted. “I did everything like a woman!”

      “Oh, Paul,” Wren said, fond instead of biting. “No woman is ever going to think you’re one of us. You’re a hundred percent guy.”

      “She’s right,” Christy said. “Sorry. Don’t get me wrong, I love when you try, but…” She shrugged apologetically.

      I laughed it off. “Ah, well. Trip’s right, we’re just here to have fun.”

      “Sorry, dude,” he said, “you can’t win ’em all.”

      I lifted Leah’s leg, ducked under it, and held it for Mark to take my place.

      “Ready?” Brooke said. “On your mark— Okay,” she laughed.

      Mark had already buried his face between Leah’s thighs. She gasped and then sighed, and her chest heaved as her breathing grew erratic in a matter of seconds.

      Everyone was paying attention to them, so I used the distraction to move close to Christy.

      “Having fun?” I asked quietly.

      She nodded. “Thank you for making Brooke feel comfortable. It’s what you do, I know, but I appreciate it. So does she.”

      “She likes being a swinger?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes! She’s wanted it all along, but she’s been too scared. Only, now she isn’t. I told her, but… She had to see for herself. You know how she is.”

      I nodded, and we watched her for a moment as she divided her attention between the watch and Leah.

      “Time!” she called. “Sorry.”

      “Seriously,” Erin laughed, “you don’t need to apologize.”

      “She’s right,” Wren agreed. “This is your game.”

      Brooke blushed and thanked them with a shy smile. Then she remembered that she was, in fact, in charge.

      “Okay, Leah… who do you think it was? Man or woman?”

      “A woman, I think.”

      “No, sorry.”

      “Oh. Then it was Mark.”

      He laughed easily and kissed her smooth, dark labia. “She knows my style.”

      “That’s not all she knows,” Erin joked.

      Leah sat up and pulled off the blindfold. “You’ve been spending too much time with my dad,” she said. “You’re starting to sound like him.”

      “Am not.”

      “Are too.”

      “Now you sound like your mothers,” I told them.

      Erin glowered defiantly. “We’re nothing like them.”

      “Keep thinking that. Now, let’s get back to the game. Brooke, who’s next?”

      “I guess… um… Chris?”

      “What?” Leah craned her neck and looked around. “Is he here?”

      Brooke frowned. “He? He who?”

      “Her dad,” Erin said. Then she answered Leah, “And no, he isn’t. That’s what Brooke calls Christy, remember?”

      “Oh, yeah, right! Sorry. I knew that.”

      “Why?” Erin teased her. “You weren’t excited or anything, were you?”

      Wren and Trip didn’t make the connection, but I put a stop to it anyway. Erin was tempting fate, after all.

      “Christy, you’re up,” I said.

      “Sorry, Leah,” Brooke added. “I’ll try to call her by her real name when you’re around.”

      “No, it’s okay,” Leah said, although her eyes tightened with the barest hint of a glare at Erin, who silently apologized. Leah hopped off the table and patted her towel.

      “It’s all yours,” she said to Christy. “I got it warm for you.” She helped her onto the table and tied the blindfold for her. Then she whispered something in her ear.

      “Oh my gosh, yes,” Christy said. “Me too.”

      Mark and I exchanged a grin.

      “Let’s draw.” Brooke held out the bag of chips.

      Erin, Leah, and Wren drew white ones. I did too, which left only red ones for Trip, Mark, and Brooke. She seemed a little flustered, so Leah stepped up.

      “I’ll run this round.”

      Brooke handed her the watch, and Trip slid into the seat between Christy’s legs. He licked his lips in anticipation.

      “Oh, brother,” Wren said in a low voice.

      “Ready?” Leah said. “On your mark… get set… lick.”
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      Erin drifted to the table with the drinks. She sank into a chair and sulked until she saw me watching. I offered a smile. She returned it with a stare, so I pantomimed choking myself. I twisted my face into a rictus of death, complete with crossed eyes and a protruding tongue. I held it until she cracked a smile. Then I straightened and pretended to dust myself off. She actually laughed at that.

      I shot a glance at the others. I couldn’t compete when it came to pussy-eating, but I had other talents I could use. I crossed to Erin, pulled up a chair, and sank into it. Then I pitched my voice so only she could hear.

      “I’ve been thinking about what you said, earlier.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. About us.”

      All of a sudden I could feel the heat of her arm next to mine. She glanced my way and then scanned the group. Her eyes fell on Wren, who had her back to us.

      “What do you mean?” she asked cautiously.

      I leaned toward her and said in a low voice, “Imagine a desert island and a shipwrecked sailor. He washes ashore, where he’s discovered by two sex-starved sisters, beautiful blondes.”

      Erin closed her eyes and swallowed hard. When she opened them again, she started adding details, and her imagination was as vivid as mine.

      People glanced at us a couple of times, including Wren, but she only saw our faces. She never noticed that Erin’s nipples were stiff and her skin pink with arousal. She didn’t realize that my wine cooler hid my erection. She saw what she expected, two people chatting and relaxing between rounds in a game.

      Leah could see us from a different angle, and she already had a keen journalist’s eye for the real story, the one behind the action. She knew exactly what we were up to, but she didn’t give us away. In fact, she did her best to keep everyone’s attention on Christy instead.

      Erin and I continued until our horny island trio had done everything. The sailor and nymphs traded enough bodily fluids that they couldn’t tell where one ended and another began.

      Christy’s turn ended, so Erin and I composed ourselves. She shifted in her chair and crossed her legs demurely. I couldn’t do anything about my erection, but Trip and Mark had them too, albeit for different reasons. I didn’t think anyone would ask, so I didn’t bother to come up with an excuse.

      “No fair,” Christy complained as she hopped to the ground. “I couldn’t tell who was who.”

      “Hey,” Trip said, “two for six ain’t bad. You’re still batting over 300.”

      “Oh, wow. I hadn’t thought of it like that.” Christy beamed and held out the blindfold. “Who’s next?”

      “How about Wren?” Leah said quickly.

      “Yeah, c’mon, babe,” Trip agreed.

      Christy tied the blindfold around Wren’s eyes and then helped her onto the table.

      Leah appeared with the bag of poker chips. She glanced at my erection and arched a dark, elegant eyebrow.

      “Having fun?” she asked quietly.

      “I’ll tell you later,” Erin promised.

      “Oh, I know.” She shook the bag and held it out to Erin, who drew a white chip. I drew a red one and Leah cleared her throat. I wasn’t sure what she wanted until I realized that her body shielded me from everyone but Erin.

      She cleared her throat again, and I reached into the bag a second time. I dropped the first chip and grabbed another, a white one this time.

      “See?” Leah said to Erin. “He isn’t so slow after all.”

      “He’s still a dork.”

      “Oh, totally. But he’s ours. Speaking of which…” She glanced over her shoulder and then back at us. “I’ll send Christy over.”

      She moved on and let the others draw. Trip pulled a red chip, Brooke drew a white one, and Mark came up with the second red. Leah shook the remaining pair of chips and then looked into the bag, as if she wanted to make sure they were still there.

      Then she did something that I didn’t understand at first—she pinched the bottom of the bag and held the top toward Christy. I laughed and nearly gave it away when I figured it out.

      Christy drew a white chip, her only option, since Leah was holding the red one through the bag. She released the bottom, stuck her hand in the top, and withdrew the final chip.

      “Lucky us,” Trip said, and Leah nodded as if she hadn’t just rigged the entire draw.

      Note to self, I thought, never play poker with Leah. Never, as in, “not ever.” Never, never, never.

      Unless it’s strip poker, the little head added, and I had to agree.

      “God, I love that woman,” Erin said under her breath.

      “No kidding. You saw it too?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay,” Leah said brightly, “let’s get started.” She herded the others into position and focused their attention on Wren.

      Brooke raised the watch and started the round.

      Christy waited until no one would notice before she crossed to Erin and me. I set my wine cooler aside, and Christy feigned surprise at my erection. Then she grinned and slid onto my lap.

      “So… whatcha talkin’ about?” she asked, the perfect airhead.

      “A desert island,” I said.

      “Are there any people on it?”

      “A shipwrecked sailor.”

      “And two blonde nymphs,” Erin added.

      “Oh my gosh, are they sisters?”

      “How’d you guess?” I chuckled.

      “Mmm, I like this story.”

      “We thought you might.”

      “Should we tell her the rest?” Erin asked.

      “Oh, please, please! Tell me, tell me. Please—?”

      “Shh,” I laughed. “Keep your voice down.”

      “Sorry.” She looked around, conspirator-style, and then leaned toward Erin. “Please? I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

      “Well, once upon a time,” Erin began, “a handsome young sailor was shipwrecked on a desert isle. He met two beautiful nymphs, daughters of the titan Helios, with hair like spun gold. One of them had eyes the color of the summer sky, while the other’s were the pale blue of winter…”

      Erin had a rare gift for storytelling, and she transformed our taboo fantasy into a myth instead. She wove her tale with the skill of Arachne. Even bright-eyed Athena would have admired it. Christy and I didn’t stand a chance. We listened, captivated and aroused.

      “…hello? Hello? Earth to Paul.”

      Leah had been talking to me. I blinked back to reality and realized that Wren’s turn was over. She and the others were staring at us.

      “Sorry,” Christy said out of the blue. “Erin was telling us about her dorm.”

      Brooke had to cover her face, either from shame or to keep from laughing. Mark and Leah held it together, but only because they couldn’t believe someone could lie that badly (and with a straight face).

      “Uh-huh,” Wren said dryly. “That explains why you were giving Paul a handjob.”

      “What? Oh, that,” Christy said. “No, I do that all the time. Most of the time I don’t even notice.”

      “It’s true,” I said. “Sometimes she’ll be drawing with one hand and jerking me with the other.”

      “He’s right! I can’t tell you how many pages in my sketchbook are stuck together now.”

      Brooke lost it at that point. She doubled over and shook with laughter, and everyone turned to look. Wren succumbed a moment later, and soon we were all laughing, including Christy.

      “Oh, Chris,” Brooke gasped. “You’re the worst liar in the world.”

      “Like, totally,” Erin said through tears.

      “I didn’t think it was that bad,” Christy muttered.

      “It was pretty bad,” I said.

      “But it was funny,” Trip said. “Ya gotta admit…”

      “Yeah, it was,” Wren said.

      “This calls for another drink,” Mark said. “And then let’s finish this game. I dunno ’bout you guys, but I’m ready to get my dick wet.”

      “Hear, hear!” Trip agreed.

      Mark emptied the pitcher into the girls’ cups. He didn’t have enough left for his own, so he accepted a healthy splash of whiskey from Trip, who waved the bottle at me.

      “Sure, what the hell,” I said. “Why not?”

      He poured and we drank. The alcohol burned my throat and filled me with warmth.

      “Okay, who’s next?” Mark said. “Erin or Brooke?”

      “Erin,” Leah said with an evil grin.

      “Save the best for last,” Trip said.

      Wren punched him in the arm.

      “Ow! Yeah, all right,” he said as he rubbed it, “I kinda deserved that.” He grinned. “Let me rephrase. I meant to say, ‘The second best, after my sweetie.’”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Come on,” Leah said, “let’s do this. Erin…? Assume the position.”

      We returned to the other table, where Leah helped Erin with the blindfold. Brooke drew a white chip and then passed the bag. I pulled a red one, and Wren immediately shook her head. I paused and considered it, mostly to needle her. Then I put it back and drew another.

      “Well?” I held up another red chip. “What now?”

      “It’s a sign,” Christy said hopefully.

      “Just look in there and find a white one,” Wren said.

      “Your wish—”

      She glared and huffed, so I rolled my eyes in a passable imitation.

      “Be nice,” Christy said out of the side of her mouth.

      “Yes, dear.”

      I found a white chip and passed the bag to Christy, who immediately drew my red one. Trip and Mark pulled the last two and shared a grin.

      “Are we ready?” Brooke said.

      Leah gestured for Christy to go first.

      Brooke held up the watch. “On your mark… get set… go.”

      Erin was so worked up by the island fantasy that she didn’t have a clue who was licking her. Trip took Christy’s place and made her come after less than a minute. Erin cried out and arched her back, and Trip kept licking until she finally gasped and pushed him away.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s how I do it,” he bragged. Then he helped her sit up. He was still a gentleman, after all. He supported her with a hand on her shoulder and bent to look into her eyes. “Are you all right? That was a big one.”

      “It’s still— going.”

      “Wow! For real?”

      She nodded jerkily.

      “Okay… so… um?”

      “I don’t think— I can walk.”

      He chuckled. “Not the first time I’ve heard that.”

      Wren rolled her eyes but didn’t deny it.

      “Bring her over here,” Leah said.

      Trip lifted Erin off the table and carried her to a chair. “Is she gonna be all right?”

      “She’ll be fine,” Leah said. “I’ll take care of her.” She found Erin’s towel and draped it around her shoulders. Then she pulled up her own chair. “Aw, honey… that was a big one, wasn’t it?”

      “O-o-oh my God.”

      “You were pretty worked up, weren’t you?”

      “W-w-was it— that obvious?”

      Erin’s teeth were chattering. Leah laughed easily and hugged her. Then she caught Mark’s eye and nodded toward the other table.

      “Okay,” he said. “Brooke, you’re up.”

      “Is she gonna be all right? Do we need to stop?”

      “I’m f-f-fine,” Erin said. “Your turn. Y-y-you earned it.”

      “She’s okay,” Leah said. “She gets like this sometimes.” She rubbed Erin’s shoulder and leaned into her.

      “Sorry,” Trip joked. “I’ll dial it back next time.”

      “Oh, brother,” Wren said.

      “What? I’m just sayin’—”

      “Oh, quit. Everyone knows you’re the best.”

      “It’s true,” Mark said. “Now c’mon, let’s do this.”

      He tied Brooke’s blindfold, and I picked up the bag of chips. I fished out two white ones and set them on the table next to Leah, who smiled gratefully. Then I made a snap decision and glanced at Christy. She nodded and scooted a chair next to the other two. I dumped all the chips into my palm, found a white one, and set it on the table for her.

      I looked at Wren and held up the fourth and final white chip. She glanced at the red ones in my right hand before her eyes flicked to Trip and Mark.

      “Yeah, give it here,” she said, and I handed her the white one. “All right, are we ready?” She gestured at Mark. “You wanna go first?”

      He grinned, nodded, and slid into the chair between Brooke’s legs.

      “Hold on to your knickers,” he said under his breath, and Brooke actually laughed. Then she moistened her lips and relaxed.

      “On your mark—”

      On your Mark. I snorted a laugh. Wren glared, so I did my best to compose my expression. Sadly, my best wasn’t very good.

      “On your mark…,” she repeated ominously. Then she waited to see if I had anything to add (I didn’t) before she finished, “get set… go!”

      Brooke figured out what we’d done. She guessed all three of us correctly and scored a perfect six points.

      “Okay, that was impressive,” Wren said.

      “Makes it easy to declare a winner,” Trip agreed. He helped Brooke sit up.

      “Did we ever decide what she wins?” I asked Leah, who shook her head.

      “Winner’s choice,” Mark declared.

      Brooke blushed peach-pink when everyone looked at her.

      “Do you know what you want?” Trip asked.

      “Tell us your wishes,” I boomed, “O Winner of the Licker Lottery.”

      Wren rolled her eyes but followed with a grudging grin. She was a showman too, after all.

      “You’re such a dork,” Erin laughed.

      “Yeah, but he’s our dork,” Christy and Leah said at the same time.

      “Jinx!” Christy said. “You owe me a Coke.”

      Leah smiled warmly. “Any time.”

      “So… what’ll it be?” Mark asked Brooke. “Anything you want.”

      “Anything?”

      “Anything,” Trip agreed.

      “In that case, I want… um…” She swallowed nervously. The silence threatened to become awkward.

      “Want me to tell them?” I asked.

      “Hey, this isn’t what you want,” Wren snapped. “She won.”

      Christy cleared her throat softly.

      “Yeah, okay,” Wren admitted, “I guess he’d know.”

      Brooke nodded.

      “Gentlemen… the lady wants a foursome.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” Mark said. “Let’s do this.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Trip added. “Her wish is our command.”

      Wren shot me a glare. I’ll get you for this…

      At first I thought she was upset that Trip had such an obvious hard-on for Brooke. Then I realized she was annoyed that he’d adopted my usual reply. I couldn’t help but tease her about it.

      “And your little dog too!” I cackled.

      “God, you are such a dork,” Erin said.

      “Yeah,” Leah said, “but he’s Brooke’s dork now. And speaking of which… Paul, you all should probably move to a bedroom.”

      “Definitely.”

      “Ladies,” she added to them, “do we want to join them?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes, please.”

      “At least for a little while,” Wren agreed.

      “Oh, for sure,” Leah said. “We can have our own foursome… or whatever. But first I wanna watch the guys in action. Not to mention Brooke…”

      I glanced over to see if she objected, and she looked like a deer in the headlights. She didn’t look scared, precisely, but overwhelmed by so much attention. Leah realized the same thing.

      “Oh, hey, we’re probably rushing things,” she said. “This is all new, isn’t it, Brooke? Take your time.”

      “Yeah,” Erin agreed. “Take all the time you need.”

      Christy glanced at me and then darted a look at Brooke.

      “Give us a second,” I said to the others. I moved closer to Brooke and leaned in. “Are you okay? We don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      “No, I do,” she said, a bit uncertainly. Then she moistened her lips. Her hand found mine, and I squeezed it to reassure her.

      “Remember your safe word,” I said. “Say it and we’ll stop. Okay?”

      She nodded with a bit more confidence.

      “Ready to give it a try?” I asked.

      She smiled shyly. “Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome.” I turned to the group and nodded.

      “Our place?” Trip suggested. “It’s closest.”

      He was thinking ahead, to his tube of K-Y. He normally wasn’t an ass-man, but he really wanted to get into Brooke’s.

      That bothered me for some reason, and I thought about suggesting our place, if only to throw off his game. Brooke would be more comfortable there, and we had lube in our nightstand too. Unfortunately, we also had things I didn’t want anyone else to know about.

      “Sure,” I said, “your place works.”

      “Babe?”

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” Wren agreed.

      I squeezed Brooke’s hand again. She smiled at me sideways and then took a deep breath to steady herself. We started walking toward Trip and Wren’s bungalow, and the others followed in a loose gaggle.

      “You’ll be fine once we get things going,” I told Brooke in a low voice.

      “Yeah. Thanks for doing this.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “No, I mean… everything. Chris, the Retreat, the guys…”

      “As long as you’re having fun.”

      “I am.” She sounded surprised. Then she laughed, a release of tension more than anything. “I can’t believe we’re really gonna do it…”

      I chuckled suggestively. “Oh, we’re gonna ‘do it,’ all right.”

      “Make me airtight?”

      My eyebrows ticked up.

      “I’m like Chris, I guess. I normally just think these things, but they’re fun to say, too. And I’ve wanted this as long as I can remember. I just… never met the right guy.”

      “Well, you found ’im,” I said. “Three of ’em, as a matter of fact.” I stopped at the door and waited for Trip.

      “Go on in,” he said, “we’re right behind you.” He and Mark followed us into the living room.

      “Bedroom?” I suggested.

      Mark shook his head. “Not yet. Wait for the girls.”

      They filed through the door, and the room seemed crowded with eight of us.

      “Is this all right?” Leah asked. “I mean, we can leave you alone if you’d rather…” She gestured toward the bedroom.

      “No, it’s fine,” Brooke said. She put on a brave face, although she didn’t let go of my hand. I squeezed it again.

      “Cool,” Leah said. “And I swear, we aren’t just voyeurs. We’re on a fact-finding mission.” She puffed out her chest. Then she grinned and glanced at Wren, who actually blushed.

      “Hold on…?” I said. “You wanna try this? With three guys?”

      “Why not?” Wren said. “I like anal. Well, with the right guy.”

      “Yeah, totally,” Leah agreed, and my eyebrows hit the ceiling. She laughed. “Oh, please.”

      “But…,” I stammered, “I didn’t think… I mean…”

      “You thought I didn’t like it? That Gina was the only one?” she teased. “No, I like it too. Well, I do now.” She smiled at Mark. “It’s kinda nice, especially with a guy who takes his time.”

      “I’d’ve taken my time,” I grumbled.

      “Yeah, for sure,” Mark said. “But… uh… I have a normal dick.”

      “He means normal-sized,” Leah added quickly.

      “Mine’s normal.”

      “Yeah,” Christy said indignantly.

      “She’s an expert,” Wren said. “She has a whole book of ’em. Dicks, dicks, and more dicks.”

      Christy glared, but Wren only shrugged.

      “No offense,” Mark said to me, “but you’re only ‘normal’ if you’re a horse.”

      “What’s the matter with that?” Christy fired back. “I happen to like his horse-cock, thank you very much.”

      Leah snorted, and Erin pursed her lips in silent amusement. Christy was normally demure, at least around other people. And she was so small that no one really believed her when she tried to act tough.

      Trip surprised us with a laugh. “I wouldn’t mess with her if I were you,” he said to Mark. “She’s a bitty little thing, but she’s stronger’n she looks. And she grew up with five older brothers.”

      “Exactly,” I added. “She could probably take you in a fair fight.”

      Christy stuck out her chin and tried to look intimidating, a bunny rabbit with a vicious streak a mile wide.

      “Not me,” Mark laughed. “I don’t wanna get my butt kicked by anyone, guy or girl. I’m just here to have fun.” He looked at Christy and bowed slightly. “I’m sorry. You’re right, Paul’s totally normal. I’m just jealous.”

      “Don’t be,” Leah said. “I like yours better.” She added an apologetic shrug for my benefit.

      “I dunno,” Erin said, “I kinda like a guy who’s packin’ something extra.”

      “Yeah, but you’re a total size queen,” Leah laughed. “I can’t say I blame you, but still…”

      “Who cares,” Wren said. “It isn’t the size of the boat—”

      “—but the motion of the ocean,” Trip finished. “Oh, yeah, babe.”

      “So true,” Mark said. Then he turned his charm on Brooke. “Well, what do you think? We’re a bunch of posers and perverts, but we’re yours if you want us.”

      “When you put it like that,” Leah laughed, “she’d be crazy to refuse!”

      “I know, right?” Christy said. Then she looked at Brooke. “You know you want to. How many times’ve you told me?”

      “Like, a million-billion.”

      “Exactly!”

      We all fell silent and waited for Brooke. She wasn’t going to make the first move, so I released her hand and drew it toward my dick. It was still semi-hard, and I made it twitch. She laughed in genuine amusement, and her determination solidified. She gripped my shaft and began stroking.

      Trip moved in. He lifted her chin and kissed her.

      “Ladies,” Leah said in the background, “that’s our cue. Have a seat.”

      The love seat was big enough for three of them, and Wren sank into the chair. The room seemed a lot less crowded all of a sudden.

      Mark swept Brooke’s ponytail aside and planted a kiss on her shoulder. She moaned and kissed Trip harder. Then she groped with her free hand for Mark’s dick. She let out a little gasp of surprise when she realized how hard it was.

      Sometimes I envied him, especially his ability to get an erection on command. I was no slouch in the hard-on department, but it took longer than when I was a teenager. I chuckled wryly and reminded myself that twenty-one was hardly an old man.

      Hey! Focus! the little head snapped.

      I laughed again. Your wish is my command.

      Don’t start that crap with me, he said testily. I’m not Wren.

      Thank God for that.

      Why do I put up with you?

      How many times do I have to tell you? I mocked. You’re me, dumbass.

      Very funny. D’you want me to sulk? In front of all these people?

      No. I’ll behave.

      Yeah, that’s right, I thought so. I’m in charge now.

      It was pure bravado, pure me, and I did my best not to laugh.

      “What a dork,” Erin muttered from the love seat.

      I shot her a grin.

      Seriously? the little head griped. What’re you—?

      Fortunately, Brooke chose that moment to sink to her knees. She reversed her grip on my cock, and Mark moved to her other side. Trip stepped into the middle, the captain of our little team. He braced his hands on his hips and watched as Brooke began sucking his dick.

      Yeah, that’s more like it, the little head said. For a second there I thought—

      Focus, remember?

      Right! Where were we? Never mind. I know!

      Brooke laughed when she felt him swell eagerly. She switched from Trip to me, and the little head lapsed into silence. He was so happy that he didn’t even complain when she eventually started sucking Mark instead.

      The girls watched from the sidelines and made occasional comments. A distracted part of me wondered if porn stars had to put up with a peanut gallery too. Probably, but the people on a porn set weren’t nude, sexy, or swingers, much less all three.

      I shot the girls a grin and returned my attention to Brooke. Mark and I were fine with blowjobs, but Trip was ready for more, and I really couldn’t blame him. Brooke had the body of a Playmate and the sex drive of a succubus—at least, once she overcame her natural shyness.

      I looked across the small room and caught Christy’s eye. Will you be okay on your own?

      Erin beat her to a reply, Don’t worry, I’ll take care of her.

      I cocked an eyebrow.

      Erin turned to kiss Christy, who stiffened with surprise but then relaxed when Erin slid her hand up her thigh to the warmth of her pussy. Christy spread her legs to give her better access, and Erin teased her clit.

      Trip chose that moment to move things along. “Y’all about ready?” To his credit, he glanced at Wren.

      “Go on, have fun,” she said. “Leah and I have a date with a vibrator.”

      “And a tongue,” Leah quipped, “don’t forget that.”

      “Mmm, I’m looking forward to it.”

      “You don’t wanna stay and watch?” I said.

      “Not really,” Wren said. “You’ll tell us about it later.” She smiled at Trip. “Won’t you, sweetheart?”

      “You know it, babe.”

      Wren stood and extended her hand, and Leah took it.

      “What about you all?” she asked the others. “You’re welcome to join us.”

      “Maybe later,” Erin said. “Right now I think we’re gonna have a twosome instead. What do you think?” she asked Christy. “Your room?”

      “If you’d like.” She glanced at me and shivered, a whole-body frisson of excitement.

      “Have fun,” Wren told them. “You too,” she added to Trip. She gestured to Leah and they left.

      “Only, we don’t have to go,” Christy said to Erin, who didn’t understand how she worked, that her suggestions were actually requests. “We can stay here if you’d like.”

      “Nah, let’s get out of here. I have plans,” Erin chuckled, low and throaty. “Nefarious ones.”

      “Oh my gosh, you— Never mind. Of course you do.”

      Erin stood and pulled Christy with her. “Have fun, guys. You too, Brooke.”

      Brooke hummed something like “Thank you” and moved from Trip to Mark, who groaned softly.

      “Let’s blow this popsicle stand,” Erin said to Christy.

      “Speaking of blow…,” Mark said. Then he closed his eyes, groaned, and held Brooke’s head in place.

      She hummed in surprise but recovered quickly. Then she pumped his shaft and milked the remaining come onto her tongue.

      Christy swallowed reflexively.

      “Sir Comes-a-Lot,” Erin said.

      “That’s me,” Mark agreed.

      “Oh, wow,” Brooke said. “That was unexpected.”

      “It always is with him,” Erin said. “But don’t worry, he’ll be ready again soon. C’mon,” she added to Christy.

      “Yes, m— Sorry, I’m coming.”

      I suppressed a grin.

      Erin looked from me to Christy and back again. What was that about?

      “Have fun,” I said blandly. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ready to collect your prize?” Trip said once the door closed behind them.

      Brooke’s eyes flashed with excitement. “God, yes!”

      He helped her to her feet, gestured toward the bedroom, and followed her down the hall before Mark or I had a chance to move. He really wanted to be the first to her ass. I chuckled to myself, or so I thought, since Mark gave me a curious look.

      “Long story,” I lied. “Tell you later.”

      He accepted it at face value and followed them to the bedroom.

      Trip had started kissing Brooke again. He used his body to maneuver her toward the bed. She bumped into the edge, sat down, and reached for his dick.

      “Uh-uh. Your turn.”

      She grinned, scooted backward, and surveyed us. Her gaze settled on Trip, and I felt an irrational surge of resentment.

      Remind me again…, I thought sourly, why I hang around with guys who’re taller and better-looking.

      Who cares, the little head said. I’m bigger and better-looking than he is. That’s all that matters.

      No, not really. Besides, it’s totally subjective. Christy—

      Whoa! Do you really wanna have this discussion now?

      Yeah, you have a point.

      I thought you’d see it my way. Now get in there! I’m not gonna suck myself!

      I snorted a laugh at the way my mind worked.

      “Dude, Erin’s right,” Trip teased. “You’re a real dork sometimes.”

      Mark winced and shrugged in silent agreement.

      “Yeah, probably,” I said. “But I make you look normal by comparison.”

      “You got that right!” Trip laughed.

      “You do,” Mark said. “But… shouldn’t we be paying attention to Brooke? I mean, she won the lottery, after all.”

      “She did,” Trip said, “and it’s time to pay up.” He caught her eye, and she grinned as he climbed onto the bed. She lay back, and he settled between her legs. “Gentlemen,” he said, “you’d better put something in her mouth.”

      “Why’s that?” Mark chuckled.

      “So her screams don’t wake the rest of camp.”

      “Oh, brother,” I said under my breath.

      Mark shot me a grin and then nodded toward Brooke. “You first.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice. What’re you gonna do?”

      “Play with those amazing tits.” He crawled onto the bed. “I’m normally an ass-man,” he said to Brooke, “but yours might convert me.” He kissed one pinkish-tan nipple. “Have to do a thorough investigation first.”

      I rolled my eyes but climbed onto the bed and knelt beside Brooke’s head. She didn’t really care about our macho banter, and I couldn’t blame her. She was living out a fantasy, one that didn’t include the guys trying to one-up each other. Sure enough, she didn’t waste time with conversation. She captured the head of my cock and began sucking instead.

      She writhed as Trip licked her pussy and Mark sucked her nipples. She was already worked up, but she came a lot quicker than I thought she would. She stopped sucking me after what seemed like a minute. Then she stiffened, and her face turned pink as she held her breath.

      She eventually relaxed and started breathing again. Her nostrils flared, and she swallowed to moisten her mouth. Trip sat up with a smug grin and took all the credit for making her come. I fumed—silently, of course—that it wasn’t a competition, and even if it was, it was a group effort.

      Are you done? the little head said.

      No.

      He waited.

      I sulked.

      Relax, he said at last. Brooke’s here to have fun. Don’t spoil it for her. Besides, you aren’t going to change Trip, so why get worked up about it?

      Words of wisdom? I mocked. From you?

      He sighed. How many times—?

      Yeah, yeah, I know. You’re me.

      Dumbass.

      I couldn’t help but laugh, if only to myself. I certainly couldn’t share it with anyone else. I mean, how could I explain that my penis was also my court jester?

      You’re only human, he said.

      “What’s so funny?” Trip wondered.

      “What? Oh, nothing.”

      He snorted and let it slide. “You ready to get your head back in the game?”

      “Literally or figuratively?”

      Mark grinned.

      “Either,” Trip said. Then he gestured at Brooke, who’d recovered from her orgasm. “I’ll show you how it’s done.”

      He scooted between her thighs and lubricated the head of his cock. Her smooth labia were pink and swollen and shiny with juices. He sank into her. She closed her eyes and moaned as he began thrusting.

      Mark watched her breasts bounce freely. “Yeah,” he mused, “I could totally fall in love with those tits.”

      Trip nodded agreement and kept right on fucking her. He settled into a rhythm, and Brooke opened her eyes. After a moment she reached for my dick. Then she grabbed Mark’s. She pulled us closer. I braced myself on the headboard and leaned in.

      She kissed the underside of my shaft and did the same to Mark’s. She tugged me closer still. I scooted forward, and Brooke angled his dick toward mine. They touched, and I struggled to resist the automatic, overpowering urge to pull back. She rubbed our dicks together and coated the heads with saliva and pre-come.

      I breathed hard through my nose and tried to control my racing pulse. Once I’d survived the initial shock, I had to admit that it actually felt good. Still, some part of me recoiled at the sight of my dick touching another guy’s with nothing in between. It was Brooke’s fantasy, though, and she was clearly enjoying herself.

      “Dude,” Trip muttered. “What the hell?”

      “Hazard of the job,” I said.

      Mark had a sanguine and far more rational take on it. “Different strokes.”

      “Not for me,” Trip said. “I can do my own stroking.”

      What about you? Mark asked with a look.

      I’m cool, I told him, although the big head was still picking its way through the minefield of pleasure and revulsion. I wanted to be fine with it, though, so I said aloud, “Different strokes.”

      Trip grunted, impossible to decipher, while Mark’s piqued eyebrows were all too clear.

      What’re ya gonna do? he seemed to say.

      I stifled a laugh and agreed, What’re ya gonna do?

      Trip started pounding Brooke with renewed enthusiasm. He kept his head down and focused on her breasts. Then he didn’t have to watch as she played with Mark’s dick and mine in close proximity. They touched several times, and Mark rolled his eyes at Trip’s reaction. I liked him more in that moment than I ever had.

      Trip eventually convinced himself that he was a real man, whatever that meant. He slowed to a normal pace, and Mark sat back. I wasn’t sure if he wanted to give Trip a break or because he was ready for a change, but it didn’t really matter.

      Brooke moaned and pulled my dick toward her mouth. She swirled her tongue around the head, and I closed my eyes to enjoy it.

      “Ready to let me in there?” Mark asked a little while later.

      I opened my eyes and blinked as they adjusted.

      “Uh… yeah, sure,” Trip said. He pulled out reluctantly and moved aside.

      Mark climbed between Brooke’s legs, angled his hips, and slid into her.

      “Oh, God, that’s nice.”

      “No kidding,” Trip said. “Wish she’d left some grass on the field, though.”

      Mark shrugged and kept right on fucking her. “Different strokes.”

      “Yeah, sure.” Trip eyed me and then glanced at Brooke’s face. He couldn’t avoid the reminder that I was shaved too. “I… um… No offense.”

      I chuckled. “Don’t worry about it, dude.”

      “Thanks.” He paused and then said, “You mind if I…?”

      I sat back on my heels and rolled away. Brooke moaned softly. Trip moved into position, and she picked up right where she’d left off with me. She was sexy enough that I was content to watch and jerk off. I didn’t want to get too close to Trip’s dick, after all.

      Behave, the court jester warned.

      Yes, sir.

      Better.

      “Here,” Mark said a couple of minutes later, “take over. I wanna play with her tits some more.”

      We changed positions, and I knelt between Brooke’s legs. I gripped my shaft and slapped her swollen pussy with it. She writhed eagerly. Then I teased the head through her slippery folds. She groaned around Trip’s dick, and he shot me a grin.

      “Oh, yeah, she wants it. Give it to her, dude.”

      “Your wish…,” I chuckled.

      “…is my command. Heh.”

      I slid into Brooke’s molten pussy and gave her a moment to adjust. My dick really was bigger than the other guys’. It was thicker and slightly longer, although the length didn’t matter as much.

      It matters to me, the little head said, and it was my turn to lecture him.

      So? Size doesn’t mean a thing if you don’t know how to use it. That’s where I come in.

      Yeah? Then put your money where your mouth is.

      I chuckled.

      “Dude…,” Trip said under his breath. Then he snorted a laugh.

      “What?”

      “You. Talkin’ to yourself.”

      “Yeah? So? What about it?”

      He laughed again, genuinely amused. “Wren’s right… I dunno what we’d do without you.”

      “Have boring sex with hot women?”

      “Ha! For sure!”

      Mark shot me a grin.

      “Well…?” Trip said. “Are you gonna have sex with her or what?”

      “Someone distracted me.”

      “Oh, brother.” He grinned. “Come on, time is pussy.”

      “You got that right!” I laughed and began thrusting.

      “Oh, Jesus,” Trip groaned as Brooke sucked hard. “That’s good.” He closed his eyes and swallowed. “Keep doing that.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure who he was talking to, Brooke or me.

      Mark grinned again and raised an eyebrow. You heard the man.

      We took turns and fucked her steadily until she came again—while I was fucking her, thank you very much.

      Um… I hate to remind you, the little head said, but it isn’t a competition.

      Unless I win. Then it is.

      Whatever, he laughed, the jester again.

      Trip replaced me after Brooke recovered, and I shot a load down her throat. Mark did the same less than a minute later. Then she sucked me back to life while she stroked him. We were both hard again in no time.

      “Why do I hang out with y’all?” Trip muttered. “Damn sex gods.”

      “We don’t have your stamina,” Mark said.

      “Yeah, well, I’m ready to come too. But not before I get a piece o’ that fine ass.” He pulled out and sat back. “Roll over,” he said to Brooke, “and we’ll give ya the jackpot.”

      “You won it fair and square,” Mark agreed.

      “Slide in there,” Trip said to me. “You can be the base, Mr. Horse-cock.” Then he chuckled. “She’s really cute with those nicknames of hers.”

      “Who? Christy?” Mark said. “She’s cute with everything.”

      “No kidding. We oughta do this with her next time. Whoa! Lemme rephrase. I meant we oughta do this with her in the batting order, like one of us.”

      “I knew what you meant,” I chuckled.

      “Good! Thought I might’ve stepped in it. Again. Long story,” he added to Mark.

      “I hear that a lot,” he deadpanned.

      “You all talk too much,” I said, and Brooke grinned. “Ready? Climb on.”

      She swung her leg over my hips. Then she steadied herself with a hand on my chest as she reached between her legs to grasp my cock. She set the tip at her opening, closed her eyes, and sank onto it with a soft groan. All of a sudden she swayed, and I supported her with the obvious handholds, round and firm ones.

      “I knew they’d come in handy one day,” she said.

      I feigned surprise. “Hey. Where’d these things come from?”

      “Where indeed.”

      “To be honest, I never noticed them before.”

      “Oh, brother,” Trip said as he uncapped the tube of K-Y jelly. “It’s getting deep in here.”

      Brooke swallowed hard. Her face and neck were already hot with arousal, and the flush had begun to creep down her chest as well.

      I began thrusting. My cock slid smoothly in her well-lubricated sheath. The temperature in her pussy went up, and her nostrils flared with her breathing.

      “This is it,” I said quietly, “the big finale.”

      “God, yes.”

      I pulled her down for a kiss, and her breasts flattened against my chest.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      “My pleasure.”

      “Ready?” Trip said from behind her.

      I stopped thrusting and cupped her ass. Her cheeks were firm and her skin hot. She groaned when I spread her open. Then Trip touched her exposed anus, and she gasped.

      “Pink and tight,” he chuckled, “just like I like ’em.”

      I rolled my eyes at the corny line, but Brooke wasn’t paying attention. She lowered her head and moaned softly as Trip lubed her sphincter. He took his time, and she slowly relaxed. Then he slid a finger into her ass and gently fucked her with it.

      I began rocking my hips, and my cock moved in her pussy. My balls were only an inch from Trip’s hand, but he didn’t seem to care. Part of me wondered why. Another part told me not to dwell on it, lest I wax philosophical.

      Brooke must have felt me laugh, and Christy had probably told her about that particular quirk of my personality. She raised her head, and her blue eyes glinted with amusement. Then her ponytail swung forward and stung my eye.

      “Sorry,” she laughed. She swept it to the other side, where it tickled my shoulder instead. “Better?”

      I blinked. “Much.”

      She started to say something else but gasped instead. Trip had added a second finger. She moaned again, and I felt her pussy contract.

      “I think she’s ready,” I told him.

      “Yeah, you’re right.” He squirted K-Y on his cock and coated it before he tossed the tube onto the nightstand.

      “How d’you wanna do this,” I asked, “in between or on the outside?”

      “Between. Spread your legs.”

      “Your wish…”

      “…is my command. That never gets old,” he chuckled as he moved into position.

      Brooke sighed, more out of frustration than pleasure.

      “Lemme guess,” I asked quietly, “this was sexier in your head?”

      “How’d you know?”

      “It always is. The letters in Penthouse never talk about this part.”

      “No,” she said, a little grumpily.

      “Just wait.”

      She nodded.

      “Go ahead,” I said over her shoulder.

      “You sure?” Trip asked.

      “Yeah. Go for it.”

      “Move ahead…,” he sang under his breath. “Try to detect it…” He set his erection at the pink rosette of her sphincter. “It’s not too late…”

      Brooke moaned as the head slipped inside.

      “To whip it…” He buried another inch and slapped her ass. “Whip it good!”

      The temperature in Brooke’s pussy shot up, and her muscles contracted again.

      “When a good time turns around… You must whip it!” He slapped Brooke’s ass, and she shuddered. She didn’t like pain as much as Christy did, but Trip was pushing all her buttons at the same time.

      “You will never live it down… Unless you whip it!”

      He slapped both cheeks and slid all the way into her. She held very still at first. Then I thrust gently, and that pushed her over the edge. Her insides gripped my shaft, and for a moment I thought she might squeeze all the blood out of it.

      “Whoa,” Trip said when he felt it. “Is that—? I mean, is she…?”

      “Yeah,” Mark said laconically. “She is.”

      “And it’s a big one,” I rasped.

      “No kidding. I can feel it from here,” Trip said.

      She didn’t move for nearly a minute. She barely even breathed. Then she finally began to relax, and her breath gusted into the hollow of my shoulder.

      “Oh, wow,” Trip said. “You want me to pull out? Brooke, honey—?”

      She shook her head.

      “Just give her a minute,” I said. “She usually recovers pretty quickly. Might take her a bit longer this time, though.”

      She nodded and tried breathing through her nose instead of panting. After a minute she nodded again, and I passed it along to Trip.

      “Jesus, she’s tight,” he said. He gripped her hips and began rocking his own.

      I felt every movement through the thin wall between her pussy and ass. Brooke shivered, and the aftershock rippled through the muscles in her pussy. Trip stopped.

      “Is she…?”

      “Just an aftershock,” I told him. “Keep going.”

      Her ponytail shook with a nod, and he started again. Her ass relaxed and she began to enjoy it. She moaned again, and I didn’t need to tell Trip that it was pleasure instead of pain.

      “You’re up,” he said to Mark.

      “Airtight,” Brooke agreed, so soft that only I heard.

      “That’s the spirit!” I laughed.

      “What? Never mind,” Mark added, “I’m sure it’s a long story.”

      “Not really. She wants us to make her airtight.”

      Trip whooped at the last word, “Oh, hell yeah!” He stopped thrusting and simply held her waist. Then he said out of the blue, “Oh, hey, Brooke, honey… I’m sorry I hit you.”

      Her head came up, and her brows knitted. Mine did too, and I wondered what had made him think of that now. Then I realized he’d probably seen pink handprints on her ass cheeks.

      “Before, when I spanked you,” he explained. “I guess I had my mind on the song. I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

      “No, it’s okay,” she said. “You… um… just surprised me.”

      “Okay, good. Anyway… Mark, you’re up.”

      “For real this time?” he teased.

      “You heard the lady,” Trip said, the captain once again. “Let’s make her airtight.”

      “Your wish is my command.”

      “It isn’t as funny when you say it.”

      I had to suppress a chuckle, which Mark saw. His lips quirked in a grin, and we cemented another bond of friendship.

      “Sorry about that,” he said to Trip. “I was just trying to fit in.”

      “It’s okay. But if you really want to, ahem, fit in…” Trip chuckled at his own wit.

      Mark scooted toward us, and his erection loomed over me. Brooke captured the head and immediately starting sucking.

      “Sorry about the balls in the face,” he said to me. “I’ll try not to let ’em touch you.”

      Trip didn’t realize he was making fun of him. “I dunno,” he teased, “Paul might like it.”

      “You’re fine,” I said to Mark. “But let’s get serious, guys. Brooke wants a real fucking, not three jokers.”

      I suited actions to words and began moving my hips. Brooke groaned around Mark’s dick, and Trip started thrusting again.

      She didn’t come again immediately, but I could feel her working up to it.

      Mark stiffened a couple of minutes later, and Brooke moaned in surprise. He held her head and emptied his balls down her throat. I watched in fascination as his dick pulsed with every spurt. Then he sat back abruptly, and I had to dodge a little friendly fire.

      “Sorry about that,” he panted. “Did I get you?”

      “No, but the bedspread might be pregnant.”

      He laughed.

      “Less talking,” Trip said between thrusts. “More fucking.”

      “You heard the man,” Mark said wryly.

      “Yep.”

      The competitive part of me wanted to make Brooke come again, but she and Trip had other ideas. He wanted to shoot in her ass, so he started fucking her in earnest. I decided to focus on her pleasure instead of macho one-upmanship.

      “Pull her hair,” I told him.

      “What?”

      “Pull her hair,” I repeated, a little louder. “She likes it.”

      “What?” he said again, this time in disbelief.

      I rolled my eyes, and Mark replied with a “what’re ya gonna do?” shrug.

      “Pull. Her. Hair.” I couldn’t keep the frustration out of my voice, although Trip was too preoccupied to hear it for what it was.

      “Whatever. You’d know. Sorry, Brooke…” He grabbed her ponytail and yanked.

      She gasped and arched away from me, and my skin felt suddenly cool. Hers was pink with the heat of arousal, from her forehead to her chest. Her collarbones stood out, and her freckles almost disappeared as her flush deepened.

      Trip slammed into her and stopped moving. He let out a low groan, and Brooke stiffened with her own climax. Her pussy clamped down on my cock, so I didn’t feel him unload inside her, although they both collapsed a moment later.

      Trip’s weight pushed Brooke into my chest, and I resisted the urge to say something cute, mostly because her orgasm was still going. Instead, I thrust gently and buried my dick inside her. The temperature in her pussy spiked, and a rush of moisture coated the base of my shaft. She clung to me and held very still.

      After a moment I realized that my balls were touching something soft and warm. I chuckled to myself when I realized what it was, but Trip was too out of it to complain. He eventually pushed himself upright.

      Brooke moaned as his dick slid out of her ass, and my balls had to find another source of warmth. At least I didn’t have time to laugh about how my mind worked, since Brooke raised her head to look at me.

      “Did you come?”

      “Not yet. You and Trip beat me to it.”

      Her eyelids drooped. They were very dark, a pink like old rose.

      I gave her a moment to recover. “I can finish on my own if—”

      “Uh-uh. Do it inside me.”

      I held still instead of doubting her aloud.

      “Sorry,” she said after a moment. “I’m still…”

      “Take your time,” I chuckled.

      She inhaled sharply and blinked to clear her head. “Sorry,” she repeated. “Come inside me. Please.”

      “Well, since you asked so nicely…”

      She kissed me, lingering and full of heat. Then she began rocking her hips.

      “Oh, God, that’s nice,” I gasped.

      She pushed herself upright and braced her palms on my chest. “Give it to me.”

      “She wants it,” Trip chuckled from the end of the bed. “Better give it to her, dude.”

      “Planning on it,” I grunted. The pressure built in my balls, but I wasn’t there yet. I ran my hands up Brooke’s sides and cupped her breasts. She sighed and closed her eyes, and I rolled her nipples between fingers and thumbs.

      She continued rocking her hips, and we finished in silence. I held her waist, arched my back, and buried my cock. Then I released a geyser of semen deep inside her. Neither of us moved or even breathed until I finished shooting. Then I slowly lowered my hips to the bed. She lay atop me, and our breathing synced.

      “Happy?” I said when I could think again.

      “God, yes.”

      “Good… ’cause I don’t think I can move.”

      She hesitated. “Do you want me to get off you?”

      “I want you to stay right where you are.”

      “What about us?” Trip said. “Never mind, I’m just kidding. You wanna see what the girls’re up to?”

      “Sure,” Mark said.

      I’d almost forgotten they were there, so I didn’t try to talk them out of it.

      “She’s all yours,” Trip said on the way out.

      I waved, but they’d already gone. The front door closed behind them a moment later.

      “Well, I guess it’s just you and me,” I said to Brooke. “I hope you’re okay with that.”

      She rested her head on my shoulder and answered with a deep sigh.
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        * * *

      

      Brooke took a hot shower and fell asleep almost as soon as her head hit the pillow. Christy and I waited for the hot water to recycle before we took our own shower. I expected her to fade pretty quickly after we finished, but her metabolism had other priorities.

      “Can you fix me a snack, please?”

      “Of course. The usual?”

      “I don’t care. I’m starving. I’ll eat anything, even bacon.” She shuddered involuntarily. “Okay, maybe not bacon, but you know what I mean.” She glanced toward the bedroom and hesitated.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “I think I’ll come with you,” she said. “I can eat there.”

      “Ah. So you wanna talk.”

      She replied with a tired smile. “You know me so well.”

      “I do. C’mon, I think we have more of those little rolls Wren used for the hors d’oeuvres.”

      “The chicken ones? Those were yummy.”

      I opened the door and followed her out. The sound of crickets filled the night, and the pool pump hummed in the background. Silvery moonlight bathed the clearing, but the sodium lamp banished it from the patio with harsh and thoroughly modern efficiency. Blue shadows lurked under the tables and chairs, softened by the moonlight where it touched them.

      The breeze had died, and a mist had risen in its place. It floated over the cool grass in the clearing, but the patio was clear. The summery scent of gardenia lingered in the air, mixed with fresh pine and a hint of fall.

      Christy stopped at the edge of the patio, and I nearly ran into her. I stepped back and watched in curiosity as she lifted her face, closed her eyes, and slowly turned full circle.

      “Do you ever wish you could paint this?” she asked. “Not the way it looks, but everything else.”

      I chuckled. “I was thinking the same thing. Not about painting, but the sounds and smells.”

      “Gardenia.” She closed her eyes and inhaled slowly. “Clematis. Honeysuckle. And… um…” Her brows knitted in concentration. “Moonflowers, I think.”

      “Your nose is better than mine. I just smell the pine.”

      She shrugged. “Your ears are better. I get mixed up sometimes. Everything’s sort of brown right now. The sound, I mean.”

      “I don’t think you get ‘mixed up’ at all,” I said. “Not about sounds.”

      “Maybe,” she admitted, “but everything’s still brown. Dull and dark and boring. I don’t remember it as well.” All of a sudden she smiled, a soft glow of affection. “I like talking about senses with you. Most people don’t pay attention. Siobhan says you should use more than just your eyes.”

      I nodded.

      Christy slipped her hand into mine, and we walked through the wide aisle between the tables and chairs. We’d shoved them aside for the games and never put them back. Little Miss Chaos didn’t give them a second glance, and I chuckled to myself at our differences. The jumble offended my sense of order, although not enough to make me stop and fix it.

      “What did you want to talk about?” I asked when the clubhouse door closed behind us. It cut off the sounds of the night, and the air lost its southern charm. Christy glanced through the window and had the same thought.

      “For the record,” she said, “that’s one of the reasons I know you’re Mr. Right.”

      “Mmm,” I agreed. “We think alike.”

      “We do. And before you get all worked up, this isn’t going to be one of those conversations. You’ll ask when you’re ready.” She sighed in annoyance. “Wren knows, but she won’t tell me. And Brooke threatened to rat on me if I went looking for the ring. I’ll see it soon enough. Tomorrow night at the party, I suppose.” She couldn’t resist fishing, and I had to turn away to hide my amusement.

      “See what?” I said casually.

      “Ugh.”

      I hadn’t bothered with the overhead lights, but I could see well enough to find the refrigerator. I opened the door, and light spilled across the darkened kitchen.

      Wren had left a plate of hors d’oeuvres, a good variety and enough for two. She’d wrapped it in Saran Wrap and included a note on top.

      Love you both. - W

      I smiled to myself and imagined her smug look. We were lucky to have her. I showed Christy the plate and told her about the note. Her mood changed completely.

      “Oh my gosh, she’s amazing!”

      “You can say that again. Will you fix us drinks while I unwrap this?”

      “That’s the man’s job,” she said. “Fixing the drinks, I mean. It says so in the Handbook.”

      “What page? Never mind. It doesn’t matter. From now on, we don’t have men’s jobs and women’s jobs.”

      “You said that already. Well, close enough.”

      “Then I’m saying it again.”

      “You’re the man,” she replied dryly.

      “Funny, ha ha. Now go.”

      “Yes, sir.” She filled two whiskey tumblers with bourbon while I unwrapped the plate of food. I was hungrier than I’d realized, and we ate in silence.

      “So… did you have fun tonight?” I said at last.

      “Oh my gosh, yes!”

      “What was your favorite part?”

      “The part with you.”

      “No,” I chuckled, “which game? Or which person? Or which… whatever?”

      “The one with you.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, “anything that didn’t involve me?”

      Her face went through a range of expressions as she pretended to think. The seconds ticked by, until I cleared my throat.

      “Sorry, I’ll behave,” she said.

      “Thank you.”

      “I suppose my favorite part was Erin. No, Leah! She’s so sexy and exotic. Super-smart, too. And she really knows how to handle Erin, doesn’t she? The same as Brooke and me. Or Wren. Only, she doesn’t know me like Brooke does. Not really. Well, she does, sort of, but you know what I mean.”

      I nodded and had to suppress a grin. The food and alcohol had revived her metabolism, which had responded with a surge of energy.

      “I wish I could’ve watched you and Brooke. I tried, but…” She shrugged. “I had fun with Erin, though. Oh my gosh, Paul, she’s exactly like you! Well, almost. She doesn’t have a penis, but she made me come, like, a million times. Okay, maybe not a million, but lots. A bunch of little ones and a really big one. Not big-kahuna big, but still pretty big.

      “She doesn’t talk as much as you do, though. Not during, I mean. She waited till after. Then we made plans.” She grinned, sly and eager at the same time. “Wouldn’t you like to know, Mr. Nosy Parker. Okay, I’ll tell you. She really wants to sleep with you. Oh my gosh, listen to me! I’m talking like I used to. She wants to fuck you, Paul. Like, all the way, penis in vagina and everything. But you knew that already.”

      I nodded.

      “Leah teases her about it, though. It drives her crazy. Anyway, where was I? Oh, right. She wanted to do something tonight. Only, Wren and Trip are so… square. That’s what Erin called them. It’s an old-fashioned word, don’t you think? It sounds like something my dad would say. Or your dad! Yeah, that’s probably where she learned it.

      “She’s more like him, isn’t she? And you’re like your mom. I used to think I was like that. Like Erin, I mean, and my father. But I’m really more like my mother. We totally look alike. You should see pictures of her from when she was little. And she chatters when she’s nervous. Or excited. Although… I suppose I’m like my father too. And I don’t mean just our eyes.

      “Don’t you think it’s weird how that works?” she continued with hardly a breath. “You and Erin have your mom’s eyes. Your dad’s are sort of hazel-green, like Wren’s. Only hers are more blue. Speaking of blue, my brothers’ are all like our mom’s. Well, except Rich. Oh my gosh! You have to ask him to be a groomsman.”

      I felt a wave of vertigo as she changed direction again, seemingly mid-sentence.

      “He made me promise not to say anything to you. He really likes you, you know. Only, I know he gives you a hard time about not being in the military. He’d never admit it—he’s so stubborn!—but I think he’s glad you aren’t. He knows I don’t want to be a Navy wife. And speaking of wives… Is this what it’s going to be like when I’m yours?”

      I wasn’t sure she was through talking, so I waited.

      “Well?” she said. “Is it going to be like tonight? Although… technically, I suppose it was last night. Oh my gosh, now I sound like Brooke. Have you noticed she says that? ‘Technically.’ Like you say ‘exactly’ or Carter says ‘right.’ Uh-oh, I’m chattering again. Sorry, I’ll stop. But I still wanna know… Is this what it’s going to be like?”

      I waited.

      “Ha ha, Mr. Taciturn. Very funny. Oh! Do you like my new word? I learned it from Erin. She called you it.” Her brows drew down as she listened to what she’d just said. “That sounds funny. I wonder— Never mind. Just answer the question.”

      I grinned. “Which one?”

      “Ugh! Why do you have to be so infuriating and cute at the same time?”

      “It’s part of my charm.”

      “That’s what you said last time,” she accused. “And you still haven’t answered the question.”

      I paused to see if she’d continue, but she narrowed her eyes instead.

      “Probably,” I said.

      Much to my surprise, she thought about it and seemed satisfied. “That’s why you asked about my favorite part, isn’t it?”

      “I can’t remember that far back,” I chuckled. “I was probably just making conversation.”

      “I don’t believe you, Mr. Deliberate. You’re always very precise, especially with your words.”

      “Maybe, but it was subconscious this time.” I gave it some conscious thought. “I guess it was. I want you to be happy.”

      “Oh my gosh, I am!”

      “Yeah, but you know what I mean. You like swinging? For real? Not just different women, but different men, too.”

      “As long as they’re like Mark and Trip. And Carter. Oh my gosh, we need to see them again! Uh-oh, sorry I interrupted. You were saying…?”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. “So, you like being a swinger. I mean, now that you’ve tried it with a bigger group.”

      “Oh my gosh, I love it! And it’s much better when you plan things. Then I don’t have to worry. I just have to do what you tell me.”

      “Do you think you’ll ever—?”

      “No, sorry.”

      “You don’t even know what I was going to ask!” I laughed.

      “Paul, dear… I can read your mind, remember? But if it’ll make you feel better, go ahead and ask. The answer’ll be the same, though.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      “I know I’m right. I love you, and I’ll do anything for you, but not that. Not with Gina, either, now that you mention it. Okay, you didn’t exactly mention it,” she admitted. “We were talking about it last time.”

      “Last time when?”

      “When I said, ‘I know I’m right.’ The exact words, I mean. We were talking about a threesome with Gina.”

      All of a sudden I smiled.

      “What?”

      “You. I love how your mind works. There’s a pattern to it. I don’t always see it at first, but it makes sense once I do.”

      “I’m glad one of us thinks so,” she muttered. “Nana says I’m a flibbertigibbet. My nana, I mean, not yours. Of course not yours! I haven’t met her yet. I suppose we should— What’s so funny now?”

      “That word. Flibbertigibbet. I don’t know it.”

      “Seriously? I found a word you don’t know?”

      “There’s lots of ’em. What’s this one mean?”

      “Someone like me.” She continued in a Brahmin accent, “Don’t be a flibbertigibbet, Christine. No one takes a young lady seriously, especially if she’s flighty and frivolous.” She punctuated it with a hoity-toity expression that turned into a glower. “She doesn’t understand what it’s like. To be me, I mean. Sometimes my brain runs too fast and my mouth can’t keep up.”

      “Well, I don’t think you’re a flibbertigibbet,” I said gently. “I think you’re perfect.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I wish you kept more regular hours,” I added with a chuckle, “but I suppose I can’t have everything.”

      “No, sorry. Are you ready for bed?”

      “Yes, but you aren’t. You have too much energy.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Oh, that’s okay. I know how to tire you out. You need a special potion.”

      “A love potion?”

      “No, more like a sleeping potion. You swallow the first draft.”

      Her eyes flashed with interest. “First draft? Is there a second?”

      “An injection.”

      “Ooh, my favorite kind.”

      “And if you can’t sleep tomorrow night…”

      She grinned. “More potions? And injections?”

      “Exactly.”

      “For the rest of our lives?”

      “For the rest of our lives.”
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        * * *

      

      I rose early and went for a run the next morning. I needed to get back in the habit, but I also wanted to plan my day. I’d decided how to ask Christy to marry me, but I needed a few things from town. I also needed a good segue from the quarry measurements to the proposal itself. I didn’t want her to suspect anything until I surprised her with the ring.

      I eventually worked it out and made my turn. Then I moved on to more immediate plans. I didn’t think anyone else would be awake yet, but Trip and Leah were chatting over coffee in the clubhouse. They waved for me to join them.

      I hesitated and gave our bungalow a long look. Christy and Brooke were still in bed, warm and probably just waking up. The little head was already excited, but the big head overruled him. I turned and went into the clubhouse instead.

      “Oh, wow,” Leah said, “look at you.”

      I did. I hadn’t turned into a giant chocolate cake or anything.

      “What about me?”

      “Shirtless and sexy. And those running shorts make your bulge look even bigger.”

      “Oh, brother,” Trip muttered, “his head won’t fit through the door already.”

      “I like yours too,” she said, soft and affectionate, “but Paul was my first love. He’ll always have a special place in my heart.”

      “Are you sure it’s your heart he wants?”

      “Of course,” she laughed. “What else could it be?”

      Trip and I both scoffed at the same time, and she did her best Scarlett O’Hara.

      “Oh, stop!”

      It was a fitting reminder that Leah was a southern girl, born and bred. She looked like an exotic foreign beauty, but she was a belle at heart.

      “Oh, please,” I said, “you know you’re gorgeous.” I used my watch as an excuse. “Trip, you can explain better than I can.”

      “Oh?” Leah said. “Where’re you off to?”

      “I need to get ready for my meeting.”

      She checked her own watch and frowned. “I thought you didn’t have to leave till nine thirty?”

      “I don’t,” I said vaguely. I hadn’t counted on her knowing my schedule. “I… um… need to…”

      “Take care of his harem,” Trip finished.

      “Oh, that’s right!” Leah said, completely unfazed. “Rise and shine! Or should that be ‘rise and shoot’? Whatever it is, don’t let us stop you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Tell Christy to save some for me!” she called as the door swung closed behind me.

      I waved without turning and continued across the patio. I couldn’t help but wonder what my life might’ve been like if things had worked out differently, if Leah and I had had better timing. But then my thoughts turned to Christy and I knew for certain. Leah was amazing, but Christy was the love of my life, my soulmate, my little princess.

      Yeah, yeah, yeah, the little head carped, save the romance for the wedding night. Right now she’s the love of my life… my suck-mate… my deep throat princess. And she’s in bed with a hot redhead who wants some attention too. So, chop-chop.

      Ha! Using logic against me? Will wonders never cease…
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        * * *

      

      Granville and I had the most productive meeting ever, two full hours of actual work. We reviewed my notes for the convenience store and sketched out a floor plan. Then we discussed vending machines in the RV bathhouse, which had turned into a mini-clubhouse. The current design wouldn’t work, so we completely revised it. We were still going when the clock in the hall struck noon.

      Part of me wanted to keep working, but I had errands to run. And Granville was such a creature of habit that his stomach actually growled, audibly, before the sound of the chimes had even faded. Beatrice appeared in the doorway and started to say something.

      I preempted her, “I’m sorry, Bea, but I can’t stay for lunch today.”

      “Why not?” Granville said. “It’s Tuesday. Bea’s made spareribs, haven’t you, Bea?”

      “M’yessir.”

      “And they smell delicious, but I have a bunch of errands while I’m in town.” I started to gather my things.

      “They can’t be that important,” Granville protested.

      “They are,” I said. Then I decided to explain why. “I’m going to ask Christy to marry me.”

      Beatrice clapped her hand to her mouth, and Granville’s bushy eyebrows twitched.

      “Tomorrow,” I added. “But I need to pick up things in town first.”

      “Ah say,” Granville drawled, “congratulations are in order, my boy. Bea, fetch us a bottle—”

      “Thank you, but I really can’t,” I said. “We’ll celebrate when she’s said yes.”

      “We’ll have a party in your honor,” Granville agreed. “Won’t we, Bea?”

      “M’yessir. Of course, sir.”

      “That’d be nice.” I slung my carrying tube, snapped my sketchbook closed, and tucked it under my arm. “Thank you again. I wish I could stay, but—”

      “No, no, my boy, go on,” Granville said. “We’ll talk on Thursday. You can give us the good news.”

      I nodded briskly and headed for the hall. Bea stepped back, but on a whim I leaned in and kissed her cheek. I nearly gave her a heart attack.

      “Ah say!” Granville blurted.

      I wasn’t sure if it was an objection or approval, and I didn’t really care. Bea stood very still and met my eyes. Hers were dark and unreadable, although her lips compressed with what I hoped was a smile.

      “Run along now, my boy,” Granville said. “Bea, show him out?”

      She nodded immediately and gestured toward the door. I stopped when I reached it. Granville couldn’t see us, and I pitched my voice so it wouldn’t carry.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I hope I didn’t… I mean, I wasn’t thinking. I just…”

      “You surprised me is all,” Beatrice said in her slow contralto. “Ain’t nothin’ t’ apologize for.”

      “Thanks. I—”

      “Bea…?” Granville called.

      “Better do as Mister Granville says. Run along now.”

      I didn’t know what else to say, so I opened the door and left. Bea followed me onto the porch and pulled the door closed behind her. She watched in silence as I climbed into the Cruiser. She was still watching as I drove away. Then she raised her hand in a tentative wave.

      “Thanks, Bea,” I said to her in the mirror. “Say a prayer for me.”

      Somehow, I knew she would.
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        * * *

      

      I parked on Main Street and visited the furniture store first. We had to look in the back, but we eventually found a broken headboard from a child’s bed. The wood was unfinished ash, and one post had split. The other was solid and perfect, and the owner let me have it for free.

      I went to the antique store next, where they had an old surveyor’s tripod in the window. Someone had replaced the transit with a brass telescope, but that suited my purpose just fine. I bought it and put it in the back of the Cruiser with the bedpost.

      Across the street I bought a set of basic woodcarving tools from young Mr. McMasters. At the Hallmark store two doors down, I bought a pack of colored construction paper. Finally, I walked down a side street to the dressmaker’s shop. Surprisingly, the town still had one. Not surprisingly, it was a time machine of sorts, a portal to a world fifty years gone.

      A bell rang over the door, and a sprightly septuagenarian named Arletta hopped from a stool. She was stooped with age and white-haired, but her smile made me think of laughter and summer days with a pretty girl. And heaven help the fool who thought her a dried-up spinster.

      “May I help you?” she asked in a honeysuckle drawl.

      I told her what I was looking for, and she helped me find the perfect ribbon, a baby blue silk that matched Christy’s eyes.

      “It’s a lovely color. What’s it for?” She drew out her R’s and softened them, like she didn’t want to offend me with something hard and round.

      “I’m going to ask my girlfriend to marry me.”

      “Oh, how precious! Wait right there, I know just what you need.”

      She searched through a basket of off-cuts and found a piece of matching blue silk, which she cut into heart shapes about three inches across. She sewed a clever little knot-and-loop closure to one and embroidered the other with Christy’s and my initials. Then she mated the pieces face to face and began sewing them together.

      Her stitches were tight and neat, and her needle flashed with a lifetime of skill. She finished in no time. Then she turned the little case right side out. She filled it with stuffing and sewed it shut. Her expression lit up with her girlish smile.

      “Here you are.” She handed me the small pillow. “For the ring.”

      “That’s amazing! Thank you. How much do I owe you?”

      “No charge, a gift for your sweetheart.”

      I argued but she politely refused, so I gave her an impulsive kiss on the cheek, which was becoming a habit. Also, I might’ve slipped a twenty-dollar bill into her sewing basket while she was distracted.

      I returned to the Cruiser and used the back as a workshop, right there on Main Street. I started by sketching my initials on the bedpost. Then I added a few more, plus a couple of lines. I set to work with my new carving tools. They took a little getting used to, but it wasn’t a complex message.

      When I was finished, I sanded the rough edges, blew out the sawdust, and cleaned up the mess. Then I taped yellow construction paper over the inscription. I drew a surveyor’s target with a black magic marker to complete the illusion. Christy would never know the difference between it and the real thing.

      I felt a growing sense of excitement as I drove back to camp, although I did my best to hide it. I didn’t want to give away my plans simply because I couldn’t stop grinning. I finally managed to control my emotions, but part of me still worried that anyone who looked at me would know what I was up to. Fortunately, I only had to play to an audience of one.

      I parked in my usual spot and grabbed my sketchbook and carrying tube from the back seat. Then I took a deep breath and composed my thoughts.

      “I can do this,” I said aloud.

      Part of me wasn’t so sure.

      My grandfather’s words came back to me, “Faint heart never won fair lady,” although I had to smile. He’d also told me to marry a girl with small hands because “it makes your johnson look bigger.” At least he was right about that!

      “He’s right about both,” I said. “And… now I’m talking to myself.”

      I laughed at the way my mind worked, from elated to afraid and back again. But if I couldn’t decide how I felt, Christy didn’t stand a chance. Besides, she had other things on her mind.

      “Speaking of which…”

      I walked around the corner and felt a wave of relief. Everything was normal. Mark and the girls were sitting at our usual table on the other side of the pool. Christy saw me first. Her face lit with a smile and she waved.

      “Hey, you’re just in time!” Mark called. “Join us!”

      “One sec!” I ducked into the clubhouse and left my work things. Then I joined the group outside. I felt mildly out of place, fully dressed among nudists, but I also had something to hide. They didn’t.

      Mark handed me a wine cooler from a bucket beside his chair. It held three more, with a dozen empties on the patio beside it. Christy, Brooke, and Leah were all drinking too.

      “Starting a bit early?” I wondered idly.

      “The sun’s over the yardarm,” Christy said.

      “Fair enough.” I glanced at my watch and realized it was almost three o’clock.

      “Besides, we’re on vacation,” Mark added. “What else’re we gonna do?”

      “We could have an orgy,” Christy suggested, and I decided that at least three of the empties were hers. Her current one was almost empty as well.

      “We could,” Mark agreed. “Now that Paul’s here.”

      All of a sudden I realized who was missing. “Hold on… Where are Trip and the others?”

      “In their cottage,” Leah said. “Having their own little party.”

      Mark winked and added, “Something about ‘sky rockets in flight.’”

      “Ah, right,” I chuckled. “‘Afternoon Delight.’ It’s on his make-out tape.”

      “He wanted to go muff diving,” Mark said. “Evidently, he didn’t get enough last night.”

      “Muff’s on the endangered species list,” Leah said.

      “Around here, at least.”

      “Thank goodness,” Christy said.

      “I keep trying to convince Erin,” Leah told her, “but she’s old-fashioned. At least she isn’t hippie-hairy.”

      “Oh my gosh, no!”

      “I kinda like being shaved,” Brooke said.

      “And I like it on Paul,” Leah agreed. “I wasn’t convinced at first, but it’s kinda sexy.” She glanced at Mark. “What do you think?”

      “Very sexy.” He gave me a flamboyant wink, and we all laughed.

      “You should give it a try,” Brooke told him.

      “Shaving or Paul’s dick?” Mark wondered.

      Brooke turned pink.

      “Either,” Christy said.

      “Both!” Leah laughed.

      “Maybe I will,” Mark said with an easy shrug. “The shaving, at least. Does it make your dick look bigger?” he asked me.

      “Oh, please,” Leah said. “You don’t need any help in that department.”

      “You don’t,” Christy agreed.

      “I dunno,” he said. “I’m pretty happy with what I have, but another inch’d be nice.”

      “Why?” Brooke asked. “None of us care about that.”

      “I know, but—”

      “Besides, I kinda like it. Yours, I mean. I’ve been thinking about it since—” She swallowed hard and blushed. Again.

      “It’s okay,” Leah laughed. “We all do it.”

      “Now I’m gonna blush,” Mark joked.

      “Have another drink,” I told him. “It’ll help you cool off.”

      “Good idea! Who else wants one?”

      “Me,” Christy said. “And I’ll drink Brooke’s if she doesn’t want it.”

      “Hey! Hands off my alcohol,” Brooke said. Then she frowned and realized we’d distracted her from her embarrassment.

      “Crap,” Mark said without heat. “And I thought we’d gotten away with it.” He pulled a Bartles & Jaymes from the bucket, twisted off the cap, and leaned across the table to set it in front of her. “You’re too smart for me, that’s for sure.”

      “Too smart for all of us,” I agreed.

      “Be nice,” Christy said. “Talk about her tits or something. She knows how to react when guys do that.”

      “No argument from me,” Mark laughed. Then he went about the business of opening wine coolers. He passed a bottle to Christy and offered the last one to Leah, who shook her head. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure,” she said. “I can’t drink like you all.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “I’m a lightweight too.”

      “He is,” Christy said.

      “You can say that again,” Brooke agreed. She and Christy shared a grin.

      I shrugged without a trace of embarrassment. “I’m not Catholic.”

      “So?” Brooke said. “Neither am I.”

      “Not technically. But you went to Catholic school, partied with Catholics, and have a Catholic girlfriend.”

      “Sounds pretty Catholic,” Mark told her.

      “She is not!” Christy protested. “I’m the only Catholic here.”

      “Half-Catholic,” Brooke corrected.

      “What? Nuh-uh! My parents’re both Catholic.”

      “But you’re half-Buddhist,” Brooke insisted. “That’s what you’re always telling me, anyway.”

      “Fine,” Christy muttered darkly, “use my own words against me.”

      Brooke, Mark, and I shared a grin.

      “Okay,” I said into the silence, “what’re we gonna do? I mean, if the others’re fooling around, we probably should too.”

      “The girls wanted to have a party,” Mark said, “but I said we should wait.”

      “You did not!” Leah laughed. “You were all for it! Don’t listen to him, Paul. Brooke and I were the ones who said we should wait.”

      I arched an eyebrow at Christy, who glared guiltily.

      “What? I can’t help it! You know my libido.”

      “It’s very high,” Brooke mocked.

      “It is!”

      “You need lots of protein.”

      “I do!”

      “If you must know,” I said, “semen is mostly fructose. The protein comes from… somewhere,” I laughed.

      “Amino acids and albumin.”

      “Hold on,” Leah said. “Semen is mostly fructose? The stuff in fruit, right? The sugar?”

      Christy and I nodded together.

      “Huh. Then why doesn’t it taste sweet?”

      “No clue,” I said.

      “I think it tastes sweet,” Brooke said.

      “Not salty?” Leah said, and Brooke shrugged.

      “We could do a taste test,” I offered.

      Leah laughed. “I’m so sure.”

      “Why not?” I casually unzipped my khakis, reached into my boxers, and pulled out my penis. It was already thick with arousal.

      Leah’s dark eyebrows shot up, and Mark chuckled.

      “You know you wanna,” he told her.

      “Yeah, but I didn’t think he’d just… whip it out!”

      “Why not? He knows how you are.”

      I reached into my boxers and extracted my balls while they were talking. Christy moistened her lips, and Brooke shot me a grin.

      “Go on,” Mark told Leah. “Don’t let us stop you.”

      I moved closer and waved my dick at her.

      “I can’t…,” she protested.

      “Sure you can,” I said. “Here, I’ll show you. Open your mouth…”

      “Yeah, tell us if it tastes sweet or salty,” Brooke said.

      “Oh, why not,” Leah said. Her mouth was warm and wet, although she stopped sucking long enough to add, “I dunno why I let you talk me into this.”

      “Methinks the lady doth protest too much,” Mark chuckled. Then he aimed his charm at Brooke. “We should probably do a comparison or something.”

      “For science!” Christy said.

      “Can’t I just do it for myself?” Brooke asked. “Suck your dick, I mean.”

      “Sure!” Mark laughed. “I’m not gonna argue.” He scooted his chair back, and she stood.

      “Remember your towel,” Christy told her. “It’s just about the most massively useful thing any nudist can carry.”

      “Oh, God, save me from the nerds!” Brooke said, although she grabbed her towel and folded it into a pad for her knees.

      “Speaking of towels…,” I said to Christy. “Bring yours. Over here. Leah’s pussy needs some attention.”

      “Mmm, yes, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      We moved to our bedroom for round two—or three, four, and five, depending on who was counting. Mark and Brooke were almost the same height, and they fell into a natural sixty-nine on one side of the bed. I went for a pyramid on the other, with Leah as the base. I fucked her and made out with Christy while she straddled her face.

      Christy came fairly quickly, one of her mini-orgasms. Mark spurted in Brooke’s mouth and was hard again almost immediately. He had an endless supply of erections, it seemed. Brooke took advantage and rode him cowgirl-style, while I used mine on Leah.

      I fucked her even harder, and she didn’t last long when I started playing with her clit at the same time. She arched her back, and her nipples strained toward the ceiling. I buried my cock, and a flood of heat and moisture washed over it. She held Christy’s hips in place until she sagged to the mattress and panted to catch her breath.

      After a short break we all changed positions. Mark fucked Brooke doggy-style and teased her ass with his thumb. I spread Christy’s legs and fucked her missionary, while Leah knelt at the side of the bed and sucked her nipples.

      We kept it up and switched positions and partners several times. Mark came at least twice more, which was impressive by itself. He needed a couple of minutes to recover after the first one, and nearly five after the second, but he never really stopped. The guy was a fucking machine.

      Part of me felt intimidated. My dick was bigger, and I shot more when I came, but neither was something special that I did—they were accidents of birth. Mark had real skill to go with his stamina. He made Brooke come so hard that she took nearly fifteen minutes to recover. Then he licked Christy to a couple of little orgasms and a big one. I would have hated him if he wasn’t such a nice guy.

      I did the only thing I could—I went for quality over quantity. I took turns fucking the girls while they sucked Mark. Then I shot a huge load in Leah’s mouth, although she didn’t swallow right away. She showed it to Mark instead. Then she shared it with Christy in a kiss. They started making out, so I went down on Leah and licked her to a climax that left her panting and weak.

      “Man, I’m so jealous,” Mark said.

      I sat up and frowned. Had I heard him right?

      “Yes, jealous,” he chuckled. “Of you.”

      “Why?”

      “Not that you made her come, but before, when you were fucking her. She totally loves your dick, man.”

      “I love yours too,” Leah said from her back.

      “Yeah, but it isn’t the same. You get mine whenever you want. Paul’s is a treat.” She didn’t deny it, so he said to me, “She doesn’t moan like that when I fuck her.”

      “I do too,” she protested.

      He denied it with a silent headshake. “Besides,” he said aloud, “you come a lot, and you know how she loves the taste.”

      “I told you…” Leah sat up and gave him a pointed look. “It isn’t about size or amount or anything else.”

      “Oh, I know,” he said confidently. “You love me for lots of reasons.”

      Christy and I shared a smile.

      “I don’t know what all of ’em are,” Mark continued, “but I’m glad you do. I was just saying… I’m kinda jealous of Paul sometimes.”

      “Well, don’t be,” Leah said.

      “Only sometimes. Most of the time I’m pretty happy.”

      “Only ‘most of the time’?” Brooke teased.

      “Well, sometimes we’re apart, so…”

      Brooke rolled her eyes at the saccharine reply. Then she realized he was serious, and her eyebrows rose with surprise.

      “He’s good,” Leah said.

      “Thank you,” Mark said, and meant it. “And speaking of being apart…” They shared a look, and she gave him the go-ahead. “Hey, Brooke…,” he said, “what do you think about spending the night with me?”

      Her eyes widened, part in surprise, but with a hint of guilt and uncertainty. She glanced at Christy, who nodded reassurance. Then she looked to Leah.

      “It was sort of my idea.”

      “We thought we’d mix it up,” Mark said. “You and Leah. Just for tonight,” he added quickly, “if everyone’s okay with it.”

      “Please.” Leah chewed her lip, nervous instead of thoughtful.

      Brooke hesitated. Then she glanced at Mark, who waggled his eyebrows at her. She blushed and lowered her eyes demurely.

      “Go on,” Christy told her, “you know you want to.”

      Brooke nodded.

      “What d’you think?” Mark asked me.

      I looked at Christy, and she nearly flattened me with a wave of enthusiastic mind control.

      “Wow!” Mark laughed. “Even I heard that!”

      “Yep,” I said. “She’s small, not subtle.”
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      Everyone was in the mood for a relaxing evening instead of more sex and games, so Wren mixed a pitcher of white peach sangria and Mark made one of Alabama Slammers. Trip poured himself a Jack and Coke, while I opened a wine cooler.

      “You drink like a girl,” he said.

      I shrugged, unperturbed.

      “Yeah, I guess someone has to. The girls all drink like guys. Well, except Leah.”

      “Yep.”

      He couldn’t get a rise out of me, so he stewed for a moment and then tried a different approach.

      “You mind if I listen to the game while we fire up the grill?”

      “Go for it.”

      “Pirates-Braves,” he added.

      “Mmm.” I resisted the urge to ask if they were going to the Super Bowl.

      He retrieved his boom box from inside. Then he set it on the table, plugged it into the outlet, and made a production about the earphone and its cord. It wouldn’t reach to the grill, even if he perched the boom box on the edge of the table. Translation: I could return his little radio any time now.

      “Have a seat,” I told him. “Enjoy the game. I’ll cook.” Translation: It’ll be a cold day in hell before I do. You could’ve killed me with that damn backhoe. Besides, work is more important than a stupid game.

      I pasted on a fake smile to make sure he understood. Then I filled the grill with charcoal, doused it with lighter fluid, and tossed a match. The fire whooshed to life, and a wave of heat washed over me. I waited for the flames to settle before I sank into the chair next to Trip’s. His attitude gradually mellowed as he listened to the pregame show and the alcohol worked through his system.

      Sports and liquor, I snorted silently, two pillars of manhood.

      I kept my eye on the fire and my thoughts to myself until the coals were ready to cook. Wren appeared as if summoned. She held out a platter of hamburgers for us carnivorous types and a smaller plate with a couple of portobello mushrooms for Christy.

      “Here you go,” she said. “Medium-rare for the burgers, please. About the same for the mushrooms. You can’t really overcook ’em, but she prefers al dente.”

      “Yes, chef.”

      Wren glowed with a smile, and I was struck by how pretty she was when she was happy. She rose on tiptoe and kissed my cheek. Her expression changed completely when she glanced at Trip. She was annoyed with him, which explained his mood from earlier.

      He smiled an apology, and the tension in her shoulders disappeared. She bent to give him a kiss as well. Then she whispered something in his ear. He perked up immediately.

      “For real?”

      “If you play your cards right,” she said.

      “Cool! Yeah! Awesome!”

      “Okay. Help Paul with the burgers.”

      “You got it, babe.”

      She gave me another smile and disappeared into the clubhouse. Trip took out his earphone and joined me at the grill. He knew better than to try to take over, especially after I’d done all the work. He gestured at the fire instead.

      “Good job. Nice coals.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Hot work, though. I’m ready for a refill. You want another ‘man’ cooler?” It was a peace offering.

      “Sure, thanks.”

      “Back in a sec.”

      He returned with a full cup and a cold bottle. I drained half of mine in a single swig. We fell silent and enjoyed two more pillars of manhood, meat and fire. Trip sipped his drink quietly at first, but I could feel him working up to something.

      “D’you think Christy’s so small ’cause she doesn’t eat meat?” he said at last.

      “I doubt it. Her mother’s small too. Her grandmother’s even smaller. Besides, she eats twice as much as the rest of us.”

      “No kidding.”

      I smirked. “Including my meat.”

      “Ha! Yours and everyone else’s. Whoa! Lemme rephrase—”

      “It’s okay,” I chuckled. “I know what you meant.”

      “Thank God. Thought I’d stuck my foot in my mouth again.”

      “Nah, we’re cool.”

      He cleared his throat. “Sorry about earlier. I… um… was in a pissy mood.”

      “I could tell,” I said without inflection.

      “Sometimes I wish I had your personality.”

      I snorted.

      “I’m serious. Nothing gets you riled up.”

      I had a lifetime of experience that said otherwise.

      “Well, maybe Granville,” he admitted. “And me. When I try to kill you with the backhoe.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      “Earlier? Yeah, I could tell.” He sipped his drink. “At least I know when to apologize.”

      “You do. Thanks.”

      “And now you’re going to tell me I wouldn’t have to if I wasn’t such a butthead.”

      “Do I need to?” I teased.

      “No, I think I got it.”

      Wren emerged from the clubhouse behind us and carried several plates to the table. She said something to the group. Mark stood and returned to the clubhouse with her.

      Trip glanced at the table with the four remaining women. They were too far away to overhear, but he still pitched his voice low.

      “So, about tonight…,” he said to me. “I know you aren’t the jealous type, or the protective older brother…”

      “What? About Erin? No, she’s a grown-up. She can take care of herself.”

      “Yeah, that’s what she said. But still… I don’t want you to think I’m taking advantage or anything.”

      “No.”

      “Cool. That’s what I thought, but… you know. Anyway, I think she’s gonna spend the night with us.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      “Yeah, we had a good time this afternoon. Besides, she’s a little sick of you-know-who.”

      “Leah?”

      “No, Mark.”

      My eyebrows rose.

      “Yeah, I know,” Trip said. “I think he’s fine, a really cool guy…” He shrugged. “Women. Who knows what they’re really thinking?”

      I swallowed a couple of snarky but useless replies. Trip was Trip. He wasn’t going to change his attitude and become enlightened all of a sudden, especially if I mocked him.

      “Erin’s pretty straightforward,” I said instead, “especially her emotions.”

      “Yeah, that’s true. She’s almost like a guy.”

      “Almost,” I agreed blandly.

      “Good thing she’s not. I mean, that’d be disgusting.”

      My smile was brittle.

      “Anyway,” he continued, clueless, “I just wanted to let you know what’s going on. She isn’t your woman or anything, but—”

      “None of them are.”

      “You know what I mean,” he said. “She’s a free agent. Although… I think I’ll sign her for the season. She’s a helluva catcher. Good with the bat, too.”

      I couldn’t mock him for being a chauvinist, but the baseball metaphors were a different story. And a dig about a national championship would’ve been too subtle by half.

      “Still hoping to win the World Cup?” I said drolly.

      “The what? You mean the World Series.”

      “No, the World Cup. Soccer.”

      “How can you not love baseball? It’s the great American pastime!”

      “Not for me. I was too busy having sex.”

      “Fine, rub it in. You’re better with women. I get it. I’m doing okay, though. I’ll have my own harem tonight, same as you.” He glanced at the group and tried to figure out how to one-up me.

      “Never gonna happen,” I chuckled.

      “What? Brooke? Yeah, no. Wren made that perfectly clear.” His tone explained his pissy mood from earlier. “I’m still the man and all,” he added, “but… you know. Anyway, next order of business. I’m supposed to ask—”

      “Remember to let the burgers rest!” Wren called on her way from the clubhouse to the table. She carried a pitcher of sangria, and Mark trailed her with a pitcher of the pink stuff.

      “Whatever the hell that means,” Trip said under his breath. “Meat is meat. It doesn’t get tired.”

      “Yes, chef!” I called back. It was another dig—Wren was the boss, no matter her gender—but it was too subtle to register.

      “I’m s’posed to ask about tomorrow,” Trip continued. “Are we still… you know?”

      “We? Are you and Wren coming with us?”

      “You know what I mean,” he said. “Are you still gonna do it?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Well, good luck. You don’t need it, but still…”

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      “Anyway, let’s eat. I’m starving. All that sex really takes it out of ya, doesn’t it? Ha! You’d know! You were a fat kid, weren’t you? And look at you now!” He meant it as a compliment, but I bristled anyway.

      “I wasn’t fat. I was pudgy.” I sounded petulant, but Trip had never been shy and self-conscious, much less gawky. He’d been popular, handsome, and athletic his whole life.

      He was probably a good-looking sperm, the little head said.

      The fastest, at least. The strongest, too.

      But not anymore. Look at us now. I’m bigger and you’re better-looking.

      I dunno about that, I hedged.

      You are. Besides, we’ve always been better with the ladies.

      That’s true.

      I mean, while he was King of the Prom, we were in a hotel room…

      Having an orgy…

      With three hot women.

      Top that, Mr. High School Popularity Contest!

      I laughed aloud and immediately felt better.

      Trip misunderstood, mostly because his natural talents didn’t extend to mind reading. He gave me a cocky grin. Then he raised his voice to the table.

      “Hey, babe! You ready for some hot meat?”

      Wren rolled her eyes but smiled fondly.

      “C’mon,” he said to me. “Let’s give it to ’em.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, Leah arrived as a bit of a surprise. I’d been expecting her, but not furtive and out of breath. She closed the door behind her and rested her back against it. She looked like an artfully mussed supermodel, except that she was nude and several inches too short to be a part of that Amazon tribe.

      I wasn’t about to complain, though, and I knew better than to snicker at her strange behavior. I closed my book instead and used it as an excuse to compose my expression.

      “Everything all right?” I asked.

      Brooke called from the bedroom, “Is that Leah?”

      “Shh,” she hissed.

      I stood, and Brooke appeared from the hallway, silent and slightly confused. Christy joined her, equally nonplussed.

      “Sorry,” Leah said. She swallowed to moisten her mouth.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “I don’t want anyone to know I’m here. I don’t think they saw.”

      My brows knitted. “Why not?”

      “’Cause I hid in the shadows and ran.”

      Her bungalow was thirty feet from ours, not even ten meters. Heh, ten meters. I chuckled but kept it to myself.

      “Okay,” I said slowly, “and why don’t you want anyone to know you’re here?”

      “Oh, right! That’s what you meant in the first place. Yeah, sorry. I don’t want Erin to know, ’cause I don’t wanna hurt her feelings.”

      All of a sudden I realized that Erin hadn’t said anything about spending the night with Trip and Wren. They were planning to do it on the sly, like Leah was doing with us.

      “Everything okay?” I asked. “I mean, things were fine at dinner.”

      “Yeah, it’s just that I’m not in the mood for a big production. I’m not in the mood for Trip, either, and his muff-diving jokes, like he’s God’s gift to pussy-eating. Not to mention his snide little comments about how he likes ‘a little grass on the field.’ Ugh! I don’t do it for him. Besides, it’s my body!”

      She sounded so much like Christy that my eyes crinkled in amusement. Brooke bit her lip, and Christy herself had to physically cover her mouth to keep from laughing.

      “I’m serious,” Leah said. “He’s normally pretty cool, especially when it’s just them and us. But lately he’s a macho jerk. It’s annoying. And I’m tired of his BS.”

      “You don’t have to tell us,” Christy said. “We completely understand.”

      “I think he’s fine,” Brooke said.

      “You don’t have to live with him,” Christy shot back.

      “Neither do you.”

      “Whoa,” I said before the argument could escalate. “Trip might not be perfect, but he isn’t so bad. He’s better than Vaughn, Todd, or Fletcher.”

      Each of the girls grimaced at the names from their past.

      “Oh, God,” Leah said, “I hadn’t thought about Todd Zachary in years. What a fucking asshole.”

      I blinked in surprise, not at the sentiment, but her language. She usually didn’t swear like that. She suppressed her emotions by switching into journalist mode.

      “Vaughn was yours?” she said to Brooke. Then she thought back. “No, Fletcher.”

      Brooke frowned, and she switched into scientist mode.

      I stifled a laugh at how their personalities suited their chosen fields.

      “How’d you know?” Brooke said. “Did Chris tell you? Sorry, Christy. Did she tell you?”

      “No. It’s just that I know Paul.”

      “He didn’t say anything.”

      “She knows I’d mention Christy first,” I explained.

      “For real?”

      “I told you,” Christy said to her, “he’s very precise.”

      “Evidently.”

      “So, this Fletcher guy,” Leah said into the silence. “Did he rape you, too?”

      Brooke’s eyes widened. “What? No!”

      “He was just a loser,” Christy said. “A lying, cheating loser. Oh, and he was bad in bed.”

      “Is that all?” Leah laughed.

      “Is that what Todd did?” Christy asked. “Rape you? For real? Rape-rape?”

      “Close enough,” Leah said. “I’d rather not talk about it, though. I take it that Vaughn was gentler with you?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes. He was fine.”

      Brooke snorted.

      “He was,” Christy insisted. “Yeah, he was a jerk, but I learned a lot.”

      “So?” Brooke said impatiently. “You didn’t need him to— um… you know.”

      Leah’s eyebrows rose with a dozen questions, but she kept them to herself. She looked at her watch instead.

      “You’d better get going,” she said, “or Mark’ll think I got caught.”

      “I’ll get my things.” Brooke disappeared into the back and returned with her overnight bag. She’d packed her toiletries and some lingerie, but I’d overheard her and Christy talking about her butt plug, lube, and a blindfold. Mark was in for a fun night.

      “If you don’t mind,” Leah said, “stay out of sight. I’d rather not answer questions tomorrow about ‘midnight liaisons’ or ‘secret rendezvous.’”

      Christy snorted.

      “What?”

      “He doesn’t use words like that,” she said. “Trip, I mean.” She imitated him perfectly, “Did y’all have a double-header without me, the star pitcher?”

      “Wow, you even know how he talks!”

      “It’s a trick she does,” Brooke said. “Uncanny, isn’t it?”

      “No kidding.”

      “Wait till she imitates you.”

      “Wait till she imitates you,” Christy said in the same tone and cadence.

      Leah’s eyebrows rose.

      Christy affected a soft southern accent and said to Brooke, “Come on, let’s do this. You have a midnight liaison.”

      “Do I really sound like that?” Leah said.

      We all nodded.

      “Oh, God! I’ll never be on TV with that accent.”

      “It isn’t so bad,” Christy said.

      “It isn’t,” Brooke agreed. “Nothing like I used to sound.”

      Christy did a Texas twang, “Get along now, li’l missy, t’ yer secret ron-day-voo.”

      “I didn’t sound like that and you know it,” Brooke said in her normal California voice. “Besides, you know I hate it when you do that.”

      Christy nodded smugly. Then she beamed, and Brooke shook her head in defeat. She did her best not to smile but lost that battle too.

      “You know you love me,” Christy said.

      “I do,” Brooke said. “I don’t know why, but I do.”

      “Leah’s right,” I said, if only to move things along. “You’d better get going. Mark’s waiting for you.”

      “He’s probably jerking off,” Leah laughed.

      “Hurry!” Christy urged. “Before it’s too late.”

      Brooke suffered a wave of doubt.

      “Oh, please,” Christy said, serious again. “You know you want to. You can do this.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Brooke muttered.

      “Easy for you to do. Just walk in there and tell him you need a good, hard you-know-what.”

      “Fucking,” I supplied, and Leah grinned at the byplay. “Want me to go with you?” I asked Brooke.

      “Yes.” She caught Christy’s disapproval and reversed herself. “No, I can do it.” She took a deep breath and muttered, “I need more alcohol.”

      “Oh,” Leah said brightly, “Mark has some.” Then her smile turned guilty. “We… um… have a secret stash.”

      “The good stuff?” I said. “Yeah, we do too.” In our case it was convenience—I didn’t want to traipse across the patio at midnight if Christy simply wanted a nightcap.

      Brooke hitched her bag higher on her shoulder. “Here I go. Hope I don’t chicken out between here and there.”

      Leah opened the door and belatedly reached for the light switch. I tried to stop her, but it was too late. The porch fell into darkness, and light from inside spilled out. A snarky part of me wanted to suggest a bullhorn.

      It didn’t matter. No one was spying on us. Trip and Wren were probably in bed with Erin already. They’d gone to their separate bungalows, but I was pretty sure Erin had snuck over, just like Leah had done.

      “Have fun,” Christy was saying to Brooke. “I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

      Brooke nodded, accepted a hug of encouragement, and walked into the night. Leah thrust her head out and looked both ways, in case anyone still didn’t know that we were up to something. She pulled back quickly and closed the door.

      “Just checking. The coast was clear.”

      I chuckled. “You need to work on your cloak-and-dagger skills.”

      “What? Why? Never mind. You’re probably right, especially if I wanna recruit the next Deep Throat.”

      “Mmm,” Christy said dreamily, “you said ‘deep throat.’”

      Leah frowned before she understood. Then she laughed, and it was Christy’s turn to frown.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “She was talking about Watergate,” I explained. “You’re talking about fellatio.”

      “Mmm, you said ‘fellatio.’”

      Leah grinned.

      “She has a one-track mind,” I added dryly.

      “I noticed!” Leah’s dark eyes glinted with a smile before her expression sobered. “But… d’you mind if I shower first? I didn’t have time earlier, and I’d like to get cleaned up. I smell like chlorine. And… um… I don’t want a five o’clock shadow.” She looked at Christy. “I hate to ask, but d’you mind if I borrow your razor?’

      “Why don’t you join her,” I suggested to Christy. “Then you can help.”

      “That’d be awesome,” Leah said. “Would you?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes!”
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        * * *

      

      A cloud of steam billowed out of the bathroom and into the hall. The edge rolled under the lintel and into the bedroom. Wisps crawled along the ceiling, and a practical part of me wondered if the builders had used green board in the bathroom. They probably had, although I was sure they’d used regular white board for the hall and bedroom ceilings.

      Seriously? the little head said. Drywall?

      Hey, water intrusion is a serious thing.

      Silence.

      Yeah, I know, I sighed. Focus. I rolled to my feet and called to the girls, “I probably know the answer, but did you—?”

      Christy appeared in the bedroom door. She wore a towel turban, a smile, and nothing else. Leah slid into place beside her, five inches taller but dressed the same. She would’ve been slender compared to anyone else, but she looked soft and curvy next to Christy.

      Their skin glowed with a sheen of steam. Christy’s was caramel, while Leah’s was a darker version of her normal café au lait. Their breasts were firm and about the same size, capped with chocolate nipples. Leah’s pussy was smooth and perfect, her labia slightly darker than the rest of her. Christy’s was tan with a hint of pink, from arousal, the shower, or both.

      “Save any hot water for me?” I finished weakly. “Never mind, I’ll take a cold one.”

      Christy pretended to pout. “You don’t wanna play with us?”

      “I do, but I wanna shower too. And…” I winked at Leah. “I have my own five o’clock shadow. You want me nice and smooth, don’t you?”

      Her dark eyes flashed with anticipation.

      “Oh, I suppose,” Christy said in mock-resignation. She grinned over her shoulder and said in her belle voice, “What evah shall we do?”

      “You have to teach me how to do that,” Leah laughed.

      “It’s easy. Just imagine who you want to sound like.”

      “Sure, easy,” Leah said with lighthearted sarcasm.

      “Good luck,” I told her. “Christy has a couple of advantages she isn’t telling you about.”

      Christy herself frowned in consternation.

      “Like perfect pitch?” I said.

      “Oh, that. I thought you meant—”

      “Perfect what?” Leah said.

      “I’ll let her explain,” I said. “If you’ll excuse me, ladies…”

      They slid apart, and I moved between them. I didn’t intentionally fondle either of them, but my penis brushed Christy’s hip, and my arm touched Leah’s breast.

      “Sorry about that,” I said insincerely.

      “Uh-huh,” they said in unison.

      “Jinx!” Christy said. “You owe me a Coke.”

      “You mean, ‘Jinx, you owe me a cock,’” Leah quipped.

      “I know, right?”

      “Hold that thought,” I told them as I stepped into the bathroom. “We’ll be right back.”

      “We?” Leah teased.

      “Him and Mr. Big,” Christy said.

      “Oh, that’s right!”

      I showered as quickly as I could. The water wasn’t freezing—the supply wasn’t very cold to begin with, and the water heater added a few degrees before it arrived at the nozzle—but it wasn’t my idea of pleasant. Still, I dutifully ran a razor over my pubes until they were baby-smooth.

      I dried off and used the towel to rub some heat into my limbs. Then I checked myself in the mirror and decided that “shy turtle” wasn’t my best look, especially with no pubic hair to hide it. So I took a minute to coax my penis and testicles out of hibernation. Then I stepped into the hall and leaned against the bedroom door.

      “Hey there, ladies,” I said in a bad porn star voice. It sounded stupid, but I was going for laughs instead of seduction.

      The girls didn’t disappoint.

      “Did someone order a Chippendale?” Leah joked.

      “Oh my gosh, yes, please,” Christy said.

      They were sitting together on the bed, and Leah was in the middle of plaiting Christy’s hair into a French braid.

      “I dunno about Chip and Dale,” I said, “but I’ve been a good little squirrel.”

      Christy laughed and Leah frowned.

      “I don’t get it.”

      “He’s been a good little squirrel,” Christy said over her shoulder. “He saved up his nuts.”

      I cupped the nuts in question and jiggled them. My semi-hard penis flopped like an elephant’s trunk, albeit a pink one from some species of pygmy pachyderm.

      Did you just call me small? the little head griped.

      Yes. You were having delusions of grandeur. Now, pipe down.

      “Seriously?” Christy said. “Now?”

      Leah wrinkled her forehead. “Now what?”

      “He was talking to his penis.”

      “He does that too?” Leah laughed. “I thought Mark was the only one.”

      My opinion of Mark went up another notch.

      Or ten, the little head added.

      “Stop!” Christy laughed. “Just… stop.”

      “What was he saying?” Leah asked. “Could you tell?”

      “Something about size. He does that sometimes. He’s very self-conscious about it.”

      “Size in general or his dick?”

      “Both, but probably his penis.”

      “For real?” Leah said. “What is it about guys? Like Mark, this afternoon. I mean, you heard him.”

      Christy nodded, and Leah resumed plaiting her hair.

      “Paul’s always been self-conscious about his size,” Leah added. “Not so much his dick—he’s always been bigger’n other guys—but in general. He used to be kinda chunky. Did he tell you that?”

      Christy nodded.

      “Then he went the other direction,” Leah continued. “He was skin and bones last summer. He looked… gaunt. We kept trying to get him to eat.”

      “I remember,” Christy said. “He’d lost, like, a ton of weight.”

      Leah surveyed me with a critical eye. “You’ve probably gained ten pounds since then.”

      “More like fifteen,” I admitted. “But it’s mostly muscle.”

      “Well, you don’t look like a bodybuilder or anything. I mean, you do, but in a good way.” She said to Christy, “I’ve never liked meathead guys.”

      “Me neither.”

      “I don’t care about penis size, either. Really, I don’t.”

      “I do,” Christy said, “but only ’cause Paul’s is perfect.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Leah said with a grin.

      I gyrated my hips and made my dick swing in a circle.

      “Now that’s impressive!” Leah laughed.

      “Quit showing off and join us,” Christy said.

      “Yes, dear.” I climbed onto her side of the bed, stretched out, and propped my chin on my fist.

      Leah finished plaiting Christy’s hair. She removed a ponytail band from her wrist and snapped it around the end of the braid.

      “I love your hair, especially the color,” she said. “And the waves! I wish mine had more body.”

      “No! It’s beautiful.” Christy turned and gushed, “It’s so dark and silky and exotic. Oh my gosh, I wish mine was long and soft like yours.”

      “You really like it?” Leah said in surprise. “I’ve always thought it was too plain. I mean, it’s straight and basic black. How boring. And I can’t do anything with it, unless I wanna spend an hour and use a whole can of hairspray.”

      “Oh, no! You could do all sorts of things.” She tilted her head and studied her. “What do you think about a braided chignon?”

      “Braided? I usually just twist it up…”

      “It’s much nicer this way,” Christy said. “Your hair’s perfect for it, especially with your bangs. Here, I’ll show you.”

      Leah turned to face me, and Christy began running a comb through her damp hair. Leah smiled wryly.

      “We’ve come full circle.”

      “How so?” I wondered.

      “Last year? When you showed up on my doorstep?”

      “Which time?”

      “The one where you looked like crap.”

      “Oh, yeah. Not my best day.” I’d been dirty and tired, worn out from too much self-loathing and self-inflicted abuse. I’d also been living in my car for a couple of weeks, although that wasn’t strictly true. I’d been living in bars and sleeping with random women almost every night. I didn’t have very clear memories of the time, for obvious reasons.

      “Right after the new year?” Christy asked.

      “Yeah,” Leah said over her shoulder. “How’d you know?”

      “He disappeared for, like, a month. We didn’t know where he’d gone.”

      “It wasn’t a month,” I said, a familiar refrain. “More like a week.”

      “He came to my house,” Leah said. “Obviously.”

      “And you let me stay in the guesthouse,” I added. “You cleaned me up and put me back together again.”

      “Like Humpty Dumpty,” she agreed.

      “He didn’t tell me about that,” Christy said. “What happened?”

      “Nothing much,” Leah said. “I mean, I gave him a shave and a haircut…”

      “Two bits,” I joked in a lame attempt to lighten the mood.

      The girls weren’t having it.

      “No, it was free,” Leah said. To Christy again, “Then I made him tell me what happened. I’ll spare you the details, but he bared his soul. He even told me he wanted to kill himself.”

      “I did not!”

      “Yes, you did.”

      Christy’s eyes flicked to me, and her eyebrows rose. My face flushed hot at the memory, and she had her answer.

      “I think that’s when I started to fall in love with him,” Leah said to her. “I mean, for real. I’d always had a crush on him, but our timing was horrible.”

      Christy finished combing Leah’s hair and admired it for a moment. Then she gathered several strands and began a thin braid on the left side.

      “I hope you don’t mind me saying that,” Leah said tentatively. “That I love him.”

      “I don’t mind. He feels the same about you.”

      “I knew you’d understand.”

      “I do.” She even smiled at me when she said it.

      Leah fell silent. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this. I mean, I have a bunch of questions I wanna ask, but…” She shrugged. “I guess it was when you started combing my hair. It made me think of that time, back in our guesthouse. It was… special. Like… our first time.” She stared into space and laughed, softly and to herself. “In a way, it was, our first time… as real lovers.”

      Christy nodded and finished the braid she was working on. She started another one just like it, a couple of inches higher.

      “I know I’m not making sense,” Leah said. “But… this feels like when Paul did it. We made love afterward, and… it was really nice.” She fell silent and relived the past. Then she turned. “Do you hate me?”

      “No, of course not,” Christy said.

      “I didn’t think so, but…” She shrugged. “Then, do you mind if I ask you something? Why don’t you like Gina?”

      “I don’t dislike her,” Christy hedged.

      “But you don’t want anything to do with her.”

      “No.”

      “Then… why’m I different?”

      Christy spent a long time thinking about it. She finished the higher braid and started another on the right, just above Leah’s ear.

      “I suppose because you didn’t try to take him from me,” she said at last.

      “Is that all?” Leah laughed.

      “It’s enough.”

      “Lucky me. I’d hate to be on your bad side.”

      “Me too,” Christy said, a silk glove over a steel gauntlet.

      “I heard that,” Leah said. “You’re strong enough to stand up to him, aren’t you?”

      “Not really.”

      “I think you are.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Well, you make him happy. And he’s gained weight, which is good.”

      “Clean living,” I joked, and both girls looked at me. “Okay,” I said slowly. “I’ll shut up now.”

      “Mmm, yes, dear.”

      “He really is,” Leah said with a smile in her voice. “Happy. You are too, aren’t you?”

      “Of course,” Christy said without thinking. Then, “What do you mean?”

      “Just that I remember the first time I met you…”

      “Back when you came to stay with him?” She phrased it as a question, but she probably remembered every detail like it was yesterday. She met my gaze and silently asked me not to give her away.

      “Yes,” Leah said. Then she laughed. “I didn’t have a clue. I mean, I was so wrapped up in my own problems that I never even thought how it would affect you.”

      “Why would you?” Christy asked.

      “Because you loved him, even then.”

      “No, it was only a crush,” she lied.

      Leah snorted but was too polite to disagree openly. They fell silent. Christy started a fourth braid, thin like the others.

      “You know,” Leah said at last, “she still loves him.”

      “Who? Gina?”

      “Who else?”

      “I suppose.”

      “But she wants him to be happy. You too. She told me. I mean, explicitly. She wanted me to tell you.”

      Christy didn’t know what to say.

      “Kara and my mom too,” Leah added. “Even my dad noticed how happy he is. They were a little surprised, though, especially when I told them we’d be staying here, at the Retreat, with you all.”

      “Why?”

      “They all thought he’d end up with Gina or me, so they were a little worried that you might not want to have anything to do with us.”

      “That’s crazy,” Christy said, although it was automatic.

      Leah was a good interviewer—she knew when to bide her time and let her subject work through her feelings.

      “Fine, I suppose you’re right,” Christy said. “I don’t want him to see Gina. I won’t try to stop him, but…” She shrugged. “It’s different with you. I can’t explain it. It just is.”

      “Is it because of us?” Leah asked. “You and me? Because there are plenty of women who look like me but aren’t me.”

      Christy snorted softly to show what she thought of that.

      “Thank you,” Leah said quietly. “I feel the same. That’s why I wanted to spend the night.”

      Christy nodded.

      “I mean, this afternoon was fun,” Leah continued, “but it wasn’t the same. I… wanted more.” She thought of something and smiled. “I’m not sure of what, though. More of Paul or more of you?”

      “Where does one end and the other begin?” I said, and it was so appropriate that neither of them told me to be quiet.

      “I think you’re right,” Leah said after a moment. “Maybe that’s it, what I couldn’t figure out.” She lapsed into silence and then said, “My mother’s right.”

      Christy raised an eyebrow, but I spoke for both of us, “Oh?”

      “Maybe I do interview people.”

      I chuckled.

      “I just don’t do a good job of it,” she lamented. “I mean, I had this whole list of questions, yet I haven’t asked one of them.”

      “You’ve asked the important ones,” I said.

      “You really think so?”

      “Mmm.”

      Christy finished the last thin braid. She drew all four of them together in the back and used a single band to hold them. She began a larger braid with Leah’s remaining hair. She kept it loose and finished quickly. Then she secured the end, twisted it up, and tucked it inside the loop of the smaller braids.

      Leah’s dark, silken hair gathered in a wavy mass at the nape of her neck, and the braids at the side added an elegant touch. Her bangs hung to her eyebrows and curled under, while tendrils of longer hair framed her face.

      “Paul, dear, will you bring me some bobby pins,” Christy said. “They’re on the dresser. My little hand mirror, too, please.” She explained to Leah, “Your hair’s too heavy to stay by itself.” Then she noticed that I still hadn’t moved. “Paul…?”

      Leah gave me a self-conscious glance.

      I shook myself.

      “What? Is it that bad?”

      Christy arched an eyebrow, a clear order to say something nice. I didn’t need to think very hard to come up with something.

      “Heavenly.”

      Leah misunderstood, and Christy’s eyebrow demanded something more descriptive.

      “You look heavenly,” I said. “Stunning. Absolutely beautiful.”

      “Seriously? I’m not wearing any makeup or anything.”

      “You don’t need it,” Christy said. “Your skin’s flawless. And your bone structure is amazing.”

      “Venus herself would be jealous,” I added.

      “Now I know you’re lying,” Leah laughed, a bit nervously.

      Christy nodded to me, and I hopped up. I handed her several bobby pins, and she used them to hold Leah’s lustrous hair in place.

      “There. Now you can look without my hands in the way.”

      I handed her the mirror.

      “Oh, wow.” Leah studied herself from several angles.

      “Do you mind if I draw you?” Christy asked.

      “Oh, no,” Leah said, “I couldn’t.”

      Christy didn’t argue directly. “Paul, dear…?”

      “Coming right up.” I fetched her sketchbook from the nightstand on her side. “Pencil or charcoal?”

      Christy tilted her head to the side. “Pencil, I think.”

      I handed it to her.

      “No, seriously,” Leah protested, “I couldn’t.”

      “Nonsense,” I said. “The mirror doesn’t do you justice.”

      “How can it not? I mean… it’s a mirror.”

      “Trust me. Lie here.” I plumped a pillow and had her pose like Titian’s Venus of Urbino.

      Christy began sketching, while Leah tried to relax. She knew she was beautiful and normally tried to downplay it, but posing for an artist was completely outside her comfort zone.

      “Get used to it,” I told her. “Just imagine it’s a screen test or something. For the Nightly News.”

      “I wouldn’t be nude, though. That’s the stuff of nightmares.”

      “I dunno,” I joked, “‘Nudes at Eleven’ would probably have pretty good ratings.”

      She snorted. “I want them to take me seriously.”

      “They will! Okay, maybe not the guys who tune in just to jerk off—”

      “All of them,” she laughed.

      “Probably some women too.”

      “I’m so sure!”

      “Stop moving,” Christy commanded. “And you, stop making her laugh.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “Wow, she’s serious,” Leah said.

      “She is. She also has more talent in her little finger than I have in my whole body.”

      “For real?”

      “Yep. She created a piece last year that…”

      We talked about art for nearly thirty minutes. Then Christy shook off her trance, and the room seemed to contract. She studied what she’d drawn.

      “I still need to finish the background and shading, but…”

      “May I see?” Leah asked.

      “I normally don’t share until it’s finished. Well, except with Paul. But I suppose I’ll make an exception.” She turned the sketchbook and handed it to her.

      Leah stared, mouth agape.

      Christy had drawn her from the chest up. She was looking to the side, her chin out, proud and confident. Her dark, silken hair accentuated her long neck and smooth shoulders. Intelligence lived in the set of her eyes, and her full, pouting lips hinted at a thirst for truth. Christy had seen through Leah’s outer glamour and captured her inner beauty, her strength and determination.

      “Oh, wow,” Leah said at last, almost reverently.

      Christy’s cheeks flushed with pleasure. “Thank you. I’d like to paint you for real sometime. And maybe sculpt you.”

      “I’d like that.” Leah’s expression shifted, and she smiled wryly. “Do you ever draw Paul?”

      “Of course. All the time, as a matter of fact.”

      “Nude?”

      Christy nodded, and I felt disjointed as the mood shifted from serious to playful.

      “What about his dick?” Leah asked.

      “What about it?” I said suspiciously.

      “I’m just curious. I’d like to know how she sees you. I mean, are you, ahem, larger than life?”

      “Oh my gosh, no!” Christy said. “He’s almost too big now. Besides, he’s the one who exaggerates his size.”

      “What do you mean?” Leah asked, and she let Christy decide which question to answer.

      “Only that he’s the perfect size. Well, perfect for me. Any bigger and I couldn’t deep throat.”

      “I still can’t believe you can do that,” Leah said. “I mean, if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes…”

      “It took me a while to learn.”

      “But now she’s world class,” I said. “Certified and everything.”

      “Hold on,” Leah laughed. “Is there a world governing body I don’t know about? Do they have a committee to make rules for certification?”

      “Of course,” Christy said cheerfully. “Linda Lovelace is the chairman—”

      “Shouldn’t that be chairwoman?” Leah corrected.

      “Oh, right. Chairwoman. Sorry.”

      “Who else is on this committee? And what’re the rules?”

      “It’s sort of like the military,” Christy said. “You have the CINC at the top, the Cocksucker in Chief.”

      Leah’s eyes widened in surprise. She couldn’t suppress a grin, although she didn’t want to interrupt.

      “Then on down through the ranks,” Christy continued. “You have the four-star and three-star cocksuckers. They’re like Admirals and Vice Admirals. Then you have the Rear Admirals.” She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like anything to do with the butt, so I’m going to skip those ranks.”

      “Of course,” Leah chuckled. “That’s your prerogative.”

      “Exactly.”

      “What’re you now? I mean, what rank?”

      “I haven’t been doing it very long, so I’m only a Lieutenant Cocksucker. But I’m planning to make a career of it, so I’ll be promoted to Captain one day.”

      “This sounds like a great TV show,” Leah said. “You know, one of those late-night shows on satellite, ‘The Adventures of Captain Cocksucker.’”

      “I know, right!” Christy agreed. “Only, Captain Cocksucker needs a trusty sidekick.” She thought for a moment before she grinned broadly. “Commander Come-lover.”

      Leah managed to keep a straight face, although I knew her well enough to see the laughter bubbling just below the surface. Then she straightened her back, put her hand to her ear like a radio announcer, and spoke into an imaginary microphone.

      “They’re lusty ladies with a taste for testosterone, a penchant for penis, and a flair for fellatio! Tune in to watch their adventures as they suck the salty semen from every man they meet!”

      “Yes, yes, yes!” Christy cried.

      Their eyes burned with the fire of adventure before they collapsed in a fit of giggles.

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy said at last. “I think I’ve met my match.”

      “My partner in crime,” Leah agreed.

      “Who needs Paul and Mark?”

      Leah’s hand shot into the air. “I do!”

      “Wait! I do too,” Christy said. “Mmm, speaking of which…” She looked at Leah. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Commander Come-lover, reporting for duty!”

      The little head snapped to attention. I got this.
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        * * *

      

      Leah flopped to the bed and lay on her back. She stared at the ceiling and caught her breath, while Christy crawled up and nestled alongside me. I put my arm around her, and she sighed.

      “That was fun,” Leah said.

      Christy raised her head to look at her. “You aren’t upset?”

      “What? That you didn’t share? Not really. Besides, you didn’t have much choice.”

      Because I’d been holding her head down.

      “I thought you were going to choke,” Leah continued. “How’d you learn to do that?”

      Christy shrugged and rested her head on my chest again. “I just did.”

      “I mean, don’t you gag?”

      “When he comes? No, I just swallow normally.”

      “Yeah, but his dick was in your throat. Like, all the way.”

      “Mmm, I know.”

      “Still, you don’t get to taste it at all.”

      “I don’t care,” Christy said. “I… I can’t explain it.”

      “You don’t have to,” Leah said. “I saw your face. I mean, you almost looked like you were coming too.”

      “Um…”

      Leah sat up in surprise. “For real? You came?”

      “I almost always do,” Christy admitted, “especially when he shoots down my throat.”

      Leah’s expression sharpened. “Can you come just from sucking?”

      “No. I was playing with myself.”

      “Ah, okay. I thought you might be like Linda Lovelace for real.”

      “No,” Christy said, “my clitoris is right where it’s supposed to be.”

      “Yeah, I know.” All of a sudden she laughed. “Why’m I not surprised?”

      “About what?”

      “That you know Deep Throat. I mean, you mentioned it before, but I guess I thought it was Paul’s influence.”

      “No, he didn’t really watch porn before he met me.”

      “I did, sort of,” I said, “but not really.”

      “What else didn’t he do before he met you?” Leah wondered.

      “Oh, lots of things,” Christy said.

      “So, you aren’t going to tell me?”

      “I didn’t say that…”

      “Ha! Okay, we’ll come back to it,” Leah said. “Then, do you mind if I ask…? What’s a nice Catholic girl doing with a bunch of swingers? And practically engaged to one whose sister is more or less begging him to screw her!”

      “Oh, that.”

      “Yes, that,” Leah laughed. “I mean, we all thought you were a bit of a prude when we first met you—”

      “I’m not.”

      “No kidding. You corrected that misconception in a hurry. But it’s a bit of a stretch from swinging to incest.”

      “What do you mean?” Christy asked cautiously.

      “Well, that isn’t an adjustment you make overnight. I mean, I grew up with the idea that it’s okay to fool around with your siblings, as long as no one gets hurt. So did Paul, obviously. And Erin’s wanted it for about as long as I’ve known her. At least, since Paul stopped being a dork.”

      “Wait,” Christy said, “Paul was a dork? He wasn’t always this cool?”

      “Didn’t—?”

      “She was changing the subject,” I said before she could get away with it. I squeezed her in reassurance. “You can tell her,” I said. “She’s one of the few people who understands.”

      Christy fell silent for a long time, and Leah knew better than pressure her. Finally, she sat up.

      “I’m gonna need a lot more alcohol if we’re going to have this conversation.”

      “Good idea,” I said. “I think we could all use a drink.” I rolled toward the end of the bed and hopped to the floor. We kept our liquor stash in a cardboard box in the closet, but the current bottle sat atop the dresser with a pair of glasses.

      “Sorry,” I said as I retrieved them, “we only have two.”

      Leah didn’t mind. “You and I can share. I mean, if it’s all right with you,” she asked Christy.

      “What? Oh, of course.”

      “There’s a metaphor here,” I said, “but I can’t quite put my finger on it.”

      “Funny, ha ha,” Christy said. “Now, hurry up and pour,” she added with uncharacteristic abruptness, “before I run screaming.”

      Leah’s eyebrows rose but she didn’t say anything.

      I filled a glass with two fingers of whiskey and handed it to Christy. She drained it straight away and handed it back. I poured again, and she finished that as well. Leah watched with growing concern.

      “Her metabolism,” I said. “It takes more to affect her.”

      “Keep ’em coming,” Christy said to me. “Sorry, please.”

      “Last one. Then you have to slow down.”

      She nodded and accepted the glass. She emptied it in two swigs instead of one. Then she closed her eyes and took several deep breaths through her nose.

      I poured whiskey into the other glass and passed it to Leah, who took a polite sip before she handed it back. I gazed into the cut-glass tumbler and swirled the rich amber liquid. Then I drained it. The alcohol bit the back of my throat and filled my sinuses with eighty-proof fumes.

      “It’s a shame to do that to good whiskey,” Christy said. “We’re supposed to enjoy it.”

      I nodded and let the fumes dissipate. “Needs must when the devil drives.”

      “You and your words,” she said fondly, a completely different person from just a few minutes before. She extended her glass, and I clinked the bottle against its rim. I poured a splash. She made puppy dog eyes, so I added a bit more. “Thank you,” she said. “I won’t drink it yet.”

      “In that case, you’re welcome. And thank you.”

      “He doesn’t like it if I get too far ahead of him,” she added in an aside to Leah, who raised an eyebrow.

      “I’ve never actually seen her drunk-drunk,” I said. “Super-tipsy, but never falling-down.”

      “It’s annoying,” Christy said. “I have to drink, like, ten times as much as anyone else.” It was her usual exaggeration.

      “Not ten times,” I said, “but close.”

      “Anyway, where were we?” Christy asked. “Oh, right, Paul and Erin. So, what do you want to know?”

      Leah’s eyes glinted with amusement instead of concern.

      “How did I go from swinging to incest?” Christy repeated. “You’re right, it’s a bit of a stretch.”

      “Then… how’d you do it?”

      “Easy. The incest came before the swinging.”

      Leah’s eyes widened. When she recovered she looked to me for confirmation.

      “She never actually did anything,” I said.

      “But I sure thought about it,” Christy added darkly.

      “With your brothers?” Leah asked. “All of ’em at once?” She grinned at me. “One at a time? Or…?”

      “Just one. Laurie.”

      “He’s the one who…?”

      “Died.” Christy closed her eyes and swallowed hard. Then she sipped her drink, although it was more for reassurance than the alcohol.

      “I’m so sorry,” Leah said quietly.

      I poured a couple of fingers into the glass I held. I handed it to her.

      “I really shouldn’t,” she said, “especially if—”

      “Drink up. This is an interview, but not the kind you’ll ever share.”

      “No fucking kidding,” she said under her breath. She kept the glass and sipped again.

      “I should probably start at the beginning,” Christy said. “Well, not the beginning-beginning, but you’ll figure it out.”

      Leah nodded.

      “So, Vaughn first. Then Lani and Peter.”

      Leah was a good listener already, and she had the makings of a great journalist. She fell silent as Christy told the tale of Vaughn and how he’d introduced her to blowjobs.

      I was hoping to hear something new, but Christy’s extraordinary memory almost forced her to repeat a story the same way, sometimes word for word. She was basically quoting herself. She changed a few things to fit the circumstances, but the details were the same.

      Leah knew what to expect by the time Christy reached the point where Vaughn moved back to the mainland. She nodded along as Christy described her suspicions about Lani and Peter’s relationship, and the changes in his personality, his withdrawal, guilt, and anger.

      “It’s such a major taboo,” Leah said. “Most people are totally unprepared to deal with it.”

      “It was perfect for Lani,” Christy said. “She knew Peter couldn’t brag about what they did.”

      “She didn’t have to worry about her reputation,” Leah agreed. “So, what happened next? I’m almost afraid to ask, but… it sounds like… it didn’t end well, did it?”

      “No. Peter quit the swim team. He got a new job and worked every day after school. Then he went to college in Hilo instead of Honolulu. He wanted to get away. Not just from the guilt,” she added, “but from the temptation too.”

      She glanced at me and flushed slightly when I recognized my own words. I didn’t call her on it, though. Every storyteller borrows a line or two from time to time. (Ahem. Let’s not point any fingers, shall we? But I digress. Back to the story.)

      “What about Lani?” Leah asked.

      “We were still friends,” Christy said, “but things were never the same. Then my father got a new command and we left for San Diego. That was probably the one time I was happy to move.”

      “No kidding!”

      “Then I met Brooke. We hit it off immediately, ‘like a house on fire.’ Her family lived near us and had a pool, so we hung out there after diving camp ended.”

      “Hold on,” Leah said, “I thought Brooke was a swimmer. Did she do both?”

      “No, only me. But it was the same camp. Well, the same pool.”

      “Ah, okay. Sorry to interrupt. Keep going.”

      “Right. Where was I? Oh, yeah, Brooke and her brother. So, she’s the baby of the family too.”

      “That makes three of us,” Leah said with a grin.

      “Oh, yeah! Right!”

      “Anyway, sorry to interrupt. Continue.”

      “Right, so… Brooke and Hunter are five years apart, like me and Laurence.”

      “Did they ever do anything?” Leah asked.

      Christy glanced at me with a question.

      “I don’t think she’d mind if we shared a little.”

      She confirmed it with a slight headshake.

      “They didn’t,” I said to Leah. “She had a crush on him—”

      Christy nodded emphatically.

      “—but she only ever spied on him.”

      “Doing what?” Leah asked.

      I chuckled. “What guys do, jerking off.”

      “Okay,” she said, “I know this is off-topic, but… what is it with you guys? I don’t get it. I mean, I suck Mark off every day, sometimes twice. And we have sex all the time. But he still jerks off. And not just once in a while. Like, all the time.”

      “I do too,” I said, which didn’t surprise Christy at all. Evidently, I hadn’t been as discreet as I’d thought. “Sometimes just a quickie in the shower,” I added, “for pressure relief. But sometimes just ’cause I like doing it.”

      “I’d be a little worried if he didn’t masturbate,” Christy said, which did surprise me.

      Leah too. “Seriously?”

      “Well, yeah. He might be getting attention from someone else—”

      “Never,” I said.

      “—someone I don’t know about,” she finished.

      “Oh, okay,” Leah said. “That makes sense.”

      “I know things are fine—between us, I mean—as long as he does it. It doesn’t bother me.” She glanced at me and added, I might like to watch, though. Then she made an insistent little scribbling gesture. Note to self…

      Yes, dear, I chuckled. I’ll let you watch me masturbate.

      Thank you.

      Leah followed the exchange and grinned, although she grew serious again.

      “Yeah,” she said, “but that’s Paul. Mark’s enough like him, but still… it seems unusual.”

      “Oh, no,” Christy said, “my brothers do it too.”

      Leah’s eyes widened in surprise before they narrowed. “How d’you know? I mean, I thought you said—?”

      “I haven’t seen them,” Christy laughed. “I talk to their wives.”

      “About that?”

      “Well, not specifically, but it comes up sometimes. Marianne gets annoyed that Harry still does it. Well, when he does it at home—not while he’s on cruise, I mean. Lynne doesn’t mind about James, whenever he does it.”

      Leah’s dark eyes widened as the details kept coming.

      “I don’t know what Sabrina thinks about Danny,” Christy continued with barely a pause for breath. “They aren’t officially married yet, but they live together, and I know they have sex a lot. She travels for work—she’s a model—so they ‘make up for lost time’ when they’re together. I’m sure he masturbates when they aren’t, but she’s never said anything about it.

      “I don’t know about Rich,” she added thoughtfully. “I assume he still does, especially since he doesn’t have a steady girlfriend, but you never know with him. He’s just… weird sometimes. And he’s never really had a girlfriend we could talk to. He never keeps them long. Women don’t really ‘get’ him, I think. He’s so intense. And his sense of humor’s really weird. My mother says it’s ‘macabre,’ whatever that means.

      “I looked it up one time,” Christy went on, “and I suppose she’s right. He jokes about killing people like it’s nothing. He threatens to kill Paul, like, every time he sees him, and sometimes even when he doesn’t! Ha ha! But he really likes him. He’s too stubborn to admit it, but I can tell.”

      All of a sudden she faltered and fell silent. “Oh, sorry. I was chattering, wasn’t I?”

      I slow-nodded.

      “Sorry,” she repeated. “Where were we? Oh, right. So… um… yeah. Most guys masturbate.”

      Leah was still trying to process everything she’d just heard, so I gave her a moment before I forged ahead.

      “We do it even when we’re in a happy relationship,” I said. “So it doesn’t mean Mark’s unhappy if he does it.”

      Leah finally snapped out of it. “Yeah,” she agreed, “my mom told me the same thing.” She sighed, acceptance if not enthusiasm. Then she looked at her glass. It was empty, which explained why she’d gone off on a tangent about guys and our masturbation habits. I refilled it and emptied the remaining drops into Christy’s.

      “Uh-oh. Do we—?”

      “Way ahead of you.” I retrieved a new bottle from the closet. It was the last one, so I made a mental note to have the man at the liquor store order more. It was an expensive habit, but it beat the alternatives.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” Christy said.

      “Mmm.” I twisted the top and cracked the paper tape. Then I poured a generous amount into her glass. I met her eyes and added a silent order, Don’t drink too fast.

      “Yes, sir,” she said quietly.

      Leah heard but didn’t say anything. Instead, she watched as Christy thought through the conversation for the past few minutes.

      “Sorry,” she said eventually. “Where were we?”

      Leah had to think too.

      “Brooke and Hunter,” I prompted.

      “Right!” Leah said. “So… um… she never did anything with him?”

      “No,” Christy said. “She wanted to, though.”

      “What about you?”

      “Hunter’s all right. He’s cute, I suppose, but not my type.”

      Leah laughed. “No, I meant you and Laurence. Did you spy on him?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “Did he jerk off?”

      “Probably, but never where I could see.”

      “That’s too bad. So, you never saw his dick?”

      “I did. Um… once. I asked him to pose for me. I was learning figure drawing,” she explained. “He only wore a towel, a small one like we used for swimming. It covered him fine, so I guess he didn’t even think about it. Then he fell asleep and moved his knee. His towel parted, and I could see his penis. He started dreaming and got really hard.”

      Leah hesitated. “Did you do anything?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “He was my brother. And… I was too scared.”

      “That’s—” Leah cleared her throat. “That’s probably a good thing.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Do you regret it? Not doing anything?”

      “Not really. Only… sometimes I do.”

      Leah sipped her drink as a way to cover her own mixed emotions. She was clearly excited, but she also felt Christy’s sense of loss. She didn’t want to seem insensitive, even though Christy had had several years to compartmentalize and adjust.

      I knew better. She still missed Laurence, but it wasn’t a raw wound anymore. Besides, she’d finally drunk enough to overwhelm her metabolism, and her senses were a bit dulled. Leah hadn’t drunk nearly as much, but she was feeling its effects as well.

      “I suppose that’s why I want Paul and Erin to go all the way,” Christy said after a moment. “I can pretend it’s Laurence and me. I can live…” She frowned and stared into space, and I had to admire the way her mind worked. She was listening to a conversation we’d had sometime in the past. “Oh, right! Vicariously! I can live vicariously through them.”

      Leah didn’t notice the pause. She was too caught up in the story.

      “Me, too,” she said. “I mean, I’ve always thought of Paul like a brother, way more than a boyfriend. It’s been that way since we were kids. And… I wanted him to be my first.”

      “Me too,” Christy said. “He wasn’t my first-first. Not technically—”

      “Me neither,” Leah agreed.

      “—but the first one I really enjoyed.”

      “Exactly!” Leah’s eyelids drooped, and she inhaled sharply in an attempt to clear her head. She raised her glass and peered at it owlishly. “What’s in this?”

      “Irish whiskey,” I said. “The good stuff, 18-year-old.”

      “Wow, as old as me.”

      “Mmm.”

      “It’s good. Not as smoky as the stuff my dad drinks.” She took another sip. “Loosens your tongue the same, though.”

      “Morals, too,” Christy muttered.

      “No,” I said gently. “It just gives you the courage to do what you’ve always wanted.”

      “Maybe you should drink more,” Leah suggested. “Then you’d go all the way with Erin.”

      I chuckled and didn’t answer.

      “Okay, maybe not tonight. But as long as we’re talking about going all the way… big brother.”

      I felt dizzy all of a sudden, a combination of alcohol and lack of blood to a certain vital organ.

      I’m a vital organ, the little head said smugly.

      Treacherous, too.

      You want me to take over?

      Might as well, I told him. You’re going to anyway.

      “Wow!” Leah laughed when my erection sprang up. “You sure know how to make a girl happy.”

      “Two of us,” Christy agreed.

      “D’you mind if I borrow him?” she asked her. “I need his big dick. I know, I know,” she admitted, a bit drunkenly, “I said I don’t care about size, but that was a li’l white lie. Please don’t tell Mark,” she added quickly. “I love sucking him, but I like Paul better inside me. It’s ’cause he’s thicker. You un’erstand, don’t you?”

      “Of course,” Christy said. “I told you, I think he’s perfect.”

      “Almost perfect,” Leah corrected. “His timing sucks. Then again, so does mine.”

      “Well, our timing’s good tonight,” I said. “Come here.”
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        * * *

      

      Leah lay on her stomach and didn’t move for a long time. We’d come at the same time, but only in the way that fireworks and a bonfire go off together. My orgasm had been short and intense, a shower of sparks that had lit up the night but faded just as quickly. Hers was a fire that had started small and grown slowly, stoked with every thrust. It had been an inferno for a while, and the embers of it were still burning—her dark skin glowed with the heat of it.

      Her climax eventually subsided, and she relaxed into a languorous semi-doze. A sheen of sweat covered her, and her dark hair lay damp where it touched her skin. Almost on cue, the air conditioner came on. Cool air washed over us like an invisible Niagara. I shivered at the sudden chill and had one of those random post-orgasmic thoughts that seem to happen to me more than others.

      Convection cooling, check. Evaporative cooling, check.

      Aliens would’ve had a field day if they’d abducted me and scanned my brain.

      The Earthling is preoccupied with sex, talks to an imaginary friend, and has a strange obsession with environmental control.

      Recommendations?

      Return the subject to its natural habitat and order an immediate ban on all further species contact.

      Agreed. Science Officer, log the quarantine. Astrogator, plot a course for Alpha Centauri. Pilot, break orbit and get us out of here.

      Aye, aye, captain.

      Maybe we’ll find intelligent life in the next system.

      Christy caught the fringe of the conversation and frowned as she tried to decipher it. Fortunately, Leah distracted her before she could hurt herself. She rolled over and threw her arms over her head. Her breasts flattened to almost nothing, although they were still distinctly feminine, more than enough to make me forget the departing aliens.

      Ooh, boobies.

      Christy covered her mouth and did her best not to laugh. She even managed to compose herself before Leah opened her eyes.

      “God, that was exactly what I needed.” She sat up, and her breasts returned to their normal shape. They didn’t sag a bit.

      See? Boobies. Big, small, round, flat—

      Christy’s eyes flashed. Will you behave!

      Leah didn’t notice. “I should probably get cleaned up,” she said. “I smell like a brothel.”

      “How would you know?” I wondered aloud. “I mean, have you ever been in a brothel?”

      “Funny you should ask. I actually have. It was quite pleasant. You’ll have to ask Erin, though. She tells it better.”

      “She tells everything better,” I said with only a trace of bitterness. “She’s a real raconteur, all right.”

      “Says the guy who just used the word ‘raconteur’ in a sentence,” Leah chuckled. She started to roll to her knees but immediately stopped.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “I… um… don’t wanna leak on the bed. God, how much did you shoot? I swear, I can feel it sloshing around. I know that’s kind of disgusting, but…”

      “They never mention this in the letters, do they?” I said to Christy, who shook her head.

      “What? In Penthouse?” Leah wondered. “They never mention having to pee, either.”

      “I always have to pee afterward,” Christy said. “Sabrina says it’s good for you. It helps prevent infections.”

      “That’s what I’ve heard,” Leah agreed. “Be right back.” She pressed her legs together, scooted to the edge of the bed, and headed to the bathroom.

      I glanced at my watch.

      “What time is it?” Christy asked.

      “Almost one. You need a snack?”

      “You know me so well.”

      “Anything special?”

      “Whatever we have. You know what I like.” She glanced toward the door. “You should probably bring enough for all of us. I don’t think she’s used to drinking so much on an empty stomach.”

      I nodded and rolled to my feet.

      “And maybe something sweet.”

      “Peach cobbler?”

      She shook her head. “Don’t tell Wren, but I’m sort of sick of peaches. Do we have any fruit compote left? The one with the blackberries? That was yummy.”

      “Got it. Fruit compote, don’t tell Wren. Anything else?”

      “Something to drink? Do we have any sherry? The one with the funny name?”

      “Probably. Anything else?”

      “Hmm, something non-alcoholic. Water? Oh, I know! Orange juice. We have a can in the freezer. Would you mind making some?”

      “Sure. Anything else?”

      “Only one thing.”

      “I’m going to need to make a list,” I teased gently.

      “Not for this.”

      “Oh?”

      “Love me forever?”

      “Of course.”

      “Thank you.”

      I bowed low and flourished an imaginary hat, and her eyes crinkled with a smile, warm and affectionate.

      “Off you go,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      I returned twenty minutes later with a fully loaded tray. I’d basically cleaned out the refrigerator and half the pantry. I’d brought a little bit of everything.

      “Wow, you weren’t kidding,” Leah said to Christy.

      The girls scooted apart, and I carefully set the tray on the bed between them.

      “We don’t kid around where her metabolism is concerned,” I said.

      “He doesn’t,” Christy agreed. “He takes very good care of me.”

      “I didn’t think I was hungry till I saw all the food,” Leah laughed.

      Christy glanced at the small bottle of Pedro Ximénez. Then she surveyed the crowded tray and shot me a grin. “You forgot something.”

      “The corkscrew? No, I already opened it.”

      Her eyes darted to the bottle. She’d missed that little detail. “Darn!”

      “Carter would be proud. You have to let the wine breathe,” I quoted. “Although… he’d probably tell me to decant it.”

      “Only, we don’t have any decanters.”

      “Right.”

      She grinned at his familiar one-word answer.

      “What’re you all talking about?” Leah said. “Not Jimmy Carter.”

      “No, a friend of ours,” I said. “Carter’s his first name.”

      “Okay, so… no crisis of confidence?”

      “Huh? You lost me.”

      “Oh, oh, I know this one!” Christy said. Then she did a spot-on impression of Jimmy Carter’s soft Georgia accent. “It is a crisis of confidence. It is a crisis that strikes at the very heart and soul and spirit of our national will.”

      Leah’s jaw dropped. “How do you do that?”

      “I just do.”

      “You have to teach me.”

      “I don’t know if she can,” I said. “It’s like her art. Yeah, she could teach you the techniques, but it’d still take a lifetime of practice to do what she does.” Even then, you’d need special wiring in your brain.

      A whimsical part of me wondered what the aliens would’ve made of Christy.

      The female Earthling is also preoccupied with sex. She hears in the visual spectrum and has a strange obsession with the male’s imaginary friend. We have tentatively identified it as his reproductive organ.

      Recommendations? Never mind. Pilot! I thought I told you to get us out of here!

      Christy pursed her lips and struggled not to laugh. Stop!

      Leah noticed this time. “Um… did I miss something?”

      “I can’t tell you, ma’am,” I said in an officious voice. “It has to do with aliens. And sex.”

      “Of course!” she laughed. “Weekly World News. I mean, what else do aliens care about?”

      “Elvis Presley? Oh, and Jerry Falwell. He’s one of them.” I cocked my head and frowned in thought. “Actually, that explains a lot.”

      “Explains what? Never mind, you’re worse than my dad!”

      “Guilty as charged,” I said. “Anyway, let’s eat.”

      “And drink,” Christy said. “Paul, dear, will you…?”

      “None for me,” Leah said immediately. “I’m still a little drunk from the whiskey.” She reached for the pitcher of orange juice instead. “Does he do this for you every night?”

      “Not every night,” Christy said. “Well, not this much. Normally just veggies or a sandwich. Sometimes an apple and peanut butter.” She grinned and sucked the tip of her finger, in case I’d missed the reference. I hadn’t. Neither had my reproductive organ. He scanned the environment and reluctantly decided we were interested in food more than sex.

      I’d brought paper plates, but we decided to eat from the tray instead. We spent a couple of minutes stuffing our faces.

      “So, tell me about Carter,” Leah said once we slowed down. “Who is he? How’d you meet him?”

      I gave her the R-rated version of the story, although she was smart enough to fill in the X-rated details on her own.

      “Seriously?” she said. “You just recruited them as swingers? It must run in the family.”

      “Well, they came here looking for it,” I said.

      “How’d they know where to come?”

      “A friend told him,” I said. “She has to be another swinger, but he never said who. She’s a client, though, I know that much.” I shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I trust him.”

      Leah nodded. “You’ve always been a good judge of character. Well, except for her.”

      Christy stiffened in alarm, although I settled her with a quick gesture.

      “Oh, sorry!” Leah said. “I didn’t mean you.”

      “She meant Kendall,” I said flatly. “Leah, please… don’t start.”

      “I didn’t!”

      “Kendall’s a good person.”

      “That’s your opinion,” she muttered.

      “We were both young, and we both made mistakes. If anything, I made more than she did. Period. End of discussion.”

      Leah sighed and nodded an apology.

      “And I hope she’s happy,” I added. “Wherever she is. She deserves it.”

      “You’re a better person than I.”

      “No, I’m not. You just have a sore spot for Kendall.”

      “Like me and Gracie,” Christy said.

      Leah perked up at the mention of someone she didn’t know, and I realized that Christy had done it on purpose, as a distraction.

      “Who?” Leah asked.

      “A friend,” I said. “Another architecture student. We—”

      “Had sex,” Christy said with as much reproach as two little words could manage.

      Leah nodded. “I see.”

      “She tried to take him from me,” Christy continued. “But he’s mine, with a capital M.”

      “Okay,” Leah said. “Good to know. Don’t mess with Christy.”

      “Oh, I don’t mean you,” she said quickly. “Sorry. I can’t explain it, but I’m not worried about you. I trust you.”

      “Well, thank you.”

      They shared a hesitant grin that slowly turned genuine.

      “Let’s move on…,” I said into the silence.

      “Yeah, sorry,” Leah said. “I shouldn’t’ve brought her up. Anyway, there’s something you aren’t telling me about Carter and Kim.”

      Alarm bells went off in my head, but I controlled my expression and asked, “What do you mean?”

      “We can probably tell her,” Christy said.

      My control faltered.

      “Tell me what?” Leah said predictably.

      “Are you sure?” I asked Christy, and she nodded.

      Leah repeated her question.

      “It’s probably easier to show you.” I slid the tray of food out of the way. “Look under the bed. My side.”

      “Oh, no,” she laughed. “You’re just trying to… you know.”

      “What?”

      “You want me to bend over, so you can…” She made a comical poking gesture.

      “I know, right!” Christy laughed. “That’s what he did to me. But he’s serious this time, I promise.”

      I made a hands-off motion, and Leah eventually bent over the side of the bed. Her ass and pussy looked so good that I felt a pang of regret that I was a man of my word.

      “All I see is a suitcase,” she said.

      I’d cleaned out the nightstand, so all of our toys were there.

      “That’s it,” I said. “Pull it up.”

      The contents thumped to the bottom when she did.

      “What’s in here?” she asked a little suspiciously.

      “Open it and see.”

      She popped the latches and lifted the lid. Her eyebrows rose and then disappeared completely under her bangs.

      “That…,” she said slowly, “isn’t what I was expecting.”

      I grinned to myself. “What were you expecting?”

      “Honestly? Lingerie. Costumes. Frederick’s of Hollywood stuff.”

      Christy shivered with mild disgust. Her lingerie collection was worth a small fortune, and none of it had come from Frederick’s.

      “Yeah, sorry,” Leah said to her. “I should’ve known. You have much better taste.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Anyway, the suitcase,” Leah continued. “When I heard the thumps, I thought it might be a big black dildo or something. Or a couple of vibrators.”

      Christy immediately wrinkled her nose and shook her head.

      “Maybe some gag gifts from Spencer’s,” Leah mused without looking up. “You know, a toy whip and some fuzzy handcuffs.” She gestured at the contents of the suitcase. “That, however, is the real deal.”

      “Mmm,” I agreed.

      She shook her head in amazement. “I had no idea. I mean, you never even hinted that you were into this sort of thing.”

      “Who, me? Ha! No, that’s all Christy.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me!”

      My bangs were a lot shorter than Leah’s, but my eyebrows still tried to disappear. She didn’t speak like that unless she was angry or very, very surprised. Christy thought the whole thing was funny. She clapped a hand over her mouth, but her eyes still danced with mirth.

      “I’m serious,” Leah said into the silence. “Are these really all yours?”

      Christy nodded without removing her hand.

      “What’s this for? And these?” Leah held up the riding crop and lifted out the collar with the nipple clamps. “I mean, I know what they’re for, but… seriously?”

      Christy nodded.

      “What are you, some kind of masochist?”

      “That’s exactly what she is,” I said calmly.

      To her credit, Leah didn’t even flinch. “And… what?” she said instead. “These people… Carter and Kim… they introduced you to this stuff?”

      “Oh, no. We’ve been into it for a while. Since Christmas, at least.”

      Christy nodded at my recollection.

      “Longer for her,” I added, “but only in her head.”

      “I didn’t know a guy who… um… you know.”

      Leah paused and silently revised her opinion of me. Then she gave me a speculative look, like she might want to give it a try.

      I grinned and filled in the rest of the story, “We met Carter and Kim recently, just last month.”

      “And… this was all Christy’s idea? This stuff? You really like pain?” she asked her.

      I answered instead, but obliquely. “You remember you asked if she could get off just by sucking?”

      Leah nodded.

      “She can’t. But she can get off from being spanked.”

      “For real? Just from being spanked? Without playing with herself?”

      “I’ve seen her do it,” I said.

      “Holy crap. I… had no idea. I mean, seriously.” She looked at Christy. “We all thought you were this goody-two-shoes Catholic girl who was just having fun, slumming with us on the wrong side of the tracks, so to speak. No offense, but…”

      Christy wasn’t the least bit annoyed. She was actually having fun.

      “I mean, yeah,” Leah continued, “we knew you and Paul were serious, but we thought the sex stuff wouldn’t last. We’ve all known girls who fooled around with other girls but then went back to their boyfriends.”

      Christy nodded.

      “And Paul and I’ve known people who tried swinging but weren’t really cut out for it.”

      It was my turn to nod.

      “We thought you were the same,” she said to Christy. “Yeah, you’re into it now, but how long before that famous Catholic guilt kicks in? How long before you pull away and start doing it less? That’s basically what Gina’s done,” she added to me. “She hardly ever does anything at our parties anymore.”

      “That’s too bad,” I said, but Leah just shrugged.

      “Californians. They’re all talk and no action. Sorry, Christy, but we thought you were like that.”

      “You know,” I said slowly, “I’m actually a Californian. I was born there.”

      “Yeah, but you were there for, like, a week?”

      “Something like that,” I conceded.

      “And you were raised here, in the south.”

      “While I was born in Virginia,” Christy said.

      Leah was only mildly surprised, but her eyebrows hid under her bangs again. It was easier for her.

      “For real?” she said. “Where?”

      “Norfolk. Well, Virginia Beach.”

      “My dad’s from Alexandria.”

      “Oh, cool.”

      Leah shook her head in mild annoyance. “We’re getting off-topic.” She gestured at the suitcase full of toys. “This changes things.”

      “How?”

      “It means you’re a kinky little thing. For real.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Christy laughed, “you’re exactly alike!”

      “What? How?”

      “That’s what I call her,” I said dryly, “a kinky little thing.”

      “Seriously? Why’m I not surprised?”

      “We aren’t actually brother and sister,” I said, “but we might as well be. I mean, we more or less grew up together.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. But still… this changes things.”

      Christy and I exchanged a look, and I asked for both of us, “How?”

      “For one, I can tell Erin to chill out. She’s been trying to get you into bed because we didn’t think Christy’s… um… infatuation… with our lifestyle would last.”

      “It isn’t an infatuation,” I said. “She’s in it for the long run.”

      “Oh my gosh, yes!”

      “Well, duh,” Leah said. “If you’re into this stuff— Hold on.” She looked at me. “You aren’t a sadist, are you?”

      “God, no! I only do it ’cause she likes it.”

      “Oh, okay,” Leah said in obvious relief. “You had me worried for a sec. I mean, you get a little forceful sometimes, but you’ve never hurt me. I don’t mind being dominated, but I’m not into pain.” She glanced at Christy. “No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      “Different strokes,” I said.

      “Exactly. Different strokes.” Leah picked up where she’d left off. “If you’re into this stuff, BDSM, and you’re serious about… um… family fun—”

      Christy nodded emphatically.

      “—then swinging is pretty normal. There’s one thing I’m curious about, though. If you don’t mind me asking. Although… at this point, you’d’ve ‘run screaming’ if you minded.”

      “True. What’s the question?”

      “What’s up with you and Trip? And Mark, for that matter. Why don’t you want to have sex with them? I mean, I get it, it’s your body, but… what’s the big deal?”

      “I… um… only want to have sex with Paul.”

      Leah’s brow furrowed. “But… you and I…? Tonight. And this afternoon, with Brooke. Yesterday, with Erin and Wren. You’ve had sex with just about everyone. Why not the guys too?”

      Christy glanced at me.

      “This is where the Catholic guilt comes in,” I said. “It isn’t really guilt, but… being Catholic is a big part of it.”

      “So… you’re serious?” Leah asked. “About being Catholic?”

      “Very,” Christy said. “Like, my immortal soul.”

      I nodded solemnly.

      Leah considered it but then frowned at an inconsistency. “Okay, then… why don’t you go to church?”

      “I can’t.” Christy shot me an annoyed look. “It’s too far to walk, and no one will let me drive. Besides,” she added, a bit guiltily, “I like sleeping in on Sundays and waking up with him. He… um… takes care of me.”

      “Yeah,” Leah said with a grin, “I’m familiar with his morning routine. Is he still good for two in a row?”

      “Oh my gosh, yes. Sometimes more.”

      “Sounds about right,” Leah smirked.

      “You never complained,” I said.

      “No. I quite enjoyed it. But let’s get back to the original topic. So, Christy… why won’t you have sex with other guys? Hold on, you said you don’t want to have sex with anyone besides Paul. I’d normally have notes if this were a real interview,” she apologized, “but I’m pretty sure that’s what you said.”

      I spoke up, “This is where it gets complicated.”

      “Doesn’t it always?” Leah shot back. “I didn’t mean to sound so catty, but… it’s sex. It’s always complicated.”

      “You can say that again,” Christy muttered.

      “Then I’ll try to explain,” I said patiently. “She doesn’t think sex with other women is sex—”

      “In spite of the fact that, you know, it is?” Leah seemed amused more than annoyed.

      “It isn’t to her,” I said. “Neither are blowjobs.”

      “You mean, oral sex?” she asked archly.

      “I can’t explain it,” Christy said. “I’ve tried, like, a million times, but it never makes sense. Only, it does to me.”

      Leah gazed at her for a long time, but she didn’t back down.

      “Okay, sex with other women isn’t sex,” Leah said flippantly. “Neither are blowjobs.” She heard her tone and immediately apologized. “Sorry, I’m supposed to be objective. Besides, it’s your decision, your body. It’s worse when a woman does it. I mean, we’re used to it from men. They’ve always tried to control us…

      “I should know,” she added. “That’s what Todd did to me. He knew what I wanted,” she spat, savage and bitter, “better than I did. Fucking asshole.” She drew a deep breath and tried to shake it off. Then she glared at me. “Why’d you have to bring him up?”

      “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      “Yeah, all right. Anyway, Christy, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t try to tell you what’s right for you. And I shouldn’t mock you for your choices.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Let’s talk about something else,” Leah said abruptly. “And… I want that drink after all.”

      “You got it,” I said. “Sherry or whiskey?”

      “The good stuff, the 18-year-old. And I’d better eat something else.”

      Christy was closest to the tray and had been nibbling the whole time, although she was genuinely surprised to realize it. Leah’s mood changed abruptly.

      “Seriously?” she laughed. “You didn’t notice?”

      “No,” Christy grumped. “Only, I can’t help it!”

      “It’s all right,” Leah said in a gentler tone. “I’m just jealous.”

      “You wouldn’t be if you had my metabolism. For real, I mean.”

      “You’re right. I’ve seen how much you eat, and you’re still… what? A size two?”

      “When I can buy regular clothes.” Christy fumed at the world in general. “Most of the time I have to shop in the Girls section or Young Misses. It’s embarrassing.”

      “No wonder. You’re… what? Eighty-five pounds? Maybe ninety?”

      “For the record, I’m ninety-four!”

      “Hold on,” I said. “I thought you were ninety-seven.”

      “Um… I am?” she lied.

      My shoulders fell. “Oh, Little Bit…”

      “I’m sorry! Only, I’ve been so excited. I forget to eat. You know how I am! It’s not my fault! Stupid metabolism.” She glared and crunched a stick of celery like it had personally offended her. In a way, it had—it didn’t have enough calories.

      “Can I do anything to help?” Leah asked.

      “Are you going to eat that muffin?”

      “Go ahead,” Leah laughed, “it’s all yours.”

      “I’ll slice an apple for you,” I told her.

      “I can do it.” She held out her hand for the knife.

      “Let Paul,” Christy said around a mouthful. “He’th a profethional.” She finished chewing and swallowed. “Sorry, my mother wouldn’t be very proud if she saw that.”

      “Never mind the nudity,” I added.

      “Or the fact that we’re all shaved,” Leah said.

      “And let’s not even mention the group sex!”

      We all laughed. Then Leah glared playfully.

      “You promised me a drink. And… get busy with that apple. I’m hungry all of a sudden.”

      Christy grinned at me around the last of the muffin. “I like her.”

      “I do too,” I said. “In fact, I love her.”

      Leah’s cheeks glowed. Then she composed herself and said to Christy, “I’m glad you’re one of us. For real, not some… dilettante.”

      “Thank you.”

      They shared a smile. Then Leah looked at me. She hesitated before she caressed my pinky with hers. We curled our fingers together and then slid them apart. It was the briefest of touches but it filled me with warmth.

      “I’m very happy you found Christy.” She tried to smile but succumbed to emotion. “I promised myself I wouldn’t cry…” She looked to Christy for support, and they embraced. “Thank you so much,” Leah whispered hoarsely.

      The girls clung to each other and rocked gently. Then they sat back, and Leah drew a shuddering breath. She met my eyes. Hers were full of tears, of regret for what might’ve been, happiness for what was, and hope for what might be. Then she smiled for real, and I knew we were going to be all right.
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        * * *

      

      Morning sun slanted through the window, and I realized that Christy and I were alone in bed. I had a vague memory of Leah rising before dawn and kissing me goodbye. She’d known my plans for the day, at least in a general sense, and she’d wanted Christy and me to have the morning to ourselves. I silently thanked her. She was a good lover and a better friend, and I couldn’t imagine life without her.

      My thoughts returned to the present, and I stroked Christy’s hip. Her skin was warm and soft, and she stirred at my touch. I scooted closer, and my erection prodded her thigh. She sighed in her sleep and reached back. Her fingers unerringly found my cock, and I chuckled at her automatic reaction.

      She woke up slowly as I kissed and caressed her. Then she stretched with one of her little squeaks.

      “Good morning, Sunshine.” I kissed her ear and inhaled the familiar scent of her, jasmine and honey.

      “Morning.”

      “Are you ready for your wakeup cock?”

      “Mmm, yes, please.”

      She lifted one leg and rubbed my glans along her slit to spread her lubrication. Then she set my shaft at her opening. I slid into her. She moaned softly and turned her head. I kissed her and then squeezed her breast. She pushed back against me. I began thrusting, and we made love slowly.

      “Come in my mouth,” she said when I was close. “Need to taste you.”

      I pulled out and rolled to my back. She turned over, pushed the sheet down, and captured my cock. Then she cupped my balls and began sucking. I gave her a moment to enjoy it before I guided her into a sixty-nine.

      She thought I wanted her to deep throat me, and I wasn’t in any condition to argue. Instead, I groaned and emptied my balls down her throat. She closed her lips around the base of my shaft and held on to my hips, presumably in case I tried to buck her off.

      I eventually stopped shooting, and my whole body tingled with pleasure. Christy pulled back enough to catch her breath, but then she swallowed me again. I closed my eyes and saw stars.

      When I finally came to my senses, I realized that she was still sucking my dick, while I was doing nothing in return. I plunged two fingers into her slick pussy, and she came almost immediately, one of her little orgasms.

      “Turn around,” I said when she recovered.

      She ignored me and started sucking again. I caressed her ass instead of swatting it, but the threat was clear. She immediately released my dick.

      “Yes, sir. Where do you want me?”

      “On your back.”

      She swung her leg over me, turned around, and lay back. She looked beautiful, lithe and tan, still flushed from her orgasm. She raised her knees and spread her thighs. Her smooth pussy opened before me, pink and moist.

      “Better?”

      I chuckled. “Much.”

      I climbed between her legs, and she crossed her ankles behind my back. I bent and gave her a kiss, which she returned with interest. Then she angled her hips, and my dick slid into her without conscious thought on my part. She sighed and pulled me down for another kiss, and we made out as I rocked my hips and fucked her slowly.

      I eventually picked up the pace and started thrusting for real. My hips slammed into hers, and she urged me on with her body. She was building up to a bigger orgasm, a real one, so I pulled out. She moaned in frustration but didn’t resist when I raised her leg and flipped her over.

      “Lift your hips.” I shoved my pillow under her. “Now, don’t move.”

      She nodded and caught her breath, while I reached under the bed and pulled out the suitcase. I flipped the latches, opened the lid, and found what I wanted.

      “Give me your wrists.” She crossed them behind her, and I snapped the handcuffs into place. “Good girl. Now, lift your head.” I slid the blindfold over her eyes.

      I slapped her ass for good measure, and she gasped in pain-pleasure. Then I straddled her thighs and spread them gently. Her pussy was already hot and wet, and she moaned as I slid into her. I steadied myself above her and used my weight to drive her into the pillow. My dick sank another inch. It bent slightly as the head encountered resistance.

      Christy squeaked.

      “You know what I’m about to do,” I whispered in her ear.

      She turned her head toward me, and my breath blew a tendril of golden hair across the black silk of the blindfold.

      She swallowed to moisten her mouth. “Yes, sir.”

      “Don’t come,” I told her, “until I give you permission.”

      She swallowed again, nervously. “Don’t…? I…? Um…”

      “You heard me. Don’t come until I tell you.” I eased my hips back and then slowly probed until my dick hit the back of her pussy again.

      “Unh!” she panted.

      “What’re you supposed to say?” I prompted.

      “I don’t— I don’t know… if I can.”

      “You can,” I said, calmly menacing, “and you will.”

      “Y-yes, sir.”

      I pushed myself up and arched my whole body. My hips bore down on her, and my cock filled her completely. She squeaked, and the temperature in her pussy shot through the roof.

      I began thrusting, slow and deep. She was already worked up and grew hotter by the minute. She wouldn’t last long.

      “Don’t come until I tell you,” I reminded her.

      “Yes— Unh!” she panted. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good girl.”

      Her pussy felt like a sauna, and her muscles were already trying to grip my shaft and hold it in place. I put all my weight on her, and my dick sank into her. It bent slightly, and she groaned, pleasure mixed with the pain from trying to hold back the tide of orgasm.

      “Not… until… I tell you,” I warned.

      “I don’t—”

      I pulled back and thrust hard.

      She cried out.

      I did it again. She writhed and gasped and moaned as she tried not to come.

      “Please, sir,” she begged.

      “Not yet,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Her pussy contracted, and moisture coated my shaft.

      “I don’t—” she pleaded. “I can’t—”

      “Don’t.” Thrust. “Come” Thrust. “Yet.” Thrust.

      Her back and shoulders had turned pink, visible even through her tan. I sank my fingers into her French braid and felt the heat of her skin on my own. I pulled her head back. The handcuffs clinked as she bent her arms into a figure-four, one hand under her other forearm.

      “Beg for it.”

      “Please, sir— Ah! Please…”

      I waited a second. Then two. I pulled her hair a little harder. The tendons in her neck stood out as she strained. The head of my dick pressed directly into the back of her pussy. I rocked my hips, and the pressure built, until her climax felt like a physical thing, a weight pressing down on us.

      She trembled with pent-up desire. Her pussy convulsed, and a fresh wave of moisture coated my shaft. Her orgasm had built to the point where she couldn’t hold back any longer. It threatened to overwhelm her, and she moaned in desperation.

      “Please,” she sobbed. “Please.”

      “Come now. Come for me.” I arched my back and buried my cock as deep as it would go.

      She cried out in surprise and relief and ecstasy. Then she stopped moving. She even stopped breathing.

      Her insides felt like a furnace. Her muscles gripped me. Moisture gushed around my shaft, and a wave of heat coated my balls.

      Pleasure filled her to bursting. It peaked and crashed, receded and surged again. I felt it wherever our skin touched, but especially my dick. Her pussy squeezed and seemed to tug at me, until the urge to come overloaded my senses.

      I cried out, and semen exploded deep inside her. The torrent pulled me with it, and I emptied myself into her body. An hour passed. Then a year. A decade. All in a heartbeat, a single breath, the blink of an eye.

      I eventually returned to my own body, my own senses. My breath came in great gusts through my nose. I felt Christy beneath me. Her arms were trapped between us, and the handcuffs poked into my ribs. I was a dead weight atop her. I couldn’t move, yet I had to. I summoned all my strength.

      My eyelids fluttered open.

      I laughed. At least, I laughed in my head. I couldn’t move my tongue, let alone my jaw. Christy twitched with an aftershock, but at least she was alive. I could feel her breathing. I eventually managed to swallow and moisten my mouth.

      “Are you okay?” I croaked.

      She didn’t respond. Still, I felt her awareness. She shuddered with another aftershock that I felt as well. We were still joined, still one.

      “Gimme a sec,” I managed, “and I’ll get off you.”

      “Take your time,” she said after a moment. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      I laughed out loud.

      “I thought you’d like that,” she said weakly.

      “Are you okay?” I asked again.

      “Mmm. Only, I don’t think I can move. It’s—” She gasped and then breathed hard through her nose. “It’s still going.”

      “I can tell. I can feel it.”

      “Did you…?”

      “God, yes. Didn’t you feel it? I must’ve shot a gallon.”

      She shook her head. “Sorry. I missed it.”

      “That’s okay. There’ll be others.” I’d recovered enough energy to get my hands under me. I pushed myself up.

      Christy gasped. “Don’t move. Please. I… don’t think I can take it.”

      “I’m not too heavy?”

      She shook her head.

      I lowered myself to my elbows and kept as much of my weight off her as I could. Still, our bodies touched at almost every point, and my penis was still inside her.

      “Mmm, tha’s nice,” she said. Her breathing slowed, and I thought she might’ve gone to sleep. “That was bigger than a big kahuna,” she said at last. “The Kāne of all kahunas.”

      “I don’t know what that means, but it sounds like a good thing.”

      “It is. And now… I’m just gonna lie here. Don’t mind me.”

      “You aren’t ready for me to get off you?”

      “Oh, no, never. Only… um… my arms’ve gone to sleep. So… um… maybe…?”

      I chuckled and pushed myself up. My dick slid out of her with a wet squelch. It was coated with juices—hers, mine, ours. My thighs were damp with them, and so were hers. She shivered from a chill instead of an aftershock. I rolled sideways and nearly fell off the bed. I caught myself but felt drained and weak.

      “Enervated,” I said with a chuckle. “Always loved that word. Never get to use it, though.”

      Christy was so enervated that she didn’t even ask what I was talking about.

      “It means the opposite of what it sounds like.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      I remembered what I’d been doing in the first place. “Sorry,” I said. “Gimme a sec and I’ll unlock you.”

      “Just cover me up. Please.”

      I ignored her and reached over the side of the bed, where I rummaged in the suitcase until I found the red ribbon with the handcuff keys. I unlocked them, and she flexed her fingers to get the blood flowing in her arms. Then she reached up and removed the blindfold. She held it over her shoulder for me. I tossed it into the suitcase, followed by the handcuffs and keys.

      Christy scooted to her side of the bed without looking back, and I had to suppress a laugh at the sight of my pillow. The case had a dark circle of spreading moisture, and I suspected that the pillow itself was soaked as well, a total loss. I flung it off the bed without a second thought. Christy groped for the sheet but couldn’t find it. I slid behind her and pulled it over us.

      “The spread too?” She shivered. “So cold.”

      The damn thing had slid off the end of the bed, so I retrieved it and covered us both. I wrapped my arms around her.

      “Better?”

      “Mmm.” She yawned and then sighed contentedly. “Night night.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We joined the others a little before noon. Brooke and Mark were swimming, but the rest were lounging beside the pool. They greeted us with applause and catcalls.

      “We thought y’all were gonna spend the whole day in bed,” Trip joked.

      “We thought about it,” I said seriously.

      Wren’s eyes immediately went to Christy’s left hand. Still ringless. She huffed in exasperation and looked even more annoyed when I replied with a wink.

      “Are you still planning to go to the quarry?” she asked.

      “I need to. The measurements aren’t gonna take themselves.” I shrugged with feigned indecision and glanced at Christy. “Are you okay to help me?”

      She’d recovered from her super-orgasm, but she hadn’t eaten anything for almost twelve hours. I was a little worried she might say no. I could deal with it, but half of my plan depended on being at the quarry. I wanted someplace memorable, not a generic bedroom.

      “As long as Wren doesn’t need me here,” Christy said. She looked at her. “We’re still having the party tonight, aren’t we? Do you need help?”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Mark said from the pool. “We’ll help Wren, won’t we, guys?”

      Brooke nodded immediately, and the others added a chorus of agreement.

      “Besides,” Wren added, “Trip said he needs those measurements, don’t you, sweetheart?”

      “What? Oh, yeah! I can’t do the estimates till I get ’em.”

      “Go on,” Wren said. “We’ll take care of everything here. As a matter of fact, I packed you a picnic lunch, since you missed breakfast.”

      Christy perked up at the mention of food.

      “Sounds perfect,” I said. “I have my survey equipment already loaded.”

      Trip furrowed his brow and tried to decide if that was a euphemism or not. I hadn’t told him the plan—I didn’t need any crappy surprises—and I didn’t enlighten him about the equipment. Instead, I gestured for Christy to precede me.

      “After you, my lovely little apprentice.”

      “Apprentice…,” she mused. “That has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

      “Oh, brother,” Wren said.

      Brooke scowled. “Chris, so help me God…”

      “What?” Christy said disingenuously. “What’d I say?”

      “Be nice,” I told her quietly.

      She looked mildly put out but agreed with a nod.

      “Come on,” Wren said, “I’ll get your basket.”
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        * * *

      

      “That wasn’t very nice,” I said as we pulled away from the clubhouse.

      “I know,” Christy said. “Only, I couldn’t help it. Everyone thinks I don’t know what’s going on.”

      “Oh?” I looked at her sideways. “What’s going on?”

      “Today. This morning. This ‘trip’ to the quarry, just the two of us.”

      “What about it?” I lied smoothly.

      “I know what you’re doing.”

      “Yeah, we need to survey the quarry.”

      “No, the other thing.”

      “The picnic? That was Wren’s idea. I’m glad she did it, though.”

      “No,” Christy insisted, “the other-other thing.”

      I pretended to think. “The party tonight?”

      “Ugh!” She balled her fists and stomped a foot. The floorboard reacted with silent indifference. She glared before she remembered the real source of her frustration. “Paul Dean Hughes…”

      “Yes?”

      “Ugh! Just… ugh! Sometimes I don’t like you very much.”

      “Is now one of those times?”

      She crossed her arms under her breasts, which made her cleavage deeper. She caught me looking and balled her fists instead. Then she smoothed invisible fabric over her legs.

      “Relax, Little Bit,” I said gently. “It’ll happen when it happens.”

      “I know, but… it’s driving me crazy! I don’t think you understand,” she wheedled, “how much I want this.”

      “And you’ll get it. When I’m ready.”

      “Stupid patience,” she grumbled under her breath.

      “Relax,” I said again. “Let’s just enjoy our picnic. We’ll eat first, ’cause I know you’re starving. Then we’ll do the survey and measurements. It shouldn’t take long, maybe thirty minutes. After that, we can relax and enjoy the afternoon together. And, who knows… maybe tonight at the party…?”

      Her attitude changed abruptly, a complete one-eighty. “Yes? Tonight? What’s going to happen?”

      “You’ll see,” I said slyly. “In the meantime, come over here.”

      She unbuckled her seatbelt and slid across. I put my arm around her.

      “You know I love you,” I said, and she nodded. “I want to spend my life with you.” Another nod. “I want to have a family with you. And I want to grow old with you.”

      “I know,” she said softly. “Me too.”

      “Now, with all that ahead of us, forty or fifty years, do you think you can wait four or five hours?”

      “It doesn’t sound so bad when you put it that way.”

      “It isn’t.”

      “I know. Only…” She sighed and leaned into me. “I’ll be patient. I won’t like it, though.”

      I laughed. “I’d be surprised if you did.”
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        * * *

      

      Wren had packed quite a spread, roast chicken, potato salad, carrot and raisin salad, and even blackberry cobbler for dessert. None of it had been in the kitchen the night before—we would’ve eaten it if it had—which meant she’d made everything fresh, just for us.

      She’d even added a couple of bottles of wine, although she’d been smart enough not to include any of the champagne we’d bought for the party. That would’ve been a dead giveaway that we might have something to celebrate.

      “What’s so funny?” Christy asked idly.

      She was lying on her back with her head on my hip. My hand rested lightly on her breast, but we weren’t in the mood for sex. We were both stuffed from lunch, content to listen to the sound of the waterfall and watch the clouds float by.

      “Nothing,” I fibbed. “Wren. How she takes care of us. Well, how she takes care of you.”

      “She takes care of you too.”

      “Yeah, but it isn’t the same.”

      “I’m not going to argue with you.”

      “Because you know I’m right,” I chuckled. “You’re the center of the universe.”

      “That isn’t a very nice thing to say.”

      “I meant it as a compliment.”

      “Still…”

      “You’re center of my universe.”

      “Better.”

      “The center of hers, too. She loves Trip, but…”

      “It’s different,” Christy agreed.

      “You’re the center of Brooke’s universe.”

      “Mmm.”

      “You don’t think so?”

      “She… isn’t like Wren,” Christy said after a moment. “She’s more like me.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Only that we like guys better.”

      I nodded. Wren had said as much.

      “And Brooke’s more… I dunno… open-minded. Don’t get me wrong, I love Wren, but sometimes she drives me crazy.”

      “Same with Trip and me,” I agreed.

      We fell silent, each lost in our own thoughts.

      “I do love them, though,” Christy said at last. “I can’t imagine life without them.”

      “Me neither.”

      “Leah and Mark, too. I really like her. She’s funnier than I thought she’d be.”

      “She’s a lot like her dad,” I said. “He has a wisecrack for everything.”

      “Mmm. And Mark’s perfect for her. He’s so cool. Nothing bothers him.” She laughed. “I get the feeling he’s a little bit… um… bi?” She glanced up to judge my reaction, and I didn’t deny it. “I thought so. My radar. I don’t know if he’d ever do anything about it—”

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      “—but he definitely isn’t bothered by the thought of it. Brooke told me how she played with you guys. How she rubbed you together, I mean.” She glanced up again to check my reaction. “And she told me about the ‘pregnant bedspread’ thing.”

      “Oh, that. Friendly fire.”

      “Trip was freaked out, wasn’t he? By all of it, I mean.”

      “A little bit,” I admitted.

      “You and Mark were fine with it, though, weren’t you?”

      “Yeah. I can’t really complain about getting a little semen on me, even if it isn’t mine.”

      “Especially when you expect me to wear it proudly.”

      “I thought you liked—?”

      “I do. I love it. But it helps that you aren’t a hypocrite about it. And you don’t make me feel dirty that I like it.” She sighed happily. “One of the million-billion things I love about you.”

      “And one of the things I love about you,” I agreed.

      “If only you had a way to show it,” she said faux-wistfully. “Like, with some kind of symbol.” She laughed before I could say anything. “Sorry, I’ll behave. You’ll ask when you’re ready.”

      “Mmm.”

      “I still need to give you a hard time about it, though. Brooke thinks I’m nuts. Only, she doesn’t know you like I do. Besides, she’s way too serious. Erin thinks I need to tease you more.”

      “Oh, she does, does she?”

      “Of course! She’s your sister. That’s what sisters do.” She sighed. “I wish we could do something before she leaves, but… Oh, well. We’ll plan something for later. It’ll be a surprise.”

      “Can I bug you about it till it happens?”

      “Funny, ha ha,” Christy said. “But I don’t think you understand. I meant what I said to Leah last night… or this morning… or whenever.” She waved away the specifics—they weren’t important. “I must’ve thought about you and Erin, like, a million times since you told me. The same with Laurence and me. Now we have the chance to do it for real? Oh my gosh, Paul!”

      I chuckled. “Anything to make you happy.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Sarcasm.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “I’ll be more serious. I would do anything to make you happy.”

      “Thank you,” she said in earnest. “I know you think I’m just being silly, but…” She shrugged and changed directions. “I’m very lucky. To have you, I mean.”

      “I feel the same about you.”

      “I’m excited too. And not just about tonight. This is our future, isn’t it? The group, I mean, everyone here now.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Me too.”

      I caressed her shoulder, and she kissed the back of my hand.

      “I love you,” she said. “Very, very much.”

      “I love you too.”

      We fell silent. The waterfall splashed into the lake below, and the clouds floated serenely above. Christy sighed, and I knew she was reliving the past couple of days, although she surprised me with a derisive snort.

      “Dilettante.”

      “What?”

      “I can’t believe they thought I was some kind of dilettante,” she complained.

      “Well, you have to admit that Catholics don’t become swingers very often. Even lapsed ones.”

      “I’m not lapsed. Only, I sort of am, but not in my heart. Besides, Catholics are like everyone—some are prudes, some are perverts. Most are in the middle, like my mom. I always thought she was a good Catholic, but she’s the one who wanted me on birth control. And she’s known all along that we were sleeping together.”

      “True,” I said. “She’s been in my corner since the beginning, even if it meant going against some of her beliefs.”

      “Mmm hmm. And especially when you were a big meanie.”

      “When was that?” I chuckled.

      “Last year, when you added all those notches to your bedpost,” she said matter-of-factly. “When you slept with her.”

      “You told your mom about that?”

      “No, of course not,” Christy said. “But she figured it out anyway. She said you weren’t ready for a serious relationship.”

      “I’m not surprised. She’s a very smart woman.”

      “Mmm.”

      “And… funny you should mention the notches in my bedpost.”

      “What about them?”

      “The survey equipment,” I said, deliberately cryptic. The tripod and post were leaning against a tree about ten feet away. I’d put them there with the idea that the post could hide in plain sight.

      Christy rolled to her stomach and followed my gaze. “What about them?”

      “That’s what I had to use. A bedpost. I needed a surveyor’s target, but I couldn’t find one. So I made it.”

      “Seriously? Out of a bedpost?”

      “Yep. It’s the right size and shape.” It wasn’t, but she didn’t know that.

      “Oh my gosh, that’s funny.”

      More than you know, I thought smugly. “Speaking of which,” I said aloud, “are you ready to do the measurements?”

      “I suppose we should.” She stood, and I admired her body for a moment. She felt me staring and grew self-conscious. “What? Do I have dirt on my butt?” She turned and looked. “A piece of carrot or something?”

      “No, you’re beautiful.” I stood and gathered her into my arms. “I’m lucky to have you. Lucky you’re so stubborn, that you never gave up on me.”

      “I wanted to,” she admitted. “I told you, didn’t I?”

      “Mmm. But I’m glad you didn’t.”

      “Me too.” She closed her eyes and pressed her cheek to my chest. I kissed the top of her head, and she inhaled slowly. We stood like that for a timeless moment. Then she sighed. “I don’t even care what happens tonight.”

      “With the party?”

      “Ugh. You’re so infuriating sometimes.” She leaned back and glared up at me. “I’m trying to be serious, and you’re still being… cagey!”

      “Sorry. I’ll behave.”

      “Thank you. And you know what I’m talking about, the thing I said I wouldn’t mention again.”

      “Oh, that!” I chuckled. “What about it?”

      Her expression softened. “I don’t even care anymore. I love you, and I don’t need a proposal. I don’t need a ring or anything, as long as I have you.” She paused, in case I had something to add.

      I didn’t, but I gave her points for trying.

      “My mother warned me,” she said with a sigh.

      “Oh?”

      “She said I’d met my match, that I couldn’t bully you. Can you believe it? My own mother called me a bully.”

      I could, but too much honesty was bad for a relationship.

      “I’ll forget you said that,” she said darkly.

      I nodded and decided that smirking was bad for a relationship too.

      “That too.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “She also said you’d make me happy. She didn’t mention how stubborn and infuriating you’d be.”

      “That’s just a bonus.”

      Christy looked into my eyes and said, very earnestly, “Paul Dean Hughes, I do love you. You do make me happy. And I have met my match.”

      “I sense a ‘but’…”

      “But if I’m not wearing my nana’s ring—my ring—by the end of the party…”

      “Ha!”

      “I’m serious,” she warned.

      “C’mon, Little Bit, let’s get these measurements done.”

      “As long as you understand.”

      “Oh, I do,” I chuckled. “Believe me, I do.”
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        * * *

      

      We spent fifteen minutes “taking measurements” in the clearing at the top of the falls. I asked Christy to stand in several locations with the bedpost-target, while I sighted through the brass telescope and pretended to read distances and angles. Mostly I enjoyed looking at her, my own petite Playmate.

      Still, I dutifully made notes in my sketchbook, and she never suspected a thing. Why should she? The telescope was real enough, and she didn’t know the difference between it and a surveyor’s transit. I’d told her about the bedpost, too, and she didn’t have any reason to suspect that the construction-paper target might be hiding an inscription.

      “One more at the bottom,” I called.

      She joined me and waited as I folded the heavy tripod and heaved it onto my shoulder.

      “You want me to carry the target?” I asked as nonchalantly as I could. It was a calculated risk, but she didn’t disappoint me.

      “No, it isn’t heavy. I can carry it.”

      “In that case,” I said, another risk, “hand me my backpack.”

      “I can carry it too.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “It’s light. And your hands are full.”

      “Thanks. Then… let’s go.”

      We started around the quarry rim, and I had to suppress a smile. The backpack held her grandmother’s ring and the little heart-shaped pillow. The bedpost was the proposal itself. Christy carried them both, just like I’d planned, all without suspecting a thing.

      We chatted about the quarry plans as we walked. Her excitement (and distraction) grew with every step. Then we reached the rocky beach at the bottom, where I set up and leveled the tripod.

      My hands trembled as I swung the telescope and pointed it at the waterfall. My heart had begun pumping faster as well, and my breathing struggled to keep up. I took a deep breath through my nose and forced a smile.

      “Where do you want me?” Christy asked. She knew what to do and didn’t have any reason to be excited. Yet.

      “We only need one measurement,” I said, as calmly as I could, “but it’s the big one. Over there, by the—” My voice cracked, something it hadn’t done in years.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, sorry. Frog in my throat.”

      I’d rehearsed this moment a thousand times in my head, but none of it mattered. Now that it was here, I felt a rush of emotions that threatened to overwhelm me. I closed my eyes, took another deep breath, and imagined floating on a sea of calm.

      I can do this, I told myself with more confidence than I actually felt.

      The little head echoed the encouragement, You can do this.

      “What’s so funny?”

      My eyes snapped open.

      “You were smiling,” Christy said. Then she read me perfectly. “What did he say?”

      “Oh, the usual.”

      “Does he need some attention?”

      Something tells me I’m gonna have all the attention I can handle, he said smugly. Very soon.

      “Maybe in a few minutes,” I said aloud. “Let’s finish this first.” I returned to the script. “Stand over there, please, on the boulders. The big flat one at the edge of the water. That’s it, perfect. Now, face me. Hold the target straight.”

      My heart hadn’t slowed, although my lungs had finally caught up. I bent and peered through the telescope. It was an antique, but the lenses were still good. Christy leapt into focus when I turned the knob.

      I wanted to remember this forever, so I paused to admire her. She wore her hair in a ponytail, and she’d put on makeup after her shower. She never wore much, just enough to highlight her eyes and give her lips a little gloss. Her skin was the same caramel color everywhere, including her smooth pussy.

      She realized what I was doing and grinned. Then she moistened her lips, suggestive and innocent at the same time. After a moment she grew self-conscious. She blushed and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. It was such a familiar gesture that my breath caught in my throat.

      “Do you need me to do anything?” she asked nervously.

      I straightened and looked at her over the telescope. “Nope. You’re perfect. We’re almost done. One last thing.”

      I took another deep breath. I can do this.

      You can do this.

      I can do this, I said again.

      If not, you can always ask Rosy.

      Will you focus! I snapped.

      “Is he giving you a hard time?” Christy asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Tell him to behave. We’ll take care of him soon.”

      I joined her on the boulder and slid past her. She turned to face me as I knelt with my back to the lake. I reached for the backpack. My fingers trembled, but I controlled them and opened the zipper. Christy watched curiously and didn’t suspect a thing.

      “I thought you might like a souvenir,” I said. I turned the bedpost and tore off the construction paper. My heart raced, but I reminded myself that she couldn’t see the carved inscription. I removed the last of the tape, wadded it with the paper, and dropped it into the open backpack.

      “Hold the post for me,” I asked politely.

      She did, although her brows knitted in confusion when I reached into the backpack and pulled out the blue silk pillow. I covered the ring with my thumb. Then I smiled up at her as I tied the ribbon around the post.

      “You got me a bedpost?” she asked uncertainly.

      “Not just any bedpost. This is a special one.”

      “Special how?”

      I swallowed hard.

      C’mon, you can do this! Faint heart never won fair lady.

      She grinned. “What did he say?”

      “Faint heart never won fair lady.”

      “What?” she laughed. “Why would he—?” Her expression went slack when she realized I was down on one knee. Her eyes flicked to the lake and then the waterfall behind me. She looked down at the post. Then she closed her mouth and swallowed hard.

      “This is a special bedpost.” I cleared my throat and continued in a stronger voice, “It belongs to PDH, but that’s crossed out. The new owner is CMH.”

      “CMH?” she said uncertainly.

      “Uh-huh. And there’s a line below that, with a single notch. Yours.”

      I turned it and showed her the inscription, although her eyes immediately went to the little pillow and her grandmother’s ring.

      I’d rehearsed something eloquent, something poetic, but I couldn’t remember a single word of it. I said the first thing that came to mind.

      “Will you marry me?”

      Her eyes filled with happy tears. She nodded enthusiastically but then laughed. “You’re going to make me say it, aren’t you?”

      “Of course.”

      “In that case…” She smiled and paused, just long enough to remind me how long I’d made her wait. Then she said the word I’d been waiting a lifetime to hear.

      “Yes.”
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      Christy and I spent the rest of the afternoon at the quarry. I only teased her once, when I realized she was admiring the ring over my shoulder while we were having sex. Then she turned it into a game—could we find a position where she couldn’t see it if she tried hard enough? I stopped complaining at that point, especially when she got creative.

      We eventually returned to the Retreat and celebrated with our friends. The girls oohed and aahed over the ring, while the guys shook my hand and congratulated me. Christy and I were a little worn out from a full day of sex, but we still had fun with the others. We went to bed well after midnight, completely drained.

      The next day we said goodbye to Erin, Leah, Mark, and our families. Erin and my parents had to spend a few days packing before she moved to Gainesville and the University of Florida. I felt a little guilty that I wouldn’t be there to help, but the three of them wanted to do it alone. My parents were alumni, so the trip was a kind of homecoming for them.

      Leah and Mark were moving to New York City. She was going to Columbia, while he planned to spend a year at City College before he applied for a transfer. He was incredibly laid-back about it. He didn’t even know what he wanted to study, although I was sure he’d do well wherever he ended up. We promised to keep in touch.

      A couple of days later, Christy and I drove Brooke to the Charlotte airport. She’d found her niche with us and seemed to be a full-fledged member of the group. She was already making plans to meet us over the Christmas break and then to join us for a couple of weeks the following summer.

      On Monday I went back to work with Granville, and we continued our meetings twice a week for the rest of the summer. We never had another session like the one where we’d worked the whole time, but he was helpful in his own way. He also kept tabs with his crony in the Building and Zoning office. Our cabin permits were on schedule to be approved, and Trip had the crews already lined up to begin construction in the fall.

      We submitted permit applications the week before we left. We needed them for the clubhouse, convenience store, and RV mini-clubhouse. The house renovations were extensive enough to need permits as well, so we applied for them too.

      When I wasn’t drafting or working with Granville, I helped Trip finish the cabin demolition and cleanup. We also fixed a bunch of little things around camp that were code violations, fire hazards, or both. Finally, we drained the pool and made sure the empty bungalows were ready for the winter.

      We had a long business meeting with Susan—a real one, not the “I need an update, wink, wink” kind—where we submitted our final invoices, discussed the schedule for the next year, and made plans for site visits when the crews began work on the new cabins.

      Then we packed our belongings. We had far more than I’d realized—clothes, food, alcohol, hand tools, power tools, drafting tools, the computer, a printer, and everything else we’d used over the course of the summer. We loaded both cars and barely had room to sit, but we managed to pack it all for the trip back to Knoxville.

      Finally, on a cool morning in September, we closed and locked the last two bungalows and the clubhouse. Susan drove up to say goodbye. She wore jeans and a faded Navy sweatshirt in deference to the weather.

      “I already have ads in several papers for an assistant,” she said to Wren. “You’ll be a hard act to follow.”

      “Thank you. It was a pleasure to work with you. I learned a lot.”

      “Likewise,” Susan said graciously. “The boys have offered to help. And then there’s Granville.” She compressed her lips to show what she thought of that.

      He’d made a similar offer to me, to stop by the camp and check on progress. He was still looking for a legacy.

      “We’ll see,” Susan said. She wasn’t one for long goodbyes, so she hugged each of us in turn. “Drive safely,” she added, “and do well in school. Good luck with the restaurant and your job search,” she added to Wren. “I’ve already started writing a letter of recommendation. I’ll mail it to you.”

      “Wow, thanks!”

      She turned to me. “See you in a month.”

      “Yes, ma’am, that’s the plan.”

      “Well, then… I’d better let you get on the road.”
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        * * *

      

      The Building and Zoning office approved the cabin permits, and the construction crews arrived right on schedule. The foreman on site knew his business, and I didn’t have any problems working with him. We encountered the usual minor setbacks and delays over the next few months, but we kept things on track.

      Susan ran into her own problems that started in early 1985, but we didn’t find out about them until later, when they became our problems too. The events played out over many months, but it all started when the new sheriff came to town. Literally.

      Back in November, the county had elected a crusader who believed the Moral Majority were a bunch of softies. He wanted law and order, and the way to achieve that was obvious, a healthy dose of good ol’ Christian family values.

      The sheriff started with the usual crackdowns but eventually decided that “moral decay” was the real problem in society. He probably had bigger ambitions in the long run, like the State House, but his short-term goal was clear. He set his sights on the local Jezebel, a certain nudist camp owner.

      Since he was the sheriff (and a man), he tried to bully Susan personally. He used bolt cutters on the gate and simply drove into camp. Then he confronted her in her own house. He threatened her with multiple citations, possible arrest, and even deportation. She laughed about the last one for a week.

      Then he started making good on his threats. A deputy set up a speed trap where the camp road met the main one, and Susan received a ticket every time she left and again when she returned. She received a summons in the mail for a bunch of bogus parking tickets. She was cited more than a dozen times—for littering.

      At that point she dispatched a small pack of lawyers to visit the county supervisor. “Only six,” she said with a straight face. They threatened the county with several very real lawsuits. The supervisor promised to resolve the situation.

      The sheriff wasn’t about to be cowed by a woman, so he went after her businesses and the construction project. We received our first official visit in March. The inspector from codes enforcement wanted to see everything. Our crews sat idle for three days while the man found dozens of made-up infractions. The same thing happened a week later with the fire marshal. The tax assessor arrived a week after that.

      Susan finally told Trip and me about the harassment she’d been dealing with. I personally wanted to kill the sheriff, but that was illegal. Dangerous too. He was the sheriff, after all. At least I was smart enough to figure it out, although I was fairly sure Rich would help if I asked. The sheriff was a disgrace, to men in general and public servants in particular. At the very least, I wanted to report him to the state government.

      Susan convinced me not to do anything, official or otherwise. She’d dealt with his brand of harassment before. She said it would all blow over once he realized he couldn’t intimidate her.

      Over the next few months, we fielded at least a dozen inspections and had to endure constant bureaucratic nitpicking. Trip and I handled most of it over the phone, but I still had to make several unscheduled visits to deal with some inspection or another.

      Granville was so incensed that he raised a ruckus with his crony in the Building and Zoning office. They were messing with his legacy, after all. Besides, he hadn’t voted for the sheriff in the first place.

      “Why, the man’s a scoundrel!”

      I just called him an asshole.

      The inspections dwindled and eventually stopped over the summer, and we thought the sheriff might have finally admitted defeat. Unfortunately, he’d simply gone away to lick his wounds and plot revenge. A prominent Baptist preacher joined forces with him, and they hatched a scheme to “strike down the harlot of Chester.” They went after her women.

      In addition to the camp and her other business interests, Susan funded several nonprofit groups in the county. The largest one ran a women’s shelter, a job training center, and a day-care center. They all received visits from the health department, animal control, and anyone else the sheriff could think of.

      The preacher railed that the women were being held hostage by a “coven of feminists.” They needed to be freed immediately and returned to their husbands or fathers.

      At that point Susan took off the gloves and stopped playing nice. She hired security guards for the shelter and day-care center. She summoned a large pack of lawyers from Columbia, more than a dozen, plus private investigators. She called in favors, twisted arms, and used her political influence.

      Once her lawyers and investigators had dug up enough dirt, she made a phone call to the governor. He ordered the state equivalent of the FBI to investigate the sheriff’s alleged ties to prostitution and money laundering. The private investigators turned over the evidence they’d found—the ties weren’t so alleged after all—and the actual FBI showed up.

      In December they arrested the sheriff on a dozen state and federal charges. The evidence implicated the preacher as well. He was a regular visitor at the brothel, a ramshackle mobile home near the county line. He claimed he was “ministering to those poor women’s souls,” which earned some serious chuckles from everyone but the most pious and blindly credulous churchgoers.

      The scandal ended several other careers as well. The fire marshal resigned under a cloud of suspicion, the tax assessor announced his early retirement, and the county council demanded the supervisor’s resignation. The news made the national headlines, although Susan kept a low profile throughout.

      When the dust finally settled, the new county supervisor and the acting sheriff visited her in person to apologize.

      “Let bygones be bygones. It’s a new day. We promise, Ms. MacLean—”

      “Mrs. MacLean.”

      “Yes, ma’am, Mrs. MacLean. Anything you say, ma’am. We’ve cleaned house. It’s a new day. Let bygones be bygones. Ma’am.”

      Translation: Please don’t run us out of the county. Our families are here and we like our jobs.

      I laughed for nearly a week when she told me that one.

      “Out of curiosity,” I asked, “how much do you think you spent to get rid of him?”

      “Sheriff Pharisee? Who knows. I may add it up one day… or I may not.”

      She never told me if she did, but she considered it money well spent. She even gave all her managers a bonus for doing our jobs and weathering the harassment.

      That included Trip and me. We hadn’t received a single legitimate fine or citation. Trip gave me all the credit, but Granville was the real reason. He was a narcissist and a windbag, a racist and a sexist, but he was a stickler for details.

      I gave him my share of the bonus. It was a tidy little sum. And it was the only time he ever touched me other than to shake my hand. He grew misty-eyed and hugged me.

      “Oh, my boy, my boy, you’re my proudest achievement.”

      Even Beatrice looked happy. And she gave me a kiss on the cheek. I must have turned crimson, because she actually laughed.

      “Serves you right,” she said in her soft contralto, “fo’ surprisin’ me that time.”
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        * * *

      

      When we weren’t dealing with corrupt local officials, our lives went through the usual ups and downs, and time passed like it always does.

      Trip and I graduated in the summer of 1986. He was eighth in the class, the only student in the top ten who wasn’t Joska’s, and the only one with a minor in another subject (Business). Rosemary was right behind him at ninth. And, to no one’s surprise but his own, Freddie graduated in the top twenty.

      Gracie and I had competed for the top spot since our first year, but Christy changed everything. She was my muse and biggest critic. She saw the world from a different perspective. She asked weird questions, and the answers took me in new and creative directions. She made every single one of my designs better.

      Gracie complained bitterly to Professor Joska—every quarter for two years—but he told her the same thing every time.

      “Architecture is a collaborative business, Miss Fisher. Mr. Hughes does the work himself. The source of his inspiration doesn’t matter. In fact, you are free to collaborate for your own designs, as long as you do the work yourself.”

      She was too much of a loner and never did. Joska even began to gripe about it during our fifth year. He only did it in private, and he seemed to regret it each time, but he was fed up with her too.

      Gracie was talented, creative, and hard-working, but she was convinced that the world was out to get her. In a way, it was. She created her own self-fulfilling prophecy with her complaints and accusations.

      At least I learned a valuable lesson from her, that tearing down another person’s building wasn’t the way to make my own look better by comparison.

      I also graduated first in the class, which came with plenty of prestige, almost no envy, and an attractive crystal paperweight.

      At that point Trip and I had to make some decisions about the future. We needed to find jobs in an architecture firm, where we could start earning credit in the Intern Development Program and study for our licensing exams. We both wanted to move to a bigger city, but Christy still had another year before she finished her master’s degree, and Wren was enjoying her job with the fledgling restaurant group.

      So we decided to stay in Knoxville. Trip and I interviewed with several companies, including the one with the female architect from the boarding house renovation a few years earlier.

      Her name was Diana Lamberton, and she’d been one of Professor Joska’s students at MIT. She was still fairly young, but she was already a full associate at the company. They were a small firm that had taken on several new jobs, and they needed all the help they could get.

      “So, you’re the one Laszlo told me about?” Ms. Lamberton said.

      I’d started calling Professor Joska by his first name too, but only in private. It was a courtesy he’d insisted on sometime in my fifth year.

      “He said you’re almost as good as I was,” she continued.

      I cocked an eyebrow at the implicit challenge but kept my ego in check.

      “Well, that was school,” I said. “This is the real world.” Then my pride got the better of me. “But I was first in my class.”

      “Mmm. So was I.” She gestured at the credenza behind her. MIT gave out plaques instead of paperweights.

      “So… I’d have my work cut out for me,” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “And I’d probably learn a lot.”

      “Do you think you can handle it? The IDP isn’t like school. Architecture’s a serious business—”

      “—for serious people. Yes, ma’am.”

      “Call me Diana.”

      “Thank you, Diana.”

      “I mean it about the program,” she added. “It isn’t like school at all.”

      “I know. But school was easy. I need something new, a challenge.”

      “So you’re cocky, too?”

      “Let’s say I’m confident. But I also know how much I don’t know.”

      She nodded. “And you think you’ll learn it here?”

      “I do.”

      “I’m not like Laszlo,” she warned. “I don’t have favorites.”

      “You will if you hire me.”

      She grinned in spite of herself. “When can you start?”
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        * * *

      

      Freddie and Rosemary were married in a modest ceremony about a month after we graduated. He asked me to be his best man, and I was proud to stand with him. His New York relatives descended on Knoxville and increased the volume level for the entire state. They were a fun bunch, though, and very friendly.

      Rosemary’s family didn’t know what to make of them at first, especially since normal New York conversations took place at a volume that sounded like an argument to southerners. That changed once they started drinking and dancing at the reception. The two families were good friends by the time the happy couple retired for the night.

      Being married suited Freddie, and Rosemary blossomed in her new life. They were good for each other. He went to work for a large architecture and engineering company, while she returned to UT for her Master of Architecture in Conservation and Stewardship.

      These days, they live in Knoxville and are still married. Rosemary quit working for nearly a decade to raise their children, two sons, but she recently joined the Tennessee Historical Commission as a consultant. Freddie is a successful architect, one of the principals in his company. He and I occasionally catch up over the phone or in email, and we always visit when we’re in town.
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        * * *

      

      We sold the Victorian house in July 1987, less than a week after we put it on the market. Wren’s father gave the money to her and Trip as an early wedding present, and they in turn used it to buy a new condo in a development in Alpharetta, just up the road from where she and I had grown up.

      I only had enough money for a down payment, but Christy hated to lose, even when it wasn’t a competition. She called her nana and asked for her own early wedding present. We received an eye-popping wire transfer the next day. It was enough to buy the condo and a new car, a little red Honda CRX for Christy.

      “Exactly how much money does your nana have?” I asked her one night.

      Christy shrugged. “I don’t know. Like, a lot.”

      “‘A lot’ like Bill Gates or ‘a lot’ like… I dunno… Marianne’s family.”

      “Oh, way more than Marianne. I don’t know how much, though. I’ve never asked.” She shrugged again and finished her lotions and potions. Then she turned and grinned at me, although she quickly grew thoughtful.

      “What?”

      “Oh, nothing. Only, I was just wondering…”

      “About…?” I prompted.

      “If she has more money than all the little sperms in semen.”

      “Ha! Okay.”

      “I don’t think I’d like to swallow that much money,” she continued, still thoughtful. Then her eyes flashed. “Semen, on the other hand…”

      I chuckled. “Never thought I’d meet a girl as horny as I am.”

      “And don’t you forget it, mister! Now, about the semen you promised me…”
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        * * *

      

      Christy had started planning our own wedding back in December. She wanted to have it in San Diego, and I knew better than to argue. Our families were spread out anyway, and most of them would have to travel to wherever we held it. Besides, the weather in San Diego was perfect almost year-round.

      Wren was the matron of honor and shared the duties with Brooke as the maid of honor. They worked surprisingly well together, probably because they each cared about different things. Wren focused on menus and venues, while Brooke helped pick out dresses and flowers. I suspected that Christy’s mother kept the peace as well. She’d raised five competitive sons, after all, plus one Christy. She didn’t put up with any bickering or fights.

      Christy went a little bit overboard with the wedding party at first. She wanted all her sisters-in-law as bridesmaids and her brothers as groomsmen, plus Erin and several of our couple friends. She wanted all her nieces and nephews in the ceremony as well, as flower girls and ring bearers. The whole party would have been a crowd, more than twenty people, but Marianne and her mother convinced her that fewer was better.

      She eventually pared down the bridesmaids to Wren and Brooke, plus Erin, Leah, and Sabrina. Trip was my best man, of course, with Mark, Rich, and Danny as groomsmen. Christy’s oldest brothers and several cousins served as ushers. Her three youngest nieces were flower girls, and Harry’s three-year-old son was our ring bearer.

      We were married on a beautiful day in October. The weather was sunny and mild, with a gentle breeze from the Pacific. The wedding itself was a cozy little affair in a local parish church—except that in this case the “local parish church” was the Immaculata, the main chapel for the University of San Diego, and “cozy” meant several hundred people.

      So the church was gorgeous and the crowd was impressive. Christy’s extended family occupied five pews. My relatively small one took up two. We’d sent invitations to all of our friends as well, from Carter and Kim to Sara and Tasha. Christy’s parents had invited so many of their own friends that the ushers didn’t bother with a bride’s side and a groom’s side—hers would’ve been full and mine nearly empty. Instead, they simply invited people to sit wherever they wanted.

      The groomsmen and I waited in a little room before the ceremony. Trip joked with Mark that we were underdressed in our tuxedos, especially compared to Christy’s brothers in their formal dress uniforms.

      “Be glad we aren’t wearing our sabers,” Danny said. “Rich might decide he doesn’t like Paul after all.”

      “Oh, I like the kid just fine,” Rich said. “You, on the other hand…”

      Harry thrust his head into the room. “They’re ready for you.”

      The others filed out, but Harry stayed behind and brushed microscopic lint from my shoulders. Then he straightened my tie. Finally, he looked me in the eye.

      “Gut check. How’re you doing? Nervous?”

      “A little.”

      “You’ll do fine.” He grinned. “I’m not supposed to tell you, but… Birdy looks beautiful. I’ve never seen her this happy. Our mom too. We all are, even Rich.” He chuckled. “No, especially Rich. He knows you’ll take care of her.”

      “I will.”

      “I know. He’s the most vocal about it, but we all watch out for her. You woudn’t’ve made it this far if we didn’t like you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’ll make us proud.”

      The door opened and Jim appeared.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he hissed. “Birdy’s waiting. Chop-chop.”

      “Relax,” Harry said. “I’m just giving him some last-minute advice.”

      “Last-minute grandstanding, you mean. You’re worse than Dad.”

      Harry grinned but didn’t deny it. Jim looked me over and nodded.

      “Everything’s shipshape. Let’s go.” He glanced at his older brother. “Unless you wanna explain to Mom why we’re late.”

      “Oh, no,” Harry chuckled. “Not me.”

      “I didn’t think so,” Jim said dryly.

      “All right. Let’s go,” Harry said. “I’ll go get Mom. You tell the organist.”

      We filed out, and they headed to the back of the church. I joined Trip at the side door.

      He grinned. “You ready?”

      “Of course I’m ready. I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

      “Nervous?”

      “What do you think?” I snapped.

      “Relax. Remember to breathe. Don’t lock your knees.”

      “I know. They told me.”

      “The rest is easy. A few songs, a couple of prayers, one ‘I do.’ Then you’re good.”

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

      “Dude, I know,” he chuckled. “I was here for the rehearsal, remember?”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      He snuck a peek into the church. “Last chance…?”

      The organist played the first notes of the processional song, Bach’s “Arioso.”

      “Oops, too late.”

      I rolled my eyes and did my best not to grin. Trip wasn’t Freddie, but he’d made me forget how nervous I was.

      He kept an eye on the ceremony, and we entered the sanctuary right on cue. The priest gave me a solemn nod as we joined him at the altar. The processional continued, and the wedding party began their stately march toward us.

      Sabrina smiled demurely as Jim escorted her into position, and Leah did the same on the arm of Christy’s cousin. Then Erin and Mark drew close. Together they gave me a flamboyant wink. The poor altar boys struggled not to laugh, and even the priest had to smile.

      Brooke was acutely conscious of her role, but she gave me a quick smile as Danny escorted her into position. Wren, on the other hand, couldn’t resist an I-told-you-so smirk. Rich saw out of the corner of his eye and silently chuckled. Then he glanced toward Brooke.

      At first I thought he was simply looking for Wren’s spot in the line, but he caught Brooke’s eye. She blushed and smiled at him from under her lashes. That wasn’t the reaction I’d been expecting, but I didn’t have time to wonder about it before the organist began the bride’s processional.

      The first notes of “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring” filled the church. Christy and her father appeared at the end of the nave, and my breath caught in my throat. She was radiant, my own little princess in a hand-beaded silk dress that had been her nana’s. The train was longer than she was tall, but she practically floated down the aisle on her father’s arm.

      The church grew dim at the edges of my vision. I swallowed hard. Someone had removed all the oxygen from the air. Someone else cleared his throat. He wanted me to remember something, something I was supposed to do. I swayed a little drunkenly before I remembered what it was.

      I closed my eyes, and my nostrils flared. The dizziness went away, and my pulse steadied. I rose on the balls of my feet and rocked back on my heels.

      “Take your time,” the priest said, and the little microphone on his chasuble carried his words to the church. A ripple of good-natured laughter spread through the crowd.

      I opened my eyes. Christy was smiling and calm, the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen. I gazed into her bright blue eyes and forgot about everything else.

      The ceremony was a blur after that. It was a long blur, but the priest and Christy’s brothers had coached me well. I said everything I was supposed to and made it through without fainting.

      Afterward, a limousine took us to the reception at the U.S. Grant Hotel. The Presidential Ballroom was the only one big enough to hold us. Harold and Anne had pulled out all the stops for their little girl (and yours truly). We had a full orchestra, an open bar, and enough food for a small army. Harold never mentioned the cost, but I suspected he could’ve bought a Porsche instead.
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I spent our wedding night in a suite in the hotel. She was as drunk as I’d ever seen her, and I was little better. We barely made it out of our clothes and into bed before we fell asleep. And, like so many newlyweds before us, we didn’t have sex. We made up for it the next day, but I still tease her about our first night of celibacy.

      We left a day later, bound for Bora Bora and three weeks in a thatched bungalow perched over a crystal clear lagoon. We arrived at the same time as the French couple in the neighboring bungalow. Christy struck up a conversation with the wife, while I chatted with the husband as we followed in their wake.

      Olivier was tall and ridiculously handsome, like a young Laurence Olivier. Renée was a Gallic beauty, a blue-eyed brunette with amazing breasts, long legs, and possibly the nicest ass I’d ever seen. I had to remind myself not to stare at least a dozen times. Individually, they were very, very attractive. Together, they were almost intimidating.

      They turned out to be friendly and unpretentious. Christy hadn’t spoken French since she was a girl, but she and Renée easily switched between it and English. Fortunately, Olivier’s English was excellent. He was a diplomat, he explained, and they were in Bora Bora for a vacation between visits to Vietnam and Canada.

      We spent nearly every waking hour with them for several days. Renée had an adventurous personality and zero taboos about nudity. She and Christy swam or sunbathed topless, while Olivier and I passed the time in easy conversation and kept the ladies happy with a steady supply of cool, fruity drinks.

      We started spending evenings with them as well. We didn’t bother with swimsuits or false modesty after the sun went down, and one thing eventually led to another. They weren’t exactly swingers, but they had an open relationship and very little jealousy.

      Christy and I thoroughly enjoyed their company, but they eventually had to say adieu. Olivier was scheduled to give a speech at a conference in Montreal before they returned home to France. We exchanged addresses and phone numbers and promised to get together again soon.

      We kept in touch with them for several years after that, and we spent the weekend with them whenever Olivier’s work brought them to Canada or the States. They seemed happy enough when we saw them, but they eventually split and filed for divorce.

      We lost touch with Olivier after that, although we’re still close with Renée. We exchange Christmas cards and emails, and we visit as often as we can. She’s as sexy as ever, and she doesn’t seem inclined to marry again.

      “Men are not like horses,” she said when I asked about it. “They are like handbags. You keep one until you grow tired of it. Then you find another that suits you.”

      “And what about me,” I teased, “am I a horse or a handbag?”

      “A handbag, of course! But you are an Hermès. You will never go out of fashion. And you do not make demands.”

      Christy snorted playfully. “Speak for yourself.”

      “But they are demands that you enjoy, n’est-ce pas?”

      “Oh, I suppose,” Christy said with a theatrically winsome sigh. Then she grinned. “We should make our own demands!”

      “But of course! A horse is for riding.”

      “I thought I was a handbag,” I laughed.

      “You are both. Now, please hold still. Ahh, oui, un bon cheval.” She settled her hips and clicked her tongue. “Allez.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip had already started a new a job by the time Christy and I returned from our honeymoon in the South Pacific. He had one lined up for me with the same company, a large A&E firm. He was excited and couldn’t wait for me to start. I, on the other hand, was thoroughly annoyed. First, that he hadn’t asked what I wanted. But second, that we hadn’t interviewed with anyone on Diana’s list. I told myself that we didn’t have to work at the same company, but he eventually talked me into it. Still, I had serious reservations.

      At least the new job paid well, even for interns. Unfortunately, it also came with several layers of management. The department heads and team leaders were bad enough for normal projects, but the vice presidents were involved with the multimillion-dollar ones, and they were a constant source of frustration and delays. I missed the days of Diana and quick decisions.

      The company had a different vibe too, far more formal. I had to wear a suit or coat and tie every day, and I had to fill out a detailed time sheet with the jobs I worked on. Worse, the people above me didn’t care about my ideas. With Diana, I’d always felt like a part of the team, like my opinion mattered. Not so with the big company. I was just another cog, and no one even asked my opinion.

      Trip thrived in the new environment, while I simmered. I had to remind myself why I went to work some days. I still enjoyed the projects and designs, even if they weren’t my own, but the rigid hierarchy and rules-over-results attitude killed any spark of creativity I might’ve had. Worst of all, nothing I did mattered.

      Christy tried her best to keep my spirits up, but it was a losing battle. I eventually called Laszlo to complain, although I should’ve expected his response.

      “Do you think Michelangelo started with St. Peter’s? No, he was an apprentice first.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Did Frank Lloyd Wright start with the Guggenheim? No, he was a draftsman first.”

      “I know, but—”

      “Do you think I started where I am today? No, I was a teaching assistant first. And, like you, I sniveled and complained.”

      “I’m not sniveling,” I muttered.

      “Are you not?”

      “Okay, maybe a little. But still… any of the other interns could do my job and no one would know the difference.”

      “Ah, but here is where you are wrong. You would know the difference.”

      “So?” I said, a little petulantly.

      “Do you remember the quote from Michelangelo?”

      “Which one?”

      “If people knew how hard I worked to get my mastery…?”

      “…it wouldn’t seem so wonderful at all,” I finished.

      “Mmm, just so.”

      “Yeah, I know. Only… right now I’m wondering if all the hard work is worth it.”

      “Imagine what the world would have lost if Michelangelo had thought the same thing.”

      “But I’m no Michelangelo,” I said heavily.

      “And you never will be if you do not try.”

      I snorted, part admission, part dejection.

      “The hard work is sometimes not so wonderful,” Laszlo added in a soft, compassionate tone. “I know. But the satisfaction that comes from mastery is worth it.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” I said at last.

      “Of course I am,” he said, almost flippantly. “I am the master. And you, my young friend, are still the student. But I will tell you a secret—I am a student too. We are alike in this.” He paused to let his words sink in. Then he said, “We are alike in another way. You do not quit.”

      “No.”

      “I wish we were not alike in keeping late hours,” he added with a quiet laugh. “I must finish grading papers. I am terrorizing third-year students tonight.”

      “Ha!”

      “They are not as tender as first-year students, so I must work harder.”

      “Good luck with that,” I chuckled. “And Professor…?”

      “Laszlo, please.”

      “Laszlo… thanks for putting things into perspective for me.”

      “My pleasure. Now, if you don’t mind, I must finish my work. And you must get a good night’s rest. You have your own work in the morning.”

      “Yes. Yes, I do.”
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        * * *

      

      Wren had started a new job as well, as a junior account executive with a midsized marketing company. She was assigned to a senior exec who handled PR and advertising for a local sporting goods chain. She thoroughly enjoyed it and was already in line for a promotion. Then she found out she was pregnant. Trip was thrilled. She wasn’t.

      “How did this happen?”

      “Probably the usual way,” he chuckled. He was trying to lighten the mood, but she wasn’t having it.

      She glared at him instead. “It was Valentine’s Day. I knew we should’ve used a condom! Fuck! Shit! Hell!”

      “Hey, babe, calm down.”

      “Oh, baby, I wanna come inside you,” she mocked. “It’ll be fine. What’s the worst that can happen?”

      “We talked about this,” he said in placating tones. “Remember? We both want kids.”

      “Yeah, when I’m ready! Not now!”

      Christy and I tried to fade into the background. I thought Wren had been on the pill, but Christy replied with a headshake to my silent question.

      I’ll tell you later, she added.

      I folded my napkin and set it beside my plate. “Thanks for dinner,” I told Wren. “It was delicious, as usual, but we should go.”

      “No, I’m sorry,” she said, although she was just being a good hostess. “Please stay.”

      “You two need to talk.” I stood and bent to kiss her cheek.

      She touched my hand on her shoulder and sighed.

      “Good luck,” I whispered. “And congratulations.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Let me know if you want me to explain it to him,” I added, loud enough for Trip to hear.

      “What? What’d I do?” he complained. “How’m I the bad guy here?”

      “You aren’t,” I said calmly. “You’re just… you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that you have a plan—”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “And things are going fine, according to your plan.”

      “Well, duh.”

      “But there are other people on your team. We have plans too. And your decisions affect us. You need to talk to us before you just make them.”

      “Is this about the job? I—”

      “It isn’t about the goddamn job!” Wren snapped. “It’s about you. Paul’s right, this is fine for you. But what about me? What about my plan?”

      “What do you mean?” Trip said defensively. “This is your plan.”

      She inhaled a deep, calming breath. Then she smiled at Christy and me. “Thanks for coming.”

      I returned the smile, but I still felt sorry for her. “Dinner at our place tomorrow?”

      She nodded.

      “Dude, you’re a natural leader,” I said to Trip, “and we’re happy to follow you. But you need to listen to us sometimes.”

      He responded to my tone more than my words. “Yeah, all right.” Then he took a deep breath. “Pick you up tomorrow?”

      “Of course. Till then…” I glanced at Wren. “We love you both. Let us know if there’s anything we can do.”

      “I don’t know if there’s anything anyone can do,” she said, “but thanks.”

      I nodded to Trip. “See you in the morning.”

      “Yeah, g’night.”

      Christy and I left, but the door had hardly closed behind us before Trip and Wren started arguing. Christy shivered, and I put my arm around her. The day had been warm, but the evening had turned cool.

      We walked to our condo in silence, each lost in our own thoughts. I poured a couple of stiff drinks when we arrived. Christy drained hers and extended the glass for a refill.

      “Slow down after this one,” I cautioned.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So… what happened?” I asked as I poured. “I thought Wren was on the pill. I mean, she didn’t warn me or say anything at New Year’s.”

      “Oh, she was. But then we had to change doctors, remember?”

      “Oh, that’s right! When we changed over to the family plans at mega-corp.”

      “I suppose,” Christy said. “I let you handle all that. Anyway, the new doctor put us on a new pill.”

      I vaguely recalled the change, but it hadn’t affected us, so I hadn’t thought about it since.

      “I was fine,” Christy continued, “but Wren had really bad headaches and couldn’t concentrate at work.”

      “So he took her off it?”

      “Yeah. He wanted her to go a couple of months without anything, to get her hormones back to normal. They were supposed to use condoms or the rhythm method.”

      “Ah. But then Valentine’s Day happened.”

      Christy nodded. “She’s been worried ever since, especially when she missed her first period. Then she missed again.”

      “When did she find out? For sure, I mean.”

      “This morning. She wanted to cancel dinner with us, but Trip was a jerk about it, so…”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked. “To me, I mean.”

      “She asked me not to.”

      I paused and thought about what I wanted to say next. “What’re they gonna do?”

      “What else can they do?”

      “They can… you know.”

      “Oh my gosh, no! Paul, that’s murder!”

      “It’s a medical procedure,” I said patiently, although I held up a hand before she could reply. We’d had this argument before. “Let’s agree to disagree.”

      She nodded.

      “Besides, it doesn’t matter what you and I think. What does Wren want to do?”

      “She… isn’t sure.” Christy sighed and lowered her eyes. “She might… do what you said.”

      I snorted. “Trip’ll talk her out of it.”

      Christy agreed silently. “This is perfect for him.”

      “And, as usual, he didn’t think of anyone else.”

      “He means well,” Christy said, and my eyebrows rose. “I know,” she said, “it’s usually the other way around. I complain about Trip and you defend him.”

      “Yeah, well,” I admitted, “I’m still annoyed about the job.”

      “If you hate it that much, just quit and get a new one.”

      “I don’t hate it. And I’m learning a lot. I just… don’t like it very much.”

      “How do you think I feel?” she asked. “I don’t even have a job.”

      “Your job is taking care of me.”

      She snorted softly.

      “You have your art.”

      “But no studio. I miss it, Paul. I don’t think you understand… I need to make things. Big things, I mean, not knickknacks and little statuettes.”

      I gathered her into my arms. “I know. We’ll figure something out.”

      “Soon, please. I’m going crazy.”

      I nodded, and we held each other in silence.

      “Promise me one thing,” I said at last.

      “Anything.”

      “We won’t get pregnant until we’re both ready. Okay?”

      “Oh my gosh, no. I’d never do anything like that. My mother’d kill me.”

      “Your husband wouldn’t be too happy either,” I chuckled.

      “Yeah, but I can bribe him. He’s easy.”

      “Oh, he is, is he?”

      “Of course. He’ll do almost anything if I promise him a blowjob.”

      “Speaking of which…,” I said.

      “Do I need to swallow some of our children?” She grinned, although it immediately turned to a frown when she listened to what she’d said.

      “Yeah,” I chuckled, “it kinda takes on a different meaning when you think about Wren and what she’s going through.”

      “You can say that again. Besides, it’s a bit too much like Cronus. Or that painting by Goya.” She shivered in revulsion. “That one always scares me.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.”

      “But who’ll protect me from you?”

      “No one, I’m afraid. I’m going to do unspeakably naughty things to you.”

      “Help, help,” she said with a grin.

      I drained my whiskey and set the glass aside. “C’mon, my lovely little nymph, let’s go practice for when we do want kids.”
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        * * *

      

      Wren gave birth to a healthy baby boy in November. And then she and Trip blessed him with a completely original name, Franklin Davis Whitman IV.

      “You can call him Quad,” I joked.

      Trip thought it was funny, but Wren wasn’t in the mood.

      “Over my dead body. We’re going to call him Davis.”

      Be nice, Christy warned. Then she took out her sketchbook and began drawing mother and child. He was asleep on her breast after his ordeal.

      “I think he looks like me,” Wren said, but Christy shook her head.

      “He favors Trip.”

      He frowned thoughtfully. “How can you tell?”

      “His eyes,” Christy said without looking up. “And his cheekbones. His nose is hers, though.”

      “His nose is smushed,” Trip laughed.

      “His whole head is smushed,” I said.

      “Out!” Wren snapped.

      “Yeah, out,” Trip said, mock-stern.

      “You too!”

      “What? What’d I do?”

      “C’mon,” I said. “Let’s go call your dad and stepmom.”

      They’d gone back to the hotel for dinner.

      “Yeah, you’re right. He’ll wanna know he’s a granddad.”

      “And the boys’re uncles,” I added.

      “They aren’t really boys anymore,” Trip said as he held the door for me. “Josh’s the same age I was when my mom died.”

      “Wow, crazy.”

      “No kidding. Anyway, let’s tell Helen and Lydia they can go back in. Then we’ll call Wren’s dad and let him know.” All of a sudden he stopped, right in the middle of the hallway.

      I turned to him. “What?”

      Trip laughed, soft and full of disbelief.

      “What?” I repeated. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I just can’t believe it. I’m someone’s dad.”

      “Pretty cool, huh?”

      He thought about it, and his eyes glistened. Then he pulled himself together and clapped me on the shoulder.

      “You’re next, dude. Better get started. Let me know if you need any pointers.”

      I grinned. “Way ahead of you.”

      “For real?”

      “Yep. She stopped taking the pill last month.”
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        * * *

      

      Wren liked being a mother, but she was still upset that she’d had to put her career on hold. Trip had no clue, of course, although I heard plenty through Christy.

      “I’ve been thinking…,” she said one night during her lotions and potions.

      “About what?”

      “What if… um…? What if I watch Davis during the day?”

      I didn’t lower my book. “Tomorrow? Sure.”

      “And… maybe the day after that.”

      “I guess.”

      “What if… I watch him all the time?”

      I stuck a finger in my book and looked up. “What do you mean?”

      “Please don’t say no until you hear me out,” she said quickly.

      “Why would I say no?”

      “Because… um…”

      The penny finally dropped. “Hold on,” I said, “are you talking about what I think you’re talking about?”

      “I don’t know. What do you think I’m talking about?”

      “Watching Davis every day. Being his nanny. His babysitter. His… whatever.”

      She pursed her lips and struggled not to cry. Her hormones had been a little crazy lately, but she wasn’t normally that emotional.

      I set my book on the nightstand, drew my hand back, and realized too late that I hadn’t saved my place with the bookmark. It didn’t matter.

      “You really want to do this?” I asked. “Be Davis’s nanny?”

      “More than anything in the world. I don’t have a job. What else’m I gonna do? I’m going crazy at home every day. I hate watching TV. I hate drawing and never sculpting. Never anything big, I mean. And stop trying to change the subject.”

      I held up my hands in a show of innocence.

      “I want to take care of Davis, to be his nanny,” she continued without a pause. “Please, please, can I? I promise it won’t change anything with us. You and me, I mean.”

      “The hell it won’t,” I muttered.

      “It won’t. I promise.”

      I took a deep breath and thought about it, really thought about it. Wren could go back to work if she had full-time childcare. And who could she trust more than Christy? Besides, our condo was practically next door to theirs. She wouldn’t even have to drive to drop him off in the morning. Or Christy could spend the day at their place instead.

      “I really, really want a baby,” Christy said into the silence.

      “Why?”

      “I… don’t know. I can’t explain it. I just do.”

      “Have you talked to Wren about it?”

      “No,” she said quickly. “I wanted to talk to you first.”

      I nodded. “What happens when our baby’s born?”

      “I’ll take care of them both. Davis will be, like, practice. Don’t look at me like that! I know he isn’t a toy or something. He’s a baby, a person. But you know what I mean. I can learn with him. And when Laurie comes—”

      We hadn’t really discussed it, but our baby was going to be named Laurie no matter what—Laurence if he was a boy, Lauren if she was a girl. My life wasn’t worth the argument that would ensue if I had a problem with it. Fortunately, I didn’t.

      “—I’ll already know what to do.” She paused and drew a deep, shuddering breath. “I want this, Paul. More than anything.”

      “Well, then… let’s talk to Wren and Trip.”
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        * * *

      

      Lauren Elizabeth Hughes arrived on a Sunday at the end of August. The nurses gave her to Christy first. Then they cleaned her, weighed her, and measured her. Finally, they swaddled her and handed her to me.

      She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, even red-faced and grumpy. I couldn’t really blame her, though. She’d been warm and comfortable a few hours earlier. But she’d been evicted from her home, and she wasn’t sure about the new one. She was cold and tired, and the light hurt her eyes.

      Anne took care of Christy as the nurses cleaned her up. I stood off to the side and held our new daughter. Part of me couldn’t believe it, that Christy and I had brought a new life into the world, that I was someone’s dad. But another part of me couldn’t stop smiling. Christy and I had brought a new life into the world. I was someone’s dad.

      I eventually let other people hold her, starting with Christy. Then her mother had a turn, followed by my mother. I hovered protectively in the background until I realized they had years of experience with babies, compared to my fifteen or twenty minutes. They weren’t going to drop her.

      I had another good laugh when I realized I felt like a kid on Christmas who had to watch everyone else hold my gift. She was my gift. Mine! Didn’t they understand?

      “Oh, don’t worry,” my mother said, “you’ll have plenty of time to hold her.” She smiled up at me. “I’m so proud of you.”

      “Thanks, but… why? I mean, I didn’t do any of the work.”

      “No, but you’re here. Back when you were born, your father had to stay in the waiting room. I don’t think he wanted to be in the delivery room anyway, but still…” She sighed. “It’s a special experience. It changes you.”

      “No kidding.”

      She smiled at me again before she turned businesslike.

      “I’ll go make the announcement,” she said to Anne. “I’ll send in Harold first. Then David and Erin. Christy, do you have any preference after that?”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I left the hospital with Laurie two days later, and I reluctantly went back to work a day after that. Anne stayed to help us for a couple of weeks, and my mother seemed to find a reason to stop by at least once a day. Still, Christy struggled. We both did, but she felt it more than I did.

      “It’s just the baby blues,” her mother assured her. “We all go through it.”

      My own mother nodded. “My hormones were out of whack for a couple of weeks after I gave birth to Erin.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Anne said.

      Christy nodded. She looked like hell—bags under her eyes, no makeup, and hair unbrushed—but I smiled encouragement.

      Our lives eventually settled into a routine of sorts, and Christy’s mother returned home to San Diego. My mother still stopped by almost every day, and Susan came to visit her. They cooed over Laurie and offered advice.

      Christy tried to follow it all. Some of it worked, some of it didn’t. She still wasn’t sleeping very well, and she’d lost an alarming amount of weight. The doctor put her on a special diet and made sure I understood how important it was for her to follow it.

      She tried her best, but it was a constant struggle. She was irritable most of the time, and it was more than just lack of sleep. She never had time to relax, and certainly not during the day, when she had to care for newborn Laurie and ten-month-old Davis. He was a sweet baby and even-tempered, but he was still a baby. He went home in the evening when Wren returned from work, but Laurie still needed to be fed and have her diaper changed on a regular basis.

      I helped as much as I could, but Christy snapped if I didn’t move quick enough. She snapped if I jumped too soon. It didn’t matter what I did, it was never right. Worse, she cried at night when she thought I was asleep. She began drinking more, and she even stopped going to Mass. I didn’t know how to help, and I worried about it constantly.

      To make matters worse, her libido had disappeared along with her appetite. The doctor had warned us that she’d need time to heal after she gave birth, so I didn’t even think about sex for the first few weeks. But she didn’t want to do anything, even as the weeks added up—no blowjobs, no handjobs, no nothing, and I felt selfish for even asking.

      So I jerked off in the shower, a lot. And I started wondering if I should find a temporary source of release. Wren was the obvious choice, or Leah, but I didn’t want to hurt Christy’s feelings. She knew her sex drive had dried up, and it bothered her too.

      I definitely didn’t want to have an affair, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the women at work. It was a big company, after all, and I worked with more than a dozen women who were attractive and single. Several had expressed a casual interest in getting to know me better. Two had gone further.

      The first was a thirty-something divorcée who’d made it clear that she’d be open to anything, from a one-night stand to something regular. The second was younger and prettier, but she was a trophy hunter. She wanted to sleep with me because I’d made it clear I wasn’t available.

      I eventually asked for help in the form of advice. I called my mother, Christy’s mother, and Susan. I didn’t mention my wandering eye, but I told them about Christy’s sex drive. I also told them about everything else she was going through, her doubts, insomnia, and mood swings.

      The women were all concerned that the baby blues had lasted this long, but they all said the same things: watch her and help as much as I could, be patient and don’t get upset with her, and give her time. Things would get better, they said.
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        * * *

      

      The dawn of the nineties brought another major change as Trip and I began studying in earnest for our licensing exams. They were a grueling four-day ordeal scheduled for the end of January.

      Work made some allowances for senior interns in the weeks leading up to the exams, but we still had to keep up with our projects. Fortunately, we had junior interns who could pick up the slack—with careful supervision, of course.

      My home life had begun to return to normal, although it wasn’t anything like the days before Laurie. I hadn’t expected parenthood to be a walk in the park, but it seemed like we’d gone through an extra-rough period.

      My part had been nothing compared to Christy’s. Did we really want more kids if she was going to suffer like that? Part of me did, but another part thought the cost was too high.

      Trip didn’t understand, of course. I didn’t want to make Christy sound like a basket case, but I tried to explain some of the things she’d gone through. He just shrugged them off.

      “She’ll have to get used to it. Wren deals with the same thing. That’s what mothers do.”

      I didn’t point out that Wren had the benefit of a nanny. And she had a job to go to, an escape from home and full-time motherhood.

      “And you’re a father,” Trip added. “Suck it up.”

      I fumed inside but didn’t say what I was thinking.

      Trip didn’t have to worry that Wren wasn’t eating enough. He didn’t have to reassure her that she was a good mother. He didn’t have to make dinner himself so his exhausted wife could shower. He didn’t study at night so he could comfort his daughter if she needed him, just so his wife could sleep. He didn’t even have to wonder if his sex life would ever be the same again.

      No, fatherhood for Trip meant playing with his son for a few minutes after work. Then he’d watch the boy while Wren made dinner. He certainly didn’t lose any sleep, since Davis was old enough to sleep through the night. He didn’t even have to do anything in the morning, because Wren got the boy ready for the day. Trip simply kissed them goodbye, and that was the last time he had to be a father until the entire cycle repeated itself in the evening.

      I wanted to punch him. In the face. Repeatedly.
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        * * *

      

      The licensing exam was actually a series of tests, the most difficult I’d ever taken. They covered everything I’d learned in school, everything I’d learned on the job, and hundreds of additional rules, regulations, and codes. I felt like my brain had been sucked dry afterward.

      I was sure I’d passed, but I still waited in suspense for more than a month before I received a letter that confirmed it. Trip received his the following day, and we went out to celebrate. Then we applied to the Georgia state board and were licensed as architects. It was all fairly anticlimactic, especially when I realized I’d spent almost nine years of my life to get to this point.

      We both received promotions and raises as well, although Trip’s was more than mine (which annoyed me). He was a rising star in the company, and his boss assigned him to manage several small projects on his own.

      My own career hadn’t exactly languished, but my boss wanted to be a stock broker more than an architect. He loved to value engineer a project to the point where it hardly resembled the original design. He had zero vision and even less creativity.

      Not surprisingly, he didn’t like me. That was okay, because I didn’t particularly like him. So I wasn’t the least bit surprised when he “dumped” a new assignment on my desk.

      “Hughes—”

      He never called me Paul. He thought he was architecture’s answer to Gordon Gekko in Wall Street. He even slicked back his hair and tried to look like Michael Douglas.

      “—you’re in charge of the fresh meat.”

      He meant the new first-year interns. He treated people below him like peons, which was another source of friction between us.

      “HR said they’ll be finished with their paperwork after lunch,” he continued. “Find projects where they can’t do any damage.” He started to turn away but then pretended to remember something. “Oh, yeah, we’re supposed to do ‘professional development’ with them… or some shit like that. That’s your department too. Make it happen.”

      “I’ll get right on it.” I smiled, but my eyes were cool. Then I wondered if I could hit him hard enough to knock him out with a single punch.

      He must have seen something in my expression, because he hurried out of my office and left me to it.

      I blew out my breath and rested my head in my hands. I needed to start judo again, or boxing, or even ballroom dancing—anything to work out my aggression.

      Still, I spent a couple of hours reviewing all the projects on my team’s list. Then I went down to HR to collect my new crop of interns. We had four of them, a woman and three men. They were all young and nervous, except for the woman, who looked like she had a chip on her shoulder. I could understand that. Architecture was still a boys’ club in many ways.

      “Hi, I’m Paul,” I said. “I’m an architect and one of the project managers here. I’ll be helping with your professional development. Let’s start with names.”

      They introduced themselves.

      “You remind me of my first boss,” I said to the woman, whose name was Holly. She didn’t really remind me of Diana, but it was a useful segue for what I really wanted to say.

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. A woman named Diana. Best architect I ever worked with.”

      Holly’s eyebrows went up.

      “I was first in my class when I graduated, but she was smarter than me and a better designer. I learned a lot from her.” That much was true.

      One of the guys snorted under his breath. He wore an expensive suit, had James Spader hair, and sported perfect teeth. He practically reeked of money.

      “Lemme guess,” I said, a little mocking, “you never met a woman smarter’n you?”

      He knew better than to step on that little land mine, so he shrugged instead.

      “Well, I’m going to make an educated guess,” I said to all of them. “I’m betting that Holly has had to work harder and put up with more crap than any of you guys—”

      The other two shifted uncomfortably, and Holly looked surprised. The suit rolled his eyes.

      “—so I’m going to put her in charge of schedules and drafting for a new restaurant.” I added for her benefit, “It’s a small project, but you’ll have more control and input.”

      She nodded.

      “I have projects for the rest of you,” I said to the others, “but you’ll have to prove to me that you’re as good as Holly.”

      “So… what?” the suit said. “She gets the best project because she’s a girl?”

      “She’s a woman,” I said icily. “And she gets the best project because I think she can do the job. I’m not so sure about you. Architecture’s a serious business for serious people. I’ll know soon enough if you’re one of ’em or not.” I looked at the other two.

      “Fine by me.”

      “Yeah, sure,” the other agreed. “You’re the boss.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at the suit.

      “Whatever,” he said dismissively. He had a chip on his shoulder too, but it was the kind that wealthy kids and overprivileged snots developed. He thought he was better than everyone else because his parents had money.

      I’d dealt with his kind before. His family’s money and connections would open plenty of doors, but none with me. I valued talent, creativity, and a strong work ethic. If he had them, he’d do well. If not, not. Either way, I’d give him a chance. He could sink or swim on his own for a change.
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        * * *

      

      I discovered that I enjoyed working with the interns, especially Holly. She was as talented as I’d hoped, and she worked harder than the guys. Unfortunately, she had to. She had to prove that she was better if she wanted to be treated the same.

      The other two interns were fine. They worked hard and learned from their mistakes. Neither was a standout, but they’d make good architects one day.

      The suit, on the other hand, was worse than I’d imagined. He was condescending and entitled. He sneered at anyone who wasn’t his equal (according to him), socially or otherwise. He was a sexist for sure, and I suspected a racist as well.

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t stupid or lazy. I had hoped for both, but he learned quickly and worked hard enough on the projects I gave him. Worse, he spent time ingratiating himself with the directors and VPs. He was good at it, too, so he never came across as a butt-kisser. He hadn’t tried to stab me in the back, but it was only a matter of time.

      Then a chance meeting completely changed my career trajectory.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey,” I said to Trip, “let’s take the kids to their grandparents’ and have dinner tomorrow night.”

      He checked the side mirror and accelerated onto the highway. We were later than the usual rush hour, but traffic was heavy enough that he couldn’t simply mash the gas. Still the BMW’s engine purred, and the car surged forward. He’d bought it after his raise, and he was still having fun with it.

      “Sure,” he said once we settled into the flow of traffic. “What’s up?”

      I was deliberately vague. “An opportunity.”

      “What kind of opportunity?”

      “The business kind.” Maybe more, I added, but kept it to myself. “I’ll tell you tomorrow. I want Wren to hear it too.”

      “Go ahead and tell me now. Then I’ll tell her, and we can discuss it tomorrow.”

      “No, let’s just wait.”

      “For real? You’re gonna tease me like this? I thought we were friends!” He tried to laugh it off, but he was genuinely annoyed.

      “I need to discuss it with Christy first.” That was a white lie. I’d talked to her the night before, and she was all for it. She’d even suggested our current plan. “Oh, hey,” I said, as if I’d just thought of it, “I forgot to ask. Do you mind if we stop by Lenox? I need to run in to Neiman Marcus.”

      And Christy needed time to talk to Wren.

      Trip looked at me sideways. “Neiman Marcus? What for? You were there yesterday.”

      “I was. But they needed a day to engrave them.” Another white lie. “Cufflinks for Harry’s birthday.”

      “Sure, whatever.” He put on his turn signal and changed lanes. Then he fell silent as he worked his way toward the exit ramp. Finally, he asked, “You still won’t tell me? What tomorrow’s about?”

      Not until Wren’s onboard. “No, sorry,” I said aloud.

      “Whatever.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, what’s this about?” Trip said before we’d even had a chance to spread our napkins in our laps.

      “Can we at least order drinks first?” Wren laughed.

      Trip raised his hand and snapped to get the waiter’s attention.

      Wren glared. “Trip Whitman, do not snap your fingers at the server. They hate that.”

      “So? He works for me, doesn’t he?”

      I sighed. The corporate world hadn’t done Trip any favors in the attitude department, especially toward people he considered underlings. He was a brilliant project manager, but he wasn’t a people person. (He needed me for that, although we didn’t know it yet.)

      “No, he works for the restaurant,” Wren said with frustrated patience. “You’re a guest at the restaurant. Please act like it.”

      “I’m not a guest if I’m paying,” Trip argued.

      “You’re just annoyed that Paul won’t tell you what’s going on.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      The waiter arrived, and Wren spoke up before Trip could.

      “Yes, my husband would like a Gentleman Jack, on the rocks, please.” She gave him a quick glance and amended, “Better make it a double.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “The rest of us will have a bottle of Mondavi cabernet, please.”

      “Of course, ma’am. Anything else?”

      “No, thank you. Go ahead and get our drinks started, please. Then you can tell us about your specials.”

      “Right away,” he said.

      “So, what’s this about?” Trip repeated.

      “How was work?” Wren asked.

      “So,” he said tersely, “we’re playing that game?”

      “Trip, relax,” I told him. “You’re not at work anymore.”

      He tried to stare me down, but I was perhaps the one person in the world he couldn’t intimidate, physically or psychologically. I returned the stare with calm detachment. Christy squeezed my hand under the table.

      “Yeah, okay,” Trip said at last.

      The tension at the table ratcheted down a notch. Then the waiter appeared. The man was good. He’d known exactly how to deal with a group of stressed-out yuppies, so he’d waited at the bar until our drinks were ready.

      He set a glass of amber liquid in front of Trip. It was nearly full, way more than a double. I grinned. It was a triple for Trip.

      “What’s so funny?” he snarled.

      “The way my mind works,” I said mildly. “Doesn’t matter. Drink up.”

      He did. Then he took another sip and closed his eyes to savor the premium liquor.

      The waiter pulled the cork on the wine and poured a taste for Wren. She held the glass by the stem, swirled the rich ruby liquid, and thrust her nose past the rim. She closed her eyes and visibly relaxed as she inhaled. Then she sipped and nodded.

      “Excellent. Thank you.”

      The waiter poured glasses for Christy and me before he topped off Wren’s.

      We went through the routine of ordering a couple of appetizers, including Oysters Rockefeller just for Christy. Wren knew that she needed to eat, but she also wanted to give the alcohol time to work on Trip. She knew how he worked too.

      “Okay, so… what’s this about?” he said in much calmer tones after the waiter left. “And why all the secrecy?”

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” I said. “It was my doing. I wanted to have a real four-way discussion instead of two and two, if that makes sense.” I really wanted three on one, but he didn’t need to know that. Not yet, at least.

      He nodded and took another sip of his drink.

      “So,” I began, “I ran into a friend at Neiman Marcus a couple of days ago.”

      I hadn’t seen Mindy Gilliam since before I’d started dating Christy. Mindy hadn’t become a notch on my bedpost, but not for lack of trying, at least on her part. I’d been interested at the time, but the little head more than the big one.

      “We went to high school together,” I continued by way of background. “Her brother was on the wrestling team. Anyway, she and I had drinks and spent a couple of hours catching up.”

      “So that’s why you asked Wren to pick me up from work?” Trip said. He chuckled. “I thought you were getting laid or something. Hey! What was that for?” He rubbed his arm where Wren had pinched him.

      “Keep drinking,” she told him. “You’re still in asshole mode.”

      “I was just kidding,” he grumbled.

      She gestured peremptorily, and he took a long drink of whiskey.

      “Happy?” he said.

      “Give it a minute.” She glanced up and caught the waiter’s eye. The man nodded and headed for the bar. He and Wren already had a good working relationship, and I smiled to myself. She was a people person. She had to be, especially in her line of work, although she was particularly good at it, a pleasure to watch.

      “Sorry,” she said to me. “Please continue. You had drinks…?”

      “Right. We had drinks and spent a couple of hours catching up. In public,” I added for Trip’s benefit. “No one got laid.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it,” he said.

      Mindy had made a subtle pass at me as well. I’d told Christy but didn’t feel the need to mention it to Trip. The business opportunity was more important than a potential swinger connection.

      “Anyway,” I went on, “her fiancé’s a baseball player.” I’d never heard of him, but Trip’s eyebrows went up when I mentioned his name, “Brett Kincannon.”

      “For real? He just started playing for the Braves. Last season. He’s good. If he keeps it up, he’ll be Rookie of the Year.”

      “Exactly. And he just got a big salary bump. He wants to build a house.”

      “Cool,” Trip said, although he hadn’t made the connection yet. “So, he wants to stay in Atlanta? That’s great news for us. I mean, the Braves were 63–97 last year. Maybe this year they’ll do better than sixth in the NL West.”

      “They might even make the Final Four.”

      “Got it,” he chuckled. “You don’t care about baseball.”

      “No. But I do care about building houses.”

      “Ahh,” Trip said. His second drink arrived and he drained the first. He handed the glass to the waiter without looking at him. Wren rolled her eyes but didn’t say anything.

      Christy spoke up, “Excuse me, may I have one of those? Only, do you have any Irish whiskey?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Bushmills.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Protestant whiskey. I’ll have a Johnnie Walker Blue instead. Neat, please. Times two, but in the same glass.”

      My right hand ached all of a sudden, and I couldn’t help but feel a moment of déjà vu.

      Wren smiled at Christy. “Looks like someone else likes the new salary too.”

      “So sue me.” Then she remembered why we were there, and she lowered her eyes. “I can live without it, though.”

      “So, that’s what this is about?” Trip said. He’d drunk enough to make him mellow and agreeable, but his mind was as sharp as ever.

      “It is,” I said quickly. “You know I’m not happy at mega-corp.”

      He nodded.

      “You’re a rising star,” I continued, “but I’m slowly going crazy. I don’t get to design anything, I hate my boss, and we just hired an intern who’s the Antichrist. The little shit hasn’t stabbed me in the back, but my shoulder blades itch every time I see him.”

      “So?” Trip said. “Fire him.”

      “I wish I could.”

      “Okay, then I’ll fire him.”

      “That isn’t the point.”

      Wren leaned forward and said to him, “The point is, you don’t like it either. You’re turning into an asshole, Trip. I see it every day. You come home and order us around like we’re your employees. Or worse, your servants. That isn’t who you are, but it’s who you’re becoming.”

      “So?” he said mulishly. “You like the perks and the salary enough.”

      “I do, but not at the cost of losing you.”

      “So… what?” he said. “I’m just s’posed to quit and build houses? Is that it?”

      “Yes,” she said simply.

      He snorted and took another long drink. Christy’s whiskey arrived, and Trip saluted her with his.

      “At least you understand,” he said. “Right?”

      “She’s on our side,” Wren said.

      “So it’s three against one?” He snorted again. “Last time I checked, this wasn’t a democracy.” He heard it himself that time. “Shit,” he said quietly. “I am turning into an asshole.”

      Three slow-nods did more than words could.

      “That isn’t who you are,” Wren repeated quietly.

      Trip sighed and set his drink aside. Then he inhaled a slow, deep breath to clear his head.

      “So,” he said at last, “tell me about this plan of yours.”
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      Trip and I started our new company on August 1, 1990.

      A day later, Iraq invaded Kuwait, although we didn’t think anything about it at the time. Why would we? We planned to build houses in America, not oil refineries in the Middle East.

      So we signed a contract with Brett and started designing his house. We became friends with him in the process. He was only a few years younger than us and had a similar personality. Even better, especially for Trip, he loved talking baseball and got us tickets to all the home games.

      He didn’t have a problem with Mindy showing off, either. She wore skin-tight dresses that revealed plenty of cleavage. And she never wore a bra, so her nipples were always stiff when she walked into the air-conditioned office. She wasn’t exactly a trophy—they seemed to love each other—but she was definitely the kind of the perk that came with a Major League career.

      She also made another pass at me, although she was testing the waters more than anything. She couldn’t possibly expect me to have sex with her in my office. We didn’t have a receptionist or any other employees, but her fiancé and my business partner were in the next room.

      Still, I played along and didn’t stop her when she started rubbing my dick through my pants. Then she unzipped them and extracted my hard-on, although she was in for a surprise if she expected me to freak out. I relaxed as she began stroking me. I even decided to see how far I could get. I pulled her dress aside and bared her breast. She sighed with encouragement when I stroked her nipple.

      She didn’t seem worried that Brett and Trip might walk in, so I lifted the hem of her dress. She shifted to give me better access. I slid her panties aside and teased her pussy as she jerked me off. She knew what she was doing and made me come fairly quickly. She even had a wad of tissues ready for when I did.

      “Next time you can come on my face,” she whispered as she cleaned me up.

      She laughed softly as Mr. Big swelled at the prospect of another round. Then she straightened her dress while I stuffed my semi-hard dick into my pants. We walked next door to Trip’s office like nothing had happened. Ten minutes later we wrapped up our meeting and said goodbye.

      I told Trip what had happened.

      “For real? Dude! Okay, next time you go over the budget, and I’ll ‘show her the sketches.’ Is that what we’re calling it these days?” he laughed. Then he shook his head in disbelief. “You’re batting a thousand. Base hit, every time you step up to the plate. Maybe not a home run—I mean, you didn’t fuck her—but still…”

      “Yeah, but this also puts us in a bit of a pickle.”

      His eyebrows rose with amusement. “Did you just use a baseball analogy?”

      “It was a metaphor. An analogy is— Never mind.”

      “Yeah, whatever.”

      “This puts us in a pickle,” I repeated. “I wasn’t thinking clearly, but now I am. Mindy’s hot and Brett’s cool, but this is a pretty big job. And right now it’s our only job.”

      “Oh, that.” Trip waved away my concern. “I have two more lined up already.”

      “Seriously? And when were you going to tell me… partner?”

      “Calm down. They aren’t official yet. But you remember the Buckhead couple? And the guy that owns the car dealerships?”

      “Yeah,” I said cautiously.

      “They both accepted our proposals. They’re sending us checks to get the work started. I found out this morning. And I’m pretty sure the doctor and his wife are gonna go with us. So that’s three jobs right there, plus whatever else I can drum up between now and whenever. Have I mentioned this was a good idea? Well, it was. You were right.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “But that still doesn’t solve our little ‘problem’ with Mindy.”

      “Oh, that,” he said dismissively. “Listen, dude, Brett’s been dropping hints for a couple of weeks. I’m pretty sure he’s a swinger at heart, even if he doesn’t realize it yet. I mean, you’ve seen the way Mindy dresses whenever they come to the office. You think that’s for his benefit?”

      “Maybe not,” I said. “Or, not entirely. But showing off your girlfriend isn’t the same as watching another guy fuck her.”

      “Details,” Trip countered. “You know why they want privacy at their new home, don’t you? So they can play sex games and run around naked. Besides, he’s a baseball player. We’re all horndogs. Didn’t you know that?”

      I tried not to smile but couldn’t help myself.

      “Seriously, dude,” Trip said. “I think they wanna try swinging. I know you’re the expert, but I’m not so bad myself. I mean, I’ve been doing this almost as long as you have. And, no offense, but you’ve been in a rut lately. When’s the last time you and Christy got together with us? Or Mark and Leah? Or… anyone, for that matter? Since before Laurie was born.”

      He didn’t have a clue what Christy and I had gone through over the past year. He knew about some of it, but he still dismissed it as “all in her head” or “what mothers are supposed to do.” I wanted to punch him in the face, so I took a deep breath to calm down. I really needed to find an outlet for my aggression.

      “Let’s talk to the girls tonight over dinner,” Trip said, the voice of reason. “I’m pretty sure Brett and Mindy are up for swinging. I mean… dude! She gave you a handjob with him right next door. That’s bold. Besides, Wren totally likes Brett. And you know Christy wouldn’t mind another dick to suck.”

      “I suppose,” I said.

      “Come on, dude. Where’s the Paul I used to know? The swinger! The stud! The ladies’ man!”

      “He’s a husband and father now.”

      “So? You’re still a man, aren’t you?”

      “Last time I checked.”

      “Do we need to ask Mindy?” he teased. Then he grinned and clapped me on the shoulder. “Let’s get you outta this rut you’re in. You need to loosen up and have fun.”

      “If you say so.”
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        * * *

      

      We signed several more contracts in early 1991 and started hiring full-time staff, including an intern for me, a woman named Whitney. Trip and Wren sold their condo and moved into a much larger house, with a yard and a swimming pool. Christy and I did the same, although ours didn’t have a pool. It had a detached garage instead, which we turned into a studio where she could finally sculpt larger pieces. Her quality of life improved almost immediately. She slept through the night, ate well, and gained nearly five pounds.

      “Kiss me! I’m finally back to triple digits,” she told me one morning, although she went from excited to thoughtful with whiplash speed.

      “I know that look,” I chuckled. “Lemme guess… you’re wondering how much semen weighs?”

      “How’d you know?” she pretend-pouted. Then she glanced at the door. “Laurie’s still asleep. We have time if you want to…”

      “I’ll be late for work.” Still, I began unbuttoning my shirt.

      “I know your boss. Besides, you work better without all that pressure.”

      “I do,” I chuckled.

      “Mmm… my favorite words, still.”

      Suburban life suited us, although I still felt restless, like something was missing. I decided to join a gym and start boxing again. I was rusty at first but improved quickly. I didn’t have any desire to fight in matches, but I enjoyed the training. I also enjoyed hitting things that wouldn’t get me fired, arrested, or killed.

      The exercise improved my stamina too. I hadn’t gone to seed, but I hadn’t had time for weightlifting or regular workouts since Laurie had been born. I lost ten pounds almost immediately, and I started to see definition in my arms, chest, and abs again.

      Christy noticed immediately, and our sex life took a dramatic turn. It had been getting better for the past year, especially once we started swinging again, but it really kicked into high gear after I joined the gym.

      “Oh my gosh,” she panted one night after two rounds. “I need to start doing aerobics again. Or Jazzercise. Or… something. Maybe I’ll start doing yoga. I can’t believe how sore I am. It’s a good sore, but still…” She stretched with a squeak.

      “I think I want to get our toys out again,” she continued after a moment. “I know I haven’t really been in the mood for a while, especially with everything going on, but… I need it. I need you to hold me down and spank me, or tie me up and fuck me. Like, really hard. And… um… what do you think if I get a piercing?”

      “What kind of piercing?”

      “Nothing crazy,” she said quickly. “Not my face or anything. Only… I was thinking… maybe a little ring in my belly button? I’m excited now that I have one again.”

      “Sure. If you’d like.”

      “Thank you.” She fell silent again, but I could feel her working up to something.

      “What is it?” I chuckled.

      “You know me so well.”

      “Mmm, I do.”

      “Do you remember Nikki? From UT?”

      “Nikki Tomasini? Yeah, of course. She’s hard to forget.” I wondered how the patriarchy was treating her. “What about her?”

      “When we played strip poker…?”

      “Also hard to forget,” I chuckled. Then I put the pieces together. “Hold on, are you talking about—?”

      “Please don’t say no until you hear me out!”

      “Okay,” I said slowly.

      “I know my body’s back to normal, but it isn’t the same. My nipples aren’t as sensitive as they used to be. That’s part of why I want to start using our toys again. And… I… um…”

      I waited.

      “I… don’t feel sexy sometimes.”

      “You are, though.”

      “Thank you. Only, I don’t feel like it.”

      “So… what? You want to get your nipples pierced? Like Nikki?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Why?”

      She sat up, and I saw for the first time how excited she was.

      “It’s supposed to make them more sensitive. And I like the way it looks. I’d have little nipple hard-ons. Like, all the time. The woman in the place showed me hers.”

      My eyebrows twitched in surprise.

      “Sorry, I’m getting ahead of myself.”

      “No kidding!” I laughed. “What woman, what place?”

      “The little tattoo parlor by the pizza place we like.”

      I nodded.

      “I drove by there the other day on the way to the Chinese place. You know the one, with the mapo tofu and the yummy spring rolls.”

      “I love the way your life revolves around food sometimes,” I chuckled. “Anyway, sorry to interrupt. Keep going.”

      “Where was I? Oh, right, the woman. I went in to ask about getting my belly button pierced, and we started talking about other piercings. Oh my gosh, Paul, you have to meet her. She’s like me—she likes pain, I think. Only, I don’t think she’s bi. Maybe she is and just doesn’t like vanilla housewives, but—”

      “You’re hardly vanilla.”

      “I’m still a housewife. And that’s part of why I want to do this. A piercing, I mean.”

      “It sounds like you want three,” I chuckled.

      “I want more than that,” she said earnestly, “but the woman said to start with something simple.”

      I snorted.

      “A belly button is simple.”

      “Nipples aren’t.”

      “Yes, they are. Oh my gosh, Paul, you should see some of the other things she has pierced. Sensitive things. Lady part things.”

      “She showed you?” I said incredulously.

      She made a Christy-leap of logic. “Hmm, maybe you’re right.”

      “About what?”

      “Maybe she is bi. She showed me everything, even her piercings down there. She asked if I wanted to touch them. Maybe my radar was confused ’cause I was so excited.” She thought back. “Yeah, she’s definitely bi. Or lesbian. I’m not sure.” She made another leap. “Anyway, I don’t think I’m ready for that. Piercing my clit, I mean.”

      My eyes bulged, but she was too excited (again) to notice.

      “But I definitely wanna get my belly button done,” she finished. “And if you like it, we could get my nipples pierced too.”

      “We?” I teased gently.

      “I know I don’t really have to ask your permission, but… I want to. I like it when I feel like you own me. I know that sounds crazy, but…” She shrugged. “I can’t help it.”

      “Some of the things I like are pretty crazy.”

      She grinned and leaned over to kiss me. “Thank you. I think you’ll like my new piercing.”

      “As long as it’s only the belly button.”

      “For now,” she said. Then she cocked an ear.

      “Did you hear something?”

      “No, but I think I’ll check on her. I… um… want to make sure she’s good and asleep.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “Oh, okay. What for?”

      “We have a date with the dining room table.”

      She didn’t make the connection right away.

      “It isn’t a pool table,” I said, “but it’s the right height.”

      “Insatiable?” Her eyes lit up. “Oh my gosh, yes, please!”
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        * * *

      

      Trip’s life changed the most with our new business. He’d been turning into a jerk at the big company, although I couldn’t really blame him. Corporate culture and management encouraged it. Still, he wasn’t the type of person I’d wanted to spend a lot of time with outside of work. I hadn’t realized it at the time, but I’d been slowly pulling away from him for the better part of three years.

      That all changed once we didn’t have to deal with the boys’ club and hyper-competitive environment. We still had deadlines and budgets and the constant push for new projects—more so, since it was our own company—but we didn’t have the “greed is good” mentality, the pressure to win at all costs, to kill or be killed.

      In other words, Trip became fun to work with again. He was still just as serious, just as good at his job, but I didn’t want to punch him in the face anymore.

      “Admit it,” I said to him one day after everyone else had gone, “you’re happier now than you’ve ever been.”

      “Oh, no argument.” He reached into his bottom drawer and pulled out a bottle of Gentleman Jack. “You want one?”

      “Sure.”

      He set two glasses on his desk and filled them. He passed one to me, and we leaned back in our chairs and put our feet on his desk. He took a long, slow drink. I did the same, and the whiskey fumes filled my sinuses.

      “I’m even happier at home,” he said. “Wren says I help more around the house, help with Davis, you name it.” He shrugged. “I don’t think I’m doing anything different, but she does. And you know what they say…” He raised his glass. “Happy wife, happy life.”

      “Amen, brother.”

      “I’ve had some pretty good ideas in my time,” he said, “but this one tops ’em all, and I owe it all to you.” He toasted me and then took another long drink. “It’s been good for you, too,” he added after a moment. “I mean, you get to design things again.”

      “Yep. And I can educate our clients about what makes good design.”

      “Right. No more value engineering! God, I hated doing that. It always made me feel… I dunno… dirty. Like changing the background on the Mona Lisa or something.”

      “The background in the Mona Lisa isn’t so special,” I said.

      “You know what I mean,” he laughed, “Mr. Art History Nerd.”

      “You’ve been around Christy too long.”

      “Not long enough, you mean.”

      I furrowed my brow.

      “I’d forgotten how talented she is. Ever since you built her that studio. You saw the painting she did of Wren and Davis, right? And she made him a set of those little… whatchamacallems? The turtles that know karate.”

      “Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles,” I laughed. “Yeah, I saw those.”

      “They’re just like the real thing. Better! ’Cause they’re one-of-a-kind. He keeps ’em on his dresser and says goodnight to ’em every night. He knows their names and everything.”

      “They’re Renaissance artists! How can you not know their names?”

      “Hey, I never studied music theory.”

      “Touché.”

      He eyed me over his glass. “And I’m not supposed to tell you, but Christy’s working on something for your birthday. You know I’m not an art nerd, but this is pretty cool.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t tell her I know.”

      “You’ll see it soon enough. But… yeah, mum’s the word.” He inhaled to clear his head. “Anyway, let’s say I have a new appreciation for how awesome Christy is.” He swirled his whiskey and stared into the glass for a long moment. “Something else,” he said somberly. “I… um… I’ve been talking to Wren, and I think I understand what you all went through after Laurie was born.”

      My eyebrows rose.

      “Yeah. I… um… I’m sorry. For everything you had to deal with, but also for how I treated you. Both of you,” he amended. “I mean, I thought it was all in her head or something, but… not according to Wren.” He tossed off the rest of his whiskey.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to turn this into a downer,” he said. “I just thought you should know… You don’t have to go through that shit alone. Wren and I…” He cleared his throat. “We love you, man, both of you. And if anything like that ever happens again… come to us. We’ll help, any way we can.”

      I swallowed hard. “Thanks. That means a lot.”

      “Yeah… I’m sorry it took me this long to figure it out.”

      “Water under the bridge.”

      “You’re way better’n I deserve,” he said seriously. “You and Christy and especially Wren.”

      “We’re all pretty lucky.”

      “You got that right.”
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        * * *

      

      Our business continued to improve over the next few months. We had several houses under construction already and nearly a dozen in varying stages of design. We were looking for ways to expand when Trip came across a large tract of land near Lake Lanier. It was almost three hundred acres and included frontage on the lake itself. It had been on the market several years earlier, but the listing had expired without a recorded sale.

      Trip started digging and found out that the original owner had died. Trip called his son and asked if he might be interested in selling. He wasn’t, but Trip didn’t take no for an answer. He asked the man if we could buy him dinner and talk about developing the property instead. He wasn’t interested in that, either, but then Trip made a chance remark about baseball. The man was a Braves fan, and Trip knew an opening when he heard one.

      “You know,” he said, “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but… one of our partners is a Braves player.” He listened and then said, “No, an actual player. Uh-huh.”

      I stuck my head into his office at that point, drawn by the conversation. Trip held up a hand to keep me quiet. Then he grinned, although he immediately composed his expression and pretended to apologize.

      “No, I’m sorry, I can’t tell you who. He’s a silent partner. But… I might persuade him to join us if you want to talk about selling the property.”

      I glared, but Trip wasn’t paying attention.

      “You will?” he said in surprise. “That’s great to hear! Let me talk to my partner— Sorry, my not-so-silent partner.” He shot me a grin. “We’ll talk to our actual silent partner and see if he’s willing to meet. It’ll have to be Thursday.” He smiled and nodded. “Right, spring training games on Wednesday and Friday.” He flipped open his planner. “Okay, so… Thursday, seven o’clock. Do you like steak?”

      He made arrangements for us to meet the man and his wife at Wren’s father’s steakhouse. Then he hung up and beamed at me. I gave him a pointed look in return.

      “That wasn’t very ethical.”

      “Oh, chill out,” he replied. “Brett’s been talking about buying some property. And this’d be a good investment.”

      “I don’t think he’d like you using his name like that.”

      “I didn’t,” Trip said.

      I thought back and realized he was right. “A technicality,” I said.

      “Still…”

      “Okay, but… what if Brett doesn’t want to get involved?”

      “Then I’ll figure something out. I just need his name to get the guy to the table. Once I start negotiating, I’m sure I can convince him. But don’t worry, I think Brett’ll be thrilled.”

      “I hope so,” I said.

      “And besides,” Trip continued, “the old list price was more than you and I can afford on our own. We can leverage it, but… We’ll need another investor if we wanna buy it outright. Brett’s the logical choice. But we’re putting the cart before the horse,” he finished. Then he picked up the phone and started to dial.

      “Lemme call and leave him a message. Then I need to make reservations for dinner. Oh, and invite Christy, if you don’t mind. She’s a real closer, and we’re going to need all the help we can get.”
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        * * *

      

      Nana Choate was already planning to avoid taxes on her estate when she eventually died, and her financial advisors had suggested something called a gift in trust for each of her heirs, which included Christy. Nana C. had plans to transfer more of her wealth as part of several family trusts, but the gifts were the start.

      “It’s a lot of money,” Christy said. She told me how much.

      “Hold on,” I said, “is that the whole trust? The family one?”

      “No, that’s the gift to us. It’s enough to buy the property, isn’t it? Our share, I mean.”

      “And then some.”

      “I thought so.” She beamed. “You know how I am with numbers.”

      “Speaking of which… Are you sure that’s the right number? Maybe you added a zero or something?”

      “No, I wrote it down,” she said brightly. “She made me read it back to her. She knows I’m bad with numbers.” She grimaced but then brightened again. “I’ll show you!”

      She ran out of the bedroom and returned with a Post-It. “See?”

      “That’s… a lot of money,” I said.

      “I like ‘a lot.’ And it means we can buy the land. Trip said we’d form a partnership to do it, and my name would be on it!”

      “Of course. It’s your money.”

      “Our money,” she stressed. “I told you, remember… For the rest of our lives?”

      “That’s my line.”

      “Well, it’s mine now too. So there!”
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        * * *

      

      Trip and Wren came up with the money as well, but their story was a soap opera more than a fairy tale.

      Her father had been involved in a minor scandal a couple of years earlier, when his then-girlfriend had traded her birth control pills for Benadryl. They were both pink, and he hadn’t known the difference. She’d become pregnant and then tried to force him to marry her. He’d told her to get an abortion instead, but she’d had the child anyway.

      Wren’s father had been “less than gentlemanly” about his obligations. (He was a chauvinist asshole about it, but I knew better than say that around Wren.) The woman had gone to court, and the paternity test had backed up her claim. Wren’s father had been ordered to pay monthly child-support. The money was enough that the woman didn’t have to work, which was probably what she’d wanted all along.

      “My little bastard half-brother,” Wren called him.

      I couldn’t really blame her for being upset, but the little boy hadn’t done anything wrong. His mother, on the other hand, deserved everything Wren said about her. She was a piece of work.

      To make things even more interesting, Wren’s father wanted to marry his current girlfriend.

      “Gold-digging tramp,” Wren swore when she found out, although she truly lost it when she learned that he’d asked her mother for a divorce.

      Wren had never been in the Navy, but grizzled sailors would’ve blanched if they’d heard her. Honestly, I was a bit surprised that her language didn’t blister paint. Trip was comically impressed. He leaned toward me in the middle of her tirade.

      “How many of those d’you think are real words?” he asked under his breath. “Doxy whore? Mangy bitch?”

      “Oh, they’re real, all right.” Still, I couldn’t hide my admiration. “My favorite so far is ‘come-gargling trollop.’”

      “Yeah,” he chuckled, “that was good. ‘Slack-jawed skank’ too. But… what did she mean by ‘fucking neighborhood bicycle’?”

      “Anyone can ride…”

      “Oh, yeah! Right. Heh. That’s good.”

      “What did you say?” Wren screeched.

      “Nothing, babe, I swear!” Then he threw me under the bus. “It was Paul.”

      She eventually calmed down, but not before she’d come up with some truly creative swearing. I’d always said she could take a few simple ingredients and turn them into something special. I just hadn’t realized that swear-words were on the menu.

      At that point she started making arrangements to secure her inheritance. In exchange for an uncontested divorce, her father agreed to hand over 50 percent of the restaurants’ parent company to Wren’s mother. It was rightfully hers anyway, since she’d been the first investor and had supported him in the early days.

      He brought in Wren as the senior partner for the 50 percent he still controlled. He had good managers and wasn’t interested in running the business anymore. He wanted to enjoy the fruits of his labors, plus his young girlfriend.

      Wren hired a lawyer to draw up an iron-clad prenuptial agreement before she’d let her mother finalize the divorce. Her father’s new wife wouldn’t inherit a dime, although he insisted that part of his estate be set aside to support her after his death. Wren reluctantly agreed.

      In the meantime, she used a portion of the restaurants’ profits to pay him a monthly buyout, and the checks were enough to let him retire in moderate luxury.

      “I swear,” Wren said when it was all over, “I don’t care how long he lives, as long as I never have to see that fucking gold-digger again.”

      “Babe, relax,” Trip said. “Take a deep breath. All’s well that ends well.”

      “Easy for you to say,” she snapped. “You didn’t just help your father divorce your mother.”

      “No,” he said calmly, “my mother died when I was ten.”

      That hit home, and the fight went out of her.

      “I’m just saying,” he continued, “it could’ve been a lot worse.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes. “At least now we can buy the land, right?”

      “Who cares about the land. I only care about you and Davis, Paul and his family. The rest is just stuff.”

      I was really starting to like this new Trip.
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I started talking about children again. We both wanted more, but not if it meant several months of hell after they were born. I could handle the lack of sleep and even the lack of sex, but I couldn’t handle watching her suffer, especially when I couldn’t do anything about it.

      “But I love being pregnant,” she wheedled. “And you love it too. You know how I am.”

      “Our sex life’s pretty good now,” I said.

      “Think how much better it’ll be when I’m a nympho and can’t get enough. Mmm, penis.” She reached for it. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      I caught her hand and stopped her, something I rarely did. “We need to talk about this.”

      She sighed but nodded.

      “I’m not worried about you getting pregnant,” I said. “I’m worried about what comes after.”

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

      I arched an eyebrow.

      “What? So? It took me some time to get used to being a mother. Now I am. We’ll be fine. I promise. Besides, I want another baby. You know I love them.”

      “So do I, but…”

      “Laurie needs a little brother.”

      “Or sister. And no, she doesn’t.” I didn’t sound convinced, even to myself.

      Christy sensed her advantage and pressed it ruthlessly. She was her mother’s daughter, all right. Her father’s too.

      “You know I love Wren,” she said, “but she was an only child. I don’t want Laurie to grow up alone.”

      “Neither do I.”

      We fell silent, and I thought about what she was asking. Then I had a thought, one of my own weird leaps of logic.

      “It’s a good thing you didn’t get your nipples pierced.”

      Christy frowned. “What?”

      “You wouldn’t be able to breastfeed.”

      “Of course I would! What makes you—?” Her expression changed as she realized what it meant. “We can have another baby? Thank you, thank you. You’ll love it. I promise! Oh my gosh, we’d better get started!”

      I didn’t stop her when she reached for my penis again.
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        * * *

      

      To this day, Christy swears she gave me two gifts on my twenty-eighth birthday.

      She unveiled the first at a cookout with family and friends. The mounting block was a vertical slab of rose-colored granite, thirty inches on a side and six inches thick, with a polished face and rough edges. I did the math in my head and realized it weighed more than six hundred pounds. My pint-sized princess did not think small.

      The sculpture itself was bronze, a bas-relief of a man’s muscular torso, mine. Personally, I wasn’t sure I’d ever looked that good, but I wasn’t about to quibble. My bronze self cradled my infant daughter in one arm while I held the other above her. She gripped my index finger with her tiny hand. It was a private moment, and Christy had captured both the tenderness and the strength in our touch.

      “It’s beautiful,” someone said, maybe me. “What’s it called?”

      “Sleep, darling.”

      People around me started talking, in murmurs at first, but louder as their confidence grew. They thought they knew what the title meant, although none of them did, not for real.

      It was from a poem by Sappho, one of my favorites. I thought of it often when I held Laurie, my golden flower. I even called her “Flower” because of it, and I should’ve known that Christy would understand why.

      Do you like it? she asked hopefully.

      Like it? I love it. And I especially love the artist.

      Friends and family complimented her and wished me a happy birthday. Then my golden flower toddled up, and I swept her into my arms.

      “Bir’day, Daddy!”

      “Thank you, sweetie.” I pointed at the sculpture. “Do you know who that is? It’s you and Daddy.”

      “Flower?”

      “That’s right, Flower and Daddy.”

      “No,” she said with a toddler’s seriousness, “Daddy and Flower.”

      I slid my other arm around Christy and kissed the top of her head.

      “Look, Mommy,” Laurie said. “Daddy and Flower.”

      “I know, darling. Mommy made it for you and Daddy.”

      “No,” the little girl grumped. “Daddy and Flower!”

      I chuckled. “She’s your daughter, all right.”

      “And whose fault is that?” Christy asked sweetly.
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        * * *

      

      My second birthday gift arrived nine months later. Emily Anne Hughes joined us on a cold Thursday in February. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, even red-faced and suspicious. She wasn’t grumpy like her sister had been. Instead, she thought I might be up to something, that I might’ve been the reason she’d been evicted from her nice warm home. Then she pursed her tiny lips, sighed, and went to sleep, just like that. I couldn’t help but laugh.

      A little while later we introduced her to Laurie, who was curious and affectionate. She snuggled beside Christy in the hospital bed and watched seriously as Emily had her first meal. My little family was growing, and I thought my heart might burst. Christy and I had brought another life into the world. I was twice the dad I’d been only a few hours earlier.

      We brought Emily home a couple of days later. Once again, Christy’s mother stayed with us, and my mother came to visit every day or so. At first we thought Christy would be fine. She suffered the normal baby blues but seemed to recover. Anne returned to San Diego, and I went back to work.
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        * * *

      

      Christy started losing weight, more than the normal baby weight. She didn’t sleep at night, and sometimes she was confused in the evening when I came home, like I’d just left and had returned because I’d forgotten something. The doctor said it was from lack of sleep and prescribed sleeping pills. They knocked her out, especially after she’d had a couple of drinks, so she stopped taking them.

      She started drinking more without the pills, and she bought random things from QVC in the middle of the night. She sobbed when I called the credit card company and told them to block any charges from home shopping networks.

      “But… you don’t understand!” Christy pleaded. “I need my things!”

      “What, kitschy art? Ugly porcelain dogs? Sports equipment? No! And that’s final!”

      Things grew progressively worse over the next couple of months. We didn’t have sex, of course, and we fought more often. Her sketchbook sat untouched, and she stopped going to church. She couldn’t sit still, yet she never seemed to accomplish anything. The house was a mess, and I took care of the girls when I was home.

      I called her doctor, but he was no help. Christy’s mother talked to her, and things improved for a little while before they went right back to where they’d been. I even called Leah and begged her to help.

      “Let me call Gina.”

      “No! You can’t. What if Christy finds out?”

      “Let me worry about that,” Leah said patiently.

      I waited by the phone and snatched it out of the charging cradle the moment it rang.

      “She said it sounds like postpartum depression.”

      “What do I do?”

      “She has to see her doctor. He can prescribe antidepressants—”

      “You mean, like, Prozac?”

      “That. Or something else,” Leah said. “And… um… I don’t know how to put this…”

      “Just say it,” I snapped, although I immediately felt guilty. “Sorry. I’m not getting any sleep either. And I’m watching my wife slowly disintegrate.”

      “I know,” Leah said. “I don’t want to scare you, but Gina said to take her to the emergency room if you think she might… harm herself or the girls.”

      I went very still. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes. She said it can turn into…” Paper rasped in the background as she flipped a page in her notebook. “Postpartum psychosis.”

      “Psychosis,” I said slowly. “Like… she’s crazy? Fucking for real? She might hurt—? I have to get them out of here!”

      “Don’t do anything,” Leah said. “I’ll be right there.”

      The line clicked.

      Leah lived thirty minutes away, even at night and without traffic. She made it in twenty.

      “Where is she?” she asked.

      “In the bedroom.”

      “Where are the girls?”

      “Asleep.”

      “Check on them.”

      “I already did. They’re fine.”

      She nodded. Then she looked at her watch and scowled. “I called Kara. She should’ve been here by now.”

      “I didn’t even think of Kara!” I said in despair.

      “That’s okay. Lack of sleep’ll do that. Besides, Gina’s the real expert. You did right.” She paused and shook her head in dismay. “What happened? I talked to her last week, but she only sounded tired. Wren said she had a cold, so I didn’t think anything of it.”

      “A cold? That was… a month ago!”

      “Don’t blame Wren,” Leah soothed. “She has her hands full.”

      Wren was pregnant herself, due any day now.

      Leah checked her watch again. “Has this been going on since Emily was born? Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “I… don’t know. I thought I could handle it. And… I… didn’t want to drag you into our problems.”

      “That’s what we’re for!” She checked her watch. “Where is she?”

      Just then a car pulled into the driveway. Leah yanked open the front door.

      “Sorry, I got here as quick as I could,” Kara said. She’d been asleep in bed when Leah had called. It was past midnight, after all. “Where is she?”

      “Bedroom,” Leah said.

      “The girls?”

      “They’re fine. Asleep.”

      Kara nodded and took over. She disappeared into the back of the house, and the sound of the television stopped. I couldn’t hear what Kara said, but she spoke in quiet, soothing tones. Christy seemed confused. They talked for a little while longer before Kara returned to the living room. She set a bottle of whiskey on the counter without comment.

      “I gave her something to help her sleep,” she said instead. “She’s definitely depressed.”

      Leah nodded. “That’s what Gina said.”

      “Yeah, we spoke before I left,” Kara said. “She told me what symptoms to look for.” She turned to me. “I don’t think she’s a danger to herself or the children, but I think we should call her OB/GYN first thing in the morning. Who is she?”

      “He,” I said, and told her his name.

      “Never mind,” Kara said. “You’re changing doctors. I won’t speak ill of a colleague, but… I’ll make an exception this time. Dr. Akin should’ve retired twenty years ago. He’s a chauvinist relic. I’m not sure he understands that ‘hysteria’ isn’t a medical diagnosis.”

      “He’s on our insurance,” I said vaguely.

      “It’s okay. You had no way to know,” Kara said with the same soothing voice she’d used on Christy.

      “What do we do?”

      “Sit tight,” she said immediately. “I can admit her to the hospital if you want, but I’m worried that someone might call DFCS. We don’t want that.”

      “No!” Leah and I said together.

      “I don’t think she’s a danger to herself or the children,” Kara continued, “but she needs help.”

      “What kind of help?” I asked.

      “Medication and counseling. I’ll call a friend who can see her first thing in the morning. She’ll do a real psych eval and tell us how to proceed.” She glanced at Leah. “Are you okay to spend the night?”

      “Of course. I keep a bag packed, just in case I have to leave for a story.”

      “I didn’t bring one,” Kara said, “but we can share. It’ll be like old times.”

      Leah nodded immediately.

      “You don’t have to stay,” I said.

      “Nonsense.” Kara smiled, sad and sympathetic. “Looks like you’re spending the night with a couple of Coulter women. Not exactly the way you wanted, is it?”
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        * * *

      

      Wren went into labor on the morning of my birthday. I was twenty-nine, and we didn’t have a party.

      Melissa Lark was born that evening. Christy made an effort to come to the hospital and meet her, but Wren could tell that things weren’t right.

      “Thank you for coming, my love,” she said. “Meet Missy.”

      “She looks like you,” Christy said. Then she frowned in confusion. “I didn’t bring my sketchbook.”

      “That’s okay,” Wren said. “You’ll have plenty of time.”

      Christy nodded glumly. “I should probably go. You don’t need me here.”

      “No, stay.”

      “Love you,” Christy said. “I’ll be in the waiting room.”

      “Okay. I won’t be long,” I said.

      She left, and a heavy silence filled the room. Wren glared daggers.

      “Why didn’t you tell us? We could’ve helped!”

      “Don’t start,” Trip told her. “I’d’ve done the same thing in his shoes.”

      “Oh, really! You’d let me die? That’s nice to know!”

      “Babe,” he said patiently, “I wouldn’t let you die. But you don’t understand what it’s like for us, me and Paul.”

      “Oh, really?” she said, sarcastic this time. “Then please, enlighten me.”

      “We’re men. We’re supposed to protect our families. What’s Paul supposed to do when he can’t protect his wife from herself? How d’you think that makes him feel?”

      I blinked in surprise and didn’t know what to say. I never would’ve expected him to understand, not in a million years.

      “You’re telling me this is a macho thing?” Wren snapped.

      “It’s a guy thing.”

      She huffed in fury. “Sometimes you make me want to scream! My girlfriend’s dying, and all you can say is, ‘it’s a guy thing’?”

      He merely shrugged. She was irrational because of her hormones, although it wasn’t worth the price of his life to say so. She was also scared for Christy, which he seemed to understand.

      “She isn’t dying,” I said into the silence.

      “Do they know what’s wrong with her?” Wren snarled.

      “Severe postpartum depression.”

      “Severe—? What the—? For real? Postpartum? But… Emily was born four months ago!”

      Three and a half, but I didn’t correct her. I shrugged instead. “The doctor said it’s unpredictable.”

      “Unpre—? What the literal fuck! He’s a fucking doctor!”

      Trip’s eyebrows rose.

      “What the fuck is he doing about it?” Wren demanded.

      “He? He who? Oh, Dr. Akin? We switched doctors.”

      “Thank God for that!” She glared at Trip. “I told you he was a loser. Fucking dinosaur.”

      “Anyway,” I continued, “we switched to a new OB/GYN. And Kara recommended a psychiatrist. She’s also a she. So we have a bunch of female doctors now.”

      “About fucking time,” Wren muttered.

      “The psychiatrist prescribed an antidepressant and an appetite stimulant. She’s starting to eat—”

      “She looks like one of those refugees on CNN!”

      “Babe, let him finish,” Trip said.

      “Why? He’s not doing his fucking job! He—”

      “He loves her too. As much as we do. More.”

      “You don’t!” Wren sneered. “You never did. You only like her ’cause she ‘sucks a mean dick’!”

      He sighed and kept his temper in check.

      “Are you ready to listen?” I said to Wren.

      She gestured impatiently.

      “She’s starting to eat again,” I said. “And she’s sleeping through the night. The doctor gave her pills for that, too. The antidepressants will take some time, but I’ve seen some little improvements already. And we’ve been to a therapist. She doesn’t like it, but I told her she doesn’t have a choice.”

      Wren squeezed her eyes shut and nodded. After a moment she wiped her cheeks. Her temper had finally begun to abate. Now she was just worried about her friend.

      “We’re going to see her twice a week,” I continued, “until she’s better. I don’t care how long it takes.”

      Wren swallowed hard and then forced a smile. “Thank you.”

      “Why don’t you take a break from work,” Trip said.

      I nodded. I’d been going to ask.

      “I’ll cover for you.” He laughed, a touch bitterly. “I’m an architect too, even if I don’t ever use it.”

      “You’re a good one,” I said.

      “Not as good as you, but I can do the job.”

      “Whitney will help,” I said. “She knows all the projects we’re working on.”

      “Yeah. She’s good. I thought you hired her ’cause of her looks—”

      I shook my head.

      “—but she has a brain too. I wish she was friendlier, but…”

      “Dude,” I said, “she’s a lesbian.”

      “For real? Man, that’s a shame.”

      I felt an irrational stab of annoyance, but it wasn’t the time to lecture him. He was trying to lighten the mood, after all.

      “She’s still in the closet,” I said, “so be cool about it. I don’t think she knows I know.”

      “No problem. That explains a lot, though, now that you mention it.” He shot a glance at Wren and finished quickly, “I mean, yeah, right, she’s good. Anyway, you’d better go. Take care of Christy. My lovely and not-at-all-hormonal wife will kill us both if anything happens to her.”

      “Damn right I will,” Wren said.

      I leaned in to kiss her. “Missy’s beautiful. Congratulations. To both of you.”

      Trip smiled in paternal pride.

      Wren caught my arm before I could leave. She squeezed, part plea, part reassurance.

      “Take care of her,” she said. “Let us know what you need. Anything. And… I’m sorry I lost my temper.”

      “No worries.”

      She smiled. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy’s health continued to improve over the next month. She gained weight and began taking care of herself again. She didn’t like going to the therapist, but I didn’t give her a choice, and the sessions seemed to help.

      She wouldn’t talk about “her troubles,” except to say that she’d had them. To hear her tell it, she’d been a little “out of sorts.” Still, I wasn’t going to complain, especially since I was getting my wife back.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t shake a nagging sense of guilt. A small part of me didn’t want her to get better. I enjoyed spending time with her, but most of all, I enjoyed spending time with the girls.

      Emily was a different child. Laurie had been sweet, but Emily had a temper, so we came to a tacit agreement not to annoy each other. Laurie had gone to sleep easily, but Emily was stubborn, so I rocked her and sang to her. Laurie didn’t mind sleeping in the dark, but Emily hated to be left alone, so I bought her a little froggy night light to keep her company.

      I also put Laurie to bed every night. She liked a story instead of songs. I read to her at first, but then I started making up my own story, about a princess who lived in a tower and didn’t want to leave. But then one night she heard a ruckus downstairs and saw that a pack of pixies had invaded the castle. They were throwing food and making a mess. The princess stomped her foot to make them listen. Then she asked them very politely to play nice and clean up after themselves.

      I picked up the story the following night. The princess decided to explore some of the rooms in the castle. She discovered the library, but an old ogre scared her. She came back the next night and tried talking to him instead of running away. He was a friendly ogre after all, and he taught her the alphabet.

      I continued the story, night after night, and the princess met new friends in the castle. They taught her new things, like how to braid her hair or how to tie her shoes. Sometimes a group of dryads or sprites would make trouble, but the princess always found a way to make them play nice. Sometimes she talked to them. Other times she won a race. One time she even made funny faces until they stopped arguing and listened.

      Laurie hung on every word until I finished for the night. Then she gave me a goodnight kiss, curled up on her side (just like her mother), and closed her eyes. She usually fell asleep in minutes.

      “Now I want to know what happens to the princess,” Christy said one evening when I joined her in the living room. She closed her sketchbook and poured me a glass of wine.

      “You were listening?”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Mr. Raconteur.”

      I smiled and accepted the glass. Then I sank to the couch beside her.

      “I looked it up, you know. Raconteur. Erin isn’t the only one.”

      “What’re you talking about?”

      “Something you said, years ago.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t remember.”

      “No, you’re lucky.” She stared into space and then sighed. “I don’t remember them. My troubles, I mean. I remember you being there, but that’s all. I just have this big brown space where I usually have memories.” She sighed again. “I suppose that’s a good thing. My therapist says it is, but I’m not so sure. Maybe if I remembered better I wouldn’t want more children.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “I can’t help it, though. I know we should stop at two, but…” She exhaled, long and dejected. “Oh, well. We’ll burn that bridge when we get to it. You said that to me once. I remember that just fine, but I can’t remember what you said when we brought Emily home from the hospital. Isn’t that weird?”

      “It’s probably healthy. You weren’t very happy back then.”

      “I know. I’m happy now, though. I like hearing you sing. You’re a little off-key,” she teased with a smile, “but only a little. No one else would notice.”

      “Thank you… I think.”

      “I like listening to your stories, too. I like relaxing and sitting here with my wine and knowing you’ll always be here.”

      “I will.”

      “I know. Only, you need to go back to work.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Soon.” She held up a hand before I could protest. “You can’t protect me forever.”

      “The hell I can’t.”

      “Paul, I’m serious. Sooner or later, I have to do this. Be a mother, I mean. On my own. You’re a wonderful father, and I love having you at home, but you can’t keep avoiding it.”

      “Avoiding what?”

      “Leaving me alone with them.”

      I sipped my wine so I wouldn’t have to answer.

      “I’m not going to hurt them. Or myself.”

      “I know. I never thought—”

      “Yes. Yes, you did. Leah told me.” She let the words hang there. “You have to trust me, Paul.”

      “I do.”

      “Oh, no,” she countered. “You can’t just say ‘I do’ and then expect me to do things your way. We have to compromise. You said it, like, a million times. So, now we’re going to do it.” She paused in case I wanted to object, but she knew I couldn’t.

      “You’re going to go back to work,” she finished, “and I’m going to be a mother. We have to, Paul. Otherwise, this isn’t a marriage, it’s a dictatorship. I signed up for that in bed, but not the rest of the time.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      She lifted my arm and pulled it around her shoulders. She was still too small, but she felt solid for the first time in a long time. She leaned against me and sighed.

      “I love you.”

      I kissed the top of her head. “I love you too.”

      “We’ll get through this.”
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        * * *

      

      In the summer of 1992, Trip began looking for a development partner for our tract of land on Lake Lanier. He found him in September. His name was Douglas J. Trimble, and he was a big-time property developer in the area. He wanted to build a golf course, condos, a country club, and a gated luxury community on the lake itself.

      “I’d love to start right away,” he told us, “but I have this other development I need to finish first. It’s behind schedule, and the architect just quit.”

      Trip had a solution for that, of course. Our company could do the work while we negotiated contracts and drew up plans for the new development.

      “I don’t know if it’s the kind of work you normally do,” Trimble said. “It’s a mixed-use development, condos and retail.”

      “No, I can totally do that,” I said.

      Trip nodded enthusiastically.

      “All right. If you think you can handle it. Besides, we’ll get to know each other while we put together the big deal, the one that’s going to make us all rich. Well, richer. Am I right, boys?”

      “Right!”

      So I started designing boutique shopping centers, restaurant spaces, and several different condo layouts. Trip tried to get the schedule back on track from where the previous architect had left it.

      We had so much work that we stopped accepting new clients for our homebuilding company. Even better, Trimble planned a multi-year development schedule for the Lake Lanier project, so we’d have plenty of work for the foreseeable future. In fact, we’d have to hire more people once we started.

      Trip was excited to be working with a more experienced developer, the mentor he’d never had. Then he saw the sales projections from Trimble’s marketing people.

      “Dude,” he said to me over drinks in his office one evening, “we’re going to be rich. I’m talking millions of dollars. Each. As a matter of fact, we may be talking tens of millions. And that’s just for starters. The golf club and all the associated revenue will be a goldmine!”

      “What about Brett?”

      “Him too. I figure he’ll invest right along with us. C’mon, let’s give him a call.”

      “Sorry, guys,” he said. “My business manager wants me to diversify. He says computers’re big right now. He wants me to invest in some robot company. They talk to each other over the phone or something.”

      We tried to talk him out of it, but probably not as hard as we should’ve. It meant a larger share of the profits for us, after all. So we called Trimble and told him it was just the two of us in the form of our company. His people drew up reams of contracts.

      “They’re pretty standard boys. You know that. I don’t know why we even use ’em. A handshake’s good enough for me. I trust you. But the lawyers insist, so…”

      Trip spent days poring over them. Then we sent them to our own attorney for review. He warned us that he didn’t specialize in real estate law, which should have been our first red flag. Trip said it was okay, since he just wanted a legal opinion and to double-check his own reading. The attorney repeated his caveats and approved the contracts.

      We had a big signing ceremony that looked like a scene out of a movie, with a long boardroom table and a bunch of men in suits. It was exciting and intimidating at the same time, especially when we realized that Trimble had nearly a dozen people on his side. We had two, Trip and me. We hadn’t even thought to bring our attorney.

      “Aw, hell,” Trimble said, “we only need one of these guys. What’m I paying the rest of you for? Go on back to your offices. Send in the Notary and let’s start making some money. Am I right, boys?”

      “Right!”

      Once we signed the contracts, we started investing real money in the new project. Trip and I scraped together everything we could, effectively our life savings. It was an impressive amount. Some came right back to us in the form of deposits for work we planned to do, but most of it went into the general project fund to pay for surveys, impact studies, and preliminary site work.

      Trimble knew exactly what we needed, and he had the connections to make everything happen. Trip and I were so eager that our first setback barely even registered.

      “Boys, I have a problem,” Trimble said. “And I’m almost embarrassed to admit it, but I feel I should tell you up front before you find out on your own. I don’t want you to think I’m hiding anything. It’s about the money.”

      Trip and I looked at each other in concern. It should’ve been our second red flag, but we didn’t see any need to panic just yet.

      “My little project is finally on schedule, thanks to your hard work.” Trimble smiled at Trip before he continued, “But the damn bank won’t release any of the funds from escrow. Don’t worry,” he assured us, “the current investments from you boys are enough to keep things moving until I shake loose my own capital.”

      We breathed a sigh of relief. But then Trip saw an opportunity.

      “Well, since we’re having to wait on you” he said, “we’re exposed to more risk up front. More risk, more reward. Shouldn’t we have a larger share of the final development?”

      Trimble winced. “I was afraid you’d ask for that, but it’s what I’d’ve done in your position. I’ll be honest, I was hoping you’d stick to the original agreement, but you’re a sharp one. And you have me over a barrel, so…”

      They started negotiating. Trip wanted 60 percent of the country club partnership. Trimble countered with 52 percent, and they eventually agreed on 55.

      Trip was proud of himself, of course, but we should’ve realized it had been too easy. Still, we didn’t have a clue, so we went back to work on the condo and retail project.

      By the time Christmas arrived, we’d done months of work for Trimble but still hadn’t been paid for it. He apologized and promised to call his project manager first thing in the new year. And, he reminded us, we’d have plenty of money coming in once we started getting paid for the work we planned to do for our own project. That should’ve been another red flag, our third or fourth, but we ignored it too. Our eyes were full of dollar signs.

      We started having problems we couldn’t ignore in early 1993. We received payment for some of the work we’d done, but the checks didn’t clear.

      “Dammit,” Trimble swore, “I told them to use the new account. Those checks’re from a project two years ago. Boys, where are you? Right now, I mean. I’m going to have one of my people bring you a personal check. Thirty minutes and you’ll have your money.”

      Sure enough, an assistant arrived with a check. It was for half of the amount of the original checks, and they’d only been a fraction of what he owed us, but the new check cleared the bank. Trip and I relaxed yet again.

      Then we learned that the environmental impact study had found a problem with our land.

      “It’s two problems, actually,” Trip said. “Some damn woodpecker on the Endangered Species list. The other is almost as bad. Seems someone’s been dumping oil and used tires on parts of the land. Cleanup and remediation will cost a fortune.”

      All of a sudden, the color drained from his face.

      “What?”

      “The land. Its value. We’re contractually obligated to sell it to Trimble for the market price. With these environmental problems, the value just went down.”

      “How much?” I asked.

      “A lot. Fifty percent. Um… maybe more.”

      “How much more?” A pit had opened in my stomach.

      “Maybe… I don’t know, but it could be bad.” He thought of something. “Hold on… Trimble doesn’t have to buy the property. We’re only obligated to sell it if the project moves forward.”

      Things started to fall apart pretty quickly at that point. Trimble called in a fury over the environmental report. He’d trusted us. He’d been counting on us. But now he’d have to take a loss on his investment.

      “He never invested a dime!” I raged after we hung up. “What about us? We sank our life savings into this project!”

      “I know,” Trip said, but he was worried. “I’ll… figure it out.”

      He didn’t figure it out. Trimble never paid us for the work we’d done on his previous project. The company we’d been dealing with declared bankruptcy. It was only a holding company, we learned. We might recover some of what they owed us, Trip said, but it would take years in court and require money we didn’t have.

      The development company for our new project declared bankruptcy too. It turned out that we didn’t control it. Trimble did as the initial investor, through Series A stock. We looked back at our investment paperwork and discovered that we’d purchased non-voting Series A-1 stock, a subtle but important difference.

      Worse, the money from our investment had all been spent, paid out to companies controlled by Trimble. He and his cronies had effectively stolen every dime, and it had all been legal.

      The cherry on our swindle-sundae arrived in the form of a purchase demand for the tract of land. We were obligated to sell it at market price. It was effectively worthless because of the environmental problems. We were staring down the barrel of a total loss, all because we’d trusted Trimble.

      Nana Choate saved us. Not with any money, but with her gift in trust. We’d formed a partnership when we’d bought the land, and the partnership was the legal owner. Trip and I had signed the contracts with Trimble on behalf of our homebuilding company, but it didn’t own the land. They were the same in our mind, but not legally, and that was the important point.

      So Trimble—excuse me, the scumbag con artist—had slipped up. He couldn’t force Trip and me to sell what our company didn’t own. Still, he tried.

      “I’m sorry, boys,” he said, “I’m gonna need that land.”

      “Good luck getting it,” Trip said.

      “You signed a contract.”

      “I must’ve missed that one. Paul, do you remember signing a contract with the rest of the partners? No? Neither do I.”

      “Boys, I’m sorry it ended like this,” the scumbag said. “I really thought we had a bright future together.”

      “Fuck you, asshole.” Trip stabbed the button and hung up.

      So we kept the land but lost everything else. Even Pyrrhus wouldn’t have called it a victory.
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        * * *

      

      “So… what’re we gonna do?” Christy asked.

      We were sitting in Wren’s steakhouse, and Trip had just finished recounting the whole sordid tale. The details had been excruciating to relive, especially since we’d missed every single red flag. Worse, they were so obvious in hindsight. Trip blamed himself for most of it, but I knew better—I’d agreed with every decision we’d made.

      He repeated Christy’s question, “What are we gonna do? I don’t know. As far as the company goes, we’re almost broke, we don’t have any new work, and we still have to make payroll.”

      “But you and Paul are most of that, right?”

      “Most, but not all. Still, that’s only half the expenses. We have rent, taxes, insurance, and everything else that keeps us afloat.”

      “Oh.” She sighed but then had a thought. “You said taxes. Property taxes too?”

      He nodded.

      “So we’re going to keep the land?”

      “That’s the one bright spot in this whole miserable adventure,” I said.

      Trip nodded and picked up the story. “Seems that Trimble’s people—”

      I cleared my throat. “I want to punch someone when I hear his name. Can we just call him Scumbag from now on?”

      “Fine by me,” Trip said. “Anyway, Scumbag’s guys did the environmental impact study. I talked to a couple of people, and he’s pulled this con before.”

      “What con?” Christy asked.

      “He signs a contract to purchase land for the market price. Then they discover some kind of environmental problem.” He made air quotes. “Sorry, they ‘discover’ a problem, and Scumbag buys the land at a fraction of its previous value. A couple of months later, they ‘discover’ that the problem isn’t a problem after all. It’s basically fraud, but it’s almost impossible to prove.”

      “That fucking asshole,” Wren said in a tone of wonder and outrage.

      “Yep,” I agreed. “He’s also notorious around town for not paying his contractors and subs. We’d never worked with him, so we didn’t know.”

      “Why isn’t he in prison?”

      Trip shrugged. “Money and connections. Part of the good ol’ boy network. He plays it straight with them. He has to. They know his tricks. He only fleeces outsiders and minor-league players like us. And we were lambs to the slaughter.”

      I chuckled to myself at how my mind worked—Trip mixed his metaphors, and that was just wrong. I shook it off and focused on important things instead.

      “We only kept the land because we were lucky,” I said.

      “Very,” Trip agreed.

      “And it might be worth something after all?” Christy said.

      “Yeah,” Trip said. “We don’t have our own report yet, but I suspect they won’t find any woodpeckers or anything else. The money problems are real enough, though. I mean, we’re still broke.”

      “Can’t we just find more money?”

      Trip laughed ruefully. “I wish it was that easy.”

      “Then… how’re we going to live?”

      “We have enough to live,” I told her. “And we have money in the bank. Not much, but enough. I mean, we didn’t put all our eggs in the same basket.”

      “And we have some money coming in to the company,” Trip agreed. “We haven’t wrapped up some projects we started before Trim— Scumbag. They aren’t enough, though.”

      “We could try to find more,” I said, but he shook his head.

      “I think we burned a few bridges when we started turning away clients. And… to be honest, I don’t know if I want to keep doing what we’re doing.”

      Wren touched his hand in support.

      “I mean, I’m not a businessman. Yeah, I took some Business classes, but that’s it. I don’t have a degree or anything. And I think Scumbag showed that I don’t have what it takes to succeed in business.”

      “You were doing fine,” I told him, and Wren silently agreed. Even Christy gave an enthusiastic nod. She was a little more chipper than I thought the situation deserved, but I wasn’t going to object.

      “I guess,” Trip said gloomily, “but we were easy pickings for the first crook who came along. We could’ve just written a check for our life savings instead of going through… all that!”

      “Why don’t you just learn more about business?” Christy said.

      It was such a naïve question that I thought Trip would laugh. I certainly wanted to, but I didn’t know if I’d be able to stop.

      “I know you think I’m crazy,” she continued, “but God has a plan for us.”

      Trip laughed derisively. “God wanted us to get fleeced?”

      “God wants us to grow and prosper.”

      “Out of the mouths of babes.”

      “I’m telling you, He has a plan,” she insisted. Then she quoted, “I know that Thou canst do all things, and that no purpose of Thine can be thwarted.” She let the words hang in the air. “That’s Job speaking, by the way, and he had a pretty rough time before he saw the truth. So I’m telling you, God wants us to move forward.”

      “She’s right.” Wren and Christy shared a sideways look.

      The attitude at the table had begun to change. We’d been gloomy before, but Christy lightened the mood for everyone.

      “Okay, what is it?” I said. “The plan, I mean.”

      She pursed her lips with a smile. “You know us so well.”

      “I musta missed something,” Trip said. “What’s going on?”

      “Our lovely wives have been conspiring behind our backs,” I said.

      “‘Conspiring’ is such a harsh word,” Wren said.

      “Semantics.”

      She grinned, unrepentant. “Let’s say we’ve been… planning.”

      “Then tell us.”

      “Let’s order some after-dinner drinks,” she said. “And Christy needs some dessert. You’re still too thin, my love.”

      “Can I have two?” she asked hopefully.

      “It’s a restaurant!” Wren laughed. “They’ll keep bringing you food until we ask them to stop!”

      “Oh. In that case, may I have some more mushrooms? They were yummy. And a side of haricots verts. Oh, and a piece of peanut butter pie!”

      Wren couldn’t help but chuckle. “Anything else, my love?”

      “Hold on,” I said in alarm. “You aren’t pregnant, are you?”

      Christy’s brow knitted. “I don’t think so. Why?”

      “Mushrooms, green beans, and peanut butter?” I said.

      “Oh, that! No, I’m not pregnant. I’m just hungry. Starving, actually. That was a long story. And… um…” She glanced meaningfully at her empty wineglass.

      “What would we do without you?” Wren chuckled.

      “Have more food for ourselves,” Trip joked.

      “You aren’t hurting,” she said with a pointed glance at his middle. He had the beginning of a paunch. “You could stand to spend some time with Paul at the gym.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “I mean it,” she said. “You don’t think I’m doing Cindy Crawford just for me, do you?”

      “When did you start doing Cindy Crawford?” he laughed. “And why haven’t you shared?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I mean the workout tape.”

      “Oh, right. I knew that.”

      “Uh-huh,” she said dubiously. “Back to the gym? Or you can start doing Cindy Crawford?”

      “There’s only one way I wanna do Cindy Crawford,” he said, “and it doesn’t involve a videotape.” He thought about it. “Then again, maybe we could make one of those movies. Ow! Ow! I take it back. Stop!”

      Wren glared playfully and made another pinching motion.

      “I’ll go back to the gym,” he promised.

      “Good. Now, let’s order. Then we’ll tell you what we’re thinking.” She raised her eyes. Everyone who worked at the restaurant knew who she was, and she’d barely begun to scan the room before the waiter appeared.

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Will you please bring us a bottle of Rémy XO? Four glasses, and coffee for my husband. He still has to drive.”

      “Of course.”

      She nodded toward Christy, who beamed in anticipation. My little Sunshine could light up a room when she was in a good mood. And she was always in a good mood when food was involved.

      “…sautéed mushrooms,” Wren was saying, “the haricots verts, and a piece of peanut butter pie. The rest of us will share a molten chocolate lava cake.”

      “Right away, ma’am. Anything else?”

      Christy cleared her throat softly.

      “Yes?” Wren chuckled.

      “Um… you said I could have two. Desserts, I mean.”

      “Of course!” She gestured for Christy to order.

      “May I have a chocolate lava cake too?”

      The waiter didn’t even bat an eye, although he clearly wondered where Christy planned to put it all.

      “Oh, my love…,” Wren sighed in amusement.

      “What?” Christy complained. “You said it’s a restaurant. You said they’ll keep—”

      “I know, I know! And they will. I just wish I had your metabolism.” She nodded to the waiter, who turned and headed toward the bar.

      “Okay,” I said into the vacuum left by his departure, “tell us about these plans of yours.”

      Wren took a moment to compose her thoughts, and Christy couldn’t hide her excitement.

      “Well, I’ve been talking to a headhunter,” Wren said. She added quickly, “I didn’t call him. He called me.”

      “Go on,” Trip said.

      “Well, it seems that a certain sporting goods company is looking for someone to handle PR and athlete endorsements. My name came up, and they…”
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        * * *

      

      I celebrated my thirtieth birthday in a mild funk. I felt middle-aged, even though I wasn’t. Still, I wasn’t in the same physical condition as the twenty-year-olds at the gym, and I didn’t recover as quickly after a hard workout.

      In the career department, I’d been forced to close a successful business and had lost a lot of money because of poor decisions. Granted, we’d been scammed by a con man, but that didn’t make it any easier to stomach. Also, I wasn’t entirely sure what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. We had a plan, but it wasn’t what I thought I’d be doing at thirty.

      On the plus side, my sex life was better than ever. Christy and I had more distractions in our lives, but we hadn’t lost the spark in the bedroom. Our little swinging group was fun too, especially when Brooke, Erin, or Renée came to visit. Christy herself was more beautiful than the day we’d met, and a couple of children had filled out her slender curves. She was still petite, but no one would ever mistake her for a teenage boy.

      And finally, I had two beautiful daughters. Laurie was an absolute joy. She was bright and cheerful, and she had Christy’s physical grace. Emily was a joy in a different way. She was more like me, in that she analyzed the world around her. She was far more stubborn, but I loved her determination as much as Laurie’s easygoing nature.

      All in all, I couldn’t have asked for better children or a lovelier wife. I even decided that our business troubles and career setbacks were temporary. We would learn from our mistakes and come back better than ever.

      So, maybe thirty wasn’t so bad after all.
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      We officially closed our company doors on July 31, 1993, three years after we’d opened them. We didn’t have any unpaid creditors, and our office lease was up, so we didn’t even have to declare bankruptcy. Our attorney simply filed the forms to dissolve the company. It was depressingly simple.

      We managed to salvage more money than we thought, but not enough to maintain our current lifestyles. Fortunately, we didn’t need to. We had other plans.

      Wren had accepted the job with the big sporting goods company. It was a huge step and an opportunity to work for a national brand. Trip was proud of her, which was understandable (we all were), but he was proud of himself too.

      “Hey,” he boasted, “I’m putting my own career on hold for my wife’s.”

      I didn’t point out that it was our own fault that our careers were on hold, or that the next few years would actually advance them quite a bit. But in a way he was right. We had decided on the current plan because of Wren’s job offer. Christy had been all for it, of course. She was excited to live near her nana.
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        * * *

      

      We sold our houses and three of our cars in the summer of 1993. Trip was sorry to part with his fancy BMW, but we kept Wren’s smaller one. It was paid for and more practical. Besides, she’d be doing most of the driving after we moved. We sold or gave away a bunch of furniture, too, since we wouldn’t have room for everything. We stored some art and other things in the garage at my parents’ house, but not enough to inconvenience them. Then we packed the rest of our belongings into a single U-Haul truck and moved to Boston.

      Wren started her job with the big company and loved everything about it. She came home after the first week and announced that she’d be working with a Who’s Who list of professional athletes. Even I recognized most of the names. And Trip nearly wet himself when she told him that sometimes her duties would include public appearances with said athletes.

      “I might need you to tag along,” she said to Trip, almost casually, “if your schedule allows.”

      I didn’t need the Psychic Friends Network to know that his schedule would definitely allow.

      He and I started new jobs as well. Laszlo had made a few calls on our behalf, and his name still opened a lot of doors in Boston. We went to work for a midsize A&E firm that needed experienced architects for several short-term contracts.

      We’d only be doing project management, not design, but a job was a job. Besides, we didn’t intend to stay forever. We simply needed something to pay the bills until we could put phase two of our plan into action.
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        * * *

      

      Christy spent most of her days being a full-time mom to our kids and a nanny to Wren and Trip’s. The two older ones went to preschool in the mornings, while Christy and the younger girls had adventures at home and around the neighborhood.

      They spent afternoons in the apartment. Christy picked up Laurie and Davis, fed everyone snacks, and put them all down for a nap. Then she went to work.

      She didn’t have a proper studio, but we’d created one in the corner of the living room. She couldn’t work in metals or stone like she wanted, but her sketchbooks were full of designs and ideas.

      Then she found a local artist collective with a kiln, and she began sculpting porcelain figurines, everything from cute little animals to larger statuettes of dancers. The collective sold them in its gallery, and they practically flew out the door.

      She even started taking commissions. One sweet little old lady paid her to sculpt a life-size statue of her favorite terrier, long since deceased. Another lady wanted a series of custom dolls for her grandchildren, not deceased.

      She even did a nude statuette for a woman about our age who wanted a gift for her very rich and much older boyfriend. He liked it so much that he made a couple of cautious inquiries and then commissioned several erotic pieces.

      “Oh my gosh, Paul,” Christy said one evening. “Yvonne posed for an hour today and didn’t stop masturbating the whole time. She came, like, a dozen times.”

      I thought it was probably closer to half that, but my eyes still widened in alarm. Not because the woman had had so many orgasms, but because our daughters and two other children had been asleep in the next room.

      “What about the kids?” I said as calmly as I could.

      “I know, right!” Christy agreed. “I was scared one of them would wake up and come out.”

      “Listen,” I said, “I don’t mind you taking a commission like this, but—”

      “I can’t do the sketches at home. Not anymore.”

      “Exactly,” I said in relief. “Maybe do them at her house next time? In the evening, I guess. I’ll watch the girls. Hold on… I don’t know if I want you going to some strange couple’s house by yourself.”

      “Oh, no. Her boyfriend is married. He lives with his wife. Yvonne has her own place. She can pose there. We talked about it, and she apologized for getting carried away. She totally understood.”

      “Good,” I said. “And good that she has her own place.”

      “Yeah. And… um… maybe I won’t go alone.”

      “Oh?”

      “Well, we were talking last time—when I did her first statue, I mean, the nude—and she said he’s impotent. Her boyfriend, I mean. Something about his heart and medication. Or his blood pressure. I don’t remember.” She waved away the details.

      “Anyway, he can’t get it up,” she continued. “So he likes to watch her masturbate. That’s why he wants these statues. They’re normal nudes from the top, but she’s playing with herself when you look underneath.”

      “Ah. Makes sense.”

      “Yeah. And he likes to watch her do other things. Sex things.”

      My eyebrows twitched with a question.

      “She dropped a couple of hints when we were talking. Today, I mean.”

      “Why would she do that?” I was fairly sure I knew the answer, and Christy confirmed it.

      “Um… because she saw a couple of sketches of you? Nudes, I mean. Don’t get upset,” she added quickly. “But… I might’ve accidentally-on-purpose left my sketchbook open where she could see. I can’t help it! You’re totally sexy, and I like showing you off.”

      “You know,” I chuckled, “usually guys show off their wives, not the other way around.”

      “So sue me, Mr. Good for the Goose. Besides, I wanted her to see you, especially after all her hints. And… um… I might’ve said we have an open relationship.”

      I sighed. “Even though we don’t?”

      “I know. Sorry. Only, it’s easier than saying we’re swingers. Besides, Yvonne isn’t like that.”

      “What about her boyfriend?”

      “Ew, gross. He’s old! No. Just… no.”

      “I’m surprised you still sleep with me,” I teased. “I’m getting pretty old.”

      “Now you’re just being silly. You’re even handsomer than when I first met you. It isn’t fair, either. I get older and more wrinkled, and you get sexier.”

      “You aren’t old or wrinkled.”

      “I have lines around my eyes. And my mouth. I’m sure it’s from sucking your cock all the time. Anyway, stop changing the subject.”

      I pursed my lips in a grin.

      “We’re talking about Yvonne,” Christy continued, “and how her boyfriend likes to watch.”

      “Hold on… Why’re you doing this? Is it because you want to sleep with her?”

      “No! Only, maybe I do. But I know it isn’t going to happen. She doesn’t mind masturbating in front of me, but she’s an exhibitionist, not bi. My radar’s never gone off with her. She’s strictly into men.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “And her boyfriend likes to watch her have sex with other men?”

      “Uh-huh. And I thought—”

      “I know what you thought.”

      “I wouldn’t mind. As long as I can watch too. And maybe join in? I think Yvonne would like that. Double-teaming you, I mean. She’s pretty wild. Sexually, I mean.”

      “What about her boyfriend?” I asked. “You don’t mind him watching?”

      “No, of course not. Besides, he can’t do anything. He can’t get it up. Remember? I told you—”

      “He might want to do other things. Like go down on you.”

      Christy wrinkled her nose and shivered in mock revulsion. “No, thank you.”

      “You really want to do this?” I asked. “Fool around with Yvonne?”

      “I… think so. I don’t want things to get boring. With us, I mean, you and me.”

      “Not possible,” I chuckled. “You don’t do boring.”

      “So you’ll do it? Have sex with Yvonne, I mean.”

      I feigned resignation, “If you insist.”

      She beamed. “I thought you’d see it my way.”

      “Did I have any choice?”

      “No, of course not. You never do. Not really.”
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        * * *

      

      Once Trip and I settled into our jobs, we started working on phase two of our plan. He wanted to get an MBA, and he’d convinced me to get an MArch. And, of course, he didn’t have his sights set on just any schools. Oh, no. He wanted a degree from Harvard, while he and Laszlo had convinced me to apply to MIT. (To be fair, it wasn’t a hard sell.)

      So I began studying for the GRE, while Trip did the same for the GMAT. We asked for letters of recommendation from friends and former colleagues, and we called for our undergraduate transcripts. In addition, I had to assemble a portfolio of my work and write an essay about my goals as an architect. I dug deep and went back to something I’d done almost a decade earlier.

      I’d always been fascinated by traditional Japanese building techniques, especially their use of natural materials. I argued that we should be using wood as a structural element instead of just a decorative one, especially in larger buildings. It was a renewable resource that would play a key role as we moved toward more sustainable designs, ones that didn’t contribute to acid rain or the hole in the ozone layer.

      I finished with a bold assertion, that architects should focus on social responsibility as we approached the new millennium. We needed to place an emphasis on people and the environment rather than profits and costs. We only had one Earth, and we had a duty to protect it for everyone, not just the privileged few who could afford to live in glass skyscrapers.

      “Wow, this is good,” Trip said when he read it. “Do you really believe any of this stuff?”

      “I believe every word of it.”

      “Aren’t you a do-gooder, Mother Paul,” he chuckled. “And when did you become a tree-hugger?”

      “Hey, what’s the matter with that?” Christy glared defiantly.

      “Yeah,” Wren agreed, “there’s nothing wrong with hugging the occasional tree.”

      “Oh, for sure,” Trip said. Then he grinned at me. “It’s a good thing I’m the practical one.”

      I started to reply when five-year-old Davis thundered down the stairs and into the room.

      “Mom, make Dookie-bird stop,” he complained. “She won’t let me play my game. She keeps standing in front of the TV.”

      Wren gave Trip a withering look. This is your fault, her glare said. Then she returned her attention to her son. She forced a smile, but it held enough of a threat that I immediately felt sorry for the kid. I’d been on the receiving end of that look, and it wasn’t fun.

      “Davis,” she said calmly, “if I hear you call your sister ‘Dookie-bird’ one more time, you’ll lose your Nintendo for an entire month. That’s four whole weeks. Thirty days. Do you understand?”

      “But—!”

      “I don’t care. She’s your sister. Her name is Missy.”

      Davis glared sullenly.

      “Now it’s your turn,” she said, polite and thoroughly ominous. “Say it. Missy.”

      “But—!”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “Missy,” he said, but his pout practically shouted that he didn’t have to like it.

      “We’d better get ours and go,” I said. “It’s their bedtime soon.”

      Christy’s eyes flashed. “Ooh, princess time.”

      “What’s this?” Wren asked. Then she bent to Davis and said, “Go check on Emily and your sister.” She prompted him with the eyebrow.

      “Missy.”

      “Good. And please tell Laurie that her mommy and daddy said it’s time to go.”

      He nodded and ran back up the stairs.

      “What’s this?” Wren repeated as she stood. “Princess time?”

      “You know,” Christy said. “I told you. Remember? The princesses and their tower…?”

      “Oh, that’s right! What’s the adventure tonight?” she asked me.

      “They moved to a new tower, and the oldest princess misses her friends. She has to make new ones.”

      “Good luck with that,” Trip chuckled.

      I shrugged. “The old ogre from the library came with them. And the beautiful queen of the water fairies. They’ll help.”

      Wren rolled her eyes when she realized who I was talking about.

      “You should write this down,” Trip said. “You could sell it as a book.”

      “He’s right,” Wren said.

      “Nah. It’s just something I tell my girls,” I said. “No one wants to read my silly stories.”

      “Whatever,” Trip said, but he’d already moved on. “Leave a little early in the morning? I wanna take our applications by the schools and submit them in person.”

      “Mmm. You wanna go to the gym with me after work?”

      “Um… no?”

      Wren did the eyebrow thing.

      He laughed. “I can’t believe that works on me too.”

      “Like father, like son,” she said, faux-sweet.

      “You won’t beat me up?” he asked me suspiciously.

      “Ha! No. They have regular weights and machines. You don’t have to get in the ring if you don’t want to.”

      “That’s a relief. I don’t wanna mess up this pretty face.”

      “Oh, boy, here we go,” Christy said. Then she flashed a grin at Wren. “C’mon, I’ll help you clean up. I’m sure the girls have everything out again.”

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

      “I suppose,” Christy laughed. “Now we just have to teach them to put it all back!”
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        * * *

      

      Between the kids, work, and the occasional horny client, Christy was the happiest she’d been in years. So I probably shouldn’t have been surprised when she started hinting about a third baby. I was happy with two, but she wanted more, which made sense—we both wanted what we’d grown up with.

      We didn’t exactly argue about it, but the issue never completely went away. My demure and submissive wife didn’t issue ultimatums, but she was too stubborn to concede defeat. She tried subtlety instead. After all, it had worked before, hadn’t it?

      She began pointing out other couples with babies. At night she lamented that Laurie and Emily were growing up so fast. She mentioned several times how we might need a bigger house when we moved back to Atlanta.

      I had fun teasing her and playing dumb for a while, but then she enlisted her parents’ help when they came to Boston for the holidays.

      “Do you ever wish you had a son?” Anne asked on Christmas Eve.

      Christy and I had come with the girls to spend the night in Nana C.’s enormous house. They were all safely out of earshot in the living room, counting presents under the Christmas tree. Harold, Anne, and I were relaxing in the dining room with drinks after dinner.

      “Of course not,” I said. “I love having daughters.”

      “What’s not to love?” Harold agreed. “But… you need someone to carry on your name.”

      “Ah,” I said, “so you’re in on it too?”

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

      Anne dispensed with pretext altogether. “She’s our daughter. What did you expect?”

      “Besides, you know we’d love more grandkids,” Harold said.

      “Why?” I laughed. “You already have more than a dozen!”

      “But we could use a few more. For the football,” he said with a completely straight face. “At Thanksgiving.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Think about it,” he said.

      “We’d love a little Paul Junior,” Anne agreed.

      Christy recruited my own parents next. They called to say Happy New Year and to talk to the girls.

      “They’re growing up so quickly,” my mother said. “We love them both, but we’d love a grandson too, you know.”

      “To carry on the family name,” my father added from the background. It had become a consistent theme.

      “Have you thought about it?” Mom asked.

      “Why?” I said flippantly. “Everyone else is doing it for me.”

      “You can’t blame Christy. She grew up in a large family. Besides, like your dad said, she wants someone to carry on the family name.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Three kids aren’t any more work than two,” Mom added. “I’m the youngest of three. And the best, if I do say so myself.”

      “And you do!” I laughed.

      “She is!” my dad agreed from the background.

      “You’re biased,” she told him. To me, “Just think about it, honey. And talk to Christy.”

      “I already know what she’s going to say.”

      “Then maybe you should listen?”

      Our friend Renée came to visit at the end of January. She was freshly divorced from Olivier, and she needed to get away from France for a couple of weeks. She’d always been a hedonist at heart, and she simply wanted to enjoy herself with mindless diversions like shopping and sex. So I was a bit surprised when she mentioned children.

      We’d gone to church together and eaten brunch at her hotel. At the moment we were strolling across Boston Common. It was a blustery and cold afternoon, and the pale sun did little to warm us.

      The girls were bundled in matching pink parkas. They ran ahead. Laurie stopped and looked back, while Emily kept going with a two-year-old’s speed and determination. Christy called out, but she didn’t stop.

      “That girl,” Christy muttered. “She’s going to be the death of me.” She called out again and ran after her.

      “Your little girls are precious,” Renée said as we watched Christy chase down Emily, who’d finally stopped, although she refused to come back.

      “Mmm,” I agreed.

      “Why do you not have more children?” Renée asked. “A man like you needs a son.”

      I glanced at her sideways and decided to turn the question around.

      “Why don’t you have children?” I asked.

      “And spoil my figure? Pah! Besides, I am divorced now, and not likely to marry again.”

      “You could still have children.”

      “Are you volunteering?” she teased. “To be ze father?” She laughed at my expression. “Non, mon cher. I know you are not.” She nodded at Christy and the girls. “But zey need a brother.”

      “Why? You’re an only child.”

      “But I always wanted one. A little brother. When I was growing up.”

      “We’ll see,” I said vaguely.

      “Mmm. But do not wait too long. Christy is not patient, not like me.” She looped her arm through mine, and we walked in silence for several moments. “You need a son,” she repeated firmly. “Vraiment. He will be strong and handsome, like his father.”

      Perhaps my favorite hint came from Nana C. She asked me to stop by her house on the way home from work one day. She had Valentine’s cards and candy for the girls. She also had a couple of choice observations. One was a subtle hint. The other bordered on risqué.

      “You know,” she said, “I always said that Christine was the daughter Anne deserved. She was such a headstrong child.”

      “And now the tables are turned,” I agreed. “Emily’s the child Christy deserves?”

      Nana C. considered her next words carefully. “I’d never say that Emily was sent by God as a punishment—she’s a blessing, to be sure—but I believe He has a sense of humor about these things.”

      “No kidding. She drives Christy crazy.”

      Nana C. gave me a long look. Her eyes were darker than Christy’s but just as piercing and intelligent.

      “I think He’d send you a son to make you proud,” she said.

      “I’m proud of my daughters.”

      “Mmm, yes. But a man needs a son.” She smiled fondly. “He’d favor you. And it would make Christine happy.”

      “I’m starting to get that message.”

      Her eyes twinkled. “Are you starting to listen?”

      “Maybe. But I’m stubborn too.”

      “Yes, but you’re a man. You can’t possibly be as stubborn as a woman.”

      “Ask my wife what she thinks of that.”

      The old woman laughed before she turned serious again. “Christine takes after us, you know, her mother and me.”

      “Oh?”

      “We both enjoyed being pregnant. I rejoiced on my knees. Anne too. I’m sure Christine will do the same.”

      I started to nod innocently until I pictured what she’d said—Christy on her knees, “rejoicing.” My eyes flew wide and my cheeks must have glowed.

      Prim and proper, my ass, I thought archly.

      Nana C. knew exactly what she was doing, and she laughed at my reaction. Then she gathered the candy and cards for the girls.

      “Give them hugs and kisses for me,” she said. “And think about what I said.”

      “Oh, I will,” I promised.

      Christy didn’t say a thing when I came home. She had accomplices for that, and her message had come through loud and clear. She wanted another baby, and a son would do nicely. Chop-chop, Mr. Husband, time to get with the program.
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        * * *

      

      Trip and I received our acceptance letters to Harvard and MIT. Our boss had known all along that we planned to go back to school, but he was still disappointed when we told him the news. He wished us well, though, and made sure we had work until the last week of August.

      Trip started class the next day, and I began about a week later. I suffered the usual first-day jitters, although I settled down and relaxed fairly quickly. Then I took some time to look around, and I realized that my fellow students looked like kids. I didn’t feel old, but the current crop of undergrads were all ten years younger, children of the seventies.

      Fortunately, no one mistook me for a professor. Many of them had earned their tenure about the time I’d taken my first steps. Worse, some of them looked the part, like they hadn’t changed their wardrobes or hairstyles since the Carter administration. I didn’t look like a grunge college student, but at least my style had come from the current decade.

      Class itself was a different experience from the campus at large. The Master of Architecture was absurdly selective, only twenty-five students in each class. It was a three-year program for students fresh from their Bachelor’s degree, but people with real-world experience (like yours truly) entered the second year curriculum. So about a third of my classmates were like me, men and women who were licensed architects that had decided to return to school.

      I enjoyed the program and wasn’t surprised that several of my professors were friends with Laszlo. And because of my connection with him, I enjoyed a lot of automatic goodwill and respect. I called him on a semi-regular basis to give him updates. He and his wife had never had children of their own, and his favorite students filled the void. He kept tabs on about a dozen of us, including Diana Lamberton.

      She and I talked as well, but not like we had when I’d worked for her. We were equals now, colleagues separated by years and miles but united by a common experience. She told me about her projects and life in Knoxville. She was married now and thinking about children. I told her about mine, along with my projects and life in Boston. She and I didn’t have the same relationship I had with Trip, but it was definitely on the same level.
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        * * *

      

      Susan Renée Hughes blessed us with her presence on a balmy Sunday in December 1994. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, even red-faced and slightly confused. She wasn’t grumpy or even suspicious. She was our first baby with dark hair, and she looked back at me like she couldn’t understand why we were the same. Then she sighed and decided I was probably okay, especially if I looked like her.

      Nana C. moved to my side and smiled at the little girl. I knew a hint when I felt it, but I wasn’t ready to give up my newest daughter. Still, I couldn’t exactly say no to an octogenarian force of nature who wanted to hold her great-granddaughter.

      “Would you like to…?” I offered.

      She reacted with almost convincing surprise. “Oh, may I?”

      I slid Susie into her arms.

      “Oh, how precious. She looks just like you.” She smiled down at the little girl and cooed, “You were supposed to be a boy, but we’re glad you aren’t.”

      Susie screwed up her face and looked like she wanted to cry. Then she caught sight of me and settled immediately.

      Nana C. laughed softly. “She’s going to be a daddy’s girl.”

      “I think they all are.”

      “Mmm. And whose fault is that?”

      Later that evening, after everyone had left, Christy’s doctor returned to check on her. I made a point to tell him about her history of postpartum depression.

      “Why’s this the first time I’m hearing about it?” he chided her gently. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Most women experience some form of baby blues. It’s natural.”

      Christy glared at me, but it bounced off my armor.

      “This is a bit more than ‘baby blues,’” I said. Then I described some of what we’d gone through after Laurie and Emily. The doctor listened and nodded gravely.

      “Your hormones might take a while to find their balance,” he said to Christy. “And untreated depression is bad for you. It’s bad for your baby, bad for your husband, and bad for your other daughters.”

      “What do you recommend?” I asked for both of us.

      “Let’s just keep an eye on things,” he said. “Postpartum depression can be unpredictable. It can happen with every child or only one. The second but not the first, for instance. Or the first two and not the third. It can take a few weeks or even a few months to manifest. And it may not ever. Her body and hormones may recover naturally, and this will be the last time we worry about it.”

      “Well, just in case…” I told him about the counseling and medication after Emily.

      “I’m not crazy,” Christy grumped. “I don’t need drugs to be normal.”

      “No one said you’re crazy,” the doctor said reasonably. “If a medication helps, it isn’t a mental problem—it’s a chemical imbalance. You’d take medication if you had high blood pressure, wouldn’t you?”

      “I suppose, but—”

      “Or insulin if you had diabetes?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “This is the same. If you suffer from depression, many times it’s a chemical in the brain that causes it. Sometimes it isn’t, which is why we recommend counseling too.”

      Christy pouted mulishly.

      “Keep an eye on her,” the doctor said to me. “If she suffers from”—he listed a number of symptoms I was all too familiar with, as well as several we hadn’t experienced, thank God—“make an appointment with my office. And here’s my pager number.” He took out a business card and wrote on the back. “Any time, day or night.”

      I nodded gratefully and pocketed the card.

      He leaned in to meet Christy’s eyes. “Your physical and mental health are just as important as your baby’s. You can’t care for her if you don’t care for yourself first. Now, I don’t think we should worry just yet, but let’s schedule more frequent checkups once you leave the hospital, hmm?”

      He glanced at me to make sure I was onboard, and I was, a million-billion percent.

      “Why’d you tell him?” Christy griped after he’d gone.

      “Because I’m not going to watch you suffer. Not for six months or six minutes. Not in silence, not at all.”

      “I’m not crazy.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t need pills, either.”

      “Maybe not,” I conceded. “But if you do, you’re going to take them.”

      “You can’t make me.”

      “I can, and I will.”

      Her mood changed abruptly, and she began to cry. “I’m not crazy.”

      I slid my arms around her and rocked her gently.

      “I’m not crazy,” she repeated like a small child. “I’m not. I’m not crazy.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy made it almost six weeks. The normal baby blues passed and she seemed fine, but she was lying to us and lying to herself. I missed the signs at first, since they happened so gradually. I was also busy with a project for school, so I saw what I wanted to see.

      When I finally started putting the pieces together, I realized that Christy had sunk into a funk. She suffered from mood swings, insomnia, and irritability. She drank more, and she cried at night. She started watching home shopping networks again, and she bought things until I canceled her credit card. She argued or sulked, sometimes both at once.

      Worst of all, she didn’t seem interested in Susie. I had to remind her to nurse, and I changed Susie’s diapers and gave her baths more than Christy did.

      Wren saw what was happening, but she couldn’t do much to help. She had to work during the day and was usually worn out at night. Trip was too busy even to lend moral support. Harvard MBA students were the cream of the crop, and he was struggling for the first time in his life.

      At least Wren’s salary allowed them to hire a real nanny for their own kids, although it was a blessing and a curse. Christy’s life was easier with only our children to look after, but she loved Wren’s kids and felt like a failure because she couldn’t take care of them too.

      I nearly killed myself trying to do everything for us on my own. I stopped going to the gym and went grocery shopping instead. I kept the older girls busy with coloring books and rocked Susie while I made dinner. I even started doing the laundry so Christy could catch up on her sleep. I felt like Mr. Mom and Mr. Dad, but what else could I do?

      Christy insisted she was fine and would recover if I just gave her time. I gave her two more weeks. Then I called the doctor and took her to the emergency room. I didn’t know what else to do. He prescribed antidepressants and counseling, like Kara’s psychiatrist friend had done. Christy didn’t want to take the pills and didn’t want to see the therapist, but I told her she didn’t have a choice.

      She gradually recovered over the next few months, and things returned to normal, but “normal” was a relative thing. She took care of herself and the girls, but she wasn’t the same as before. The drugs killed her libido, so I had to jerk off in the shower if I wanted any attention. Her artistic urges cratered as well. Her sketchbooks collected dust, and half-finished statuettes sat on the shelf in her little studio corner. She wasn’t quite a robot, but she wasn’t my Sunshine anymore.
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        * * *

      

      I went through my own crisis at the same time, my dark night of the soul. I thought about leaving Christy and even divorcing her. I hadn’t signed up for a sexless marriage or a wife on antidepressant autopilot. I still loved her, but I couldn’t go on like things were.

      Worse, I’d met someone at school. I’d known her from the beginning, but we’d always run in different circles. She was a decade younger and without any real-world experience. But then everything changed when we started working on a project together.

      We connected over the usual things, a love of art and beauty. Our friendship blossomed into something more, something very intense and intimate. We never crossed the line into actual sex, but we both wanted to.

      She fed my ego in addition to my fantasy life. She was young and very pretty. She thought I was brilliant. She was full of life and excited about the future, our future. We didn’t argue about money or kids or anything else. I was miserable at home, but I could forget about my problems when we were together. I could be happy again.

      I lay awake at night, wondering why I stayed in a marriage that was over. It was, wasn’t it? I tried to convince myself to leave, but I couldn’t bear the thought of life without my little girls. Besides, an idealistic part of me wanted to try and fix things with Christy. After all, hadn’t I sworn to love her in sickness and in health? What kind of man would I be if I abandoned her and our daughters at the first sign of trouble? Granted, it wasn’t the first sign, but no one had ever said marriage would be easy.

      I eventually told my female friend that I wasn’t going to leave my wife and family. I loved her and didn’t want to break her heart, but I also loved Christy and our girls. My friend said she respected my decision, although things changed between us. I wanted to stay friends, but she started avoiding me, and I blamed Christy for the emptiness in my life.
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I started seeing a counselor together, a woman named Kay. We also saw her separately, and she helped me realize how angry I was. I blamed Christy for lots of things. Some were her fault and some weren’t, but my anger was a sign of depression.

      “You need an outlet,” Kay said. “One where you can connect with your wife instead of avoiding her. Why don’t you try dancing instead of boxing? You enjoyed it back in college.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “but dancing has a couple of bad memories for Christy.”

      “Do you want to tell me about them?”

      “Not really.”

      “That’s what we’re here for, though, isn’t it?”

      “I suppose.”

      She waited. She was very good at it.

      “I… um… was seeing someone else,” I admitted. “For a couple of months. When Christy and I were first engaged.”

      “Mmm. Go on.”

      “How much has she told you about our lifestyle?” I asked obliquely.

      “The swinging? Enough.”

      “You disapprove?”

      “No, not at all. I think it’s healthy. For you, at least. And… I’ll be honest, I’ve never encountered a couple who’ve made it work. Not long-term like you have. But you and Christy both have a healthy mindset about it. I think it’s one of the strengths you should focus on. But let’s get back to this other woman. Were you actually dating her?”

      “She thought we were.”

      “What about you?”

      “Not at first,” I admitted, “but… yeah, maybe we were.”

      “So it was more serious than just sex.”

      “Yeah.”

      “She was your dance partner?”

      “She was an instructor. But she was also my partner. In more ways than one, I guess.”

      “What happened?”

      I told her the short version of the Terri story.

      “Ah, I see,” Kay said. “So you thought Christy was cheating, and she thought you were.”

      “More or less.”

      “Were you?”

      “In my head…? Not really. But… yeah, maybe. I guess I wondered if Christy was the right choice.”

      “Was she?”

      “What do you think?” I said, a touch sarcastically.

      Kay made a note and then dropped a bombshell. “Would it surprise you that she was excited when I mentioned dancing?”

      “A little, yeah,” I admitted.

      “She wanted me to tell you. I think it would be a good way for you to reconnect, without your daughters. That’s important to couples, to have a life where you aren’t ‘mommy’ and ‘daddy’ all the time.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Christy also needs the activity. She doesn’t do well in situations without physical stimulation.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I said. “You mentioned that in the joint sessions. But that’s your department. She doesn’t do well in any situations at the moment.”

      “I know,” Kay agreed. “I’m going to speak to her physician about reducing her medication. Part of her problem is that she’s ‘on autopilot,’ as you said.” She made a note. “I also think it will help her libido. Your sex life is important to both of you. It’s important to every couple, but you and Christy have a much deeper need for sex than most people.”

      “You can say that again,” I muttered darkly.

      Kay laughed, which wasn’t the reaction I’d expected.

      “What?”

      “Oh… let’s just say that your answer wasn’t the first time I’ve heard it.”

      “Christy said the same thing?”

      “I couldn’t say,” Kay said aloud, but her expression was answer enough.

      “I like how you do that,” I said.

      “Do what?”

      “Skirt the line. Ethically. You can’t tell me what Christy said in confidence, but you can tell me that I already know the answer to my question.”

      “It’s a trick you learn,” Kay admitted. “And I can tell you things if Christy gives me permission.”

      “Like the dancing.”

      She nodded.

      “Anything else?”

      She pursed her lips, and her eyes crinkled with a smile.

      “Well, you have my permission to tell her anything I say. I don’t like hiding things from her. I’ve been doing that too much lately.”

      Kay nodded and made a note.

      “And tell her that I’d love to start dancing again. With her, duh! But you knew that.”

      Kay smiled and suggested, “You can tell her yourself.”

      “Because that’s what couples do?”

      “That’s what couples do,” she agreed.
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        * * *

      

      We found a ballroom dancing group across the river in Beacon Hill. The people were mostly older couples, although a surprising number were single, widows and widowers looking for love. A couple of the older gents even thought they had a chance to score with the mother-daughter duo who ran the group. They didn’t, but I gave them an A for effort.

      Christy and I mostly ignored everyone else. She loved the movement and flow of dancing, and I loved the feeling as she came alive in my arms again. Our relationship didn’t change overnight, but things were definitely headed in the right direction.

      Our sex life started to improve as well, especially after her doctor reduced her antidepressant dosage. We didn’t go back to being teenagers again, but we went from sex once a month, maybe, to once a week and then once a night.

      Kay also agreed when I suggested a vasectomy, although Christy argued. I was happy with the children we had, while she wanted more children.

      “Why don’t you freeze some of your sperm?” Kay suggested. “That might be a good compromise.”

      Christy wasn’t convinced. “What good will that do?”

      “It’s called ‘in vitro fertilization.’” Kay explained the process. “So you can have more children if you decide to later, but you don’t have to worry about birth control now. Your physician thinks that will help with your hormone balance as well.”

      “Besides, we can get back into swinging,” I said, “and I won’t have to worry about getting anyone pregnant.” Kay and I had discussed that part in private, and Christy reacted predictably. She sat forward, her eyes bright.

      “We can start swinging again?”

      I nodded. “Not just with friends, either. We can meet new people if we want… new women.”

      “Like the one who pierced my nipples? Oh my gosh, Paul, you have to meet her. And,” she added coyly, “she has some piercings I want to show you.”

      “Hold on…,” I said, “you want another piercing?”

      “Or two,” Christy agreed.

      I reacted with mild alarm. “Where?”

      Christy glanced at Kay but then lowered her eyes. “Um… can we discuss it later?”

      “Fair enough,” I agreed. Then I had an idea. “Maybe you can get your piercing while I’m healing after the vasectomy.” I didn’t know what she wanted done, but I was fairly sure it would affect our sex life.

      “So we’ll both be out of commission at the same time?” Christy said. “I suppose. Only, I should probably get them done at different times.”

      “Them?”

      “I told you,” she said, “I want two. For… um… different reasons.”

      “Sure,” I agreed vaguely.

      “And… you said we can try swinging with other women?” Christy hinted.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Oh my gosh, you have to meet this one I know from the park. My radar goes off like crazy every time I talk to her. Only, you know how I am. I can’t seduce women like you.”

      Poor Kay had to cover her mouth to hide a smile at Christy’s sudden enthusiasm.

      “Will you do it?” Christy asked earnestly. “Seduce her for me?”

      “Let’s do the other things first,” I chuckled, “but then we’ll see.”

      “Oh, oh! And there’s a woman from church. She’s a lot younger—like, nineteen or twenty—but you should see the way she looks at you. I think she might be like me, only she never had anyone like you to corrupt her properly. She’s…”
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        * * *

      

      The phone rang one day in November 1995, and I answered it.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Paul, it’s Susan.”

      “Susan! Hey, great to hear from you.”

      She’d come to Boston after Susie had been born, but we hadn’t spoken since. And she usually called my mother, not me, so I knew something was up.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “No. It’s Granville. He’s sick. He’s been sick for a while—his liver—but the doctors say it’s time.”

      That sounded ominous. “Time for what?”

      “Time to make him comfortable. For the end.”

      I sat down. I hadn’t thought of Granville in years, but the news still managed to affect me.

      “He asked me to call you,” Susan added. “He wants to see you.”

      “Sure, of course! I’ll fly down. Is tomorrow soon enough? Or should I come tonight?”

      “Tomorrow’s fine. But don’t wait any longer. He doesn’t have long.”

      We talked a few minutes longer, practical arrangements, and then said goodbye.

      Christy stuck her head into the living room. “Who was on the phone?”

      “Susan.”

      “Is everything all right?”

      “What? Oh, yeah, she’s fine. But Granville’s dying.”

      “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. Do we need to visit him?”

      “I do,” I said. “I don’t think you and the girls need to come.”

      “We can—”

      I shook my head. “They’re too young. Besides, they never met him.”

      “You’re probably right. But what about Trip? He might want to see him too.”

      “I doubt it, but I’ll ask him. And if it’s just me, I’m tempted to fly myself instead of commercial. They have a flying club down in Norwood.”

      “Can you still do it? With your license, I mean. It hasn’t expired or anything, has it?”

      “No. And my medical’s still current. I’ll have to check out with an instructor, but that’ll only take an hour. Piece of cake.”

      She grinned.

      “What?”

      “Pilots. You sound just like my dad. My brothers too.”

      “There’s a reason you married me,” I said.

      “You’ll have to remind me. Tonight? After the girls are asleep?”

      “It’s a date.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Or a not-date.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Trip was busy with a project for school, but he’d never been that close to Granville in the first place, so I rented a plane and flew down alone. Susan met me at the airport. She wore jeans and a sweater that showed off her figure, even under a jacket.

      “You look great,” I said, “like a brunette Farrah Fawcett.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled but then frowned in puzzlement. “What made you think of her?”

      “She’s in Playboy this month.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. It just came out. I saw it before I left. And you look better, even in clothes.”

      “I don’t know about that,” she demurred with an easy laugh.

      “You do. Trust me.”

      “Good genes, I guess. My father looked forty until the day he died. I just wish I didn’t feel so old sometimes.”

      “You’re… what? Fifty-five?” I scoffed. “That’s still pretty young. Besides, you’ll always be young in my heart.”

      She rewarded me with a sideways grin. “My, it’s getting thick around here.”

      “I mean it. You look awesome.”

      “And you still say the sweetest things.”

      We shared a smile of genuine warmth. Then she gestured toward her car and started walking. She’d finally traded her trusty old station wagon for a new Jeep Cherokee. It looked exactly like the one I’d bought a decade earlier.

      “Some things never go out of style,” I mused aloud. “Just like some women.”

      I threw my garment bag into the back and climbed into the passenger seat.

      “Not that I mind,” Susan said as she pulled out of the parking lot, “but is there a reason you’re being so appreciative?”

      “Just being polite,” I said. “But… maybe it’s ’cause I realize how lucky I am. I mean, you saw something in me all those years ago.”

      “The constant erection?” she teased.

      “Well, yeah. But I hope it was more.”

      “Oh, it was. I don’t remember the specifics, though. They’re lost to time.”

      “Like everything else,” I agreed. “But still… some things haven’t changed.”

      “Such as?”

      “How I feel about you.”

      “Well, the feeling’s mutual.” She rewarded me with a smile, and we drove in companionable silence until she turned onto the road to town instead of the one that led to Granville’s.

      “He had to sell the big house,” she explained.

      “Why?”

      “Money.”

      “I thought he had family money,” I said. “The Blair fortune. I always assumed…”

      Susan shook her head. “It was mostly gone by the time he inherited, and he always lived beyond his means. He mortgaged the house—twice, as a matter of fact—and he couldn’t afford the upkeep anymore.”

      “That’s too bad,” I said. “I hope the new owner appreciates its history.”

      Susan pursed her lips. “Oh, she does.”

      “Wait… You bought it? Why?”

      “The price was right, although it needed a lot of repairs. And…” She glanced sideways. “I had to renovate it for what I wanted. I hope you don’t mind that I used a local architect. You and Trip were busy in Atlanta.”

      “It’s fine. Did you turn it into a B&B or something?”

      “No, even better. It’s a group home for battered women. Fitting, don’t you think?”

      I chuckled. Granville had never abused women physically, but he was a diehard (and oblivious) member of the patriarchy. His brand of sexism wasn’t a felony or even a misdemeanor, but it was abuse all the same.

      “Truth be told,” Susan said, “I’ll be sorry to see him go. We never saw eye to eye on women’s rights, but he was a good man in many ways.”

      “He was,” I agreed.

      “Still is,” she amended.

      She parked in front of a tidy postwar house that looked like it belonged in rural England more than a small town in South Carolina. Granville’s long-time housekeeper answered the door. Beatrice greeted Susan warmly and then made a fuss over me as she took our jackets.

      “I didn’t believe it when he tol’ me you was coming,” she said in tones of pure molasses.

      “Susan called, and I came,” I said.

      “I bought lemons, jus’ in case. I’ll fetch you a lemonade. Fresh squeezed, like you like. And for you, Mrs. MacLean?”

      “Please, Bea, you’ve known me forty years. It’s about time you call me Susan.”

      “M’yes’m,” Beatrice said without any intention of doing so. “Sweet tea? With a touch o’ lemon?” She made it sound like a question, but she clearly knew what Susan liked.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Bea?” Granville called from the next room. “Show our visitors into the parlor.” His voice was reedy and weak with age, but still full of southern character.

      “Go on in,” Beatrice said. “I’ll bring yo’ drinks.”

      The “parlor” was really the living room of the small house. I suspected that Beatrice kept the master bedroom for Granville and lived in the spare bedroom instead.

      Granville himself looked much the same as I’d seen him last, although his monogrammed shirt was rumpled and stained, and his bowtie was a clip-on. I couldn’t hold it against him, though, since he was confined to a hospital bed. His body matched his voice, thin and weak, and his white hair was limp instead of the mane it had once been.

      Beatrice brought our drinks and then disappeared into the back of the house. Susan and I sat and talked with Granville for an hour, although he did most of the talking. He was still a windbag, still a narcissist. Some things never change, after all. He knew he was dying, though.

      “Cirrhosis,” he said. “I say, I tried to get a transplant up in Charlotte, but they judged I wasn’t a good candidate.”

      “I’m sorry to hear,” I said.

      He waved it away. “I’m too old to change. It’s time for your generation, my boy. Well, yours and Susan’s. Why, I remember when she was just a girl. Now, her father and I…”

      We listened for another half-hour, until Beatrice interrupted.

      “You need to rest a little, Mr. Granville, before you have yo’ dinner.”

      “It’s Wednesday,” he said to us. “Bea’s made pork chops and collard greens, haven’t you, Bea?”

      “M’yessir.”

      “It smells delicious,” Susan said graciously. “We’d love to stay, but Paul’s doing some work for me at home.”

      It was a polite fiction, but Granville nodded like he was my mentor again. Beatrice simply looked grateful. I suspected that his reduced fortune didn’t cover things like groceries for entertaining. We said our goodbyes and promised to visit again.

      Granville wasn’t entirely coherent when we saw him the next day. Still, he smiled when I patted his hand. The hospice nurse arrived while we were there, and she explained in the hall that his liver and kidneys were shutting down. Beatrice wrung her hands as she listened.

      Susan asked, “Is there anything we can do for you?”

      “No’m, but thank you.”

      “Do you have somewhere to go? When the time comes?”

      “This here house,” Beatrice said. “He lef’ it to me in his will.”

      Granville lapsed into unconsciousness that evening and died peacefully in his sleep the following afternoon.

      I felt a sense of loss, but I didn’t shed any mawkish tears. And I certainly didn’t have any illusions that he’d molded me into the man I was today. My parents, Susan, and Joska deserved credit for that. Still, Granville had definitely been a mentor and an ally when I’d needed it most.

      He was a complicated man, difficult to like but impossible to hate. In the end, he’d been my friend, warts and all.
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        * * *

      

      Susan and I spent most of Saturday walking the camp and talking business. She’d become a regular tycoon over the past decade. She’d expanded her hotel and real estate empire, of course, but she’d made even more money in the stock market. She’d invested in computer and tech companies based on her son Doug’s advice, and her investments had paid off, big time. She’d reinvested the profits, and her net worth had snowballed from there.

      The camp itself was a different story. It hadn’t changed much at all, not since Trip and I had done the last major renovation back in the mid-eighties. A local contractor had built six more bungalows at the Retreat, plus a fitness center and laundry, but that had been the only new construction in a decade.

      At least the maintenance was up to code, although I felt a surge of anger when Susan told me about her current manager. The woman had been a plumber before her husband had accused her of being a dyke. He was a Southern Man, by God, and her very existence was a threat to his manhood. So he’d beaten her with a steel pipe and left her for dead. He’d eventually gone to prison for it, while she’d gone through a year of rehab and reconstructive surgery.

      I met her myself and couldn’t decide if she was a lesbian or not. She had a butch haircut and brusque attitude, so maybe she was. Then again, maybe she was straight and blunt, and not interested in redneck assholes with fragile egos. Whatever she was, she was good at her job and loyal to Susan. And whoever shared her bed was lucky to have her.

      Susan and I continued our tour, and she eventually brought up the camp’s future.

      “The problem is,” she said, “visitors have been declining for a decade. Nudists are an aging demographic, while younger families have more options than ever.”

      “No kidding. We get junk mail all the time, everything from beaches to borscht.”

      “Moscow is huge these days,” Susan agreed. “Vietnam, too, if you can believe it. Even Las Vegas is becoming a family-friendly destination.”

      “What about closer to home?” I asked. “I mean, what about swingers?”

      “AIDS.”

      I understood without an explanation. The Moral Majority had started the process, but the AIDS epidemic had been the death knell for the free-love sixties and seventies. Our own group was incredibly selective these days, and we never had sex with anyone new without protection or test results.

      “Besides,” Susan continued, “online services like AOL and Prodigy make it easy for people to connect semi-anonymously. They don’t need ads in the back of magazines or traditional word-of-mouth anymore. They don’t need special venues, either. All they need is a computer and a hotel room. So we’ve seen a decline in— What’s so funny?”

      “You,” I said. “Talking about swinging in marketing terms.”

      “The camp is a business,” she said tartly. “I seem to recall you were part of the conversation when Trip convinced me.”

      “Oh, I know! Sorry, I’m not criticizing, but I think it’s interesting how you’ve changed over the years. I mean, you’ve always been a businesswoman, but now you’re single-minded about it.”

      “You’re probably right,” she admitted. Then she laughed softly. “I’m my father’s daughter.”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “I remember him doing this when I was a girl, first with the mills and then with real estate. He bought all the land, but he said it was my job to develop it, so that’s what I’ve been doing. I’m sure my realtor thinks I’m angling for his job, but I’m really just a simple businesswoman.”

      “There’s nothing simple about you.”

      “Perhaps.”

      We walked in silence for several minutes. The day was damp and cold, and the forest smelled strongly of pine, without any of the softer scents of summer.

      “The camp is a business,” Susan said eventually, “and it has to change if I want it to run in the black.”

      “Mmm,” I said noncommittally.

      “My hospitality manager wants me to turn it into a traditional resort and put it under her control. She wants to cater to weddings and corporate events.”

      I nodded and gave it some serious thought, although I came up with several benefits right away. (I’d changed over the years too.)

      “You’d be able to book events year-round,” I said. “And you’d be able to offer package deals to larger groups. You could upsell them as well, depending on what kind of facilities and services you want to add.”

      She gestured for me to continue.

      “I’m thinking spa treatments, specifically, but local food and drink packages would also sell. You could even branch into ecotourism.”

      “We thought of the spa and local options,” Susan said, “and I’ve seen the numbers. They’re promising. Ecotourism’s an interesting idea. We hadn’t thought of that.”

      “I’ve been reading about it. Quite a bit, actually. I’m writing my master’s thesis on sustainable architecture. Most of the focus is on urban settings and the modern built environment, but changing suburban demographics have led to an increase in—” I broke off and laughed. “Sorry, I turn into an urban planning nerd if I don’t watch it.”

      “No,” Susan said quickly, “I was following along just fine.”

      “Why’m I not surprised? Anyway, back to the camp. I could design an environmentally friendly resort with tourism in mind.”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready to rebuild entirely,” she demurred.

      “It was just a thought.”

      “And I like it. A lot, as a matter of fact. But I’m not sure ecotourists would come to rural South Carolina. At least, not in the numbers we’d need to make it worthwhile.”

      “You might be surprised. I mean, you’re close enough to the interstate for easy access, with two large airports within an hour’s drive. Still, you’re surrounded by thousands of acres of relatively unspoiled piedmont wilderness. People would pay good money for that kind of retreat. If you advertise and market it right, you could attract visitors from large metropolitan areas like Boston, New York, and Chicago.”

      She frowned. “Why not closer, like Charlotte and Atlanta?”

      “They have the same ecology, so this is old hat to them. We saw it firsthand with the people in New England. We were amazed the first time we drove up to New Hampshire and saw the fall colors, but the locals are totally blasé about it. They see it all the time, so… no big deal.”

      “That makes sense,” Susan said. “And it’s a thought. But even if we don’t go that route and go more traditional instead, I’d still be able to shed the stigma of being ‘the woman who runs the nudist camp.’”

      “That still bothers you?” I said in surprise.

      “Being the local Jezebel? A little,” she admitted. “Sheriff Pharisee had a point, bless his black heart. I was a social pariah. I still am, to a certain degree. I haven’t had a serious threat to my business in years, but I still don’t have legitimacy. Not around here, at least.”

      “That’s important to you?”

      “It is. I stopped keeping score with money a few years ago. I have more than I’ll ever be able to spend in my lifetime. Now I want people to respect me. The money gives me influence, but I still have an asterisk after my name, so to speak.” She looked around and sighed as she returned to the original question. “I want to stay true to my parents’ vision, but the times, they are a-changin’.”

      “So you’re back to the same choice you had ten years ago,” I said. “Is this a business or your personal estate?”

      “And if it is a business, can it survive in the current market?”

      “To be honest,” I said, “I don’t think so.”

      “Me neither.” She fell silent and considered the future. “I don’t like my options. I think that frustrates me as much as anything. I can ‘fix’ the problem, but at what cost?”

      “When do you have to decide?”

      “Not immediately, but within a year. We don’t have enough reservations for next season to cover even half of our operating expenses, and the trend will only get worse in the years to come.”

      I had a thought. “What if we could bring in a bunch of visitors, even for a week or two?”

      “We might break even. Why? What’re you thinking?”
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        * * *

      

      I returned home after Granville’s funeral and talked to Christy, Wren, and Trip about a swingers’ get-together at camp. They were easy to convince, so I began making phone calls. Everyone I talked to was open to the idea, especially since it might be our last chance to enjoy the camp as we remembered it. Most of us had kids in school, so we decided on the first week in July. We could celebrate the Fourth with a bang.

      “Wow, that was quick,” Susan laughed when I called to make the reservations. “I should hire you as my marketing manager.”

      “Eh, it was an easy sell. Besides, it’s the least I could do.”

      “Still, nine reservations is nothing to sneeze at. Oh, have you thought about Doug and Olivia?”

      “No. Are they swingers too?”

      “Mmm hmm. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”

      “Okay, add them to the list. What about Kirk and Dawn?”

      “They’re a bit more traditional, I’m afraid. But I’ll invite them anyway. They can stay in the main camp with the normal folks.”

      “You should probably call my mom and dad,” I added. “And the Coulters. Maybe some of the other couples from the old days.”

      “So it’s ‘the old days’ now?” she teased.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yes. And I’m one step ahead of you. I already made a note. If this is going to be the last year of the camp as we know it, we might as well go out with a bang.”

      “It’s like you read my mind,” I chuckled.
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        * * *

      

      We returned to Boston after Thanksgiving and celebrated Susie’s first birthday. I called Erin the next day and wished her a happy birthday as well. She was thirty.

      “Are you doing anything special?” I asked.

      “Dinner with friends,” she said vaguely.

      “Guy friends?” I hinted.

      “Sorry, Mom, I have to go.”

      “Ha! Sorry, couldn’t resist. You know I’m kidding, right?”

      “Yeah, I know. But she’s really starting to get on my nerves.”

      “Eh, it’s what she does.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Erin repeated. “I’ll get married when I’m ready. I need to meet a guy first.”

      I heard something in her voice but couldn’t decide what it was. She continued before I could ask.

      “I’m so busy with work. I swear, Paul, you have no idea how much money is here. Palm Beach gets all the headlines, but it’s really a small pool of clients. I mean, the big-name millionaires live there, but we have way more people on this side of the state.”

      “And lemme guess,” I chuckled, “they all want trusts for their money.”

      “It’s the best way to shelter that kind of wealth. Speaking of which, you and Christy need to let me set one up for you. Well, several, but we’ll get to that.”

      “Why? We aren’t millionaires.”

      “You’re probably closer than you think,” she said. “And what happens when Christy’s grandmother dies?”

      “All her money is in trusts already. We get the statements every year.”

      “Yes, but you need a trust that’s tailored to your needs, and especially to the girls’. There are some serious tax implications if you don’t. I mean, what would happen to them if you died? Do you even have a will?”

      “Whoa, slow down, Clarence Darrow,” I laughed.

      “Darrow was a criminal attorney,” Erin said with exaggerated patience. “It’s a completely different kind of law. You know that.”

      “Yeah, I know. But he was the only lawyer I could think of.”

      “Whatever. You need a will.”

      “For the record, we have one. Nana C.’s lawyers wrote it for us.”

      “Then I need to look at it. I guarantee it has—”

      “Relax,” I told her. “You can look at it later. I just called to wish you a happy birthday.”

      “Yeah, sorry. And thanks.”

      “Now, you said you work too much? Seriously, Er, I tried calling you at home first.” I checked my watch. “It’s after eight. What’re you still doing in the office?”

      “Working, you big dork!” she laughed. “But you’re right, I need to go. I’m meeting my friend at nine.”

      “I thought you said friends, plural.”

      “I did,” she lied. “Friends. So, I’d better get a move on. Love you. And thanks for calling. Give Christy a hug for me. And big kisses for the girls. Okay? Love you,” she repeated. “Bye.”

      The line clicked, and I stared at the receiver.

      Christy stuck her head into the bedroom. “Everything okay?”

      “I think so,” I said after a moment. “But… Erin’s up to something.”

      “Oh? What?”

      “No clue. I’m pretty sure it involves a guy, though.”

      “A guy? Oh my gosh, seriously? Do I need to call her?”

      “No. She’ll tell us when she’s ready.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure,” I said.

      “Okay. In the meantime, I know three little girls who’d love some princess time.”

      “Sounds good. Does the queen need some attention later?”

      “She might,” Christy said coyly.

      “Good. ’Cause I’m in the mood all of a sudden.”

      “Then you’d better hurry up and get the girls to sleep.”

      “Yes, your highness!”
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        * * *

      

      A week after New Year’s, we survived the biggest nor’easter in years. The storm dumped eighteen inches of snow on Boston, although we were luckier than most. Some places received nearly four feet. Then the weather turned warm, and torrential rain washed away the snow like it had never been there.

      Trip and I returned to school, and the weeks passed in a blur. We celebrated Emily’s fourth birthday in February, but I barely had time for anything else. March and April were the same, a rush of classes and work. Christy spent a week editing and typing up my master’s thesis. Trip tried to get her to do the same for his business case study, but she said she was too busy.

      “He can hire someone,” she said. “They can afford it. Maybe some poor undergrad.”

      “Yeah, but you know Trip,” I chuckled. “He’s… um… frugal.”

      “He’s cheap, you mean. Besides, I already watch their kids. What else do they want me to do?”

      “Fair enough.” I shrugged. “He’ll probably get one of Wren’s interns to do it.”

      “Ugh! Don’t get me started on her, either,” Christy said.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know!”
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        * * *

      

      In May we began planning our next career move. Trip wanted to move back to Atlanta and start a design company, and I was all for it. Christy was too, which left Wren as the lone holdout.

      In true Wren fashion, she’d been promoted twice at the sporting goods company, to the point where she currently managed an entire team of PR specialists who handled athlete endorsements, product placement, and sponsorship opportunities. Her salary had grown accordingly, and she was on track for a director’s job in a few years.

      “Why do you always do this to me?” she accused Trip.

      “Babe! I swear, I’m not doing it on purpose!”

      “Just when I get settled in a job and see a real opportunity for advancement,” she huffed.

      “You always knew this was a two-year gig,” he said. “We’re here for school, that’s it.”

      “What about me? What about my ‘gig’?”

      “What about mine?” Christy said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Wren snapped. Then she heard herself and softened her tone. “I’m sorry, my love. I’m just upset that—”

      “I know why you’re upset,” Christy said, “but at least you have a job. What about me?”

      “But… the kids’re your job. I thought you liked being a stay-at-home mom.”

      “Since you asked… I don’t. I do it because I don’t have a choice.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “What good would it’ve done?” Christy griped. “You work all the time. Paul and Trip are in school. And I’m the one who’s stuck with the kids all day. I don’t have a studio! I don’t have a job! I don’t have anything! And I’m tired of you complaining about your life and your career! What about me and mine? Ugh!”

      We sat in stunned silence.

      “I don’t think you understand what it’s like for me,” Christy continued in a tone that was only slightly calmer. “You leave for work every day and don’t think twice about the kids—”

      “I do too!” Wren cried.

      “No, you don’t,” Christy said implacably. “You have a job and people under you and a million things to keep you occupied. You even bring work home with you. I’m surprised you aren’t on your phone right now!”

      Almost on cue, Wren jumped as if she’d been stung by a wasp. She reached into her coat pocket and pulled out her buzzing phone. It was new, one of the little ones that closed like a clamshell. She opened it and stared at the incoming number. She agonized for a moment but then closed it. The phone buzzed rhythmically until the call went to voicemail.

      Christy crossed her arms and made her point without a word.

      “What?” Wren said. “My job’s important.” It sounded like a cop-out, even to her.

      “More important than your children?” Christy shot back. “Missy calls me ‘Mommy’ half the time.”

      Wren slumped as her defenses crumbled.

      “Mmm hmm,” Christy said. “Don’t get me wrong,” she added, “I love them both, but they’re your children.”

      “What do you want from me? We can hire a nanny again—”

      “That isn’t the point!”

      “She’s right, babe,” Trip said.

      Wren stiffened with anger. “I don’t need you piling on too,” she snapped. “You’re the problem here! My career always takes a back seat to yours!”

      “At least you have one!” Christy shouted.

      “Is everything okay?” a young voice asked.

      Four heads turned. Davis stood at the bottom of the stairs.

      Christy answered automatically, before Wren could.

      “It’s fine, honey,” she said. “We’re just having a grown-up discussion.”

      “I heard shouting.”

      “It’s all right,” she assured him. “Go back upstairs. Tell the girls we need to leave soon. Start cleaning up, please.”

      He nodded but then frowned. “I thought I heard Susie.”

      Christy smiled, a look so full of affection that it was a dagger to Wren’s heart. She hadn’t meant it to be, but the blade had struck home and cut deep. Even Trip noticed.

      “Will you look in on her?” Christy said to the boy.

      “Okay.” He belatedly looked at his own mother. “Mom? Are you okay?”

      Wren wiped her cheeks and forced a smile. “I’m fine, sweetheart. Go upstairs and check on Susie.”

      He nodded uncertainly and looked to Christy.

      “Go on,” she told him. “We’ll be up soon.”

      He turned and climbed the stairs.

      Trip and I shared a look, but we both knew better than to say anything.

      Wren buried her face in her hands. “I’m a horrible mother.”

      “No, you aren’t.” Christy said gently. “You’re a good mother. But you need to spend more time with them.”

      “What about my job?”

      “Which is more important?”

      “Easy for you to say,” Wren snapped. “You don’t—” She swallowed and looked even guiltier than before.

      “Yes?” Christy said. “You were saying?”

      “So… what?” Wren said. “I can’t have a career and be a mother too?”

      “You’re doing great, babe,” Trip said.

      “Did you just see what happened?” she moaned. She gestured at the space where Davis had been. “My own son! But she’s more of a mother than I am!”

      “Okay, everyone calm down,” I said. “Maybe we need to look at things from a different perspective.” I drew a breath and gathered my thoughts. “We’re out of balance. Wren spends all her time at work. Christy spends hers with the kids. Trip and I spend ours at school. We’re all doing it because we have to, but we can’t keep going like this.”

      Christy shook her head in agreement.

      “And moving to Atlanta is your solution?” Wren asked bitterly. “Who cares what I want?”

      “That isn’t what I’m saying at all. We need to find a happy middle ground.” I glanced at Trip and said, “Maybe we stay here and start a company.”

      “I want a house,” Christy said before he could reply. “I’m tired of our dingy little apartment. I want one with a studio. A real one! Not some corner of the living room. I want a pool too.”

      “That’ll be expensive,” Trip said. He glanced at me for support, and I instinctively knew where he was going.

      “We’d have to look out past Worcester,” I agreed.

      “Or up toward Nashua. Maybe even as far as Manchester.”

      Christy didn’t think in terms of money, so she didn’t even bat an eye. Wren, however, knew the cost of the housing market in Boston.

      “Yeah, I get it. You don’t have to rub it in.” She glared at Trip but then sighed. “So, once again, I have to put my career on hold for you all.”

      “Not for them,” Christy said, “for me. I want a career too, Wren. I put mine on hold from the beginning, when Davis was born.”

      “She’s right,” Trip said.

      “I know she’s right,” Wren snarled. “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “Balance,” I said before the argument could heat up again.

      “What?” Wren scoffed. “We’re magically supposed to find it in Atlanta?”

      “I think we have a better chance. It’s a big city with lots of jobs—”

      “So’s Boston.”

      I smiled tightly and continued, “We have family and friends there, and plenty of connections.”

      “Please, Wren,” Christy added. “I want you to be happy, but not if it means I’m miserable at the same time.”

      “We don’t have to decide right now,” I said. “We have a couple of months—”

      “No,” Wren said, “if we’re going to do it, let’s just do it.” She held up a hand before Trip or I could reply. “Uh-uh. Don’t say a word. I’m not doing this because you convinced me. We’d still be arguing if it was just you two. I’m doing it for her. And the kids. You two can fuck off.”

      Trip and I knew when to take yes for an answer.
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        * * *

      

      Wren eventually resigned herself to the move. She updated her resume and sent it to several headhunters. She also called the man who ran her restaurant group and warned him to expect her in Atlanta in a few months.

      “He’s a good manager,” she said afterward, “but he’s too much like my father, and he doesn’t like taking orders from a woman.”

      “That doesn’t bode well for him,” I said.

      “No, it doesn’t.”

      “Why don’t you take over?” Trip suggested.

      “Because I’ve been out of the business too long.”

      “What? No you haven’t! We eat at restaurants all the time!”

      “Sweetheart, there’s a huge difference between eating in a restaurant and running one.”

      “Like reading a book versus writing one,” I agreed.

      “What?” Trip said. “That’s crazy.”

      “No, he’s right,” Wren said. “I’ll figure something out. Don’t worry your pretty little head.”

      Trip frowned at the macho-sexist reply.

      “Let’s change the subject,” she continued. “When can we start talking about houses in Atlanta?”

      Something in her tone warned us that she wasn’t talking about house-hunting.

      “Uh, babe…,” Trip said. “It might be a while before we can build something custom.”

      “That’s your problem, not mine,” she said coolly. “Christy wants a house with a pool and a studio. I’ll need an office instead of a studio, but—” She gestured impatiently at me, like I was one of the people who worked for her. “Shouldn’t you write this down?”

      “Absolutely,” I chuckled. Then I took out a pencil and the little Moleskine notebook I habitually carried. It had been a gift from my female friend, the only thing I’d kept from our time together.

      “Hold on,” Trip said to Wren, “we haven’t agreed to anything.”

      “Yes, you have. When you said we were moving to Atlanta.”

      “Babe, we can’t build a new house! Not now! It’ll cost a fortune! We need that money for the new company.”

      “Again,” she said, as coolly as before, “that’s your problem, not mine.”

      “Dude, relax,” I told him. “You know we’re going to do this. If it makes our wives happy, it’ll be cheap at twice the price.”

      He rolled his eyes, and I surreptitiously winked at Wren. Her lips compressed in a grin. We hadn’t been in cahoots before, but we were now.
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        * * *

      

      Trip and I graduated at the end of May, and in many ways it was the same as the first time. Our families were there and we posed for pictures. The speeches were definitely the same—do great things!—and the atmosphere was festive. Laszlo and his wife were there as well, and he was as proud as I’d ever seen him.

      But it was a very different experience in other ways. I had a wife and children this time. I already had my license, plus several years of experience. I didn’t need to look for a job. Instead, I had plans to go into business for myself.

      Part of me was excited about the future. But another part was sad to leave friends and professors, people I’d grown close to. I also felt a sense of loss for my female friend. We still had feelings for each other, even though our friendship had never recovered.

      I searched the milling crowd and spotted her nearby. She was standing with her parents and grandparents, and her teenage brothers were horsing around in the background.

      Our eyes met and she ventured a smile, but it was sad. Her expression hardened as Christy moved in front of me. Her mother noticed and asked her a question. My friend gave me a searching look before she turned away.

      “Here, will you take her?”

      I blinked and realized that Christy had spoken. “What?”

      “Take her.” She handed me Susie, and my other daughters crowded around. “I want to take pictures for my parents,” Christy said. “Nana, you too. Move closer.”

      We posed for several pictures. Christy checked the little screen on the back of the camera. It was new and digital, and she already knew how to use it better than I did.

      “Who wants to see?” she asked Laurie and Emily with bright-eyed enthusiasm. She knelt, and the girls ran to her.

      I looked for my friend, but she was gone forever, without even a proper goodbye.

      “Who was she?” Nana C. asked quietly.

      “What? Who?”

      “That young woman.”

      “Just a friend,” I said vaguely. “From the master’s program.”

      “Ah.” She managed to convey a lifetime of experience in a single syllable.

      I looked at her sideways, but she merely smiled back at me. Then her expression sobered, although she tilted her head in a gesture I was very familiar with.

      “Let him who is without sin cast the first stone,” she said.

      “In other words,” I said after a moment, “you understand.”

      “Of course.” She sighed and patted my arm, more in compassion than disapproval. Then she looked at Christy and the older girls, and her message was clear: You made the right choice.

      “I think so too,” I said aloud.

      “Mmm.”
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      Our little two-car caravan arrived at the Pines in July 1996 with four tired adults and five very cranky kids. We’d been up since the crack of dawn, when we’d left Boston and flown commercial to Atlanta. We planned to return and do some house-hunting after a week at camp, so we’d rented two minivans and had driven from there.

      I wasn’t quite ready to walk into the woods and keep going, but it was tempting. My parents had never had to deal with dead batteries in Game Boys, leaky juice boxes, or stinky diapers. Then again, Erin and I had been older when we’d started coming to camp, so we’d probably driven them crazy in different ways. I loved my little girls, but I had a newfound respect for my mother’s patience.

      I handed backpacks to Laurie and Emily, and Christy shepherded them into the bungalow. Then I unbuckled Susie from her car seat. She gave me one of her dubious looks. She didn’t like the heat, the humidity, or the sounds of nature. She did, however, recognize the swimming pool.

      She pointed. “Poo?”

      “Uh-huh. That’s the pool.”

      “Poo? Sim?”

      “Sure, we can go swimming. But we need to unload the car first.”

      She glowered. “Sim?”

      “After we unload. We need to—” I had an idea, so I grabbed the duffel bag with all our swim gear.

      Some part of me wondered if my own parents had had to deal with so much stuff when we’d come to camp. I only remembered a single laundry basket of food and another with sheets, towels, and flip-flops. I was probably forgetting a lot, but we hadn’t brought bags full of things, and certainly not loaded suitcases. Granted, the suitcases were for when we returned to Atlanta, but they still reminded me that we didn’t travel light, especially when Christy did the packing.

      “Come on,” I said to Susie, “let’s go find Mommy. You all can go for a swim while I unload the car. What do you think about that?”

      “Sim?” Susie said hopefully.

      “Yes, swim.”

      “Sim! Sim!”
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        * * *

      

      We hadn’t been there long when a group returned from the main camp. Leah, Mark, and McKenna had arrived a day earlier, along with Kara, Victor, and their ten-year-old twins, Jana and Kyra.

      The adults waved when they saw me. Then the twins picked up McKenna between them. The little girl shrieked in delight as they swung her and ran toward the pool, where Christy and Wren were playing with our own girls.

      “Hey, welcome,” Mark said to me when they drew near.

      “Thanks.” We exchanged pleasantries, and he asked about our trip. “It was okay,” I said. “It’s been a long day, but we survived.”

      “Well, now you can relax,” he said. “We’ll get you something to drink, and—” He frowned and nodded toward the pool. “Hold on, where’re Trip and Davis?”

      “Oh, they’re in the clubhouse, watching a ballgame. The Braves’re playing the Cowboys.”

      Victor looked puzzled, but Mark knew my running joke.

      “At Madison Square Garden?”

      “Exactly,” I chuckled.

      He turned to Victor and explained, “Paul isn’t a fan of sportsball.”

      That only made things worse, but at least Victor understood Mark’s sense of humor. I decided to change the subject anyway.

      “Where are the others?”

      “It’s just us chickens for now,” Mark said.

      “Hold on, I thought…?”

      Kara spoke up, “I talked to Stacy. She and Jason’ll be here tomorrow. They decided to take their kids to stay with his parents. The same with Sydney and Woody.”

      “Ah, okay. Cool.”

      “Doug and Olivia are here,” Mark added, “but they’re staying with Susan tonight. Gina and John arrived yesterday too. You can meet him tomorrow. You’ll like him.” He glanced at Leah, and something passed between them. “And… um… we talked to Brooke.”

      My eyebrows rose with a dozen questions, but he answered the obvious one.

      “They had to change their flight. Something about her work. But they’ll be here before Thursday.” He added a look that said he’d explain later, so I kept my questions to myself. Then I thought of another.

      “So… where’s Erin?” I said. “She was supposed to be here yesterday.”

      Mark cleared his throat, and Leah picked up the thread.

      “They decided to drive instead of fly.”

      “They?” I wondered aloud.

      “She’s… um… bringing someone.”

      My eyebrows flew up. “Here? This week? Is she serious?”

      “Evidently,” Leah said.

      What the…?

      I’ll tell you later, she answered.

      I nodded and sighed, pacified if not satisfied.

      Kara spoke into the silence. “So… who’s left?”

      “Carter and Kim,” Mark prompted.

      “What? Oh, yeah, right,” I said. I shook off my questions about Erin and her mystery guest. “Carter was in court today,” I said. “They’ll be here tomorrow.”

      “Okay… remind me who they are,” Victor said.

      “Friends of ours from Charlotte.”

      Leah sighed. “I told you, remember?”

      “Maybe. But I’ve slept since then.”

      “You’ll like them,” I said. “Carter’s an attorney, duh, and really smart. Handsome, too. Blond, blue eyes, about six feet.”

      Kara’s eyebrows rose with interest.

      “Kim’s blonde and busty,” I added, which grabbed Victor’s attention, “slender instead of voluptuous. She’s bigger than Christy, but they could be sisters otherwise.”

      “Why haven’t we partied with them before?” he asked.

      “I told you that, too!” Leah said in exasperation. “I’m beginning to think you don’t listen to a word I say.”

      “Join the club,” Kara joked.

      “They’re normally part of another group,” I said, which was a half-truth.

      Carter was into bondage and discipline more than pure swinging. Christy and I had visited them many times over the years, but we’d always kept that part of our lives separate from the swinging group. She’d had a change of heart when we’d first talked about the summer get-together.

      “I think we should invite them,” she’d said. Then she’d gone through her reasons with typical Christy-leaps. “Erin totally loves them. Oh my gosh, I thought she was going to simmer for weeks after last time. But you know that already. You were there. Right. Moving on. Wren and Trip already think we swing with them, so they won’t be a problem. Carter isn’t Wren’s type anyway. Kim is definitely Trip’s, but…”

      Christy had frowned to let me know what she thought of that. Trip still had an annoying habit of focusing on looks instead of brains. Kim wasn’t a bimbo, but she looked like it. And she liked to please men, so she had a tendency to act like she thought they expected, which meant an airhead blonde for Trip.

      “I suppose it doesn’t matter,” Christy’d continued. “He’ll have enough of a distraction with Brooke. Ugh! He’s a total horndog where she’s concerned. I don’t get it, either. Her, I mean. She totally likes him. Yeah, I know, it’s ’cause they talk baseball. Still, I can’t understand— Oh, never mind. You know what I mean.”

      She’d kept going with barely a pause for breath. “Leah and Mark know everything anyway, even if it isn’t their cup of tea. I still think she’d like it if she’d give it a try, but… ‘different strokes.’ Anyway, where was I? Erin… Wren… Leah… Oh, Brooke! Right. She wants to join us next time we’re in Charlotte. What? Don’t look so surprised. Nate’s like Carter, remember? I told you…”

      She’d chattered for another minute or two before she’d finally wound down.

      “So… what do you think?” she’d said at last.

      “Okay?”

      “Ugh! Mr. Taciturn. Is that all you have to say?”

      “Um… yes?”

      And so we’d invited Carter and Kim. They’d been to camp in the mid-eighties heyday, after all, even if they hadn’t been a part of the wider swinger group at the time.

      “Ah, okay,” Victor said. “Then I can’t wait to meet them.”

      “I dunno about you guys,” Mark said, “but I’m ready for a drink.”

      “And to get your dick sucked?” Leah teased.

      He feigned surprise. “How’d you know?”

      “How indeed? But you’re out of luck.” She looped her arm through mine. “Paul’s had a long day, and I think he needs it more than you.”

      “You can say that again,” I muttered.

      “You know, it’s a wonder she ever married me,” he joked.

      “I didn’t have much choice!” Leah laughed. “I was pregnant, remember?”

      “Do we know who the father is?”

      “No clue.” Leah studied her fingernails and shrugged. “I was sleeping with so many men at the time…”

      Kara rolled her eyes. “Come on, you all. I could use a drink too. And I’ll be happy to suck your dick,” she added to Mark. “After the girls go to bed.”

      He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Okay, let’s do this!”
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        * * *

      

      Leah and I fell silent and shared a companionable moment before I shot a glance at my watch. We’d been talking longer than either of us had realized. Worse, I was comfortable on the couch, while she was still on the floor. She rose to her knees and caressed my thighs.

      “Ready for more?”

      The little head refused to cooperate.

      “Either I’m losing my touch,” Leah laughed affectionately, “or you need a little more time.”

      “The latter. Sorry. It’s been a really long day.”

      “I know. Don’t worry about it. We aren’t teenagers anymore. But I need to get off my knees.” She stood and gave me a moment to admire her body before she extended a hand. “Come on, I’m thirsty.”

      “Yeah, me too. I get dehydrated when I fly, and I haven’t drunk enough water today.”

      “I could tell.”

      “Oh?”

      “Your load was thicker than usual. It tasted fine,” she added quickly, “but… Yeah, you need to drink more.”

      “You’re a come connoisseur,” I teased, “more than Christy.”

      “Oh, much more,” Leah agreed. “I can’t help it. It’s genetic.”

      “The same with her.”

      “Maybe, but we like it for different reasons.”

      “Fair enough. Anyway, let’s get something to drink.”

      July welcomed us with a sultry embrace as we left the air-conditioned comfort of the bungalow. The moon hadn’t risen yet, but the sodium light over the clubhouse painted the scene in monochrome yellow, with blue shadows between the buildings and under the patio furniture. Crickets chirred, and a pair of whippoorwills called to each other across the clearing. I had a sudden memory of a similar night with Christy, from before I’d asked her to marry me.

      “Any idea how long birds live?” I asked Leah, who shrugged. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      “Why? Never mind. I think I know. You’re such a romantic.”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “I’ve always loved that about you.”

      “I thought it was my big dick.”

      “Uh-uh. Erin’s the size queen. I care more about the results.”

      “Lucky for me.”

      “Me too.”

      Cool air spilled out of the clubhouse when Leah opened the door. She flipped on the lights, and I chuckled to myself at the signs that Christy had been in the kitchen. She’d left the jar of peanut butter on the counter, surrounded by bread crumbs and a stray blob of jelly. I cleaned up without even thinking about it, while Leah filled two glasses with ice and water from the tap.

      “For here,” she asked, “or back in the room?”

      “Back in the room.”

      She sipped her water to cover her grin, and a dark eyebrow rose with a challenge.

      “I’m tired, not dead,” I replied.

      “I’ll hold you to it.”

      “I’m counting on it.”

      She handed me the other glass, and I admired her from behind as she headed toward the door. She must have felt my gaze, because she turned and gave me a speculative look.

      “See anything you like?”

      “All of it, the whole package.”

      “You aren’t so bad yourself.” Her dark eyes flashed playfully. “Especially your package.”

      “He says thanks.”

      Outside, she became serious and nodded toward the dark bungalows to our right. “You mind if we…? I wanna check on McKenna.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      My family’s bungalow was #2, so we stopped there first. I opened the door and stepped inside to let my eyes adjust.

      The girls were asleep on a pallet of blankets in the living room. Emily had kicked off her covers, but Laurie hugged her from behind and kept her warm. Emily’s metabolism was the same as Christy’s, and she suffered the same nighttime chills.

      Susie was more like me, and she ran hot. She’d scooted away from her sisters, to the very edge of the blanket. She clutched her favorite stuffed animal for company, a purple dinosaur that she called Boopie instead of Barney.

      They all looked so peaceful and angelic that I lingered a moment and simply watched them.

      “This is why we let them live,” I whispered to Leah.

      “Oh, I know,” she agreed softly. Then she nodded toward the back. “Do you need to check on Christy?”

      The bedroom was dark, so she was probably asleep. I shook my head and pulled the door closed.

      We looked in on McKenna next. She was asleep on the couch. Leah pulled the blanket higher and returned a stuffed giraffe from the floor to the little girl’s side. We closed the door and skipped an empty bungalow on our way to #5, the couples bungalow. On the other side of the pool, dim light glowed in the windows of the group bungalow.

      I gestured toward it. “Do you wanna join the others?”

      Leah considered but then shook her head.

      “Cool. I’m not in the mood either. But I thought I’d ask.”

      We entered #5 and returned to the couch where we’d started. Leah rested an arm on the back and tucked her foot under her thigh. Her smooth, dark labia parted slightly, and she grinned when I noticed. Mr. Big still didn’t rise to the occasion, and I winced guiltily.

      “Quit apologizing,” Leah chided. “I’m in the mood to talk anyway. So… when’re you moving back to Atlanta? Do you have an official date yet?”

      “Not really. As soon as we find someplace to live. By the time school starts, for sure.”

      “Do you have a realtor?”

      “Not yet. We’ll find one next week.”

      “I know someone,” she said. “I’ll give you her number. It’ll be faster. Besides, she and her husband might be interested in our little group, so I want you to meet her.”

      “Ah, okay.”

      “Moving on, I need to tell you about Erin.”

      “Start with Brooke,” I suggested.

      “Oh, that’s right! Yeah, sorry. Why did she call us instead of you?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, she knew you all were traveling today, but…” She paused and winced, like she couldn’t decide whether she was guilty or happy. “She called us because…”

      I waited.

      “Well, she wanted to see if Nate could handle swinging. Like, for real. She knew you were busy with school, so she called us. We got together in February in Atlanta. Things worked out, so we visited them in March.”

      “Ah, okay. Is that all?”

      “Yeah. She thought you might be upset.”

      “No,” I said immediately, although I wasn’t entirely sure. “I mean, yeah, I’m a little disappointed, but she’s right, we were swamped with school until about a month ago.”

      “She was going to tell you,” Leah said, “but then she got busy with her project, and Nate had his own work.”

      “It’s all right. So… do we like him?”

      “Yeah, he’s nice. He’s totally her type. He’s more of an introvert than I thought she’d find, but he doesn’t have a cabin in Montana or anything.”

      My brow furrowed in confusion. “Sorry, you lost me.”

      “The Unabomber? Ted Kaczynski? He lived off the grid in a cabin in Montana.”

      “Oh, yeah! Right. I heard they’d caught him. Couldn’t miss it, really.”

      “No. Anyway, Nate’s an introvert but not a loner, if that makes sense.”

      “It does.”

      “So, that’s what’s going on with Brooke,” Leah finished. “It was just a timing thing. And she was feeling a little guilty, so…”

      “No worries.”

      “Good. I was a bit worried too. I mean, she’s Christy’s girlfriend. I know how I’d feel if I thought someone had tried to steal Erin…”

      “Speaking of which,” I said, “good segue.”

      Leah grinned. “Almost like I do this for a living.”

      “Ha! No kidding. Anyway… Erin? What the hell is she thinking, bringing a completely new guy to the Retreat?”

      “That’s… a bit more complicated,” Leah said after a moment. “And, bear in mind, I haven’t actually met the guy. So I’m going by what she’s told me.”

      “Go on,” I prompted.

      All of a sudden she laughed.

      “What?”

      “Remember I always said she’d be thirty before she settled down? Well, looks like I was right.”

      “If this guy is really The One.”

      “Oh, I think he is. At least, the way Erin talks about him. Tom this and Tom that. It’s kinda cute, actually, like they’re teenagers. She’s head-over-heels, like you were, back when you figured out that Christy wasn’t such a choirgirl.”

      “That wasn’t my fault,” I objected. “She was trying to fool me.”

      “She did a good job, too!” Leah laughed.

      “Very funny. Now, tell me about Erin’s guy.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin and her mystery man arrived at the Retreat around midnight, although no one heard them. Leah and I were the last ones to go to bed, and we probably missed them by about fifteen minutes. Christy woke me in the wee hours of the morning, but she went back to sleep soon after. Then I lay awake for nearly an hour before I finally decided to get up, about six o’clock.

      I put on a T-shirt, shorts, and running shoes. Then I checked on the girls before I slipped out the door. The morning was foggy and cool, unusual for July, although the scent of gardenias lingered in the air and made me smile.

      I stretched and did some warmups on the patio before I walked around the clubhouse. I stopped at the sight of an unfamiliar car, a black Porsche 911 Carrera. At first I thought it was Carter’s, but it had Florida tags. And it practically screamed “midlife crisis,” so I immediately worried that Erin was dating another guy like the needy professor.

      He’d been trying to recapture his youth by dating someone half his age, a twenty-year-old coed. But now Erin was ten years older. If she kept to her usual standards, her current guy would be fifty-something. He’d be in his sixties or even his seventies by the time their kids graduated from high school. What was she thinking?

      “Hey, you must be Paul,” a man said from behind me.

      His voice was deep and resonant, and I formed a picture of him in my head—older and distinguished, with dark hair gone to gray at the temples. He’d be tall and broad-shouldered, but with a few extra pounds around the middle.

      I compressed my lips and fought down a wave of annoyance and concern for my sister. She was a grown woman, I reminded myself. She could take care of herself. She didn’t need me to look out for her.

      I forced a smile, turned around, and prepared to meet my potential brother-in-law. My jaw went slack almost immediately, and I had to lower my gaze by six inches.

      “Not what you were expecting?” the guy chuckled.

      My cheeks glowed. “Sorry. Was it that obvious?”

      “Not really,” he lied graciously. Then he extended a hand. His grip was firm and strong, confident without being a challenge.

      He was much younger than I’d been expecting, closer to my age. He was small, too, barely 5’6” and maybe 140 pounds, although I looked him over and revised that upward. His forearms were corded with muscle, and his shirt was tight enough to show off the definition in his arms, shoulders, and chest.

      He was attractive, with light brown hair and no gray at all. It was naturally wavy instead of straight like mine and Dad’s. He also wore glasses, fashionable tortoiseshell frames that made him look intelligent and friendly at the same time.

      “I’m Thomas,” he said. “Tom. Ryland. Nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “And I’ve heard practically nothing about you,” I said truthfully.

      His lips quirked in a grin, and I found myself warming to him.

      “Er wanted to surprise everyone.” He said it exactly like I would’ve, with the same familiarity and affection. “So, how do I measure up?”

      “Never judge a book by its cover.”

      He laughed. “That’s what she thought you’d say.”

      I decided to change the subject, so I hooked a thumb at the Porsche. “Yours?”

      “Yeah,” he said with just the right amount of self-conscious embarrassment. “It’s a bit flashy, isn’t it? Like I’m compensating for something?”

      “I was thinking midlife crisis, to be honest.”

      “Ha! You might be right.”

      “Although… you’re a bit young for that,” I hinted.

      “Oh, I dunno,” he said with a shrug, “I’ve always been precocious.” He let the words hang in the air before he grinned. “Yeah, Erin said she dated older guys before me.”

      “‘Older’ might be a bit of an understatement.”

      “Well, I’m thirty-five. Still older, but more age-appropriate.”

      “No kidding. To be honest, I’m relieved.”

      “Me too,” he chuckled. Then he asked, “Are you going for a run? Mind if I join you?”

      “Not at all.” I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye and felt a wave of relief. Nope, I don’t mind at all.
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        * * *

      

      Tom might have looked like a porn star, but he actually had a PhD in psychology and was a professor at the University of South Florida. In addition to his day job, he was a bestselling author, which explained why he could afford an expensive new Porsche. He wrote relationship self-help books along the lines of Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus.

      “Except that mine are based on, you know, science.”

      I glanced at him sideways. We were jogging at an easy pace so we could talk.

      “No disrespect to John Gray,” he added. “He’s written some excellent books about relationships. But they’re pop psychology more than actual psychology.”

      “How’re yours different?”

      “I study real people and real relationships. Again, no disrespect to Gray, but I’m interested in the full spectrum of sexuality, not just the Judeo-Christian one-man, one-woman concept of marriage and monogamy.”

      He shrugged and then continued, “The science itself is fairly straightforward. My subjects fill out questionnaires, and I do extensive interviews and follow-ups. My research and scientific publications rely on established methodology and are peer-reviewed.” He paused before he shot me a sideways grin. “Then I write pop psychology books about the naughty parts.”

      “Ha! Okay. But why do both?”

      “The scholarly work because I want the respect and credibility. And, to be completely honest, I like having a job that doesn’t depend on the whims of public morals.”

      “Makes sense,” I said.

      “The mass-market books because I feel like someone should be writing for the people who aren’t Gray’s stereotypes. We’re hiding in plain sight,” he revealed. “And there are a lot more of us than people realize.”

      I nodded in more than agreement. If he and Erin were serious, he had to know a little about her history. Besides, he was here, wasn’t he? He knew we were swingers already, and it didn’t take a PhD in psychology to figure out the rest.

      “I’m writing for us,” he continued, “and for the ‘normals,’ as Erin calls them. I want people who read my books to appreciate the broad range of human sexuality. You can like something ‘different’ without being a deviant.”

      “Or a pervert,” I added.

      “Exactly. One person’s foot is another’s fetish, so to speak.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      “Gee, ya think?” he deadpanned, and we shared a grin.

      “Sounds like we’re a lot alike,” I ventured.

      “I suspect we are. No, I take that back. I know we are.”

      He filled me in on his background. In addition to his formal education, he’d experimented with just about everything under the sun, sexually speaking.

      “Some of the fetish communities are a little weird,” he said, “but I get it. Different strokes.”

      I nodded.

      “Swinging and wife-swapping are about the thrill of something new within the bounds of a committed relationship. The same with dress-up and role-play.”

      “You could probably say the same about anything,” I said. “Couples who’re into voyeurism, exhibitionism, BDSM, you name it.”

      “Exactly. And they’re all normal. That’s what I tell people in my books. Although… I think most are reading for the descriptions of subcultures they might not be familiar with. They can experience them vicariously.”

      “And you’ve tried them all?”

      “Uh-huh, everything I’ve written about.”

      “Anything you didn’t like?” I asked.

      “Gay sex,” he said immediately. “I gave it the ol’ college try, but I’m just not wired that way.”

      “Neither am I.”

      “You sound relieved,” he chuckled. “You were worried I might be bi?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Yeah, I get it. As far as the rest…?” he went on. “I enjoy some things more than others.”

      “Such as?”

      “Swinging, obviously, although Erin’s the first woman I’ve ever met who’s part of a long-term, stable group like yours.”

      “Is that why you’re thirty-five and still single?” I ventured.

      “Probably.”

      I studied him out of the corner of my eye. “So… you aren’t the lifelong bachelor type?”

      “No. I’m surprisingly normal. I want a wife and children. I’ve just never met a woman who shared my concept of a relationship. I call it open monogamy.”

      “That’s us, all right,” I chuckled.

      “I know.”

      “Most women want real monogamy, though, closed monogamy.”

      “So do most men, if we’re being honest.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not so sure.”

      “Trust me, I’ve seen the data.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. Then I wondered aloud, “Do you think it’s nature or nurture? I mean, are people monogamous because they’re wired that way or because society says they should be?”

      “Ah, now you’re thinking like a scientist!” His grin widened. “See? I told you we have a lot in common. Probably more, if we started to compare notes.”

      I looked at him sideways but didn’t reply.

      “I try to approach things with an open mind.”

      Alarm bells went off in my head, and I wondered where he was going with that little come-on. Did he want me to tell him my taboo fantasies? Step into my parlor, said the spider to the fly.

      “Sorry,” he chuckled. “Er’s told me so much about you that I feel like I know you, while you’ve only just met me.”

      “Mmm.”

      “And… the walls just went up.”

      Duh. What was your first clue?

      “That’s cool,” he said after a moment. “I shouldn’t’ve pushed so hard.”

      We jogged into sight of the Retreat, and he slowed to a walk.

      “The thing is,” he said, “I want you to like me.”

      “I do,” I said immediately, although it sounded unconvincing, even to me.

      “No, not yet,” he said. “But I hope you will. At your own pace. I can’t force it.” He’d been lighthearted throughout the conversation, but he turned serious now. “There’s something I want you to know, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I love Erin.”

      I paused at the conviction in his voice. He didn’t waffle, either.

      “I’ve never met anyone like her,” he went on. “And I’d never do anything to hurt her. That includes alienating you.”

      “You haven’t.”

      “Maybe,” he admitted. “But I tend to be blunt, especially about sex. I apologize.”

      “Nothing to apologize for.”

      “I don’t believe you, but thanks anyway.” He even managed to say it sincerely, without a hint of condescension. He was hard not to like. Still, I wasn’t going to open up and tell all my secrets after less than an hour.

      “I’m glad we had a chance to talk,” he said as we approached the clubhouse. “Candidly, I mean. I don’t get to do it very often. I think that’s why I fell in love with Erin.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. We’re made for each other, two halves of the same whole.”

      “More pop psychology?” I teased.

      “Probably, but also true. You’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      Leah and I walked around the lake toward the others. Then she glanced over my shoulder and grinned.

      “Oh, this should be fun,” she said.

      I turned and watched Erin and Tom walk down the hill. A mischievous part of me was looking forward to my mother’s reaction when she met him, and she didn’t disappoint.

      “Why didn’t you tell us you’d met someone?” she said to Erin.

      “Because I’m a grown woman, mother. I don’t need your permission.”

      I pursed my lips, and my father coughed into his fist. Erin only called her “mother” when she was annoyed.

      “Besides,” she added, “I don’t discuss my relationships with you anymore, remember?”

      Tom politely cleared his throat, the equivalent of Christy’s “be nice” looks. I chuckled when I realized that Erin and I had both found people who curbed our worst behavior.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Beth,” he said. “You too, David. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “I doubt that,” my mother said under her breath.

      “Now you see where she gets it,” I said to Tom, who grinned.

      “Gets what?” Erin said irritably.

      “Your slightly prickly personality, sister dear. No one is ever going to accuse you of being a shrinking violet.”

      “And no one’s ever going to accuse you of having charm or tact.”

      Dad broke in at that point. “So, what do you do, Tom?”

      “I teach psychology,” he said immediately. “And I occasionally write a book about it.”

      “Sounds interesting,” Dad said with bland politeness. “I mostly read aviation magazines. And the occasional thriller. Tom Clancy, John Grisham, that sort of thing. I don’t imagine your books are anything like that.”

      “No,” Tom chuckled. “Mine are…”

      My mother listened to Tom and my father talk about books for nearly a minute before she connected the dots. She could be a little slow on the uptake sometimes. (I came by it honestly.)

      “Hold on,” she blurted, and Tom fell silent.

      Erin actually smirked.

      “Tom. As in Thomas?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      Mom actually stared at him and tried to remember where she’d seen him before.

      Bless her heart…, I thought wryly. A book flap, perhaps? A talk show? Late night TV?

      Erin leaned toward me and said quietly, “You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for this.”

      “Thomas Ryland?” Mom said in growing disbelief. “The Thomas Ryland, PhD?”

      “That’s me,” Tom said with subdued amusement. He’d obviously been through this before.

      “What about him?” my father asked.

      “He writes those books! You know the ones. I read one last year. What was it called?”

      Tom waited a polite moment before he supplied the title.

      “Exactly! How’d you—?” To her credit, my mother didn’t actually finish her thought. Instead, she realized she’d been played. She turned a baleful eye on Erin. “Very funny.”

      “I thought so,” Erin smirked.

      “Be nice,” I warned her, and Tom backed it up with a glance.

      “You’re no fun,” she griped, cheerful instead of churlish.

      “I’m sorry,” Tom said to my parents. “We should’ve told you.”

      “I thought you looked familiar,” Mom said. “I saw you on Oprah. Last year. That’s when I bought your book.”

      “Ah, so you’re the one,” he said drolly. “Well, I hope you enjoyed it.”

      “I did. How do you know so much about…?”

      They fell into conversation, and I leaned toward Erin.

      “Happy?”

      “Oh, immensely.” She watched Mom for a moment, and her expression softened. “I don’t know why I let her get to me.”

      “She pushes our buttons,” I said simply.

      “All of them.”

      “I suppose it’s her prerogative. I mean, she made them and all.”

      “Ha! No kidding.”

      Laurie climbed out of the lake and ran toward us. She arrived with a breathless pout. I tried to be cheerful instead, which was more of my mother’s influence.

      “What’s up, Flower?”

      “Emily’s splashing us.”

      “It’s a lake,” I said. “Sometimes you get splashed.”

      “Make her stop.”

      “Have you asked her yourself?”

      “Yes. She won’t listen.”

      I sighed and glanced at my own parents, who’d stopped talking to Tom and were doing their best not to look amused. My dad was more or less successful, but my mom shouldn’t have tried.

      “Will you come swim with us?” Laurie begged. “She listens to you.”

      “Ah, so that’s what this is about,” I said. “All right. But I have to warn you, I might need help crossing the lake. Will you protect me from the evil water fairies?”

      Laurie rolled her eyes. “Oh, Daddy. There aren’t any evil water fairies. That’s only in stories.”

      “What about Mommy?”

      Christy squawked indignantly from several feet away.

      “She’s only evil when we disobey,” Laurie said.

      “I am not!” Christy protested.

      Laurie knew better than to argue, but she set her jaw defiantly. (Did I mention that she had my personality?)

      “Come on,” I chuckled, “let’s go see about these water fairies.”

      “Don’t worry, Daddy, I’ll protect you.”

      “I’m counting on it!”
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        * * *

      

      I was still in the lake with the kids when I saw a familiar figure walking down the hill. She was too far away to see any details, but that didn’t stop me from watching her. She looked good, although I sighed at the man beside her. He was wearing shorts. I wasn’t sure what I’d been hoping for, but he wasn’t it.

      After a moment I sighed again, although at myself this time. Don’t rush to judgement. Always be mindful. I focused on my breathing and heart rate instead, things I could change. Then I sent a silent prayer of thanks to Glen Otis, wherever he was.

      “All right,” I said to the girls, “I need to get out for a while.”

      “No, Daddy!”

      “Unh!”

      “Sim!”

      “Sorry,” I said, “I’m worn out. And I need to talk to an old friend.”

      Wren had seen them too, and she hopped into the water to relieve me.

      “I know,” she said to the girls, “let’s see if the boys want to race. I bet we’ll beat them. What do you say?”

      Laurie was all for it, which meant that Emily was even more for it. Missy followed Emily’s lead, and the younger girls were happy to join in the excitement. Kara’s twins weren’t very competitive, but they shrugged in unison and decided that a race sounded fun.

      “Thanks,” I murmured to Wren on the way past.

      “Mmm. Good luck.”

      I grabbed my towel and dried my hair as I walked around the lake, although my eyes never left the couple. They’d reached our little family group and were talking to them.

      In my head I’d always thought of Gina as the teenage girl I’d fallen in love with, but the current reality was thirty-three and still beautiful. Her breasts were a little heavier and her stomach wasn’t as flat as it had been, but at least she wasn’t rail-thin anymore. I realized with a shock that cocaine had probably kept her that way.

      She looked good otherwise. Her hairstyle was an LA version of the Rachel (yes, from Friends), which made me smile. Christy had gone through the same phase, although her current hair was a layered bob, more like Monica’s. It was easy to manage, so our towheaded princesses sported the same hairdo.

      Gina and the man both turned when I approached. She smiled, warm and genuine, but her dark eyes were different. They were calmer now, filled with a peace that hadn’t been there the last time I’d seen her.

      “Hey,” she said.

      “Hey yourself.” I was acutely aware of all the people around us—her family and mine, but especially Christy—so I shifted my attention to the man. I wanted to say something about his shorts but decided not to. Different strokes. “You must be John,” I said instead. “I’m Paul. Nice to finally meet you.”

      “You too.” We shook hands. His were soft and smooth, surgeon’s hands. “Gina’s told me a lot about you.”

      He was tall, dark-haired, and normal-looking. He wasn’t ugly, but he wasn’t Hollywood handsome, either. His skin was darker than mine, although not from a tanning bed. His teeth weren’t unnaturally white, his fingernails hadn’t been buffed to a high gloss, and he didn’t look like he spent hours in the gym. In other words, he wasn’t at all what I thought a Beverly Hills plastic surgeon should look like.

      Gina could still read me, even after all these years. “What’s the matter?”

      “Honestly?” I laughed. “I was looking for a reason not to like him.”

      John’s eyebrows rose.

      “Gimme a minute,” I said, “I’m sure I’ll think of something.”

      Be nice, Christy warned, but John knew I was kidding.

      “I can help if you want,” he offered. “I know all my bad qualities.” Then he gestured at his shorts. “I’m shy, for starters.”

      “Eh, who cares,” I said. “You have excellent taste in women. That’s all that matters.”

      Gina couldn’t decide whether to be exasperated or relieved. She settled for the latter and smiled at the compliment.

      We made small talk for a couple of minutes before cheers and then shrieks of triumph reached us from across the lake. We all turned to look.

      Laurie had won a head-to-head race against Davis, and the younger girls were celebrating. Wren gave Laurie a high-five, which Davis didn’t like. Trip wasn’t the most enlightened guy in the world, but he wasn’t about to let his son get away with poor sportsmanship. He prodded Davis in the back, and the boy reluctantly congratulated Laurie.

      I watched for another moment, until I was sure that Wren and Trip had things under control. All of our kids were competitive, but Davis had a legitimate complaint that the girls ganged up on him sometimes. Wren bent and said something to Laurie, who waded forward and hugged him.

      “Can I meet your daughters?” Gina asked. She included Christy in the question, but we all knew she was talking to me. And it wasn’t really a question. It was an invitation to talk. Alone.

      “Sure.” I glanced at Christy, but she didn’t have a problem with it.

      John didn’t either. “I’ll stay here, if you don’t mind.”

      Gina smiled and stretched upward to kiss him. Then she nodded to me, and we strolled toward the deep end of the lake. I didn’t know where to begin, so I started with the obvious.

      “You look good.”

      “Thanks. You too. I forgot how much you work out.”

      I shrugged. “It’s a habit now.”

      “You weren’t really pudgy. I always thought you were cute.”

      “I dunno about that,” I chuckled, “but thanks.”

      “Mmm.”

      “So… how’re you? For real, I mean.”

      “I’m good. You?”

      “Good, thanks. Looking forward to moving back to Atlanta.”

      “I bet.”

      “How’s the other thing?” I said. “The program, NA?”

      “Nine months clean.”

      “So… you’re done with it? Coke, I mean. No more problem?”

      “I’ll never be ‘done with it,’” she said neutrally. “I take things day by day.”

      “Is Regan still…? Um… clean?”

      “She is. And going to meetings with me. She had a relapse a couple of months ago, but she’s doing better now. It’s… harder for her.”

      “How so?”

      “Stress. Her job. Her family. Or lack thereof.”

      “Ah.”

      “Yeah. I’m the only one she has, so…” Gina looked over her shoulder, toward John. “She sort of lost it when he asked me to marry him.”

      I hadn’t noticed the ring, but I hadn’t been looking at her fingers, either. I chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked. “Never mind. I think I know.”

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      She shrugged. “It’s nice to know I can still get your attention.”

      “You always could.”

      We shared a smile that wasn’t exactly sad, but it carried a lot of baggage, the things that might have been, if only we hadn’t been so young and focused on our own problems.

      “How’s life otherwise?” I asked. “Your career? Doctors Without Borders?”

      “Good. We returned from a trip a couple of months ago. They’re building a new clinic in San Salvador. John recruited some other specialists, and they’re teaching the local surgeons how to use the new equipment. Oh, Paul, you should’ve seen some of the machines they had before. The new ones are all obsolete here in the States, but they’re decades newer than the ones they had. It’s heartbreaking.”

      “What about you? What do you do when you’re there?”

      “My job’s a little easier. We mostly focus on family planning and access to contraceptives.”

      “Seriously? That’s more important than healthy childbirth?”

      “Paul, women have been giving birth for thousands of years, often in primitive conditions. But if you give them control over their bodies and reproduction, you improve life for them and their children—the entire family.”

      “What do their husbands think? I mean, that’s a pretty macho society.”

      “Poco a poco,” she said.

      “Which means…?”

      “Oh, sorry. Little by little. We’re changing society as much as individual lives.”

      “How’re things going back in LA?” I asked. “Leah said you have a new clinic.”

      “Two, actually.”

      “Oh?”

      “We just moved our main practice to Beverly Hills.”

      “Ah, so you’re in 90210?”

      “Only three days a week. I work at the other clinic the rest of the time.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “East LA.”

      My eyebrows flew up. I wasn’t an Angeleno, but even I had heard about the problems there.

      “Aren’t you worried about the gangs?” I said.

      “Not really,” Gina replied calmly. “We’re sort of neutral territory.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. We had problems in the early days, but not since.”

      “How’d you manage that? Security guards or something?”

      “No. The women took care of it.” She smiled at the memory. “They convinced the men that it was in their best interest to let us operate without problems.”

      “Convinced…?” I prompted.

      “They cut them off.”

      I felt a stab of sympathetic pain. I might’ve gulped audibly too. “Not… their balls?”

      “No!” Gina laughed. “They cut off sex.”

      “Oh, okay.” My cheeks warmed in embarrassment. “I… um… hadn’t thought of that.”

      “We have some smart chicas in the barrio.”

      “Ha! You sound almost Mexican yourself.”

      “The language is Spanish, Paul. And the people are Americans.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. It’s a sore spot with me.”

      “I should know better,” I admitted.

      She looked at me with a question.

      “A friend,” I said vaguely. “Someone I used to… um…”

      Gina’s laugh was soft and full of warmth. She understood.

      “Anyway,” I continued, “her family’s Hispanic, all the way back to the Conquest. But her father made a big deal about being American. He wouldn’t even let them learn Spanish in school. She had to take French instead.”

      “That’s like John’s family,” Gina said. “Well, not the French part, but the rest. They’ve been in California since before the American Revolution. They’re proud of their heritage, though. They should be.”

      “Why?”

      “They were LA royalty, back when it was still part of Mexico.”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah. They were big landowners. One was even alcalde— Sorry, the mayor of Los Angeles. These days, they just have a street named after them. Still, it’s the longest in LA.”

      I shrugged ignorance.

      “Sepulveda Boulevard.”

      “Oh, wow. I know that one. It’s by LAX, isn’t it?”

      She nodded, and we settled onto the blanket that Wren had been using. She was still in the lake, helping the girls maneuver the raft into the shallow end so they could have a floating tea party.

      Gina and I fell silent and watched them. Then she sighed.

      “Ready to start a family of your own?” I said.

      “How’d—? Never mind. Of course you’d know.”

      “Mmm.”

      “I am,” she said after a moment.

      “So… he’s good for you?”

      “He is. Better than I deserve, that’s for sure.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. You’re one of the most intelligent, dedicated, caring people I know.”

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “And it’s about time you found someone who appreciates that. Not to mention someone who inspires you.”

      “He does,” she agreed.

      “Good. Then I like him.” I paused to consider my next words. “This is going to sound weird, but I think you’ll understand. I’m glad things didn’t work out with you and me.”

      She thought about it and smiled. “I am too.”

      I put my arm around her, and she leaned into me. She even felt different than I remembered. She felt…

      Happy.
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        * * *

      

      Stacy, Jason, Sydney, and Woody were sitting around a table with Kara and Victor when we returned from the main camp. I hadn’t seen them in more than a decade, although I’d heard updates through the grapevine. Susan had more or less adopted Stacy, and all four of them were part of Kara and Victor’s extended swinging group.

      They lived in Greenville, where Stacy was a senior marketing manager for a big tire company. Jason and Woody were partners in a small accounting firm, and Sydney worked for a theater and concert hall in downtown Greenville. They looked good, albeit older than I remembered.

      Stacy had changed the most, although I realized that eighteen years had passed since Susan and I had first met her. She’d been a waif back then, a cashier at Winn-Dixie. Her abusive husband had disappeared, thankfully, and she’d been living in a small mobile home.

      The years since had been good to her. She’d gained weight, although she looked good for a woman who’d had two children and was approaching forty. She kept her pubic hair completely shaved, and her nipples were pierced. She saw me looking and arched an eyebrow with a challenge, something she never would’ve done before. Then she spotted the little barbells through Christy’s nipples. Her lips quirked in a grin, recognition of a kindred spirit.

      Jason and Woody were older and heavier versions of the men I remembered from Kara’s wedding. They were middle-aged dads now, CPAs with desk jobs. Sydney alone hadn’t filled out. She’d been even thinner than Stacy when I’d first met her, and she was still thin.

      Victor rose and made the introductions.

      “Thanks for organizing this,” Jason said to me, and the others nodded agreement.

      “You’re welcome. This might be our last chance to enjoy the camp as we knew it.”

      “It makes you think, doesn’t it? The things you take for granted…”
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        * * *

      

      Carter and Kim arrived in a red Mercedes convertible that I hadn’t seen before. He parked out of sight behind the clubhouse. And when they didn’t appear immediately, I suspected he was ogling Tom’s Porsche. They eventually walked around the corner, and conversation stopped as they approached.

      Carter was even more handsome in his forties than he’d been in his thirties or even his twenties. His blond hair was still thick and untouched by gray, and the lines on his face gave him an air of authority. He’d gained weight since we’d first met, but he’d never been a small man. Besides, he had the bone structure to support the extra pounds.

      Kim had aged as well, although she was still beautiful. Her body had changed in the usual ways, especially after the birth of their sons, but obsessive dieting and exercise kept her slim. I thought she went a little overboard on both, but she wanted to look nice for Carter. Besides, who was I to judge?

      I introduced (and reintroduced) everyone, and we exchanged the usual pleasantries.

      “I brought several cases of wine,” Carter said, “but we need to run back to town for groceries. We didn’t have room for everything in the trunk.”

      “Tell me about it,” Tom complained.

      “I don’t wanna hear it, y’all,” Trip said. “I’m driving a mommy van.”

      “They aren’t so bad,” I said. “We’ll probably buy one when we move.”

      “Then you can drive it,” Christy said. She pointed toward the cars behind the clubhouse. “I want one of those.”

      Carter’s eyebrows went up. “A Porsche?”

      “No, a convertible, like yours. My mom had them when I was growing up.” She turned to me. “You remember.”

      “Of course. But… I think we need something more practical.”

      “Maybe you do,” she said. “I want a convertible.”

      “We’ll see.”

      A little while later, Carter and I drove to town to buy groceries, and I filled him in on the other couples.

      “Holy shit,” he said about Tom. “Is he for real?”

      “I know, right?”

      “I’ve met guys with big dicks—the scene tends to attract them—but they’re usually big guys themselves. You know the type. A guy Tom’s size looks like he has a third leg or something.”

      “No kidding!” I laughed.

      Carter and I had always been able to talk about other guys without hang-ups. Mark and I were the same. It was a refreshing change from Trip, who was only a little less homophobic than he’d been in college. He didn’t mind swinging and seeing another guy in action, but he still wasn’t comfortable with friendly fire or the occasional contact.

      “And I hope you don’t take this the wrong way,” Carter continued, “but he makes you look small. How big does that thing get?”

      “No clue,” I said. “I haven’t seen it in action yet.”

      “Well, we’ll have to change that. I can’t wait to see you two with Kim.” He thought for a moment and then glanced at me sideways. “They live in Florida, right? What did you say he did again?”

      “I didn’t. We hadn’t gotten that far.”

      “Right!” he laughed. “Sorry about that.”

      I told him about Tom’s career.

      “Hey, wait,” Carter said, “I know him. His books, at least. Kim made me read the last one. He really gets it. About us.”

      “He does.”

      “And I’d be surprised if he’s not a Dom himself. I mean, look at him. A guy like that? Yeah, he’s for real.”

      “I think so,” I agreed.

      “He’d have to be,” Carter chuckled, “if he tamed Erin. Although… I don’t think anyone will ever tame her. Not for real.”

      “Um… no.”

      He grinned at me sideways. “Very diplomatic. As usual. Are you sure you aren’t an attorney?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “Oh, hey! Speaking of which, congratulations on MIT. Very prestigious. Sorry we couldn’t make the ceremony. I had a big case that actually went to trial.”

      “No worries,” I said. “I got your card and the case of champagne.”

      “Any of it left?” he teased.

      “Are you kidding? You’ve met my wife, haven’t you?”

      “I’ve had the pleasure. Many times, as a matter of fact.”

      We shared a grin.

      “So, tell me who else is supposed to be here this weekend. Any other guys like us?”

      “One,” I said. “Nate. Brooke’s new boyfriend.”
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        * * *

      

      Carter and I returned from town and parked next to a car that hadn’t been there when we’d left. It was a nondescript Chevy with North Carolina tags, obviously a rental.

      “No clue,” I said to his silent question.

      “We’ll find out soon enough.”

      He opened the trunk of the Mercedes, and we loaded up with bags of groceries. We nearly ran into Brooke when we rounded the corner. She was fully dressed, although she wasn’t wearing a bra under her tight-fitting top.

      “Oh, hi!”

      “Hey, you made it,” I said. “I didn’t think you were supposed to be here till tomorrow.”

      “We changed our flight and left early. My deputy can handle all the tests. Besides, I have a modem on my laptop, so I can use dial-up and check the progress if I need to.”

      “Seriously?” I said. “It’s that big of a deal?”

      She nodded. “FDA Phase II clinical trials. We can’t afford any problems at this point.”

      “Well… good luck.”

      “Thanks.” She glanced at Carter, and sexual tension sparked between them.

      “Okay,” I chuckled. “I suppose I should introduce you. Brooke, this is Carter. Carter, Brooke.”

      She went to shake his hand and realized we were holding bags full of groceries.

      “You want some help?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Then we need to get you out of those clothes.”

      She rolled her eyes but turned pink with pleasure.

      “Wait, I have a better idea. Get you out of those clothes and then unload the groceries.”

      Her copper eyebrows rose when I looked at her expectantly.

      “I’m serious,” I said. “I mean, it’s a nudist camp.”

      “Right,” Carter agreed. “You’re supposed to be nude.”

      “Uh-huh,” she said dubiously. Still, she crossed her arms, grasped the hem of her top, and pulled it over her head. Her breasts swung free, and I felt Carter rock back with awe. I didn’t see him do it, of course, because I was looking at Brooke’s chest.

      She was still one of the most beautiful women I’d ever met. Some kind of cosmic alignment had given her a model’s good looks and a brain to match. Playboy had even tried to recruit her for a Career Girls edition a few years earlier. She’d turned them down, but not before she’d done a test shoot with one of their photographers.

      Her breasts were big enough that they’d sagged over the years, but they still would’ve looked fine in Playboy. Besides, Carter didn’t know any better, and I wasn’t about to complain.

      “Hello?” she said with a laugh. “My eyes are up here.”

      “Sorry,” I teased, “what did you say?”

      “Oh, boy. So… it’s going to be like that, is it?”

      “Yeah, probably,” I chuckled. Then I frowned and looked around. “Hold on, where’s Nate?”

      “He’s in the room, getting things put away.”

      “Things?” My grin turned suggestive. “Toy things?”

      “Do you want help with the groceries or not?”
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        * * *

      

      We went to the main camp after dinner to fetch the kids. Kara’s daughters were going to spend the night with her parents, but ours were too young. Besides, my own parents looked like they needed a break.

      “I’d forgotten how much work it is,” Mom said.

      “Welcome to my world,” I chuckled.

      Her expression reminded me that it had been her world too, for nearly twenty years.

      “Um… yeah,” I said, a bit sheepishly.

      “Come on, kids,” Wren called to them. “Everyone help clean up.”

      After fifteen minutes of cajoling and chaos, we finally managed to find all the toys, towels, flip-flops, sunglasses, and more. Then my kids began their extended goodbyes. They were stalling because they didn’t want to leave, although I didn’t have the heart to rush them.

      The clubhouse door swung closed behind us, and I turned to look. Doug waved as he and Olivia walked toward us. He hadn’t changed much in the five or six years since I’d seen him last, but I felt a moment of déjà vu when I glanced at her.

      She looked almost exactly like Susan had when I was a teenager. Her body was slightly different, and her hairstyle definitely was, but the resemblance was close enough that the little head immediately started making plans.

      Down boy, I told him firmly. She isn’t Susan.

      But…? But…?

      She isn’t a widow, isn’t lonely, and hasn’t known me since I was a boy.

      So?

      I sighed and did my best to ignore him. Fortunately, we had a longstanding agreement about who was in charge. Sometimes he even abided by it.

      Doug and I exchanged greetings.

      “I’m glad we caught you,” he added. “We’re headed up to the Retreat.”

      “Just you two?”

      “Yeah. The boys’re gonna stay with my mom for a few days. Can we help carry anything?” He already had a canvas bag over his shoulder, but he gestured at the ones beside me.

      “Do you mind?”

      “Not at all.” He grabbed the closest one, while Olivia shouldered Susie’s diaper bag.

      “Okay, girls,” I said to mine, “one last hug and kiss and then say goodnight to Grandma and Grandpa.”

      Dad didn’t know the meaning of restraint, especially when it came to his granddaughters. He spoiled them worse than Mom did, although she was no slouch.

      “It’s our job,” she’d said to me once. “We spoil them and send them home. Then it’s your problem.”

      I couldn’t disagree. My own grandparents had done the same thing.

      We finally said goodnight and headed out a few minutes later. The walk from the clubhouse up the hill was strangely quiet. Our kids were all tired from a long day of swimming and sun, so they weren’t making their usual racket, but no one else was either. None of the other campers had kids.

      “Mom told me,” Doug said as he looked around, “but it’s different in person.”

      “No kidding.”

      We reached the trail to the Retreat. After years of use, it was wide enough that two people could walk abreast. The camp manager used a golf cart to get around, and she kept the trail well-maintained, like everything else.

      Leah, Wren, and Olivia led the way, with the kids in the middle. I hung back with Doug. He knew about my life and family from his mother, and I’d heard updates about his for years, but we chatted and caught up anyway.

      He was an executive for a big computer company in Austin, Texas, and Olivia was a stay-at-home mom. They and their two sons (Fraser and Cole) lived a typical upper-middle class life. Doug tinkered with computers and made little robots on the weekend, Olivia liked to bake and garden, and the boys played video games with their friends. In other words, suburban bliss.

      When we reached the end of the trail, Davis and the older girls found a reserve of energy. They shouted and ran ahead, and Wren jogged to keep an eye on them. Susie was sound asleep on my shoulder and didn’t even stir. Leah was carrying McKenna, who raised her head and looked around. After a moment she decided she’d had enough fun for one day. She heaved a tired sigh and flopped onto Leah’s shoulder again.

      Doug chuckled. “They’re fun when they’re that age.”

      “They are,” I agreed. “A lot of work…”

      “But worth it,” he finished.

      Leah and Olivia drifted back to walk with us as the trail widened into the clearing.

      “Is now a good time to discuss the rules?” Doug asked.

      “Sure,” I said. “The common areas are PG-13, especially if the kids’re around.”

      “Good,” he agreed.

      “If it’s just adults, fooling around and flirting are fine, even a little fondling.” I smiled to myself at the alliteration. Leah noticed and knew me well enough to figure it out. She sighed. Fondly, even. “Sorry,” I said aloud, “I can’t help it.”

      Doug and Olivia didn’t get it, but they knew an intimate relationship when they saw one.

      “Anyway, where was I?” I said. “Right, the rules. Flirting is fine in the common areas, but save the action for the privacy of a bungalow, yours or one of the empty ones. We have linens and towels in them too.”

      He nodded.

      “Number five is couples only,” I went on. “Twelve is for groups, anything goes. With the usual permission, of course.”

      “Of course,” he agreed.

      “We moved the living room furniture to the clubhouse and covered the floor with air mattresses, so it’s really one big bed.”

      “Sounds fun. What about tests?” he asked. “We’re both tan, but since this isn’t our normal group…?”

      My brow furrowed. Tan? Of course he was tan, he was a nudist. Then it hit me.

      “Oh, TAN! Sorry. I thought you meant the skin tone.”

      “We love him,” Leah said, “but his mind doesn’t work the way a normal person’s does.” She arched an eyebrow in my direction. “Got it now?”

      “Yeah, sorry,” I repeated. “TAN, Tested AIDS Negative.”

      “We are too,” Leah said. “We use the lab from Kara’s practice, and we’ve all been screened.”

      “Us too,” I agreed, “before we left Boston. We have the results if—”

      “No need,” Doug said. “We all know each other. The honor system’s fine, as long as everyone’s been tested recently.”

      “We have.”

      “Birth control?” Olivia asked. “Doug’s had a vasectomy, and I’ve had my tubes tied.”

      “Christy hasn’t,” I said, “but she doesn’t have sex with anyone else. I’ve had a vasectomy.”

      “Mark and Victor too,” Leah added. “Kara and I are both… um… normal? Fertile? ‘Unfixed’ sounds like we’re broken.”

      We filled in the blanks on everyone else. All the couples except Erin, Tom, Brooke, and Nate had some form of birth control, but we still needed to pay attention.

      “Sorry it’s such a mix,” I said.

      “It usually is,” Doug said, “which is why we ask.”

      “When in doubt, pull it out,” I quipped, which earned a grin from Leah.

      “It’s a good thing we all like swallowing,” she said.

      Olivia smiled and sent me a sideways glance that made the little head start planning again.

      Doug chuckled in agreement before he turned serious. “I figure we all have the same rules otherwise. We’re all second- or third-generation.”

      We slowed to a stop at the inner ring of bungalows. On the other side of the pool, my girls were telling Christy about their day, and Trip’s were doing the same with him.

      “Speaking of the next generation,” I said.

      Doug sighed agreement. “This is maybe our last chance to do something like this.”

      “Mmm,” I agreed, “the end of an era.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Leah, Wren, and I took the kids down to the main camp and left them with our parents after breakfast. We didn’t hang around for long, even though a part of me wanted to invite Gina and John to join us at the Retreat. Unfortunately, I knew better.

      Gina hadn’t been a swinger for years, and John wasn’t even comfortable as a nudist in the first place. I couldn’t imagine him in a threesome, much less the middle of an orgy. So we returned to the Retreat by ourselves, although we chatted about who’d been flirting with whom.

      “Trip, of course,” Wren said. Then she rolled her eyes. “He wants to have sex with every woman at least once. Well, everyone but Christy, although he thinks he might have a chance, even with her.”

      “He doesn’t,” Leah said before I could.

      “Try telling him that,” Wren laughed. Then she shot me a look. “And you… You’re almost as bad.”

      “What!”

      “I saw the way you looked at Olivia last night.”

      “Oh, that,” I laughed. “Well, can you blame me?”

      “No, not really. And… I have to admit, I’m a little curious myself.”

      “Oh?”

      “You know what I mean. She looks exactly like Susan.”

      “She does,” Leah agreed.

      “I thought it was a little weird at first,” Wren continued, “but you know what they say—men marry their mothers.”

      “Or something,” Leah said under her breath, so only I could hear.

      Not now, I warned her with a glance.

      Yes, sir. She added a flirty little smirk, in case I thought she was serious.

      “Anyway,” Wren continued to me, “I might join you if you get together with them.”

      “Who? Doug and Olivia?”

      “Who else? She asked about you.”

      Leah nodded confirmation.

      “Seriously?” I said.

      “Yeah, she wanted to know about you and Christy,” Wren said, “whether she needed to talk to her first.”

      “What’d you tell her? Never mind,” I said immediately.

      “Not so slow after all,” she teased. Then she looked across me and asked Leah, “What about you? Who’re you thinking about?”

      “Do you really need to ask?”

      “Seriously? I didn’t think you cared about size,” Wren said.

      “Oh, I don’t. But it’s my job to investigate.”

      “That’s a lot of investigation,” Wren laughed.

      “Mmm, I know.”

      Wren rolled her eyes at Leah’s enthusiasm. “I don’t know who’s worse, you or Christy.”

      “I think it’s a tie,” I said dryly.

      “Well, you’d know. Anyway, speaking of Christy…?”

      “I think she and Mark have a date.” I glanced at Leah to confirm, and she nodded.

      “What about Brooke?” Wren asked. Then she huffed. “God! Will she get married and have kids already!”

      “Why?” I laughed.

      “So she doesn’t look like a fucking Playmate!”

      “Oh, relax,” I said. “You’re as pretty as she is.”

      “Yeah,” Wren muttered, “if you like sagging and stretch marks.”

      “I’ll prove it if you want.”

      “How?”

      “Let’s see if Doug and Olivia want to get together.”

      “You mean it?”

      “Of course.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We relaxed by the pool after lunch, although couples occasionally drifted away for private fun. Kara, Victor, and Jason started fooling around, and Sydney and Woody joined in. Before long they went off to the group bungalow together. Stacy stayed behind.

      “Not in the mood?” I asked.

      “Hmm? Oh, I might join them later.”

      I hadn’t felt any kind of connection with her since they’d arrived. We’d known each other intimately at one point, but we’d both changed since then. She wasn’t a lost and insecure young woman anymore, and I wasn’t a shy and pudgy teenager. I didn’t feel any hostility from her, but I didn’t feel any attraction either. I almost laughed when I realized we were like siblings more than lovers.

      “So much has changed,” I said obliquely.

      “I know what you mean. It’s like we both stepped into a time warp. I still have to remind myself that you’re a grown-up. You’re a kid in my head. Okay, maybe not a kid, but you know. I have a son who isn’t much younger than you were when we first met. That’s wild.”

      “No kidding,” I agreed. “Time flies.”

      “At least you still look like you. Town is…” She gestured futilely. “I barely recognized it. Did you see where they tore down the Winn-Dixie?”

      “Uh-huh. And replaced it with a strip mall.”

      “I know!” she laughed.

      “Hey, every small town needs a Blockbuster, a GNC, and a Chinese restaurant.”

      “Add a dry cleaner and you have everything you need,” she joked.

      We fell silent for a moment before she looked around and sighed.

      “It’s a shame about the camp, too.”

      “Mmm.”

      “She’s been worried about it for a couple of years,” she added, “but I think the numbers finally forced her hand.”

      “What do you think she should do?”

      “From a business standpoint?” Stacy shrugged. “You have to change with the times.”

      “But from a personal one?”

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I was never that attached to this place. Not like you. I like it okay, but I don’t have a lot of fond memories from those days.”

      “You do about Susan.”

      “True. She’s been like a mother. Better than my real one ever was.”

      I didn’t know much about Stacy’s family—more evidence of a disconnect—but I did know that her mother had died about five years earlier. Stacy hadn’t even known until the state contacted her and asked what she wanted to do with the body. She sighed again and drew me back to the present.

      “I guess I want her to be happy, whatever she decides,” she said. “I see both sides of the argument. She’s sentimental about the camp but she’s also a businesswoman. She’s lucky, though.”

      “How so?”

      “She can afford to be sentimental. This place is maybe 1 percent of her business revenue, so it doesn’t really matter. Besides, everything she owns is privately held. She’s the only one who cares about the P&L. She doesn’t have to justify her decisions to a board or investors or anyone else.”

      “That’s a nice position to be in,” I agreed.

      “She’s earned it.”

      “She has.”
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        * * *

      

      I pulled the door closed behind me and crossed to the occupied table. The patio and pool were deserted otherwise, which seemed odd. Then again, bedtime had taken almost an hour.

      I bent and gave Christy a kiss.

      “Any problems?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “What was the story tonight?”

      “They’re moving to a new castle.”

      “Ah. Of course.”

      Carter poured me a glass of white wine. The kitchen had a full set of acrylic ones now, for use around the pool. He emptied the bottle and set it beside another on the table next to us. I didn’t see a full bottle, but I knew Carter, so he probably had it chilling in the clubhouse.

      “What’s this about a new castle?” he asked.

      “Princess time.” I sank into a chair and took a long drink. “Oh, wow, that’s good. What is it?”

      “Orange muscat.”

      It looked like a normal white wine, but he was right about the orange part. I took a smaller sip and raised the glass in thanks. Then I continued with my train of thought.

      “Bedtime stories.”

      “Technically, a single story,” Brooke corrected, and Christy nodded. “How long’ve you been telling it?”

      “Since Emily was born,” I said. “So, four years.”

      Carter’s blond eyebrows twitched with disbelief. “That long? The same story?”

      “Yeah. The princesses go on adventures and solve problems. They make friends and learn things along the way.”

      “Ah, right. It sounds like an allegory, life lessons.”

      “More or less,” I agreed. “I want the girls to be decent human beings.”

      “Hear, hear.”

      “Anyway…” I looked around. “Where is everyone?”

      “Where do you think?”

      “Right. Off getting laid. Why aren’t we doing the same?”

      “We were waiting for you.”

      Nate had been silent to that point, but he took a sip of wine and gestured toward me with his glass.

      “Gotcha,” I said. And since no one was around to overhear, I didn’t need to choose my words carefully. “So, what’s the plan? The usual? Paddles? Nipple clamps? A vibrator?”

      “I’m getting predictable,” Carter chuckled. “No, I think we’ll try something new, especially since there are two of us.” He inclined his head to Nate, who nodded in reply. “It’s a surprise, my dear,” he added to Christy.

      She practically vibrated with excitement.

      “And what about me?” I wondered aloud. “Do I need to keep Brooke and Kim occupied? All by myself?”

      Kim lowered her eyes, and her breathing quickened in anticipation. Brooke looked to Nate.

      “I’ll help,” he said to me. “I’ll tie her up. Then you can have your way with her while I drift back and forth.”

      I grinned and drawled, “Please, Br’er Fox, don’ fling me in that briar patch.”

      “Right!” Carter laughed. Then he asked Kim, “Are you ready, hon?”

      Nate touched Brooke’s hand, and she flushed with anticipation.

      “All right, then,” I said. “Let’s get this show on the road.”
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        * * *

      

      The picnic turned into a proper Fourth of July party, albeit a smaller one than in the days of my youth. The kids finished eating long before the rest of us, probably because they weren’t drinking. At least they entertained themselves with a raucous game of hide-and-seek.

      The rest of us ate and drank and reminisced about summers past. The sun slowly bent toward the horizon, and a citrus glow crept into the sky from the west. The warm, heavy air buzzed with the sounds of the rural south.

      Other people gathered on the grass as twilight settled over the camp. I recognized a few, but not many. Gunny was long gone, and his widow had moved away. Dwight and Karen were missing as well. So were Stan and Terri. They’d been yearly fixtures for as long as I could remember, but they must have moved on with their lives. The same with Kendall’s family, Manfred’s, and too many others to mention.

      I was still thinking about it when Susan stood and moved to the center of the lawn. The crowd was small enough that we fell silent with only a little prompting.

      “Thank you all for coming,” she began. “It’s almost dark, so I’ll keep this short. As most of you know, the camp has been in a slow decline for a while. Those of you who’ve been coming for years know what I mean. This used to be the biggest week of the year, with hundreds of visitors.”

      I flashed back to magic shows, movie nights, games, contests, and more.

      “We still have the fireworks,” she continued, “but not as many of those, either.”

      I glanced at Gina and we shared a smile. We’d fallen in love under those fireworks.

      “But you know what they say: all good things must end. And I can’t keep running the camp as a business unless it changes.” Susan sniffed and wiped her cheeks. “Sorry. I didn’t want to get emotional…”

      She cleared her throat and continued in a stronger voice, “I thought about several options, but I don’t like any of them. In the end, I decided that I don’t care.”

      The crowd stirred uneasily, and my eyebrows rose in puzzlement.

      “I don’t care if the camp makes money,” she went on. “I don’t care if we have a thousand visitors a year or a hundred. I don’t care if I see new faces or the same ones. I love you all, and I don’t want to give this up.”

      She wiped her cheeks again.

      “Sorry,” she said after a moment. “I’ll hold it together.”

      My mother handed a napkin to Laurie, who ran to Susan and gave it to her.

      “See what I mean?” she laughed tearfully. “What would I do without you all?” She wiped her eyes. “My father told me not to go into politics,” she joked, “and now I know why.”

      The crowd chuckled in sympathy.

      “Anyway,” she said at last, “I think we have something special here, and I don’t want it to change. I’m going to keep the camp running. I don’t care what it costs. My accountant can deal with it.”
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      On Sunday we packed up and said goodbye to my parents and Susan, although it felt like we were saying goodbye to the Pines as well. Most of our friends had left, and the Retreat would soon be empty. The main camp was only a month or two away from becoming a ghost town as well.

      Susan wasn’t going to reinvent the place as a resort for ecotourists and corporate events, but she didn’t have a plan for the future, either. Part of me was happy, because I wasn’t going to lose the camp of my youth. But another part was disappointed. The place would eventually become a curiosity, a hand-written letter in a world full of email. And I couldn’t imagine my daughters coming with their own children in twenty years.

      Not surprisingly, I was in a melancholy mood as we climbed into our cars for the trip back to Atlanta. Tom had a radar detector, so he led the way in his Porsche. Mark followed in their SUV, while Trip and I brought up the rear in our rented minivans.

      Christy read me perfectly and cheered me up in her usual way. She loaded an Alanis Morissette CD in the minivan’s player, and the girls joined in for an impromptu concert. They sang and danced in their seats, and their good mood was so contagious that I couldn’t help but smile. Christy loaded a mix CD next, one that Trip had made for her with the Cranberries, the Breeders, and No Doubt. Then we crossed into Georgia, and she put in a 10,000 Maniacs CD from MTV Unplugged.

      I was actually singing along by the time we reached the outskirts of Atlanta and the Perimeter. At that point Tom slowed down until his car was alongside ours. Erin waved and blew kisses from the passenger seat, while the girls behind me shouted and waved goodbye. Then Tom sped up, and they continued down I-85 with Mark and Leah toward their house in Midtown. Trip and I peeled off and followed I-285 to Alpharetta and a hotel, our home in between homes for the next week.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning I called the realtor, a woman named Penny Powell.

      “Yes! Leah’s friends. You’re moving from Boston, right? She said you might give us a call.”

      “That’s us.” I mentioned that Trip and Wren were looking as well. Then I told her what kind of houses and neighborhoods we were interested in.

      “Wow,” she gushed, “that’s a lot more information than I usually get.”

      “We’re architects. And we used to build houses.”

      “That explains it,” she laughed. Then she paused to review her notes. “Hold on, Whitman and Hughes? Architects? Don’t you guys own a company…?”

      “Used to,” I said with suppressed bitterness. “A few years ago. But yeah, that was us.”

      “I just sold one of your houses!” She told me the address.

      “Yep. The Greek Revival in Buckhead. If you don’t mind me asking, how much did it sell for?”

      She told me.

      “Oh, wow. The market’s up.”

      “Strong economy,” she said. “And it’s a beautiful house.”

      “Thank you.”

      We chatted for a few minutes longer and arranged a time to meet her and her husband, who was also a realtor.

      “We have our kids with us,” I said before we hung up. “Okay to bring them?”

      “Sure! We have a little play area here in the office.”

      “Perfect, thanks. We’ll see you then.”

      “Great! See you then.”

      We arrived a couple of hours later and introduced ourselves.

      Penny looked exactly like she sounded on the phone, a former cheerleader, although she was the tall version instead of the pixie. She’d probably been a bleach-blonde back in the eighties, but her hair was more natural now, a darker blonde with highlights from a salon instead of a bottle. I suspected that her body had gone through a similar change over time, the skinny girl who’d become an attractive thirty-something woman.

      Kurt was dark-haired and handsome, quiet only by comparison. He was the base of the pyramid, the platform that supported her rah-rah energy. Penny was about my height, while Kurt topped six feet by several inches. He had a boyish face and a tan that rivaled Christy’s. He was outgoing and friendly as well, but Penny was clearly the dominant one.

      I thought about what Leah had said, that they might be interested in swinging. I hadn’t told Wren and Trip, but I glanced at Christy.

      Well, what do you think? I asked.

      I like them. My radar hasn’t gone off, but… She shrugged and left the decision up to me.

      I wasn’t in a rush. Besides, we needed to find a place to live first.

      We started with listings on the computer. Trip and Wren looked at the one on Kurt’s desk, while Christy and I did the same with Penny. We narrowed them down to a half-dozen promising ones, and Penny printed them for us to look at back at the hotel.

      “We’ll start making calls,” she said, and Kurt nodded. “We should be able to see them all tomorrow. Do you want us to arrange day care for your kids?”

      “Absolutely!” Trip said, which earned a tight smile of irritation from Wren.

      “No, but thanks,” I said. Trip looked at me like I was crazy, so I explained, “Erin and Leah offered to watch them. They’re going to come to the hotel and hang out by the pool.”

      “Whatever,” Trip said. “As long as we don’t have to haul them around all day.”

      Wren’s nostrils flared and she wanted to pinch him. He didn’t notice, which was probably for the best. Penny watched everything and smiled. Then, like a good negotiator, she changed the subject.

      “No problem,” she said. “Do you want to look at them together?”

      “Or divide and conquer?” Kurt finished seamlessly.

      “Divide and conquer?” Trip asked me. “It’d be faster that way.”

      “Sure.”

      “Okay,” Penny said with bubbling enthusiasm, “we’ll see you tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      Penny and Kurt greeted us with a tray of pastries when we arrived at their office. Christy systematically devoured a danish and then a bear claw, while the rest of us made small talk about plans for the day. Penny’s eyebrows rose with amusement when Christy unfolded a paper napkin and piled it with two doughnuts and another bear claw.

      “Second breakfast,” I explained with a completely straight face. “She’s a hobbit.”

      Wren rolled her eyes but smiled fondly.

      “Sorry, inside joke,” I added for Penny’s benefit. She and Kurt hadn’t been nerds in high school. “Anyway, we’re ready when you are.”

      Kurt headed out with Trip and Wren, while Christy and I rode with Penny. We looked at houses, yards, and neighborhoods for nearly six hours. Alpharetta hadn’t changed much in the three years we’d been gone.

      Penny, however, grew steadily more friendly with each house. At first I thought it was just her personality, but then I realized that she and Kurt must have been interviewing us, exactly like we were doing to them. I didn’t actually use the word “swinger,” but I dropped a couple of hints and said we’d like to get to know them better after we moved.

      “We were thinking the same thing,” she said easily. “We live nearby, and our kids’re about the same age.”

      We eventually returned to the office and met up with the others. Trip and Wren couldn’t decide between two houses. One was in the same neighborhood as the house that Christy and I had decided on, while the other was several miles away.

      “Well, that settles it,” Wren said.

      “What?” Trip said. “No, it doesn’t.”

      “We’ll talk about it later,” she told him.

      “No,” he sighed, “you’re right.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I laughed. “Who’re you, and what’ve you done with the real Trip?”

      “What?” He actually managed to sound wounded. “I can change my mind.”

      “Yeah, but never without a fight.”

      “I change it all the time. Besides, Wren’s right. I mean, we’re only going to live there for a couple of years.” He turned to her and added, “Yeah, I like that bonus room in the first house, but the yard’s better at the second. Besides, Paul can design me a real studio in the new house.”

      “Write that down,” Wren said to me.

      “What? Studio in the new house? Or Trip said you’re right?”

      “Both!”
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        * * *

      

      We quickly adjusted to life in Atlanta. Our new house wasn’t as nice as the one we’d owned before, but it was good enough for the time being. Besides, it was several times larger than the apartment in Boston, with plenty of room for everyone.

      We went shopping for cars, and I found a late-model Toyota Land Cruiser. It was twenty years newer and far nicer than the one I’d had in college. Now it was a luxury model instead of an off-road workhorse. I didn’t mind the change, but I had to remind myself not to treat it like I had in the past.

      We started shopping for Christy next. She wanted a convertible, and a new one at that.

      “I can afford it,” she insisted. “I have my money from Nana.”

      “It doesn’t matter. You need something more practical. You can’t haul the girls in a convertible.”

      “Can too.”

      We didn’t exactly fight about it, but she dug in her heels. I finally decided to prove it to her, so I took her to the Mercedes dealership. The girls were part of my plan, so we loaded them into the Cruiser and brought them with us.

      Christy told the salesman what she wanted, and he showed us a red SL 500 convertible with all the options. To absolutely no one’s surprise, it was love at first sight.

      Purely out of curiosity, I checked the sticker price and actually laughed. Out loud. The car cost as much as a house. Granted, not as much as ours, but plenty of people could’ve bought a comfortable place to live for the cost of the Mercedes.

      Christy didn’t even notice the price, of course, and the poor salesman thought he had an easy sale. Lucky for him, I wasn’t mean enough to prolong things with a test drive.

      “Okay,” I said instead, “let’s make sure Susie’s car seat will fit. The older girls’ booster seats too.”

      “I’m sure they will,” Christy said breezily.

      The salesman looked confused, which was understandable. The car was a two-seater, with a luggage well behind. Christy hadn’t noticed that little detail. In her defense, her mother’s convertibles had had rear seats.

      “Let’s check,” I said, “just to be sure.”

      At that point the salesman looked at me. He glanced at Susie. Then his eyes fell to Laurie and Emily. They smiled politely, of course, and I actually felt a little sorry for the guy as he realized he wasn’t going to get a fat commission after all. He sighed and nodded in resignation.

      Christy wasn’t very happy when she figured it out. The salesman rallied and tried to sell us a sedan instead, but I thanked him and apologized for wasting his time.

      “You could’ve just told me,” Christy sulked as we drove to the Honda dealer.

      “I tried.”

      “Fine. We’ll do it your way. Stupid mommy van.”
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        * * *

      

      We had our next argument about schools.

      Laurie had gone to Catholic school for kindergarten and first grade, and Christy wanted her to continue. I wanted her to go to public school, especially since our local elementary was the best in the area. I had an ulterior motive as well. I didn’t want Laurie and the younger girls to grow up in the same conservative environment that Christy had.

      “Sister Prune,” I reminded her.

      “Quality education,” she shot back.

      We both dug in our heels that time. Trip and Wren were on my side—they’d both gone to public schools, after all—but three against one made Christy even more stubborn.

      “Why don’t we compromise,” I said at last. The first day of school was approaching quickly. “Let’s look at private schools that aren’t Catholic.”

      Wren thought that was a good idea, but Trip was Trip.

      “Seriously? It’s a waste of money,” he complained. “Besides, we don’t have to send our kids to school with theirs.”

      Wren gave him a look that could’ve seared steak.

      “What?” he said defensively. “We don’t.”

      She ignored him and started working on Christy. She eventually convinced her, but Christy was a bit of a sore loser.

      “First the stupid mommy van, now public schools.”

      “It isn’t a public school,” I said patiently. “It’s the best private academy in the area.”

      “It isn’t Catholic.”

      “Quality education,” I countered.

      “Fine. Ugh.”

      The academy was expensive and exclusive. We had to jump through some hoops to get Laurie admitted, but we made it work. They had a pre-K program as well, and they gave preference to younger siblings, although it didn’t matter in Emily’s case. She scored so high on the admission test that they practically fell over themselves to enroll her.

      Trip grumbled almost as loudly as Christy, although Wren ignored him and went through the process to get Davis and Missy admitted. Trip still balked at the cost of tuition, so Wren wrote the check herself.

      “Our kids are going to school with theirs, and that’s final.”
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        * * *

      

      Our lives settled into a routine once the kids were in school, so we began making concrete plans for the new design company. Wren took a page from her mother’s playbook and offered to invest. She insisted on it, actually.

      “I’ll match Trip’s share of the startup capital.”

      “I can do the same,” Christy said to me. “With your half, I mean.”

      I resisted the urge to point out that the amounts were the same, so it didn’t matter whose half was whose. Then I started doing the math. She had money in the trust fund from Nana C., but I didn’t think she realized how much. The startup investment would almost clean her out.

      I glanced at Trip, but he’d never been the type to turn away money. And his utter lack of surprise convinced me that I was the “one” in this three-on-one discussion. I shouldn’t have been surprised, since I’d done the same thing to him five years earlier, when we’d started our first company. He grinned smugly when he realized I’d figured it out. Fortunately (for him), Wren started up again before I could say anything.

      “If you guys want us to play Suzy Homemaker, then we want an equity share in the company.” She was talking to me, of course.

      “Yeah!” Christy agreed.

      “We don’t want a say in the day-to-day operations, but we want the financial security.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Besides, you guys can’t do your jobs if we don’t do ours.”

      “Yeah. Wait, what?”

      Wren looked at her. “What’s the matter?”

      “Your job doesn’t have anything to do with theirs,” Christy said.

      “I meant at home. Watching the kids. Cooking and cleaning.”

      Christy frowned. “Hold on, I thought you were—”

      “I am,” Wren said quickly.

      Trip’s smugness faded as he sat forward. “Um, babe…? Is there something you wanna tell me? Have any of the headhunters called?”

      “Don’t worry your pretty little head.” He hated the phrase, which was why she used it. “Christy and I are going to keep the home fires burning while you guys get the new company going.”

      “Home fires?” Trip countered. “But you don’t have anything to do at home. Not without the kids there.”

      “I have other plans,” she said evasively.

      Trip knew he wouldn’t get anywhere by arguing, especially if Wren didn’t want to discuss it. He decided to feign indifference instead, which was his way to annoy her.

      “Whatever,” he said. “I’m sure you’ll be successful. Let me know when you’re ready to share.”

      Wren eyed him suspiciously. He was never that agreeable.

      They were playing games with each other, and I was happy to leave them to it.
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        * * *

      

      Trip and our attorney handled most of the paperwork for the new company, but the rest of us still needed to review and sign the articles of incorporation. We sat around the dinner table one evening, and Trip handed out copies.

      Christy bounced with excitement when she received hers, although I thought I knew why. This was the first time she’d ever been a shareholder in one of our companies.

      I was wrong, as I found out almost immediately.

      “Hold on,” I said, “what’s this?”

      “What’s what?” Trip asked, a little too coolly.

      “Here, the name of the company, Paul+Hughes Design. I thought we were going to call it Whitman-Hughes.”

      “We were,” Trip said, “but I decided to change it. Whoa. Let me rephrase. It was Wren’s suggestion. We discussed it and all agreed to the change.”

      Christy beamed and nodded enthusiastically.

      “We didn’t tell you because we wanted it to be a surprise,” he finished.

      “Well, you succeeded! But… why? Change it, I mean.”

      “Several reasons. But it was Wren’s idea, so I’ll let her explain.”

      She thanked him with a smile and took up where he’d left off. “First, we don’t want any whiff of Trimble—”

      “Scumbag.”

      “Okay,” she said slowly. “So… we haven’t moved on?”

      “Nope. He’s a con man, a grifter, and a scumbag. Always was, always will be.”

      “I agree, but… whatever. We don’t want the association with… him… or the defunct company.”

      “Makes sense,” I said. “But what’s the second reason?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “It’s obvious that it’s my name. But… why?” I repeated. “And what’s with the plus sign? Never mind. We’ll get to that. Why change it to just my name? The company is both of us.”

      Wren glanced at Trip.

      “Dude, I hate to play down my own importance, but I’m…” He searched for the right word and winced. “I don’t wanna say I’m ‘irrelevant’ to the company, but I’m not the reason people are going to hire us.”

      “The hell you aren’t,” I said.

      “Thanks, but… I’m not. I’m the reason we’re going to make a profit. Also the reason we’ll get repeat business, but my name isn’t why they’re going to walk through the door.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You have a reputation. The owners love your houses. They go up in value. They’re on the covers of magazines, for God’s sake.”

      “That was only once,” I protested, “and it was a local magazine.”

      “Our business is local too… for now.”

      “Okay, but… the other things are just good design.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. But they’re also good marketing.”

      Wren nodded and used Leah’s argument, “Your name is your brand.”

      “And now it’s our brand,” Trip agreed. “I’ll admit, I’m a bit disappointed that I’m not the star of the show, but I shine behind the scenes.” He paused and then laughed in mild annoyance. “Have I ever told you I hate working with you sometimes?”

      He was kidding, but I suspected that some part of him really did resent that I was a better architect. Oh, he’d accepted it long ago, but he still wanted to be the best at everything.

      “Anyway,” he continued, “changing the name puts you out front, where you belong.”

      “What if I don’t want to be out front? What if I want Whitman-Hughes?”

      “Then I’ll convince you to see things my— our way.” He chuckled and gestured at Christy. “Actually, she will.”

      “I’m very convincing, you know.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at her enthusiasm. “You are, Little Bit. But still… I’m not sure I like the new name.”

      “Tough,” Trip said, and the women agreed with nods.

      “Okay. Then… why the plus sign?”

      “Me again,” Wren said. “I wanted a bit of modern flair, something to make you stand out.”

      “I think you stand out enough already,” Trip teased, “but Wren likes the plus.”

      “The new name has another benefit,” she said. “The company tag line practically writes itself.”

      I frowned. “How?”

      “PHD. We’re smart design.”

      “Oh, you’re good.”

      “Mmm, I know. Thanks.” She flicked a finger at my little notebook. “But feel free to write it down.”
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        * * *

      

      Paul+Hughes Design officially went into business on October 1, 1996. We signed a lease for office space and hired our first employee. Shari had been our office manager before, and we shamelessly poached her from the rival firm where she’d gone after we’d closed Whitman-Hughes.

      “I knew you’d be back,” she said when I met her in the parking lot of the new office.

      She was a big woman, six feet and solid, with a personality to match. Clients and contractors were always surprised when they met her in person, not only because of her size, but because her voice was different too. On the phone she was soft and feminine, smoothly professional. In person she was pure Georgia, a good ol’ girl.

      I unlocked the door and ushered her into the lobby. She pulled up short, and I had to skip sideways to avoid bumping into her.

      “Where is everything?” she said.

      “That’s your first job.” I handed her an envelope. “Cash and a company credit card. Forge my signature for the time being. You can still do that, can’t you?”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yep. We’ll stop by the bank and sign the paperwork so you can get your own card.”

      “No… I mean, seriously, I can go on a shopping spree?”

      I chuckled. “Of course. We need everything. Desks, chairs, phones, computers—”

      “Hold on. Let me get something to write on.” She set her purse and lunch bag on the lobby counter, the only piece of furniture in the whole place. Then she surveyed the bare office. “Y’all really are starting from scratch.”

      “Yep. And you get to set up the office.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Anything I want?”

      “Within reason. Trip’s going to look at the receipts, of course.”

      “Of course,” she agreed. “He still pinching pennies?”

      “Afraid so. But he wants a nice office. I’ll help pick out the furniture and art, but the rest is your department. Please.”

      “What’s my budget?”

      “I’ll need to sign any contracts. As far as the rest…?” I pointed to the envelope. “Let me know when you need more cash. The card has a pretty high limit. Stop if you hit it. Duh.”

      “Oh, I’m going to like it here.”

      “Mmm. I thought you would.”

      We had a fully functioning office a week later. We also had three new clients.

      “For real? Hold on,” I said, “how come this is the first I’ve heard of it? I didn’t do designs or proposals or anything.”

      “I told you,” Trip said smugly, “your name would bring ’em running.”

      “He’s right,” Shari said. “We’re getting calls already.”

      “From who?” I demanded. “Never mind. Who’re these clients?”

      Trip told me. I recognized one of the names from before. We’d built his house in Buckhead, although I couldn’t imagine why he wanted a new one so soon. The other two were new.

      “Penny Powell sent them,” Trip explained. “We need to thank her properly. Kurt, too.” That was code for “we need to get to know them better.” He’d figured out that they were potential swingers.

      “Of course.”

      “In the meantime, she’s sending us people she’s sold to in the past. Now they want something custom. They want a Paul+Hughes home.”

      I heard the plus sign but ignored it. “For real?”

      “Yep. And I have a bunch of commercial leads from before. I kept ’em just in case. I’ll tell you more when we do the proposals. In the meantime, why don’t you and Shari put ads in the papers. We need to staff up.”

      She took out her notepad.

      “We’re gonna need a draftsman and a project manager for sure. You all can decide who else. Probably a construction manager. Oh, and who do you know who’s a landscape architect?”

      My eyebrows hit the ceiling. “What? Why?”

      “Country club,” he said cryptically.

      “I know someone,” Shari said. “You’ll like him.”

      “Is he cheap?”

      “No, but he’s good.”

      “I’d rather have both.”

      “Too bad.”

      Trip shot her a grin. Then he paused to relish the moment.

      “Well,” he said all of a sudden, “what’re you waiting for? Time is money!”
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        * * *

      

      Once I started working full-time, Christy took over the garage at home and turned it into her studio. I was mildly annoyed that I had to park in the driveway, but she was happy, so I lived with it. She set up a little play area for Susie on one side and turned our dining room table into a work area on the other.

      “That’s nice,” I said when she showed me, “but… where are we going to eat?”

      “Oh, don’t worry, I bought a new one.”

      “A new one what?” I felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Then again, maybe it was just a reaction to my wallet feeling suddenly lighter.

      “A new table and chairs! Wait till you see them. They’ll be delivered next week. Don’t look at me like that. We needed a new one anyway. The old one was all scratched and beat-up.”

      I couldn’t decide whether to be annoyed because she’d bought furniture I’d never seen, spent thousands of dollars without discussing it, or was completely unconcerned about both. I decided to go with Option D, None of the Above.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I’m glad you took care of it.”

      Part of me really was glad. I was so busy at work that I didn’t have time for anything else. Christy was a good partner at home, even if she didn’t have a firm grasp on the household finances.

      “So, what’re you working on?” I asked.

      “Nothing yet, Mr. Nosy Parker.” She turned and pushed me away from the garage. “Let’s open another bottle of wine. I saved you some dinner. The girls want some princess time before bed. After that, I need some time.”

      “Oh?” I teased. “Do we need to look at furniture?”

      “A certain bedpost, yes.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Trip knocked on my office door about a week later. It was open, and he didn’t wait for an answer before he sank into the chair across from me. It was one of those conversations, so I saved my work and turned to face him.

      “What’s up?” I said.

      “I think you might be onto something with this tree-hugger nonsense.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, “would you repeat that?”

      “It’s a unique selling proposition, and we can use it to our advantage.”

      He’d been calling me a tree-hugger for years, since before our Master’s degrees. He usually did it whenever I climbed onto my soapbox about the environment and sustainable design. He called me Mother Paul whenever I talked about social responsibility and architecture.

      Part of me wanted to blame him for being an asshole, but he was mostly a reflection of the people around him. Harvard had been a hyper-competitive program, and his friends had been old-school capitalist types. The words “social” and “progressive” were anathema in any combination. Case in point, they thought Gordon Gekko was the hero of Wall Street, not the villain.

      Fortunately, Trip knew me well enough to realize I’d eventually punch him in the face if he kept calling me a tree-hugger or Mother Paul. And I knew him well enough to stay off my soapbox when he was around. Our unspoken truce had kept the peace for years, although time away from Harvard had clearly changed him.

      “Yeah, okay,” he conceded, “I might have been a jerk before, but I’m serious now. I think we can use it to differentiate ourselves from the competition.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, “then maybe you should stop calling it ‘nonsense.’”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll do better. So, tell me more about this green building thing.”

      “That’s a pretty broad question. What ‘thing’ in particular?”

      “Start at the top.”

      “The Green Building Council?”

      “Yeah. I need to be able to sell it. As far as I can tell, none of the big firms are doing it, so it gives us a huge competitive advantage.”

      “Okay. Here goes…”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t think Trip was serious about selling our services as environmentally conscious architects, but he surprised me. He brought in more work over the next month than I thought possible, and almost all of it was green.

      Even better, our new clients weren’t just people who wanted houses. We signed a contract to design a three-story office building for a health food company, and an outdoor equipment company wanted us to design a 23,000-square-foot store to anchor a new shopping center. We weren’t big enough to manage the construction as well, but it was a huge step in the right direction.

      I worked eighty hours a week and still couldn’t keep up.

      “Hire someone,” Trip said when I complained. “That’s your department, anyway. Personnel. You’re way better at it than I am.”

      Oddly enough, it didn’t bother him that my people skills were better than his.

      “Why can’t you help?” I argued.

      “Hiring?”

      “No, with the design. You still have your license.”

      “Uh-uh. Division of labor. I hunt, you gather. Speaking of which, we need to go to Alabama. Can you fly us?”

      “Alabama? What the hell for?”

      “Country club. Oh, and what happened to that landscape architect I asked you about?”

      “I don’t know,” I snapped. “I’ve been working nonstop.”

      “Well, find someone. We’ll need him in Alabama. Hustle up. Time is money.”

      “Time is money,” I griped under my breath as I left his office. Still, I caught Shari’s eye on the way past her desk. “Grab your notepad.” I settled behind my own desk, and she sank into the chair opposite. “Sorry,” I said. “I should’ve said please.”

      She smiled and nodded toward the wall that separated my office from Trip’s.

      “Mmm,” I agreed.

      “Anyway, what’s up, boss?”

      I smiled at that. She never called Trip “boss.” He was always “Trip” or “Mr. Whitman,” depending on who she was talking to.

      “You remember Whitney Arden?” I said without preamble, and Shari nodded. “Is she still with Barbara McKay?”

      “I don’t know, but I can find out.” She made a note.

      Whitney had been my last intern at Whitman-Hughes, and she had a mind for details. I’d sent her to Barbara to finish her internship. I’d even offered to pay her salary, but Barbara had found the money in her budget. Whitney would have her license by now, and I needed her organizational skills.

      “On second thought,” I said, “just get me Barbara’s number, please.”

      Barbara was a great architect, but she didn’t have Trip’s talent for business. I suspected she was still eking out a living, just like she’d been doing when I’d sent Whitney to her.

      “You got it,” Shari said.

      “We’re going to need an interior designer, too. I can do it myself, but…”

      “You have bigger fish to fry.” She made a note. “I know someone. You’ll like her. She’s just your type.”

      “Um…”

      “Not like that,” Shari laughed easily. “I mean professionally. Besides, you aren’t…” She nodded again toward Trip’s office.

      “No.”

      I didn’t think Trip had ever slept with anyone who worked for us, but I wouldn’t have ruled it out. He wasn’t the type to cheat on Wren, either, but he probably wouldn’t consider it cheating if it only happened once.

      Shari read my expression and nodded ruefully.

      “Moving on,” I sighed. “Give me your friend’s name. That’ll take care of the interiors. Now, let’s talk about a structural engineer. Do you know anyone?”

      “A few,” she said as she wrote, “but I’m not sure how happy they are where they are. I’ll ask around. We might have to put ads in the paper.” She lifted her pen and studied me for a moment. “Do we have the money for all this hiring?”

      “We should,” I hedged, “but that’s Trip’s department. I’ll need to talk to him about salaries. We have money in the bank, but…”

      “We don’t have the cash flow yet,” she finished.

      “Exactly. Anyway, I’ll talk to him. In the meantime, let’s keep going. What happened to that landscape guy? Drake something?”

      “Robert Drake. Goes by Bob.”

      “Can you call him? Tell him I’m sorry I didn’t get back to him sooner.”

      “No problem. I’ll handle it.”

      “Also, let’s find someone to take over the phones and front desk.”

      Shari raised an eyebrow.

      “You have more important things to do.”

      “Such as?” She grinned. She was enjoying herself.

      “Being a real office manager, not just a glorified receptionist. First things first, though. If we hire all these people…”

      “We’re going to need a bigger office. I’ll talk to the landlord. The space next door is available.”

      “Okay. Thanks. What else?”

      “Nothing I can’t handle. Let me start making calls.”
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        * * *

      

      The phone rang on Christmas afternoon, and I heard Laurie answer it. I went looking when she didn’t yell for Christy or me. We’d already talked to Christy’s parents and the Carmichael side of the family. My own parents were coming for dinner, so it probably wasn’t them either. I figured it was Erin. Sure enough, Laurie was chattering away.

      “Uh-huh, three of them. Labrador retrievers. No, little ones, puppies. They had bows and everything, just like regular presents. They were from Santa Claus, but he must’ve told Daddy and Mommy, ’cause they were waiting for us with the video camera. Oh my gosh, they’re so adorable! The yellow one’s a girl. We’re going to call her Molly. The black ones’re boys, Spike and Bucket. No, Bucket. Susie named him.”

      We were still scratching our heads about that one. At least the other two made sense, as Laurie was happy to explain.

      “Daddy says they’re good swimmers. The dogs, I mean. So I named mine Molly, ’cause of the Unsinkable Molly Brown. I did a report on her. Emily named hers Spike. He’s the dog in Rugrats. Do you watch Rugrats? Oh, you should. It’s really good. Anyway, where was I? Oh, right, I wanted to call him Doug, but Daddy said it was Em’s choice. We don’t know why Susie picked Bucket, but Daddy said we can call him Buck, so that’s his name.”

      She talked for a little while longer and thanked Erin for the gifts she’d sent.

      As she did, I surveyed the living room. Kids and dogs had left toys, boxes, and bits of wrapping paper that radiated outward from the Christmas tree. Laurie’s presents sat in a haphazard pile where she’d opened them by the hearth. Emily’s were stacked neatly under the tree, with the boxes in ascending order of size. Susie’s were all over the place, wherever she’d left them, although she at least had the excuse that she was only two.

      “Hold on, Daddy’s here,” Laurie said. “Okay. I love you too. Merry Christmas. Bye. Only, don’t hang up. I’m going to give the phone to Daddy. Don’t hang up, okay?” She hopped off the couch and passed me the handset. “It’s Aunt Erin,” she said politely. “Where are the puppies?”

      “Asleep with Em in her room. I think you wore them out.” She ran off, and I called after her, “Remember to knock if her door’s closed.”

      I listened for a ruckus but didn’t hear one, so I relaxed and sank to the couch. I raised the phone to my ear.

      “Hey, Er. Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas. Laurie was telling me about the puppies. She sounds so mature. And so articulate!”

      “It runs in the family,” I chuckled. “You doing okay? Did you and Tom have a good Christmas?”

      “We did. It was low-key. Sounds like the opposite of you and the girls.”

      “Yeah, it was pretty crazy around here. Everyone’s worn out at this point—kids, dogs, and grown-ups too.”

      We chatted for a couple of minutes and caught up.

      “Okay, let’s get serious,” she said at last. “I wanted to talk to you before Mom and Dad get there.”

      “Sure, what’s up?”

      “I have news.”

      “You’re pregnant?”

      “Oh, God, no!”

      “Just checking,” I teased.

      “No, but Tom and I are talking about getting married.”

      “Congratulations!”

      “Thank you. We moved in together in August. Sorry I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want you to tell Mom.”

      “Seriously? You know I don’t tell her things unless you say it’s okay.”

      “I know,” she admitted. “But… I guess I wanted to make sure before I told anyone. Anyway, I’m not going to mention the wedding to Mom until we decide a few things.”

      “Such as?”

      “We’re thinking spring break.” She told me the date. “Does that work for you?”

      “I’ll have to check the school calendar,” I said, “but it should.”

      “Awesome. Next, we want a small ceremony, just family and a few close friends. Something like Leah and Mark had. But Mom’s gonna try and talk me into a lavish affair. Tom’s publicist wants the same thing, but he can handle her. I need your help with Mom. I mean, I don’t want a big all-day thing like you and Christy had.”

      “Well, you aren’t Catholic, so you’re off the hook there. The rest is up to you. I mean, yeah, Mom would like to do the whole mother-of-the-bride thing, but she knows it’s your decision.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Erin said.

      “Trust me.” I paused, and we shared a long-distance smile. “I’m happy for you, Er.”

      “Thanks. I’m happy too.” She laughed softly. “I was beginning to wonder…”

      “Nah. We always knew it would happen. Leah even called it.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, she said you’d be thirty before you settled down.”

      “Eh, thirty… thirty-one.”

      “Exactly. Close enough. So, what’re you thinking? Beach wedding and the Macarena? Sesame Street and Tickle Me Elmo? Oh, I know…!”
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        * * *

      

      Paul+Hughes Design continued to add clients and employees at a blistering pace, which created a different kind of problem.

      “I think we might be growing too quickly,” Trip said one evening over a glass of whiskey, our standard debrief at the end of the day.

      “Is that really a thing?”

      “Absolutely. If we spend all our time getting new clients, we can’t take care of the ones we have.”

      “Makes sense. Even with the new people, my group’s been going full-throttle since Christmas. We haven’t missed any deadlines, but we’re looking at serious burnout if we keep it up.”

      Trip and I had taken a short break for Erin’s wedding, but we’d returned to the same workload we’d left.

      “Yeah,” he said judiciously. “I think I’m going to slow down on the new business front.”

      “We also need a break,” I added, “something like a company picnic. And maybe bonuses for everyone, for all the hard work.”

      “Profit sharing? Yeah, that’s a good idea.”

      “Let Shari plan it. The picnic, I mean.”

      “That’s your department.”

      “Mmm. And speaking of Shari, I think we need to elect her to the Board of Directors.”

      “No,” Trip said immediately, although he frowned and thought about it. “Why?”

      “The Board has to represent the whole company,” I said. “It can’t be just the principals. The regular employees need a voice.”

      “That isn’t technically what the Board is for, but it doesn’t matter. You’re serious about this, aren’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “You know this isn’t a democracy, right?”

      “It’s an oligarchy,” I said. “But we live in a democracy, so it’s what people expect. We need to listen to them.”

      “So you’re a politician now, too?” he laughed. Then he paused and eyed me curiously. “When did you become such a socialist reformer? I mean, you used to be a good capitalist like me.”

      “I’m still a capitalist,” I said, the verbal equivalent of a shrug. “But I also know how to build a house.”

      “So do I. But… what the hell does that have to do with capitalism?”

      “My designs are just pretty pictures without the people who swing the hammers.” I waited for him to make a snarky comment about sickles, but he didn’t make the connection to the old Soviet Union.

      “That’s true enough,” he said instead.

      “So we need to add Shari to the Board,” I repeated.

      “Gimme a sec.” He stared into space and considered it. “Do you trust her?”

      “Completely.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “She’s friends with everyone, and she understands the business side.”

      “She’s totally loyal, too.”

      “To you or the company?” he snorted. Then he quirked an eyebrow. “Are you sure you aren’t…?”

      I didn’t dignify it with an answer.

      “I’m just kidding,” he laughed. Then he turned serious and considered the question. “Yeah, okay, you’re right,” he said at last. “How about this, let’s compromise. We need to keep the Board for its intended purpose, which is to protect shareholder value. It does other things, but that’s our main fiduciary responsibility.”

      “Even though we’re the only shareholders, you and me and our wives?”

      “The only shareholders for now,” he pointed out. “Still, I agree about the employees wanting to feel like they have a say in the company’s direction. But that’s your job. You’re better with people anyway, and everyone trusts you.”

      “What about Shari?”

      “We don’t need to elect her to the Board, but we can invite her to attend the meetings. She can take notes and keep the minutes. Our actual discussions are confidential, but she can write something for the newsletter about what the Board decides. Are you comfortable with that?”

      I considered it and then nodded.

      “Good. Then let’s go back to a point from a minute ago, about the business. We need to split the roles of CEO and President.”

      “Okay. If you say so.”

      “You don’t even know why, do you?”

      I stole his line. “That’s your department.”

      “Yeah, but this is exactly what we were just talking about. It’s about perception. The CEO sets the mission, vision, and strategy of the company. The President handles day-to-day operations and logistical details.”

      “And you’re doing a great job. With both,” I added.

      “Thank you, but… the CEO is also the most visible representative of a company, inside and out.”

      “Okay. And…?”

      “The inside perception is obvious. If I’m both, we have a hard time convincing the regular employees that you represent their best interests.”

      “Makes sense,” I agreed.

      “The outside perception is similar, but for different reasons. I don’t actually believe all this green stuff we’re doing. Hold on, let me rephrase. I don’t believe it like you do. Yeah, we’re making tons of money because we have a competitive advantage, but money is the only green I really care about.”

      “Coulda fooled me.”

      “Thanks, but I’m serious. And I recognize that me being CEO is a business liability. Well, not exactly a liability, but not an asset, either. Being President? Yeah, absolutely. But Wren’s been after me for a couple of months, and she’s right.”

      “About what?”

      “We’re getting big enough that we need to start worrying about our public image. Maybe not this year, but certainly next. People are bound to figure out that I’m not a real tree-hugger. We need a guy out front who actually believes. That’s you.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, “but what does it mean for the company? I can’t make business decisions like you. I mean, I’m just an architect.”

      “That’s basically what a CEO is. You have the vision. I make it happen.”

      “Fine by me,” I said. “I never really cared about titles anyway.”

      “Well, it’ll make Christy happy. And that’s never a bad thing.”

      “Ha! You can say that again!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’d been building my dream house since college, although it had only ever existed in my head. That all changed once the pace at work slowed to something manageable. I still didn’t have much free time, but I started going through my old notes and drawings. They were scattered through more than a dozen sketchbooks, so it was a trip down memory lane as well.

      My tastes had evolved over the years, but I’d never lost my enthusiasm for good design. My skills as an architect had grown, and I had a much better understanding of what worked in the real world (and what didn’t), but my passion was the same.

      My house ideas hadn’t changed very much either. I’d fallen in love with the American Craftsman style on the first project that Trip and I had done together. And I’d spent enough time in San Diego to find even more reasons to love it: the Marston House in Balboa Park and the entire North Park neighborhood, which was full of Craftsman bungalows.

      The house I wanted would technically be an ultimate bungalow, which was much larger than a normal Craftsman home. The smaller ones were fine, especially as starter homes, but my family wasn’t a starter anymore. We were two adults, three kids, and three dogs. We needed way more space than a modest bungalow.

      I still worked best with pencil and paper, so I began a new sketchbook. I showed my early designs to Christy, who asked her usual off-the-wall questions. She was more creative in many ways, and her questions made me see things from a new perspective.

      She also added ideas of her own, things that made the house ours instead of just mine. Sometimes I’d open my sketchbook and find two or three pages of new drawings, everything from decorative elements to sketches of how she wanted her studio and workshop laid out. She signed the first ones with her usual chop, CMH, but then she came up with a new one, PCH.

      “I still think it’s weird to sign my name like that,” she laughed.

      “Why? It’s who we are.”

      “Yeah, but— Oh, right. Sometimes I forget. You aren’t a real Californian.”

      “Neither are you,” I shot back.

      “I am too! Never mind. PCH is the Pacific Coast Highway.”

      “Oh, that. Well, it’s also Paul and Christy Hughes.”

      “Mmm, I know.”

      “Besides, all roads lead to my heart.”

      “Oh my gosh,” she laughed brightly, “you’ll say anything to get lucky.”

      “Of course, especially when it works. But it’s true in this case. Now, I have a certain P that wants a little CH. Are you interested?”
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        * * *

      

      I showed my house designs to Bob Drake, our landscape architect. He and I had similar feelings about how a building should exist in harmony with the land instead of trying to dominate it.

      “This is for you, isn’t it?” he said. “I mean, it’s a personal project.”

      “Yeah.”

      “For the Lake Lanier property? I thought that development was dead.”

      “It is. We may resurrect it, but for now it’s just this.”

      “Let me walk the land,” he suggested. “I’ve seen the plats and topos, but I need to put eyes on the ground.”

      “Sure. How about this weekend?”

      He grinned and checked his watch. “How about now?”

      “Hold on, lemme check my schedule.” I picked up the phone and dialed Whitney.

      “Yes?”

      “Hey, it’s Paul,” I said unnecessarily. She could read my extension on her own phone, but old habits died hard. “What’re we doing this afternoon?”

      “Working.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly. Ask a stupid question, get a stupid answer. “What’s on my schedule?”

      “It’s on your computer.”

      “Yeah, but my computer doesn’t have details.”

      “Okay. I’ll add them.”

      “No! I mean— No, thank you. Just give me the highlights. I’ll ask if I need details.”

      “Why not check your computer?” Her implication was clear: Instead of wasting my time.

      “Just humor me,” I said. She sighed, and I could imagine her accessing the computer in her head.

      “You have a two o’clock meeting with Darci to go over the Paces Ferry designs. You have a three o’clock meeting with Barbara…”

      “Okay, thanks,” I said when she reached six o’clock. “Please clear everything. I’ll be out of the office the rest of the day. I’ll stop by Darci’s desk before I leave. Tell Barbara…”

      I finished and chuckled silently when Whitney didn’t ask what I’d be doing instead. She was an exceptional project manager, my de facto right hand, but she didn’t understand subtext at all.

      “Is that all?” she asked.

      I resisted the urge to suggest a raise. Anyone else would understand it was a joke, but not Whitney. She was too literal, and I’d spend ten minutes explaining.

      “No, that’s it,” I said instead. “And thank you.”

      “Of course.”

      Bob and I spent the rest of the afternoon hiking through woods and thickets. We dodged mosquitos the size of pterodactyls and sweated like Pat Robertson at a gay pride parade. We were tired, itchy, and dehydrated by the time we returned to the SUV and its air conditioning, yet we were both upbeat.

      “Well?” I said. “What do you think?”

      “The second inlet’s the best site. It has good drainage, and we won’t have to take down too many old-growth trees.”

      “What do you think about a pool?”

      “Sure, you could put one there. Although you probably wanna check with civil and have them do some tests. My advice doesn’t go below the topsoil.”

      Ross Deegan did a site investigation a couple of days later, and he confirmed what Bob and I suspected.

      “The site’s fine. You can build whatever you like. Soil strength and compressibility are good, and ground water won’t be an issue. You might have a problem with erosion during construction, but you can mitigate it with silt fences and a turbidity barrier.” He paused and studied me for a moment. “Is this for the big development you guys started a while back?”

      “Sort of. You heard about that?”

      “Bob was telling me. Sounds like a big project.”

      “It is. A lot of civil engineering.”

      “Mmm.”

      “We’d probably need a full-time civil department. In-house, I mean.”

      “Yeah. We’re spending 76 percent of our time on your projects already.”

      I chuckled at the engineer mentality. I’d have said three-quarters.

      “It gets old,” he added after a moment.

      “What does?”

      “Looking for new business all the time.”

      “Trip’s good at it.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Maybe it’s time to talk about bringing you and Alex into the company?” I suggested. “For real, I mean, full-time, with profit sharing and everything.”

      “How would that work?”

      “No clue,” I replied honestly. “That’s Trip’s department. But I’ll mention it to him.”

      “Yeah. Definitely time to hitch our wagon to yours.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip appeared in my office a week later and set two crystal tumblers on my desk. They were new, probably gifts from Wren, and he poured from a bottle of Jack Daniel’s that wasn’t his usual Gentleman Jack. I saved my work and checked my watch—it was after five but early for our usual chat.

      He was in a good mood. “I don’t know how you do it.”

      “Do what?”

      “Find such great people. I mean, all of your hires are MVPs. First Bob and Darci. Now Alex and Ross. Even Whitney, as hot and weird as she is. And now that I think about it, Shari’s here ’cause of you.”

      “Treat people right.” I sat forward and accepted the glass of whiskey.

      “Whatever it is, keep doing it.” He clinked his glass against mine and sank into the chair. “Cheers.”

      “Cheers.” I swallowed and felt my eyelids peel back.

      “Sorry,” Trip chuckled, “I should’ve warned you. It’s Single Barrel… ninety-four proof.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” In case I ever need to strip fancy paint.

      “It’s new.” He admired the bottle. “Thought I’d give it a try. Anyway, let’s talk about Alex and Ross. I hope you don’t mind that I worked out a deal without you.”

      “No problem.”

      “The Board will have to ratify it anyway. We’re buying them out. We worked out an all-stock deal, so we don’t have to dip into our cash reserves.”

      “Awesome.”

      He pretended to study the amber liquid in his glass, but he was really looking at me.

      “So,” he said at last, “when were you planning to tell me about the other thing?”

      “What other thing?”

      “Your new house?”

      “What about it? It’s just a few ideas at this point.”

      “Wren says it’s more than that. You have drawings and everything.”

      Sometimes I hated that Wren and Christy were girlfriends. I couldn’t keep a secret unless I went out of my way to tell Christy not to share.

      “A house, a pool, a hot tub,” he mused, “plus a bunch of other buildings. Sounds like a whole complex, dude. Are you gonna start a cult?”

      “Ha! No, it’s just for us.”

      “Wren’s gonna want the same thing. You know that, right? And it’s gonna cost a fortune.”

      “So? You can afford it. Besides, if it makes her happy…”

      “You got that right. So, what’re you thinking, cost- and schedule-wise?”

      I loaded a spreadsheet, dragged it to the left monitor, and angled it toward him.

      He leaned forward and studied it. “That isn’t so bad,” he said at last. “Is that everything?”

      “Just the house.” I clicked to a second sheet. “That’s everything.”

      He let out a low whistle. “That’s a jumbo loan.”

      “No kidding. We’ll probably use some of our savings instead of financing the whole thing.”

      He nodded judiciously.

      “Either way, I promised we’d start by our anniversary.” He grew thoughtful, and I sat forward in alarm. “Oh, no… I know that look.”

      “What!” he protested.

      “You want an anniversary present for Wren.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Dude! That’s next month!”

      “So? You did yours in a month.”

      “A month! Are you kidding? I’ve been working on this for fifteen years.”

      “So? I’ve seen you do a whole design on a cocktail napkin over drinks.”

      “Yeah, when I’d been thinking about it for a while!”

      “Listen,” he said reasonably, “you already know what we want. Pool, office, music studio. We’ve been telling you for, what, two years?” He mimicked Wren, “Write that down.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “I know you can do it.”

      “Fine. But… gimme a sec.” I checked my schedule for the next month, on the computer and everything. Whitney would’ve been proud. “Yeah, okay,” I said at last, “I’ll make it work.”

      “Awesome! Wren’s gonna be stoked.”

      “Happy wife, happy life,” I said halfheartedly. Then I took a deep breath and adjusted my attitude. The house really would make Wren happy, which would make Trip happy, and my own wife as well. Happy wife, happy life. “Okay,” I said with considerably more enthusiasm, “let’s start with the style. Any idea what you want?”

      “Something like the Hermitage. D’you know it? In Nashville? Or Granville’s place. You’re—”

      “No.”

      He blinked at my sudden change in attitude. “Excuse me?”

      “I know the Hermitage. It was a plantation. A real one, with slaves and everything. Granville’s was built after the war, but it was meant to evoke the same image.” I felt a stab of irritation that I didn’t even have to say which war. We were in the south, after all. “The war” to southerners was always the Civil War, because it had never really ended.

      “So?” Trip said. “Plantations are kind of a thing around here. It’s our heritage.”

      “I’m not going to build a plantation-style house in Atlanta. No, scratch that. I’m not going to build one anywhere. No way, no how.”

      “Why not?”

      “Why not! It’s a symbol of slavery and oppression!”

      “Oh, brother,” he sighed. “You’re gonna get all politically correct, aren’t you?”

      “I shouldn’t have to. Look around. We live in a city that’s 60 percent Black!”

      “Maybe downtown,” he protested. “But not where we live.”

      “I don’t care. I’m not building a house that reminds people of slavery.”

      “Reminds people of slavery?” he repeated incredulously. “A house?”

      I took a deep breath and tried to stay calm. “No. And that’s final.”

      “Whatever. I didn’t wanna argue anyway.”

      Then you shouldn’t’ve asked for a plantation house, I thought testily.

      “What style would you suggest, Dr. King?”

      I clenched my jaw and resisted the urge to punch him in the face. After a moment I took another deep breath. Trip did the same and got his own temper back under control.

      “Classic or modern?” I said at last.

      “Modern. But nothing funky. I don’t want anything weird like… I dunno…” He searched for something that wasn’t likely to offend me. “That wavy thing Gehry’s building in Spain.”

      “The Guggenheim? No problem. You aren’t gonna get that anyway.” I fell silent and let my mind wander. “How about Mid-century Modern? Something post and beam, with lots of glass?”

      Trip nodded. “That could work. What’re you thinking?”
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        * * *

      

      A couple of weeks later, Trip came into my office with his bottle of expensive paint stripper. He swung the door closed and began pouring.

      “We have to stop meeting like this,” I said dryly.

      He passed me the heavy crystal tumbler, settled into the chair, and inhaled the fumes of his own whiskey. Then he took a healthy sip and smacked his lips.

      “So, I’ve been thinking…”

      “Always dangerous.”

      “Are you in a pissy mood?” he asked without heat.

      “Not really. Sorry. Just being a jerk.” I’d been acting like he usually did, and I didn’t miss the irony when he shrugged it off, just like I would have.

      “That’s cool,” he said. “Anyway, let’s catch up. I stopped by Darci’s office earlier, and I like what you’ve done with the house designs. Mid-century really works. Oh, and thanks for not going overboard. I mean, we don’t need a whole compound like y’all.”

      “I didn’t go overboard. On ours, I mean.”

      “How many houses d’you need?” he teased. Then he did a pretty good Tommy Lee Jones impression, “I want a hard target search of every main house, pool house, guest house, warehouse, and boathouse in the area.”

      “We aren’t building the boathouse,” I said, a touch defensively. “We’re just running the utilities in case we want one later.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Besides, Christy works at home. And she needs more than just an office and a computer. The ‘warehouse’ is her workshop. The ‘guest house’ is her studio.” Evidently, I was still in the mood for a fight. Fortunately, Trip wasn’t looking for a real one.

      “Yeah, I know,” he conceded. “I guess I’m being a jerk too. Sorry about that.”

      Note to self, I thought, get back to the gym. Hit something that deserves it, not your business partner.

      “The boathouse utilities are a good idea,” he continued. “Might want to do the same for us. In the meantime, we love the house. Wren took the watercolor you did to her office at work. You really hit it out of the park. As usual.”

      “Thank you. Although… I’m guessing you didn’t come here just to tell me that.”

      “No. Well, yes, but…” He drained his whiskey, sat forward, and poured another two fingers. I declined politely when he tilted the bottle toward me. “No problem,” he said, mellow already. “More for me.” Then he sat back and gathered his thoughts.

      “Lemme guess,” I wondered aloud, “you’ve been looking at the work we need for the houses and you’ve figured out a way to get someone else to pay for it.”

      He pursed his lips in a grin and rolled his hand for me to continue.

      I did. “We’re going to need a ton of site work. Not just for the houses themselves, but all the infrastructure. The utility runs will cost a fortune, especially from the main road.”

      “Yep.”

      “So, you want to resurrect the whole development project.”

      “Golf course, condos, retail, everything,” he agreed.

      “And if we do that, the development will pay for the majority of the excavation and site prep. It’ll pay for the road, utilities, and everything else, right to our new doorsteps.”

      “Great minds think alike.”

      “Mmm. But… can we do it? Financially, I mean.”

      “We’ll need investors…,” he ventured.

      “And we don’t want another Scumbag.”

      “No.”

      “Speaking of which… Can he cause problems?”

      “I’d like to see him try,” Trip scoffed. “We aren’t broke like last time. We have money to go to court.”

      “Okay, but what about all the work we did? He could make the case that he owns it.”

      “Any contract between us would be invalid. We never received consideration. That means he never paid us.”

      I remembered all too well. And I still seethed about it if I let myself.

      “He can try to make trouble,” Trip continued mildly, “but he knows we’ll fight. And we’ll probably win.” To his credit, he paused and considered the different angles. Then he shook his head. “Nah, I don’t think he’ll bother. Besides, I’ve heard he has money problems. Seems he’s a lousy businessman when he isn’t defrauding investors.”

      “Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy,” I muttered.

      “Whatever,” Trip said. “The best revenge is living well. So, let’s talk about our project, and especially investors. I wanted to make sure you’re up for it before I start looking.”

      “Go for it.”

      “Okay. I’ll put together a proposal. But let’s get started on the plans. Do you still have all your old drawings?”

      “Yeah. They’re on backups at the house. We’ll probably have to update them for the new version of AutoCAD, but I’ll put Whitney on it.”

      “You still don’t like the computer?” he chuckled.

      “I don’t mind it, but I have other priorities.”

      “I never understood that,” he said. “I mean, you’re the guy who’s always pushing for more tech—email, a website, upgrading our servers—but you still don’t like drawing on the computer. While Christy’s an actual artist, and about as scatterbrained as they come. No offense,” he added quickly, “but she uses a computer like one of those hackers.”

      “It’s a language thing,” I said. “She has a talent for it. Anyway, moving along…”

      “Yeah, whatever. You and Whitney can update the plans. Ask Bob to look at—”

      “My department,” I said before he could tell me how to do my job.

      “Yeah, sorry.”

      “And if we’re serious about doing this,” I added, “we’ll need more people.”

      “Yeah. Also your department. I’ll find a way to make the money work.” He paused and then grinned. “We’re gonna be rich, dude.”
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        * * *

      

      Trip came into my office one day in September and closed the door. It was the middle of the afternoon, so it wasn’t time for our usual chat.

      I held up a finger, and he sat patiently as I finished my changes and saved the file. Then I opened Whitney’s tracking spreadsheet and flagged the project. I checked the boxes for what I needed, a schedule of materials and an updated cost estimate. She actually enjoyed crunching the numbers, and I was happy to let her.

      “One last thing,” I said to Trip. I brought up my schedule on the other monitor. “Whitney’ll kill me if I don’t show up where I’m s’posed to. I can reschedule if— Never mind, we’re good. I’m free for another hour. Sorry about that. What’s up?”

      “How do you feel about selling part of the company?”

      My eyebrows twitched upward.

      “That was my reaction,” Trip agreed. “I should probably start at the beginning.”

      “Please.”

      “So, I just got off the phone with Susan. I’ve been in touch with her since we decided to move forward on the Lake Lanier development. At first I just wanted her advice, but I also had her on the short list for investors.”

      “Of course.”

      “I faxed her the budgets and projections we did with Trimble—”

      “Scumbag,” I said automatically.

      Trip rolled his eyes and continued, “I sent her the numbers we did last time. She spotted red flags immediately.”

      “She would,” I said. “She has way more experience. But she also knows what happened. She has the benefit of hindsight.”

      “True. Anyway, she looked at the numbers, and they weren’t inflated too badly. Trim—” Another annoyed eye-roll. “Scumbag didn’t lie too much on the deal he sold us. He screwed us on the back end.”

      I rolled my hand in a “get to the point” gesture.

      “Yeah, whatever. You were there.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Anyway, I used his numbers as a starting point, and Susan helped me update them. She gave me some really good advice from an investor’s perspective. We talked some more, and she’s definitely interested in the development.”

      “That’s good news,” I said, “but I’m a little confused. I don’t remember any of this. When was the last time we discussed it?”

      “It’s been a while,” he admitted. “You’ve been busy with other things, so I handled it myself.”

      “Got it. I remember when we made the decision, but…” I thought back and then stiffened in disbelief. “Holy crap! Has it really been two months? Time flies when you’re having fun.”

      “I guess,” he said dryly. “Meanwhile… d’you mind if I get back to my story?”

      “Yeah, sorry. Go ahead.”

      “Okay, so… she’s probably going to invest in the development, enough that we should be able to cover the rest.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. But that’s only half the news. Last week she asked about company earnings, so I faxed her an estimated year-end P&L. She looked it over, and today she dropped a bombshell. She wants to know if we’re looking for investors in PHD itself.”

      “She wants to buy part of the company?” I said incredulously. “That’s what you meant before? How would that even work?”

      “Legal and financial stuff that you don’t care about,” he said with a wave. “She suggested a 25 percent stake, but there’s a catch. Two catches, actually, but I can use the second one to our advantage.”

      “What’s the first?”

      “We’d have to assign 10 percent of the company to the non-shareholding employees.”

      “We can use that to our advantage as well,” I said immediately.

      “Yeah, I figured you’d be fine with it. It’s a big chunk of change, but it appeals to your socialist side.”

      “I’m not a socialist,” I said mildly. “I believe in private ownership and the free market. I don’t believe in unregulated capitalism. There’s a difference.”

      “Now you sound like Leah,” he said.

      Because Leah understood how the world worked—the real world. Trip and I lived in a bubble of privilege. Men like us, with money and power, could do whatever we wanted and usually get away with it. Scumbag was a perfect example.

      I offered a tight smile and kept my thoughts to myself. Trip liked his privilege and power. I did too, if I was being honest, but I didn’t have any delusions about our success. We’d both worked hard, but we’d also had a head start from birth.

      “I’m not a socialist,” I repeated aloud, “but people work harder if they own a part of what they’re working for.”

      I listened to what I’d just said and had to suppress a smile at the contradiction. (That was exactly what socialism was, a system where the people owned the means of production. Fortunately, “socialism” was just a bugaboo for Trip, a word he used to extol the virtues of capitalism. He didn’t understand or even care about the reality. Still, I digress.)

      “Whatever,” he said. “I can live with the 10 percent. But I wanted to clear it with you before we proceed. We’ll need to talk to the girls as well.”

      “I don’t think they’ll have a problem with it.”

      “Probably not,” he agreed.

      “What’s the other catch?”

      “We’d have to start doing nonprofit work, a percent of net, every year.”

      My eyebrows did their thing again, although I shouldn’t have been surprised.

      “Habitat for Humanity?” I said.

      Trip snorted. “I knew you’d have a suggestion straight off the bat.”

      “It’s good for the community.” It was my “socialism” again, and he waved it away. I returned to the original question. “So… you really think it’s time to look for investors for PHD?”

      “I didn’t at first,” he said, “but Susan convinced me. It’ll jump-start our next round of growth. We can also build a new headquarters building.” He gestured around us. “Something more befitting a company of our size and ambition.”

      “No kidding.”

      We had thirty employees, and we occupied five spaces in a building that had been designed for businesses much smaller than ours. As an added headache, the landlord wouldn’t let us knock down walls to add interior doors. So we had to leave one space and walk outside to an adjoining one any time we wanted to meet with another department.

      Worse, we couldn’t hire anyone new unless we wanted to lease offices in nearby buildings or rent mobile office trailers. The trailers would keep people within walking distance, but then half of our employees would have to park somewhere else. Besides, our IT guy already complained about the networking situation in the building. I was pretty sure he’d blue-screen and lock up completely if I asked him to run Ethernet to the parking lot.

      “Besides,” Trip was saying, “we’d always planned to bring in investors and go public one day. That’s why we filed as a C-corp instead of— Never mind. More business stuff. Anyway, we always planned to do this, although I didn’t think it’d happen so soon.”

      “Are there any downsides?” I asked. “To doing it now, I mean.”

      “Plenty. I know about most of them, but the unknown unknowns still worry me.”

      “I’m sure you’ll make it work,” I said with a level of confidence that I actually felt. “How can I help?”

      “Keep doing what you do,” he said. “Although… I need to borrow Shari for a couple of weeks.”

      “No problem. What for? Just out of curiosity.”

      “To help with a business review. Then I’ll have to find similar companies so I can do a comp analysis.” He started thinking out loud. I understood most of it, which surprised me.

      “How much are we talking about?” I asked when he finished. “I mean, what’s the company worth?”

      “I’ll know more once I do a real comparison, but I can estimate based on earnings. Depends on the multiple, but… ten to twelve million.”

      “I’m sorry. Did you say million?”

      “Yep. Ten to twelve.”

      “Seriously?”

      He chuckled. “Business has been good, dude.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Business has been good, dude.”
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        * * *

      

      Susan’s business manager arrived in October. Vonda Jarvis was an unimposing Black woman in her mid-fifties, neat, trim, and soft-spoken. Her clothes were more Reagan than Clinton, and I probably would’ve thought she was someone’s sweet old auntie if I hadn’t known who she really was. I discovered in the process that her appearance and manner were deliberate camouflage, a way to make people overlook and underestimate her. In reality, she had a business mind that rivaled Susan’s.

      Vonda and two assistants spent several days in a hotel conference room with Trip and Shari, where they went through our entire business with a magnifying glass, an X-ray machine, and a scanning electron microscope. In fact, I suspected that Vonda’s bulky, unfashionable purse held a dual-column gas chromatograph, Hewlett-Packard model 5710A, with flame analyzing detectors. And hers would’ve been the turbo-charged floor model.

      We’d provided her with bank statements, payroll numbers, and signed contracts, but Shari had to return to the office several times for more. Vonda wanted to see things like equipment leases, phone and internet bills, and even how much we spent on food and entertainment.

      I was surprised and annoyed at the same time. Didn’t Susan trust us? Did she think we were serving lobster and caviar at staff meetings? As if! We ate doughnuts! And I paid for them. Personally! Trip was more laid-back about the whole process.

      “Dude, it means she’s treating us like a real business.”

      “We are a real business.”

      “Yeah, I know. And so does she. But they want to make sure there aren’t any surprises. It’s called ‘due diligence’ for a reason.”

      “I know,” I sulked, “but still… food and entertainment?”

      “Relax. This is normal, especially for the amount we’re talking. I mean, this is textbook stuff, exactly what we did in B-school.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Besides, it makes me feel better that they’re asking for little stuff like that. It means they haven’t found any problems with the big stuff.”

      “Why would they? You’re good at your job.”

      “Yeah, thanks. But I still feel like an imposter sometimes, like I’m lucky no one’s figured out I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “But… you do.”

      “I think so, yeah, but… The review’s forced me to get serious. Well, more serious. I mean, I have to justify every number, every decision. What if I’m wrong? That’s what happened last time. I screwed up, and a bunch of people lost their jobs. You and I lost a lot of money.”

      I felt a glimmer of hope that he’d mentioned the people before the money.

      “Anyway,” he continued, “the whole process has been worthwhile. I’d forgotten how much I like working with Susan. She’s really good. Like, Warren Buffet good.” He paused for a moment of speculation. “Any idea what she’s worth?”

      “No clue,” I said. “Twenty or thirty million, for sure.”

      “No way, dude. More like a hundred.” He considered it. “I’d say two or three, at least.”

      “Hundred?”

      “Million,” he added, in case I didn’t realize how many zeroes we were talking about. “It’s hard to tell with people like her. I mean, she’s investing three million in us, and this Vonda woman is too businesslike for it to be a large chunk of Susan’s net worth. This is single-digit drama. She’s putting two mil into the Lake Lanier project. So, five mil without batting an eye. That’s someone who’s worth two or three hundred.”

      “Oh, wow. Okay.”

      “And while we’re on the subject… you and I need to cough up at least a million.”

      I blanched. “Each?”

      “No, together. Brett said he can do a half-mil too.”

      They were still partners in the property, even though he’d been traded to the Cleveland Indians.

      “We’ll need to secure more funding for phases two and three,” Trip said, “but that shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “If you say so.”

      He nodded with more confidence than I felt. Then again, it was his department.

      I mused aloud, “Did you ever think we’d be talking about millions of dollars like it’s nothing?”

      “Of course. I mean, yeah, we had a few setbacks along the way, but I’ve always known we’d be successful.”

      “Still… millions of dollars?”

      “Dude, we knocked it out of the park last year. We’re way ahead of our initial projections in the business plan. PHD should be worth twenty-five million in two years.”

      “Twenty-five—? Two years—?”

      “Yep. And that’s just for starters. We’ll slow down after that, but our five-year projections are pretty ambitious. We’ll have to work our asses off to make it happen, but you’re up for it.”

      “Hell, yes.”

      “And you know I am.” We shared a grin before he continued, “Anyway, we’ll need to fly to Columbia in a couple of weeks to meet with Susan and her people. Can you borrow your dad’s plane?”

      “I’ll ask. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Let’s talk about buying one of our own. Hold on, can you lease them?”

      “Like a car? Probably, but I’m not sure.”

      “Find out. I’ll look into the tax implications and let you know.”

      “Will we really need it?”

      “Absolutely. Susan wants a lot of work in South Carolina. And we have the Alabama project.”

      “Yeah, but owning a plane is still pretty expensive. A lot more than a car.”

      “Well, how much is a day of your time worth? That’s what it takes when you fly commercial, especially with layovers and the connecting flights to smaller airports.”

      He was right. And they were usually long days—I flew out in the morning and returned around midnight. Worse, I spent the next day recovering and didn’t get much work done.

      “And for what?” Trip continued relentlessly. “A two- or three-hour site visit? You don’t travel alone, either. Sometimes you take an entire team with you. Now, how does that compare to the operating cost of a plane?”

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

      “I have. Besides, we may have even more reason to travel soon.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. I’m following up some leads. Guys I went to B-school with. One up near Lexington and another in Denver. Huge tech and aerospace business out there,” he added, “lots of opportunities.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be? We aren’t gonna hit our projections if we don’t go for it. We’ll have to make sure we don’t grow too fast, but I think I can find a good balance.”

      “Better you than me,” I said with genuine relief.

      “Yep. You just keep doing what you do. On that note, have you thought about what kind of building you wanna design for our new global headquarters?”

      “Global headquarters?” I grinned. His enthusiasm was infectious.

      “Yeah. I wanna take us international. Eventually. We need to diversify. Trimble— Sorry, Scumbag screwed us because we put all our eggs in one basket. I’m not gonna make that mistake again.” He slapped his thighs and stood. “Anyway, I’ll warm up the bullpen for South Carolina.”

      “And I’ll get back to work.”

      “Time is money,” he agreed.
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        * * *

      

      In November we flew to South Carolina and met with Susan and her people, including Vonda Jarvis. Susan greeted us and made a round of introductions. In addition to Vonda, she’d brought a smaller than usual pack of attorneys, only three. Trip made the introductions for our side. Then he moved off with Shari and our own attorney to talk business with the others. I hung back with Susan.

      “You look good,” she said.

      “Thanks. You too. Very Van Gogh.”

      She was dressed in a stylish Prussian blue pantsuit with a yellow and gold patterned scarf. She looked down at herself.

      “You’re going to have to explain that one,” she said. “You’ve always seen the world a little differently, but… how do you get Van Gogh out of this?”

      “Starry Night,” I said. “Your scarf is the color of the moon, and your suit is the same shade of blue. Well, mostly. The painting has some cerulean in it too.”

      “Really? The outfit’s supposed to be Navy colors.”

      “No, sorry. Navy blue doesn’t have any green in it. Not like that.”

      “I think you’re right.” She pursed her lips, and her eyes glinted with affection. Then she glanced at the conference table and changed the subject. “Are you excited?”

      “Yeah. But nervous too.”

      “Don’t be,” she said. “This is all just a formality. Besides, your mom made me promise to be gentle with you.”

      I blushed at the innuendo but then felt a stab of doubt. “Is that why you’re doing this? Because you and Mom—?”

      “No, not at all. I’m doing it because I believe in you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And don’t worry. Vonda wouldn’t let me spend this much unless the numbers made sense. We need a company like yours,” she continued. “We’re going to be paying for design and construction anyway. We might as well benefit from it.”

      “True. But… why now?”

      “You mean, why not before? With your first company?”

      I nodded.

      “Honestly? Because you hadn’t failed yet.”

      I wrinkled my forehead, and she answered my unspoken question.

      “You rarely learn from your successes. You learn from your mistakes.”

      “No kidding.”

      “So I was heartbroken when your company went under, but I waited to see what you’d do.” Her eyes crinkled with pride, and I felt like I was fifteen again. “You picked yourself up, dusted yourself off, and came back stronger than ever.”

      “We didn’t have a choice.”

      “Sure you did. Lots of people fail and never try again. They learn the wrong lesson, or don’t learn at all. But not you.”

      “It was mostly Trip. He’s the driving force.”

      “Don’t underestimate yourself,” she said. “You were right there with him, every step of the way. That’s what a good partnership is about.”

      “True.”

      “You and Trip have a very bright future. I plan to be a part of it for a long time.”

      The youngest attorney approached us and waited respectfully. She had a moon-shaped face that made her look younger than she probably was.

      “Are we ready?” Susan asked her.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      We spent the next thirty minutes signing documents. The whole thing reminded me of selling a house. In a way, that’s exactly what it was. Then Susan’s half-pack of attorneys and our lone one conferred and nodded their approval.

      “Well, that was easy,” Susan said.

      Vonda opened a leather portfolio and withdrew a check. She handed it to Susan, who slid it across the conference table to Trip.

      “Don’t spend it all in one place.”

    

  







            Part 6

          

          

      

    

    






Oct 1996 – Jun 2002

        

      

    

    
      Christy’s career hadn’t exactly been on hold in Boston, but she hadn’t had the space to create what she really wanted. That had changed when we’d returned to Atlanta in 1996, and especially after she’d taken over the garage.

      She ordered supplies first, things that had been too bulky for our apartment, like modeling clay and mold rubber. Then she began looking for businesses and buying equipment she needed for larger projects.

      The foundry she’d used before had new owners and weren’t interested in small jobs anymore. She found a new one in Union City, on the other side of Atlanta, an hour away.

      “You couldn’t find one closer?” I asked.

      “I found several. But I want to work with this one. They specialize in monuments and fine art. They do everything—lost wax, green sand, and centrifugal. They even do vacuum casting. And they can weld sections, so I can create bigger statues.” Translation: Who’s the expert here, you or me?

      “Okay,” I said, suitably chastened, “sounds good.”

      “Mmm, yes, dear.”

      She bought a kiln next and had it delivered, although I couldn’t help but laugh when I came home and found out she’d been trying to find a way to plug it into a regular outlet. Fortunately, the NEMA standards people had put a stop to that little misadventure before it had started.

      “What’s so funny?” Christy grumped.

      “That won’t work.”

      “I know that! The thing’s too big.”

      “It’s a 6-50 plug,” I explained, “and that’s a 5-15 receptacle.”

      Her glare turned flinty. “Can you think of anything else we can’t plug in ’cause it’s too big?”

      I took the hint. “I’ll call an electrician,” I chuckled.

      “But I wanna try it now,” she wheedled. “Can’t you do something? Please, please?”

      “No, sorry. This needs a fifty-amp circuit. I want a licensed electrician to install it.”

      “Maybe he needs to install something else,” she muttered.

      “Ha! Don’t worry, Little Bit, I know what kind of plug you need. And we both know it fits. As a matter of fact, I’ll show you after the girls’re in bed.”

      The electrician arrived on Monday. He installed a safety disconnect and the new circuit, plus a dedicated outlet for the ventilation system. Christy already had pieces loaded for a test-firing in the morning. I expected to find a happy wife when I returned from work, but I found chaos instead.

      Emily and Susie were screaming and chasing each other around the breakfast furniture, which wasn’t in the kitchen anymore. It was in the living room instead. I scooped Susie into my arms and effectively stopped the fight. Then I pried Mr. Ribbit from her grasp and returned him to Emily.

      “Much better. Now, where’s Mommy?”

      I received a shrug from one child and a silly grin from the other, but Christy and Laurie appeared from the garage a moment later. They each dumped an armload of toys onto the play mats in the breakfast nook. Clearly, I’d missed a memo.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “What’s it look like?” Christy snapped.

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “Susie’s play area is moving in here. But… why?”

      “The kiln.”

      “What about it?”

      “It gets hot. Like, twenty-four hundred degrees.”

      “What! On the outside?” I actually looked around for the kitchen fire extinguisher.

      “No, the inside,” Christy said quickly. “But the outside gets hot too. I almost burned myself. I don’t want Susie anywhere near it.”

      I agreed completely, so I sent the girls into the living room with orders to play nice. Then Christy finished moving the toys, while I moved the television and VCR.

      “What’re you gonna do with the extra space?” I wondered after we finished. I had visions of parking in the garage again. Silly me.

      “Stone.”

      “I’m sorry. Did you say…?”

      “Stone,” she repeated. “You’ll see.”

      She already had marble dust and resin to cast it, but she went looking for a place to buy natural stone. I came home a week later and had to park behind pallets in the driveway. She’d bought a ton of the stuff—a literal ton, two thousand pounds—and she wanted it moved into the garage.

      The smaller blocks weighed seventy or eighty pounds, while the medium-sized ones were about two hundred. I couldn’t even move the largest block, which probably weighed five hundred pounds. I did the math and realized that a chunk of marble for a life-sized statue would weigh five or six tons.

      “You can’t move those by hand,” I said.

      “No, of course not.”

      “Then… what’re you going to do?”

      “Buy a forklift.”

      “Uh… maybe let’s talk about this first?” I said. “Besides, the garage isn’t big enough for a forklift.”

      “Okay, then a pallet jack. Or some kind of hoist.”

      I blinked. “A what?”

      “Paul, dear…”

      “Got it. You’re the expert.”

      She went to the local auto parts store and ordered a two-ton engine hoist. The guys behind the counter, bless their hearts, tried to sell her a dinky chain hoist instead. They couldn’t understand why an “itty-bitty lady” needed that much lifting power.

      “What’d you do?” I asked when she told me.

      “Told them I needed it to lift my itty-bitty gold card.”

      “Ha!”

      “It worked. They sold me the hoist. Stupid men,” she added in a huff.

      She also started buying power tools. She had a full set of hand tools already, hammers, chisels, and rasps, but she needed things like an angle-grinder and a hammer drill. When she added diamond blades and carbide-tipped bits, they’d carve through even the hardest stone.

      The power tools ran on house current, so I was a little confused when I heard a strange noise coming from the garage one weekend. I went to investigate and found Christy playing with an air nozzle and hose attached to a new eighty-gallon industrial air compressor. She’d learned her lesson with the kiln, and she’d paid for delivery and installation this time.

      “What’s it for?” I half-shouted over the racket.

      “My new hammer.”

      “Of course.”

      “Oh, and a water-fed polisher.”

      “Do I even wanna ask how much it cost?”

      “The polisher?”

      “No, the whole setup.”

      “Probably not.”

      She wasn’t done yet. The new tools required a lot more safety gear, although I was a hundred percent in favor of that, no matter the cost. She wore a thick jumpsuit and leather gloves to protect herself from flying chips when she was carving. The gloves had padded palms to absorb vibrations and were fingerless so she could feel her work. She also wore safety goggles, hearing protection, and a fairly serious respirator.

      For my part, I paid the bills and let her buy whatever she wanted (well, except the forklift). After all, she’d spent three years in a tiny apartment with no studio, and she’d done it mostly without complaint. I figured I owed her. That meant several eye-popping credit card bills and the occasional bounced check, but I could live with it.

      Happy wife, happy life, right?
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        * * *

      

      Christy started working in earnest after the older girls returned to school in January 1997. She’d been creating things for several months already, but they were little statues or models of things she’d sketched in Boston. Most of them were flexing creative muscles she hadn’t used in a while.

      Still, she’d finished nearly a dozen pieces, and she began selling them in local galleries. She only sold one or two a month, but it didn’t matter. She was making the kind of art she wanted, and that was enough.

      Her first big break came in April, about a month after Erin’s wedding. A gallery in Midtown called and asked her to bring in some of her work. One of the owners, Lance, was also an interior decorator, and he thought her pieces would be perfect for several of his clients.

      He sold the first batch in less than a week, and his partner immediately recognized an opportunity. Fred asked Christy to bring in some of her larger pieces, which found new homes almost immediately.

      “Oh my gosh, Paul, they want me to start casting limited editions. And I can take commissions for larger work. Lance knows, like, everyone. Lenox Square wants a Degas-style ballerina in bronze, and a law firm downtown wants a stylized version of Lady Justice. Only, I don’t know how much to charge.”

      Fred offered to be her agent. I thought it was a good idea but wanted to meet him first.

      “Why?” Christy protested. “Don’t you trust me?”

      “Of course, but I don’t know this Fred guy. Or Lance. What if they’re ripping you off?”

      “Oh, all right.”

      Lance was about what I expected: a trendy guy with an art history degree and a talent for design. (These days, we’ve been friends for years, and he’s the only person I’ve ever met whose house is perfectly decorated. I literally wouldn’t change a thing about it. He’s also the only person besides Christy whose opinion I trust completely. If he tells me something doesn’t look right, I change it, end of discussion. But I’m getting ahead of myself.)

      Fred was a bit of a surprise when I met him. I’d expected a boring business type or an art nerd who understood numbers, but he was athletic and well-built, a former college football player. He had common sense and a degree in finance. Even better, he was charming and earnest, and he agreed completely when I said I wanted to review his contract before Christy signed.

      I took it home and pored over it without spotting any major red flags. Still, I wasn’t an attorney, so I faxed it to Erin.

      “It’s fine,” she said the next day. “I ran it past a friend in Miami who’s an entertainment attorney. It’s a basic artist-agent agreement.”

      “See? I told you,” Christy said.

      “Let’s call Sara,” I said, “just to be sure.”

      “Why’re you being so paranoid?”

      “I just don’t want you to get burned.”

      “Is this about you-know-who?”

      “Scumbag. Yeah, I guess it is. Sorry. Still, I wanna call Sara and ask her.”

      “Ugh. Fine.”

      “It’s also a good excuse to catch up,” I said hopefully.

      “I suppose.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sara called back and said that the contract was fine, so we met Lance and Fred for dinner.

      “I’m looking forward to working with you,” he said to Christy after she signed. “You’re incredibly talented.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And you have great potential.”

      She beamed.

      “So, let’s talk about what you’re working on…”

      Her next big break came about six months later, in December 1997. We’d spent Thanksgiving in San Diego and then flown up to San Francisco on Sunday. Then Christy and Sara spent three days touring galleries, meeting owners, and talking to other artists.

      The girls and I had fun being tourists. We rode the cable cars and explored Chinatown. We visited Fisherman’s Wharf and Golden Gate Park. And then we snacked and shopped our way through the Mission District.

      My calves were sore from three days of hiking and pushing Susie’s stroller up the hills, but the girls had loved every minute. They were so worn out by the last evening that they went to bed immediately after their baths. Even Emily crawled under the covers and fell asleep without a fuss. Their mother, on the other hand, was full of energy.

      “Do you think it’d be okay if we go up to the bar?”

      “Let’s make sure they’re good and asleep first,” I said.

      They were, so we left Christy’s cell phone on the nightstand with a note. Laurie knew how to call my cell phone if she needed us. Then we took the elevator up to the nineteenth floor.

      The restaurant was practically empty, and we chose a table by the window. We enjoyed the spectacular view of the city skyline until a server arrived to take our order, a vodka martini for me and a double bourbon for my chirpy wife.

      “Oh my gosh, this is the first drink I’ve had all day.” She drained the glass and then sat back with a sigh. “Much better.” She took a couple of deep breaths and relaxed as her metabolism did its thing.

      I caught the server’s eye.

      “Can we get a menu, please? And another bourbon. Maybe on the rocks?” I suggested.

      “I don’t care,” Christy said, “as long as it’s alcohol.”

      “Just a single this time,” I said to the server, “and two glasses of water, please.”

      We ordered a couple of appetizers when she returned with our drinks.

      “You know me so well,” Christy said.

      “Mmm. So, tell me about your day.”

      “Oh my gosh, this place is amazing. Sara was right. Today was the best day of all. So many galleries to choose from! I think I need an agent here too. Or maybe Los Angeles.”

      “What about Fred?”

      “He’s the one who suggested it.” Christy took a drink and nodded toward the city. “He doesn’t know the market out here, so he can’t advise me.”

      We’d become good friends with Fred and Lance since Christy had started working with them, and I wasn’t surprised that Fred was looking out for her best interests. He treated her like a kid sister, even though he was actually a couple of years younger than us.

      “Makes sense,” I agreed. “And what’s this about LA?”

      “Oh my gosh, I met the most amazing couple! Didn’t I tell you? No, I suppose not. I only met them today. He’s full Japanese and she’s half. Well, she’s actually American, but you know what I mean. Her mother’s Japanese.” She drained her bourbon and signaled the waitress for another.

      Our food arrived at the same time as her new drink, and Christy began devouring slices of ahi tuna.

      “This is amazing,” she said between bites. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”

      I cut a piece of the baked brie.

      “Anyway, where was I? Oh, right! Toshiro and May. Her name’s actually Mei, but she goes by May.”

      I couldn’t hear the difference, but it was obvious to Christy.

      “They own a small gallery here, but they have two big ones in LA.” She paused for a moment to replay the conversation in her head. “One’s in the Arts District and the other’s in Torrance. I don’t know LA very well, but—”

      “It’s down south, by Redondo Beach. Oddly enough, I know exactly where it is.”

      “Oh? How?”

      “John Sepulveda.”

      “Gina’s husband?”

      “Uh-huh. His family’s from there. Palos Verdes. And there’s a city there that was designed by Frederick Law Olmsted, Junior.”

      Christy’s brow furrowed. “Why do I know that name?”

      “Well, Olmsted Senior designed Central Park and a bunch of other things, including the gardens and grounds at Biltmore.”

      “Oh, wow.”

      “Junior wasn’t as famous, but he laid out the city of Palos Verdes Estates. He and another guy used deed restrictions to— Never mind. It’s urban planning stuff. And not very nice.”

      “Why not?”

      “They used deed restrictions to keep out non-whites.”

      “Oh my gosh! Seriously? When? Recently?”

      “No. Starting in the twenties, until the Supreme Court outlawed it in ’48. Anyway, Toshiro and May own a gallery in Torrance…?”

      “Uh-huh! There are tons of Japanese there. Real Japanese, I mean, not Japanese-Americans. Honda’s headquarters is there, and they…”

      She talked through another drink and a second order of tuna tataki. Toshiro and May wanted to bring her to LA to meet some of their Japanese clients, and they wanted to include her in a gallery show to introduce her to the art community in LA.

      “They couldn’t believe I speak Japanese,” she finished. “I was a little rusty, though, ’cause I don’t have anyone to talk to.” She eyed me mock-balefully.

      “Hey, don’t look at me! I barely speak American. No habla Japanese.”

      “That’s Spanish.”

      “So you speak Spanish now too?”

      “I can’t help it! Only, not really. Just enough to talk to the nice people at the Mexican restaurant when I pick up takeout.”

      “Why’m I not surprised?”

      “So sue me. You know how I am.” The ice clinked in the bottom of her glass, and she gestured to the server. “Stop interrupting,” she said to me. “May has a bunch of ideas for the kind of things their clients will like. She’s an artist too, a painter. She thinks…”
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        * * *

      

      Christy built a dedicated following in Atlanta and Los Angeles, with a smaller but passionate group in San Francisco. Her style was the same across all her work, but her creative inspiration varied. Her Atlanta clients liked more traditional sculpture, anything from Renaissance to modern themes. The LA crowd wanted Asian- and Japanese-inspired pieces, and they favored animals as much as humans. The San Francisco people wanted a bit of everything, from amusing to erotic.

      Case in point, Christy created one piece called Janus & Janet. Renée was visiting at the time, and we posed together, back to back. Christy seamlessly blended our bodies into one. She cast the final statue in bronze, about three feet tall, a nude woman from one side and a nude man from the other. The effect was surreal, and a San Francisco collector bought it sight unseen, based on the description alone. He liked it so much when he actually received it that he ordered a half-dozen replicas to give as Christmas gifts.

      The different markets all had their exceptions, but the general rule applied. Christy privately described them as “good, better, best.” The Atlanta people were a steady source of income, the LA people were the happy middle ground, and the San Francisco people allowed her the freedom to do whatever she wanted. May and Fred coordinated and kept her busy with commissions and limited editions.

      Christy’s career really kicked into high gear when we moved into our new house in 1999, and especially after Susie started preschool in the fall. Christy finally had enough room to work on several projects at once. Her 3,000-square-foot workshop had a kiln, a small furnace, and the forklift she’d always wanted. The semidetached studio even doubled as a gallery for finished work.

      Fred suggested to Christy that she might hire a full-time apprentice, and they brought Gabby onboard to help with the larger pieces and the demand for limited editions. Business was so good that in 2000 they hired two more people, a welder-turned-artist named Peregrin and an MFA student named Winter. Between them, they took over the production of smaller pieces and replicas.

      I was just as busy with my own career. Paul+Hughes Design beat Trip’s most optimistic projections for 1998 and 1999, and he announced at our September board meeting that the company was worth thirty million. Six months later, in April 2000, we moved into our new global headquarters. We had more than a hundred employees and plenty of room to grow.

      The Lake Lanier development was moving forward as well. We weren’t raking in the dough, yet, but the golf course was under construction, and the country club had started advertising for members. We’d sold about a quarter of the lots in the subdivision, and most of the buyers had opted for a Paul Hughes home. I had to deal with a few who wanted nouveau-riche monstrosities, but I focused on the dream clients instead, the ones who wanted Architectural Digest instead of National Enquirer.
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        * * *

      

      In many ways our lives were perfect for several years, starting in about 1997. Christy’s career and mine were both thriving, and the girls were doing well in school. Laurie joined a competitive swim team, Emily began ballet, and Susie started regular dance classes.

      We went on family vacations in the spring, to resorts in Florida and the Caribbean. We spent a week at the Pines each summer. We went skiing in the winter, to places like Vail and Deer Valley. Christy and I partied with friends and took vacations by ourselves, to France, Hawaii, and Japan.

      Things looked fine from the outside, but cracks had begun to appear in the foundation. The problems started with money.

      Christy spent more as her artwork sold more. She went on shopping sprees at Nordstrom and Neiman Marcus. She bought dresses and shoes, purses and jewelry, and pretty things for the girls. Some months the credit card bills were so big that I had to pay them down over time instead of all at once.

      Part of me couldn’t really blame her, especially since she thought she was spending her own money. But her art cost money to create, which she never considered. Many months she spent more than she made, and we argued about it constantly. The arguments turned into actual fights whenever she bounced a check or maxed out a credit card. She always apologized and promised to do better, but she never did.

      She started drinking more, too. We usually finished a bottle of wine with dinner, but one bottle became two over time. Two turned into three when we started opening another after the girls went to bed. Eventually, Christy switched to whiskey after dinner instead of wine.

      For a long time, I told myself that she was getting drunker at night because her metabolism was slowing down. And I didn’t complain because I enjoyed it—she was usually horny when she’d been drinking, and women didn’t suffer from whiskey dick.

      Then I began to suspect that she wasn’t just drinking in the evenings. Sometimes I’d come home from work and she’d already have a bottle of wine open. Other times she had a glass of something stronger. She always claimed she’d just poured it, and her metabolism was high enough that I couldn’t be sure. She might’ve started five minutes ago or five hours.

      I probably could’ve lived with the spending and drinking, but she neglected the girls sometimes too. Once again, it was little things at first. She’d get busy on a project and be late to pick them up from school. Or she’d forget their backpacks for swimming and dance class, and the girls would be late because they’d had to return home to get them. I heard about it at bedtime, but I always made excuses for her.

      A couple of times she even forgot to pick them up after school, and I received a phone call from the office. I told myself it was because she was working and had lost track of time. She’d done that as long as I’d known her. And she had an annoying habit of taking her studio phone off the hook and ignoring her cell phone when she was working, so the school was forced to call me instead.

      All of this happened over several years, and it started long before we moved into the new house. Christy didn’t start spending and drinking all of a sudden, just like my work and travel demands didn’t double overnight. The girls suffered from both, although I didn’t realize until it was almost too late.
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        * * *

      

      September 1, 2000, marked the beginning of the end, although the events that led to it were still months in the future.

      That Friday, we flew to Boston for Nana C.’s ninetieth birthday celebration. The whole family came, and we had activities planned for Saturday and Sunday before a big party in the evening. It was a swanky black-tie affair at the Ritz-Carlton for two hundred guests. Christy’s family had always been serious drinkers, but that night took things to a new level. Rich was the only sober one of the bunch, and probably only because he had to be for some reason.

      I left the ballroom early, well before midnight, and went upstairs to check on the girls. They were asleep in bed, so I paid the babysitter and let her leave early. Christy returned sometime in the early hours of the morning, but she was so drunk that she didn’t even try to wake me. I found her on the couch in the morning, still in her party dress, cradling a Veuve Clicquot bottle—empty, of course.

      By then I’d begun to worry about her drinking, but I didn’t know how to talk to her about it without starting a huge fight. So we returned to Atlanta and went right back to the way things had been. In hindsight, I used work as an excuse to avoid problems at home.

      Trip landed four multimillion-dollar contracts in a row, and they all needed my attention. I had to turn the design proposals into detailed plans, which was something I could control. Things continued like that through December and into 2001—we signed two or three big contracts each month. I worked eighty hours a week and only took short breaks for Thanksgiving and Christmas.

      Whitney worked even harder than I did, but we had so many new clients in January and February that she began to crack under the pressure. I reached out to Trip for help, and he put new work on hold. Then he took over project management for several big jobs that were nearing completion, while we worked on the new ones.

      I finally started to see the light at the end of the tunnel in late March. I told Trip that I needed a break, and he agreed. I told Whitney to take one too. She was so exhausted that she didn’t even ask her usual questions. Instead, she simply packed up and left in the middle of the day. I finished out the week, just to make sure things were running smoothly. The team leaders had things under control, and Trip told me to go. He could deal with anything else without me.

      I wanted to take at least a month off, so Christy and I planned a family vacation for the girls’ spring break in April. We spent eight blissful days on the beach in St. Martin, and I didn’t touch my cell phone or computer once. Unfortunately, things began to unravel soon after we returned home.

      It started when I picked up the mail from the post office. I normally didn’t open anything addressed to Christy alone, but I did it accidentally that time. I discovered three credit cards in her name. I hadn’t known a thing about them. The statements had charges from the usual places, but also from one place that raised a huge red flag.

      She usually shopped at the big liquor store near the house, but the charges on her private cards were a lot more frequent than they should’ve been, especially for what I knew we drank. So I started checking on her in the studio, and she always had a sports bottle nearby.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t be sure what she was drinking unless I tasted it myself. I couldn’t smell it on her breath, either, because she had a habit of chewing gum or mints while she worked. I thought about asking her apprentices, but I didn’t want it to get back to her.

      In the end, I checked her studio trash cans, where I found exactly what I’d been afraid of, empty wine and liquor bottles. Worse, they were all hidden in other trash, like she knew I might see them when I took the cans to the end of the driveway.

      The girls were the final straw, especially when I realized how bad things had become for them. Christy lost track of time when she was working (and probably drinking), so she wasn’t reliable as a parent. The girls were anxious and angry most of the time, and I hadn’t been around to pick up the slack.

      I noticed the first changes when I started picking them up from school. They visibly relaxed when they saw my SUV in the line at the normal time. They were happy and excited to tell me about their day. Laurie gave me a hug and a kiss when we dropped her off at the pool. Emily and Susie made sure I came inside and watched them in dance class. Then all three begged me to take them for ice cream after. They did the same at home and acted like I might disappear if they let me out of their sight.

      At first I told myself it was just because they didn’t get to see me as much, but deep down I knew the truth. They craved the one thing we hadn’t given them, the one thing we couldn’t buy. They needed stability. They needed parents.
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        * * *

      

      I decided to talk to Christy, and we both needed to make some changes. I rehearsed a speech in my head and started gathering props: the secret credit card bills, empty liquor bottles, and a drawing that Susie had made of our family. It only included seven of us: three girls, three dogs, and Daddy. Mommy was conspicuously missing. Susie’s teacher had sent it home with a concerned note. I felt like a complete jerk for using it, but I couldn’t think of a better way to show Christy what was happening to us.

      Some idealistic part of me hoped that our lives would change completely once we talked. I’d start helping around the house and with the girls. Christy would cut back on her drinking and spending. Then we’d all live happily ever after, the end.

      Unfortunately, real life didn’t work that way.

      Things went to hell from the start. Christy was defensive, while I was angry and demanding. I don’t have many clear memories of the argument, and none of them are worth repeating, here or anywhere.

      Christy finally lost it when I showed her Susie’s drawing. She snatched it from the table and stormed out. I heard the garage door opener and then her van as she gunned the engine and drove away.

      She didn’t return that afternoon, and I told the girls she was out running errands.

      I expected her home by dinner, but she didn’t show.

      I really began to worry when she didn’t come home that night.

      She’d left her cell phone on the charger in the kitchen, so I couldn’t call her. I called everyone else, but no one had seen her. I went to bed with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      The house phone rang at four o’clock in the morning. I wasn’t really asleep, so I snatched it from the cradle before the second ring. I didn’t even look at the caller ID.

      “Hello! Christy?”

      “No, it’s Anne. Birdy’s here, though. She’s safe.”

      “Oh, thank God! Wait. She’s there? With you? In San Diego?”

      “Yes. A taxi just dropped her off. She must’ve flown out. We’re still trying to get the story out of her. We wanted you to know, though. She’s okay. And… I think she needs to stay with us.”

      “Okay. Thanks. I—” I sighed heavily. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “I know, dear.”

      “We had a fight. Obviously. But I want to talk to her.”

      “Maybe later. She’s not in any condition to talk. Have you told the girls? That she’s gone, I mean?”

      “I didn’t have much choice, did I?” I snapped.

      “No, I suppose not.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”

      “It’s all right. I understand. You’re upset.”

      “Yeah.” I took a couple of deep breaths and found a sandbar of calm. It wasn’t an island, but it would have to do. “I told them she had a gallery trip,” I said to Anne. “I don’t even care about the fight. I just want her to come home.” I heard the desperation in my voice and didn’t care.

      “I know, and she will,” Anne said. “In the meantime, we love you both. The girls too. We’ll call you in the morning. Well, later in the morning.”

      “Thanks, Anne.”

      “Mmm. Get some sleep.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Well, try your best. Goodnight, dear.”

      I stabbed the End button and simply dropped the handset to the floor. What the hell was I supposed to do now?
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        * * *

      

      My cell phone rang the next afternoon. I didn’t recognize the number, a 760 area code, but I answered immediately.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, Paul, it’s Anne.” She sounded as exhausted as I felt. “I’m calling from Betty Ford. The clinic, I mean. Christine’s here. She’s going to stay for a while.”

      “Thank you.” I inhaled through my nose and breathed out slowly. “Did she tell you what happened?”

      “Enough. She was a little incoherent when she arrived. She’d been drinking. That was our second clue. Last night. Or this morning. Whichever.”

      “Do I need to fly out? My parents can watch the girls.”

      “Not yet. I think she needs some time alone.”

      “So… she doesn’t want to come back?”

      “No, no!” Anne said immediately. “Not at all. She needs to know what she’s losing. I tried to tell her, but…” Anne sighed. “She’s so stubborn.”

      “No fucking kidding,” I muttered.

      Anne pretended she hadn’t heard. “I gave the clinic your phone numbers, and Christine herself can call you once they finish admitting her.”

      “Do you think she will?”

      “I hope so. Only, she’s very angry right now.”

      “I understand.” My own anger had faded, although a growing sense of dread had replaced it.

      “Richard’s here with us,” Anne continued, “but he’s going to fly back tomorrow. To Atlanta, I mean.”

      “Atlanta? Here?” My voice rose with alarm. Did she really mean to have me killed?

      “Oh my gosh,” Anne laughed, “not that. And shame on you for thinking it.”

      “Thinking what?” I lied.

      “Do you really think I’d do that?”

      “No?”

      “Richard can help with the girls,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “And then with Christine. When she comes home, I mean.”

      “Comes home?”

      “Honestly, dear, stop making everything sound like a question. Of course she’s coming home. Only, it might be a while.”
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        * * *

      

      Rich moved into the pool guest house and told the girls that he wanted to help with the household chores. He asked them about their own chores and then made a chart. He was surprisingly domestic, probably because he’d lived alone for most of his adult life. I asked him to include me in the assignments.

      “Sure. What do you do now?”

      “Normally? Pay the bills. Take out the trash. Take the girls to school. Tuck them in. And… uh… that’s about it.”

      “I see,” he said, very diplomatically.

      “Yeah, I know,” I snapped in response. “That’s part of the problem. I thought I was more egalitarian, but I guess I’m a male chauvinist after all. Happy?”

      “Chill out. I’m not pointing any fingers. ‘Mistakes were made.’ Let’s move on.”

      I recoiled in surprise. That wasn’t the reaction I’d been expecting, especially from a guy who put the “over” in overprotective.

      “Um… thanks?” I said.

      “You’re welcome. Now, what do you want to do?”

      “I’ll start doing the grocery shopping. And I can cook dinner.”

      He shook his head. “I’ll do the cooking. It’s relaxing. And it’ll be easier if I do the shopping too. Laurie can go with me, at least until I learn what they like to eat.”

      “Okay. I can help with the laundry.”

      “That’s Laurie’s new job,” he said.

      “Vacuuming? Dusting?”

      “Emily. Little Miss Clean.”

      “The dogs?”

      “Susie.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly, “then what should I do?”

      “Taking care of the pool is a big one. The girls said Birdy did it before.”

      “Got it. What else?”

      “Keep her business and studio running,” he said. “We can handle everything else.”
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        * * *

      

      The next evening my cell phone rang with a 760 area code.

      “Hi, it’s me,” Christy said.

      She sounded resigned, but I had to stop myself from biting her head off. She’d been at the clinic for days, and this was the first time she’d called. I understood why—she’d been upset, embarrassed, and probably overwhelmed—but that didn’t change how I felt. Besides, she hadn’t even apologized.

      I told myself I was being selfish. Plus irrational. And rude, especially as I let the silence drag out in a fit of pique. I still loved her, even if I didn’t like her very much at the moment. I adjusted my attitude and put a smile in my tone, although it still came across as tired.

      “Hi, me. It’s good to hear your voice. Are you okay?”

      “Yes? No? I don’t know.” She told me her room number and gave me a phone number where I could reach her. “They’re still evaluating me,” she said bitterly, “so they won’t tell me how long I’ll be here.”

      I nodded and felt my anger fade. “Is there anything I can do? What can I bring you?”

      “Maybe some clothes. I only have what I came here with.”

      “Will do. What about your cell phone? And your sketchbook?”

      “My sketchbook, please. Not the cell phone. I can’t use it while I’m here. Have the girls said anything? What did you tell them?”

      “That you’re in LA, at the gallery.”

      “The gallery,” she snorted softly. “I don’t know if they’ll ever work with me again.”

      “I’m sure they will,” I said. “Every artist has… issues.”

      “Issues? Oh, boy. That’s a polite way to put it.”

      “We’ll get through this.”

      “I’m glad one of us thinks so.”

      “We will,” I insisted. “I love you, and we’ll do whatever it takes.”

      “I love you too. Only… I’ve made a mess of things, haven’t I?”

      “Nothing we can’t fix.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Trust me,” I said.

      “You’re always Mr. Positive.” She sighed, and I didn’t feel the need to fill the silence between us. Maybe my resentment hadn’t subsided after all. “I need to go,” she said at last. “It’s time for dinner. We’re on a strict schedule here. Another thing I hate.”

      “You’ll survive,” I said.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “That’s my Sunshine,” I chuckled. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “If I’m still alive.”

      I flew to California the next morning and rented a car when I arrived in Palm Springs. I drove straight to the clinic. Christy looked downcast when I saw her. She was wearing the same clothes as when she’d stormed out, which seemed like a lifetime ago.

      We went for a walk around the lake and then found a bench. We didn’t talk about the argument or anything else that had happened. We mostly talked about her daily routine. It was a safe topic.

      “Have they given you any idea how long you’ll be here?” I asked.

      “Treatment isn’t defined by a number of days,” she parroted dully. “Besides, I’m supposed to take things one day at a time.”

      “Okay. So… what do you want me to tell people? I mean, about why you’re gone.”

      She shrugged.

      “Well, I talked to Wren and Leah. I told them where you are. And I gave them your phone number. I hope that’s okay. If not, too bad.”

      She nodded.

      “What about Brooke? Do you want me to call her?”

      A shrug and then a reluctant nod.

      “I told everyone in the studio that you had an unexpected trip to LA. Gabby said they have orders to keep them busy for at least a couple of weeks. She wasn’t sure after that. I’ll take care of it, one way or the other.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But I need to call Fred and May. They’ll start asking if they don’t hear from you soon.”

      “Tell them I died.”

      My silence was a gentle rebuke.

      “Fine,” she said at last. “Tell them…”

      “That you’re taking a break,” I finished.

      She snorted at the irony.

      “We’ll get through this.” I don’t know how, but at least we’re talking about it.
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        * * *

      

      I returned home and found that Rich had been hard at work, cleaning.

      “Most of it was in her studio,” he said. “The usual. Wine and liquor. No handles. She has— had expensive taste. I cleaned out the bar in the house, too. I hope you don’t mind that I poured it out.”

      I felt a pang of loss, but it was selfish. Again. “Everything?”

      “Everything. Sorry.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “I’m sorry I left it for you.”

      “Nah. I’m fine as long as I don’t start.”

      “Okay, cool.”

      “The girls and I went through the house itself. We made a game of it. I told them we’d bake a dozen cookies for every bottle they found.”

      I glanced at him sideways with a question.

      “We won’t put the Girl Scouts out of business,” he said, “but it’ll take a few weekends to bake that much.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’ll need to go through your bedroom. I don’t think you’ll find much—too easy for you to find by accident—but you might be surprised. Check her purses and even her shoes. Oh, and the top of the closet. She used to hide things there when she was a kid. She can’t reach that high, so she thinks no one else can either.”

      “Got it,” I chuckled. “Anything else?”

      “No. We didn’t find any pills or dope. Just alcohol.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “Mmm. Have you decided what to tell the girls?”

      “Not yet,” I said. “I’m open to suggestions, though.”

      “Well, I think Laurie’s figured it out. I’m not surprised. I wasn’t thinking ahead when I cleaned the bar out. She saw me pouring everything down the drain. Then we searched the rest of the house, and she connected the dots.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “I don’t think she understands exactly what’s going on, but she’s pretty upset about it. She’s a quiet one, though. She just kinda shuts down.”

      “Yeah. That’s her way of dealing with it. I wish I’d realized sooner.”

      “It affects people in different ways,” Rich said. “My ex and I used to fight.”

      I nodded, although I knew very little about his ex-wife. I’d only met her a couple of times, and he didn’t talk about her much. Christy and I had privately suspected it was a marriage of convenience more than anything—they both wanted to appease their families.

      Rich drew me back with a chuckle. “Em’s a little Birdy, isn’t she?”

      “Her looks, for sure,” I agreed.

      “Her personality too. She’s a bossy little thing.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Susie reminds me of me. Looks-wise, I mean. She’s a hundred percent you otherwise.” He grinned. “Like if you and I had a kid.”

      I rolled my eyes but couldn’t hide a grin.

      “Back to the original question,” Rich said. “What do you want to tell them?”

      “For now, only that she’s sick, but she’s getting help.”

      “It’s a disease,” he corrected calmly. “She’ll need to deal with it for the rest of her life. So will you. And… I don’t wanna tell you what to do, but the clinic should have a program for dependents. Families and children, I mean.”

      “Yeah, they gave me a bunch of brochures. I haven’t had a chance to go through them yet.”

      “Let me know what you decide, and I’ll back you up.”

      “Thanks.”

      We fell silent and gazed across the pool and into the gathering twilight. The lake was high enough that we could see it through the trees. It had rained heavily the day before.

      “I think Mom was right,” Rich said at last. “This is where I’m supposed to be.”

      He was in the mood to share, so I let him.

      “I love being around the girls. And I like the area. Don’t get me wrong,” he added, “I love San Diego, but… too many memories. You know?”

      “Mmm.”

      “Maybe time for a change of scenery. Do you know anyone who needs a security consultant?”

      “As a matter of fact, yeah, I do.”

      “Who? You? Seriously?”

      I nodded. “I designed a house for a jeweler, about a year ago. She wanted a bunch of home security. Not just alarms and cameras, but intrusion deterrents, a hidden safe, and a panic room.”

      Rich nodded slowly as I spoke.

      “I had to contract it out. Cost a small fortune, too. It ate up most of our profit on the job.”

      “Hooyah.”

      “We’re also bidding on an aerospace job in Denver. They do defense work, so half of the building is high security.”

      “Want me to take a look?”

      “Have you done that kind of thing before?”

      “Security? Sure. We didn’t just shoot things, you know.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Although,” he mused, “I have more experience with physical security, especially breaching it. We didn’t worry too much about electronic security. Well, we did,” he amended, “but not the type of thing you need. We usually blew shit up and went in strong. The SMU guys did the sneak and peek jobs, the intrusion and intel-gathering.”

      “Lemme guess,” I said, only mildly sarcastic, “SMU isn’t Southern Methodist University?”

      “No. Special Missions. The kind of thing I still can’t talk about.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “I know a few guys, though.” He rolled his hand in a “move along” gesture.

      “Right. So, you can get up to speed.”

      “Yeah. Corporate security’s more about preventing theft and espionage. You normally don’t have to worry about guys like me with weapons and explosives.”

      “No,” I chuckled.

      “Still, my background should help with that kind of business in the future. What’s so funny?”

      “It’s another quote,” I warned.

      He sighed. “Go ahead.”

      “I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

      He snorted but didn’t deny it.
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        * * *

      

      The girls and I flew out to Palm Springs a couple of weeks after they finished school for the year. I’d taken Rich’s suggestion and signed up for the clinic’s family program, which taught spouses and children how to cope with alcoholic family members. Susie was still too young, but Laurie and Emily were old enough.

      Christy’s mother wanted to join us as well—she had two children who were alcoholics, after all—but Harold resisted. I privately suspected that he didn’t want to admit that he might have a drinking problem too. His attitude had always been “out of sight, out of mind.” And he wasn’t above playing the age and granddad cards, either.

      “I’m too old to learn new tricks. Besides, who’s going to look after Susie?”

      “I’m sure they have day care,” I said.

      “Of course. But we never get to spend time with just her.”

      We argued politely, but he had an excuse for everything. Anne eventually gave up. She and Harold could watch Susie while the rest of us were in class, although she gave him a look that didn’t bode well for his future drinking.

      “See?” he said, a touch uncertainly. “I knew we’d find a solution.”

      “Mmm. Yes, dear.”

      I piled on. “Is this what they call a ‘fighting retreat’?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “Besides, it’s called a ‘tactical withdrawal’ these days. We don’t say ‘retreat.’ It’s bad for morale.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Don’t you have a class to go to?”
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        * * *

      

      Christy’s treatment team met with her the day before the girls and I were scheduled to fly home. They discussed her treatment so far and agreed to a discharge date.

      “How do you feel?” I asked when she told me.

      “Scared.”

      “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Keep loving me?”

      “You know I will.” I paused and then added, “You know I do. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”

      “What about the girls? You should’ve seen the way Em looked at me.”

      “When?”

      “When you first got here. I thought she wanted to kill me.”

      “She picked up a lot of the slack when you were drinking,” I said. “Laurie just retreated into her room.”

      “I know. I thought she was just being helpful—Em, I mean—but…” She sighed again. “Do you think they’ll ever forgive me?”

      “I know they will,” I said. “But let’s take things one day at a time. We’ll worry about tomorrow when it gets here.”

      She nodded and leaned toward me, and I put my arm around her.

      “We’ll get through this,” I said.

      “I know. Only… I’m still scared.”

      “Don’t be. You have lots of people who love you.”

      “But… what if I start drinking again?”

      “Then we’ll deal with it.” I kissed the top of her head, but it took her a long time to relax.
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        * * *

      

      I returned to Palm Springs by myself a week later. Harold and Anne drove up from San Diego and met me at the clinic.

      Christy was waiting for us with her suitcase. She looked as healthy as I’d ever seen her, tan and rosy-cheeked, like the happy girl I’d married, not the haunted woman who’d stormed out of the house two months earlier. She wasn’t a blushing bride, but I still felt like we were starting anew.

      Back at home, we gave her time to settle in before we invited family and friends for a party. We kept things deliberately low-key. Trip and I grilled steaks and portobello mushrooms, and Wren brought every kind of juice imaginable. Christy was subdued at first, and people treated her with kid gloves until Rich put things into perspective for us.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake, she isn’t going to break,” he said. “She grew up with five older brothers. If anything, she terrorized us.”

      “I did not!” she squawked indignantly.

      “Did so, Sis.” He grinned and said to his audience, “She even gave Danny a black eye once.”

      Christy bristled, a little blonde hedgehog. “Nuh-uh! You did.”

      “Maybe. But I did it on your orders. I’m tellin’ ya, folks, don’t let her looks fool ya. She’s a tough little thing.”

      “She is,” I agreed. “And we’re glad she’s home.”

      “Hear, hear,” Trip agreed. He raised his cup, and everyone followed suit. “To Christy. Welcome home.”

      “Welcome home!”
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        * * *

      

      Christy went back to work, although her apprentices started with an impromptu gallery show. Gabby, Peregrin, and Winter were artists in their own right, and they were eager to show Christy the things they’d been working on.

      “Oh my gosh,” she told me that evening, “some of their pieces are really good. Gabby’s going to need her own show soon. She’s perfect for San Francisco. Winter still has a way to go, but Peregrin’s been working on…”

      Christy began taking commissions again too. Fred and May had told her clients she’d had health issues, unspecified but not life-threatening. An investment bank had canceled their order for four pieces, but the others had been fine with the delay. Her agents knew the truth, although they hadn’t felt the need to make Christy’s private life public without her consent.

      I went back to work as well. I hadn’t been on vacation the entire time, but I still had a lot of catching up to do. Whitney had returned by then, and she’d kept all of my projects moving forward. Alex Austin had overseen the design group as a whole. He was an engineer without a lick of artistic ability, but he was a good manager.

      Trip agreed. “It’s the sign of a healthy organization when one of the principals can step away and things keep functioning smoothly.”

      “So you’re saying you don’t need me?” I teased.

      “God, no! Everything runs better when you’re in charge. Even the designs are better. I can’t explain it. I sat in on some of the meetings and tried that trick you do—”

      “Trick? What trick?”

      “You know, where you tell someone it’s good but you think they can do better. I don’t know how you do it, dude.”

      I did, but it wasn’t something I could share—at least, not with Trip. He was too competitive, so he always wanted to be the best. He could accept when he wasn’t, but he still grumbled about it.

      I wanted the people in my group to be better than me, and they usually found creative ways to do it. Joska had done the same thing when I’d been an undergraduate, although it had taken me years to understand it consciously.

      “Speaking of which,” I said in the present, “I’ve been thinking. We need to start an intern program. Not the AXP, but real interns, summer interns.”

      “College students?” Trip said.

      “Yeah. Third- and fourth-years.”

      “What for? They don’t know anything.”

      “Hear me out,” I said. “You remember back with mega-corp? The interns were the only part of that job I actually enjoyed. I want to do the same thing again, but for students. I want to help shape the next generation of architects.”

      He made the connection right away. “You wanna be Joska.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Makes sense. And it’d be a good recruiting tool.” He nodded and warmed to the idea. “Even better, we don’t have to pay them.”

      “Oh, no,” I said immediately, “that’s corporate slavery. We’ll pay them about what we’d pay a regular intern—”

      “Dude, no way!” It was his usual reaction to spending money, and he did his usual about-face when he actually considered it. “On second thought… yeah, all right. How many are you talking about?”

      “Two to start.”

      “Two people for three months,” he mused, “and we aren’t paying them a full intern’s salary? Yeah, we can swing it. I’ll tell Shari to pull up the numbers, but—”

      “I’m thinking 75 percent,” I said helpfully.

      “That’s still a lot of money, but… If you’re sure?”

      “I am.”

      “Okay. You’re the people person.”

      I planned to wait and see how the first interns worked out, but then I wanted to expand to four. And I’d find a way to build a small apartment complex, so they could live nearby without paying exorbitant rent. My long-term goal was eight or even twelve interns, spread across multiple disciplines. But I didn’t want to give poor Trip a heart attack in the meantime, so I’d have to build up to it gradually.

      “All right,” he said, “I’ll make it happen on my end.” Then he leaned close and said in a low voice, “Do me a favor. Will you at least hire one hot girl?”

      “Sure,” I said without hesitation.

      He eyed me suspiciously before his shoulders fell. “Aw, c’mon, dude. Please?”

      “Hey, you said—”

      “You know what I meant. A straight one.”

      “Oh, in that case—”

      “I don’t know why I put up with you.”

      I merely grinned. He wasn’t upset, not for real. Besides, it felt good to banter again, even if it might get us in trouble with HR.

      “Whatever,” he said at last. “It’s great to have you back.” He clapped me on the shoulder and turned to go. “Drinks later? I’ll fill you in on the latest projects.”

      “Projects, yes. Drinks, no.”

      “How come you aren’t drinking? Christy’s the one with the problem, not you. Never mind, forget I said anything. Happy wife, happy life.”

      “You got it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Christy’s creativity returned to its previous level about the same time the girls went back to school in August.

      “I know it sounds like a cliché,” she said, “but I have this whole new clarity with my art. Sometimes I don’t even have to do sketches, especially with the marble pieces. It’s like I see the sculpture in the block. I just chisel away until it comes out.”

      I chuckled. “That’s pretty much what Michelangelo said.”

      “And he was right!”

      Fred saw her renewed energy and stopped by her workshop at least once a week. He emailed pictures of works in progress to May, and together they planned a one-woman gallery show in Los Angeles for the new year. He even convinced Christy to hire two more apprentices to help with the workload.

      “Can she really afford this?” I asked him.

      We were standing on the driveway and watching through the big workshop doors. It was the only place we could talk without having to shout over the banging of hammers and hiss-whine of pneumatic polishers.

      “Can she afford it?” Fred repeated with a chuckle. “Oh, God, yes.”

      “For real?”

      “Uh-huh. The show alone will pay their salaries.”

      “The new ones?”

      “All of them,” he said, “and then some.”

      I wasn’t convinced, so he started listing pieces and their estimated sale prices. I stood there and showed off my molars.

      “Yep,” he finished. “All told, we’re looking at eight hundred thousand, give or take. We won’t sell everything, of course, but she’ll net two-fifty or three hundred after we deduct commissions and expenses. If she can finish the big pieces she’s working on now, she’ll break four hundred, easy.”

      “Holy crap.”

      He grinned at me sideways. “That’s getting close to what you make, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, but I’m the CEO of a fifty-million-dollar company.”

      “Anyone can do that,” he said flippantly. “Well, anyone with the experience. What Christy does is far less common. She creates unique pieces of art on a monumental scale. You can’t just waltz into your local gallery and pick up a life-size sculpture, much less in Italian Statuario or that Noir Belge.”

      He sounded like a brochure. Then again, he was supposed to.

      “And this is just the beginning,” he continued. “She’s early in her career. I wouldn’t be surprised if her pieces sell for three or four times as much in the next few years.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Uh-huh. And May thinks I’m being conservative.”

      “Are you?”

      “Maybe. She knows her market better than I do.”

      “Let’s hope you’re right,” I said.

      “Oh, I know I’m right,” he said confidently. Then he gestured at the slab of ebony stone that Christy and Gabby were shaping. “Judging by that, I’d say the sky’s the limit.”
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        * * *

      

      We called Nana C. in September for her birthday. Rich and the girls sang to her, and Christy told her about the big show. She said she wanted to fly to LA to see it, and Christy volunteered Rich to travel to Boston and accompany her. They talked for a while longer and then said goodbye.

      She sounded fine at the time, but we found out later that she’d been having headaches and double vision. She was probably suffering from a brain aneurysm, which ruptured two days later. She died in her sleep at the age of ninety-one.

      Christy’s mother called to let us know, and the entire family converged on Boston. We held the wake on Saturday, and hundreds of people visited the house. Nearly a thousand attended her funeral on Sunday, including the mayor, several Kennedys, and even a few celebrities. Nana C. had been a fixture in politics and charities for seven decades, and everyone had loved her.

      The attorneys for her estate scheduled a meeting on Monday morning with immediate family members. Christy and I left the girls with their older cousins and headed to the firm’s Back Bay office. Nana C. had recorded an updated video will about six months before she died. She looked as sprightly and alert as I remembered.

      “If you’re seeing this, I must be dead,” she said dryly. “I’m sorry if that sounds macabre, Anne, but at my age I’m allowed.” She paused and sighed. “These messages get shorter every time I record a new one. I suppose it’s because I’ve said everything I want to say. I’ve been blessed with a long life and a wonderful family, and I’m ready for the end. If you want to remember me, light a candle on my birthday. Or maybe eat some ice cream. Any time, I mean, not just my birthday.” Her blue eyes glinted with amusement. “Now, on to business…”

      She donned her thick glasses, and the old-fashioned chains swung gently as she looked down and read from a list of specific bequests. She left things like coin collections, cars, and season tickets to her grandsons. She left her jewelry to Christy, her only granddaughter. The video ended with another message to her family.

      “Be nice to each other. All the money in the world can’t replace family.”

      A junior attorney turned off the television, and the senior one outlined the rest of the will. Nana C. left a third of her estate to a list of charities. The second third included a trust that went to Anne and her younger sister, Evelyn, along with the house in Beacon Hill and a summer house on Cape Cod. The remaining trust was to be divided equally among her grandchildren.

      Christy became an heiress in a few short sentences. Her new fortune wasn’t extravagant, but it would definitely change her life.

      After the attorneys explained the probate process and what to expect in the next few weeks, Anne and Evelyn invited the family to gather at Nana C.’s house the following day. They wanted to give us a chance to take things that had sentimental value.

      Christy and I were getting ready on Tuesday morning when Laurie appeared from the adjoining room.

      “Dad, Mom… you need to see this.”

      “What’s up?” I asked. “Can it wait? We’re running late.”

      “I… I don’t think so.”

      Something in her voice raised the hairs on the back of my neck. Christy heard it too, and we rushed into the other room. Emily stood with her arm around Susie, who was crying. At first I thought one of them had been hurt, but then I saw the TV.

      It showed New York City from across the Hudson. Smoke rose from the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center. They were burning.

      Christy crossed herself and then covered her mouth.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Laurie just shook her head, so Emily spoke up.

      “A plane— An airliner, Dad. It flew into the building.”

      “Which one?”

      “Both.”
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        * * *

      

      Planes eventually started flying again after 9/11, so we were able to return to Atlanta. The world would never be the same again, but life went on. I had a company to run and the girls had school, so we were able to lose ourselves in routine. Christy’s work was more of a challenge, but that was exactly what she needed.

      She had to get ready for her gallery show in time, and she went about it with her usual single-minded determination. She and Gabby focused on the two main pieces, while the others cleaned up and put the finishing touches on bronzes from the foundry and marble pieces from the workshop. Everyone worked for ten weeks straight, with only a break for Thanksgiving. Then all six of them spent two weeks on the big pieces, adding final details and polishing the marble to bring out its luster.

      Christy called the first piece Femme Olympians. It was a trio of young women sculpted in luminous Carrara marble. They were dressed in short Greek tunics and stood in a circle facing outward. One held a lightning bolt aegis, a shield instead of a weapon. Another held a trident and a fish, an offer to feed the viewer. The third rested her hand on a three-headed dog, a companion instead of a threat. The whole thing was a clever feminist twist on those paragons of masculine virtue, Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades.

      The second piece was a triptych called The Crane Wife, which was the opposite of the first in almost every way. It was low- and mid-relief instead of freestanding, black marble instead of white, and a traditional scene instead of a fanciful one. In spite of the differences, it was still a piece with a strong feminist message. The panels told the story of a humble Japanese farmer who saved a crane from a hunter’s trap. The crane returned as a beautiful woman who became his wife. At night she plucked her own feathers and wove a silk brocade that made them wealthy, even though she consumed herself in the process.

      (I still wonder if Christy thought she was the crane wife. I’ve asked her about it a few times since then, but she’s never given me a straight answer. She probably doesn’t even know herself. Still, she chose that story for a reason, and I think about it every time she starts a big project. Then I make sure I don’t work too late. I check on her more often, too. And I make sure she eats enough. Her apprentices help, especially during the day, but they have their own lives. Christy is mine. I digress, but I still worry about her.)

      Christy and her crew finished the sculptures with barely a week to spare before Christmas. They were exhausted but elated, and we celebrated with a party before everyone took a well-deserved break for the holidays.
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        * * *

      

      A whole group of us flew to Los Angeles in February 2002. We took the girls and Rich, Fred and Lance, and all five of Christy’s apprentices. My own parents were in China with Susan, but Christy’s parents drove up from San Diego.

      More friends and family planned to arrive over the next couple of days—Wren and Trip, of course, along with Leah and Mark, Brooke and Nate, Erin and Tom, and even Carter and Kim. Sara and her girlfriend promised to drive down as well. Much to my surprise, Christy had sent Gina and John an invitation, and they’d returned the RSVP almost immediately.

      Christy and her apprentices spent two days getting everything ready for the show itself, while the girls and I went to Disneyland with Rich and her parents. I felt a little guilty that she was working while we were having fun, but she wasn’t the least bit upset.

      “No, I’m glad you did,” she said. “The girls would’ve been bored to death at the gallery.”

      “Is everything ready for tomorrow night?”

      “I hope so. May still has an issue with the caterer, but— Oh! I forgot to show you.” She retrieved a presentation box from atop the dresser. “She gave us these.”

      She opened the lid to reveal a set of four wineglasses. They were Murano glass, with a pattern of multicolored leaves and a different color stem for each—red, green, blue, and yellow.

      “They’re beautiful,” I said. “That was very nice of her.”

      “We need to remember to take them tomorrow night.”

      “What for? Won’t the caterer have glasses?”

      “Of course. But these’re special for us. You, me, Rich, and Mom. So the caterers don’t give us wine by mistake.”

      “Ah, very clever.”

      “I know, right!” She relaxed as the excitement started to wear off. Then her expression slowly fell. The doubts had set in. “What if no one comes? What if no one likes it? What if—?”

      “They’re going to come, and they’re going to love you. Trust me. You’ve done a lot of work to get to this point. May and Fred too. They believe in you. We all do. Me, the girls, family, friends… everyone!”

      “I know. Only—”

      “Relax,” I said. “Trust me. The show’s going to be amazing.”

      I was right.

      When we arrived at the gallery the following evening, a cluster of people were waiting for the doors to open. The celebrities and big collectors didn’t arrive until later, but the place was abuzz with excitement when they did. Christy unveiled her two major pieces to a sustained round of applause. May and her gallery associates circulated, negotiated, and celebrated every sale.

      By the end of the night, a wealthy Japanese collector had outbid several others for The Crane Wife, and a big law firm had bought Femme Olympians for double the original estimate. All of the other major pieces had sold as well, for the suggested prices or more in a few cases. Three-quarters of the smaller pieces had “Sold” stickers on their title placards or were gone entirely, taken home by their new owners.

      When the last guest finally left, May disappeared into the gallery office. She returned with a printout and a grim look. We all fidgeted nervously until she cracked a smile.

      “I couldn’t resist,” she apologized.

      “Try harder next time,” Christy grumped. She drained her glass and held it out.

      The caterers were all cleaning up, but Rich emptied his glass into hers.

      “Sorry, it’s seltzer.”

      “I don’t care.” She drained it but immediately grimaced. “Oh my gosh! Rich, that’s disgusting! How—? Never mind.” She gestured imperiously.

      May surveyed the group with a long smirk before she settled on Christy.

      “Congratulations. You just had your first million-dollar show.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy’s art income and the inheritance from Nana C. changed our lives, although not the way money usually did. My salary alone was more than enough to cover household expenses, including what we put into investments and the girls’ college funds. We could travel when we wanted and afford luxuries like a private plane, so we decided to keep Christy’s money separate. At Fred’s suggestion, we hired a financial advisor to manage everything for her.

      Moira Burns was a Scottish expat who’d been a British Army officer in her former life. She was a no-nonsense woman who reminded me of a self-portrait I’d seen once of Artemisia Gentileschi—slightly plump, red-cheeked, and with a wary expression that seemed habitual.

      “Before we talk about a salary and monthly allowance,” she said, “let’s talk about a spending spree.”

      “Yes, please,” Christy chirped.

      “Tell me about the big things you want to buy and we’ll discuss them.”

      Much to my amusement, Moira was serious about the discussion part. She immediately shot down some of Christy’s wilder ideas, like a private island, a yacht, and a ski lodge.

      “None of those are practical,” she said. “You aren’t Richard Branson. Not yet, at least. Besides, they all require upkeep. I’m talking about a new car or—”

      “Oh, oh, I know!” Christy said. “I want a Mercedes convertible. A red one!”

      “That’s more like it.” Moira wrote it down. “What else?”

      Christy wanted to replace her minivan with a new one. She also wanted shoes and purses and maybe some dresses.

      “Oh, and a watch for Paul,” she added. “Maybe a new plane, too.”

      Moira read my reactions before she answered, “Yes to the watch, no to the plane. What else?”

      “Things for the girls, I suppose.”

      “Good. What else?”

      “Do you want a new car?” Christy asked me.

      “No, but thank you.”

      “Do we want to build the boathouse?”

      “We can,” I said.

      “We’d need something to put in it,” she hinted.

      “Right,” Moira said. “What kind of boat?”

      Christy actually bounced in her seat. “A ski boat. A fast one!”

      “Anything else?”

      Christy thought for a long moment but couldn’t come up with anything.

      “Okay,” Moira said as she underlined things on the list. “I’ll set up a line of credit for the boathouse. I’ll arrange the financing for the cars and the other big purchases. And I’ll set up a new account for everything else.” She glanced at me. “Now, about this watch… Timex, Rolex, or Patek Philippe?”

      I winced a little guiltily.

      “Right.” She made a note. “Patek Philippe.”

      “Why?” Christy wondered. “How much do they cost?”

      Moira answered without looking up, “As much as a Mercedes convertible.”

      “Oh, okay.” Christy’s blithe reaction earned a tight-lipped sigh from Moira.

      “That’s why we hired you,” I said.

      “I understand.”

      She arranged everything over the next couple of weeks. She paid off Christy’s old credit cards and gave her a new one. Then she put her on a strict allowance. My jaw dropped when she told her the amount, but Moira acted like it was nothing.

      “But I need to warn you,” she told Christy, “this is all you get for the month. You won’t get any more once you reach your limit, even if it’s still the first of the month.”

      Christy normally would have argued, sulked, or simply “forgotten,” but she actually listened to Moira.

      “Oh my gosh, Paul,” she said later, “she was so disappointed when I spent too much on the car.”

      I barely controlled my reaction. I’d done the same thing! Why hadn’t it worked for me?

      Do you really wanna know? the little head asked wryly.

      Oh, shut up! No one asked you.

      Christy still had a checking account and debit card for household expenses, but she stopped overspending with them too. At first I thought she must’ve balanced her checkbook, but she’d never done it before, not in the twenty-plus years I’d known her.

      The answer was simpler, which made me wonder why I hadn’t thought of it. Moira had taught her the trick of calling the bank’s automated number to find out the balance. She’d even programmed the number into her cell phone for her.

      Our lives improved dramatically once Christy had her own bank account. I still thought she spent too much, but I kept it to myself. It was her money, after all, and it made her happy. Besides I benefited from most of it, especially the lingerie and jewelry.

      Looking back, I wish I could’ve frozen our lives at that point, the summer of 2002. Christy and I were both happy. Our marriage was healthy, and our careers were going well. She’d been sober almost a year and was determined to stay that way—she and Rich went to regular AA meetings at their church. The girls were happier than they’d been in a long time. Even the dogs seemed content.

      Then we received a phone call from my mom.
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        * * *

      

      We headed to the airport the next day. My parents were already at the private terminal when we arrived. Trip and Wren were too, along with their kids. Our girls popped their seatbelts as soon as the SUV stopped moving, and Laurie and Emily opened the doors.

      “Whoa! Take your bags with you,” I told them. “Dad’s taxi doesn’t do luggage.”

      Laurie immediately reached into the back, but Emily looked like she wanted to argue. She saw me watching and grinned sheepishly. Then she retrieved Susie’s backpack and handed it to her before she grabbed her own.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Laurie start to run toward the terminal before she realized that Davis would be watching. She was more self-conscious around him lately, and she slowed to a ladylike walk instead. Davis was thirteen and just like his father—tall, good-looking, athletic, and popular. He and Laurie had grown up together, almost brother and sister, but she’d begun to look at him differently.

      Susie slammed the car door with the force of a gorilla. Then she and Emily raced past Laurie without a second thought. They didn’t care about Davis or boys or any of that mushy stuff. They just wanted to compare Bratz doll outfits with Missy.

      I sighed. “This is just a big adventure to them.”

      “They’re young,” Christy said. “No one close to them has died before.”

      “Nana C.”

      “She was old already. Besides, they remember 9/11 more than the funeral.”

      “True.”

      “What about you?” Christy said after a moment. “Are you okay?”

      “No. But yeah.”

      We talked for another minute before we headed inside with our suitcases. My mom had been crying, but I barely had time to hug her before my dad and Emily interrupted. She wanted to fly copilot, and he was fine with it.

      He could handle the plane by himself, but two pilots were always safer. Emily had sixty hours of student flight time, but never in a plane as big as the King Air.

      “Are you sure?” I asked Dad.

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

      “Gee, thanks!”

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

      We boarded the plane about twenty minutes later, and I was glad I didn’t have to fly. I sank into a funk and didn’t snap out of it until we landed. The flight could’ve been one hour or five, but I wouldn’t have known the difference.

      “Are you really okay?” Christy asked as we drove to the hotel.

      “I will be,” I said. “We just have to get through the next few days.”

      “Mmm. Why don’t I take the girls swimming before dinner?”

      That made me smile. “You just want to go swimming yourself.”

      “So sue me. You could come too. It might take your mind off it.”

      Trip and Wren and their kids joined us at the pool, and we spent the rest of the afternoon acting like a couple of families on vacation. We weren’t, of course, but we pretended anyway.

      We ate breakfast with my parents the next morning and then returned to our rooms to get ready. The memorial service was scheduled for eleven, and we wanted to arrive early.

      Emily and I were dressed and ready by ten, but we were the only ones, as usual. Christy was putting on her makeup and Laurie was still in the shower. I wasn’t sure where Susie was, so I went looking for her. I found her in the corner in the adjoining room, staring out the window. She was dressed except for her shoes, although she hadn’t fixed her hair.

      “Hey, Suse, it’s supposed to be hot,” I said. “Do you want to put your hair up?”

      She didn’t react.

      “Suse?” Nothing. “Susie?” Still nothing. “Hey, Boo,” I called, a little louder.

      She blinked and looked away from the window. “What?”

      I repeated my question in a normal voice, “Do you want to do anything with your hair?”

      She shrugged. “I suppose.”

      “Want some help?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed, and she moved to stand in front of me. I took a brush from the nightstand and pulled it through her dark hair. It was the same color as mine, but thick and naturally wavy, like Christy’s. Her eyes were Christy’s too, while the rest was all me, including her tendency to brood. At least I knew how to deal with it.

      “Britney Spears?” I asked, shorthand for pigtails.

      Susie shook her head.

      “High pony?”

      Another headshake.

      “Okay. Then… how?”

      “Hillary Duff, please.”

      “Chopsticks?”

      She nodded.

      “Can do.”

      I brushed for another minute before I pulled her hair into a ponytail-bun. She tugged a hairband from her wrist and handed it over her shoulder without a word. I snapped it around the ponytail and reached for the chopsticks. They were made to be hair ornaments, with little rhinestones on the thicker ends. I stuck two of them at right angles through the ponytail and then fluffed it out.

      “Check in the mirror?”

      Susie shook her head.

      “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, although she was working up to something.

      “Dad…?” she said at last. “I’ve been thinking… about my name.”

      “What about it?”

      “I think you should call me Susan now.”

      “Why, sweetie?”

      “Because she’d like it. Susan, I mean. Up in heaven.”
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        * * *

      

      Four days earlier, Susan MacLean had been sitting at a red light when a Ford F150 rear-ended her Cherokee. The other driver had been distracted by his cell phone. The impact knocked Susan’s car into the intersection. An oncoming tractor-trailer didn’t even have time to swerve. It slammed into the Cherokee on the driver’s side. Susan survived the second impact, but she died from her injuries before the medevac helicopter arrived. She was sixty-two, still so young.

      Susan had never wanted to be a public spectacle, in life or in death, so her sons held a private memorial service by the lake at the Pines. The place looked much the same as it had six years earlier, when she’d announced that it would remain a nudist camp. Even the people were the same, although we wore somber looks instead of smiles, suits and dresses instead of sunscreen.

      Kirk and Doug thanked everyone for coming and said a few words. They looked like I felt, haggard and still in shock. They reminded us that Susan’s graveside service would take place at Arlington National Cemetery. She wanted to be buried with her husband, Jack.

      Several others spoke. I wanted to say a few words myself, but I couldn’t do it. I literally couldn’t. I tried several times, but my throat closed up and I had to blink back tears. I finally gave up and trusted that Susan would know what I felt in my heart.

      Someone began singing “Amazing Grace.” Christy squeezed my hand and gave me a teary, comforting smile. Then she sang for both of us.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Kirk said afterward. “The women from the shelter made lunch. It’s waiting for us in the clubhouse.”

      I eventually found my voice, and I joined the others as we reminisced about Susan and her life. I heard more laughter than tears, but there were plenty of both.

      Doug’s wife, Olivia, appeared beside me. She pressed a bracelet into my hand. The metal was warm from where she’d been holding it, and I knew what it was without looking at it.

      “I took it from her jewelry box,” Olivia said. “She— Sorry. We talked about it. She gave me a list. She wanted you to have it.”

      “Thanks. I…”

      “I know,” Olivia said. “Me too.”

      The charm bracelet didn’t have any real value—it was just a silver chain with six P’s—but it brought back a rush of memories. I had to suppress another wave of grief, so I dropped it into my pocket. It landed with a little jingle.

      Susie tilted her head. “What was that?”

      “Just a keepsake.”

      Her forehead creased.

      Olivia knelt and said, “It’s something to remember her by.”

      “Susan?”

      “Mmm hmm.”

      “Hey, Suse,” I suggested, “why don’t you tell Olivia about your name.”

      “No,” Susie replied with seven-year-old dignity, “I think I should wait. It’s too soon.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      “But she knows. God probably told her.”

      Olivia stood as Doug approached.

      “What’s this?” he asked. “About a name?”

      “Susie was thinking about changing her name,” Olivia explained.

      “I’m named after your mother,” Susie added, “but everyone calls me Susie. Or Suse. Sometimes Boo. Well, only my dad and sisters. Mom never calls me that. She only ever calls me Susie. Unless I’m in trouble. Then she calls me by my full name.” She did a pretty good imitation, “Susan Renée Hughes,” to amused chuckles. Then she turned serious again. “Only, I think she’d want everyone to call me Susan. Now, I mean.”

      “I—” Doug managed a smile. “I think you’re right,” he said at last. “And she’d be proud of you for speaking up.”

      Susie’s bright eyes glinted, just like her namesake. “I take after her, you know.”

      “You do,” Doug laughed. “You certainly do.”
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        * * *

      

      Christy and I were fashionably late when we arrived at the attorney’s office the next morning. I gave the receptionist our names.

      “Of course. Mr. Wei is expecting you. I’ll take you back.”

      We followed her to a conference room, where a middle-aged man with Asian features rose to greet us. His salt-and-pepper hair was conservative, and he wore a dark gray linen suit. He looked respectable and even-tempered, exactly how I’d imagined when he’d told me on the phone that he was Susan’s executor.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Hughes,” the receptionist told him.

      We shook hands.

      “Nathan Wei. Thanks for coming.” He was friendly and informal, and his accent was generic, California with a hint of South Carolina in the vowels. That made him a local instead of a recent transplant. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “It was… a shock.”

      “To say the least,” he agreed.

      I glanced at the others around the conference table. Kirk and Dawn, Doug and Olivia, and Stacy and Jason all smiled or waved. Vonda Jarvis sat by herself and nodded a greeting. We’d seen everyone at the memorial, so we didn’t need to catch up. The attorney gestured toward a younger Black woman seated at his left.

      “You’ve spoken to Tanisha, my assistant.”

      “Yes.” We exchanged polite smiles. “Nice to meet you in person.”

      “You too.”

      “I believe you know everyone else,” Nathan finished. “Please, have a seat.”

      “Sorry we’re late,” I said as I pulled out Christy’s chair for her. “We had a mix-up with childcare.”

      “And by ‘mix-up,’” she admitted, “he means that I lost track of time.”

      “That too.”

      The others chuckled and the mood felt lighter, if only for a moment.

      “Thank you again for coming,” Nathan said as he returned to his own chair at the head of the table. “And I’d like to reiterate my condolences.”

      We murmured thanks, and he nodded to Tanisha, who began passing out slim binders.

      “Here are copies of Mrs. MacLean’s will,” he said. He waited until we each had one before he continued, “She named many of you as beneficiaries…”

      The attorney summarized the first part, which was standard stuff. Susan’s sons inherited the camp itself, all the undeveloped land, and her tangible personal property. She set up trusts for each of her grandsons, enough to pay for college and buy a house after they graduated, but not so much that they’d never have to work.

      “Kirk and Doug each receive a 7.5 percent share of the total estate,” the attorney went on. “Vonda should have an updated number for us.”

      She did, and Trip had been right about Susan’s net worth. Her sons’ combined 15 percent was still an eight-figure inheritance. Vonda was stunned to learn about her own 3 percent share, while Stacy and I each received 1 percent, which also came as a surprise.

      “You know how Mom felt about you,” Kirk said to the three of us. “Vonda, you especially.”

      Doug agreed with a somber nod.

      “Indeed,” Nathan chimed in. Then he began reading where he’d left off, “The residue of the estate shall be placed in a trust, to be used at the discretion of the York-MacLean Foundation.”

      She named five of us to the board: Kirk and Doug, along with Vonda, Stacy, and me.

      “The foundation will continue Mrs. MacLean’s work,” the attorney read on, “to support women and girls, minorities and immigrants, and anyone who exists at the margins of society.”

      That was typical Susan. She’d always done her best to help people, and she’d done it as long as I’d known her. She’d woven it into her life, an unbroken thread in the warp and the weft of everyday existence. Sometimes she’d done it with a personal touch, like with Stacy and me. Other times she’d used money and influence, like the women’s shelter, job training center, and day care.

      I thought about all she’d done and felt her loss more keenly than ever. She’d been part of my own life for decades, from before I could even remember. And in the years since that fateful summer, the one of the storm and frozen peas, she’d been a lover and a friend, a mentor and a boss, a client and a business partner. Throughout it all, she’d been someone I admired, the kind of person I wanted to be.

      I eventually returned to the present and realized that my life was at a crossroads. I could stay on my current path and enjoy a comfortable life, or I could follow Susan and do what she’d always done. I sat there and thought about it for what seemed like a long time, although it was probably less than a minute. Then I sighed and felt a profound sense of calm.

      I’d made my choice long ago, back in the summer of 1978. I chose to grow up, and that has made all the difference.

      
        
        The End
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        But wait, there’s more!

        The extended epilogue contains 56 new scenes, with more action, more dialogue, and more of the people you love!

      

        

      
        Read the Special Edition Epilogue,

        Beyond Happily Ever After.

      

      

      
        
        Get It Now
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        Sign up for the Summer Camp Gazette,

        the official newsletter of Summer Camp Swingers.
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      Hi, I’m Nick Scipio, the creator of the Summer Camp Swingers universe.

      I started writing sex stories when I was a teenager, before I was legally old enough to read them. I wrote regular stories too, ones I could share with teachers, family, and friends, but I never stopped thinking about sex and all the “what if…?” scenarios.

      Fortunately, I led a fairly adventurous life through my teens and early twenties, so I have plenty of personal experience to draw from. Many of the things in my books actually happened to me, although plenty of them are pure fantasy, the product of my overactive imagination.

      I stopped writing in my twenties and into my thirties, especially while I was working nonstop at a small software company. The small company grew into a medium-sized one, which was bought by an even larger company. By then I was managing development teams and directing entire projects.

      I eventually reached a point where I was happy with my software career, and I found that I wanted to start writing again. It wasn’t really a conscious decision—it was just something I did. It was an easy transition, because I’ve always been a storyteller. These days I simply have a larger audience than my friends or a group of people at a party.

      In any event, that’s probably enough about me. You can join me on Patreon if you want to read more Summer Camp Swingers and be part of a fantastic group of people who love the story as much as I do. And if you want my free stories, you’ll find everything on my website.

      In the meantime, thanks for buying my books, and thanks for reading.
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        Nick Scipio

        NickScipio.com
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        California Dreamin’, by Nick Scipio

        It’s all fun and games until you’re playing for keeps.

        Brooke is every man’s wet dream, a brainy beauty who’s fun in bed. She’s also Paul’s date for a long weekend in LA. But he quickly realizes that she wants him for more than just the weekend. He needs to walk a fine line between keeping her as a friend and losing her forever.
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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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